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� is study is about the fabrication of selves. Analyzing autobiographical and semi-autobio-
graphical narratives by women of color, it aims to � nd out how young and adolescent girls 
who are growing up between cultures articulate their coming of age. It attempts to demon-
strate the ways in which identity construction involves multiple categories such as gender, 
race, ethnicity, and class. 

My interest in these issues originated from a graduate course on “Classics in American 
History” for which I read Jane Addams’s Twenty Years at Hull House (1910)—the only text 
written by a woman on a long list of only male authors. Addams’s autobiography of social work 
experience in the Chicago slums of the 1890s triggered my interest in the lives of immigrants, 
especially those of the second generation. � us, when I was to select a topic for my master’s 
thesis I decided to � nd out whether I could locate the immigrant girls’ experience in their 
own voices instead of that of a social worker, and unearthed three autobiographies by Jewish 
American women.1 Having � nished my thesis I moved to the U.S. to study at the University of 
Minnesota, hoping that there I would be able to � nd the young women’s unpublished and un-
mediated “authentic” voices. For the Minneapolis campus housed the Social Welfare History 
Archives, and the Immigration History Archives was located in nearby St. Paul. Both archives 
turned out to house various remarkable collections. I came across fascinating archival papers 
dating from the early twentieth century documenting social workers’ projects with “� e Prob-
lem Girl”—young immigrant women of the second generation. But I could not � nd what I was 
looking for: young immigrant women’s own voices. � erefore, I decided to return to where I 
had started: published autobiographical narratives. � ere, I thought, I would be able to obtain 
at least a representation of the women’s lives between two cultures. 

Of course, literature never presents a simple re� ection of social reality, but transforms 
it through its narratological features—literary conventions the author can play with—and 
symbolic structures such as themes and metaphors. Although many book covers and blurbs 
introduce coming-of-age narratives as truthful stories of growing up, as I will indicate in the 
� rst chapter of this book, the texts under study cannot be considered “unequivocal social and 
historical document[s]” and cannot be relied on for any historical and socio-cultural certain-
ties. John Neubauer calls � ction “an unreliable social indicator,” as it “speaks with many voices.” 
Referring to the work of Dominique LaCapra, he states that � ction’s “use as social-historical 
documentation selects but one of the many voices and tends to advance the writer’s personal 
choice as historical fact. Furthermore, literary mimesis involves as much the imitative repeti-
tion of earlier literary images as the faithful re� ection of social experience […]” (1992, 2, 205-
206). As Henry Louis Gates, Jr., maintains, a literary work is never transparent. As a � gurative 
construction, it does not exist as a one-way mirror on history or biography (1984, 6).

Still, literary texts can o� er signi� cant insights into processes of subject formation, and 
o� en incorporate an abundance of socio-historical information. Various critics have com-
mented on this fact. In their study of New York City minority groups, for instance, social 
scientists Nathan Glazer and Daniel Moynihan cite Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones
(1959), one of the central novels of my book, as “remarkably revealing” because of its wealth of 

1. Mary Antin, � e Promised Land: � e Autobiography of a Russian Immigrant (1911/1912), Leah Morton, 
I am a Woman—and a Jew (1926), and Anzia Yezierska, Bread Givers: A struggle between a father of the Old 
World and a daughter of the New (1925).
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speci� c detail about the socio-economic circumstances of its characters’ lives.2 � us, echoing 
Gloria Wade-Gayles’s statement that “black women writers have much to tell us about black 
womanhood” (1997, xii-xiii), I would like to state that the coming-of-age narratives included 
in this study have much to tell us about the growing up processes of girls of color. 3 Instead of 
viewing the narratives as unambiguous and untainted representations of socio-historical re-
alities, but neither wishing to see them merely as the simple, uncomplicated � ctive indications 
of coming-of-age, I will view them as the mediated re� ections of socio-historical relations. 
Surveying the construction of racial-ethnic and gender identities that take place in the world 
of the text, I will attempt to uncover the social and historical issues that are encoded in the 
texts’ literary structures and narrative modes (Neubauer 1992, 10).

My project initially focused on short stories, novels, narrative poems and autobiographies 
that document the coming-of-age process of immigrant girls from non-white and non-Euro-
pean backgrounds. However, along the way I came to include writings by Native American and 
African American authors, as I encountered thematic and narrative similarities.4 � us, instead 
of concentrating on the immigrant daughter’s experience, in due course the project came to 
center more in general on narratives in which girls of color are growing up. 5 All texts selected 
depict the coming-of-age of girls of color who are between the ages of roughly � ve and twenty 
and who, due to their racial-ethnic and class backgrounds, live in the margins of white main-
stream culture. Although they represent the process of subject formation in particular social 
and historical settings and within certain discursive practices, I group them together around 
common concerns that all relate to the central theme of self-fabrication: growing up between 

2. 1964, 35, quoted in Schneider 1982, 54.
3. � e term girl of color, of course, derives from the now established term “woman of color.” For a discussion 
on and justi� cation of this complex and perhaps somewhat problematic term, see Stanley (1998): “[…] the on and justi� cation of this complex and perhaps somewhat problematic term, see Stanley (1998): “[…] the on and justi� cation of this complex and perhaps somewhat problematic term, see Stanley
name women of color […] was � rst produced and then legislated by discriminatory racialist practice; hence, 
we could contend that the very name validates racial/ethnic categories that many agree belong to a discred-
ited racial universe. Moreover, if ‘women of color’ is perceived as a ‘marked’ category of di� erence de� ned 
against whiteness as an ‘unmarked’ category representing a normative center, then the very term could, ironi-
cally, reinscribe a marginal positionality for those attempting to subvert hierarchies of domination. In answer 
to these objections, some critics argue that self-identi� ed women of color have reconceived the name as a site 
not of subjection but of political agency” (3). Still, Dyer argues that, while he appreciates the generosity of 
the term “people of colour,” “including in it all those people that [the term] ‘black’ excludes, it none the less 
reiterates the notion that some people have colour and others, whites, do not” (1997, 11).
4. For instance, Bell (1994) and Hale (1993), the two Native American novels included in this study, only 
emphasize the fact that Native Americans are exiles in their own native land. Morrison (1970) stages black 
families who have migrated from the rural south to the urban north, and thus deal with assimilation and 
adjustment all the same. As for the narratives written by Puerto Rican authors, who are technically U.S. 
citizens, I would like to quote Christian: “In spite of the pervasive Anglo-American presence in Puerto Rico, 
linguistic di�  culties, discrimination, and con� ict between the migrants’ culture of origin and dominant 
American values cause Puerto Rican migrant’ experiences to closely parallel those of other immigrant groups” 
(1997, 170 n.5).
5. Ironically, quite a few of the texts’ protagonists refer to the middle-class social workers whose voice I had 
found at the Minnesota archives. But now the interaction between immigrant girls and social workers is 
portrayed by the girls themselves. � is issue will be dealt with in Chapter 4, “Terms of Address.”
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a marginal and a dominant culture; coming to racial-ethnic and gendered consciousness; the 
mechanisms of negotiation6; fantasy and storytelling; the performance of multiple identities; 
and processes of self-a�  rmation. I roughly limit my corpus to those narrative texts published 
between 1975 and 2000, as 1976 saw the watermark publication of Maxine Hong Kingston’s between 1975 and 2000, as 1976 saw the watermark publication of Maxine Hong Kingston’s between 1975 and 2000, as 1976 saw the watermark publication of Maxine Hong Kingston
� e Woman Warrior and in 2000 the in� nite, continuous � ow of newly published ethnic texts � e Woman Warrior and in 2000 the in� nite, continuous � ow of newly published ethnic texts � e Woman Warrior
made me decide to stop exploring new ones. Below, they are presented in a list that is not 
comprehensive, but constitutes a basic new inventory of the genre.

Having established a corpus of narratives, I had to make the move from history to literary 
studies, which � rst introduced me to insights developed within studies of the Bildungsromane. 
� ese novels traditionally stage protagonists’ physical and spiritual exploration and develop-
ment through their resistance to the adult world as well as their attempts to � nd a place in it 
(Spacks 1981, 15). However, although in terms of genre the coming-of-age narratives studied 
here technically belong to this tradition, they digress to some extent from texts written within 
the white, male, European tradition of the Bildungsroman, and from the tradition of the fe-
male Anglo-American Bildungsroman that since the nineteenth century de� ned “women’s de-
velopment in terms of their sexual success or failure” and followed certain plot conventions 
on romance, marriage and domesticity (Chu 2000, 5, 185). � ey exhibit a central focus on 
the interrelated factors of gender, race, ethnicity, and class, which are crucial components of 
the developmental process represented, and greatly a� ect the girls’ experience and their posi-
tion in relation to their socio-cultural context. In addition, the texts suggest new concepts 
for the process of identity construction, as they express troublesome, insecure and shi� ing 
subject positions, and reveal that identity is o� en a continuous process of fabrication and 
performance. As such they constitute “ ‘eternal moment[s] of potential assimilation’.”7 � us, 
the narratives also depart somewhat from the traditional stories of Bildung and successful 
Americanization that were developed in the immigrant autobiographies I studied earlier.

Secondly, my project introduced me to the literary tools developed within narratology. 
� us, in my analyses I will employ notions such as focalization and narration, which will en-
able me to investigate how these girls � nd ways to articulate themselves in their own voices. 
My corpus exhibits four di� erent types of narration. Some texts are narrated from inside the 
experience of growing up. Whereas at times such a young, experiencing ‘I,’ or younger self, 

6. Here I will follow Friedman’s de� nition of negotiation: “Negotiation carries the double connotation of 6. Here I will follow Friedman’s de� nition of negotiation: “Negotiation carries the double connotation of 6. Here I will follow Friedman
‘mutual discussion and arrangement’ (as in negotiating a treaty) and maneuvering to clear or pass an obstacle 
(as in negotiating a mountain pass)” (1998, 194). Spivak also o� ers a useful de� nition: “that one tries to (as in negotiating a mountain pass)” (1998, 194). Spivak also o� ers a useful de� nition: “that one tries to (as in negotiating a mountain pass)” (1998, 194). Spivak
change something that one is obliged to inhabit, since one is not working from the outside. In order to keep 
one’s e� ectiveness, one must also preserve those structures—not cut them down completely” (1990, 72).
7. Chu 2000, 185, 6. Many feminist critics have pointed at the di� erences between traditional Bildungsro-
mane and coming-of-age narratives written by immigrant women and women of color. Koshy (1994) states and coming-of-age narratives written by immigrant women and women of color. Koshy (1994) states and coming-of-age narratives written by immigrant women and women of color. Koshy
that, while the traditional novel of formation stages a uni� ed subject who progresses from youth to maturity, 
the emergence of the immigrant female’s subject “resists assimilation into linear � ctions of growth. Instead, 
it is articulated in moments of incoherence, disruption, and splitting” (71). Braendlin (1983) argues that 

“While Bildungsromane by Anglo-Jewish women emphasize liberation from gender-based stereotypes, novels 
by black women recognize racism to be as signi� cant a hindrance to female development as is sexism” (78). 
Felski (1986) maintains that in these novels the question of identity as a woman is intertwined with the ex-
ploration of roots and cultural history (138).
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exhibits a degree of re� ection and contemplation, mostly she just registers her experiences in 
clear and simple language. With her partial knowledge, apparently blind to any ideological 
forces at play, she presents the limited perspective and directness of a child’s or adolescent’s 
voice, and fails to o� er any interpretations. Her deliberations are restricted to what she is able 
to grasp while the events unfold. Consequently, these narratives are no sites over� owing with 
sharp insights. In a second type of texts, the voice of a young narrator almost unnoticeably 
changes into that of a more experienced and detached grown-up narrator, a remembering 
adult. � us, the girl’s partial and provisional observations are temporarily supplemented by 
a retrospective adult narrator, whose retrospective awareness brie� y infringes on the girl’s 
limited consciousness. � e reader follows events and circumstances from the viewpoints of 
both child and grown-up. 

In other narratives, the representation of the self as expressed through the protagonist’s 
experiences is mostly established by an older ‘I.’ A grown-up narrator, or experienced self, 
looks back on her life and, imposing an adult-like reasoning and awareness on her younger 
self, resumes and scrutinizes past events. Employing distancing devices such as irony and 
retrospective point of view, the mature voice exposes an authority and represents adult in-
sights, judgments and rationality. A � nal type of text switches between two or more voices. 
� is occurs, for instance, in Amy Tan’s � is occurs, for instance, in Amy Tan’s � is occurs, for instance, in Amy Tan � e Joy Luck Club (1989) where the voices of Chinese 
American mothers and daughters alternate. � is shi� ing of narrative voices symbolizes each 
subject’s con� icting, multifarious positionalities, and her vigorous negotiation with di� erent 
cultures. In a second case, Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (1991), four 
Dominican American sisters take turns telling their stories. � is indicates how the girls’ pro-
cess of constant negotiation between several discourses and subject positions—sometimes 
identifying with their parents’ cultural heritage and at other times critiquing it and declaring 
their enthusiasm for the ideology of assimilation—is a process de� ned by personal variations. 
In addition, as the contradictory stories can never carry the complete truth, the use of mul-
tiple voices indicates to the reader that the text could never present the historical facts. � is 
facilitates a narrative examination of the past that eliminates or evades positivistic notions 
regarding historical authenticity.8

My approach will draw not only on narratology and other notions worked out by literary 
critics, but also on studies in the � elds of immigration history, feminist criticism, postcolonial 
criticism, girls’ studies, psychology and popular culture studies, as each proves valuable in 
clarifying di� erent facets of coming-of-age narratives staging girls of color. � us, being induc-
tive and eclective, this study constitutes a reading practice that presents cases of close-reading 
and a series of framing approaches to the narratives selected. In interpreting the codes embed-
ded in the coming-of-age texts, these example analyses will make the girls’ voices audible, and 
demonstrate, through a necessary abundance of quotations from the narrative texts, how girl 
protagonists, narrators, and focalizers articulate their formation of subjectivity.

One of the primary issues encoded in the coming-of-age texts is that of gender. � e 

8. Christian 1997, 118. Another device for avoiding a reception of the texts as authentic is a narrator’s indi-
cation of her story’s unreliability. In Kingston’s cation of her story’s unreliability. In Kingston’s cation of her story’s unreliability. In Kingston � e Woman Warrior, for instance, the narrator admits that 
as she brings together the bits and pieces of her history she also invents stories. � us she weakens her own 
narrative authority. 
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narratives reveal how, as an axe of di� erentiation, gender intersects with categories such as 
race and ethnicity, and how each racial-ethnic community has its own strictly de� ned, cultur-
ally speci� c gender roles, standards for sexual behavior, and perceptions of femininity. � e girl 
protagonists internalize these cultural conceptions and conventions as they are conveyed to 
them by their parents, relatives and other mentors. At the same time, however, they come to 
explore their community’s boundaries and investigate its policies prescribing feminine sexual 
behavior.9 In her survey of Asian American texts, Lisa Lowe for instance encountered immi-
grant mothers who consider female identity to be determined by a disciplining of the female 
body, by silent obedience and by deference to parents, who impose “repressive con� nements” 
and “restrictive female roles.” In the same texts, however, Lowe came across the pressures 
exerted on girls by more liberal western de� nitions of femininity and middle-class norms of 
feminine beauty (1991, 35, 37). 

Two other key issues embedded in the texts are ethnicity and race. In the coming-of-age 
narratives, these categories become manifest in numerous ways, such as the manner in which 
the girls are hailed on the street, in the messages they receive at school, and the stories they 
hear at home. But they also show in their own embodiment, performances, and imagination—
in short in their fabrication of self. In this study, I will mostly merge the two notions and use 
the term “racial-ethnicity.” � e use of the term “race” could raise objections because it homog-
enizes greatly dissimilar groups, and because it carries biological and essentialist associations 
(Appiah 1997; Floya Anthias and Nira Yuval-Davis 1992). � e use of “ethnicity,” on the other 
hand, obscures the dissimilarities due to race, and negates the political, social, and ideological 
forces of racism (Michelle Barrett and Mary McIntosh in Schueller 1992, 83). A combination 
of the two allows for more agility. � us, “racial-ethnicity” is a construction of identi� cation 
and dis-identi� cation that relates to a “collective recognition of common descent” (Appiah
1997, 79). It indicates a sense of identity, or rather an inventive positioning in culture, lan-
guage, history, and circumstances that originates from actual or supposed shared relations. 
Connecting an individual with some people and separating her from others, it changes over 
time and constantly shi� s when intersected with other categories. It refers both to personal 
psychological processes and to socio-cultural a�  nities, sociohistorical practices and power 
relations.10

Analogous to the way in which we, as readers, attempt to decipher the codes embedded 
in the coming-of-age texts, the featured protagonists must, as they come of age, decode and 
determine the cultural narratives around which gender, race, class, and other categories are 
organized in the world around them, and that “encrypt in story form the norms, values, and 
ideologies of the social order” (Friedman 1998, 8-9). Carolyn Heilbrun explains that “[w]e live 
our lives through texts. � ey may be read, or chanted, or experienced electronically, or come 
to us, like the murmurings of our mothers, telling us what conventions demand. Whatever 

9. For a discussion of the cultural di� erences in the constitution and representation of gender see, for in-
stance, Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992, 4; Brah 1993; Geschwender 1992, 480-481.
10. See also Christian 1997, 6; Hall 1988, 2000; Sollors 1989. Helena Grice et. al. explain the di� erence be-
tween race and ethnicity as follows: ethnicity is “ ‘a matter of cultural attributes’ shared by a particular group,” 
and racial formation is “ ‘the sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created, inhabited, trans-
formed, and destroyed’ ” (2001, 5; they here borrow from Howard Winant and Michael Omi). 
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their form or medium, these stories have formed us all […]” (1988, 37). � e girl protagonists 
are being immersed in these cultural narratives—the Dick and Jane stories of their American 
public schools, the spiritualist songs sung by some of their immigrant mothers, the Holly-
wood � lms featuring Shirley Temple, and didactic posters and placards on the walls of Amer-
ica’s socio-political institutions. Drawing from these scripts and histories, and trying to make 
sense of a variety of possible scenarios of contact and confrontation, the girls identify their 
subjective racial-ethnicity and set up their actions and attitudes.

However, Heilbrun also points out that we use these texts “to make new � ctions, new 
narratives” (37). Likewise, Friedman understands cultural narratives as the “intertextual web 
out of which individual and collective selves are woven […]” (153). Indeed, interpreting and 
modifying the stories they encounter and using their own experiences and imagination, the 
girl protagonists tell stories about themselves. � ey engage in a permanent construction of 
identities—constantly developing and ever-shi� ing mental and social con� gurations that 
are situated in and transformed through time and space.11 Both types of narratives—the cul-
tural narratives and the girls’ stories of ongoing formation—will be central in my study on 
coming-of-age.

� is key issue of storytelling is one of the thematics around which the chapters in this 
study are loosely organized. � is thematic approach will enable me to draw attention both 
to the analogous features and the divergent representation of coming-of-age. � us, instead 
of looking for inclusive typical patterns within and between racial-ethnic groups, or for any 
de� nite and particular approach of women-of-color writers, I will indicate di� erences as well 
as similarities between the ways in which culturally speci� c texts construct coming-of-age. 
Although certain patterns that cut across ethnic boundaries will become discernible, each nar-
rative text in itself makes clear that there exists no uniform concept of racial-ethnic gendered 
identity, and demonstrates the protagonist’s multifarious self-conception and distinctive ex-
perience. However, as Karen Christian argues in Show and Tell: Identity as Performance in U.S. 
Latina/o Fiction (1997): “the identi� cation of commonalities, of connections among works, 
writers, and literatures can indeed demonstrate the pervasiveness of cultural identity con-
structs […]” (1997, 23). Introducing her study of textual and visual representations of adoles-
cence, Marianne Hirsch states: “For the purpose of this analysis I do not focus speci� cally on 
the cultural di� erences between these texts; rather I see them all as representative of certain 
strategies of self-representation in pictures and words, strategies relating to the retrospective 
interpretation of female adolescence” (1993, 126). 

I begin in Chapter 1 by looking at the way in which book jackets and photo-texts frame 
the coming-of-age narratives studied and in� uence the reader’s construction of the growing 
up process as represented in the texts. � ese extra-narrative texts for instance suggest the 

11. 1988, 153, 8. Other critics have, in a more general way, discussed the way in which self-de� nition means 
becoming a subject in discourse. De Lauretis writes that “Self and identity […] are always grasped and under-
stood within particular discursive con� gurations” (1986, 8; emphasis added). Hall maintains that “[c]ultural 
identities come from somewhere, have histories. But, like everything else which is historical, they undergo 
constant transformation. […], they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power. […] 
identities are the names we give to the di� erent ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the 
narratives of the past” (1990, 325; emphasis added).
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narratives’ historic truth and feature exotic and narrative clichés relating to the process of 
growing-up between cultures. � is kind of framing, however, is at times rather ambiguous, as 
some book covers undermine their own truth claim, or present confusing and incompatible 
visual images. Further, while one of the two photo-texts discussed suggests that the coming-
of-age story is not at all an individual’s linear development, both texts indicate that the stories 
constitute not only an ethnicially de� ned development into American girlhood but also their 
gendered transformation into womanhood. � is embeds them in a social context that in-
cludes both mainstream America and their own family and community.

Having thus introduced the issue of framing, I will start each following chapter by out-
lining an analogous problematics of identity construction that lies outside the domain of my 
study in order to thematically frame the narratives studied, and point out intertextual links 
with narratives that technically do not belong to my corpus. Chapter 2 focuses on the mother-
daughter relationship, a key factor in the construction of gender identity, and surveys the role 
of maternal storytelling in the process of female subject formation. In a comparative analy-
sis of two Chinese American novels of development—Amy Tan’s sis of two Chinese American novels of development—Amy Tan’s sis of two Chinese American novels of development—Amy Tan � e Joy Luck Club (1989)
and Maxine Hong Kingston’s and Maxine Hong Kingston’s and Maxine Hong Kingston � e Woman Warrior (1976)—I will demonstrate how daughters 
criticize their mothers’ stories for being inconsistent and incomplete, and � nd themselves 
in a process both of identi� cation and di� erentiation with their mothers. However, drawing 
not only from the rich store of maternal narratives but also from their own experience and 
imagination, the girls � nd imaginative ways out of their racial-ethnic and gendered roles, and 
eventually are able to claim their own identity. In Chapter 3, I will explore two Caribbean 
American texts—Audre Lorde’s Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (1982) and Paule Marshall’s 
Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959)—in order to survey the way in which the protagonists take 
note of their mothers’ (and others’) told and untold stories, but also observe their rituals and 
body language. Jointly, the language of the spoken and unspoken word, and the language of 
the body inspire and assist the daughters in their practices of conjecture and creation, and 
thus help them construct their own gendered and racial-ethnic identities.

� en I move in Chapters 4 and 5 to the multiplicity of messages that girl protagonists pick 
up from their own community and from mainstream America, and out of which they con-
struct their sense of self. Chapter 4 explores the notion of interpellation, and traces the mani-
fold terms of address in a number of Latina texts that motivate the girls to establish their own 
subject position—o� entimes unconsciously. Mostly unable to openly articulate their frustra-
tion at the way in which they are being hailed, their focalization however reveals the inconsis-
tencies and misrecognitions of the various forms of address. It also exposes the girls’ hidden 
ways to refuse or resist, such as refusing to listen to imposed stories and positions, mocking 
the terms of address as inappropriate, performing empowering acts of Butlerian repetition, 
and conjuring fantasies of sweet revenge and role reversals. Chapter 5 focuses more in general 
on the entire set of instructions the girls receive at school, at church and at home. It traces the 
girls’ strategies of fantasy, which enable them, either as protagonists, embedded focalizers or 
adult narrators, to put their “ ‘reality’ in parentheses” (Ang 1985, 135).

In Chapter 6 I will continue my survey of the girls’ coming-to-consciousness by looking 
at the ways in which they respond to their own photo and mirror images. In an analysis of 
texts from various cultural backgrounds, I will show that by monitoring the outsider’s gaze as 
well as their own re� ections, girls experience feelings of alienation and become aware of their 
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racialized, gendered, and sexualized selves. � is occurs not always in single and spectacular 
dramatic events, but in the course of a long process of looking and being looked at. Vision, I 
will demonstrate, is essential for the production of the subjects’ sense of self, and causes a great 
preoccupation with skin color and other bodily features. However, while the girls reveal their 
ability to engage in productive acts of looking, they hardly ever examine, unsettle, or refuse 
the gaze of the other.

� e next two chapters explore the girls’ disclosure of the inappropriateness of the white 
beauty myth, and survey texts in which the girls’ cross-cultural performances enables them 
to cope with ideal images such as those presented by Shirley Temple and Barbie. Central 
to Chapter 7 is the gi�  of Barbie and other dolls that encourages girls of color to engage in 
motherly behavior and mirror themselves in the dolls. While some girls accept the dolls and 
develop their authority over them in their play and acts of manipulation, others examine 
or destroy their exemplars. But all girls appropriate their dolls and disclose their fragile and 
illusory quality. � us, they all engage in a process of negotiation with the cultural codes in-
corporated in the dolls. In Chapter 8 the girls reveal their own, or their mothers’, ambitions 
of being transformed into Shirley Temple look-alikes. Quoting from Temple’s culture, some 
girls end up imitating a whole set of representative characteristics exempli� ed by that iconic 
� gure. � e acts of impersonation, however, o� entimes result in uncomfortable hybridizations 
such as “Chinese Shirley Temples,” which modify the Hollywood icon’s universal meaning. 
Moreover, as narrators and focalizers, the girls indicate the arti� cial and fabricated quality 
of their Temple performance and reveal its limited suitability. Still, emulating Temple’s dress, 
pose, talk, and dance, some of the � lm star’s replicas are able to employ the model as a source 
of agency, rebellion and intervention.

� e � nal two chapters discuss the girls’ emulation of other models, including their peers. 
In Chapter 9, I will examine how parents as well as peers mock girls for their unsuccessful 
masquerades and for assuming that they can fool others. However, in their turn the girls 
also fool others by modifying their identities through whitewashing or by becoming more 
acceptable exotic or historic � gures or genuine American girls. � ese acts of bodily writing 
(Grosz 1994) reveal the girls’ notable subjection to white standards of female beauty, but also 
indicate a questioning of the illusory quality of these standards. As “drag queens,” moreover, 
the girls disclose their vacillation between di� erent cultural and gendered positions, but also 
their ingenuity and resourcefulness, and their talents in pulling tricks. Chapter 10, � nally, 
focuses on the way in which girls seek out female friends and other peers to support them 
in the production of their di� erentiated subject-selves. During that pursuit, they encounter 
Gilligan’s “perfect girls,” who set the standards for American femininity. But they also relate to Gilligan’s “perfect girls,” who set the standards for American femininity. But they also relate to Gilligan
fellow gang members, as in Laura del Fuego’s Maravilla (1989), who help them decide whether 
to identify and imitate, or reject and refuse culturally endorsed forms of femininity. Monitor-
ing their female peers and at times struggling with impossibilities of identi� cation, the girls 
� nd themselves a “space at the border” (Hirsch 1994, 83). � ere, in bedrooms, bathrooms 
and movie theatres, they negotiate between their parents’ cultural standards, and those of 
teenage America. � ere they cry and scream, � ght and fall. In those settings the girls engage 
in practices of manipulation, imitation and fabrication that at times appear to be playful and 
impulsive, but are o� entimes expressions of anxiety and liability, and require hard work and 
inventiveness. Still, they exemplify the promise of self-fashioning and change.
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All these forces and factors combine to in� uence the identify-formation of these girls as 
they come of age in America. Although no single pattern will su�  ce to articulate the experi-
ences of these girls-of-color-becoming-women, many of the factors outlined above appear in 
works emerging from di� erent racial-ethnic cultures, con� rming the wisdom of the approach 
taken in this study.



Coming-of-Age Narratives and Anthologies

� e following listing contains those works cited or referred to in the text:

Alvarez, Julia, How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (New York: Plume 1992 [1991]).
Anaya, Rudolfo, “Dead End,” in: Donald R. Gallo, ed., Join In: Multiethnic Short Stories by Outstanding Writ-

ers for Young Adults (New York: Bantam Doubleday Bell 1995 [1993]) 101-109.
Angelou, Maya, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (New York: Bantam Books/Random House 1971 [1969]).
Anzaldúa, Gloria, Borderlands: La Frontera: � e New Mestiza (San Francisco: Spinster/Aunt Lute 1987).

———, “La Prieta,” in: Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds., � is Bridge Called My Back: Writings by 
Radical Women of Color (New York: Kitchen Table Press 1983 [1981]) 198-209.Radical Women of Color (New York: Kitchen Table Press 1983 [1981]) 198-209.Radical Women of Color

Augenbraum, Harold and Ilan Stavans, eds. Growing Up Latino: Memoirs and Stories (New York: Houghton 
Mi�  in 1993). 

Baez, Joan, “� oughts on a Sunday A� ernoon,” in Ed Ludwig and James Santibañez, eds., � e Chicanos: 
Mexican American Voices (New York: Penguin Books 1971) 255-257.

Bell, Betty Louise, Faces in the Moon: A Novel (Norman and London: University of Oklahoma Press 1994).
Brooks, Gwendolyn, Maud Martha (Chicago: � ird World Press 1993 [1953]).
Cahill, Susan, ed., Growing Up Female: Stories by Women Writers from the American Mosaic (New York: 

Mentor 1993).
Cantú, Norma Elia, Canícula: Snapshots of a Girlhood en la Frontera (Albuquerque: University of New Mex-

ico Press 1999 [1995]).
Carlson, Lori M., ed., American Eyes: New Asian-American Short Stories for Young Adults (New York: Fawcett 

Juniper/Ballantine Books 1996 [1994]).
Cenen and Barbara Smith, “� e Blood—Yes, the Blood: A Conversation,” in: Barbara Smith, ed., Home Girls: 

A Black Feminist Anthology (Latham, NY: Kitchen Table/Women of Color Press 1983) 31-51.
Cervantes, Lorna Dee, “Bird Ave,” in: María Herrera-Sobek and Helena María Viramontes, eds., Chicana Cre-

ativity and Criticism: Charting New Frontiers in American Literature (Houston: Arte Público 1988) 41.
Chambers, Veronica, “Good hair days,” rev. of Juliette Harris and Pamela Johnson, eds., Tenderheaded: A 

Comb-Bending Collection of Hair Stories (New York: Pocket Books 2001) in: � e Women’s Review of Books
XIX: 2 (November 2001) 15-16.

———, Mama’s Girl (New York: Riverhead Books 1997 [1996]).
Chavez, Denise, � e Last of the Menu Girls (Houston: Arte Público Press 1991 [1986]).
Chiu, Christina, Troublemaker and Other Saints (New York: Putnam 2001).
Cisneros, Sandra, � e House on Mango Street (Houston: Arte Público Press 1986 [1984]).� e House on Mango Street (Houston: Arte Público Press 1986 [1984]).� e House on Mango Street

———, Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (New York: Vintage Books 1992 [1991]).
———, “Guadalupe, the Sex Goddess: Unearthing the Racy Past of Mexico’s Most Famous Virgin,” Ms. VII:1 

(July/August 1996) 43-46.
Cofer, Judth Ortiz, � e Line of the Sun (Athens, GA: � e University of Georgia Press 1989).



22

In
tr

od
uc

tio
n

———, Silent Dancing: A Partial Remembrance of a Puerto Rican Childhood (Houston: Arte Publico Press Silent Dancing: A Partial Remembrance of a Puerto Rican Childhood (Houston: Arte Publico Press Silent Dancing: A Partial Remembrance of a Puerto Rican Childhood
1990).

———, � e Latin Deli (Athens, GA: � e University of Georgia Press 1993).
Creef, Elena Tajima, “Notes from a Fragmented Daughter,” in: Gloria Anzaldúa, ed., Making Face, Making 

Soul/Hacieno Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Soul/Hacieno Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Soul/Hacieno Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color
Foundation 1990) 82-84. 

Danticat, Edwidge, Breath, Eyes, Memory: A Novel (New York: Soho Press 1994).
David, Jay, ed. Growing Up Black (New York: Avon Books 1992).
Davis, Angela, Angela Davis: An Autobiography—With My Mind on Freedom (New York: Random House 

1974).
Dove, Rita, � rough the Ivory Gate (New York: Random House/Vintage Books 1992).
Dumas, Firoozeh, Funny in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (New York: Villard Books 

2003).
Durham, Meenakshi Gigi, “Out of the Indian Diaspora: Mass Media, Myths of Femininity, and the Negotia-

tion of Adolescence between Two Cultures,” in: Sharon R. Mazzarella and Norma Odom Pecora, eds., 
Growing Up Girls: Popular Culture and the Construction of Identity (New York: Peter Lang Publishing 
1999) 193-206.

Esteves, Sandra María, “So Your Name Isn’t María Christina,” in: Bluestown Mockingbird Mambo (Houston: 
Arte Público Press 1990) 32-33.

Flowers, Ruby Reyes, “ ‘Ruby’s Discovery,” Edith Blicksilver, ed., � e Ethnic American Woman: Problems, Pro-
tests, Lifestyle (Dubuque, Ia: Kendall/Hunt Publishing Company 1989 [1978]) 292-296.

Frosch, Mary, ed., Coming of Age in America: A Multicultural Anthology (New York: � e New Press 1994).
Fuego, Laura del, Maravilla (Encino, CA: Floricanto Press 1989).
Galang, M. Evelina, Her Wild American Self (Minneapolis: Co� ee House Press 1996).Her Wild American Self (Minneapolis: Co� ee House Press 1996).Her Wild American Self
Gallo, Donald R., ed., Join In: Multiethnic Short Stories by Outstanding Writers for Young Adults (New York: 

Bantam Doubleday Dell Books for Young Readers 1995 [1993]).
Garcia, Christina, Dreaming in Cuban (Glasgow: Flamingo/HarperCollins 1992). 
Gibson, Aliona L., Nappy: Growing Up Black and Female in America (New York: Harlem River Press 1995).
Gilman, Susan Jane, “Klaus Barbie, and Other Dolls I’d Like to See,” in: Ophira Edut, ed., Adiós, Barbie: Young 

Women Write About Body Image and Identity (Seattle, WA: Seal Press 1998) 14-21.
Gonzales-Berry, Erlinda, “Excerpts from ‘Rosebud’,” in: Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana S. Rivero, eds., In� -

nite Divisions: An Anthology of Chicana Literature (Tucson and London: � e University of Arizona Press 
1993) 317-321.

Greene, Ann T., “Beatrice’s Neck,” in Patricia Bell-Scott, et al., eds., Double Stitch: Black Women Write About 
Mothers & Daughters (Boston: Beacon Press 1991) 141-145.

Hale, Janet Campbell, Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter (New York: Random House 1993). Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter (New York: Random House 1993). Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter
Hall, Lisa Kahaleole Chang, “Eating Salt,” in: Becky � ompson and Sangeeta Tyagi, eds., Names We Call 

Home: Autobiography on Racial Identity (New York: Routledge 1996) 241-251.
Hara, Mavis, “Carnival Queen,” in Maria Hong, ed., Growing Up Asian American: An Anthology (New York: 

William Morrow 1993) 335-349.
Harris, Trudier, Summer Snow: Re� ections from a Black Daughter of the South (Boston: Beacon Press 2003).
Hernández, Irene Beltrán, Heartbeat Drumbeat (Houston: Arte Publico Press 1992).Heartbeat Drumbeat (Houston: Arte Publico Press 1992).Heartbeat Drumbeat
Hirsch, Marianne, “Pictures of a Displaced Girlhood,” in: Angelika Bammer, ed., Displacements: Cultural 

Identities in Question (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press 1994) 71-89.
Hirschfelder, Arlene, and Beverly R. Singer, eds., Rising Voices: Writings of Young Native Americans (New 

York: Ivy Books/Ballantine Books 1993 [1992]).
Hong, Maria, ed., Growing Up Asian American: An Anthology (New York: William Morrow 1993).
hooks, bell, “Straightening Our Hair,” Z Magazine (Summer 1988) 33-35.



Coming-of-Age Narratives and Anthologies 23

———, “talking Back,” in: Talking back: � inking feminist, thinking black (Boston: South End Press 1989) 5-9.
———, Sisters of the Yam (Boston: South End Press 1993).
———, “Black Woman Artist Becoming,” in: Patricia Bell-Scott, ed., Life Notes: Personal Writings by Contem-

porary Black Women (New York: W.W. Norton & Company 1994) 151-159.
———, Bone Black: memories of girlhood (New York: Henry Holt and Company 1996).Bone Black: memories of girlhood (New York: Henry Holt and Company 1996).Bone Black: memories of girlhood
Houston, Jeanne Wakatsuki, Beyond Manzanar: Views of Asian-American Womanhood (Santa Barbara: Cap-Beyond Manzanar: Views of Asian-American Womanhood (Santa Barbara: Cap-Beyond Manzanar: Views of Asian-American Womanhood

ra Press 1985 [1978]).
———, & James D. Houston, Farewell to Manzanar (New York: Bantam Books 1974 [1973]).Farewell to Manzanar (New York: Bantam Books 1974 [1973]).Farewell to Manzanar
Hunter, Kristin, God Bless the Child (Washington, D.C.: Howard University Press 1986 [1964]).God Bless the Child (Washington, D.C.: Howard University Press 1986 [1964]).God Bless the Child
Hunter, Latoya, � e Diary of Latoya Hunter: My First Year in Junior High (New York: Vintage Books/Random 

House 1993 [1992]).
Hurston, Zora Neale, � eir Eyes Were Watching God (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press 1978 � eir Eyes Were Watching God (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press 1978 � eir Eyes Were Watching God

[1937]).
Jen, Gish, Mona in the Promised Land (New York: Random House/Vintage Books 1997 [1996]).Mona in the Promised Land (New York: Random House/Vintage Books 1997 [1996]).Mona in the Promised Land
Joe, Jeanne, Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood (San Francisco: East/West Publishing Company 1982).Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood (San Francisco: East/West Publishing Company 1982).Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood
Jones, Lisa, “A Doll Is Born,” Village Voice (March 26, 1991) 36.
Jordan, June, Soldier: A Poet’s Childhood (New York: Basic Civitas Books 2000).

———, Technical Di�  culties: African-American Notes on the State of the Union (New York: Vintage Books 
1994 [1992]).

Kadohata, Cynthia, � e Floating World (New York: Penguin Group 1989).� e Floating World (New York: Penguin Group 1989).� e Floating World
Kam, K., “� e Hopeland,” in: Asian Women United of California, ed., Making Waves: An Anthology of Writ-

ings By and About Asian American Women (Boston: Beacon Press 1989) 92-99.
Katon-Walden, Rosanne, “Whispered Histories,” in: Meri Nana-Ama Danquah, ed., Becoming American: 

Personal Essays by First Generation Immigrant Women (New York: Hyperion 2000) 176-186.
Kikumura, Akemi, � rough Harsh Winters: � e Life of a Japanese Immigrant Woman (Novato, CA: Chandler 

& Sharp 1981).
Kim, Helen, “Beyond Boundaries,” in: Meri Nana-Ama Danquah, ed., Becoming American: Personal Essays 

by First Generation Immigrant Women (New York: Hyperion 2000) 113-125.
Kim, Hyo-Jung, “ ‘Do You Have Eyelashes?’, ” in: Carol Gilligan, Annie G. Rogers and Deborah L. Tolman, 

eds., Women, Girls & Psychotherapy: Reframing Resistance (Binghamton, NY: Harrington Park Press 
1991) 201-211.

Kim, Ronyoung, Clay Walls (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press 1992 [1987]). 
Kincaid, Jamaica, At the Bottom of the River (New York: Vintage Books 1985 [1978]).
Kingston, Maxine Hong, China Men (1986 [1977]).

———, � e Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (New York: Vintage Books 1977 [1976]).
———, � e Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books 

1978).
———, Tripmaster Monkey: His Fake Book (New York: Knopf 1989).
Kogawa, Joy, Obasan: A Novel (Boston: David R. Godine 1989 [1981]).
Lee, Andrea, “Mother,” in Mary Helen Washington, ed., Memory of Kin: Stories about Family by Black Writers

(New York: Anchor Books/Double Day 1991) 99-108. 
Lee, Cherylene, “Hollywood and the Pits,” in: Laurence Yep, ed., American Dragons: Twenty-Five Asian Amer-

ican Voices (New York; Harper Trophy 1995 [1993]) 34-47.
Lee, Helie, “Disassembling Helie,” in: Meri Nana-Ama Danquah, ed., Becoming American: Personal Essays by 

First Generation Immigrant Women (New York: Hyperion 2000) 126-137.
Lee, Joyce, “Racism Doesn’t Grow Up,” in: Elena Featherston, ed., Skin Deep: Women Writing on Color, Cul-

ture and Identity (Freedom, CA: � e Crossing Press 1994) 73-76.
Lee, Mary Paik, Quiet Odyssey: A Pioneer Korean Woman in America (Seattle and London: University of 



24

In
tr

od
uc

tio
n

Washington Press 1990).
Lee, Sky, Disappearing Moon Cafe (Seattle, WA: � e Seal Press 1991 [1990]).
Lee, Susan K.C., “A Letter for Dar,” in: CALYX 11, no. 2/3 (1988): 92-98. 
Lim, Shirley Geok-Lin, Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian-American Memoir of Homelands (New York: 

� e Feminist Press 1996). 
López, Ti� any Ana, ed., Growing Up Chicana/o: An Anthology (New York: William Morrow 1993).
López-Medina, Sylvia, Cantora (New York: Ballantine 1993 [1992]).
López-Sta� ord, Gloria, A Place in El Paso: A Mexican-American Childhood (Albuquerque: University of New 

Mexico Press 1996).
Lorde, Audre, “Prologue,” in: From a Land Where Other People Live (Detroit: Broadside Press 1983 [1973]) 

43-46.
———, “My Words Will Be � ere,” in: Mari Evans, Black Women Writers (1950-1980): A Critical Evaluation

(New York: Anchor Press/Double Day 1984) 261-268. I
———, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (New York: � e Crossing Press 1984). II
———, “Call,” in: Our Dead Behind Us (New York: W.W. Norton 1986) 73-75.
———, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (London: Sheba Feminist Publishers 1990 [1982]).
Louie, Andrea, Moon Cakes: A Novel (New York: Ballantine Books 1995).
Maracle, Lee, Ravensong: A Novel (Vancouver: Press Gang 1993).
Marcus, Lisa, “Feminism’s Daughter,” Women’s Review of Books XV: 5 (February 1998, 17).
Marshall, Paule, “Shaping the World of My Art,” New Letters 40 (1973) 97-112.

———, Brown Girl, Brownstones: A Novel (New York: � e Feminist Press 1981 [1959]).
———, Praisesong for the Widow (New York: Dutton 1984 [1983]). I
———, � e Chosen Place, the Timeless People (New York: Vintage Books 1984 [1969]). II
———, “From the Poets in the Kitchen,” in: Merle and Other Stories (London 1985 [1983]) 3-12. I
———, “To Da-duh in Memoriam,” in: Merle and Other Stories (London: Virago Press 1985 [1967] 95-106. II
———, “Reena,” in: Merle and Other Stories (London: Virago Press 1985 [1983]) 71-91.
Mazer, Anne, ed., America Street: A Multicultural Anthology of Stories (New York: Persea Books 1993).
McDonnell, Carole Stewart, “Oreo Blues,” in: Patricia Bell-Scott, ed., Life Notes: Personal Writings by Contem-

porary Black Women (New York: W.W. Norton & Company 1994) 126-141.
McDowell, Akkida, “� e Art of the Ponytail,” in: Ophira Edut, ed., Adiós, Barbie: Young Women Write About 

Body Image and Identity (Seattle, WA: Seal Press) 124-132.
McReynolds, Patricia Justiniani, Almost Americans: A Quest for Dignity (Santa Fe: Red Crane Books 1997).
Min, Katherine, “Blonde,” in: Lori M. Carlson, ed., American Eyes: New Asian-American Short Stories for 

Young Adults (New York: Fawcett Juniper/Ballantine Books 1996 [1994]) 1-5.
Minatoya, Lydia Yuri, Talking to High Monks in the High Snow: An Asian American Odyssey (New York: 

Harper Perennial 1993 [1992]). 
Mirikitani, Janice, Shedding Silence: Poetry and Prose (Berkeley: Celestial Arts 1987).
Misiroglu, Gina, ed., Girls Like Us: 40 Extraordinary Women Celebrate Girlhood in Story, Poetry, and Song 

(Novato, CA: New World Library 1999).
Mohr, Nicholasa, In My Own Words: Growing Up Inside the Sanctuary of My Imagination (New York: Julian 

Messner/Simon & Schuster 1994).
———, Nilda (Houston: Arte Publico Press 1986 [1973]).
Moody, Anne, Coming of Age in Mississippi: An Autobiography (New York: Dell Publishing 1976 [1968]). 
Moraga, Cherríe, Heroes and Saints and Other Plays: Giving Up the Ghost, Shadow of a Man, Heroes and 

Saints (Albuquerque: West End 1994).
———, Loving in the War Years: Lo que nunca pasó por sus labios (Boston: South End 1983).
———, “� e Breakdown of the Bicultural Mind,” in Becky � ompson and Sangeeta Tyagi, eds., Names We Call 

Home: Autobiography on Racial Identity (New York: Routledge 1996) 231-239.



Coming-of-Age Narratives and Anthologies 25

Morrison, Toni, � e Bluest Eye (New York: Washington Square Press 1972 [1970]).
———, Sula (New York: New American Library/Penguin Books 1987 [1973]).
Muse, Daphne, “� e Bob—Not an Afro, But Still a Liberating Do,” in: Elena Featherston, ed., Skin Deep: 

Women Writing on Color, Culture and Identity (Freedom, CA: � e Crossing Press 1994) 125-131.
Ng, Mei, Eating Chinese Food Naked (London: Hamish Hamilton 1998). Eating Chinese Food Naked (London: Hamish Hamilton 1998). Eating Chinese Food Naked
Park, Frances, When My Sister Was Cleopatra Moon (New York: Hyperion 2001 [2000]).
Pemberton, Gayle, “Mrs. Brent,” in Becky � ompson and Sangeeta Tyagi, eds., Names We Call Home: Auto-

biography on Racial Identity (New York: Routledge 1996) 19-27.
Petry, Ann, “Doby’s Gone,” in: Dexter Fischer, ed., � e � ird Woman: Minority Women Writers of the United 

States (Boston: Houghton Mi�  in 1980) 202-207.
Ponce, Mary Helen, Hoyt Street: An Autobiography (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press 1993).
Quan, Kit Yuen, “� e Girl Who Wouldn’t Sing,” in: Gloria Anzaldúa, ed., Making Face, Making Soul/Hacieno 

Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Foundation 1990) Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Foundation 1990) Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color
212-220. 

Riley, Patricia, ed., Growing up Native American: An Anthology (New York: William Morrow 1993).
Rios, Isabella, Victuum (Ventura, CA: Diana-Etna Incorporated 1976 [1974]).
Rooks, Noliwe M., Hair Raising: Beauty, Culture, and African American Women (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press 1996).
Santana, Patricia, Motorcycle Ride on the Sea of Tranquility (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press 

2002).
Santiago, Esmeralda, Almost a Woman (New York: Vintage Books 1998).

———, When I Was Puerto Rican (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company 1993).
Sasaki, R.A., “Another Writer’s Beginnings,” in: � e Loom and Other Stories (St. Paul: Graywolf Press 1991) 

3-4.
———, � e Loom and Other Stories (St. Paul: Graywolf Press 1991).
Sechi, Joanne Harumi, “Being Japanese-American Doesn’t Mean ‘Made in Japan’,” in: Dexter Fischer, ed., � e 

� ird Woman: Minority Women Writers of the United States (Boston: Houghton Mi�  in 1980) 442-449.
Shange, Ntozake, Betsey Brown: A Novel (New York: St. Martin’s Press 1985).
Shigekuni, Julie, A Bridge Between Us: A Novel (New York: Double day/Anchor Books 1996 [1995]).
Silvera, Makeda, Remembering G and Other Stories (Toronto: Sister Vision Press 1991).
Sinclair, April, Co� ee Will Make You Black (New York: Hyperion 1994).
Sone, Monica, Nisei Daughter (Seattle: University of Washington Press 1979 [1953]).Nisei Daughter (Seattle: University of Washington Press 1979 [1953]).Nisei Daughter
Steedman, Carolyn, Landscape for a Good Woman: A Story of Two Lives (London: Virago Press 1986).
Tan, Amy, � e Joy Luck Club (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons 1989).

———, “Required Reading and Other Dangerous Subjects,” � ree Penny Review (Fall 1996) 5-9.
———, � e Hundred Secret Senses (London: Flamingo/Harper Collins 1996 [1995]).
———, � e Bonesetter’s Daughter (London: Flamingo 2001).� e Bonesetter’s Daughter (London: Flamingo 2001).� e Bonesetter’s Daughter
Tarpley, Natasha, Girl in the Mirror: � ree Generations of Black Women in Motion (Boston: Beacon Press 

1998).
Tashlik, Phyllis, ed., Hispanic, Female and Young: An Anthology (Houston: TX: Piňata Books 1994).
Telemaque, Eleanor Wong, It’s Crazy to Stay Chinese in Minnesota: Chasing Bingo Tang (n.p.: Xlibris Corpora-It’s Crazy to Stay Chinese in Minnesota: Chasing Bingo Tang (n.p.: Xlibris Corpora-It’s Crazy to Stay Chinese in Minnesota: Chasing Bingo Tang

tion 2000).
� omas, Joyce Carol, ed., A Gathering of Flowers: Stories about Being Young in America (New York: Harper 

Trophy 1990).
Tovar, Inés Hernandez, “Para Teresa,” in: Dexter Fischer, ed., � e � ird Woman: Minority Women Writers of 

the United States (Boston: Houghton Mi�  in 1980) 414-416.
Tyau, Kathleen, A Little Too Much Is Enough (New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company 1996).
Uchida, Yoshiko, A Jar of Dreams (New York: Aladdin Books/Macmillan 1985 [1981]).



26

In
tr

od
uc

tio
n

———, � e Invisible � read (New York: Beech Tree 1995 [1991]).
Uyemoto, Holly, Go: A Novel (New York: Plume/Penguin 1996 [1995]).
Valdés, Gina, � ere Are No Madmen Here (San Diego, CA: Maize Press 1981).
Velásquez, Gloria, Juanita Fights the School Board (Houston, TX: Piñata Books 1994).
Villanueva, Alma, “Mother, May I?,” in: Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana S. Rivero, eds., In� nite Divisions: An 

Anthology of Chicana Literature (Tucson and London: � e University of Arizona Press 1993) 122-123.
Viramontes, Helena María, � e Moths and Other Stories (Houston: Arte Público Press 1985).

———, “Miss Clairol,” in: María Herrera-Sobek and Helena María Viramontes, eds., Chicana Creativity and 
Criticism: Charting New Frontiers in American Literature (Houston: Arte Público 1988) 101-105 [or. 
1985].

———, “Growing,” in: Tey Diana Rebolledo and Eliana S. Rivero, eds., In� nite Divisions: An Anthology of Chi-
cana Literature (Tucson and London: � e University of Arizona Press 1993) 307-314.

Wade-Gayles, Gloria, “Connected to Mama’s Spirit,” Patricia Bell-Scott, et al., eds., Double Stitch: Black Wom-
en Write about Mothers & Daughters (Boston: Beacon Press 1991) 214-238.

———, Pushed Back to Strength: A Black Woman’s Journey Home (Boston: Beacon Press 1993).
Walker, Alice, � e Color Purple (New York: Washington Square Press 1985 [1982]).
Walkerdine, Valerie, “Dreams from an Ordinary Childhood,” in: Liz Heron, ed., Truth, Dare or Promise: Girls 

Growing Up in the Fi� ies (London: Virago Press 1985) 63-77.
———, Schoolgirl Fictions (London: Verso 1990).
———, “Girlhood through the looking glass,” in: Marion de Ras and Mieke Lunenberg, eds., Girls, girlhood 

and girls’ studies in transition (Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis 1993) 9-24.
Wallace, Michele, “A Black Feminist’s Search for Sisterhood,” Gloria Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara 

Smith, eds., All the Women Are White, All the Blacks are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women’s 
Studies (Old Westbury, NY: � e Feminist Press 1982) 5-12.

———, “Sixth Grade,” in: Anne Mazer, ed., America Street: A Multicultural Anthology of Stories (New York: 
Persea Books 1993) 77-88.

Walters, Anna Lee, “A Teacher Taught Me,” in Dexter Fischer, ed., � e � ird Woman: Minority Women Writ-
ers of the United States (Boston: Houghton Mi�  in 1980) 109-110.

Waniek, Marilyn Nelson, “� e Lost Daughter,” in: Bell-Scott, Patricia, et al., eds., Double Stitch: Black Women 
Write About Mothers & Daughters (Boston: Beacon Press 1991) 209-210.

Wattleton, Faye, “Preacher’s Daughter,” in Gina Misiroglu, ed., Girls Like Us: 40 Extraordinary Women Cel-
ebrate Girlhood in Story, Poetry, and Song (Novato, CA: New World Library 1999) 113-120.

Weems, Renita, “Hush. Mama’s Gotta Go Bye-Bye,” In: Patricia Bell-Scott, et al., eds., Double Stitch: Black 
Women Write About Mothers & Daughters (Boston: Beacon Press 1991) 123-130.

Wong, Jade Snow, Fi� h Chinese Daughter (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press 1989 Fi� h Chinese Daughter (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press 1989 Fi� h Chinese Daughter
[1945]).

Wong, Nellie, Dreams in Harrison Railroad Park (Berkeley, CA: Kelsey St. Press 1983 [1977]).
———, � e Death of Long Steam Lady (Los Angeles: West End Press: 1986 [1984]).
———, “Broad Shoulders,” in: Asian Women United of California, ed., Making Waves. An Anthology of Writ-

ings By and About Asian American Women (Boston: Beacon Press 1989) 260-265.
Woodson, Jacqueline, Autobiography of a Family Photo: A Novel (New York: Plume/Penguin 1996 [1995]).
Wright, Richard, Black Boy: A Record of Childhood and Youth (London: Vintage/� e Random House Group 

Limited 1945).
Yamada, Mitsuye, Desert Run: Poems and Stories (Latham, NY: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press 1988).

———, Camp Notes and Other Poems (Berkeley, CA: Shameless Hussy Press 1986 [1976]).
Yamamoto, Hisaye, Seventeen Syllables and Other Stories (Latham, NY: Kitchen Table/Women of Color Press 

1988).
Yamanaka, Lois-Ann, Wild Meat and the Bully Burgers (London: Minerva 1996).



Coming-of-Age Narratives and Anthologies 27

Yamauchi, Wakako, “Shirley Temple, Hitcha-cha,” in: Songs My Mother Taught Me: Stories, Plays, and Memoir
(New York: � e Feminist Press 1994) 109-121.

Yep, Laurence, ed., American Dragons: Twenty-Five Asian American Voices (New York; Harper Trophy 1995 
[1993]).

Zia, Helen, Asian American Dreams: � e Emergence of an American People (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux 2000).

Zook, Kristal Brent, “Light Skinned-ded Naps,” in: Gloria Anzaldúa, ed., Making Face, Making Soul/Hacieno 
Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Foundation 1990) Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Foundation 1990) Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by Women of Color
85-96.





Framing Coming-of-Age
Chapter 1



30

C
ha

p
te

r 1

Introduction

� e coming-of-age narratives under study are no isolated texts. When Aamer Hussein re-
views Sandra Cisneros’s Woman Hollering Creek (1991) in the Times Literary Supplement, and 
presents its characters in psychological and pathologizing terms, he possibly in� uences our 
reading of the text. His use of the phrase “the schizophrenic state of mind of her bicultural 
characters” and “the manic monologues of immigrant women of the second generation,” for 
instance, suggests that although most adolescent processes are di�  cult and painful, regardless 
of migratory history and cultural background, growing up between cultures makes matters 
much more complicated (1993, 18). Not only Cisneros’s text, but also most coming-of-age 
texts considered here have been reviewed. Many, as well, have—in whole or in part—been 
included and introduced in anthologies; quite a few have been analyzed in literary criticism. 
Some of the works contain autobiographical photographs and other images, and all are bound 
between two covers that feature images and/or photographs as well as blurbs of praise. Al-
together, these extra-narrative texts frame the coming-of-age narratives, and in� uence the 
reader’s construction of the process of growing up as presented in the texts. 

Like other extra-narrative material, book-jackets provide “facts” that readers “use,” main-
tains Indira Karamcheti. She further states that “book covers […] shape our understanding of 
what we read in a subtle but powerfully e� ective way” (1994, 20-21). In “Judging the Covers,” 
Antonia Losano argues that “the external, material, physical presence of a book,” “designed to 
be seen prior to a reader’s � rst encounter with the body of the text,” creates a set of assump-
tions and is “extremely in� uential as pre-text.” She explains that readers then “instinctively” 
prepare and build expectations before their encounter with the text. “� e in� uence of the 
[cover’s information] will then be carried, o� en unconsciously, into the text and into whatever 
analysis I may make upon it.”1

In 1988, Jonathan Culler proposed the term “framing” as a more � tting alternative to the 
notion of context, as 

context is not fundamentally di� erent from what it contextualizes; context is not given 
but produced; what belongs to a context is determined by interpretive strategies; con-
texts are just as much in need of elucidation as events; and the meaning of a context is 
determined by events. […] Since the phenomena criticism deals with are signs, forms 
with socially constituted meanings, one might try to think not of context but of the 
framing of signs: how are signs constituted (framed) by various discursive practices, 
institutional arrangements, systems of value, semiotic mechanisms? (1988, xiv)

Culler’s formative metaphor of “framing” indicates a semiotic act of positioning and fencing 
in by the cultural, political and personal assumptions we always project onto the world—and 
thus also onto the texts we read. In this chapter I will trace this framing process by looking 
at anthologies, book jackets of coming-of-age texts, and the photographic images included in 
these texts as a way of framing the analyses to follow. I will discuss three ways of framing: the 
truth claim, exoticism, and narrative formulae.

1. 1993, 3, 10. See also Paizis 1998, 51: “[…] the packaging [of the book] conditions the reading and contrib-
utes tot the process of interpretation […]”. 
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Anthologies: book-jackets as strait jackets

� e 1990s saw a proliferation of anthologies on coming-of-age in multicultural America. Mar-
keted well, each anthology brought together a particular category of texts. Although some 
present a substantial diversity of the growing-up experience,2 others center on a single speci� c 
racial-ethnic group or focus only on one gender.3 A few collections are even strictly dedicated 
to one gender and one particular racial-ethnic group.4 But despite these di� erences, all an-
thologies claim to represent the real-life experiences of those who grow up as gendered and 
racial-ethnic subjects. In extra-narrative texts—front, back, and inside covers; illustrations; 
editor’s introductions; excerpts from included texts, as well as from reviews—they frame their 
coming-of-age narratives as authentic accounts.5 � e book-jacket of Jay David’s Growing Up 
Black (1992), for instance, announces that the stories included are based on historical facts. 
� ey transmit old and lived “truths” and “realities about the past”: “� e vivid recollections 
[…] reveal what it was like to grow up black in white America.” � e cover of Growing Up La-
tino, edited by Augenbraum and Stavans in 1993, similarly states that it presents “Re� ections 
on life in the United States,” and “articulate [s…] the Latino experience in the United States.”6

� ese cover texts position the narratives as authentic and transparent accounts, untrou-
bled by any discursive elements. For commercial and other reasons, they present their selec-
tion as representative, coherent, and realistic. Analogously, the extra-narrative text of Susan 
Cahill’s anthology Growing Up Female: Stories by Women Writers from the American Mosaic 
(1993) suggests the book’s transmission of truth and reality. In addition to the jacket’s image of 
an open curtain, suggesting the reader’s unlimited view into the authors’ lives, the blurb states 
that a “wide range of voices […] re� ect on geographical, cultural, and class diversity that have 
always been the truth of American life.” � is is echoed, for instance, on the back cover of Phyl-
lis Tashlik’s collection lis Tashlik’s collection lis Tashlik Hispanic, Female and Young: An Anthology (1994): “To be young, female 
and Latino in the kaleidoscopic world of New York City is the reality Phyllis Tashlik captured Phyllis Tashlik captured Phyllis Tashlik
in this multifaceted volume.”7

Some works present themselves as not an attempt to re� ect, but to rectify, history, which 
they imply has heretofore misrepresented the groups in question. Arlene Hirschfelder’s and 

2. Gallo 1995, Mazer 1993, � omas 1990, Frosch 1994.
3. Carlson 1996, Yep 1995, Hirschfelder and Singer 1992, Augenbraum and Stavans 1993, David 1992, López
1993, Hong 1993, and Riley 1993; Cahill 1993, and Riley 1993; Cahill 1993, and Riley  1993 and Misiroglu 1999.
4. For instance, Tashlik 1994.4. For instance, Tashlik 1994.4. For instance, Tashlik
5. Other signs that belong to the extra-narrative text are references to awards, and the targeted audience. 
Carlson’s Carlson’s Carlson American Eyes: New Asian-American Short Stories for Young Adults (1994), for instance, markets 
itself as “An ALA Best Book for young adults.” Four anthologies are aimed at a young adult audience (Carlson
1996, Gallo 1995, � omas 1990, Yep 1995), but the others do not specify their target group. 
6. David 1992, outside cover; Augenbraum and Stavans 1993, outside cover. See also Riley 1993, inside cover.  1993, outside cover. See also Riley 1993, inside cover.  1993, outside cover. See also Riley
Riley’s “Introduction” likewise mentions “the real-life experiences of Native American people,” 23.
7. Both emphases added. � e cover of � omas’s A Gathering of Flowers: Stories about Being Young in America 
(1990) markets the book as bringing stories that “address what it is truly like to be ethnic and American.” 
� ese truth-claims are repeated in the anthologies’ introductions. � e “Introduction” of Cahill’s book states 
that “� e stories and autobiographical narratives re� ect the cultural and class diversity that has always been 
a fact of American life” (� omasfact of American life” (� omasfact , back cover; Cahill, ix-x. Emphases added). 
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Beverly R. Singer’s Rising Voices: Writing of Young Native Americans (1992) aims to “set the 
record straight about [young, Native Americans’] identity, their families, communities, ritu-
als, histories, education, and harsh realities.” � e editors hoped that “readers might recognize, 
learn, and remember something of how American Indians experience life” (1993, xii). In his 

“Foreword” to Ti� any Ana López’s Growing Up Chicano/a (1993), Rudolfo Anaya states that 
the stories’ authors are “setting the record straight. […] you will � nd a special slice of Chicano 
history. [� e stories] allow you a view into the Chicano world” (7). 

Apart from the anthologies’ claim to represent reality, or rectify history, many also pub-
licize their “real” stories in the common clichés of exoticism, or their presentation sticks to 
the formulaic blueprints of growing up in America. As to the � rst tendency, most antholo-
gies draw from a rich, but conventional and even stereotypical repertoire of a� able and pass-
able exotic imagery in order to present their coming-of-age stories. � is occurs, for instance, 
on the book-jacket of Patricia Riley’s anthology Growing Up Native American (1993), which 
is � lled with Native American tribal art imagery. Positioned at the cover’s top and bottom, 
it frames a photograph of several Native American children engaged in play who are thus 

Fig. 1: front cover, American Dragons (Yep 1995).
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literally embedded within a culturally de� ned scheme of Native American art.8

On the cover of a second anthology, clichéd imagery is employed to denote cultural con-
fusion and con� ict. � e front jacket of Laurence Yep’s American Dragons: Twenty-Five Asian 
American Voices (1993) is beset with formulaic Asian imagery (Fig. 1). It re� ects the double 
bind many of the texts’ protagonists � nd themselves in. Against a characteristic Midwestern 
background—a white church and some red barns situated in green hills—stands the classic 
Chinese rice bowl that, along with the commonly acknowledged typical Chinese element of 
the lotus � ower, contains two archetypical American icons symbolizing freedom: the Statue 
of Liberty and an American (vintage) automobile. Out of the bowl � ies a Japanese origami 
bird—referring, as well, to the search for liberty. As if o� ering a bu� er between the two worlds 
hinted at, the cover text neatly separates the bowl and the mid-western landscape: “� ey 
search for identity between two vastly di� erent worlds….”9

Presenting clichés of cultural identity, both covers present two of the most central themes 
in the coming-of-age narratives: embeddedness within one’s cultural group as symbolized by 
Riley’s tribal art imagery, and cultural con� ict or living between cultures as embodied by the 
contrasting cultural symbols on Yep’s cover. � is indicates as well how the anthologies’ cov-
ers present coming-of-age as archetypical narratives, which is the second tendency I wish to 
point out. David’s Growing Up Black is a case in point. Its cover presents several blueprints 
of coming-of-age. Triggered, at � rst, by the cover’s reference to slavery, “From slave days to 
the present—25 African-Americans reveal the trials and triumphs of their childhoods,” the 
picture evokes the story of two young runaway slaves. � e nostalgically oval and blurry jacket 
photograph portrays a boy who is clad in jeans and plaid � annel shirt and carrying branches, 
and a girl who is wearing a plaid dress, white socks and penny loafers, and carrying a knapsack 
(Fig. 2). During slavery, reward posters pictured escaped slaves as carrying knapsacks. � e 
branches, one could imagine, were to be used to make � re or erase the escapist’s trail.

But on second sight, the girl and boy appear too jovial and undisturbed to signify the 
runaway slave. Moreover, the branches and knapsack create a stronger association with a com-
pletely di� erent story—a story not of escape, but of discovery and adventure by Mark-Twain-
type characters such as Huck, Tom and Jim. Further, the picture’s oval shape, the romantic, 
dreamlike atmosphere, and the posture of the girl call up the archetypical cover and story of a 
Harlequin romance novel. Although the girl’s talking and gesturing indicates some assertive-
ness and autonomy on her part, her relative smallness, as well as her posture—leaning over 
toward her male counterpart, almost resting her face on his shoulder—suggest the image of 
the submitting female and the protective male of the classic romance.10 � ese two implied 

8. � e covers of the other two anthologies of the series—Growing Up Asian American (Hong 1993) and 
Growing Up Chicano/a (López 1993)—are very similar: both show a photograph of a group of youngsters 
framed by tribal art imagery. � e most visible factor that distinguishes one anthology from the other two is 
its type of art imagery. � us, the identity of each group of children is signi� ed by the speci� cs of the cover’s 
exoticized art.
9. Yep 1995, front cover. Not in imagery, but in words, the dragon is added to this imagery, which makes up 
part of the title, and which on the back cover is explained as “a symbol of Asian art and mythology, [which] 
appears in many guises and is always adaptable—a survivor par excellence.”
10. Investigating the front covers of romantic � ction, Paizis found that: “� e male signals nurturance to-
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narratives of coming-of-age evoke the archetypical American stories of youthful and happy 
American explorers, and of young lovers who � t the old, patriarchal structure of romantic love. 
� ey call to mind common themes such as the American pursuit of happiness, and quests 
for freedom, self-knowledge, and romance. Suggesting a universal and emblematic story of 
coming-of-age, they present growing up black as following a blueprint and con� ned in a strait 
jacket that hardly leaves room for di� erentiation.

We also see this clearly happening in an anthology of girls’ coming-of-age. Cahill’s Grow-
ing Up Female presents its selection of texts as re� ecting the archetypical story of an emergent, 
female (hetero)sexuality. � e cover states that the stories’ characters

examine their own sexuality, get pregnant, run away from home, and hunger for ro-
mantic love. � ey cling to their wildest dreams, even when their choices are limited 
by gender, race, or poverty. � ey fumble, grope, and yearn. (back cover)

wards the female. She leans against him, and thus accepts his support” (1998, 55).

Fig. 2: front cover, Growing Up Black (David 1992).



Framing Coming-of-Age 35

� e adolescent characters are narratively presented as highly and even predominantly sex-
ual. In this brief narrative, they explore the changes taking place in their bodies, have sex, 
get pregnant, and leave home for romantic love—and perhaps more sex and sexual freedom. 
Despite the cover’s stress on the multicultural aspects of coming-of-age, the sexual aspect is 
represented as most important—and universal. In addition, the editor’s introductions to the 
various excerpts included suggest “similarities of plot and characterization that make many of 
these stories variations on a common theme. What such an approach highlights is the com-
monalities that unite rather than separate young women and women writers of the American 
mosaic” (xiv). � us, the publication’s extra-narrative texts suggest that, no matter how de� n-
ing and determining factors of ethnicity, race, and class may be, the girl characters continue to 
feel, search, and desire as do all sexual and female beings.11

Of course, we should not underestimate “the commercial mechanism of selling books” 
(Karamcheti 1994, 21). � ese blurbs are chosen or even written by the publisher. As Susan 
Stanford Friedman states, “typically, determinations of cover design are linked directly to 
market forces, not to the wishes of the author” (1998, 272, n.15). Most important, a book’s 
cover is a legitimation for its publication, and one expects the central focus of an anthology 
called Growing Up Female to be on sexuality and gender. In following one speci� c blueprint 
of coming-of-age, Cahill’s anthology mostly presents coming-of-age as a process involving 
two aspects of identity at the cost of others. � is, of course, is also the result of another factor. 
Anthologies are produced for the academic market, and are packaged to � t, for instance, a 
university course in gender studies or ethnic studies, or both. So the covers are in fact aimed 
at the university teachers who select the works to be assigned for the course. Although novels 
and collections of stories by individual authors do get assigned as course readings, their au-
thors do not produce them for that purpose. Anthologies, on the other hand, are produced for 
classroom use. When a scholar presents an anthology idea to a publisher she or he has to give 
an indication of what courses this book might be used in. An anthology focused on sexuality 
and gender would be aimed at the market for gender studies courses. 

� e anthologies on coming-of-age discussed in this section have a relevant popularizing 
quality. � ey o� er a welcome platform for beginning, unknown, or marginal writers and their 
work, and o� er a voice to those who have long been excluded from the literary canon. In ad-
dition, they create the possibility to connect and compare stories that otherwise would have 
been detached. However, while they claim that the selected stories are representative and au-
thentic accounts, and include a multiplicity of subjectivities and realities, their covers suggest 
that there is only one truth. Everything is squeezed into a single plot line, which can be seen as 
an attempt to conform to the topic of the university course—whether the emphasis is gender 
or ethnicity. � eir formulaic framing of growing-up makes di� erentiations nearly invisible. 
� e following sections will study how, parallel to these 1990s anthologies, distinct coming-of-
age narratives introduce themselves as authentic and archetypical accounts of coming-of-age.

11. � is is con� rmed by the four blurbs on Cahill’s inside cover that highlight one story’s “sensuality and 
intimacy” of the friendship between two “brown-skinned Texan girls,” a “love story” between two Native 
Americans, the “sexual awakenings” and pregnancy of an Italian American “bad girl,” and the “romance” 
between a Chinese American girl and a Japanese boy. 
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Truth claim

Analogous to the 1990s anthologies, separately published coming-of-age narratives present 
themselves as truthful stories of coming-of-age. � is occurs, for instance, through the use 
of photos on the cover. With their mimetic qualities, as “mediators of truth,” photos appear 
to accurately chronicle or document a forgotten past. � ey thus validate and testify to the 
truth of what is represented, and authenticate the texts’ testimonial quality. But despite the 
photograph’s quality of presenting the unmitigated and unreserved truth, it is opaque and 
inscrutable as well, and its meaning exists beyond the image. “� e reader’s imaginative faculty 
is activated by what is depicted and functions, through a complex interaction of associations, 
supplementations, and approximations, to attribute possible meanings to the image” (Pedri
2001, 143, 151). � e reader/viewer actively engages in its meaning making.

Numerous published coming-of-age narratives feature photographs from the authors’ 
personal collections on their cover.12 Some others draw their cover photos from other archival 
sources (Hale 1993; Lee, Disappearing 1991). Other covers present current photographs of 
the author taken by professional photographers.13 In all cases, some sort of correspondence 
is implied between the person portrayed and the narrator-protagonist between the covers. 
In addition, the photo’s frame emphasizes the authentic character of the publication. � is 
authentication can take di� erent forms. In the most direct way, personal photos are spread 
out on a cloth background, and interspersed with other memorabilia such as dried roses and 
jewelry, and o�  cial documents such as certi� cates and passports (Cantú 1999; McReynolds
1997). Other cover photos are embedded in a (fabricated) document that stresses the book’s 
authenticity. � e cover of Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt Street (1993), for instance, features a photo 
portrait of the author’s younger self—presumably situated on the street of the title and ac-
companied by a brother and a friend—that is superimposed on the lines of a schoolgirl’s note 
pad. In combination with the book’s title, playfully written between and outside of these lines, 
and the book’s subtitle, An Autobiography, this suggests that Ponce’s text is an authentic and 
personal account, a documented testimony of a personal past.14

12. For instance, the cover of Mary Paik Lee (1990) features a fragment of a larger photo in which, held by an 
adult, a Korean girl in traditional garb looks into the camera. � e jacket of Cofer (1990) carries a photograph 
of a girl dressed in a First Communion dress solemnly looking into the camera. � e 1932 photo of the young 
Monica Sone with her sister on the 1979 cover of Sone’s 1953 autobiography Nisei Daughter shows the two 
smiling girls seated against the doors of Hotel Rainer where a sign advertises its rooms from 25 cents up. 
See also Cantú 1999, McReynolds 1997, Mohr 1994, Ponce 1993. López-Sta� ord (1996) features the author’s 
childhood photo on its title page instead of its cover. 
13. Gibson 1995, Hunter 1993, Sinclair 1994, Uyemoto 1996. Still other covers feature photographed models 
that have no relation with either the protagonist or the author (Jen 1997, Kogawa 1989, Louie 1995, Ng 1998, 
Park 2001).Park 2001).Park
14. � e image of the note pad returns in the cover of Uchida (1995). Appraised as “� e powerful mem-
oir of a girl consigned to a concentration camp—by the U.S. government,” the book features a photo of a 
young Japanese girl, presumably the author, against a background of a child’s handwritten text, apparently 
the author’s diary. Other ways to accentuate authenticity are the cover’s use of photographed hand-made or 
percament-like paper (Lee, Disappearing 1991, ShigekuniDisappearing 1991, ShigekuniDisappearing  1995, Tan 2001), topographical maps (Minatoya
1993, Cantú 1999), and a cover title printed in a schoolgirl’s handwriting (Hunter 1993). Of course, the title 
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At times, however, when books borrow historical photos for their covers, they simultane-
ously invalidate their implicit claim of authenticity. � is is, � rst of all, the result of their failure 
to explicate the relation between the photographed women and the narrative � gures between 
the covers.15 Two examples will demonstrate this tendency. Firstly, Janet Campbell Hale’s 
Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter (1993) employs three historic photos for its cover, 
and identi� es them as belonging to the Eastern Washington State Historical Society (Fig. 3A 

also contributes to the presentation of truthfulness, when “my,” “I,” “memoirs,” “autobiography,” or “diary” is 
used (Hunter 1993, Kingston 1977, Lorde 1990, Mohr 1994, Moody 1976, Park 1994, Moody 1976, Park 1994, Moody  2001, Ponce 1976, Park 2001, Ponce 1976, Park  1993, Santiago
1993, Woodson 1996).
15. Many coming-of-age narratives fail to reveal the sources of the historic photographs on their covers, 
although they can at times be assumed to be personal collections (Harris 2003, Jordan 2000, Kikumura 1981, 
Maracle 1993, Minatoya 1993, Shigekuni 1996, Uchida 1995, Wong 1983). � e photo of a young girl and 
a dog on the cover of Jordan (2000), has most plausibly been taken from the author’s personal collection 
as, scribbled in block-letters, the passe partout de� nes the picture as: “JUNE & SPOTTIE FIRST DAY AT 
SCHOOL.”

Fig. 3A: front cover, Bloodlines (Hale 1993).
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and 3B). � e front cover features a gray-and-white photo of a Native American teepee camp, 
where a � agpole holding a battered American � ag bends to the wind. Superimposed is a nos-
talgically brownish and cropped photo of a woman with braids in traditional Native American 
dress. Looking straight into the camera, she rides a horse on which an infant is strapped. � e 
back cover features a gray-and-white back-view photo of a woman whose long, sliding dress 
suggests her striding away both from the camera and from the camp depicted on the front 
cover. In one hand she carries an umbrella, and on her back a child bundled in cloth.

Together, the cover design sets the stage for the narrative, as it hints at the novel’s central 
themes: the walking and horse-riding point to the “odyssey” of the title, the journey taken by 
the Native American girl-woman (the “daughter” of the title), who struggles with two di� er-
ent cultures (here embodied by the teepees versus the American � ag).16 � e photos also sig-
nify the strong bond between the generations, as the two children (carried, wrapped in cloth, 

16. Other coming-of-age narratives that refer to a journey are, i.e., Wade-Gayles 1993, Hale 1993, Minatoya
1993, Uyemoto 1996.

Fig. 3B: back cover, Bloodlines (Hale 1993).
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protected by an umbrella) are literally embedded in the context of culture and family.17 How-
ever, the cover does not clarify any relation between the photographed women and the nar-
rative � gures between the covers. Nor does it explain their relationship to the author, whose 
portrait is featured on the inside cover, and whose association is only vaguely suggested by her 
traditional headscarf.

Despite its subtitle, the photo-text on the cover of Jacqueline Woodson’s Despite its subtitle, the photo-text on the cover of Jacqueline Woodson’s Despite its subtitle, the photo-text on the cover of Jacqueline Woodson Autobiography of 
a Family Photo: A Novel (1996) suggests that the text is an authentic account of a girl’s grow-
ing up. Its front jacket features the black-and-white photograph of a little, vexed black girl 
(pulling her hair, eyes closed, standing against a brick wall), which is equally positioned, and 
framed in an identical passe partout, as the photo on the back cover of the smiling and relaxed 
black woman who is looking into the camera (Fig. 4A and 4B). However, while the photo of 

17. � is feature of embeddedness in one’s culture is also suggested on the cover of another Native American 
coming-of-age text. � e jacket of Maracle (1993) shows a battered photo picturing two (Native American) 
girls, which is literally embedded in an assortment of straws, beads, and cloth. � e photo’s source is not indi-
cated, but its authenticity is suggested by the (unreadable) handwritten text on the passe partout.

Fig. 4A: front cover, Autobiography of a Family Photo (Woodson 1996).
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the girl is speci� ed as “Cover photograph,” the portrait on the back cover is indicated as “Au-
thor photograph.” Like Hale’s ambiguous classi� cation (“Eastern Washington State Historical 
Society”), this double classi� cation makes the reader wonder about the covers’ photographic 
truth-claims.

Book covers also invalidate their photos’ implicit authenticity through di� erent forms of 
manipulation. On the cover of Julie Shigekuni’s A Bridge Between Us (1996), a young woman 
in a rectangular and full-color photograph looks down at an historic, brown-and-white photo 
of a mother and child in traditional Japanese costume (Fig. 5). Neither of the photos are iden-
ti� ed. Having been manipulated, and cropped into an oval form, the latter photo directs our 
viewing process. With the young, Japanese (American) woman, we look back and wonder at 
the old picture, as its positioning suggests a familial relationship between the young woman 
as author or narrator and the mother-child couple. In combination with the “Bridge” of the 
title, it suggests a connection between a past Japanese childhood and current American adult-
hood. However, like the old photo, the current one has been manipulated. Fragmented in a 
collage-like style, it suggests not only alienation and disintegration, but also fabrication. And 
on the back cover, the cropped historic photo returns but is no longer whole. Its fragmentation 

Fig. 4B: back cover, Autobiography of a Family Photo (Woodson 1996).
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suggests the puzzles, but also the constructions of the past. Manipulated, they leave us to 
doubt their authentic value.

� e cover of M. Evelina Galang’s Her Wild American Self (1996) produces a similar reac-
tion. It shows a historical, brown-and-white photo portrait of Filipino children and adults 
posing in front of a bamboo hut (Fig. 6A). Galang’s photo is acknowledged as a “Locin family 
photo” granted by “Tessa Garcia,” but its date and location are unidenti� ed. In addition, the 
photo has been manipulated. Towards the edges, it has become a drawing of trees. Further, as 
if � oating above the crowded group, literally superimposed is a multicolored drawing of a girl 
who super� cially resembles the girls in the photo, but otherwise represents their opposite. Re-
sembling Shigekuni’s modern and young, Japanese American woman, this “wild,” “American” 
girl is clad in western clothing (white t-shirt, baggy blue jeans overalls), smiles ironically at the 
camera/painter, and sits against a sky-blue background that suggests her liberty and looseness. 
No bamboo hut or trees keep her in her place. As a personi� cation of the free and autonomous 
American tomboy, reminiscent perhaps of the two Huck-Finn-type characters on David’s cov-
er, the sketched girl is set o�  against the stern faces and brown-and-white dresses of the girls 
who are represented among their family members. While Shigekuni’s cover literally cuts the 

Fig. 5: front cover, A Bridge Between Us (Shigekuni 1996).
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young woman’s past and present into pieces, symbolizing her feelings of alienation as well as 
her practices of construction, Galang’s cover has its man-made sketches (the trees, the “wild” 
girl) overrule the supposed authenticity of the brown-and-white portrait.

� e four covers discussed above borrow photographs from archival and other collections, 
but fail to specify the relation between the photos and the text’s author or protagonist. More-
over, the photos have been manipulated (Shigekuni, Galang), cropped (Shigekuni, Hale), and 
framed (Woodson) to direct the viewer’s looking, or to suggest narrative themes of cultural 
connection and contrast, fragmentation and alienation, and transformation. Despite the ensu-
ing subversion of the photos’ suggested authenticity, in their cover design the coming-of-age 
narratives thus capture their central themes. � ese themes recur in the presentation of other 
narratives, and are o� en indicated by way of cultural clichés. In the following two sections I 
will explore the covers’ exotic clichés and narrative formulae.

Fig. 6A: front cover, Her Wild American Self (Galang 1996).
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Exoticism

Discussing books from the “� ird World,” Indira Karamcheti claims that “designers draw 
on an available vocabulary of ‘cultural symbolism’,” which includes, for instance, tropical 
vegetation and young beautiful women.18 Although Karamcheti refers to a di� erent corpus, 
her claim also holds for the presentation of narratives on coming-of-age. Most covers of the 
1990s anthologies, but also many jackets of separate narratives of growing up, bring into play 
a rich though o� en stereotypical repertoire of pleasant and acceptable exotic imagery, which 
restrict the cover texts to a speci� c reading. � us a shaping of representation occurs, which 
Marianne Hirsch describes as follows: “Between the viewer and the recorded object, the view-
er encounters, and/or projects, a screen made up of dominant mythologies and preconcep-
tions that shapes the representation” (1997, 7).

� e imaginary referents function as codi� ed signs of identi� able ethnicities. For instance, 
in addition to Chinese characters, the hardcover edition of Amy Tan’s in addition to Chinese characters, the hardcover edition of Amy Tan’s in addition to Chinese characters, the hardcover edition of Amy Tan � e Joy Luck Club 

18. Review of Gita Mehta’s 18. Review of Gita Mehta’s 18. Review of Gita Mehta A River Sutra (1993) in � e Women’s Review of Books XI: 4 (January 1994) 20-21.

Fig. 6B: back cover, Her Wild American Self (Galang 1996).Her Wild American Self (Galang 1996).Her Wild American Self
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(1989) is decorated with � re-breathing dragons, steamy incense pots, pink orchids, � ying bats, 
and graceful gold� sh. Formulaic designs used on the covers of other Chinese American com-
ing-of-age narratives are Chinese or Chinese-style calligraphy (Chiu 2001, Lee, Disappearing
1991, Ng 1998, Tan 1996, Wong 1986), chopsticks and steam basket (Ng 1998), gold� sh (Chiu
2001, Telemaque 2000), a house with a curved roof (Kingston 1978, Tan 1996, Telemaque
2000), the moon (Louie 1995, Lee, Disappearing 1991), a dragon (KingstonDisappearing 1991), a dragon (KingstonDisappearing  1977), orchids 
and other “oriental” � owers (Chiu 2001, Tan 1996, 2001).19 Quite o� en, such exotic symbols 
are juxtaposed to western symbols. � e 1977 cover of Maxine Hong Kingston’s are juxtaposed to western symbols. � e 1977 cover of Maxine Hong Kingston’s are juxtaposed to western symbols. � e 1977 cover of Maxine Hong Kingston � e Woman 
Warrior, for instance, depicts the girl of the title clad in a western-style dress, but embraced or 
even strangled by a red, � re-breathing dragon (Fig. 7).20

� is brings us to the ambiguity of cover veneer, as the exotic imagery is o� en less clear-
cut than it appears. � is occurs, � rst of all, when we encounter, as on the cover of Kingston’s cut than it appears. � is occurs, � rst of all, when we encounter, as on the cover of Kingston’s cut than it appears. � is occurs, � rst of all, when we encounter, as on the cover of Kingston
classic, not only clichéd images of Chinese and other non-western cultures, but also clichéd 
images of American (popular) culture. In a previous section I discussed the cover of Lau-
rence Yep’s anthology American Dragons, which perhaps somewhat tritely intermixes the rice 
bowl and origami bird with the Midwestern church and barns, the Statue of Liberty, and an 
American automobile. � e covers of coming-of-age narratives display such a mix as well. Sur-
reptitiously, they blend a variety of images that create not only formulaic but also incongru-
ous, ambiguous, and at times amusing illustrations. Eleanor Wong Telemaque’s It’s Crazy to 
Stay Chinese in Minnesota (2000), for instance, presents an elaborate white-and-blue Chinese 
dinner plate that shows, besides the typical Chinese curved roof, gold� sh, and � owers, a café 
advertising its air-conditioned interior—the Minnesota “Wong’s café” run by the protagonist’s 
extended family.21

Secondly, some covers employ exotic imagery not only from the protagonists’ moth-
erland, but also exotic imagery from the American context. While indicating the text’s set-
ting, this local exoticism also suggests that the American context, as well, carries its exotic 
speci� cs, and that there is no clear exotic versus non-exotic opposition. � e 1996 cover of 

19. Narratives written against a Japanese background feature the paper fan (Kadohata 1989, Kikumura
1981, Mirikitani 1987, Uyemoto 1996), crane bird (Mirikitani 1987, Kikumura 1981), kimono (Houston
1974, Sasaki 1991, Uchida 1985, Yamada 1986), origami � gure (Kadohata 1989, Yep 1995) and Japanese or 
Japanese-like calligraphy (Mirikitani 1987, Shigekuni 1995, Yamada 1988, Yamamoto 1988). � e covers of 
Latina narratives show parrots, � amingos, and other birds (Cofer 1989, Danticat 1994, López-Medina 1993), 
wooden steps and shutters, and tin roofs (Alvarez 1992, Santiago 1993), exotic vegetation (Cofer 1989 and 
1993, Danticat 1994, Garcia 1992, López-Medina 1993, Lorde 1990), and traditional garb (Cisneros 1992, 
López-Medina 1993).
20. � e dragon surreptitiously returns on the cover of Kingston’s 1986 edition of 20. � e dragon surreptitiously returns on the cover of Kingston’s 1986 edition of 20. � e dragon surreptitiously returns on the cover of Kingston China Men, where a west-
ern-dressed male likewise holds his arms crossed. 
21. While all of Tan’s novels carry exotic imagery on their covers, 21. While all of Tan’s novels carry exotic imagery on their covers, 21. While all of Tan � e Hundred Secret Senses (1996) also in-
cludes a picture of the Statue of Liberty, and the jacket montage of � e Bonesetter’s Daughter (2001) includes 
not only a Chinese lantern, but also an American � ag. � ese two symbols return on other covers. � e Statue 
of Liberty, I have shown, appears on the cover of Yep (1995); the � ag adorns the covers of Hale 1993, Jen 1997, 
McReynolds 1997. On the 1997 cover of Jen (1996) we look at the eyes of a smiling Chinese American girl, 
who peeks through a collage of American � ags, as if establishing herself surreptitiously and � rmly within her 
American context. Hale and Tan show a battered � ag, McReynolds a triumphantly � uttering one.
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Kathleen Tyau’s A Little Too Much Is Enough presents exotic imagery that is not based on the 
protagonist’s Chinese background, but on her current Hawaiian habitat (Fig. 8). It is an “illus-
tration” by Karen Katz, a colorful image of a dancing, young Chinese Hawaiian woman with 
raven-black hair, embellished with the exotic signi� er of a traditional costume (a � ower-print 
dress), against a background of � owers, a palm tree, exotic fruit, and water. � is suggests 
the � gure’s embeddedness and integration in an equally exotic environment.22 But the image 
is even more ambivalent. � e woman’s closed eyes, the crescent moon above her head, and 
the confetti-like strings in the air suggest her dreamy reclusion into a state of fantasy, and a 

22. Other examples include the cover of Kadohata (1989), which shows not only Japanese origami � gures, 
but also the cacti and snake of the novel’s various U.S. settings. � e cover of Santana (2002) shows a multicol-
ored scenery of a setting sun and � owers. Hernández (1992) features Spanish peppers, blue sky and a desert 
background. � e cover of Yamanaka (1996) combines exotic imagery coming both from the protagonist’s 
Japanese cultural background and from her Hawaiian culture, as it depicts a 1950s- or 1960s-style collage of 
� ower images, a bikini-clad Hawaiian � ower girl playing a banjo while leaning against a kayak, a salamander, 
a palm tree, and Japanese symbols and characters.

Fig. 7: front cover, The Woman Warrior (Kingston 1977).
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temporary movement away from her surroundings. She even appears to sweep away the fruit 
and vegetation with her � ying arms and her loose hair, and bump them away with her moving 
hips. All possible signs of incorporation and constraint thus � y up in the air. Instead of the ex-
otic signs, which con� rm the stereotype of Hawaiian women as folkloric � gures, the woman’s 
liberated posture and dance catch our attention.23

However, despite such ambivalences in stereotypical cover framing, most covers do fol-
low the clichés of ethnicity. � is will be explored in one � nal set of examples, which also serves 
as a transition to the following section. Esmeralda Santiago’s autobiographical text When I 

23. Likewise, on the equally exotic cover of Cisneros (1992) the crescent moon and the woman’s closed eyes 
and dream-like expression suggest that the latter is much more than the garb alone. � e cover of Alvarez
(1992) suggests a state of dreaming and an escape from one’s own setting, as it holds the bouncy and color-
ful letters of the author and title, as well as numerous colorful confetti-like dots. One of the fantastic, festive 
dots is blown up into a yellowish sun, while another one contains a multicolored illustration of houses that 
are presumably situated in the Dominican Republic (wooden shutters, trees, steps, blue sky). Although the 
protagonists’ motherland is thus stereotypically presented, it is also presented as a fantasy—not real.

Fig 8: front cover, A Little Too Much Is Enough (Tyau 1996).
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Was Puerto Rican (1993) describes both her childhood in Puerto Rico and her � rst years in 
New York City. Its cover features a multicolored drawing by the artist Maria Dolores Rodri-
guez, including archetypical Puerto Rican ingredients: an orange house on poles with steps 
and a veranda, blue wooden shutters over the windows, and a pink, tin roof (Fig. 9). � e 
house is integrated in its surroundings of chickens and a dog, � owers and palm trees, and 
female inhabitants: a mother who is hanging clothes on the line, an older girl who is holding a 
child, and other children who are playing and hanging around. We do not know whether the 
autobiographical I of the text is situated in the drawing; all the � gures appear quite integrated 
into their habitat.

� is cover contrasts starkly with that of the sequel that came out � ve years later. � e jacket 
of Santiago’s Almost a Woman (1998) shows the brownish photo-portrait of a girl whose hair 
is trimly pulled back in a ponytail and who wears a schoolgirl’s tunic over a neatly ironed 
blouse (Fig. 10). Sitting down pressing her knees against each other, and grasping her own 
shoulders while holding her arms across her chest, as if in a protective gesture, she sternly but 
also boldly looks into the camera. � is girl is not subsumed in a colorful, messy context of 
chickens and children, but cleanly superimposed on a mono-color photograph of Manhattan. 

Fig. 9: front cover, When I Was Puerto Rican (Santiago 1993).
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Placed next to each other, the two covers present a story in itself: that of the transition from a 
colorful, exotic world � lled with animals, people, and plants to a colder and urban American 
world of school and the city. Together, they point out one of the narrative formulae that we 
encounter in the coming-of-age narratives and that these covers refer to: the transformation 
of the (ethnic) girl into the (American) woman.

Narrative formulae

In addition to using exotic clichés, many covers fall back into archetypical storylines, formula-
ic blueprints of growing up between cultures. My analysis of anthology covers already brought 
up this issue, and in the previous section, Santiago’s cover pair exempli� ed the transformation 
from Puerto Rican girlhood to American womanhood, from wilderness to urban society. � is 
section will discuss the issue of transformation along with some other themes. 

Many of the novels’ jackets feature urban imagery, which works to suggest the protago-
nists’ sense of smallness, confusion and alienation. � e 1978 Penguin edition of Maxine Hong 

Fig. 10: front cover, Almost a Woman (Santiago 1998).
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Kingston’s Kingston’s Kingston � e Woman Warrior features a house with a Chinese-style curved roof hidden in a 
colorful, high mountain, against a background of black-and-white urban apartment buildings. 
It presents the formulaic juxtaposition of a gaudy, pleasurable, and adventurous foreignness 
with the dull and dreary urban American landscape. In addition, it positions the girl-woman 
of the title within both her racial-ethnic community and urban America, and indicates her 
sense of estrangement.

In other covers the urban setting has more speci� c connotations. In the untitled painting 
by Ernest Crichlow on the jacket of Paule Marshall’s 1981 edition of Brown Girl, Brownstones 
(1959), for instance, a black adolescent girl anxiously looks away from the viewer, and with 
one hand clutches her jacket against a background of urban constructions—the brownstones 
of the title (Fig. 11). � e jacket of Maravilla (1989), a novel by Mexican American author 
Laura del Fuego, shows grey and deformed apartment buildings (presumably of low-income 
projects), at the foot of which are green and � owering yet thorny cacti (Fig. 12). Here, in just a 
few strokes, the artist Phyllis Martinez juxtaposes two cultures (East Los Angeles, USA, versus 
Mexico), and evokes the dangers and distortions of the protagonist’s adolescent immigrant life. 
� e 1986 cover of Sandra Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street (1984) similarly shows the 

Fig. 11: front cover, Brown Girl, Brownstones (Marshall 1981).
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crooked apartment buildings of a U.S. barrio (Fig. 13). In addition, it displays the sketchy and 
un� nished images of disordered tra�  c scenes, and the faces of three young girls who almost 
become subsumed in their hectic urban context. All three covers indicate the overwhelmingly 
chaotic and turbulent U.S. urban life of the protagonists. 

Unlike Maravilla’s jacket, which shows no protagonists, the covers of Marshall’s and Cis-
neros’s texts show girls who look away from the city sphere in a state of alienation or wish 
to escape. Other covers literally suggest a moving away from the city’s frenzy. � e cover of 
Nicholasa Mohr’s 1986 edition of Nilda (1973) even has the girl of the title literally skip away 
from her city’s skyline (Fig. 14). � e silhouette of the girl jumping rope seems to kick away the 
pink ball that � rst was the dot on the “i” in the title’s Nilda. � is imaginative as well as playful 
act, evoking the girl’s search for identity, is reminiscent of Sonia Boyce’s cover illustration for 
Audre Lorde’s 1990 edition of Zami: a New Spelling of My Name (1982), which features a young 
black woman whose dreamy eyes, as well as exotic imagery in her hair such as palm trees, 
� owers, and sunlit sky, suggest her wish to escape (Fig. 15). Her smoky wings even suggest the 
possibility of � ying away from the darkened city.

However, the two covers also indicate the limiting aspects of dreaming and playing, and 

Fig. 12: front cover, Maravilla (Fuego 1989).
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suggest how � rmly the girls are tied to their surroundings. While the ball that Mohr’s girl 
has presumably kicked away has become the unwavering, perpetual moon over the city, the 
young woman on Lorde’s cover is encased in a dress with urban print. No complete escape 
is possible. While these covers hint at an escape from urban reality, and in Lorde’s case even 
an imaginative return to a parental culture symbolized by tropical vegetation, other covers 
suggest a related narrative theme, namely the moving away from one’s parental history and 
cultural background. 

� e cover of Mitsuye Yamada’s 1986 edition of � e cover of Mitsuye Yamada’s 1986 edition of � e cover of Mitsuye Yamada Camp Notes and Other Poems (1976) needs 
only a few lines to express this theme (Fig. 16).24 In a cartoon-like visual narrative of three 
steps, it outlines the acculturation process of a Japanese American girl who literally moves 
from a lifelessly posing small girl in long kimono, via a walking girl in a short dress, to the 
young woman who has curled her straight hair, wears a knee-length dress, carries a handbag, 

24. Technically, this collection of poetry falls outside of the scope of this study, as in its entirety it is no com-
ing-of-age narrative. But some of its poems do relate to the issues brought up here, and will be discussed in 
a later chapter.

Fig. 13: front cover, The House on Mango Street (Cisneros 1986).
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and almost strides right out of the cover. � e woman’s assertive step is replicated on the cover 
of another Japanese American text, Holly Uyemoto’s novel Go (1996). � is cover superim-
poses a photo of the author (blue jeans, a hand in her pocket, cowboy boots, black jacket) on a 
photo of a Japanese paper fan (Fig. 17). � e young woman happily walks away from the page 
and paper fan, as if prompted by the command “Go” of the novel’s title.25

� us, some covers of coming-of-age narratives hint at an entire story of moving away, 
maturation and acculturation. In a previous section, we have already seen how the aggravated 

25. � e cover image of yet another Japanese American narrative plays o�  the theme of departure, but doubly 
so: Houston’s so: Houston’s so: Houston Farewell to Manzanar (1974) features a sketch of families arriving at, presumably, the Japanese 
internment camp of the title—as signi� ed by images of barracks against a background of mountains, the 
desert wind pulling at a tree, and a red sun that, portrayed against a white sky, also refers to the Japanese � ag. 
We see a father with a suitcase, a mother in kimono, and a young girl, presumably the narrative’s protagonist, 
holding a doll. Superimposed on this drawing is the solemn and staring face of a young Japanese American 
woman, presumably the adult narrator, who apparently is contemplating her family’s removal, and saying 

“Farewell” to this part of her family’s history. 

Fig. 14: front cover, Nilda (Mohr 1986).
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girl of the front cover of Woodson’s girl of the front cover of Woodson’s girl of the front cover of Woodson Autobiography of a Family Photo eventually turns into the 
happily smiling woman on the back. � is same suggestion of transformation is made by the 
front and back covers of Galang’s Her Wild American Self (Fig. 6A and 6B). Juxtaposed to the 
drawing of the tomboyish girl on the front, as discussed above, is the author’s photo on the 
back cover. In a stylish and quasi-nonchalant pose (one leg pulled up, elegant black shirt fall-
ing from both shoulders, con� dent lipstick smile, returning the camera’s gaze), the image sug-
gests the book’s focus on a double transformation: a distancing from family and ethnic roots, 
but also a growing away from a tomboyish state. � e Filipina girl has become an American 
woman. � is arrangement of a child portrait on the front cover and a portrait of the adult 
woman (the author) on the back cover or � nal page of the text returns in other texts, as will 
be shown in one � nal example.26

Taken together, the two photographs on the front and back covers of Nicholasa Mohr’s In 

26. For other examples of such a composition, see Harris 2003, Maracle 1993, Mohr 1994, Ponce 1993, Wong
1983. In her discussion of three “Coming to America” narratives, George (1998) also cites the cover blurbs, 
which “pressure us to read these narratives as ful� lling a progression toward Americanization […]” (144).

Fig. 15: front cover, Zami (Lorde 1990).
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My Own Words: Growing Up Inside the Sanctuary of My Imagination (1994) suggest an entire 
process of assimilation. � e front cover shows a slightly battered, old passport or school photo 
of a young girl, suggested to be the young author, whose shoulder-length hair is partially 
pulled back, whose girl-scout-like blouse is buttoned up, and who bashfully smiles and looks 
away from the camera, head turned to the (our) right—her future self (Fig. 18). � e back 
cover features a recent photograph of the author, who looks o�  camera, to the le� , as if looking 
back at her younger self (Fig. 19). Smiling con� dently, hair blowing in the breeze, hands in her 
pockets, she stands against the background of a sunlit New York City skyline and the Brooklyn 
Bridge, one of the most celebrated icons of American culture that here also symbolizes the 
bridging process. Constituting the start and provisional � nish of a progressive acculturation, 
the two photographs suggest that the narrative between the covers will explicate the classic 
story of the shy and solitary immigrant girl who turns into the mature woman who assertively 
smiles and feels assured in her sunlit and cosmopolitan American setting.

In addition to these two photos, in the middle of Nicholasa Mohr’s textual narrative, a 
complementary photo-text features a series of twelve photographs, � ve of which are portraits 
of the (young) author. In combination with the two cover photos, and the textual account, the 

Fig. 16: front cover, Camp Notes (Yamada 1986).
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visual imagery relates the narrating I’s development into a Puerto Rican American woman. 
� is photo sequence, as well as one series taken from Norma Elia Cantú’s Canícula: Snapshots 
of a Girlhood en la Frontera (1995), encompass all themes discussed so far: the truth claim, 
exoticism, and narrative formulae. 

In sequence

A book cover prepares the reader’s mental set, and triggers an entire series of associations be-
fore the actual engagement with the narrative text. But even while one is reading the narrative 
text, the book’s framing continues—for instance because, in addition to cover photography, 
various coming-of-age narratives insert pictures of the author and her family into the text. 
� e visual details of such photographic texts again emphasize the texts’ accuracy, reliability 
and unmediated representation. Some also refer to exoticism, or narrative formulae. � is also 
holds for the photo-texts of Mohr’s In My Own Words and Cantú’s Canícula.

While embedding the autobiographical author within the familial group of her mother, an 

Fig. 17: front cover, Go (Uyemoto 1996).
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aunt, four brothers, a nephew and the family dog, the photographic series included in Mohr’s 
narrative nevertheless present the author, or narrating I, as gradually moving away from her 
childhood, family, and Puerto Rican culture. � is progressive movement is suggested by a 
sequence of four school-time photographs. � e � rst is the battered photo that, in cropped 
fashion, also appears on the front cover (Fig. 18). In the previous section I maintained that the 
girl shyly looks away from the camera, towards the photo of her future, mature self (Fig. 19). 
� is is con� rmed in the narrative’s photo-text, as the photo’s caption reads: “A six-year old 
with all the world before her.”27

Taken seven years later, the second photo presents the same girl in full length at a school 
recital: a modestly exotic � gure without a trace of make-up, her hair pulled back by a ribbon 
(Fig. 20). � e girl is clad in ethnic signi� ers, such as a long, lacy, white dress with elaborately 
embroidered � owers, shiny sandals, and a frilly shawl. Raised on her toes as if commencing 
a dance and posing with her arms and hands in the air as if holding castanets, the girl smiles 
away from the camera as if to a taller (male) dance partner. A shadow behind the dancing 
� gure suggests the school’s stage-lights employed to highlight the girl, which here as well 
highlight her act of posing. Writing about the pose in � e � reshold of the Visible World, Kaja 
Silverman explains that “the pose signi� es ‘lit-upness’ in a larger, metaphoric respect, and 
encourages us to make formal and conceptual sense of the actual play of light and shadows 
across the other components of the imaginary photograph. An oblique shadow cast across 
half of the face of a posed body is no longer random or insigni� cant; it becomes part of the 

‘picture,’ […]” (1996, 203).
Framing the girl as ethnic other, the traditional dress lends a romantic aura of mysterious 

exoticism. It also speaks of pride and suggests identi� cation with Puerto Rican culture. Cap-
tioned with “And here I am, age thirteen, all dressed up for a school recital,” the photo suggests 
a prior act of fabrication and presentation, as well as a performance in front of schoolmates and 
parents that incorporates, as well as exempli� es, a preexisting notion of what is Puerto Rican 
(56, emphasis added). Discussing the vocabulary of dress, Alison Lurie claims that: “Foreign 
garments can be a deliberate sign of national origin. � e wearer is someone who otherwise, 

27. In this discussion, the photos and captions are taken from Mohr 1994, 56, 59, 60; back cover.

Fig. 18: from In My Own Words (Mohr 1994, 

page 53).

Fig. 19: from In My Own Words (Mohr 1994, back cover).
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sartorially or linguistically speaking, has no accent. Immigrants can tell others graphically that 
they have not been psychologically assimilated, that their ideas and opinions remain those of a 
foreigner.” While immigrant parents, according to Lurie, use their ethnic costume as “a way to 
proclaim or disguise [their] identities,” for the children of immigrants “the wearing of ethnic 
out� ts, except on holidays or for the amusement of tourists, was almost unknown” (1981, 7, 
93). Following Lurie, we could say that Mohr’s photo of the Puerto Rican girl’s performance 
establishes a “deliberate sign,” but merely “for the amusement of ” schoolmates and parents.

In the third photo, the girl no longer wears her “ethnic out� t[…]” (Fig. 21). However, the 
immigrant family continues to play a signi� cant role, as the photo caption reads: “Graduation 
from junior high school. Mom made the dress and fancy hair ribbon. My family supplied 
the � owers” (59). In contrast to the � rst photo, where the girl shyly and sti�  y poses, and the 
second where she awkwardly stands as if in dancing pose, this one portrays the girl as casually 
seated. Dressed in a knee-length white graduation dress, glamorous and American-style, the 
girl shows her legs and a low neckline below a lipstick smile. Her hair is gathered in a loose 
ribbon. � e attire, as well as the happy and anticipatory smile, no longer evokes a mythologi-
cal Puerto Rico, but an American culture of adolescence. Framed at the top by the “fancy hair 
ribbon” (59) fabricated by her mother, and at the bottom by the � owers on her lap, which 
were supplied by her family, the girl nevertheless turns away from the camera, smiling at the 
promise of her future life in America.

� is third photo anticipates the fourth one, which shows the girl as even more distinct: al-
most indulgently seated in an armchair with her legs crossed, wearing a short-sleeved sweater 

Fig. 20: from In My Own Words (Mohr 1994, page 56). Fig. 21: from In My Own Words (Mohr 1994, page 59).
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and elegant and fashionable pearl earrings, the young woman looks straight into the camera 
(Fig. 22). Her short haircut frames a face that smiles con� dently and almost mischievously. 
� e caption of the photo—“� e years passed. I was a senior in high school when this picture 
was taken” (60)—does not mention the fact that the girl is dressed up, nor refer to any fam-
ily members who have contributed to her presentation. As such it subtly suggests some sort 
of naturalness and anticipates an automatic moving away from family. � is is con� rmed by 

“� e years passed,” which suggests an inevitable historical development.28 � e series of photo-
graphs suggests that the girl has le�  the otherness of ethnic di� erentiation (Mercer 1990, 260). 
She has not only grown older, but also more mainstream American. Growing older automati-
cally implies growing into Americanness.

Mohr’s sequence is repeated in Norma Elia Cantú’s Canícula: Snapshots of a Girlhood en 
la Frontera, but with noteworthy di� erences. Cantú’s text is introduced as a collage of “stories 
gleaned from photographs randomly picked” (1999, xii). � us, while Mohr’s photo-text, in-
cluding the brief captions, serves as a complementary illustration of the narrative text, Cantú’s 
photos are the starting point of her documentary-style vignettes. And while Mohr’s photo-text 
stands on its own—all 12 photos are, chronologically structured, jointly inserted in the exact 
middle of the book—Cantú’s photos are dispersed at random throughout the narrative text, 
without any chronological order. However, when viewed together, Canícula’s photographs as 
well re� ect the girl’s growing up as an American and as a woman. Like Mohr’s female � gure, 
Cantú’s girl moves from child to teenager, and from ethnic other to American.

� e � rst photo depicts the girl posing in her family’s front yard in a china poblana dress 
(Fig. 24). Referring to the notion of the pose, Silverman explains that it evokes “that explicit or 
implicit frame which marks o�  all representation from the ‘real’. […] Simply through dramatic 
compression or expansion, the body can indicate its enclosure within a smaller- or larger-than-
usual physical space […]” (1996, 203). Here, the girl’s posing doubly frames her within her 

28. � e � nal photograph of the series of twelve, the only one accredited to a professional photographer, 
places the author “in her study,” “working on [her] next project,” and represents her as fully engaged in the 
American world of work and profession (60) (Fig. 23).

Fig. 22: from In My Own Words (Mohr 1994, page 60). Fig. 23: from In My Own Words (Mohr 

1994, page 60).
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family’s cultural realm: against the background of their house (the outer frame), she wears a 
white Mexican blouse of which the embroidery shapes “� owers like the ones that grow in our 
yard—roses, hibiscus, geraniums […]” (the inner frame) (38).

� e photo echoes an older family photograph, inserted in the subsequent narrative, of the 
girl’s mother who, at the age of nearly nineteen, also wears a china poblana costume (Fig. 25). 
� us, at the approximate age of � ve, the autobiographical I is already dressed-up to mirror the 
photographic image of her almost grown-up mother, and likewise positioned as ethnic and 
as female. Although we do not learn whether the young girl is familiar with the older photo, 
she does copy her mother’s feminine posing as presented in the older photograph and in its 
accompanying text: “She [my mother] holds her skirt and points her foot as instructed […].” 
� e narrating I remembers in the text that comes with her own portrait: “I hold up my china 
poblana skirt and point my toe as I stand for the photo” (38). Somehow, the girl understands 
how to position herself. Silverman writes that the pose, like all mimicry, “proceeds in relation 
to a preexisting representation, which […] derives from the cultural screen.” � e subject is 

“under the imperative to be within spectacle and to assume a guise there which makes some 
reference to the existing image-repertoire […]” (1996, 204-205).

Here, the girl’s pose relates and refers to that of her mother. � erefore, she is not only 
framed by her family’s house and Mexican blouse, but also by her photographed mother. In 
fact, she is actually put in place by her photographing mother. Silverman maintains that one 
feature of photography is its “congealing of the body into a statue-like rigidity.” It apprehends, 
immobilizes, and arrests the subject (1996, 197). In Cantú’s text, this is even intensi� ed as the 

Fig. 24: from Canícula (Cantú 1999, page 38). Fig. 25: from Canícula (Cantú 1999, page 40).
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girl is ordered by her photographing mother to stand “perfectly still until she takes the pic-
ture.”29 � us, she can only quietly fantasize of other matters. She visualizes herself as a celebrity, 
but feels like “a movie star frozen in costume.” Moreover, she is prevented from carrying out 
a revenge fantasy of hitting the neighborhood boy who wolf-whistles at her. While previously 
he had addressed her as a weak child and as ethnic, yelling “mojada” (skinny) or “� aca” (wet-
back, illegal immigrant), here his whistle positions her as a female object (40, 38-39). � us, 
the pose only grants the girl a rather limited agency. As Silverman explains, “[…] the agency 
which Lacan imputes to mimicry—and, so, by extension, to the pose—is hemmed about with 
all kinds of constraints. It consequently does not always come into play, even in a limited way” 
(1996, 204). Captured within the frame of the photograph, the girl is already � xed into her 
position of ethnic other and acquiescent daughter-female. 

But the photo’s textual framing also indicates her bicultural experience and anticipates 
her development from a Mexican into an American. Although the image presents the girl as 
a Mexican china poblana, the narrative text that complements the photo literally embeds her 
in her acculturation process. It informs us, � rst of all, that before the posing she has attended 
a George Washington birthday parade. Although the china poblana costume originates from 
the Mexican state of Puebla and is commonly worn on Cinco de Mayo (May 5th), it is now 
worn in February, at a historic American occasion. Discussing the enthusiasm of Mexican 
Americans for Cinco de Mayo, of Irish Americans for St. Patrick’s Day, and Italian Americans 
for Columbus Day, Lawrence Fuchs explains “each holiday was reinvented in the American 
context, linking them to American ideals, symbols and heroes” (1992, 56).

29. 39. Chapter 7, “She’s a Doll,” discusses a very similar episode in Woodson (1995). � e black girl does 
not pose in a folkloric dress, but with a brown doll she has just received for Christmas: “[…] long a� er my 
mother’s � ash, I am still standing with the doll, incarcerated into this posture, afraid to move a step in any 
direction out of her frame. Afraid all of a sudden, to blur this image of me” (1996, 29). Again, this illustrates 
Silverman’s “congealing of the body into a statue-like rigidity.” Silverman’s “congealing of the body into a statue-like rigidity.” Silverman

Fig. 26: from Canícula (Cantú 1999, page 33).
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� e photo is further framed by other textual fragments. At the birthday parade, we learn 
from a previous section, the girl observes the “young women decked out in shimmering gowns 
[…], escorted by white-wigged young men who stand sti�  as statues dressed in satin and lace 
[…]” (37). Although wearing a traditional Mexican dress, the girl is thus already immersed 
in America’s patriotic celebrations. � rough the terrain of national culture, immersed in “the 
repertoire of American memories, events and narratives” (Lowe 1996, 2), she is formed as an 
American citizen. Further, the narrative concerning the picture posing reports that, following 
the event, the girl enjoys “orange � avored Kool-Aid” (39) at a Mexican lunch (“sopa de arroz,” 

“corn tortillas”), during which her mother announces that she is growing so fast that she will 
have outgrown the costume by the following year. � us, the textual framing of the photo hints 
at the girl’s future development into both an American and a woman. 

� is anticipation of a double transformation returns in two other pictures. In a second 
picture included in Cantú’s text, the autobiographical I dons a cowgirl out� t for the end-of-the-
year-program at her American grade school (Fig. 26). While the accompanying text of the � rst 
picture conveyed that the girl is whistled at by a boy who invisibly hides behind his father’s car, 
in the second picture the girl publicly holds hands with the (cow)boy she performs a dance 
with. Like an adult heterosexual couple, the two second-graders pose as if announcing both 
their maturity and their cultural incorporation into American culture. � is is also con� rmed 
by the accompanying text. For the photo taken in honor of George Washington’s birthday, the 
girl’s mother had created the china poblana image—she had selected the traditional Mexican 
dress, braided the girl’s hair and manipulated its volume and length, and captured her in black 
and white. In the second photo, however, the mother no longer plays such a dominant role. 
Although she has assembled her daughter’s cowgirl out� t, it is the American school’s Miss Mon-
temayor who has her students act out her “version of cowgirls and cowboys,” which includes 
an American square dance. Moreover, the photograph is no longer situated in the family’s front-
yard, but in the American grade school, “in front of the blackboard with […] the U.S. � ag we 
pledged allegiance to every morning” (33). As Silverman states, the pose involves the position-

Fig. 27: from Canícula (Cantú 1999, page 130).
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ing of a body in space (1996, 203). Here, the girl is solidly placed in her American environment. 
And although the girl rushes home a� er school, it is not to immerse herself once again in her 
family’s Mexican culture, but to watch American cowboy � lms on television.

� e third and � nal photo depicts an a� er-school party at the high school cafeteria (Fig. 27). 
In combination with the accompanying narrative, entitled “Martin High,” it further comple-
ments the allusions to the girl’s advancing sexual maturity and acculturation. � e boys por-
trayed and referred to are no longer naughty and invisible neighborhood boys hiding behind 
cars, as in the text accompanying the � rst photo, nor shyly grinning cowboys as in the second 
photo, but a group of teenage football players with whom the girl and her friends are unre-
servedly “kidding” and “laughing.” Secondly, although her mother has knitted the sweater she 
is wearing, the girl herself has sewn the fashionable pink dress accessorized with a pink head-
band which holds back a “sixties � ip.” Instead of a mother who has � xed and framed the girl 
by fabricating her out� t and taking her picture, or a teacher who has constructed her personal 
version of cowboys and cowgirls, now the “photojournalist-to-be” of the school paper sta� , a 
peer, � xes the girl within her new American frame (130).

� e girl’s Mexican costume of the � rst picture, and her cowgirl costume of the second 
one, have been replaced by an American and sixties teenage look. Although the third photo’s 
occasion still positions the girl as a Chicana, as it presents a celebration of the Pan American 
Forum’s annual posada, both photo and text � rmly establish her as an independent American 
adolescent, one of the 450 members of the “class of ’65” who “gulp[s] each bite of tamales 
down with a swig of Coke.” Employing the colloquial easy-talk of American teenage culture 
while describing a literal washing-away of cultural background, the narrating I here � rmly 
positions herself within her group of “Pan American” peers, pronouncing: “� e joy, the hap-
piness of youth, carefree and alone away from adults, shines in our faces” (130-131).

� ese two brief case studies demonstrate how photographs, their captions, and the ac-
companying narrative text complement each other in positioning the girl of color in her pro-
cess of growing up. First of all, they jointly establish the girls as social beings. Although Mohr’s 
photographs depict the girl as an isolated subject, their captions successively refer to “a school 
recital,” “Graduation from junior high school” and “senior […] high school,” and thus embed 
her in a social environment of school and peers. In Cantú’s Canícula, two of the three pictures 
included portray the autobiographical I in the company of classmates. Secondly, the photo-
texts and narrative texts expose the girls as living in two worlds. In their portrayal, they make 
mention of the role of mothers, family, and parental culture, but also refer to the in� uence of 
American schools and peers. � irdly, the texts present a verbal-visual narrative of progressive 
assimilation. � e girls’ double process of transformation into American womanhood consti-
tutes the archetypical story of progressive development. � is is clearer in Mohr’s text, where 
the photo-text is chronologically arranged. � ere, the assimilation process appears as a lin-
ear progression from foreignness and marginality to Americanization.30 Taken together, the 
photos o� er a non- or semi-narrative plot that endorses the fundamental progressive Ameri-
can myth of the assimilated immigrant.

30. Bergland de� nes Americanization as a “process used to describe the ‘remaking’ of the foreigners into 
citizens or Americans, a process which is seen as natural and inevitable by the culture’s social agents” (1990, 
71).
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Conclusion

In this chapter I considered how extra-narrative texts such as book jackets and photo-texts 
frame the coming-of-age narratives under study and a� ect the reader’s construction of the 
process of growing up. Some claim to o� er historical truth, many contain all sorts of ex-
otic imagery and rely on formulaic blueprints of growing-up between cultures. However, I 
have also pointed out the ambiguity of such frames, for some book covers subtly invalidate 
their claims of authenticity or merge a variety of visual images to create incongruous and 
ambiguous illustrations. Further, I indicated that while the photo-text included in one com-
ing-of-age narrative (Mohr 1994) neatly represents the narrative formula of an inevitable his-
torical development of assimilation, another one (Cantú 1999) disperses its photos at random 
throughout the text in no chronological order—suggesting a subtle subversion of the typical 
immigrant-girl-becomes-American-girl story. Moreover, I pointed out that when viewed in 
chronological order, both photo-texts sketch not a simple and singular transformation pro-
cess that is marked by the girls’ racial-ethnicity, but multiple plots, as the girls also grow into 
womanhood and � nancial-economic independence.

Analogously, in the following chapters my reading of the representation of coming-of-age 
will partially focus on the question whether and how the narratives selected transcend the 
truth claims, exotic signs, and narrative formulae suggested by their framing covers—instead 
of merely replicating them. I am aware that in this reading process I will inevitably be steered 
by the frames of the individual narratives, including their covers’ codes—their marketing-ori-
ented texts, photos and ethnic designs. However, cover images and photo-texts in� uence, but 
do not determine nor dictate our reading of narratives. � ey are instruments of framing, but 
their meaning surpasses any strict representations. � eir “meaning is not limited to referential 
denotation, but rather partakes in a dynamic interplay of discursive associations” (Pedri 2003, 
101). Framing constitutes not a meaning but a proposition of meaning. In addition, it o� ers no 
decisive outcome. As my book’s cover, as a metaphor, literally frames my analysis of the repre-
sentation of the coming-of-age process of girls of color, this analysis will, in its turn, frame the 
narratives of coming-of-age and in� uence the readers’ understanding of this process.31 Acting 
as their moderator, I will bring in and discuss the narratives’ main themes. One major theme, 
storytelling, is the subject of the following chapter.

31. For an analysis of this study’s cover, see Chapter 6: “She’s a Doll.”
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Shaping lives 

Alice Walker was one of the � rst feminist critics to claim that black women’s quests for identity 
o� en rely on their mothers’ personal narratives. In her seminal essay “In Search of Our Moth-
ers’ Gardens,” she discusses the creative legacy of “not famous” black women of the South, 
such as her mother and grandmother.1 Contemporary black women, Walker asserts, seek—
and � nd—their identity through the legacy passed on to them by southern black women. In a 
much quoted line of the essay Walker claims that:

[…] so many of the stories that I write, that we all write, are my mother’s stories. […] 
through years of listening to my mother’s stories of her life, I have absorbed not only 
the stories themselves, but something of the manner in which she spoke, something 
of the urgency that involves the knowledge that her stories—like her life—must be 
recorded […]. (1984, 240)

Walker’s literary work shows that her mother’s stories are not only “absorbed” and “recorded,” 
but also adapted.

Several critics have indicated how the shaping force of stories works in two ways. In 
“Growing Up Female” Joanne Frye explains how in every growing-up process narrative is not 
only a powerful tool for reinforcing the cultural status quo—“a way in which socialization 
takes place and a way in which a child learns the culturally de� ned roles of adulthood”—but 
also a prominent instrument for � guring individual identity, as one constructs a sense of self 
in his or her social context. Referring to ethnic autobiographical writings in “Ethnicity and 
the Post-Modern Arts of Memory,” Michael Fischer argues that in the process of “reinvent-
ing” and “reinterpreting” ethnic identities stories heard in childhood can play a signi� cant 
role. According to Fischer, these stories “work di� erently for each generation, [and] are but role. According to Fischer, these stories “work di� erently for each generation, [and] are but role. According to Fischer
fragmentary bits that have to be translated, integrated, and reworked.”2

A great variety of Asian American authors have deployed stories of Asia and Asian Amer-
ica in their work. Elaine H. Kim was one of the � rst to point out that, inventing their identi-
ties by weaving connections between themselves and their history, Asian American writers 
must “piece together and sort out the meaning of the past through shreds of stories heard 
in childhood” (1987, 101, 103; 1982, 262). In Making Waves (1989), an early anthology of 
Asian American writings by women, many contributors relate the stories that in� uenced their 

1. 1984, 239. Latina critics have made similar claims. See for instance the introduction to Cuentos: Stories 
by Latinas, where the editors Gòmez, Moraga, and Romo-Carmona point out that most Latinas, “looking to 
� nd some kind of literary tradition among our women, will usually speak of the ‘cuentos’ our mothers and 
grandmothers told us” (1983, vii). Judith Ortiz Cofer, whose literary work will be discussed in later chapters, 
claims that: “Most of the stories in my work date back to the times when I would sit around at my grandmoth-
er’s house and listen to the women telling their stories” (Ocasio and Ganey 1992, 144). and Ganey 1992, 144). and Ganey
2. Frye 1989, 77; Fischer 1986, 210. Fischer’s notion of the “reinvention and reinterpretation” of ethnicity 
returns in many critical texts, i.e. Sollors (1989), who contends that ethnicity is “not a thing but a pro-
cess—and it requires constant detective work from readers, not a settling on a � xed encyclopedia of supposed 
cultural essentials” (xiv-xv).
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writing: “Falling like confetti on New Year’s night, the sze yip voices of my foremothers form 
the words and images which imprint themselves on that precious invention: paper” (Wong, 
442); “I am disturbed, yet intrigued. I listen to the stories, casting the characters and writing 
the script […]” (Kam, 94). � e writers also discuss the confusion the stories caused. K. Kam
writes: “[…] my mental exercise is only a game. My parents’ China still eludes me” (94).3 � ese 
few quotations alone point out some key issues concerning the notion of storytelling: the in-
spirational force of storytelling, but also the confusion, the elusion, and lies involved.

But stories do not only excite and exasperate autobiographers. In � ction written by Asian 
American writers, characters’ identities are constructed through stories heard and revised. 
Some stories are informative and inspirational; others turn out to be problematic. � is is also 
the case in Maxine Hong Kingston’s the case in Maxine Hong Kingston’s the case in Maxine Hong Kingston � e Woman Warrior (1976) and Amy Tan’s (1976) and Amy Tan’s (1976) and Amy Tan � e Joy Luck 
Club (1989), where the daughters, both as young protagonists and adult narrators, experience 
an incongruity between the reality as constructed and conferred by the mothers in “talk-sto-
ries,” and the world as they perceive it in their daily lives in the United States of America.4

� e Joy Luck Club presents the lives of four Chinese women in pre-1949 China as well as 
the lives of their American-born daughters in California through interwoven stories in the 
women’s own voices. � e three major themes of � e Joy Luck Club—the mother-daughter re-
lationship, storytelling, and biculturalism—resonate with those in Kingston’s much acclaimed lationship, storytelling, and biculturalism—resonate with those in Kingston’s much acclaimed lationship, storytelling, and biculturalism—resonate with those in Kingston
novel.5 Subtitled Memoir of a Girlhood among Ghosts, Kingston’s work follows the Chinese , Kingston’s work follows the Chinese , Kingston
American girl Maxine in her process of growing up. In this process, the adult narrator ac-
knowledges, it is her “mother who marked [her] growing with stories” (6). In both novels 
adult narrators rethink and relive their childhood experiences, including the struggle to come 
to terms with the control that immigrant mothers wield, as they chronicle tales of past and 
future life. � e focalization thus moves between that of adults with mature views, and that of 
naive girl protagonists with unsophisticated perceptions.6

In this chapter I will � rst explore the double e� ect of the mothers’ talk-stories, as they at 

3. Likewise, Lee (1988) writes that “Mama didn’t always tell the truth” (93).
4. Rubenstein de� nes talk-story as “an oral form composed of indeterminate portions of fact, embellish-
ment, invention, and fantasy” (1987, 165). In an interview Kingston describes the notion of talk-story as 
coming from the streets of Honolulu “to describe the passing down of tales from the old generation to the 
young.” It is “actually an Hawaiian pidgin phrase, borrowed street language from her [Kingston’s] adopted young.” It is “actually an Hawaiian pidgin phrase, borrowed street language from her [Kingston’s] adopted young.” It is “actually an Hawaiian pidgin phrase, borrowed street language from her [Kingston
city” (Brownmiller 1977, 214). � e term talk-story is not employed in Tan’s  1977, 214). � e term talk-story is not employed in Tan’s  1977, 214). � e term talk-story is not employed in Tan � e Joy Luck Club (1989), al-
though daughter June once refers to a similar notion by calling it “saying stories” (41).
5. Despite the fact that Tan herself shies away from reviewing Asian American literary works together, as 
they may have “nothing in common except for the fact that they are written by Asian Americans” (1996, 7), 
I will reveal that these two works do, indeed, bear many resemblances. 
6. Mieke Bal de� nes a focalizer as “the represented ‘colouring’ of the fabula by a speci� c agent of perception, 
the holder of the ‘point of view’.” She describes focalization as “the relationship between the ‘vision,’ the 
agent that sees, and that which is seen. […] focalization belongs in the story, the layer between the linguistic 
text and the fabula. […]. � e subject of focalization, the focalizor, is the point from which the elements are 
viewed. � at point can lie with a character (i.e. an element of the fabula), or outside it. If the focalizer coin-
cides with the character, that character will have an advantage over the other characters. � e reader watches 
with the character’s eyes, and will, in principle, be inclined to accept the vision presented by that character” 
(1997, 19, 142, 146).
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times comfort and protect, yet at other times irritate, frighten, and confuse the daughters. As 
Marina Heung states in her analysis of Tan’s  states in her analysis of Tan’s  states in her analysis of Tan � e Joy Luck Club: “[� e] maternal language […] 
possesses multiple, even contradictory meanings. As an assertion of cultural identity, it both 
communicates and obfuscates” (1993, 606). Containing not only information and consolation, 
but also ambiguities, incongruities, and injunctions, the talk-stories are at times problematic 
sources for the daughters to depend on while growing up. But whereas some daughters deny 
their mothers’ stories, others feel inspired to � ll in the openings in their mothers’ messages, 
and create stories of their own. � is chapter examines the crucial position of the mothers’ 
stories in the girls’ process of constructing their cultural and gendered identities through their 
own imagination.

Consolation and control

� e Joy Luck Club contains four prefatory, fable-like anecdotes, which frame and introduce 
the various stories and signal that the stories to follow will involve “cultural transmission 
and translation” (Chu 2000, 144). In the � rst prelude, a nameless Chinese immigrant mother 
wishes to present her daughter with a Chinese swan feather, symbolizing the mother’s “mean-
ing” and “good intentions” (17). � e two women, however, speak di� erent languages which 
hinders any cultural transmission. In the second and third anecdotes two daughters express 
their irritation at their mothers’ repetitive warnings about “bad things that can happen […]” 
and “bad omens,” but they are still subjected to the maternal prohibition not to ride a bicycle 
around the corner (87) or maternal instructions on how to enhance their “peach-blossom 
luck” (147). In the last prefatory piece a mother wonders whether her own “kind of think-
ing [was] wrong” (213). All four stories present the anxiety and apprehensiveness of Chinese 
mothers fearing estrangement from their Americanizing children. � is theme is elaborated in 
the novel’s individual chapters.7

Ying-ying St.Clair acknowledges that upon birth her daughter Lena “sprang from [her] 
like a slippery � sh, and has been swimming away ever since.” While raising her daughter, she 
watched her as if “from another shore” (242). Lindo Jong, another mother, complains that for 
years she tried to teach her daughter the “Chinese ways,” but the girl followed these only until 
she started to attend school. Under her daughter’s Chinese skin and hair Lindo � gures an in-
side that is all “American-made.” She realizes that teaching her daughter about the American 
Dream was easier than teaching her “[h]ow to obey parents and listen to your mother’s mind.” 
Chinese thinking did not stick to her daughter, who was “too busy chewing gum, blowing 
bubbles bigger than her cheeks.” What did stick to her daughter was that ultimate symbol of 

7. � e theme is also replicated in many other coming-of-age narratives where immigrant parents for in-
stance scold their children for being unable to speak their language. In Ng (1998), Ruby’s parents are frus-
trated at their children’s failure to talk Chinese to their relatives in Chinatown and read Chinese menus 
in Chinese restaurants. � ey “called them stupid American kids who didn’t know where they came from” 
(95-96). In Quan (1990), a girl does not want to learn any more Chinese, which to her represents her parents’ 
ideas and values of how a Chinese girl should behave. � e parents call her a “stupid girl.” “ ‘Don’t think you’re 
better than your parents just because you know more English. You don’t know anything!’ ” (213-214).
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American consumer culture—embodying nonchalance, overcon� dence, play, absentminded-
ness and, perhaps, a disinclination to speak (253-254).

Ying-ying and Lindo express the predicament of all mothers in the two novels. � ey are 
afraid to lose the bond with their Americanizing children, and bombard them with maxims, 
myths, and stories that have become peevish and tedious. Heung points out that for the moth-myths, and stories that have become peevish and tedious. Heung points out that for the moth-myths, and stories that have become peevish and tedious. Heung
ers, storytelling means a reconsideration of the self through a reconception of the past. It is “a 
medium for rewriting stories of oppression and victimization into parables of self-a�  rmation 
and individual empowerment” (607). But other critics point at additional rationales. Ben Xu
states that “[w]ithin the microcultural structure of family, the only means available for mothers 
to ensure ethnic continuity is to recollect the past and to tell tales of what is remembered” (1994, 
3). Referring to Maxine’s mother in � e Woman Warrior, Wendy Ho writes that “Because of 
the importance of preserving ties with their own history, culture, and family, Brave Orchid at-
tempts to pass to the daughter the puzzling remnants of Chinese culture […]” (1991, 226). 

� ese considerations are never explicitly mentioned in the two novels. Stories serve a more 
directly practical function. In � e Joy Luck Club, they are told to stave o�  boredom, “when 
there was nothing to do” (20) or to “celebrate […] good fortune” at the mah jong table (24). In 
� e Woman Warrior, the narrator remembers that when the family laundry was becoming too 
hot to work in, “either my mother or my father would say that it was time to tell another ghost 
story so that we could get some chills up our backs” (102). While these stories are meant to 
excite or frighten the listeners, others are meant to comfort, such as the reassuring stories with 
which the mothers calm and quiet their daughters when they are afraid. Having been attacked 
by an owl one night, the daughter in � e Woman Warrior is being “chanted back to sensibility” � e Woman Warrior is being “chanted back to sensibility” � e Woman Warrior
(106). She feels loved when her mother’s storytelling led her “out of nightmares and horror 
movies.” Her mother “funneled China into our ears: Kwantung Province, New Society Vil-
lage, the river Kwoo, which runs past the village,” making the daughter feel safe, “hearing my 
name sung with hers and my father’s, my brothers’ and sisters’.”8 In � e Joy Luck Club, follow-
ing an argument with her mother, the adult daughter Waverly is equally subjected to stories 
about her family and background. Although unable to understand the Chinese words, and not 
knowing where the conversation will lead, she feels “soothed.”9

� us, the stories featured in � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior � e Joy Luck Club o� er a sense of 
love and security, belonging and kinship, culture and history. Functioning as a window on a 

8. 89. Maxine’s mother does not only comfort her children with her storytelling, but also other members 
of the Chinese community. � e adult narrator relates that her mother “repeat[s a story] to a homesick vil-
lager.” � e text also adds another function of the mother’s storytelling: as the mother intends to return to 
China eventually, it is important that Maxine know her way, so that she “will be able to � nd our house” (107, 
89-90).
9. 182. Other coming-of-age texts refer to the same e� ect of consolation. � e narrator of Zia (2000) remem-
bers: “I was very fortunate to grow up amid tales of ghosts and demons, stories of the rich sights and smells 
of an ancient and thriving civilization that was unlike anything in my daily American life, yet so natural I 
could imagine this place called China without stepping outside my small New Jersey town. Mom sang lilting 
Chinese lullabies whose melodies and lyrics I could repeat but not comprehend” (311). Not all daughters 
respond this way. In Telemaque (2000), the narrator’s mother o� en repeats “the names of her family in China. 
� at has nothing to do with me, I thought. Why does she force her alien world on me?” � e narrator thinks 
her mother is crazy (28). 
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homeland the daughters have never seen, they spell out for them who their forebears were, 
and of what their heritage consists. Indeed, as the daughters mature, they gradually begin to 
understand their mothers’ “unspeakable tragedies” (Tan 1989, 20). But the tales are not only 
stories about the fate of women in old China. � ey are coded messages on survival. Imposing 
their own lives as normative examples, the mothers instruct the daughters on how to survive. 
In her analysis of Japanese American literature, Traise Yamamoto identi� es a concealed pro-
cess of modeling and enculturation: “In an environment structured by racism and sexism, one 
of the most crucial aspects of ‘motherwork’ is the enculturation of children in modes of sur-
vival and resistance” (1999, 165). Kingston’s chapter “Shaman,” narrated by the adult daughter, vival and resistance” (1999, 165). Kingston’s chapter “Shaman,” narrated by the adult daughter, vival and resistance” (1999, 165). Kingston
embeds Brave Orchid’s own stories of heroism, such as the exorcizing of a Sitting Ghost at 
the To Keung School of Midwifery, and the establishment of a hospital in the mountains a� er 
Japanese attacks on China in 1939. In � e Joy Luck Club the mothers tell their own stories of 
China more independently, in separate chapters and not embedded in their daughters’ stories. 
But these as well are stories of survival in the midst of � oods and war.

� e mothers also impress on their daughters the lives of other women, which they incor-
porate in their stories as negative examples. � ese tales serve to caution the daughters to be 
wary, as they may very well be next to su� er or fall. On the occasion of Maxine’s � rst menses, 
her mother, whose stories are “always timely” (113), tells the story of the No Name Woman. 
� is was an aunt in China who was excommunicated by the village members for having an 
illegitimate child, and subsequently killed herself. It is a puberty cautionary tale, a lesson of 
what happens when one transgresses the norms, both sexual and otherwise, of one’s group. 
Both stressing her relation to the No Name Woman and her authority, Maxine’s mother relates 
how she bore witness to the incident, as she had “found [the aunt] and the baby plugging up 
the family well” (5). Shirley Geok-Lin Lim contends that the No Name Aunt “is the negative 
model the mother holds up in order to compel her daughter into compliance with patriarchal 
constraints on female psychosexual behavior” (1992, 260). Analogous to the mother’s many 

“ghost stories,” the tale is meant “to warn us about life, […] a story to grow up on,” as Kingston’s “ghost stories,” the tale is meant “to warn us about life, […] a story to grow up on,” as Kingston’s “ghost stories,” the tale is meant “to warn us about life, […] a story to grow up on,” as Kingston
adult narrator explicates. “She tested our strength to establish realities” (5).

In his study of oral cultures, Walter Ong found that oral societies “slough[…] o�  memo-
ries which no longer have present relevance.” Stories that carry no message or meaning will 
be dropped from the oral storyteller’s repertoire and disappear (1990, 46). Here, however, 
even though Maxine and her family are now living in the United States of America, Brave 
Orchid apparently still considers the No Name Woman’s story to be applicable, relevant, and 
functional. But in recounting the story, the adult narrator knows, her mother has selected 
only what she thinks are the “useful parts” (6). � e functionality of the story lies in its lesson 
about old Chinese sexual norms and codes of female obedience, which have by no means been 
suspended by the family’s act of immigration. Even in their immigrant culture, her family 
demands of Maxine uncompromising piety and chastity.

No Name Woman’s historic story includes a lesson for Maxine’s future. � is signi� es 
how stories of the past and warnings of what may come are interwoven. A foretelling of the 
daughter’s possible fate embroiders on a story of the past. Frightened and alienated in their 
new environment, and afraid to lose control over their children, the immigrant mothers of 
both novels try to hold on to their children and get a grip on their daughters’ lives by telling 
tales and riddles issuing explanations, but also expectations, stories that are descriptive, but 



Stories to Grow Up On 71

also predictive, clarifying but also cautionary. � ey help construct a past for the daughters, 
but also create and control their present and future. Narration, as Karen Christian explains 
in another context, means the power to transform the past as well as to in� uence the present 
and the future (1997, 83). Seeking to substantiate their motherly authority, to safeguard the 
daughters from the American context, and to control and criticize their Americanization, the 
mothers communicate veiled messages about what they regard as virtuous and valuable, safe 
and secure.10

� us, the mothers admonish the daughters not to venture too far from home. One of the 
introducing anecdotes of � e Joy Luck Club stages a mother warning her young daughter not 
to ride her bicycle around the corner. Out of sight and “outside the protection of th[e] house” 
evil things may occur. � is is speci� ed in a book called � e Twenty-Six Malignant Gates, which 
is written in Chinese and thus inaccessible to the girl. She should just trust her mother’s words. 
Refusing to act as translator, the immigrant mother employs a double strategy of control: 
she forbids her daughter to leave her material sphere of in� uence, and also refuses to convey 
her knowledge of danger (87). � is anecdote of physical as well as intellectual constraints is 
replicated in a chapter that is narrated from daughter Rose’s perspective. Rose remembers 
her mother’s belief that, dependent on their Chinese birthdates, children were susceptible 
to speci� c risks or threats on speci� c days. “It was explained in a little Chinese book called 
� e Twenty-Six Malignant Gates. � ere, on each page, was an illustration of some terrible 
danger that awaited young innocent children. In the corners was a description written in Chi-
nese, and since I couldn’t read the characters, I could only see what the picture meant” (124). 
Whereas the daughter in the anecdote protests against her mother’s “silence,” Rose accepts her 
mother’s unexplained warnings. But the inability of both girls to read the book symbolizes the 
failure of � e Joy Luck Club’s daughters to understand their mothers’ warnings. 

Scaring Rose at a young age proved to be an e� ective way to keep her obedient and in-
timidated: “I used to believe everything my mother said, even when I didn’t know what she 
meant.” As a girl she learns that doors would unlock themselves at midnight, unless she dou-
ble-checked at all times. In addition, whereas a mirror can only see her face, her mother is able 
to see her from the inside out. Claiming that her daughter cannot withhold even a thought 
from her, the mother announces her massive surveillance, which will penetrate every corner 
of her daughter’s life and invade the girl’s privacy.11 Rose remembers that “[…] all these things 
seemed true to me. � e power of her words was that strong” (185). 

Intimidation is also used by the mother in � e Woman Warrior. In her attempt to de� ne 
safe boundaries for her children, she employs her verbal power to bring about a physical 
distance between her children and non-Chinese. Calling the non-Chinese ghosts, she implies 
both their imaginary as well as their ominous character. � is has an enormous, debilitating 
impact on daughter Maxine: “Once upon a time the world was so thick with ghosts, I could 
hardly breathe; I could hardly walk, limping my way around the white ghosts and their cars” 

10. In her discussion of Latina writers, Ka� a discusses this “cultural work” by (maternal) gatekeepers, which 
she de� nes as detailed and dramatic real-life stories intended to caution young girls (II: 2000, xxvii).
11. � is extraordinary capacity of mothers to monitor their daughters is a recurring issue in Tan’s work. 11. � is extraordinary capacity of mothers to monitor their daughters is a recurring issue in Tan’s work. 11. � is extraordinary capacity of mothers to monitor their daughters is a recurring issue in Tan
In � e Bonesetter’s Daughter, for instance, the narrator remembers that her mother “heard everything, saw 
everything. She had magic eyes on the back of her head” (2001, 62). 
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(113). � e mother also physically separates her children from the non-Chinese who might 
draw them away from her and her culture. While Rose’s mother makes a point of having her 
daughter double-check the locks at night, Maxine’s mother locks her children in the house “so 
we couldn’t look at dead slum people” (61). 

When Maxine and her siblings do embark on the streets, their mother sometimes tracks 
them down in person. � e extreme anxiety she demonstrates causes Maxine to conclude that 
her “mother must have followed us,” when she is apparently aware of the fact that Maxine has 
taken her brothers and sisters “to explore strange people’s houses,” and search the sloughs for 
hobo nests (236). At other times, the mother calls in the help of white ghosts. Worried when 
Maxine and her sister stay late a� er school, she calls the police and tells them that her children 
have “been kidnapped by bandits.” Maxine’s embarrassment that “� e radio stations broad-
cast our descriptions” causes her to never stay late again (“I had to get home before she did 
that again,” 202). While these incidents reveal the young Maxine’s power to play and fantasize 
(“explore,” “hobo nests,” “stay late a� er school”), they also demonstrate that escape from her 
mother, as well her stories (“kidnapped by bandits”), is hardly possible. 

Looking back on her childhood and adolescence, the adult narrator presents her mother’s 
warnings as grotesque, and reports on them with a hint of humor. � is also occurs in Tan’s text warnings as grotesque, and reports on them with a hint of humor. � is also occurs in Tan’s text warnings as grotesque, and reports on them with a hint of humor. � is also occurs in Tan
as well as in other coming-of-age narratives, where the narrating adult daughters portray their 
mothers’ attempts to keep them within their sphere of in� uence as irrational, persistent, and 
unwarranted. In Mei Ng’s Eating Chinese Food Naked (1998), daughter Ruby states: “Wher-Eating Chinese Food Naked (1998), daughter Ruby states: “Wher-Eating Chinese Food Naked
ever [my mother] Bell turned, there were things that wanted to harm her daughter. She saw 
danger in eating � sh sticks, in petting dogs, in drinking water straight from the tap […].”12 In 
Esmeralda Santiago’s Almost a Woman (1998), the mother anxiously tells her daughter who 
has ventured out on a New York city street:

“Algo te puede suceder.” “Something could happen to you” was a variety of dangers 
outside the locked doors of the apartment. I could be mugged. I could be dragged 
into any of the dark, abandoned buildings on the way to or from school and be raped 
and murdered. I could be accosted by gang members into whose turf I strayed. I 
could be seduced by men who preyed on unchaperoned girls too willing to talk to 
strangers. I listened to Mami’s lecture with downcast eyes and the necessary, respect-
ful expression of humility. (5) 

Both adult narrators here retrospectively mock their mothers’ admonitions by cataloguing 
them, showing their excessive nature. As a young girl, Santiago’s narrator was only able to 
present her deference and meekness in response to her mother’s reprimand.

12. 52. Analogously, in Lorde (1982), the girl’s mother warns against eating from a candy machine (1990, 12). 
In Tan (2001), the narrator’s mother uses “Chinese words” in order to “put all kinds of wisdom in Ruth’s mind. 
She could warn her away from danger, disease, and death.” She warns her daughter against playing with a 
neighbor girl, who supposedly has “too many germs” (61-62). � ese mothers appear to be frantically anxious 
about their daughters’ wellbeing. In some cases the maternal warning is even based on a racialist notion, as 
in Woodson (1995), where the narrator’s mother cautions her daughter that “� e more co� ee you drink, the 
blacker you get” (1996, 101).
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But even when the maternal warnings are ridiculed, the narrator of Santiago’s text ulti-
mately vindicates them, as she later reports that as a young girl she is, indeed, “accosted by 
gang members” (see Chapter 10). � us the maternal premonitions were not so far-fetched 
a� er all. � is pardon also turns up in other texts. While in one introductory anecdote in � e 
Joy Luck Club the daughter � rst ignores her mothers’ warnings about the Malignant Gates, she 
then implicitly validates them when she ends up falling o�  her bicycle (87). � is disguised 
justi� cation is reproduced in one of the novel’s chapters. Longing to unravel her mother’s 
mysterious cautions, � ve-year-old Lena transgresses her mother’s law of not entering the base-
ment, the door to which her mother has barricaded, and “immediately fall[s] headlong into 
the dark chasm.”13 All three daughters, Santiago’s experiencing I and the two young girls in 
Tan’s book, physically pay for their dismissal and disdain of their mothers’ admonitions, and Tan’s book, physically pay for their dismissal and disdain of their mothers’ admonitions, and Tan
implicitly validate their mothers’ cautionary tales. Most of the time, however, such accidents 
are not necessary to compel the daughters to listen. Rather, the mothers employ many seduc-
tive storytelling strategies, as we will see in what follows. 

Seduction

Maternal storytelling in Kingston and Tan not only conveys messages, but also constitutes a 
message in itself. In her analysis of Caribbean women’s literature Isabel Hoving asserts that 

“most oral performances, in all societies, are characterized by a seductive form.” � e use of 
orality “is always seductive, for speech is a material, sensual practice that is seeking to please 
(or to challenge, to enrage, but anyway to move)” (2001, 148, 159; author’s emphasis). While 
the daughters in � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior � e Joy Luck Club denounce their mothers’ stories 
as old-fashioned nonsense, they are seduced by them at the same time. Frequently they are not 
able to avoid or escape the stories’ forceful and frightening e� ects.14

� e powerful, physical e� ects of the mothers’ words not only arise from the employed im-
agery, but also from the performative features of the mothers’ storytelling practices to which 
the daughters are subjected. Kingston’s Maxine and Tanthe daughters are subjected. Kingston’s Maxine and Tanthe daughters are subjected. Kingston ’s Rose report to have been exposed to ’s Maxine and Tan’s Rose report to have been exposed to ’s Maxine and Tan
their mothers’ stories when they were most susceptible and defenseless—lying in bed, sleepy 
and tired, and unable to escape. � e adult narrator of � e Woman Warrior remembers her 
mother as “champion talker,” whose stories are not only shouted out over the noises of the 

13. 103. In Tan (2001), the narrator similarly consents to her mother’s reprimands. She remembers feeling 
embarrassed by her mother, whose “gobbledy-gook-gook” words are ridiculed by her schoolmates, and who 
in addition forbids her to use the slide. In an act of rebellion and rejection, the girl throws herself down the 
slide, but damages her face, lip, nose, glasses, and arm (62-63).
14. Many other examples can be found of narrative intimidation. In Ng (1998), the parents draw on a mix-
ture of Chinese and American cultural � gures to keep their daughter under control. � ey threaten her with 

“China-China and the bogey man, so they became one and the same. ‘Be good or we’ll tell the bogeyman to 
come and get you. Be good or we’ll send you back to China’ ” (41). In Kadohata (1989), it is the Japanese 
American grandmother who willfully and harshly frightens her grandchildren with incidents from her past 
in uncensored detail. Although fascinated by her grandmother’s tales, the twelve-year-old Olivia Ann feels 
tormented by them at the same time.
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family laundry, but also so� ly chanted at her bedside. “Night a� er night my mother would 
talk-story until we fell asleep. I couldn’t tell where the stories le�  o�  and the dreams began, her 
voice the voice of the heroines in my sleep” (235, 102, 24). Here, the stories turn from verbal, 
material entities into mental and dreamlike matter. But it is not clear at what point exactly the 
verbal turns into the image. � e boundary between the mother’s talk-story and the daughter’s 
dream-story has become blurred, which is summed up in the daughter’s statement, as adult 
narrator, “My mother has given me pictures to dream […].”15

In � e Joy Luck Club, the young Rose is also subjected to her mother’s nightly words. 
She is admonished that if she fails to listen to her mother, her ear will “bend too easily to 
other people.” � erefore, she should only to listen to her mother and not to others, as true 
words always come “from up high.” Looking up at her mother’s face as she lays on her pillow, 
the mother’s storytelling performance thus doubly entraps her—both verbally and physically. 
In addition, the daughter reports how the mother even controls the framework of her own 
dreams, as she pressures Rose in whispered Chinese, just before falling asleep, to “see Old Mr. 
Chou,” the guardian of dreamland. � e girl indeed dreams of Old Mr. Chou.16

Storytelling is not only a seductive and controlling, but also physical experience. � e 
daughters in Kingston’s and Tandaughters in Kingston’s and Tandaughters in Kingston ’s texts narrate how the conditions of storytelling, as well as its ’s and Tan’s texts narrate how the conditions of storytelling, as well as its ’s and Tan
e� ects, are physical, giving their mothers in� uence not only over their psyches but also their 
bodies. Describing the e� ects of “the great power of [her] mother talking-story” (24) in a no-
table replication of her mother’s storytelling, the daughter reports: “A spider headache spreads 
out in � ne branches over my skull. She is etching spider legs into the icy bone. She pries open 
my head and my � sts and crams into them responsibility for time, responsibility for interven-
ing oceans” (126, emphases added). � e narrator here implicitly refers to Kaja Silverman’s ing oceans” (126, emphases added). � e narrator here implicitly refers to Kaja Silverman’s ing oceans” (126, emphases added). � e narrator here implicitly refers to Kaja Silverman
� e Acoustic Mirror, which discusses the fantasy of the voice of the mother as enveloping the 
infant in a blanket of noise. In a negative � lling in of the fantasy, the maternal voice is that of a 
spider’s web, woven around the child and enclosing the child, indicating both entrapment and 
the threat of being devoured and swallowed up. “Trapped within the su� ocating con� nement 

15. In an interview Kingston explains how her mother’s stories could even “work” in her dreams: “Quite 
o� en they were bedtime stories and I didn’t hear all of them; they would become part of a dream” (Caribi
1989, 11). It is methodologically problematic to correlate an assertion from an interview with one from a 
novel. But we could at least say that the distinction suggested here between telling/hearing and working/
dreaming is speci� ed in Kingston’s autobiographical text dreaming is speci� ed in Kingston’s autobiographical text dreaming is speci� ed in Kingston � e Woman Warrior. Twenty years a� er its publica-
tion, the narrator of Tan (1995) describes a strikingly similar, and perhaps even more disturbing blurring of 
boundaries: Every night Olivia Yee feels compelled to listen to the bedtime stories recounted by her Chinese 
half-sister Kwan. Lying silently and feeling helpless, wishing her sister would be silent, Kwan “planted her 
imagination into mine. Her ghosts refused to be evicted from my dreams. […] Eventually, I would fall asleep, 
at what point in her story I always forgot. So which part was her dream, which part was mine? Where did 
they intersect?” (1996, 25-26). 
16. 185-186, 193. � e experiences of Maxine and Rose are not exceptional and only repeat a long history 
of seductive storytelling. Two Chinese mothers in � e Joy Luck Club remember that, in their young years 
in China, they were literally being pulled into their (grand)mothers’ orbit of stories (42-43, 216, 226, 257). 
In � e Woman Warrior, the adult narrator reports that when her mother was “scared as a child, one of my 
mother’s three mothers had held her and chanted their descent line […]” (89).
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of the mother’s voice, the newborn child resembles a prisoner or prey.”17

� e maternal stories are physically overwhelming in other ways. � e adult narrator of 
� e Woman Warrior explains how she did not always listen of her own free will: “She would � e Woman Warrior explains how she did not always listen of her own free will: “She would � e Woman Warrior
begin telling a story, perhaps repeating it to a homesick villager, and I’d overhear before I had 
a chance to protect myself. � en the monkey words would unsettle me; a curtain � apped loose 
inside my brain. I have wanted to say, ‘Stop it. Stop it,’ but not once did I say, ‘Stop it’ ” (107). 
Listening to her mother, Maxine feels that “chills traveled my back and crossed my shoulders; 
the hair rose at the nape and the back of the legs […]” (102). � e maternal words involve and 
a� ect not only the daughter’s brain, back, shoulders, neck, and legs, but also her ears, bone, 
head and � sts (107, 102, 89, 126). When Paul John Eakin describes Maxine’s experience as “the 
unrelenting aggression of the mother’s speech” and “the pressure, the violent physical assault, 
of Chinese lore upon the unprotected consciousness of the impressionable Maxine” (1985, 
266, 265), he disregards any nuances and subtleties in suggesting a juxtaposition between a 
Chinese mother’s brutal and violent aggression and a young American girl’s innocence. But 
his reference to the enormous physical power of the mother’s words is legitimate.

� e narrating daughters also bestow other performative features on their mothers’ story-
telling. Some strategies cannot be de� nitely identi� ed. Kingston’s adult narrator remembers telling. Some strategies cannot be de� nitely identi� ed. Kingston’s adult narrator remembers telling. Some strategies cannot be de� nitely identi� ed. Kingston
that her mother introduced her to the story of the No Name Woman with several cautions not 
to pass it on.18 Some critics have pointed out that the mother, while narrating the forbidden 
story to her daughter, thus enforces female silence. King-Kok Cheung calls it an “explicit pro-
hibition […],” a “parental warning […] against speech” (1988, 162). Other critics have given 
special meaning to the narrator’s or author’s recounting of the story in apparent disregard 
of her mother’s injunction. “Kingston breaks the covenant of the previous story community 
[…]” (Li 1988, 499). It is also plausible, however, that the repeated inhibition against telling 
was an attempt to draw the daughter to the story—as if seducing her by con� ding a secret to 
her. Indeed, in � rough the Black Curtain Kingston indicates that the issued embargo is only a 
tool of oral speech, an instrument of performative power. “� e talking women start their best 
gossip with ‘Don’t tell’ to make the listener feel extra special, and to give the story importance” 
(1987, 5).

Another storytelling strategy is more evident and manifest—that of claiming to tell the 
truth, including the scienti� c truth. In � e Joy Luck Club, June’s mother claims to know all 
about genetics, having studied at a famous nursing school in Shanghai: “So there was no doubt 
in her mind, whether I agreed or not: Once you are born Chinese, you cannot help but feel 
and think Chinese. ‘Someday you will see,’ said my mother” (267). In � e Woman Warrior,

17. 1988, 75. It is not reported whether the young Maxine also experienced her mother’s storytelling in spi-
der imagery. When, in a � rst act of verbal self-assertion, the girl relates to her mother that she once killed a 
spider against the wall of their house, we could read it as symbolically indicating the girl’s verbal exploration 
of exterminating whatever holds her in its grasp. But the report that Maxine daily returns to study the “smear,” 
the “stain” on the wall suggests, perhaps, the lasting power of the spider � gure (231). � e metaphor of the spi-
der returns in Cofer (1990), where the narrator remembers experiencing her grandmother’s stories as a web 
being spun around her, “making us forget the heat, the mosquitoes, our past in a foreign country […]” (72).
18. “ ‘You must not tell anyone […] what I am about to tell you. […] Don’t let your father know what I told 
you. […] Don’t tell anyone you had an aunt’ ” (3, 5, 18).
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Maxine’s mother also presents herself as the teller of truth. � e chapter “Shaman” characteriz-
es her as a “practical woman [who] could not invent stories and told only true ones,” and who, 
as a student of science, would have been able to “[� y] stories as factual as bats into the listening 
night” (77). We do not know who focalizes here, but the claim is included in a chapter that is 
presented as the mother’s autobiography.19 � is leads us to think of the mother as positioning 
herself as truth-teller. Moreover, the mother represents herself as “a modern woman” and sets 
herself o�  against “old-fashioned” women who follow ghost rituals and “ ‘[t]he old ladies in 
China [who] had many silly superstitions’ ” (89). Ironically, also, Maxine’s mother juxtaposes 

“real from false” (235) and accuses Maxine of always believing “talk-story” (213). 
One � nal storytelling strategy of seduction that I will dwell on more extensively here is 

brought up several times in both novels. Brave Orchid in � e Woman Warrior and Lindo and � e Woman Warrior and Lindo and � e Woman Warrior
An-mei in � e Joy Luck Club willfully employ storytelling methods that suppress and conceal. 
� ey mystify, lie, and keep silent; they withhold entire stories, or leave out certain unspeakable 
parts, making silence an important feature of their stories. In so doing, they confuse by talk-
ing as well as by not-talking. � us, the daughters’ sense of self is not only de� ned by spoken 
stories, but also by unspoken ones. As An-mei asserts: “Secrets are kept from children, a lid on 
top of the soup kettle, so they do not boil over with too much truth” (237). In her study of � e 
Woman Warrior, Stephanie A. Demetrakopoulos argues that it is exactly the mother’s ambigu-
ity that makes her powerful in the eyes of her daughter (1980, 201). As incomplete and unclear 
accounts, the mothers’ stories resemble riddles. In her analysis of the Book of Judges, Mieke 
Bal explains that “to propose a riddle is […] to usurp a position of power […]” and that the 
riddle’s “lack of clarity is at the same time the riddle’s force” (1988, 140, 131). � us, the “lack of 
clarity” in the maternal stories in these two novels is also a source of the mothers’ power. 

Certainly, the mothers’ storytelling is not the only source of confusion for the daughters. 
� e trope of confusion, which rings through both novels, is caused by a complex of gen-
erational, cultural, and linguistic di� erences. As children and adolescents, and as English-
speaking daughters of Chinese immigrants growing up in American culture, the girls live in a 
permanent state of uncertainty, living “between worlds” (Ling 1990, 1). � e maternal stories 
only add to the girls’ bewilderment. � e daughters are usually unable to get the point of their 
mothers’ foreign and unfamiliar stories, as they do not always readily apply or “translate[…] 
well” (Kingston 1977, 243). � e young Lena, in � e Joy Luck Club, understands her mother’s 
Chinese words perfectly, “but not the meanings. One thought led to another without connec-
tion” (106). � e young Rose believes everything her mother tells her, but does not know what 
her mother means (185). � e adult June acknowledges that she and her mother had spoken 

“two di� erent languages”—“I talked to her in English, she answered back in Chinese”—they 

19. It should be noted, however, that the chapter starts o�  as the story of Maxine’s mother—who brings out 
her medical diploma (67), and starts to narrate the story of her education, as indicated by “she says” (71), 

“says my mother [who] pointed at the photograph” (75), “My mother told the sound of new � re so that I re-
member it” (88)—whereas in the course of the chapter the adult daughter/narrator increasingly adds her own 
ideas and interpretations as if taking over, as indicated by “Maybe” (76), “my mother would say,” “perhaps” 
(78), “may have been” (79), “I think my mother said” (88), “Maybe that is why” (89), “She may have been” 
(91), “must have” (96), “Or” (99), and “Perhaps” (100).
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had never really understood one another.”20

In her analysis of Fiona Cheong’s � e Scent of the Gods (1991), Leslie Bow writes of the  (1991), Leslie Bow writes of the  (1991), Leslie Bow
friction between knowing and not-knowing, between historical truth and the awareness of a 
girl protagonist. She suggests that the young protagonist’s partial knowledge is more than a 
literary tool used in coming-of-age � ction to induce the reader to “read beyond what slips past 
the child-woman’s awareness.” First of all, it is a way of commenting on the way in which one’s 
awareness is both � lled in and demarcated by those in authority. Secondly, it has particular 
historical meaning in that the narrator’s “incomplete information […] produces a climate of 
anxiety and con� rms her subordinate place in the household. Her lack of access to the com-
plete story parallels the situation of a populace whose acquiescence is assured by a state of 
uncertainty […]” (2001, 159). Likewise, in the novels discussed in this chapter, the daughters’ 
lack of comprehension of the adult world re� ects both their position as children and adoles-
cents, and their parents’ position as immigrants. As in Cheong’s novel, the girls’ restricted 
knowledge generates an atmosphere of unease and apprehension. But in addition to what 
Bow claims in her analysis of CheongBow claims in her analysis of CheongBow ’s novel, it bolsters the mothers’ grip on their children’s 
American realities and inspires the children’s fantasy.

� e adult narrator of � e Woman Warrior recalls her parents’ refusal to share ancient � e Woman Warrior recalls her parents’ refusal to share ancient � e Woman Warrior
Chinese customs with their children. If o� ered at all, parental instructions included unsaid 
meanings. � e immigrant children had to � nd out (“� gure out”) how to match the invisible 
world that their parents had constructed around their childhoods with the reality of America. 

“ ‘Don’t tell,’ said my parents, though we couldn’t tell if we wanted to because we didn’t know” 
(213). � e children had to deduce the holidays from the way in which their mother set the 
table. When Maxine’s mother ritually opens � rst the front door and then the back door, while 
murmuring a few words, she ignores her children’s inquiry. “ ‘It’s nothing,’ she said. She never 
explained anything that was really important” (141). No “specialness,” no “ceremony” was 
clari� ed. Neither warnings nor anticipations were given of customs, rites, and prohibitions. 
� e adults were angry and ambiguous, and silenced their children when they asked (215).

With hindsight Kingston’s adult narrator explores “the secrecy of the Chinese” and ex-With hindsight Kingston’s adult narrator explores “the secrecy of the Chinese” and ex-With hindsight Kingston
plains that Chinese immigrants use deception and silence to protect themselves from gods 
and ghosts. � e possibility of deportation was valid, as was the consequent need for secrecy 
about one’s background. “� ere were secrets never to be said in front of the ghosts, immigra-
tion secrets whose telling could get us sent back to China” (213). Chinese immigrant parents 
also feel the need to keep their children puzzled, as they equally endanger them—“always 
trying to get things straight, always trying to name the unspeakable” (6). Chinese parents 
admonish their children to “[l]ie to Americans” (214). � us, in addition to disciplining the 
children, this command implicitly claims them as belonging to the Chinese immigrant com-
munity—while at the same time they are not initiated into the secrets of that community.21

20. 33-34, 37. � is is echoed in other coming-of-age narratives. Remembering her grandmother’s stories 
under the mango tree, the adult narrator of Cofer (1990) acknowledges that as a girl she felt the power of the 
words, but did not always understand the point of the stories she heard (72). In Chambers (1996), the narra-
tor remembers and resents her inability to understand the Spanish that her mother and friends, engaged in 
storytelling in the kitchen, would integrate in their tales (1997, 45). 
21. Other coming-of-age narratives also draw attention to a parental disinclination to explain, but the mo-
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Messages are not only secretive, but also ba�  ing. One area in which the messages are 
very confusing is the area of the position and role of women. � e Chinese immigrant culture 
in which Maxine grows up denigrates and oppresses girls and women, as revealed by the 
numerous sexist gibes and misogynist sayings about the uselessness of girls. However, the 
complex of messages the girl receives from her immigrant parents regarding the inferiority 
of women lacks simplicity and straightforwardness, as it also includes (hidden) messages that 
female heroism was both desirable and needed for survival. Maxine’s mother, Brave Orchid, 
repeatedly replicates the sexist sayings of the community, recounts fables of female subjection, 
incapacity, and uselessness (No Name Woman and Moon Orchid), and predicts that Maxine 
will grow up to become a wife or slave. But while this suggests the mother’s complicity with 
the patriarchal de� nition of female identity in Chinese culture, she also produces intriguing 
tales of feminine power and authority. As she familiarizes Maxine with the history of her own 
life—how she turned into a “capable exorcist,” dared to behave in non-feminine ways, and 
moved beyond the traditional Chinese woman’s place—she presents herself as a powerful, self-
assured, and independent woman. In addition, she teaches Maxine the song of Fa Mu Lan, 
with its subversive messages about freedom and power for women, implying that her daughter 
might grow up to be a heroine. 

Wendy Ho concludes that the mother speaks with “a forked tongue”: “� ere is […] indi-
cation of a muted subtext which seeps through the text, making for intricate knots, wrinkles, 
circles, and holes in her stories and injunctions” (1991, 229). � is subtext, however, can be 
puzzling. � e mother’s ambivalent messages confuse the young Maxine, and make it di�  cult 
for her to know what kind of womanhood her mother wants her to embrace, or to identify 
with a single notion of femininity. Although her mother expresses her wish that Maxine go 
to typing school, claiming that “Everybody else is sending their girls to typing school. ‘Learn 
to type if you want to be an American girl’,” she also tells her that the Chinese do recognize 
the importance of girls going to college. “ ‘What makes you think you’re the � rst one to think 
about college? I was a doctor. I went to medical school’ ” (235-236).

In both � e Woman Warrior and � e Joy Luck Club, the mothers’ ambiguity and secrecy 
endow them with a special kind of authority. Moreover, they supplement their own words 
with the order to listen exclusively to them. � us, confused as the daughters are, they are not 
encouraged to seek answers from others. In � e Woman Warrior, Maxine’s mother tells her 

tivations are either not given, or various. � e narrator of Telemaque (2000) tells her Chinese American boy-
friend “ ‘You know they never talk to their kids about what’s important. You know, they’re not like American 
parents’ ” (96). In Wong (1945) the narrator states: “No one ever troubled to explain. Only through punish-
ment did she learn that what was proper was right and what was improper was wrong.” She does not learn 
why life was made “a constant puzzle” (1989, 3). In Alvarez (1991) obscurity is presented as a result of a lack 
of time. While the four sisters are “trying to � t in America among Americans,” their mother has no “second” 
to help them puzzle and � gure out “who they were […]” (1992, 138). In other novels, parental silence is part 
of a strategy to defy classism and racism, as I will show in the following chapter. In Lorde (1982) and Marshall
(1959), for instance, the daughters encounter unspeakable “secret places of pain” to which the parents are 

“never giving […] name.” “Like so many other vital pieces of information in my childhood, I was supposed to 
know without being told” (Lorde 1990 18, 69). � e daughters have to � gure out for themselves the meanings 
of poverty and prejudice. See also Wright’s Black Boy (1945): “I had begun to notice that my mother became 
irritated when I questioned her about whites and blacks, and I could not quite understand it” (n.d., 45).
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daughter not to listen to children who claim that there are � ags that indicate the arrival of 
stowaways from China: “ ‘� ey’re just talking-story. You’re always believing talk-story’ ” (213). 
When Maxine has become an adult, her mother still scolds her for “always listening to Teacher 
Ghosts, those Scientist Ghosts, Doctor Ghosts” (121). In � e Joy Luck Club Rose’s mother ex-
plains why her young daughter listened to too many people: she does not have wood. “ ‘A girl 
is like a young tree,’ she said. ‘You must stand tall and listen to your mother standing next to 
you. � at is the only way to grow strong and straight. But if you bend to listen to other people, 
you will grow crooked and weak’ ” (191). Rose is even discouraged from listening to the guard-
ian of dreamland: “ ‘Don’t pay attention to Old Mr. Chou. He is only a dream. You only have 
to listen to me’,” declares Rose’s mother (186). Growing up, however, both girls come to listen 
to many others—Maxine as she is drawn to her “generous” and “most understanding” sixth-
grade teacher, “who liked to explain things to children” (212-213), and Rose as she is forced 
to listen to her teacher, Mrs. Berry: “[…] if you didn’t listen to her, she would make you bend 
over and whack you with a yardstick ten times” (191).

� is section showed that Maxine’s own dreaming mixes with her mother’s stories, and 
that Rose’s mother apparently feels compelled to discourage her daughter from uninhibited 
thinking and fantasizing. � us we have arrived at the other side of the mothers’ storytelling 
power. Both novels reveal that the force of the mother’s voice is not only overpowering but 
also entrancing, not only manipulative, but also inspiring, as it signi� es woman’s power to 
imagine and invent. Whereas the mothers are not engaging in communal, interactive story-
telling—they mostly are the only ones speaking—they do “move” (Hoving 2001, 159) their 
daughters to fantasize their response. Above I have demonstrated how the controlling and 
physical e� ects of the mothers’ stories provide frightening material for the girls’ bad dreams. 
In the next section, I will further elaborate on this notion of appropriation. 

Denial and appropriation

Mystifying and unreliable, and thus all the more powerful, the maternal stories infuriate as 
well as intrigue the daughters. Both as young girls, and as adult narrators looking back on 
their youth, some daughters methodically and bluntly dismiss the maternal stories. Express-
ing her wish to live an “American-normal” life of “logic,” “explanation,” and “simplicity,” the 
adult narrator of � e Woman Warrior “learned to think that mysteries are for explanation. � e Woman Warrior “learned to think that mysteries are for explanation. � e Woman Warrior
[…] Shine � oodlights into dark corners: no ghosts” (237). Confusingly, she also decides that 
not looking for explanations generates the least trouble. She thus underlines the Chinese say-not looking for explanations generates the least trouble. She thus underlines the Chinese say-not
ing that “Gods you avoid won’t hurt you,” and assumes that “if you don’t � gure it out, it’s all 
right. � en you can grow up bothered by ‘neither ghosts nor deities’ ” (216). 

In an introductory tale in � e Joy Luck Club an adult daughter remembers her exasperation 
at always having been subjected to the cautions of a mother who “saw bad omens in every-
thing” (147). � ese feelings of frustration return in several chapters of Tan’s novel. Young thing” (147). � ese feelings of frustration return in several chapters of Tan’s novel. Young thing” (147). � ese feelings of frustration return in several chapters of Tan
daughter Rose � nds a way to let her mother’s words “blow through” her.22 But whereas she 
tolerates confusion and leaves voids in the parental stories like Maxine in � e Woman War-

22. It is as if Rose repeats the strategy of her mother An-mei, who as a young girl in China is likewise sub-
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rior, Rose does more with the emptiness thus created: she “� lled” her mind with other people’s 
thoughts, in English, in order to confuse her mother, who looks at her inside out (191). Other 
daughters in � e Joy Luck Club express a forthright rejection of maternal warnings as being 
fabricated and manipulative. June remembers that as a child she used to dismiss her mother’s 
lesson in organic chemistry as “just more of her [mother’s] Chinese superstitions, beliefs that 
conveniently � t the circumstances” (31). She also renounces her mother’s story of her life as 

“a Chinese fairy tale” (25).
In the same novel, Lena also hints at the fraudulent character of her mother’s stories. When 

she is � ve years old, her mother o� ers cryptic warnings about the evil man living in their base-
ment, forbids her to look at a woman who had “met a bad man,” and tells her not to wander 
on her way to and from school, as an evil man can grab her from the streets. Congruous with 
Kingston’s incomplete story of the No Name Woman, the mystifying stories establish boundar-Kingston’s incomplete story of the No Name Woman, the mystifying stories establish boundar-Kingston
ies between accepted and prohibited female (sexual) behavior. But when the young girl Lena 
sets out to clarify the stories, she concludes that her mother, who sees “danger in everything,” 

“made up anything to warn me, to help me avoid some unknown danger.” In her replication of 
one of her mother’s stories, she already hinted at her mother’s tendency to tell di� erent ver-
sions of the same story by pronouncing “Either that, or […].” Now she openly says that she 
knows her mother is lying. When reiterating maternal stories, she bluntly adds: “And I knew 
that was not true” or “I knew this was not a true answer” (102, 105-106, emphasis added).

In � e Woman Warrior, both the adult narrator and the young Maxine hint at the � cti-
tious character of storytelling. � e adult narrator suggests that the emigrants have knowingly 
constructed their own world, and that their o� spring are to do the same: “� ose of us in the 
� rst American generations have had to � gure out how the invisible world the emigrants built 
around our childhoods � ts in solid America” (6, emphases added). Referring to tradition and 
continuous culture, she alludes to the possibility that “everyone makes it up as they go along” 
(216). � e young Maxine already suspects the fabricated nature of stories and accuses her 
mother of lying with stories: “You won’t tell me a story and then say, ‘� is is a true story,’ or, 

‘� is is just a story.’ I can’t tell the di� erence. […] I can’t tell what’s real and what you make 
up” (235). At the same time, she starts to experiment with lying—thus re-applying her parents’ 
instruction to “[l]ie to Americans” (214). 

� is occurs � rst, when her parents ask her to translate. At department stores, prodded 
and pinched by her mother, the embarrassed Maxine is forced to “translate her bargaining, 
word for word.” At one instant, however, embarrassed with her mother, she refuses to translate 

“word for word.” Compelled to demand “reparation candy” at a drugstore, in order to stave 
o�  a curse her mother feels has tainted their house, the ashamed Maxine decides to lie to the 
druggist, as her objections to her mother (“ ‘� ey don’t understand stu�  like that’ ”) have not 
stopped the latter from sending her o�  (“ ‘You just translate’ ”). At the drugstore, distancing 
herself from her mother and her mother’s culture (“ ‘My mother said […]’ ”; “ ‘� at is the way 
the Chinese do it’ ”), while at the same time including herself in it (“ ‘we want candy’ ”), Maxine 
is unable to explain her mother’s idea of having to “remove the curse with sweetness,” and 
does not convey her mother’s message. She “lies” by mistranslating (197-198). 

jected to her own mother’s storytelling: “I sat quietly, trying not to listen to my mother. […] I was thinking 
how I should not listen to her” (231).
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On another level, Maxine also experiments with lying. She � nishes her story of a mentally 
retarded boy, a “monster” and “sitter” who stalks her at the family’s laundry, by suggesting the 
fabrication of her story: “Maybe I was making it all up […].”23 � is reveals that Maxine does 
not merely reject her mother’s stories by disclosing their counterfeit character. � e stories also 
inspire her. Confusingly, the adult narrator suggests that the tall tales she fabricated when 
young were no feature of her Chinese upbringing, but of her status as a child: “Perhaps […] 
what I once had was not Chinese-sight at all but child-sight that would have disappeared even-
tually […]” (239). � us, whereas Tan’s Lena claims that it is her Chinese-sight that is making tually […]” (239). � us, whereas Tan’s Lena claims that it is her Chinese-sight that is making tually […]” (239). � us, whereas Tan
her “see terrible things” (103), Kingston’s adult narrator hints at the possibility that her visions her “see terrible things” (103), Kingston’s adult narrator hints at the possibility that her visions her “see terrible things” (103), Kingston
are only to be attributed to her imaginative child-sight. At the beginning of the novel, the nar-
rator also anticipates this possibility by rhetorically asking: “Chinese-Americans, when you 
try to understand what things in you are Chinese, how do you separate what is peculiar to 
childhood […] from what is Chinese?”24

Like Maxine in � e Woman Warrior, Lena in � e Joy Luck Club sets o�  to follow her 
mother’s example: “[…] I also made up lies to prevent bad things from happening in the fu-
ture.” She lies when she is asked to translate for her mother—“the endless forms, instructions, 
notices from school, telephone calls.” She also lies out of embarrassment for her mother’s 
behavior (opening up jars in a grocery store), or for signs of her family’s poverty (using old pa-
per bags to wrap her lunch). When her mother is turning “crazy,” Lena protects her from her 
English-speaking husband by mischievously mistranslating what her mother says (106, 112). 
Although she de� es her mother—mistranslating for her and mistranslating the woman’s own 
words—at the same time she also hints at, and re-appropriates, her mother’s strategy of lying. 

Lena’s and Maxine’s lying enables them to assert their own storytelling power. It further 
suggests the absence of true stories, and indirectly reveals the limited authenticity of their 
mother’s storytelling. In addition to plain explanation, rejection and misreading, the daugh-
ters thus � nd another strategy to counter their mothers’ words. � eir awareness of fabrication 
does not weaken their identi� cation with their mothers’ storytelling power, nor challenge the 
commanding quality of their mothers’ stories. But neither does it discourage them from ap-

23. 228. As an adult narrator she repeats this when she states: “Perhaps I made him up […]” (239). � is 
undercuts Mylan’s claim that Maxine disregards multiple representations of reality, “mistakes ambiguity for undercuts Mylan’s claim that Maxine disregards multiple representations of reality, “mistakes ambiguity for undercuts Mylan
inaccuracy,” and is unable to understand that there might be crucial and sensible reasons for the vagueness, 
blatant lies, and secrecy of the Chinese immigrant community (1996, 145). It also challenges Juhasz’s claim 
that Maxine establishes herself as “a truth teller instead of a liar” (1985, 183).
24. 6. � e quotations taken from Kingston’s text back up Rabine24. 6. � e quotations taken from Kingston’s text back up Rabine24. 6. � e quotations taken from Kingston ’s analysis of Kingston’s text. Rabine’s analysis of Kingston’s text. Rabine’s analysis of Kingston  states: 

“Without a childhood imaginary realm and the access to the unconscious it opens up, we would be little more 
than robots. � e power of the childhood imaginary realm also increases the power of marginalized cultures 
in the United States to resist a social order that tends to turn us all into robots” (1987, 482). � is notion has 
been criticized avidly by Hattori, who criticizes Rabine for employing an orientalist psychoanalytic model 
of acculturation that associates marginalized cultures of the United States and Chinese identity with child-
hood myth and memory. Rabine allegedly implies “that Chinese identity is a premodern experience lodged 
in unconscious childhood memory. Both the redemptive and regressive aspects of ethnic experience are 
characterized as infantile in origin” (1998, 128-129). However, the adult narrator’s suggestion that her own 
tales are not a feature of her Chinese upbringing, but link up with her status as a child challenges Hattori’s 
critique of Rabine.
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propriating and adjusting their mothers’ cautionary tales, and creating their own fantasies, as 
three instances from � e Woman Warrior and three from � e Woman Warrior and three from � e Woman Warrior � e Joy Luck Club will exemplify.

A � rst episode from Kingston’s text concerns the mother’s story of a “holeless baby,” an A � rst episode from Kingston’s text concerns the mother’s story of a “holeless baby,” an A � rst episode from Kingston
infant without an anus that the woman says she once delivered as a midwife. It is plausible 
to assume, as some critics have, that feeling overwhelmed by her mother’s talk-stories and 
su� ering from the “congestion” in her mind, Maxine identi� es with the infant.25 � e baby is 
a metaphor for Maxine, who feels choked-up, overfed, and overstu� ed, and frightened that 
she will not be able to digest her mother’s stories, as her mother funnels (89), pries and crams 
(126), and jam-packs (102) her with an endless � ow of harping, counseling, and stories. How-
ever, Maxine’s report of her mother’s story includes in fact no metaphoric condensation, but 
a metonymic shi� . For she reports that as a child she responded to her mother’s story of the 
infant by visualizing and hearing it, “pictur[ing] a naked child sitting on a modern toilet des-
perately trying to perform until it died of congestion. […] When I woke at night I sometimes 
heard an infant’s grunting and weeping coming from the bathroom.” Maxine thus projects her 
fears of her mother’s � gures onto her own vision. She also “� ick[s] on the bathroom lights fast 
so that no small shadow would take a baby shape,” blocking her mother’s tale from further 
haunting her. � is act symbolizes her attempt to reject her mother’s cramming her with words, 
although it also indicates the in� uence of her mother’s story. But the mother’s story evidently 
becomes Maxine’s story, as she translates her mother’s story into her own, American condi-
tions and transforms the Chinese “outhouse” into an American “modern toilet” (101).

� e above episode concerns a notion of disturbed expression. Maxine envisions a situa-
tion in which what is inside cannot go outside. No expression is possible. In two other episodes 
Maxine envisions the inverse idea of a disturbed impression: what is outside is obstructed 
from going inside, as Maxine closes herself o�  from something threatening. Maternal instruc-
tions to be cautious of airplanes � ying in threes cause the young girl to look out for three part-
ing airplanes.26 Hiding from the engines, huddled under her blankets, Maxine blocks herself 
from the outside world and prevents all sound from reaching her. � is indicates that she is still 
greatly under the in� uence of her mother’s cautionary tale. But blocking the buzzing and fear-
provoking sound of the machines from reaching her, and implicitly hindering her mother’s 
droning storytelling from getting to her as well, the new silence gives her room to tell her own 
story. For her imagination is triggered by her mother’s warnings. Her own story is, in fact, only 
a description of the jets’ engines as “sounding like insects at � rst and getting louder and louder” 
(110), but it can be viewed as a beginning. 

While describing the e� ect of her mother’s stories, Maxine re-appropriates her mother’s 

25. See, for instance, Eakin, who states that the baby functions as a “nightmare surrogate” for Maxine (1985, 
265).
26. � e mother’s warnings were so impressive that the adult daughter still dreams “that the sky is covered 
from horizon to horizon with rows of airplanes, dirigibles, rocket ships, � ying bombs, their formations as 
even as stitches” (113). � e notion of disturbed impression can be found in several places in the novel. Mus-
ing over her mother’s cooking routines, the adult narrator remembers hiding under the bed with her siblings 

“with our � ngers in our ears to shut out the bird screams and the thud, thud of turtles swimming in the boil-
ing water, their shells hitting the sides of the pot.” When her mother cuts up a skunk, Maxine holds a bag of 
candy over her nose (106-107).
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words, and turns them into her own. � is is perhaps best explained when, in a third instance, 
the adult narrator remembers her youthful fears of the “Newsboy Ghost.” She remembers 
viewing this � gure as foreign and frightening, as he “walked right out in the middle of the 
street without his parents,” shouting “ghost words” and “[c]arrying a newspaper pouch in-
stead of a baby brother” (113-114). As it is not revealed how much detail is in fact brought in 
by the mother, we do not know who has inspired the young Maxine’s detailed observation of 
the boy. But her mother “was good at naming—Wall Ghost, Frog Spirit […], Eating Partner” 
(77), and the “Newsboy Ghost” is likely one of the non-Chinese from whom Maxine’s mother 
attempts to shield her children. � e boy’s venturing out on his own, untied from his family, as 
well as his alien speech (“without his parents,” “instead of a baby brother,” “ghost words”) also 
evoke the mother’s instructions, reproaches, and cautions that sound throughout the novel.

� e “Newsboy Ghost” is only one of the many ghosts that cause a particular kind of iso-
lation. When the “Milk Ghost” drives his truck through the streets, Maxine and her siblings 
hide and watch until the truck turns the corner. “� en we unlocked the front door and the 
screen door and reached for the milk.” When Social Worker Ghosts and Public Health Nurse 
Ghosts “came nosing at windows,” Maxine and her siblings take cover directly under the 
windows (114-115). Approached by the Garbage Ghost, the children run screaming to their 
mother, who “e�  ciently” shuts the window—shutting out any unwanted, American ghostlike 
� gures, and adding to Maxine’s disturbed impression.27

At the same time, however, the mother’s cautionary words, and the isolation that she 
indirectly imposes on her children, inspire the fantasy games that the young Maxine plays 
out with her siblings. In line with her mother’s warnings, but in her own right, she fantasizes 
that when the voice of the “Newsboy Ghost” reaches children in their safe family homes, they 
come running out of their yards with their money, and lose track of their way. � ey then get 
lured inside by “Gypsy Ghosts,” who boil them alive in order to make a miracle ointment used 
for treating children’s bruises. � us, afraid to be reached by the voice of the newsboy, Maxine 
and her siblings hide under the stairs or in the cellar, plugging their ears with their knuckles. 
Again, it is impossible to determine exactly which part of this fantasy is inspired by the moth-
er’s warnings and cautionary tales, and which part comes from Maxine’s own imagination. Yet 
the mother’s excessive concern and protectiveness, as expressed in Kingston’s novel, make the mother’s excessive concern and protectiveness, as expressed in Kingston’s novel, make the mother’s excessive concern and protectiveness, as expressed in Kingston
it plausible that the fantasy is evoked by her words. At � rst sight, as in the airplane episode, 
Maxine remains under the spell of her mother’s words. But at the same time, plugging up her 
ears against the boy’s screams, it is as if she is plugging her ears to block her mother’s torrent 
of words as well. � is rejection of the maternal words gives room to create her own fantasies 
of the newsboy ghost (113-114).

By the same token, in � e Joy Luck Club, the daughters remain enchanted by their moth-
ers’ stories, and create fantasies that are linked to the maternal words. As a young girl, Lena 
substantiates her mother’s cautionary tales by replicating them in a transference to her chil-
dren’s sphere. Like her mother, who claims that she “began to know a thing before it happened,” 

27. � e isolation of Maxine and her siblings is referred to elsewhere, when they are described as “antisocial 
and secretive. Ever since they were babies, they had burrowed little nests for themselves in closets and under-
neath stairs; they made tents under tables and behind doors” (149).
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Lena comes to sense the “unspoken terrors” that surround her family’s home.28 As a school 
girl, she perceives “terrible things,” such as lightning, with eyes searching to take the life of 
infants. Her imagination transforms typical children’s domains and equipment, which com-
monly grant them safety, amusement, and an opportunity to play, into deceptively dangerous 
objects—dancing devils in the sandbox, monkey rings splitting in two and throwing a swing-
ing child into the air, balls that splash a girl’s head all over the playground in front of her laugh-
ing friends. We do not know how much these fantasies are inspired by warnings expressed by 
Lena’s mother. Lena does not mention Ying-ying’s cautions against lightning, monkey rings, 
or sandboxes. But she emphatically attributes her fantasies to her “Chinese eyes,” which she 
obtained from her mother, and claims that her imaginations remain invisible for her English-
Irish father and white girls at school (103-104).

Like Lena, Waverly partially identi� es with her mother when she appropriates her cau-
tionary tales, and applies them to her own situation. She learns from her mother that “Ameri-
can rules” include the withholding of knowledge. “ ‘Every time people come out from foreign 
country, must know rules. You not know, judge say, Too bad, go back. � ey not telling you 
why so you can use their way go forward. � ey say, Don’t know why, you � nd out yourself. 
But they knowing all the time’.” Having listened to her mother, Waverly � nds out why she 
should “never reveal ‘why’ to others” in her game of chess: “A little knowledge withheld is 
a great advantage one should store for future use. � at is the power of chess. It is a game of 
secrets in which one must show and never tell” (94-95). Whereas the mother’s words refer to 
her feeble position as an immigrant, her daughter appropriates them for her game of chess. 
Having become a famous chess champion, the ten-year-old Waverly stubbornly rejects her 
mother’s strategies as “useless things” that have nothing to do with her success. Yet her sub-
sequent defeat at tournaments make her “realize[…] that my mother knew more tricks than I 
had thought” (170-171). 

A third and � nal episode from Tan’s text also concerns a girl’s appropriation of her moth-A third and � nal episode from Tan’s text also concerns a girl’s appropriation of her moth-A third and � nal episode from Tan
er’s imperatives. Compelled to look a� er her little brother Bing during a family outing at the 
beach by taking the place of a responsible parent, Rose apparently replicates her mother’s 
admonitions: “ ‘Don’t go too close to the water. You’ll get your feet wet.’ […] ‘Don’t dig so hard. 
You’ll bust a hole in the wall and fall all the way to China.’ […] ‘Stay away from the mean � sh’.” 
When, despite these cautions, Bing drowns, thus repeating the other incidents in � e Joy Luck 
Club (the girl falling o�  her bicycle, Lena falling into the basement), Rose’s worry and warn-
ings are justi� ed (123, 125).

� e three examples from Tan’s text reveal some signi� cant di� erences. Whereas Lena only � e three examples from Tan’s text reveal some signi� cant di� erences. Whereas Lena only � e three examples from Tan
imagines “terrible things” (103), and Waverly only feels a “light wind” whispering secrets only 
she is able to hear (96), Rose articulates her conjectures, taking her mother’s place in verbally 
issuing cautionary tales—tales that evoke those recounted by all mothers in the two novels 
and that warn against airplanes, � sh sticks, and evil men. Whereas Lena’s identi� cation with 
her mother can only be implied (“my Chinese eyes, the part of me I got from my mother,” 103) 

28. 245, 103. As an adult she con� rms her mother’s claim of being able to see bad omens by describing her 
as having “the mysterious ability to see things before they happen. […]. And she knows what causes them” 
(149), and reporting how her mother correctly predicted the death of her baby and her husband, and the 
bankruptcy of their bank.
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and Waverly only circuitously compares her mother to her “protective ally” and “magic armor” 
(98, 172), Rose’s identi� cation is explicit yet nuanced. She understands not only her mother’s 
anxiety, but also her mother’s manipulative way of conveying it: “And I thought how much I 
seemed like my mother, always worried beyond reason inside, but at the same time talking 
about the danger as if it were less than it really was.” When Rose mocks her little brother (“I 
laughed when he looked at me as though he thought what I said was true”) she again reveals 
her recognition that cautions are always calculating and controlling (123-125).

In addition, Rose learns to anticipate her mother’s words. � is anticipation indicates both 
the repetitive and tiresome character of her mother’s stories and Rose’s deep-rooted knowl-
edge of them. In one dream Rose challenges both her mother and Old Mr. Chou, the ancient 
cultural � gure who authorizes her mother’s power. Instead of entering the guard’s closed-o�  
house—symbolizing custody and con� nement—Rose dreams of going into Old Mr. Chou’s 
forbidden nighttime garden, running away from him while “stomping on plants with veins of 
blood, running through � elds of snapdragons that changed colors like stoplights […].” � is 
imagery of fright and � ight freezes when Rose enters a gigantic playground � lled with rows of 
sandboxes that each contains a new doll. Her mother, who is not present, but who, her daugh-
ter knows, can see her inside out, tells Old Mr. Chou she knows which doll her daughter will 
pick. Taking on her own new identity and individuality, Rose decides to pick the one that is 
entirely di� erent. However, unable to escape from her screaming mother and Old Mr. Chou 
she becomes paralyzed and petri� ed (186). 

� is intricate episode involves a discordant entanglement of mother and daughter. By 
choosing her favorite doll, which can be animated by her as a playing child and thus indi-
rectly embodies her, Rose will be able to achieve self-realization. Yet that selection would 
as well a�  rm her mother’s total understanding of her, which would in turn eliminate Rose’s 
self-realization. � erefore, Rose selects a doll which is di� erent from the one her mother has 
designated, but which is not her favorite. � is suggests that she belies her own nature, runs 
counter to herself in a destructive manner, and will not achieve self-realization. � us, even in 
a story she herself has made up (her dream), by making this negative choice, Rose reveals how 
much she is tied to and de� ned by her mother. In a clever way, however, the mother’s authority, 
symbolized by her ability to “see [her daughter] inside out” (186), is counteracted by Rose’s 
power at the same time. Rose’s selection of a di� erent doll challenges her mother’s position as 
all-knowing. Whereas Rose remains under the spell of her mother’s storytelling power, even 
when she creates her own tale, she also shows that, as narrator of her own story, she knows 
what her absent mother knows (the favorite doll).

Both irritated and inspired by the ambiguous character of the mothers’ words, Maxine, 
Lena, Waverly, and Rose re-appropriate and replicate their mothers’ messages. In a discussion 
of the “belief in the power of words” as expressed in Biblical writing and exegesis, Mieke Bal
points out that “[t]he attempt to deconstruct the traditional meanings attributed to words 
rests, in its turn, on a suspicion of the abuse of that power to attribute meaning.” Like Bal’s 

“critical feminist enterprise,” the daughters in Kingston and Tan “a� ect not only meanings, but 
also the status of meaning itself, its delusive stability.” Misreading and mistranslating their 
mothers’ words, and showing their own tendency to lie and fabricate, the daughters “challenge 
every claim to semantic certainty by pointing out the motivations for the attribution of mean-
ing, the force that guides it” (1988, 129). � ey point out their mothers’ uncertainty and des-
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peration, but also reveal their own need to challenge their mothers’ stories in their process of 
growing up. 

Filling in, acting out

Seeking to counter the pressure and in� uence of their mothers’ stories, and feeling puzzled 
by what is le�  unarticulated, the daughters � ll in missing details and integrate the imposed 
stories with their own suppositions, experiences, and fantasies. � us, growing up on maternal 
stories they also grow into their power as narrators. In “Ethnicity and the Post-Modern Arts of 
Memory,” Michael Fischer names this process inference. “� e recreation of ethnicity in each 
generation, accomplished through dream- and transferencelike processes, as much as through 
cognitive language, leads to e� orts to recover, � ll in, act out, unravel, and reveal” (1986, 232). 
In this section, I will explore how the daughters “� ll in” and “act out.” � e question, � rst, is 
who exactly � lls in the missing stories.

Criticism of Kingston’s text reveals a considerable confusion about the source of the Criticism of Kingston’s text reveals a considerable confusion about the source of the Criticism of Kingston
No Name Woman story. Sidonie Smith maintains that it is the author Kingston who “comes 
to tell another story, seeking to name the formerly unnamed—the subjectivity of her aunt.” 

“[F]leshing out” her mother’s narrative, Kingston produces a story for her aunt. Linda Hunt
states: “� e author identi� es with the rebellious aunt, […] creating from her imagination vari-
ous detailed scenarios […].”29 Other critics, however, claim that it is the young Maxine who 
ingeniously reconstructs a variety of likely accounts of her aunt’s sexual misfortune. Sau-ling 
Cynthia Wong asserts: “the young Maxine refuses to be content with a cautionary tale […]. 
Instead, what she tries to create from the silence-shrouded incident is a parable of heroic re-
sistance […],” which she can use “[i]n her search for guidance in dealing with the pressure of 
Chinese American girlhood […].”30

I � nd these readings unconvincing. � e text, in fact, states that the young Maxine 
“participate[d] in [the aunt’s] punishment” by not talking about her. Although it may be likely 
that the young Maxine quietly fantasized about her relative, the adult Maxine admits that “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. […] now, a� er � � y years of neglect, I alone devote pages of paper to her […]” 
(18-19). � us, it is the adult narrator-daughter of � e Woman Warrior who speculates about � e Woman Warrior who speculates about � e Woman Warrior

29. Smith 1987, 153, 155; Hunt 1985, 6. See also Frye 1988, 298 and Cosslett 1995, 144. 
30. Wong 1993, 192-193. Likewise, Hsu argues that it is “Maxine the child” who recounts “the story of the 
indiscreet nameless aunt” (1983, 432). According to Grice et al., the young girl is able to “si�  through the cul-
tural fragments that she inherits via her mother and to make use of them for her own purposes” (2001, 166). 
Even single critics ascribe the story to di� erent origins. Ho writes that “the daughter imaginatively resurrects daughter imaginatively resurrects daughter
[No Name Woman] a� er years of silent fear and neglect.” She also states that “Kingston restores the aunt 
through musings on her imagined lives, feelings, and motivations” (1991, 229-230, emphases added). Ling
claims in one source that “Kingston […] disobeys her mother’s injunction and tells the story of the prodigal 
aunt […],” while writing elsewhere: “� e dutiful mother tells the story to her daughter as a cautionary tale, 
but the rebellious daughter calls this aunt ‘my forerunner’ and admires her for defying conventions […]” daughter calls this aunt ‘my forerunner’ and admires her for defying conventions […]” daughter
(1999, 157; 1990, 125, emphases added).
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the circumstances in which the pregnancy of the aunt has come about. It is the embedding 
focalizer, looking back, whose imagination is provoked by the blank spots in the story, as well 
as the mother’s injunction against passing it on. Unable to inquire about the No Name aunt’s 
life, but feeling compelled to � ll in the details of the sketchy story with her own imagination, 
she develops her own versions of the aunt’s tale. She starts o�  with an unutterable question 
regarding her aunt’s clothing, “whether � ashy or ordinary” (6), repeating her early practice of 
asking her mother questions. � en she proceeds to conjure up her aunt’s story—while shi� ing 
back and forth between conjectures and contentions about her aunt’s experiences, motives, 
and feelings.31

� e confusion about the origin of the authority of the No Name Woman’s story reverber-
ates in the chapter “White Tigers,” in which an alternative girlhood is imagined, changing a 
traditional Chinese legend into one in which the seven-year-old Maxine becomes a woman 
warrior. Again, some critics claim that it is Kingston who “invents the childhood and initia-
tion of this woman warrior” (Rubenstein 1987, 171) and who appropriates “not only the chant 
but also the very body of that legendary woman warrior” (Smith 1987, 157). Other critics 
attribute the fantasies to the young girl Maxine. King-Kok Cheung writes that “the fantasy al-
lows young Maxine to envisage herself as a self-made heroine […]” and that “[i]n her fantasy, 
Maxine merges with the warrior […].” Paul John Eakin writes of Maxine’s “extended reverie 
or daydream, a girl’s wishful� lling fantasy […]” and claims that Maxine as a child dreams of 
being the swordswoman.32

I have a di� erent reading, however. It is the adult narrator who relates:

A� er I grew up, I heard the chant of Fa Mu Lan, the girl who took her father’s place 
in battle. Instantly I remembered that as a child I had followed my mother about the 
house, the two of us singing about how Fa Mu Lan […]. I had forgotten this chant 

31. � e narrator’s use of the subjunctive form reminds us of the conjecture (Wong 1999, 32) and indicates 
that her version is only one of many possible versions: “could not have been,” “I wonder whether,” “Perhaps,” 

“Or perhaps,” “Perhaps” (7), “My aunt must have,” “Perhaps” (8), “or,” “It could very well have been” (9), 
“Perhaps,” “She may have been” (12), “He may have been” (13), “It was probably” (18). � us, in addition to 
showing how her aunt’s story relates to her own history and identity, the adult narrator reveals how her com-
position is � ctitious, multiple, and boundless. Parallel to Kingston’s text, Coferposition is � ctitious, multiple, and boundless. Parallel to Kingston’s text, Coferposition is � ctitious, multiple, and boundless. Parallel to Kingston  (1989) also stages a daughter 
who seizes the romantic story of her family’s “black sheep,” her “wild uncle,” “� lled in the details,” “� lled the 
gaps with my imagination,” and elaborates in her imagination her mother’s stories of “the man who had scan-
dalized a whole town […].” She becomes the “secret biographer” of her male relative (233, 52, 220, 282, 232, 
282). However, whereas in Kingston’s text it is the adult narrator who appropriates and recreates the story of 282). However, whereas in Kingston’s text it is the adult narrator who appropriates and recreates the story of 282). However, whereas in Kingston
her excommunicated aunt, in Cofer’s text it is the young narrating I, Marisol. 
32. Cheung 1993, 86; 1988, 166; Eakin 1985, 259, 264. Likewise, Quinby contends that it is “a child’s fantasy  1985, 259, 264. Likewise, Quinby contends that it is “a child’s fantasy  1985, 259, 264. Likewise, Quinby
of heroics” (1992, 308). Still other critics claim that it is “the protagonist [who] spurns the simplistic lesson 
of the traditional Fa Mu Lan tale, creating instead a potentially subversive woman warrior […]” (Wong 1999, 
45, emphasis added; see also Wong 1988, 8). For other examples, see Komenaka 1988, 108; Lightfoot 1986, 
57, 60. Again, individual critics attribute the story to di� erent personas. Rabine writes of Kingston’s “fantasy  writes of Kingston’s “fantasy  writes of Kingston
identi� cation with Fa Mu Lan,” although she also writes that “Maxine identi� es with Fa Mu Lan in fantasy 
[…]” (1987, 490, 486; emphasis added).
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that was once mine, given me by my mother, who may not have known its power to 
remind […]. (24, emphases added)

In the beginning the story symbolized a pure and primary togetherness of mother and child—
the girl following her mother’s body, the two together taking up the space of their house, their 
voices mixing, reiterating their culture’s history. In this way, the adult narrator acknowledges, 
her mother conferred the chant to her, which she subsequently possessed. But now, looking 
back, the story embodies that which has been “forgotten,” the power of which may not have 
been fully acknowledged. � is parallels the story of the No Name Woman as that which can-
not be told. It is only as an adult narrator that Maxine revises the earlier version. Of course, it 
is theoretically possible that the young Maxine fantasized about her role as woman warrior. 
Her mother’s chant may indeed have o� ered her an imagined escape from the di�  cult reality 
of growing up as a Chinese American female, an opportunity to temporarily view herself as 
a heroine. Although at one point the young narrator contends “I had to learn about dying if I 
wanted to become a swordswoman” (61), otherwise the text does not explicitly con� rm that 
she made this role her own.33

What is instead signi� cant for the young Maxine, I suggest, is that a� er hearing her moth-
er’s chant, she realizes that “I would have to grow up a warrior woman” and feels pressured 

“that I do something big and � ne” as well (24, 54). Besides providing the young girl with a 
problematic, because anachronistic, model to identify with, the chant pressures her to ac-
complish something equally grand and gratifying for her family as that which the legendary 
Fa Mu Lan had done. � e girl is incapable of doing so—prompting her to conclude that “My 
American life was a failure.” � erefore, we should view the legend as, in the words of Leigh 
Gilmore, “the coming-of-age story she might have preferred”: a fantasy (1994, 180). 

I have shown above how, in two cases, it is not the young Maxine, but the adult narrator 
who creates inferences by usurping the ambiguous stories of her mother. But the daughter in 
� e Woman Warrior does make her own stories while she is growing up—though sometimes � e Woman Warrior does make her own stories while she is growing up—though sometimes � e Woman Warrior
much more implicitly. � ese fantasies, which she calls “mind-movies” (236) and “free mov-
ies” (221) are more hidden in the text, and most have not been explored extensively by critics. 
While she “serves her apprenticeship as a storyteller largely through listening to her mother” listening to her mother” listening
(Cheung 1993, 89; emphasis in text), in her own play and fantasies, many of which are in-
spired by her mother’s words, she is able to counter her mother’s storytelling power. In her 
mind she perceives “clouds of fairies dancing over [a crazy lady’s] head” (219), hears “voices 
in motors and see[s] cowboy movies on blank walls” (221), and observes “the inside of the 
gypsies’ house” (236).

Some fantasies provide her with a role in her own stories, but only in a way that submits 
to the anxious, admonitory, and atrocious style of some of her mother’s stories. � e macabre 
imagery of her “vampire nightmares,” in which Maxine hunts people through the woods, with 

33. In addition, a biographical reading renders it rather unlikely that the young Maxine, growing up in 
Stockton, California, would identify with the legendary � gure, let alone, as is claimed by several critics, adopt 
it and make it her own. Indeed, as has been advanced by Ling, one may wonder where the village to defend 
was situated. “Who were the tyrants and villains? How was a Chinamerican girl to reconcile the stories of her 
mother’s Cantonese past with the realities of her Stockton, California present […]?” (1983-1984, 158).
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her long and bloody fangs and pointed black angel wings, suggests that even in her own stories 
she is unable to � ee from the in� uence of her mother’s storytelling. At the same time, they are 
stories of escape. � e stories themselves o� er an escape (“[…] I realized how o� en I went away 
to see these free movies […]”) and also include the notion of getting away: Maxine engages in 
conversations with “adventurous people inside [her] head” with whom she is “frivolous and 
violent, orphaned. I was white and had red hair, and I rode a white horse.” In a comparable 
fantasy, Maxine imagines: “I could disappear with the sun; I could turn quickly sideways and 
slip into a di� erent world. It seemed I could run faster at this time, and by evening I would be 
able to � y” (220-221, 203).

Maxine’s imagery of escape, orphanhood, and weightlessness is analogous to Waverly’s 
fantasy in � e Joy Luck Club. Compelled to accompany her proud mother on market days, 
the young chess champion feels embarrassed when her mother exhibits her as “ ‘my daughter 
Wave-ly Jong’.” Waverly’s verbal attempt to explain her embarrassment and dissociate herself 
from her mother causes confusion (“ ‘� at’s not what I meant. � at’s not what I said.’ ” “ ‘What 
you say?’ ”) as well as distress. Waverly then decides to physically detach herself from her 
irate mother, but her escape is unsuccessful: “I jerked my hand out of my mother’s tight grasp 
and spun around, knocking into an old woman. […] I ran until it hurt and I realized I had 
nowhere to go […]”). � e girl subsequently dreams of an indeterminate state of ghostliness, 
temporarily estranged from her family, experiencing herself as forlorn, dri� ing, and unrelated. 
But it is also an image of limitless power and freedom: “[…] I felt myself growing light. I rose 
up into the air and � ew out the window. Higher and higher, above the alley, over the tops of 
tiled roofs, where I was gathered up by the wind and pushed up toward the night sky until 
everything below me disappeared and I was alone” (99-101). 

Both Maxine and Waverly evoke � gures that are free from rules and reason, civilization 
and family, unrestrained by the restrictive codes set up by their families and community. In-
deed, Maxine’s adjectives “frivolous and violent” suggest that she is in a state in which she can 
be childlike and senseless, delirious, changeable, and vacillating. Her subsequent description 
of herself as riding the horse hints at a speed so high she cannot be pinned down—not to one 
age, one gender, one culture, one race. On the other hand, however, Maxine’s fantasy includes 
a reference to white skin and red hair, which does imply ethnic and racial � xation. Similarly, 
dreaming of becoming a “lumberjack in Oregon,” Maxine assigns herself an identity de� ned 
by gender and geography (56, 236). In contrast, Waverly’s fantasy does not mention a new 
gendered and racial-ethnic identity. But her description of herself as being “above the alley” 
implies her attempt to leave her poor, urban, immigrant context.

Maxine’s retreat into imaginary worlds leads to anxiety and misapprehension. � e girl 
suspects that her exceptionally active imagination is abnormal. Appealing to her sister for 
support and encouragement, she inquires whether this “person most like me in all the world” 
also talks to people “ ‘that aren’t real inside your mind’.” � e sister, however, responds with 
an uncomprehending “ ‘Do I what?’,” indicating her inability to understand, and o� er any 
reassurance of Maxine’s sanity (221; emphasis in text). Maxine’s schoolteachers regard the 
girl as retarded, as she covers her imaginative school drawings of “sunlight,” “mighty operas,” 

“houses and � owers” with black paint (192). Unlike Maxine, who thus issues signals of anxiety, 
Lena in � e Joy Luck Club constructs a self-imposed isolation. She sees “terrible things,” but 
states that “I didn’t tell anyone about the things I saw, not even my mother” (103-104). But, 
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like Maxine, Lena ultimately comes to include her mother in her fantasies. 
Although very tentative at � rst, Maxine begins to interrogate her mother. When the lat-

ter’s recounting of a “monkey story” causes “a curtain to � ap loose inside [Maxine’s] brain,” 
we signi� cantly witness the beginning of the girl’s own storytelling, as she quietly asks the 
reader: “Did she say, ‘You should have seen the faces the monkey made’? Did she say, ‘� e 
people laughed at the monkey screaming’? It was alive?” Before she can elaborate on possible 
answers, however, Maxine interrupts her own “emphatic questioning” (Wong 1993, 30). � e 
curtain � aps, symbolizing both her mother’s and her own storytelling power, “closed like mer-
ciful black wings” (107-108). But Maxine comes to appropriate the curtain. When covering 
her school paintings with black paint, she explains that she “was making a stage curtain, and 
it was the moment before the curtain parted or rose.” According to Cheung, the black draw-
ings embody the discouragement of Maxine’s fantasy power. “� e sense of imagination being 
buried alive […] is su� ocating” (1988, 166). For me, in contrast, it is the young Maxine who 
not only creates the images behind the curtain, but also visualizes her own agency in parting 
or closing it: “I spread [the paintings] out (so black and full of possibilities) and pretended the 
curtains were swinging open […]” (192).

Moreover, echoing her inquisitive response when confronted with the monkey story, 
Maxine continues to ask for details. � is questioning indicates the development of her sto-
rytelling power, albeit indirectly and quietly. Most critics claim that the young Maxine at-
tains the ability to speak and tell when, at the end of the novel, she starts to enumerate to 
her mother a list of more than 200 unspeakable feelings, acts, and desires.34 I would argue, 
however, that Maxine’s (story)telling starts much earlier. Whereas she does not always verbally 
utter her questions—even as an adult she does not dare to articulate the questions regarding 
the clothes the No Name Woman wore: “In the twenty years since I heard this story I have 
not asked for details […]” (18)—I will show how the girl also openly dares to make inquiries 
regarding her mother, the other women in the family, and other members of the Chinese 
American community. 

Flying high kites

In line with the adult narrator’s statement that “Unless I see [No Name Woman]’s life branch-
ing into mine, she gives me no ancestral help” (10), we could say that as a young girl coming of 
age, Maxine already attempts to let these Chinese American lives branch into hers. Studying 
two small photographic portraits of her mother, the young Maxine detects a black thumbprint 
on her forehead, “as if someone had inked in bangs, as if someone had marked her.” She sub-
sequently asks her mother whether bangs only became fashionable a� er the picture was taken. 
Her mother then con� rms Maxine’s suggestion that the bangs were “inked in” to beautify or 
update the photographic image. But later on, when Maxine asks her mother about the reason 
for the “� ngerprints on [her] forehead,” the mother hesitantly informs her that it had been 
done by her First Uncle (71). Just as the photograph’s distortion causes the image to lose its 
documentary value, the mother’s inconsistent answers undermine her authority and present 

34. See, for instance, Juhasz 1985, 183; Chu 1992, 109.
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the daughter with an opening, an opportunity to use her fantasy. Just as the adult narrator 
demysti� es her mother’s authority by nuancing the narratives of heroism and courage with 
narratives of female susceptibility and oppression, the young Maxine allows for a comple-
mentary image of her mother, hinting at her triviality, and her receptiveness to ideologies of 
fashion and patriarchy.

Although the young Maxine does not tell us how, in the end, she fantasizes her mother’s 
photographed persona, her questioning reveals that she longs to understand her mother’s 
history. She likewise longs to know the history of the other women in her family. Receiving 
no answer from her parents to her inquiry about the split toenails of her female relatives, but 
imagining someone’s report that “ ‘She didn’t get away’,” Maxine fantasizes about “an ances-
tress who stubbed her toe and fell when running from a rapist” (231). � e young girl thus 
speculates on what might have happened to the ancestress, and attempts to invoke the situ-
ation that could have resulted in the injury. Signi� cantly, in her fantasizing act Maxine still 
brings in her mother. Wishing to ask her whether she has “guessed right,” she hints at her need 
for maternal con� rmation (231). In that sense Patricia Chu, who claims that “[…] the girl 
Maxine establishes autonomy from her mother by learning to interpret her mother’s stories 
in terms of her own experiences and to speak, and also to act, without her mother’s authoriza-
tion” is overstating her case.� is is only true when Maxine becomes a true “ ‘speaking subject’ ” 
(1992, 105, emphasis added). 

Her mother does not respond to Maxine’s questions and fantasies. Yet the girl continues 
to visualize the circumstances of her fellow Chinese Americans. When she hears children 
speak about � ags in Chinatown that indicate the arrival of stowaways in San Francisco Bay, 
she asks her mother for the details (colors, buildings, and institutions involved), and asks: 

“ ‘Do we send up signal kites? � at would be a good idea, huh? We could � y them from the 
school balcony’.” Although her mother discourages her fantasizing (she � rst denies the exis-
tence of the � ags, then tells her daughter that she does not know), and accuses her daughter 
of “always believing talk-story,” the latter quietly continues her � ag fantasy, dreaming of � ying 
expensive kites instead of cheap ones, “the sky splendid in Chinese colors, distracting ghost 
eyes while the new people sneak in. Don’t tell” (213-214). 

� e daughter here fantastically and vigorously includes herself in the Chinese community 
and conspiracy—“the secrecy of the Chinese,” which she detests at the same time (213). She 
dreams of Chinese colors taking over the sky, and helping the established Chinese commu-
nity to fool white Americans (“ghost eyes”) by letting in more immigrants. In that sense she 
identi� es with her mother and her culture. At the same time, however, her fantasy of fun and 
feat challenges and counters her mother’s dislike of “extravagance.” Reminiscing about her 
mother’s character in another context, the adult narrator explains that “Necessity” is the “riv-
erbank that guides her life. […] Whenever we did frivolous things, we used up energy; we � ew 
high kites” (6-7). Although she is aware that her mother considers the � ying of high kites to be 
worthless and excessive, the young Maxine does not let herself be discouraged from fantasiz-
ing about � ying expensive kites. In fact, by fantasizing about the kites the girl is already � ying 
her own kite (= telling her own story). 

But Maxine’s queries remain. Indicating her confusion, her need for con� rmation, and 
her wish to include her mother in her life, the questioning is narratively analogous to Lena’s 
questioning in � e Joy Luck Club. When her mother tells Lena that her great-grandfather 
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had once sentenced a beggar to die “in the worst possible way,” the girl � lls out the rest of the 
story by “play[ing] out in her head how the beggar has died.” She contemplates the worst pos-
sible thing that may happen to a person, and how to avoid it, so that one is not “drawn by the 
magic of the unspeakable.” Such a search for knowledge, transparency, and boundaries (with 
death as the ultimate boundary) is closely related to the process of identity-formation. Here, 
the process is conducted mostly with material supplied by Lena’s mother, which suggests the 
mother’s role in it. In addition, when Lena does not trust her own story, she asks her mother 
to validate it, and asks her how the actual death sentence was executed. “ ‘Did they slice o�  his 
skin � rst? Did they use a cleaver to chop up his bones? Did he scream and feel all one thou-
sand cuts?’ ” (102-103). But while Lena thus seeks her mother’s con� rmation and sanctions 
the latter’s storytelling authority, her questions make up her own variant of the story. She has 
begun to create her own stories.

Lena’s mother does not answer her daughter’s questions. Instead, she tells her that since 
the man has been dead for almost seventy years it does not matter how he died. She further 
cries in Chinese that the girl has macabre, American thoughts. � is triple rejection of her 
daughter’s inquiry—not answering, using Chinese in response to a question uttered in Eng-
lish, and designating her daughter’s ideas as morbid and foreign—only works to stimulate 
the daughter to fantasize, and to want to substantiate her story about the beggar as well as 
her storytelling power. Appropriating and supplementing her mother’s incomplete story, the 
daughter turns the story of the cleaving into a weapon in itself. It literally becomes a tool of 
actively self-shaping. Maxine’s kites and Lena’s cleaver both symbolize their beginning devel-
opment as storytellers.

Both Maxine and Lena are faced with mothers who inadequately respond to their ques-
tions, and even explicitly discourage the girls’ fantasizing and storytelling. But the girls contin-
ue to � ll in and act out. Like Lena, who ponders the worst possible thing that may happen to 
a person, Maxine searches for and studies boundaries, such as death. When her mother locks 
her children in the house in order to prevent them from looking at “dead slum people” at news 
of a dead body, Maxine “would � nd a way to get out; I had to learn about dying if I wanted to 
become a swordswoman.” � e corpses she secretly sees, however, out of her mother’s sight, are 
only “sad little dirty bodies covered with a police khaki blanket.”35 Hindered from seeing (the 
dead body) by both her mother and the police, but fascinated with dying, Maxine imagines 
the “sad little dirty bodies” which in fact are covered up. � is resonates with an episode in � e 
Joy Luck Club, where Lena is hindered from seeing violence by the wall of their family’s apart-
ment, but not discouraged from fantasizing and � lling in.

Lena narrates how one night, through the walls of her bedroom, she hears the screaming 
voices of her neighbors. She focalizes this noise and creates, in her imagination, a violent story. 
In painfully accurate detail she describes the � ght between what she perceives to be a mother 
and a daughter.

35. 61. Maxine also dreams of taking an active role in killing: “I had vampire nightmares; every night the 
fangs grew longer and my angel wings turned pointed and black. I hunted humans down in the long woods 
[…]” (221). In real life, however, instead of killing “humans,” Maxine only crushes a spider against the wall of 
their house. � is experience had been intense: “[…] I had had such feelings of death shoot through my hand 
and into my body so that I would surely die” (231).
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� en I heard scraping sounds, slamming, pushing and shouts and then whack! 
whack! whack! Someone was killing. Someone was being killed. Screams and shouts, 
a mother had a sword high above a girl’s head and was starting to slice her life away, 
� rst a braid, then her scalp, an eyebrow, a toe, a thumb, the point of her cheek, the 
slant of her nose, until there was nothing le� , no sounds. (110; emphasis in text)

� e following night the fantasized girl comes back to life again and is endangered once more. 
� is continues, night a� er night. Lena’s fantasy is a story of double projection. � e sword 
symbolizes the “unspoken terrors” that surrounded her family’s house, chased and found her 
depressed mother, and “devoured her, piece by piece” (103). But, in an instance in which Lena 
identi� es with the attacked girl, the sword also embodies the mother’s power with words—
threatening to dismember her, eliminating her (“slic[ing] her life away”) and silencing her 
(“no sounds”). It is Lena’s own self being scalped bit by bit. � e slicing and silencing act of 
the mother parallels the castrating power of the mother in � e Woman Warrior, who cuts 
her daughter’s tongue when she is a child, as I will discuss below. While in Kingston’s text it her daughter’s tongue when she is a child, as I will discuss below. While in Kingston’s text it her daughter’s tongue when she is a child, as I will discuss below. While in Kingston
is Maxine who comes to visualize the painful incident, here Lena is the one to tell the story 
of castration, the one who chooses the words, produces the sounds (“whack! whack! whack!”). 
Although Lena is being slaughtered night a� er night, she also brings the girl back to life again 
night a� er night. In this way she claims her own voice.

Lena acknowledges that part of her story is made up: “[…] what I had just witnessed with 
my ears and my imagination” (110, emphasis added). Yet she is still wholly in the grasp of her 
own fantasy: “I hadn’t been able to stop myself from listening. I wasn’t able to stop what hap-
pened. […] the terror of not knowing when it would ever stop” (110). In that sense, fantasies 
are not empowering at all. In � e Woman Warrior, modifying her mother’s story of the hole-
less baby in her mind’s eye by imagining an infant’s groaning and sobbing, the young Maxine 
is likewise seized by her own fantasy. Unable to escape the horrifying meaning of the story, she 
decides not to rescue the baby, “but waited for it to stop” (101). � is feeling of powerlessness 
also speaks from another fantasy: When her parents’ laundry is being demolished in the name 
of urban renewal and their old neighborhood is being paved over to create a parking lot, the 
young Maxine is only able to create “gun and knife fantasies,” and does “nothing useful.”36

Although pressured to “do something big and � ne” like Fa Mu Lan (54), she is unable to 
do so: she does not return the laundry to her parents, nor does she rescue the holeless baby. 
Although Roberta Rubenstein claims that “[t]he invention of a potent magical self is a kind 
of defensive fantasy that imaginatively counteracts the experience of insigni� cance and the 
generalized contempt for females in Chinese culture” (1987, 171), Maxine invents no such 
a magical self. She feels powerless. In contrast, Lena understands her situation and works to 
alter it. She knows that “the worst possible thing […] would one day stop. I still saw bad things 
in my mind, but now I found ways to change them.” She turns around her recurring fantasy 
by imagining the girl, and not the mother, pulling out a sword and slicing her mother. � e girl, 
moreover, is able to do so without shedding any “blood” or “shredded � esh” (115). 

To conclude this section, I will show how Maxine and Lena also respond rather di� er-

36. 57. It is only as an adult that she is able to fantasize “aveng[ing] my family, I’d have to […] rage across the 
United States to take back the laundry in New York and the one in California” (58). 
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ently when their mothers caution them about their future husbands. In � e Woman Warrior, 
when her mother warns Maxine that an invisible red string around her ankles ties her to the 
person she will marry—“ ‘He’s already born, and he’s on the other end of the string’ ”—the girl 
suspects that her parents wish to marry her o�  to a retarded boy who stalks her and sits in her 
family’s laundry. She undertakes e� orts to protect herself: she stops limping, which was her 
previous strategy to stave o�  a male suitor (“my parents would only � gure that this zombie 
and I were a match”) and hopes to show that she has “nothing in common with this monster, 
this birth defect.” She attempts to evade the boy and decides not to say anything about him. 

“Don’t give them ideas. Keep quiet.” But Maxine is not able to turn her mother’s threat into an 
enabling fantasy. Her imagination only has the “monster” take control over her. “His lumpish-
ness was sending out germs that would lower my IQ. His leechiness was drawing IQ points out 
of the back of my head.” At night, she imagines hearing “his feet dragging around the house, 
scraping gravel” (226, 228-229).

In contrast, in � e Joy Luck Club, Lena � nds a way to “change” her mother’s cautionary 
tales about her future husband, and make them empowering. When, at the age of eight, Lena 
is encouraged to � nish her rice by her mother’s threat that her future husband will have one 
pock mark for every grain she has ever le�  in her bowl, and implicitly characterizes pock-
marked men as “mean” and “bad,” Lena creates her own story, and even shapes her own future. 
In a � rst response to her mother’s words, she fantasizes about being destined to marry the 

“mean neighbor boy” whose “hideous face would eventually resemble the craters of the moon.” 
� en, however, she � nds “a way to make him die.” At Sunday school, watching a missionary 
� lm about lepers, seeing their faces covered with “pits and pustules, cracks and bumps, and 
� ssures that I was sure erupted with the same vehemence as snails writhing in a bed of salt,” 
Lena imagines her mother being in the room and saying that “these poor people were victims 
of future husbands and wives who had failed to eat platefuls of food.” � us turning around her 
mother’s warning words, she plans to leave more rice in her bowl, so that the neighbor boy 
will “get leprosy, move to Africa and die.” When the boy actually dies, Lena is convinced that 
she has caused his death (151-153).

Faced with cautionary tales about their future husbands, the daughters in both novels fan-
tasize about having to marry a freak or an ugly boy. Lena, however, is able to turn her mother’s 
cautionary tale into an empowering fantasy. Maxine is not. But this is not the whole story. As 
empowering as Lena’s fantasy is, it also reveals her to be still under her mother’s spell, as she 
feels that her mother can “see through me” and knows what has occurred. She feels “terri� ed” 
(154). And in the end, Maxine verbally rebels against the alleged parental plan of marrying 
her o� . “I looked directly at my mother and at my father and screamed, ‘I want you to tell that 
hulk, that gorilla-ape, to go away and never bother us again. I know what you’re up to. […] 
You think you can give us away to freaks. You better not do that, Mother’ ” (233-234). In the 
following section I will explore this issue of (verbal) rebellion.

Rebellion

Despite their social isolation, the girls in both novels sometimes act out their fantasies with 
their peers. As if responding to their mother’s warnings of white ghosts, which America is 
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“full of ” (113), Maxine and her siblings pretend that they themselves are Newsboy Ghosts, of 
whom they in fact are terri� ed. � is can be explained both as an attempt to counter the actual 
newsboy’s threat, and as an attempt to defy their mother’s warnings. It is as if, by identifying 
with the danger itself, they wish to stave o�  what their mother has warned them against. But 
whereas Maxine and her brothers and sisters appear to identify with the archetypical � gure of 
the white American newsboy, their performance is no complete mimicry, and their rebellion 
against their mother’s warnings and regulations is thus limited. 

Whereas the newsboy “walked right out in the middle of the street without his parents,” 
Maxine and her siblings only “trekked about the house and yard,” and do not dare to move 
too far from the house. Instead of American newspapers, they wave old Chinese newspapers 
over their heads. Instead of shouting ghost words, they use their “own English.” � is shows 
that, even in their own fantasy world, the children remain under the spell of their mother’s 
storytelling, and under the in� uence of their own culture. But the children also undermine 
the authority of the newsboy � gure by suggesting his corrupt business and his conspiracy with 
a subjugated, non-white � gure. For instead of acting as if they just sell newspapers, Maxine 
and her siblings pretend to secretly sell “a miracle salve made from boiled children,” which 
is supposedly produced by Gypsy Ghosts who have caught and prepared wayward children 
(113-114).

In � e Joy Luck Club, daughter Waverly and her peers re-appropriate not a white Ameri-
can icon such as the newsboy, but con� rm as well as undermine the stereotypes that white 
Americans hold of Chinese Americans. Playing in the alley in which they live, Waverly and 
her brothers fantasize about “bad people” emerging from the door of a Chinese restaurant at 
night. In that sense, they substantiate western stereotypes of sinister, crooked, and malicious 
Chinese. But in another sense they challenge such stereotypes, albeit only implicitly. With her 
playmates the girl mocks a white tourist by informing him that the restaurant serves “ ‘Guts 
and duck’s feet and octopus gizzards!’,” playing with the man’s alleged stereotypical image of 
Chinese gastronomy (91). � is ties in with Chu’s claim that Tan’s text “expresses two opposed ’s claim that Tan’s text “expresses two opposed ’s claim that Tan
impulses: the impulse to expose and distance itself from American stereotypes of Chinese as 
un-American, nonrational, or backward, and the tendency to reinforce these stereotypes by 
accentuating the alienness of Chinese thinking and character” (2000, 147-148). Waverly both 
detaches herself from and draws attention to Chinese stereotypes.

In � e Woman Warrior, Maxine feels compelled to distance herself from certain features 
of her family’s cultural background. Confronted daily with misogynist maxims, she experi-
ences an intense feeling of anger, and breaks out in temper tantrums out of disgust for her 
family’s sexism. “When one of my parents or the emigrant villagers said, ‘Feeding girls is feed-
ing cowbirds,’ I would thrash on the � oor and scream so hard I couldn’t talk.” � is causes her 
mother to label her, in an authoritative proclamation, the family’s “bad girl.”37 Seeing around 
her the degrading portrayal of woman, and seeing around her women who give up their say 

37. 54, 56. Not only her mother, but also her father presents Maxine with messages about the correct be-
havior of women. He once tells his daughter that “ ‘Chinese smeared bad daughters-in-law with honey and 
tied them naked on top of ant nests […]. A husband may kill a wife who disobeys him. Confucius said that’ ” 
(225). Augmenting his authority by citing Confucius, the father employs this story to scare his misbehaving, 
Americanizing daughter.
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and singularity, Maxine resists her parents’ idea of femininity, and breaks the established 
codes for female behavior (Frye1988, 294). Above I have suggested how her fear that her par-
ents plan to marry her o�  to a retarded Chinese boy motivates her resistance to marriage and 
her disobedience to the patriarchal elements of Chinese culture. Her parents tolerate the boy’s 
presence in the family’s laundry, and thus convey a message to Maxine of what is expected 
of her in terms of tolerance and submission. � is makes Maxine want to negate both her im-
posed gendered and ethnic identity.

In an “awkward masquerade,” trying to divert the male gaze and become unmarriagable, 
Maxine publicly adopts the postures of an unattractive girl (Smith 1987, 170). Most of the 
features she takes up are appreciated in neither American nor Chinese culture, but mostly 
disdained when associated with women. She presents herself as disorganized, grimy, clumsy, 
irreverent, repulsive, and freakish. She belligerently behaves like a tomboy in the schoolyard, 
calluses her hands, dirties her � ngernails, and cuts the nails “straight across to make stubby 
� ngers.” Trying to prove that she will not be a good (Chinese or American) housewife, Max-
ine shows both incompetence and reluctance, both bad manners and bad temper—nothing 
like her mother’s idea of the amiable and cooperative, attractive and practical young girl. She 
either refuses to cook, or picks her nose while cooking and serving; she spills food on a guest 
while serving, and breaks dishes while washing up. She lets her hair get tangled and dusty, her 
hands dirty and her clothes wrinkled; she raises dust while brushing the � oor. She deliberately 
makes herself unattractive by a� ecting a limp and walking with a walking stick. She speaks 
with a quacking voice, “twist[s] her mouth,” and pretends to be a “Wino ghost.” Maxine’s 
performance appears to pay o�  when her mother accuses her of being a “bad girl.” She yells at 
Maxine “about the dried-duck voice, the bad temper, the laziness, the clumsiness, the stupid-
ity that comes from reading too much.” She also hints that nobody would want to marry her 
daughter: “ ‘Noisy. Talking like a duck. Disobedient. Messy’.”38

Whereas Maxine’s mother requires her daughter to be an attractive and marriageable girl, 
two mothers in � e Joy Luck Club insist that their daughters be no less than child prodigies. 
June is summoned by her mother to conform to the archetypal American story of success 
(“you could be anything you wanted to be in America,” 132), and become a genius. Con-
fronted with her mother’s resolve that she become a famous concert pianist, June develops a 
strategy similar to Maxine’s. When June’s verbal protests—“ ‘Why don’t you like me the way 
I am? I’m not a genius!’ ” (136)—have no e� ect, she thinks of another self-protective strategy 
against her mother’s pressures, and disappoints her whenever possible. Weary of her mother’s 
high expectations, June “performed listlessly, my head propped on one arm. I pretended to be 
bored. And I was” (142). At piano lessons, she acts lazy and “get[s] away with mistakes, lots 
of mistakes” (137). She continues to “assert […] her own will, [her] right to fall short of [her 
mother’s] expectations. I didn’t get straight As. I didn’t become class president” (142). Com-
pelled by her mother to become a young chess champion, June’s peer Waverly cultivates the 

38. 205, 56, 220-221, 226, 235. Many coming-of-age narratives feature such rebellion. Rejecting the tradi-
tional Chinese aversion to forthrightness and breaking the pattern of traditional Chinese femininity and 
polite behavior, the protagonist of Jen (1996) also opposes her parents’ cultural codes. But her rebellion 
moves beyond Maxine’s, as she in addition converts to the Jewish faith and becomes outspoken and politi-
cally engaged.
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same strategy. She rebels by making a “show” of her decision to quit playing chess. “Instead 
of practicing in my room every night, as I always did, I marched into the living room and set 
down in front of the television set [cracking] my knuckles to annoy [my brothers]” (171).

Maxine, June, and Waverly all express their rebellion by being rude, de� ant, uncoop-
erative, and obstinate. � ey want to be their own (bad) girl, unrestricted by the gendered 
expectations as expressed by their immigrant mothers. � ey substantiate Bow’s statement, in 
her analysis of Bharati Mukherjee’s autobiographical text “Love Me or Leave Me” (1993), that 

“[…] witnessing and identifying with spectacles of girlness is a means of becoming something 
other, […] an American” (2001, 59). June resists her mother’s scheme by quietly employing 
the discourse of modern American ideology: “I wasn’t her slave. � is wasn’t China” (141). � is 
summarizes the girl’s proclamation, if silent, both of her own autonomy and her mother’s lack 
of power and base. In her desire to assert her own self and separate herself from her mother, 
June thus stages a double rebellion, refusing her mother’s narrative as well as distancing her-
self from her mother-land.39

While June’s use of the opposition American modernity versus Asian backwardness is 
only a quiet one, Maxine’s use of it is more outspoken, when she one night pronounces: “ ‘I 
am not going to be a slave or a wife’ ” (234). When her mother predicts that no one will want 
to marry her daughter, Maxine, who does “not plan ever to have a husband” (56), informs 
her mother: “‘I can make a living and take care of myself ’ ” (234). Implicitly referring to the 
1970s Euro-American feminist movement, Maxine here claims her (economic) independence. 
In other episodes, as well, she sets herself o�  from her mother and her mother’s culture. In-
stead, she adheres to the American dictates for femininity, and by sixth grade has learned the 
American feminine conventions that include cheerleading, dates, and marriage.40 During her 
years at an American public school, where the emphasis on traditional feminine behavior is 
dominant, she desires to be “American-feminine” (13).

Whereas to the Chinese, “[o]nly sick people had to whisper,” American girls are expect-
ed to whisper to “make their voices American feminine.” Maxine reports how and why she 
exhausts herself to turn American-feminine: “Walking erect (knees straight, toes pointed 
forward, not pigeon-toed, which is Chinese-feminine) and speaking in an inaudible voice.” 
Otherwise, there would be “no dates” (13, 56, 200). Harassing the silent Chinese American 
classmate with the “China doll hair cut,” Maxine sums up the need to talk and be attractive in 
an American way: “ ‘Don’t you ever want to be a cheerleader? Or a pompon girl? What are you 
going to do for a living? Yeah, you’re going to have to work because you can’t be a housewife. 
Somebody has to marry you before you can be a housewife. […] you’re not the type that gets 

39. June’s use of “� is wasn’t China” almost literally resonates in Chambers (1997), where the daughter of 
a Panamanian mother pronounces: “ ‘Oh yeah, well, this isn’t Panama’.” Likewise, June’s ambitions return in 
Telemaque (2000), where the seventeen-year-old Ching attempts to negotiate her own sexually laden desires 
and the expectations expressed by her immigrant parents, but also laments: “ ‘I don’t want to be Chinese,’ […] 
I want to be American!’ ” (90). However, Chambers’s and Telemaque’s girls are more outspoken than June.
40. � e racialized nature of this femininity is implicated by the habit of Maxine’s Chinese American school-
mates to use make-up and tape their eyelids in order to look more Caucasian (212). � is trend will be dis-
cussed in Chapter 9. � e girls’ ideas about femininity are naturally a� ected by the dominant culture’s “(white) 
standard of femininity, beauty, and intelligence” (Cheung 1993, 79). 
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dates, let alone gets married’ ” (202, 210). 
While Maxine’s sense of girlhood identity is increasingly shaped by American conven-

tions and expectations of femininity, she distances herself from her mother. Her girlhood 
rebellion includes a disidenti� cation with her mother, and an unwillingness to mirror herself 
in her. Quoting Diana Fuss, Bow maintains that identi� cation “is a process intrinsically tied , Bow maintains that identi� cation “is a process intrinsically tied , Bow
to the formation of identity, ‘the detour through the other that de� nes a self ’.” It is “a question 
of relation, of self to other, subject to object, inside to outside.”41 � e young girls in both novels 
defy such a “detour” through, or “relation” with, their mother. � is de� ance, of course, is also 
instigated by their lack of knowledge of their mothers’ lives and culture. Lena does not know 
her mother’s past, as her “mother never talked about her life in China […]” (104). June real-
izes that she has “never really known what it means to be Chinese” (268). When her mother 
dies and she is asked to inform her sisters in China of this fact, she wonders: “ ‘What can I tell 
them about my mother? I don’t know anything’ ” (40). 

As a result, the daughters view their mothers’ behavior as abnormal and embarrassing. 
Chu claims that “the mother � gure […] must be recovered from abjection because the daugh-
ter needs to see the mother clearly as a subject in her own right in order to understand her 
own identity” (2000, 91). � e young daughters in the two novels, however, as of yet view their 
mothers as abject � gures, and are unable to see them as discrete subjects. Several critics have 
pointed at Maxine’s rejection of her mother’s ways. Sheng-mei Ma states that they “are judged 
to be out of date and out of place, symptomatic of her ine� ectual adaptation to the New World.” 
� e mother has become “a negative example whom the daughter-narrator must shun rather 
than emulate in America” (1998, 18). Sheryl A. Mylan is less tolerant of Maxine’s denuncia-
tion of her mother. She employs Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism in substantiating that 
Maxine, as Westernized daughter and Eurocentric American, is responsible for “Othering” 
her mother in an e� ort to subdue her power over her and contain the threat of her imposing 
Chinese culture. Out of ignorance and misunderstanding of her mother’s Chinese past, Max-
ine builds a double framework by which to judge her: she devalues her mother’s non-Western 
experiences and has her mother represent all that is mysterious and repugnant about Chinese 
culture, which is weak and female, inappropriate and irrational, primitive and inferior. At the 
same time, Maxine presents Western experience as superior and imposes standards by which 
to judge her mother as inferior.42

Although Maxine’s representation of her mother is not as clear-cut as Mylan would have 
it, and although the young Maxine does not in fact overpower her mother, Mylan has a point 
when she indicates that Maxine’s detachment from her mother and culture is related to her 
lack of knowledge of her mother’s history, her failure to appreciate it, and her representa-
tion of Chinese culture as puzzling, repulsive, and out of place. Referring to � e Joy Luck 
Club, Bow calls this the externalization of racial and cultural di� erence “representative of their , Bow calls this the externalization of racial and cultural di� erence “representative of their , Bow
mothers’ Chineseness.” She explains that, while positioning themselves as American subjects, 
the daughters displace their negatively coded di� erence, their personal “otherness,” onto their 
mothers. In an act of disassociation, they devalue what they identify as outlandish in their 
mothers, and make it an instrument of validating and authenticating their own American-

41. Fuss quoted in Bow 2001, 65, 59; emphasis in text. quoted in Bow 2001, 65, 59; emphasis in text. quoted in Bow
42. Mylan 1996, 133-135, 138, 144-145.
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ness (2001, 96).
Like Maxine in � e Woman Warrior, the young daughters of � e Joy Luck Club view 

their mothers as out of place, and their mothers’ culture as repulsive. � ey feel embarrassed 
about their mothers’ looks, their lack of English, and their conduct. Lena feels embarrassed 
when her mother “open[s] up jars to smell the insides” at a grocery store, and June watches 
her mother dressed up in a “funny” Chinese dress which is “too strange for American parties” 
(106, 28). At the age of � � een, denying that she has “any Chinese whatsoever below [her] skin,” 
June is told by her mother:

“Someday you will see […]. It is in your blood, waiting to be let go.” And when she 
said this, I saw myself transforming like a werewolf, a mutant tag of DNA suddenly 
triggered, replicating itself insidiously into a syndrome, a cluster of telltale Chinese 
behaviors, all those things my mother did to embarrass me—haggling with store 
owners, pecking her mouth with a toothpick in public, being color-blind to the fact 
that lemon yellow and pale pink are not good combinations for winter clothes. (267, 
emphasis in text)

Here June is subjected to her mother’s double power: the mother causes her daughter’s distress 
by deliberately embarrassing her and predicts her daughter’s transformation into a replica of 
herself. � e daughter is unable to ward o�  this conjecture, and can only visualize her transfor-
mation as foretold by her mother.

As we have seen, the daughters in Kingston’s and TanAs we have seen, the daughters in Kingston’s and TanAs we have seen, the daughters in Kingston ’s texts rebel by misbehaving, and by ’s and Tan’s texts rebel by misbehaving, and by ’s and Tan
disassociating themselves from their immigrant mothers. � is rebellion, however, is hardly 
ever verbal. � e young Maxine, for instance, is too much aware of her mother’s “great power” 
over words (24) and her own inability to articulate. Growing up between the worlds of her par-
ents’ immigrant community and that of the American school, she is tongue-tied for years, as I 
will show in the following section. Eventually, however, she is able to stage a verbal protest. 

“Ha! You can’t stop me from talking”

Paula Gunn Allen claims that persons who are caught between cultures are most likely to be 
“inarticulate, almost paralyzed in their inability to direct their energies toward resolving what 
seems to them insoluble con� ict” (1986, 135). Inarticulation is a primary motif in Kingston’s seems to them insoluble con� ict” (1986, 135). Inarticulation is a primary motif in Kingston’s seems to them insoluble con� ict” (1986, 135). Inarticulation is a primary motif in Kingston
text. Maxine’s problems with speaking become manifest when she enters kindergarten, where 
her � rst contact with the English language causes a three-year silence. Later, when she discov-
ers she has to speak at the American public grade school, “the silence became a misery.” � e 
norms of the American school require the students to speak loudly, to be aggressive and social. 
Observing other quiet Chinese girls at school, Maxine understands that “silence had to do 
with being a Chinese girl” (193). � is is, however, contradicted by the Chinese girls’ loudness 
in Chinese school and at home, although even at the Chinese school speaking proved to be 
an ordeal for Maxine. An additional confusing factor is the pressure felt by Maxine and other 
Chinese American girls, and exerted by American ideas of femininity, to whisper even more 
so� ly than American girls. Ultimately, most girls, having been referred to a speech therapist, 



100

C
ha

p
te

r 2

“found some voice, however faltering. [� ey] invented an American-feminine speaking per-
sonality […]” (200).

When initially her voice falters, Maxine “� unked kindergarten and in the � rst grade had 
no IQ—a zero IQ.”43 In due course, Maxine comes to unquestioningly accept and echo her 
American teachers’ equation of verbal expression with intelligence and individuality, and 
speechlessness with the absence of brain and character (Cheung 1993, 6, 90). Having inter-
nalized the norms and criteria of her teachers, she one day in the school’s bathroom tortures 
a timid Chinese classmate in an e� ort to make her speak. Scolding and pinching this “alter 
ego” (Kim 1982, 205) who exposes her own powerlessness, understanding how the struggle 
for language symbolizes the struggle for identity, Maxine pronounces that “if you don’t talk, 
you can’t have a personality” (210). Her bullying and harassment re� ect her self-contempt, her 
self-hatred at being an inarticulate Chinese American.44

But Maxine also dissociates herself from the Chinese who are shouters. Faced with a 
speech impediment, she � nds it “strange” that the emigrant villagers are “shouters, hollering 
face to face,” “everybody talking at once, big arm gestures, spit � ying.” She implicitly refers to 
her own mother when she asserts that “You can see the disgust on American faces looking 
at women like that,” and juxtaposes her silent self to the “[n]ormal Chinese women [whose] 
voices are strong and bossy.”45 � us, in her American environment the young Maxine attempts 
to obtain the proper American-feminine voice. � at these e� orts only partially succeed can be 
inferred from the narrator’s shameful assessment of her voice as “a crippled animal running 
on broken legs.” Listening to her own voice, she “could hear splinters in [her] voice, bones 
rubbing jagged against one another” (196). She experiences her mouth going “permanently 
crooked with e� ort” (199). � ese metaphors indicate that Maxine feels her speech handicap 
to be related to physical immobility. It is as if she feels unable to move and move away. Having 

“a terrible time talking,” she accuses her mother of “tampering with [her] speech” (191), as the 
latter claims that she cut Maxine’s frenum when she was still an infant. It is no wonder that 
Maxine projects her feelings of verbal powerlessness onto her mother, the champion talker, 
who, Maxine suspects, has cut her frenum in order to stunt her speech and thus “help break 
her power.”46

43. 212. See also 192. In “Cultural Mis-readings by American Reviewers” Kingston questions the validity of 
IQ-tests, “because they are culturally biased against a non-English-speaking child” (1982, 64). 
44. For a detailed discussion of the incident, see Chapter 10, “Ganging Up.”
45. 199-200. Knowing her mother to be one of the “loud women […] shouting” (221), Maxine admits never 
having been able to stop her mother’s “screams in public libraries or over telephones. […] Chinese commu-
nication was loud, public” (12-13).
46. Mylan 1996, 139-140. Lack of speech is a recurrent motif in coming-of-age literature. � e narrator of Lee
(1994) recounts that as a girl from Hong Kong she did not speak at her U.S. public school (73). � e Korean 
American narrator of “ ‘Do You Have Eyelashes?’ ” remembers that she spent the � rst two years of elementary 
school “in complete silence” (Kim 1991, 203). In Lorde (1982), Audre does not speak for the � rst four years 
of her life (1990, 21-23). � e cutting of Maxine’s frenum returns in Lorde’s Zami, where the adult narrator 
remembers: “the doctors at the clinic had clipped the little membrane under my tongue so I was no longer 
tongue-tied […]” (1990, 23). In Moraga (1994), Dolores cuts o�  the tongue of her daughter Cerezita, which 
Jay characterizes as a way of silencing the girl in order to protect her and molding her to comply with societal 
norms (1996, 109-110).
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But the reader comes to suspect that Maxine’s wish to express herself is not only re-
pressed by her damaged frenum. Maxine’s cut frenum symbolizes several factors referred to 
in Kingston’s text that exacerbate the girl’s speech impediment: the Asian tradition to train in Kingston’s text that exacerbate the girl’s speech impediment: the Asian tradition to train in Kingston
young females to be subservient and silent, formal and well-behaved; the Chinese immigrant 
community’s misogynist proverbs; the disapproval in Chinese culture of free speech; Maxine’s 
con� ict between her Chinese upbringing and the norms of the American school, and be-
tween American gender expectations (“American-feminine”) and Chinese gender expecta-
tions (“Chinese-feminine”); and di� erent types of racism.47

� e cut frenum also symbolizes, claims Amy Ling, “the mother’s overwhelming power 
over the daughter, in a sense, a castrating power.” Silencing Maxine in school and leaving her 
with a “pressed-duck voice” (223), Ling calls the act “a terrifying aggression, an act of violence 
and repression” (1990, 162, 127). It is not the cut frenum per se, however, but the story of the 
cut frenum that, as a metaphor, materializes Maxine’s adolescent struggle to discover her own 
voice. Maxine does not remember the actual event, but only the subsequent verbal account of 
it by her mother. � us, the maternal reconstruction of the event in narrative, passing on a tale 
of female castration, testi� es “to the power of the mother’s word to constitute the daughter’s 
history […]” (Smith 1987, 168). � e mother’s power is twofold: she does not only hold physi-
cal power over her daughter’s speech apparatus, but also possesses the knowledge and verbal 
power to tell about her daughter’s (lack of) speech. � us, in line with Sidonie Smith we can say 
that it is not only the mother’s deed, but also the mother’s story that “literally cut[…] the voice 
out of her” (1987, 168). As a young girl protagonist and as adult narrator, however, Maxine is 
able to weaken the authority of her mother’s verbal power. She both challenges her mother’s 
claimed intentions and her mother’s account of the act. 

Maxine’s mother explained her mutilating act by claiming that she wished to prevent 
her daughter from becoming tongue-tied, and enable her tongue to speak di� erent languages 
(190). “I cut it to make you talk more […]’ ” (235). � is is the maternal motivation most liter-
ary critics bring up in analyzing the incident.48 At other instances in the novel, on the other 
hand, more covert explanations can be found—chipping away at the mother’s original justi-
� cation. At one point, for example, Maxine’s mother admits that she “ ‘� xed’ ” her daughter’s 
tongue so she “ ‘could say charming things’,” as the girl “ ‘turned out so unusual’ ” (237). � us, 
whereas the mother previously claimed to have aimed at Maxine’s ability to shi� , and freely 
move about in language, this time she appears to strive for a � xation, securing her daughter in 
a regular, routine, and restricted system of communication.

Maxine herself comes up with extra motivations, and supplements her mother’s claimed 
incentives for slicing the frenum with possible others. When as a young girl she mutters a 

47. Maxine’s imposed silence, for instance, comes from her mother’s reprimands: “ ‘Stop that crying!’ my 
mother would yell […] ‘Bad girl! Stop!’,” 54; “ ‘Don’t talk back,’ my mother scolded,” 224. For a discussion of 
this complexity of imposed silences, see Chan in Cheung 1993, 6, n9. An example of a misogynist proverb is 

“ ‘Girls are maggots in the rice’,” 51. See also 54, 62, 222, 225. � e discouragement of free speech appears from 
“� e Chinese say ‘a ready tongue is an evil’,” 190. References to di� erently gendered speaking can be found 
on pages 13, 56, 200. Finally, racism speaks from the white American orientalist denigration of Chinese lan-
guage as “chingchong ugly” (199) and anti-Asian immigration policies (165).
48. see, for instance, Juhasz 1985, 183; Ling 1983-1984, 160.
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curse, she suggests that her mother “was afraid that I’d say things like that out loud and so had 
cut my tongue” (223). � e adult Maxine insinuates that her mother cut her tongue because she 
is a teller of tales, and likes to create stories “twisted into designs” (189-190). She also suggests 
that her mother cut her tongue in order to be able to speak through Maxine, who would act as 
translator for her immigrant parents. “[� e Chinese] want to � x up your tongue to speak for 
them” (196). All three possibilities water down the mother’s explanation and, by implication, 
her storytelling authority. At the same time they enhance Maxine’s position as the one who 
talks and tells: as curser, liar, and translator.

Although Maxine does not know how the mutilation occurred, both as a young protago-
nist and as adult narrator she makes up possible versions of the incident. � e fantasy of the 
young Maxine is hidden in her feelings of distress: “all during childhood I felt sorry for the 
baby whose mother waited with scissors or knife in hand for it to cry—and then, when its 
mouth was wide open like a baby bird’s, cut.” In this personal version of the incident, at once 
identifying with and distancing herself from the innocent victim (“the baby,” “baby bird”), 
Maxine stages the “mother” as a practical, e�  cient, but merciless operator. But the young 
girl also imagines having outwitted this competent mother. When she is unable to detect any 
scars in her mouth, she imagines that “perhaps I had had two frena, and she had cut one.” In 
this fantasized account, she does not merely identify as a victim, but as a victim who possibly 
fooled the attacker. � e adult Maxine tells us that her mother “pushed my tongue up and 
sliced the frenum. Or maybe she snipped it with a pair of nail scissors” (190). Visualizing two 
di� erent versions of the story, summed up in “Or maybe,” the narrator challenges her mother’s 
authority, and asserts her own. 

In several ways the daughter thus destabilizes her mother’s storytelling power. She places 
her own accounts beside that of her mother—which she, moreover, does not reiterate. She 
both visualizes her own dissociation from the story, and her outmaneuvering of her mother. 
In addition, she reveals that one story can have more than one version. But Maxine does not 
undercut her mother’s storytelling power completely, for she is le�  wondering whether the 
story of the cut frenum is true or not. She is also unclear about the mutilation’s e� ect on her 
voice, and continues to inquire about her mother’s motivations and objectives. I have shown 
above how the daughters in � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior � e Joy Luck Club tell stories by asking 
detailed questions, but at the same time incorporate their mothers in their own storytelling. 
Here the young Maxine also empathetically includes her mother in making up her story of 
the incident. As she herself makes up the disturbing parts of the story, she asks her mother 
whether the cutting had hurt her: “ ‘Did I cry and bleed?’ ” Her mother, however, does not 
acknowledge Maxine’s developing storytelling power. She discourages Maxine’s questioning 
by stating “ ‘I told you’,” “ ‘I don’t remember. Probably’,” and “ ‘Why don’t you quit blabbering 
and get to work?’ ” (191).

In Tan’s and as well in KingstonIn Tan’s and as well in KingstonIn Tan ’s text the daughters’ sense of self is in a complex manner ’s and as well in Kingston’s text the daughters’ sense of self is in a complex manner ’s and as well in Kingston
linked to their capability to articulate themselves and be heard by their mothers (Foster 1996, 
208). But whereas it is of crucial importance to be acknowledged when one wishes to speak, 
the mothers fail to listen. Although � e Woman Warrior, more clearly than � e Joy Luck Club, 
exhibits the narrator’s progression from silent and tongueless girl to expressive woman, nei-
ther of the novels presents a real exchange, let alone a complete reconciliation, between moth-
ers and daughters. � e mothers only indirectly in� uence their daughters’ process of invention. 
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Although Chu states that in Tan’s text the mothers “[…] mediate as the daughters seek to con- states that in Tan’s text the mothers “[…] mediate as the daughters seek to con- states that in Tan
struct narratives of Chinese female subjectivity that will be enabling to them in their task of 
Chinese American self-formation” (2000, 142), the mothers in � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior � e 
Joy Luck Club do not actually do so. When inquisitively and imaginatively the girls solicit their 
mothers’ help in � lling in the blanks, they are seldom granted answers or assistance.

Pseudo-dialogue and furious outbursts

� e mothers and daughters in both � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior and � e Woman Warrior � e Joy Luck Club rarely engage 
in any conversation. � e Joy Luck Cub does reveal di� erent forms of pseudo-dialogue. Chap-
ters narrated by the daughters alternate with chapters told from the mothers’ perspective. For 
the reader this shi� ing of voices creates a text-structure in which mothers and daughters 
appear to respond to each other. Referring to Tan’s novel, Angelika Bammerappear to respond to each other. Referring to Tan’s novel, Angelika Bammerappear to respond to each other. Referring to Tan  writes: “[…] the 
dialogic narrative structure, in which mothers and daughters take terms [sic] occupying the 
position of narrative authority, structurally replicates the constant process of cultural negotia-
tion within and among families in immigrant communities.”49

Another kind of dialogicity in � e Joy Luck Club is implied when the maternal narrators 
turn their reference to “my daughter” into a reference to a “you.” An-mei narrates how her 
adult daughter Rose “lies down on a psychiatrist couch, squeezing tears out […],” whereas she 
herself knows how it is to “try to understand what has […] happened. You do not need a psy-
chiatrist to do this.” In the second instance, Lindo indirectly asks her daughter Waverly: “Why 
do you always tell your friends that I arrived in the United States on a slow boat from China? 
[…] Why do you always tell people that I met your father in the Cathay house […]. Why are 
you attracted only to Chinese nonsense? You must understand my real circumstances […]” 
(215, 241, 259, emphases added). Although both instances are examples of (pseudo-)dialogue, 
they emphasize cultural di� erence and misunderstanding rather than reconciliation. � ey 
also weaken any emerging dialogue. In the � rst instance, the mother implies that the daughter 
should listen to her and not listen or speak to others. In the second episode the mother ac-
cuses her daughter of lying, thus disqualifying her daughter’s own talking capacity and hinder-
ing any verbal exchange. 

Some critics suggest that � e Woman Warrior contains a pseudo-dialogue. Joan Lido� � e Woman Warrior contains a pseudo-dialogue. Joan Lido� � e Woman Warrior ,  contains a pseudo-dialogue. Joan Lido� ,  contains a pseudo-dialogue. Joan Lido� 
for instance, presents the text as a “story of both the mother’s and the daughter’s realities, and 
of the complex expectations and interactions between the two—from both points of view.”50

Other critics have pointed out that the last chapter, entitled “A Song for a Barbarian Reed Pipe,” 
is a joint narrative. � ey claim that while the young Maxine is mainly a silent listener, the adult 
narrator is in the end able to create a collaborative talk-story with her mother. Indeed, the 
� nal chapter includes a story of which the adult narrator claims: “� e beginning is hers, the 

49. 1994, 107 n.12. In his case-study of “the counter-centrifugal dialogicity in the [novel’s] collection of 
monologues,” Souris reveals that this dialogicity in fact is located in the reader’s experience of the narrative, 
as Tan’s novel lets perspectives actively intermingle across utterances (1994, 120, 100).as Tan’s novel lets perspectives actively intermingle across utterances (1994, 120, 100).as Tan
50. 1991, 120. Cheung contends that “[…] many chapters of [Kingston’s] autobiography are in a sense col- contends that “[…] many chapters of [Kingston’s] autobiography are in a sense col- contends that “[…] many chapters of [Kingston
laborations between mother and daughter […]” (1988, 171).
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ending, mine” (240). � e narrator also comments that the song called “Eighteen Stanzas for a 
Barbarian Reed Pipe,” included in her part, “translated well” (243). � is statement is usually 
regarded by critics as a resolution and appeasement between mother and daughter.51

Sheryl A. Mylan, however, argues that such an interpretation can easily sentimentalize 
the reconciliation, “making it seem that the two cultures can meet in a happy fusion or as-
similation.” � e fact that Maxine’s Chinese heritage is not elegantly compatible with American 
culture is indicated, according to Mylan, by the fact that mother and daughter each tell dis-
parate stories with only the minimum of connections (1996, 149). � e apparent appeasement 
thus proves illusory. One could, of course, say that the mother’s story frames the daughter’s 
story. Without the mother’s beginning, the daughter may not have found an opening to tell. 
Maxine is not only internal focalizer, but also external focalizer, and as such has the power 
to grant the mother the opportunity to speak (Pattynama 1992, 99-100). But on the level of 
the narrative, the mother and daughter are not able to engage in any extensive dialogue or 
encouraging interchange. 

In both � e Woman Warrior and � e Joy Luck Club the daughters fabricate their own 
stories from the raw material provided by their mothers, but are not helped out with their 
questions, nor listened to, as the mothers either interrupt or reject their stories. � e examples 
of pseudo-dialogue do not compensate for the fact that, within the world of the text, most girls 
are only able to quietly fantasize their response. Instead of speaking up, they make up stories 
in their heads. � ey seldom openly reject their mothers’ words, and even then are able to do so 
only in an embattled way, as I will show in two examples from Tan’s text. � e mother’s failure only in an embattled way, as I will show in two examples from Tan’s text. � e mother’s failure only in an embattled way, as I will show in two examples from Tan
to listen will then be demonstrated by an example from Kingston’s text.to listen will then be demonstrated by an example from Kingston’s text.to listen will then be demonstrated by an example from Kingston

In the anecdote in � e Joy Luck Club, referred to above, in which a mother cautions her 
daughter not to ride her bicycle around the corner by referring to a book called � e Twenty Six 
Malignant Gates, the girl stages a triple protest. She � rst demands evidence and inquires about 
the contents of the book, implicitly objecting to her exclusion from the crucial information it 
contains. When her mother continues to sit “knitting in silence” (87) the girl talks back—or 
rather, shouts back—in an attempt to gain control. Her � nal exclamation holds an accusation 
with which she disquali� es her mother’s knowledge: “ ‘You can’t tell me because you don’t 
know! You don’t know anything!’ ” (25). � is verbal disquali� cation of maternal wisdom is 
replicated in one of the chapters, when Waverly, the young chess champion, tells her mother 
not to interfere with her practicing (98-99). Presented with all kinds of strategic advice from 
her mother, Waverly tells her “she didn’t know anything, so she shouldn’t show o� . She should 
shut up” (170). Both daughters attempt to break away from their mothers’ words and disas-
sociate themselves from their mothers by openly rejecting their advice.52

In � e Woman Warrior Maxine also focuses on her mother in her wish to verbally assert � e Woman Warrior Maxine also focuses on her mother in her wish to verbally assert � e Woman Warrior

51. See, for instance, Smith 1987, 171-173.
52. Analogously, the daughters in other coming-of-age texts verbally assert their knowledge and reject their 
mothers’. At the age of sixteen, citing American cultural ideology, daughter Ruth in Tan (2001) shouts: “ ‘I’m 
an American,’ […]. ‘I have a right to privacy, to pursue my own happiness. Not yours!’ ” (123). � e narrator 
of Telemaque (2000) also verbally asserts herself: “I said (bravely I thought), ‘I don’t want any body to pick a 
husband for me. I am a modern girl.’ � en I added de� antly, ‘In America you marry whom you please. You 
pick each other’ ” (29, 36).
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herself. But when she stages a confrontation by confessing to her mother a list of girlhood 
indiscretions, which would make her mother “know the true things about me” (229), her 
mother is not interested. Instead of responding to Maxine’s revelations, she tells the girl to 
leave her alone. While the mother in Tan’s text sits “knitting in silence,” this mother is silently leave her alone. While the mother in Tan’s text sits “knitting in silence,” this mother is silently leave her alone. While the mother in Tan
doing her chores: “she did not hit me or throw hot starch at me,” “she said nothing, but only 
continued squeezing the starch,” “ ‘Mm,’ she said, squeezing the starch […] and acted as if she 
hadn’t heard,” ‘Mm,’ she said, nodded, and kept dipping and squeezing.” Maxine receives no 
response other than her mother’s dipping and squeezing. In addition, her mother implicitly 
accuses her of wasting her time with talking instead of working: “ ‘I can’t stand this whisper-
ing,’ she said […]. ‘Senseless gabbings every night. I wish you would stop. Go away and work. 
Whispering, whispering, making no sense. Madness. I don’t feel like hearing your craziness’.”53

By refusing to grant Maxine’s words legitimacy (Smith 1987, 171), the mother symbolically 
repeats the earlier “castration” (the slicing of the frenum).

� us we have returned to the trope of non-listening, which runs throughout � e Woman 
Warrior.54 Ultimately, one night over dinner, Maxine gets to her feet, bursting to speak. Decid-
ing to stand up, “talking and burbling” right at the dinner table, Maxine dissociates herself 
from her family and identi� es with the ghosts, as we know that “[…] at the dinner table, where 
the family members came nearest one another, no one could talk, not the outcasts nor any 
eaters” and that only ghosts “talk during meals” (233, 13, 214). Her whispered confessions 
about her sinful disloyalty to her family and Chinese culture have been transformed into loud 
grievances, concluding in a statement of independence. “By gathering the con� dence to speak 
of things her mother and others have declared unmentionable […], Maxine establishes herself 
as a subject […]” (Chu 1992, 105). Maxine assumes the role of narrator, or speaking subject, 
and declares her independence.

In this furious outburst, Maxine declares her adoption of American notions of autonomy, 
and condemns, speci� cally, her parents’ failure to teach her English, her mother’s act of cut-
ting her frenum, and her mother’s talk-stories. Representing herself as an American teller of 
facts who has learned to turn stories into essays, she identi� es herself as disconnected from 
her Chinese mother who mingles facts and � ction, and who lies with her stories (234-235; 
Cheung 1988, 183). She calls her mother’s stories so illogical that she never wants to listen 
to them again. Inconsistent and inaccurate, secretive and shi� y, the stories puzzle her. Her 
mother shouts back, countering and undercutting her daughter, but also yielding her answers. 
Her reply, however, also implicitly accuses Maxine of asking questions, and being ignorant 

53. 232-233. Accusing her daughter of whispering, the mother also implicitly announces her daughter’s 
abnormality, as Maxine has learned that “Chinese communication was loud, public. Only sick people had to 
whisper” (13). 
54. When the young Maxine informs her mother that she “got straight A’s,” her mother does not respond, but 
instead announces that she will tell her daughter “a true story about a girl who saved her village” (54). � is 
mother resembles Lena’s mother, in � e Joy Luck Club, who is frustrated with her daughter’s questions, and 
is unwilling to lend her daughter an ear when she inquires about a beggar (103) or asks why she has to go 
home straight a� er school (“ ‘Aii-ya! Such questions! Because it is too terrible to consider’,” 106). � us, the 
mothers’ repressive device, the folk saying “ ‘Bite back your tongue’ ” (89), has materialized into a disregard 
and unresponsiveness towards the daughter.
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about the Chinese habit of “saying the opposite” (237). Just when Maxine had put an end 
to her own silence by releasing her pent-up anger, she � nds that her mother eliminates the 
rationale for her resentments and undercuts the foundation of her anger. Whereas Maxine 
had hoped that if her mother would know the list, “she […] would become more like me […]” 
(230), her mother now appears to take over: “She herself was shouting out things I had meant 
to tell her” (236).

Conclusion 

Feminist critics studying female narratives of bicultural experience have uncovered a ten-
dency among narrators who are women to retell the mythic stories they are told by their 
immigrant (grand)parents. In some texts, the original story is not altered. In Paule Marshall’s 
Praisesong for the Widow (1983), Avatara (Avey) Johnson literally retells the story of the Ibos’ Praisesong for the Widow (1983), Avatara (Avey) Johnson literally retells the story of the Ibos’ Praisesong for the Widow
return to Africa as she received it from her Great-Aunt Cuney. � e relative refuses any ques-
tions, “and the story is evidently complete in itself, with no commentary or additions needed. 
[…] � is re-creation suggests that the story’s message is � nished, complete; the griot’s tale 
need not incorporate Avey’s experience” (Kubitschek 1991, 88). In other texts, the original need not incorporate Avey’s experience” (Kubitschek 1991, 88). In other texts, the original need not incorporate Avey’s experience” (Kubitschek
story is transformed. In Helena María Viramontes’s story “Tears on my Pillow,” the ten-year-
old narrator Ofelia adapts the Chicano folktale of la Llorona that her grandmother tells her, 
when her experience of living in an LA housing project “spills over into” the old myth. Sonia 
Saldívar-Hull calls Ofelia’s variant a “powerful revision” of the “masculinist” and “androcen-
tric” “cultural script” and an “alternative cultural self-representation […]” (2000, 156-158).55

Despite this apparent di� erence between Marshall’s and Viramontes’s texts, in both examples 
the narrators can build on � nished stories.

Sometimes, however, narrators are only granted sketchy and incomplete stories. � ey 
have no more to start from than the lies and silences of their mothers and other relatives. � is 
is the case with the daughters in Maxine Hong Kingston’s is the case with the daughters in Maxine Hong Kingston’s is the case with the daughters in Maxine Hong Kingston � e Woman Warrior and Amy Tan� e Woman Warrior and Amy Tan� e Woman Warrior ’s  and Amy Tan’s  and Amy Tan
� e Joy Luck Club. Experiencing the incompatibility of the two worlds in which they live, the 
young daughters of these novels � nd themselves in a continuous state of anxiety and perplex-
ity. Feeling located in multiple discourses, re� ecting the norms of both the dominant white 
society and the Chinese immigrant community, and confused and silenced by racism and sex-
ism, linguistic and cultural barriers, the girls are also subjected to a torrent of words from their 
mothers. Confronted with a�  rming as well as restricting stories, with riddles as well as silence, 
they reject and mock their mothers’ annoying messages. But they also try to � nd their hidden 
meanings, and use them as sources of inspiration. Combined with their own experience and 
imagination, the maternal stories thus o� er starting points to develop their own storytelling, 
which assists in the construction of their identity. In line with Paul John Eakin we can say 
that the mothers’ stories become the girls’ pre-texts for “self-invention” (1985). � e Chinese 
mothers, however, are impatient with their daughters’ attempts to obtain their autonomy. As a 
result, the daughters fantasize, but hardly verbalize their fantasies. � us, the mothers’ stories 

55. Analogously, the adult narrator of Cofer (1990) remembers that as a young girl, by way of entertaining 
herself, she created her own alternative stories about the Caribbean folk � gure María Sabida (78-81).
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do not (yet) � nd an eloquent equivalent in the daughters’ stories. 
Malini Johar Schueller argues that “for the American-born daughters, the Chinese past 

exists discursively, in language, through the stories told about it by their mothers” (1992, 81). 
But in the novels discussed, as I have indicated, the body also works with the words. I have 
shown how in both Kingston’s and Tanshown how in both Kingston’s and Tanshown how in both Kingston ’s texts the mothers’ powerful storytelling has a physical ’s and Tan’s texts the mothers’ powerful storytelling has a physical ’s and Tan
e� ect on their daughters. Inversely, the daughters’ talking back also has physical consequences. 
Shouting “ ‘[…] I wish I wasn’t your daughter. I wish you weren’t my mother’,” and “ ‘I wish 
I’d never been born! […] I wish I were dead!’,” Tan’s June feels scared, feeling “like worms I’d never been born! […] I wish I were dead!’,” Tan’s June feels scared, feeling “like worms I’d never been born! […] I wish I were dead!’,” Tan
and toads and slimy things crawling out of my chest […]” (142). When Kingston’s Maxine at-and toads and slimy things crawling out of my chest […]” (142). When Kingston’s Maxine at-and toads and slimy things crawling out of my chest […]” (142). When Kingston
tempts to tell her mother her list of sins, she feels “something alive tearing at [her] throat, bite 
by bite, from the inside.” Her throat aches incessantly (233, 229).

� ese two instances of physicality do not stand on their own. I have discussed how one 
mother in � e Joy Luck Club responds to her daughter by sitting and “knitting in silence.” 
When Waverly in the same novel practices her chess games, her mother stands over her, “Her 
lips would be sealed tight, […] a so�  ‘Hmmmmph’ would escape from her nose.” Complain-
ing to her mother that she does not wish to be shown o� , Waverly’s mother “grasped my hand 
even tighter as she glared at me. […] My mother’s eyes turned into dangerous black slits. She 
had no words for me, just sharp silence” (98-99). In a second episode, when June tells her 
mother she will not practice playing the piano anymore, the mother and daughter shout and 
scream, but also enter into a physical � ght. “She was frighteningly strong, half pulling, half 
carrying me to the piano […]. Her chest was heaving even more and her mouth was open, 
smiling crazily as if she were pleased I was crying. […] her face went blank, her mouth closed, 
her arms went slack, and she backed out of the room, stunned […]” (142).

� ese are powerful, but rare instances of physicality and physical communication in the 
two novels. In her discussion of “the central place of the maternal imago within the con-
stitution of female subjectivity,” Silverman names the maternal voice the “acoustic” mirror 
in which the child � rst hears itself. “� e maternal voice is […] complexly bound up in that 
drama which ‘decisively projects the formation of the individual into history’.” But Silverman
also argues, in addition, that “the child gropes its way toward identity by incorporating the 
mother’s facial expressions, sounds and movements […]” (1988, 135, 100). Tan’s and Kings-mother’s facial expressions, sounds and movements […]” (1988, 135, 100). Tan’s and Kings-mother’s facial expressions, sounds and movements […]” (1988, 135, 100). Tan
ton’s texts do not elaborate much on such body language. � e communication between the ton’s texts do not elaborate much on such body language. � e communication between the ton
Chinese American mothers and daughters occurs mostly verbally. In the next chapter, I will 
show how two selected Caribbean American novels, Brown Girl, Brownstones (Paule Marshall
1959) and Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (Audre Lorde 1982), present the communication 
between mothers and daughters more physically. Growing up in other cultural contexts than 
the daughters of this chapter, Marshall’s and Lorde’s protagonists experience similar con� icts. 
But the Caribbean American mothers’ storytelling has a more plastic and expressive character 
than that of the Chinese American mothers, which is more ingenious and cerebral in its con-
struction. Moving from stories to bodies, in the next chapter I will discuss the impact of body 
language on the relationship between mothers and daughters and on the construction of the 
daughters’ identity.





Show and Tell
Chapter 3



110

C
ha

p
te

r 3

Mothers’ stories, mothers’ bodies

As mentioned in the introduction to the � rst Chapter, in her seminal essay “In Search of Our 
Mothers’ Gardens” Alice Walker speaks of “the creative spark” the mothers and grandmothers 
handed down: “[…] so many of the stories that I write, that we all write, are my mother’s sto-
ries” (1984, 240). Walker speaks not only of storytelling, but also of an artistry and creativity 
that included quilting and gardening. Most critics referring to Walker’s essay, however, look 
at the transmission of black women’s history through an oral tradition.1 Part of this chapter 
will likewise concentrate on Walker’s reference to her “mother’s stories.” I will investigate how 
the exploration of matrilineal roots and the claiming and celebration of a black, speci� cally 
women’s heritage, have been repeated by other writers (Kubitschek 1991, 1). Since the seven-women’s heritage, have been repeated by other writers (Kubitschek 1991, 1). Since the seven-women’s heritage, have been repeated by other writers (Kubitschek
ties, many black women authors have written about black mother power and mother-daughter 
relationships.2 � eir emphasis on female ancestors, history, and community o� en converges 
in the � gure of the mother or mother � gure. Writing in the voices of daughters, the authors 

“think back through their mothers” and identify with a black mother � gure. � is allows them 
to de� ne their own subjectivity and assert themselves (Hirsch 1989, 177). 

Marianne Hirsch and Mary Helen Washington argue that, unlike numerous current 
white feminist authors who characterize their creative individuality as disconnected from, or 
even in opposition to their mothers, black writers have contended that there is a “connection 
between the black woman writer’s sense of herself as part of a link in generations of women, 
and their decision to write.” � e issues of competition, which frequently mark Euro-Ameri-
can discussions of the mother-daughter relationship, are less frequent in writings by African 
American women, according to Hirsch and Washington. Washington disagrees with white 
critics who declare mother-daughter discord to be universal. “Many black women writers 
have testi� ed to the existence of […] generational continuity between themselves and their 
mothers, and they write that continuity into their texts.”3

� is would suggest that African American women have found their heritage, if no less 
problematic, at least more empowering. � ey have adopted their mothers’ and grandmothers’ 
stories, which transmit painful pasts, but also provide female models of strength, commit-
ment, and joy. As Fabian Clements Worsham states:

� e writings of African American women hold particular interest for […] feminist 
theorists who seek to replace the Freudian model of female adolescent development 
(which emphasizes con� ict) with a model based on interdependency and growth 
through relationships, thus fostering stronger bonds between all mothers and 
daughters […].4

1. Collins 1987 and 1990; Hirsch 1989; Joseph 1981 and 1984; Koppelman 1985; Kubitschek 1991; O’Neale 1985; Kubitschek 1991; O’Neale 1985; Kubitschek
1984; Russell 1990; Wade-Gayles 1997; Washington 1991; Worsham 1996.
2. See, for instance, Angelou (1971), Campbell (1990), Lorde (1990), and Morrison (1987).
3. Hirsch 1989, 177; Washington 1984, 161, 148. See also Joseph (1981), Kubitschek (1991), Nice (1981), Kubitschek (1991), Nice (1981), Kubitschek  (1992), 
Pearlman (1989).
4. Worsham 1996, 118. See also Nice (1992, 66) and Wyatt (1990, 206). Concluding her analysis of Walker’s 
� e Color Purple (1982), Wyatt writes: “If no break with the mother is required because the mother’s role is 
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Some critics argue that black women’s literature shows ambivalence in mother-daughter rela-
tionships.5 Others, however, point out that many authors romanticize mother-daughter rela-
tionships and disregard their complexities. Diane F. Sado�  claims that black women seeking tionships and disregard their complexities. Diane F. Sado�  claims that black women seeking tionships and disregard their complexities. Diane F. Sado� 
their matrilineage will idealize and conceal. In an implicit reference to the title of Walker’s 
classic essay, she asserts that the “mothers’ gardens grow weeds as well as � owers.” Andrea 
Benton Rushing writes of the “usually unconscious thrust” among black women to create 
symbolic images of “epic,” “heroic,” or “archetypal” black lives, knowing these are valued by 
the race. “[I]n almost all the mother poems, mother is above criticism, the almost perfect 
symbol of black struggle, su� ering, and endurance.” Nan Bauer Maglin discusses the conse-
quences of such a tendency. She remembers feeling paralyzed by the “implicit denial of the ne-
cessity for generational con� ict and critical dialectic.” O� entimes, in literature of matrilineage, 

“the strength of the women in our past is sentimentalized or is magni� ed […]. Sometimes 
our genealogical and historical mothers become not persons but symbols […] and lose their 
multidimensionality.”6

A variety of critics have discussed why black women writers have placed such a strong 
emphasis on the positive in� uence of mothers. Some have pointed to the obligation felt by 
black women writers to remain loyal to their mothers and represent them positively. E. Fran-
ces White argues that black women feel a pressure to conceal the psychological battles with 

“the very women who taught us how to survive in this racist and sexist world”; otherwise they 
would “feel like ungrateful traitors.” Other critics have pointed to the “necessity of promoting 
‘positive images’ of blacks in general and of black women in particular.” Discussing the “limit-
ing range of characterization of mothers and daughters” and the creation of “a positive stereo-
type,” Fabian Clements Worsham emphasizes that “the projection of positive images […] is 
essential to the development of black pride and self-worth and is a key element in countering 
stereotypes such as ‘the Mammy’ and ‘Sapphire’.” Marianne Hirsch has noted “the tremen-
dously powerful need to present to the public a positive image of black womanhood.”7

respected, development is constituted less by a sharp division between self and mother and more by a slide 
back and forth between identi� cation and di� erentiation […]” (1991, 202).
5. Worsham (1996), for instance, points out that black women’s poetry exhibits not only the mutually lov-
ing and supportive relationships between black mothers and daughters, but also feelings of ambivalence and 
problematic interactions. Aware that they cannot live up to their mothers’ physical and emotional strength, 
some daughters express feelings of inadequacy and feel endlessly haunted by their mothers’ o� entimes heroic 
lives. Other daughters resent the manipulation and control that their mothers exercise over them, or their 
mothers’ complacency and lack of political awareness (117-131). Nice (1992) applauds black women poets 
for disclosing “ ‘ambivalence’ in all its glory,” and revealing the “anger, guilt, and di�  culties in communica-
tion” between black mothers and daughters (187).
6. Sado�  1985, 26; Rushing6. Sado�  1985, 26; Rushing6. Sado�  1978, 74, 76, 82. See also Brown-Guillory (1996, 10) and Maglin 1978, 74, 76, 82. See also Brown-Guillory (1996, 10) and Maglin 1978, 74, 76, 82. See also Brown-Guillory  (1980, 263). 
Mirza (1992, 2) and Wade-Gayles (1984, 8) also discuss the one-dimensional portraits of black mothers and 
the “celebratory emphasis” on “strong black mothers.” 
7. White 1984, 21; Worsham 1996, 119; Hirsch 1990, 417. In addition, Wallace’s explanation includes the 
black female novelists’ “nostalgia for and valorization of the rural and the anonymity of the unlettered” (1990, 
59). Discussing Afro-Caribbean literature, Hoving (2001) maintains that the complex Afro-Caribbean con-
cept of the mother has taken its form through the shattering experiences of the African Diaspora, slavery, 
and (neo)colonialism, and the pains and hardships of (o� en single) motherhood. Having to cope with the 
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Audre Lorde’s poem “Call” exempli� es the tendency to place black women on a pedestal. 
It sentimentally links the everyday struggles of the narrator’s mother with mythical and leg-
endary � gures (Davies 1990, 71). Moreover, it echoes Alice Walker’s claim that black mothers 
have granted their daughters a voice: “[…] my mother and Winnie Mandela are singing in my 
throat […]” (Lorde 1986, 73-75). Lorde’s autobiographical Zami: A New Spelling of My Name
(1982) includes in its “Acknowledgements” an appreciation both of “Clare Cross who connect-
ed me with my matrilineage,” and of her mother Linda Belmar Lorde “for my � rst principles 
of combat and survival” (1990, n.p.). As such the “Acknowledgements” substantiate Walker’s 
claim that black women seek out their selves through the legacy imparted to them by southern 
black women. Zami indeed presents the girl-protagonist Audre who partially constructs her 
identity around her mother. Growing up in a Caribbean household in 1930’s and 1940’s Har-
lem, New York, the girl admires her resolute, industrious mother who exerts strong verbal and 
physical power and battles with American capitalist culture while determinedly clasping her 
African Caribbean heritage. Otherwise, however, her relationship with her mother is troubled. 
Audre is not able to identify with her mother. In that sense, Zami does not in fact embody 
Walker’s paean to black motherhood.

In its focus on the mother-daughter relationship, Zami evokes Paule Marshall’s coming-
of-age novel Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959). � is autobiographical novel taps into the experi-
ences of Selina, a � rst-generation American girl trying to reconcile her West Indian heritage 
with the U.S. culture in which she lives. � e story starts in 1939, when the ten-year-old girl is 
growing up in a brownstone section of Brooklyn, New York, where diligent Barbadian immi-
grants hope one day to buy their own houses. Selina’s development, like that of Audre in Zami, 
mainly revolves around her problematic relationship to her strong and domineering mother, 
whom she seeks to understand.

� ere are many di� erences between these two coming-of-age novels. � e most obvi-
ous di� erence relates to the fact that Zami is more explicitly autobiographical and its (adult) 
protagonist distinctly identi� es as a lesbian. � e text’s representation of the self as conveyed 
through the experiences of the main character is largely constructed by the embedding focal-
izer: as an adult, the older I looks back on her life and gives her view and rationalizations of 
socio-historical experiences and past events. Imposing her own adult language, imagination, 
logic, and judgments on the text, this adult narrator makes it di�  cult for the reader to take 
part in the unfolding of the growing self-awareness of the maturing Audre. In Marshall’s text, 
by contrast, Selina’s process of growing-up is mostly told from the perspective of a child and 
adolescent. � e reader thus follows her coming to sexual, ethnic, and racial awareness.

Still, the two novels share central issues relating to the process of identity construction: 
storytelling, the mother-daughter relationship, immigration, racism, poverty, and sexual 
awakening. Moreover, both autobiographical novels con� rm some aspects of Walker’s claim. 
In the � rst sections of this chapter I will discuss the striking impact of the maternal story-
telling on the novels’ daughter-narrators as they are growing up. I will also reveal how the 
mothers’ history and culture play a role in the daughter’s search for identi� cation with their 
mothers, and how the presentation, form, and contents of the maternal story contribute to 

many de� nitions and stereotypes, as well as meaningless idolization, Caribbean women, Hoving writes, “do 
not readily give in to joint, ruthless criticisms of motherhood […]” (142-143).
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this process. In subsequent sections I will show how the two novels qualify Walker’s conten-
tions regarding black daughters’ appropriation of their mothers’ stories and storytelling. My 
analysis of the two novels, though not refuting Walker’s assertions, aims to bring in some 
complementary aspects.

� e � rst quali� cation I will note is that in neither Zami nor Brown Girl do we encounter Brown Girl do we encounter Brown Girl
a free � ow of stories, neither from mothers, nor from others. � us, taking up stories from 
mothers as a source of identi� cation may not be as unproblematic as Alice Walker’s essay 
suggests. For the intensity and e� ectiveness of the mothers’ narrative power also emanates 
from their ability to suppress other stories. Deciding for their daughters whom they are and 
are not allowed to listen to, the mothers tell stories at the expense of stories told by others. 
Furthermore, both novels show that the mothers withhold and conceal certain stories: they 
create secrets and taboos. Signi� cantly, these inhibitions precisely concern issues that are cru-
cial in the construction of identity, such as racism and sexuality. Finally, the mothers suppress 
the daughters’ own storytelling, as they at times pay no attention to, and even silence, their 
daughters’ words.

In addition to this � rst set of quali� cations of Walker’s claim, I will modify the contention 
that it is to the mothers’ stories that the daughters turn. I will demonstrate that the daughters, 
in addition, also turn to the mothers’ bodies. For the daughters are submitted both to maternal 
narrativity and maternal physicality. At a � rst reading, “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” 
emphasizes the verbal quality of black mothers’ cultural heritage: the mothers exert their ver-
bal power and “speak” their “stories” while the daughters listen and record. Stating that the 

“� gurational return of daughters to southern gardens is not to the mother’s body, but to her not to the mother’s body, but to her not
texts,” Houston Baker implicitly expresses such an interpretation of Walker’s essay (1991, 36). 
Interestingly, however, Baker’s text intersperses analyses of black women’s texts with photo-
graphs of black women’s bodies. � is indicates the impossibility of di� erentiating between 
verbal and physical narrativity. When Walker states that she has “absorbed” stories and her 
mother’s “manner” of speaking (1984, 240), she suggests that the black mothers’ legacy is 
physically taken in, and consists not only of contents, but also of style.

In this chapter I will demonstrate how, in Marshall’s and Lorde’s texts, narration includes 
both verbal and physical messages, as storytelling and body-language are neither absolute 
categories nor diametrically opposed. � ey partake of a continuum of communication, and 
complement each other. As the daughters turn not only to their mothers’ words, but also to 
their bodies, they will oppose their mothers’ stories as well as their bodies. But although the 
moments of nonverbal, physical communication between mother and daughter do not as 
readily and noticeably result in the construction of the daughters’ identity, as stories may do, 
they nevertheless are sources of identi� cation, as I hope to demonstrate below.

A net fl ung wide

Paule Marshall has o� en discussed the lasting in� uence of listening to her mother and her 
mother’s friends, the Barbadian women she knew as a child, the “kitchen table poets.”8 In her 

8. De Veaux 1980; Marshall 1973 and 1985 I; Baer 1991.
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autobiographical essay “From the Poets in the Kitchen,” she pays tribute to the women in “the 
wordshop of the kitchen,” and in an interview with Sylvia Baer she remembers:

� e foundation stone for my development as a writer was established when I was 
a kid who was forced to be among these women. […] I was with them around the 
kitchen table when they came back from their day’s work […]. Especially in Brown 
Girl, Brownstones, my � rst novel, I see that I was impelled, forced, to write it, because 
once I got over my adolescent rebellion against family and community I was able to 
see the worth, validity and sacredness of that community in which I grew up, and its 
women especially. (1991, 24)

Echoing Walker’s essay, this reminiscence shows how Marshall, as a child, was initiated in the 
women’s storytelling sessions that, instead of being mere chit-chat, assumed ritual, quasi-re-
ligious proportions. Marshall’s use of “sacredness” makes religion an explicit metaphor, indi-
cating that she was entirely at the mercy of the power of the women’s words. � e e� ect of the 
women’s verbal and mystical authority is still felt when the adult author feels “impelled” to 
write about it. � is echoes Walker’s “urgency that involves the knowledge that her stories […] 
must be recorded” (1984, 240). Positioning her own authorship vis-à-vis that of her mother, 
Marshall here con� rms Walker’s claim of legacy.

However, as important as the mother-daughter relationship was to Marshall’s develop-
ment as a writer, it was, in many ways, problematic. Although she publicly presents herself as 
the “griot,” preserving the stories she heard and absorbed in her mother’s kitchen as she was 
growing up, she has also admitted in an interview that her mother’s in� uence operated in a 
negative way.9

My mother never directly encouraged me to write. What I absorbed from her was 
more a reaction to her negativity. [Her] in� uence was not positive, it was full of prob-
lems, stress, antagonisms. My mother was well aware that it was a power struggle that 
I was seeking to replace her. She called me a “force-ripe woman;” “two head bulls,” 
she would say, “can’t reign in a � ock;” […] She wanted me to get a job as a secretary, 
not to go to college. […] she disapproved of my ambitions. (Washington 1988, 165, 
emphasis added)

While Walker “absorbed” both the stories and storytelling manner of her mother (1984, 240), 
Marshall “absorbed” something else: her mother’s disapproval. For Marshall, writing became 
a way of imitating her mother’s “powerful ability to handle language,” and throwing o�  her 
domination. She also hoped that her success as a writer would please her mother, causing her 
to “take back that awful thing about my being a failure” (Washington 1988, 162, 164-166). 
Marshall’s storytelling was not a mere “record[ing]” of a maternal past in line with Walker, but ’s storytelling was not a mere “record[ing]” of a maternal past in line with Walker, but ’s storytelling was not a mere “record[ing]” of a maternal past in line with Walker
an assertion of self.

Corresponding to such autobiographical statements, Marshall’s � ctional work stages 

9. Caraway de� nes griot as a canny African trickster-storyteller (1991, 36). In her “A� erword” to 9. Caraway de� nes griot as a canny African trickster-storyteller (1991, 36). In her “A� erword” to 9. Caraway Brown 
Girl, Brownstones, Washington also calls the protagonist Selina “the griot of [her] community” (1981, 318).
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storytelling as central in women’s quests. Brown Girl, Brownstones, her � rst novel, pays trib-
ute to the women who � rst introduced her to oral art, and is dedicated to Marshall’s mother. 
But the novel also explores the di�  cult relationship Marshall had with her mother. Her own 
struggle to escape her mother’s control, to be independent, and to match her mother’s power 
with words, is recreated in the battle waged by Selina Boyce and her mother Silla. � e latter is 
portrayed as a stubborn and resentful woman who, equipped with many words, declares that 

“to make it in this white-man world you got to take yah mouth and make a gun.” Silla’s forceful 
verbal actions also include informing on her husband so that the immigration authorities will 
deport him as an illegal alien, evicting one of her boarders as an “undesirable tenant,” push-
ing Selina to win a scholarship funded by Brooklyn’s Barbadian Association, and terrifying 
Selina’s older sister into docile submission (1981, 70, 210).

But Silla’s power with words is most manifest when, sitting around her kitchen table, 
she o� ers advice and instruction. On Saturdays she hosts her Barbadian friends, who gather 
around the kitchen table chatting and gossiping. Imposing her own meaning on issues such 
as poverty and politics, Silla � lls her listening friends with awe of her immense verbal pow-
er. Watching and listening from a corner, Selina is not only nurtured with (Bajan) food, but 
also with stories. � e intimate women’s space of the kitchen thus functions as the source of 
both physical and mental nourishment. Selina wonders at her mother’s power with words, 
which have a strong formative e� ect on her. But while she desires the commanding Barbadian 
dialect of her mother and her companions, she also resists it, as it cannot express her own 
experience.10

Like Selina’s mother in Brown Girl, Audre’s mother in Zami has “a special and secret re-
lationship with words, taken for granted as language because it was always there.” � e adult 
Audre recounts that “Out of my mother’s mouth a world of comment came cascading when 
she felt at ease or in her element, full of picaresque constructions and surreal scenes” (31-32). 
Like Silla in Brown Girl who tells stories of Barbados, Audre’s mother Linda recounts memo-Brown Girl who tells stories of Barbados, Audre’s mother Linda recounts memo-Brown Girl
ries of Grenada, Carriacou, the hill, the smells, fruits, � owers, and healing plants. Both moth-
ers inform their daughters about their cultural pasts, and help increase their understanding 
of where they come from. When Silla tells her daughter how, at age ten, she worked as a � eld-
worker, Selina listens to the story, and

swayed helpless now within its hold, loving its rich color, loving and hating the moth-
er for the pain of her childhood. […] the small girl [her mother] hurrying from the 
dawn ghosts with the basket on her head. (46)

Here, the intensity of the mother’s story enables Selina to identify with the small girl carry-
ing the basket. It helps her to understand her mother’s history of physical labor, su� ering, 

10. � us, the storytelling sessions in the kitchen bring forth mixed feelings for Selina. � is re� ects Marshall’s 
recollections: “I was always so intimidated as a little girl by the awesome verbal powers of these women” (De 
Veaux 1980, 96). For other examples of kitchen storytelling that produces both inspiration and intimidation, 
see Lee’s “Mother” (1991): “She could be snappish and tyrannical, but I hung around the kitchen anyway, in 
quest of scrapings of batter, and because I liked to listen to her” (104). Chambers (1996) recounts: “I liked to 
listen to the women, though it aggravated me that I couldn’t understand their Spanish” (1997, 45, 48).
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and pain, and her subsequent rage, endurance, and determination to survive in “this man 
country” (103).

Selina is not only a� ected by the story of her mother’s life, but also by the overwhelming 
vigor of the narration itself: she “swayed helpless” within the hold of her mother’s narrative, 
and is even able to see and appreciate its color. � is is echoed, later on in the novel, when Se-
lina experiences her mother’s words as “living things”: “She sensed them bestriding the air and 
charging the room with strong colors” (71). Both instances may, of course, re� ect the author’s 
literary strategy aimed at the reader’s identi� cation with the girl protagonist. Yet they also 
reveal how the girl focalizer perceives the distinctly commanding and physical quality of the 
mother’s speech. � e mother’s words are alive, invade the space where they are being spoken, 
and place the daughter under her mother’s spell. Although her mother’s words do not actu-
ally attain concrete form, Selina experiences them as physical, as indicated by the occurrence 
of synaesthesia, con� ating tactile and aural sensation (“loving its rich color,” “strong colors”), 
and the involvement of the whole body.

� e imposing quality of the mothers’ verbal power is a recurring motif in both Brown 
Girl and Girl and Girl Zami. � e daughters feel forced to listen to their mothers. � ere is no choice, no 
control, and no way to escape. � e words themselves assume formidable physical substance. 
� e metaphors with which the daughter-focalizers describe their mothers’ verbal power are 
telling. Feeling trapped by her mother’s words, Selina likens her mother’s voice to “a net � ung 
wide, ensnaring all within its reach” (46). Discussing the motif of the net in several coming-of-
age novels, Patricia Meyer Spacks argues that James Joyce and George Eliot used the metaphor 
to indicate both a hindrance from � eeing and entanglement, and a means of connection and 
linkages among human beings.11 Selina’s experience of her mother’s voice as an imprisoning 
net (“a net � ung wide”) mostly indicates entanglement.

In contrast, Audre employs her mother’s words to create her own paradise-like net of 
“visions.” Utilizing her mother’s storytelling, it is Audre and not her mother who holds power 
over the net. Audre knows “home out of [her] mother’s mouth.”

She breathed exuded hummed the fruit smell of Noel’s Hill morning fresh and noon 
hot, and I spun visions of sapadilla and mango as a net over my Harlem tenement cot 
in the snoring darkness rank with nightmare sweat. (13) 

While Audre’s mother focuses on “the sweet place, back home” (13), to Audre, life in the 
Harlem tenement is made bearable “because it was not all.” Attempting to stave o�  the dark 
nightmares of Harlem with the morning/noon dailiness of the “magic place” where her 
mother was born and raised, and keep at bay the sweaty smell of Harlem with the mother’s 
fruit smell, Audre is able to see Harlem as a temporary home. Although she is as of yet un-
able to locate Carriacou on a map, she comes to believe that “home was still a sweet place 
somewhere else […]. It was our own, my truly private paradise […]” (14; emphasis in text). 

11. 1981, 251. Another literary metaphor used to connote both connection and entanglement is the spider’s 
web. In Chapter 2 I discussed the negative meaning of this metaphor in Kingston’s text. In web. In Chapter 2 I discussed the negative meaning of this metaphor in Kingston’s text. In web. In Chapter 2 I discussed the negative meaning of this metaphor in Kingston Silent Dancing 
(1990), Cofer writes of her grandmother spinning “the web of our cuentos over us, making us forget the heat, 
the mosquitos, our past in a foreign country […]” (72). Here the web holds a positive quality.



Show and Tell 117

Audre physically experiences her mother’s words and, almost literally, incorporates them into 
her own fantasy world.

Like � e Woman Warrior and � e Joy Luck Club, both Zami and Brown Girl demonstrate 
the distinct physical quality of maternal narration, and refute any opposition between the 
physical and the verbal. � e maternal black body manifests itself in, and is an integral part of, 
the mother’s verbal power. It also a� ects the daughter’s body. In an autobiographical statement 
Paule Marshall explains:

I could understand little of [the meaning of my mother’s freewheeling talk] at the 
time. � ose mysterious elements I heard resonating behind the words, which held 
me spellbound, came across mainly as a feeling which entered me it seemed not only 
through my ears but through the pores of my skin (I used to get goose pimples listen-
ing to them at times) to become part of my blood. (1973, 104) 

� e involvement of the whole body (ears, skin-pores, blood), as well as the occurrence of 
synaesthesia indicate that narration is also a physical means of communication. � e daughter 
experiences her mother’s words as physical, and listens to her mother’s body. � us, culture 
almost literally becomes body.

� e physicality of the mother’s voice is overwhelming. In Brown Girl the mother’s voice 
indicates interruption, a breaking o�  of the daughter’s life and experience. Two episodes will 
exemplify how Silla’s imposing words make the world stop, or even kill. � ey constitute a 
natural disaster. At one instant, when the mother cries or speaks,

[…] suddenly, all other sound dropped away, leaving only that voice. It was as if the 
entire tumultuous sweep of life had stopped: the children � xed in the hurtling atti-
tudes of their play, the tra�  c on Fulton Street grounded to a halt. All over the world 
time and motion had a stop. In that pause [Selina’s] own heart ceased […].12

When Silla, as if acting out a Biblical speech act, vows that she will sell her husband’s land in 
Barbados,

Her words hung portent in the white silence. � e air sagged with them. From her 
table in the corner, Selina visualised them as ominous birds, poised, beaks ready to 
rip her father. […] dread seeped her blood. (75)

Whereas most of the time, Silla’s words cause Selina to retreat to isolated corners of the house 
in order to dream, in this incident the mother’s words immediately trigger Selina’s gruesome 
apocalyptic fantasy about birds.13 But the commanding voice of the mother leaves no room for 
the daughter to express her response. As in the previous fragment, when the mother’s words 

12. 180; see also 202.
13. � is is reminiscent of Maxine’s fantasy of insects in � e Woman Warrior, as discussed in Chapter 2, 
where it is suggested that Maxine experiences her mother’s warnings as insects. In Marshall’s text, however, 
Selina more explicitly relates her mother’s words to aggressive and abhorrent animals.



118

C
ha

p
te

r 3

literally � ll up public space (Fulton Street), they now take possession of domestic space.
We have seen how Zami’s and Brown Girl’s presentation of mothers as verbally powerful 

seems to support the position, embraced by Walker and others, that black women’s stories 
constitute their legacy to their daughters. However, in these works the mothers’ verbal power 
also holds daughters even physically under control. I will now discuss how the mothers mo-
nopolize their position as speakers.

Mother knows best

Like the maternal narratives in � e Joy Luck Club and � e Woman Warrior, those in Zami and 
Brown Girl help construct a cultural past for the daughters. In addition, by disqualifying and Brown Girl help construct a cultural past for the daughters. In addition, by disqualifying and Brown Girl
suppressing the narrative power of other (potential) role models they partially create and con-
trol the girls’ present and future. � e daughters are summoned to pay attention only to their 
mothers’ instructions while other potential guides are forbidden, banned, or to be ignored. 
However, though impelled to listen exclusively to their mothers, the girls � nd room to observe 
outlawed speakers, to re� ect on certain forbidden issues, and create their own stories. 

In Brown Girl, Silla continually o� ers instructions to her daughter Selina. Some of them 
are indirect pronouncements on the life and morality of those who either inhabit their house 
(Selina’s father, live-in boarders) or neighborhood (the owner of the beauty shop). Other com-
ments and warnings directly pertain to the people Selina associates with: “ ‘I tried to tell you 
that he wasn’t nobody for you to be associating with, but you wun hear’ ” (269). Silla also 
implicitly instructs Selina by comparing her to others—“ ‘Yuh’s just like my mother. A woman 
that did think the world put here for she. But the world ain here for a blast!’ ”—and contrasting 
that image with that of her own industrious self (102).

But Selina has other mentors, models of strength and survival who, outside of the moth-
er’s sphere of in� uence, provide the girl with multiple role models, messages about identity, 
and lessons on “how to loosen up and not be lost” (104). One by one, however, they are 
banned from the girl’s life. Suggie, the upstairs roomer, is one of them. She is looked down on 
by the immigrant community because of her lovers, cod� sh smells, and inability to hold a job. 
Referring to the woman’s � sh smells, Selina’s mother complains: “ ‘She got to let the world and 
it wife know she ain long o�  the boat. Some these Bajan does come to this man country and 
get on worse than they did home […]’ ” (23). Selina, however, admires and enjoys the com-
pany of Suggie, as she embodies the pleasures and sensuality of Barbadian culture. In stark 
contrast to Silla warning Selina about “ ‘the piece of man you been licking about with’,” Suggie 
teaches Selina about love and passion (269, 191). Silla, however, accuses Suggie of being the 

“ ‘whore next door’” (202), a shameless “ ‘concubine’ ‘concubine’ ‘ ” who “ ‘just come to this man country and 
every time you look she got a di� erent man ringing down the bell’ ” (17). She evicts Suggie as 
a prostitute, thereby removing her from Selina’s life.

Selina’s second forbidden speaker is Miss Mary, a senile and poor Irish immigrant woman. 
She is the former servant of the white family who used to inhabit the Boyce’s brownstone 
house, and still lives on its upper story. Whereas the woman’s own daughter Maritze does 
not respond to the woman’s stories of past times, Selina does, although eventually she feels 
that the woman “lured her as a child into her tomb with her crooning memories” (204). Silla 



Show and Tell 119

shows only contempt for “ ‘this rank, half-dead old woman’ ” (202), and declares: “ ‘But look 
at she! She been down here since they said ‘Come let us make woman.’ She might of pass on 
and pass away and make room in the world for somebody else’ ” (19). Frustrated as she is with 
racism and her own lack of economic power, she shouts at the woman, and literally scares her 
to death.

Selina’s third guide is the black hairdresser Miss � ompson, who is protective and under-
standing. She listens, comforts, and guides Selina as she is growing up. Giving Selina “sleek 
curls” to replace her childish braids, and pronouncing that “she ain’t no more child,” she initi-
ates the girl into adult life as a woman (95, 219). On Selina’s request, admitting that the girl 
has become a woman and is entitled to know, she also tells her the story of her own encounter 
with racism. Her initiation of Selina thus includes gender (“sleek curls”), as well as race. Silla, 
however, disapproves of both the curls and her daughter’s visits to Miss � ompson. Asking her 
daughter why she prefers to “visit � ompson with that smelly life-sore on her leg” over being 
with her friends (202), she discourages her from visiting the woman and indirectly inhibits 
her daughter’s gendered and racialized subject formation through this role model. 

� us Silla imposes herself on her daughter’s life, at the exclusion of strangers and oth-
ers whom she ignores, loathes, and violates, and disquali� es as possible role models for her 
daughter. Analogously, in Zami, Audre’s mother Linda presents herself as the girl’s chief model 
and guide. She � nds several ways to assert her authority and emphasizes her status as nour-
ishing and most knowledgeable mother. When Audre complains about being discriminated 
against at school, Linda brings up her substantial and exclusive role in nourishing her daugh-
ter, and admonishes her not to pay attention to what other people say: “ ‘Do they put bread on 
your plate?’ ” (60). Underlining her own qualities related to nurturing, knowledge, age, and 
wisdom, Audre’s mother demands to be in control.

Re� ecting her overly protective behavior, Linda’s verbal instructions include numerous 
cautionary tales. When placing her daughter on the stoop of their apartment building, she is-
sues “many weighty warnings” not to leave the site, and o� ers “dire descriptions of what would 
happen to me if I did, and how I was to yell if any strangers spoke to me […].” When Audre 
� nds the playmate she has extensively fantasized about, she does not “yell,” but amuses herself 
with the girl. Her mother’s sudden reappearance, however, interrupts the girls’ conversation. 
As if to undo the new friendship, the mother orders Audre to walk (away) fast so that she 
will not be late for their appointment, and condemns the other girl’s improper out� t that she 
claims will surely cause the girl to catch her “ ‘death of cold’.” � e mother’s cautionary tales 
thus turn into a tale of disapproval of Audre’s new friend. � e maternal intrusion and con-
demnation pre� gure her invariable censure of Audre’s friends and her reluctance to recognize 
her daughter’s independence. At one point she even explicitly tells her daughter that she does 
not need friends.14

When Audre is not accompanied by her mother on the street, but on her own in the 
public sphere, her chances of being able to circumvent her mother’s proscriptions are larger, 
as the following incident shows. When Mrs. Flouton, the white guidance counselor at school, 
inquires whether Audre is having trouble at home, the girl “poured out [her] heart to her” and 
informs the woman of her problematic relationship with her mother. Feeling good about the 

14. 36, 61, see also 92, 41.
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white woman’s “sweet” smile and knowing that for once she has “a grown-up on [her] side,” 
Audre naively arranges a meeting between Mrs. Flouton and her mother. But when the coun-
selor repeats Audre’s con� dential story to Audre’s mother, the latter is furious about Audre’s 
con� ding in the white woman. Turning away from Audre, she reproaches her daughter for 
her disloyalty: “ ‘How could you say those things about your mother to that white woman?’ ” 
(84-85). � us, Audre is not only forbidden to talk to strangers (the new playmate), but also 
not allowed to con� de in her school counselor, a white woman, which adds to her feelings of 
isolation.

� e mothers of Brown Girl and Brown Girl and Brown Girl Zami claim to be the only legitimate speaking authorities. 
Announcing to their daughters what speakers are forbidden, they monopolize their position 
as most knowledgeable speaker. But although Silla discourages Selina from communicating 
with other women, Selina spends time with them in spite of her mother’s injunction and is 
formed by them. � en, as focalizer, she recounts her story of them and it is through her eyes 
that we come to know them. Analogously, although Zami’s mother inhibits her daughter’s 
verbal interaction with other girls and women (the little playmate, friends in general, the guid-
ance counselor at school), the beginning of Audre’s storytelling is visible. Responding to her 
manipulative and domineering mother, her creative imagination comes alive, leading to her 
eventual triumph. � is triumph emerges out of secrets and silences.

Secrets, silences

Marianne Hirsch argues that, in the fantasized black family romance, daughters and mothers 
acknowledge the shared experiences of racist and sexist oppression. � ey speak to one another, 
lead intertwined lives, and never separate. Hirsch here implicitly underscores Walker’s claim 
of continuity and connection. Still, Hirsch maintains, “much remains unspeakable and indeed 
unspoken” (1989, 178). Discussing Toni Morrison’s unspoken” (1989, 178). Discussing Toni Morrison’s unspoken” (1989, 178). Discussing Toni Morrison Sula, Hirsch wonders whether maternal 
discourse “can exist in the text only on the condition that it remain fragmentary, incomplete, 
and mediated through the perspective of the daughter-writer […]” (1990, 427). As if respond-
ing both to Walker and Hirsch, in her analysis of Lorde’s autobiographical Zami Claudine 
Raynaud writes that “[a] case could be made that women write predominantly to […] recover 
the secrets behind their mothers’ silences. [Lorde] sees it as her poetic mission to give life to 
what had remained secret and unsaid in her mother.”15

� e mothers of Brown Girl and Brown Girl and Brown Girl Zami do not tell all. � ey refuse to pass on what is too 
terrible to relate, and instead create quietness and secrets. Still, particular unspoken and un-
speakable issues, such as sex, poverty, and racism, come across without open expression. � e 
daughters in Lorde’s and Marshall’s texts are able to perceive and explore them and gradually 
become aware of their complexities. And as focalizers they give voice to the mothers’ secrets. 

15. 1988, 222, 224. It should be said that many male autobiographers likewise “give life to” their mothers’ 
secrets. In Wright’s Black Boy (1945), the narrator remembers his mother’s refusal to discuss the issue of race 
as he is “ ‘too young to understand.’ Again I was being shut out of the secret, the thing, the reality I felt some-
where beneath all the words and silences.” But the boy decides that he would “� nd out someday,” and comes 
to articulate his mother’s secrets (n.d., 20, 22, 45, 47).
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In Zami, Audre’s mother not only verbally asserts her mother power, but also relies on se-
crets. Her dominance is based not only on telling, but also on not-telling. Warning Audre 
to be careful about the people she goes around with, she asserts: “ ‘Among-you children do 
things di� erent in this place and you think we stupid. But this old head of mine, I know what 
I know’ ” (101). As if acknowledging that her status as a poor, black, female immigrant might 
cause others not to take her seriously, juxtaposing “you children” against her “old head,” the 
immigrant mother nevertheless asserts her authority by emphasizing her seniority. Moreover, 
employing the strategy of not-telling and presenting her wisdom as being secret, she assumes 
even more power. � is strategy works, as I have shown above. Audre realizes that she still lacks 
the knowledge of a particular secret and will have to earn it: “I would come to understand […] 
later, as a reward, if I handled myself properly” (77). Proper (womanly) behavior, implying the 
reproduction of her mother’s behavior, is thus a precondition for knowing secrets. To Audre, 
behaving like her mother is equivalent to knowing what her mother knows. Knowledge of 
secrets gives one the opportunity to identify with the powerful as well as control over those 
who do not know.

At the same time, secrets enable Audre to circumvent through use of fantasy the prohibi-
tions set by her mother and mother surrogates. Like any child, Audre examines and explores 
the boundaries between what is known and what is not known, what is allowed and what is 
not allowed. � e pregnant woman DeLois, with her hair never done, is indirectly forbidden as 
a (potential) guide, for Audre’s mother and her neighbor friends do not speak to her and suck 
their teeth when she passes. Having internalized the unspoken prohibition, Audre follows 
her mother’s example and never speaks to the woman. Yet the enigmatic woman stirs Audre’s 
curiosity and admiration.

Her crispy hair twinkled in the summer sun as her big proud stomach moved her on 
down the block while I watched […]. I loved her, because she moved like she felt she 
was somebody special, like she was somebody I’d like to know someday. She moved 
like how I thought god’s mother must have moved, and my mother, once upon a time, 
and someday maybe me. Hot noon threw a ring of sunlight like a halo on the top of 
DeLois’s stomach, like a spotlight, making me sorry that I was so � at […]. I loved 
DeLois because she was big and black and special and seemed to laugh all over. (4)

Mirroring Selina’s fascination with the forbidden � gure of Suggie, whom she perceives as en-
circled by light (see Chapter 6 of this study), Audre is captivated by the outlawed DeLois. 
� e maternal proscriptions do not keep focalizer Audre from scrutinizing and re� ecting on 
the woman’s body: “crispy hair,” “big proud stomach,” “she moved […],” “the top of DeLois’s 
stomach,” “big and black.” In addition, she fantasizes about, and anticipates, her future knowl-
edge of the mysterious woman (“somebody I’d like to know someday”) as well as her future 
movement as if in line with god’s mother and her own mother. Her focalization, as a form of 
representation, here replaces impossible narration and communication.

Like Linda in Zami, Silla in Brown Girl exhibits a particular secrecy regarding sex and Brown Girl exhibits a particular secrecy regarding sex and Brown Girl
sexuality. As if to shield her daughter from these issues, she evicts the upstairs roomer Sug-
gie on the ground that she is a prostitute. But the secrecy regarding sex and sexuality is most 
pronounced in Zami. � e adult narrator remembers that a pregnant woman is never spoken 
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to. “� e euphemisms of body were […] puzzling. […] � e sensual content of life was masked 
and cryptic, but attended in well-coded phrases” (32). To Zami’s embedding focalizer, sexual 
secrets have in time turned into the “sensual content of life.” But looking back, she mocks and 
mimics her mother and aunts by declaring that “being pregnant had something to do with 
sex, and sex [was] in general nasty and not to be talked about by nice people […]” (75). Still, 
for the younger, embedded focalizer, pregnancy is “the secret that some women carried like a 
swollen threat” (3).

� e idea of having children was a pretty scary one, […] full of secret indiscretions 
peeked at darkly through the corner of an eye, as my mother and my aunts did 
whenever they passed a woman on the street who had one of those big, pushed-out-
in-front, blouses that always intrigued me so. I wondered what great wrong these 
women had done, that this big blouse was a badge of […]. (35)

In addition to reading the pregnant woman’s intriguing emblem of sexuality (her big, pushed-
out-in-front blouse an implicit token of a previous sexual encounter), Audre attempts to deci-
pher her mother’s (and aunts’) covert gaze at the pregnant woman, which to her suggests acts 
of transgression and misbehavior (“indiscretions,” “darkly,” “great wrong”).

We do not know whether Audre replicates the women’s body language that accompa-
nies their silence (“peeked at darkly through the corner of an eye”). In another context Isabel 
Hoving states: “For children, the secret look (which is reminiscent of the voyeuristic look 
but does not yet obey the logic of voyeurism) is o� en determined by their desire to know, 
and thus is related to their gradual entry into the adult order.” It is a way of exploring rules 
and requirements. Hoving shows that, in the process of outgrowing her infantile and only 
partially autonomous ability for observation, the protagonist of Grace Nichols’s Whole of a 
Morning Sky (1986) already follows adult patterns of surveillance. She monitors the directions 
of her mother’s distanced and detached gaze. Unlike Nichols’s protagonist, however, Audre is 
not yet ready to “o� er her own comments” (Hoving 2001, 168-169, 175). Although the scary, 
secret, and prohibited notion of sex does not keep Audre from pondering the “idea of having 
children,” or “wondering” what “great wrong” the woman had done, she does not tell, exactly, 
what she ponders or wonders. Her mother’s and aunts’ secrecy does not (yet) provide Audre 
with room to � ll with her own stories.

At the age of ten, Audre reads books about the “mysterious business of menstruation,” 
doing so secretly, and never discussing them with her mother. She also keeps her menarche a 
secret, and only “tells” her mother through the language of her body. Intentionally, “as a mute 
announcement,” she leaves a stain of blood on the toilet seat. Audre’s secret reading and silent 
mark show that she has internalized her mother’s taboo, and feels the need to copy the latter’s 
secretive behavior. In a parallel movement, the transformation of the daughter’s body then ap-
pears to transform the relationship between mother and daughter, as the menarche apparently 
replaces silence with speech. But although Audre’s mother scolds her for not having informed 
her of what has occurred—“you are a woman, not a child anymore”—Audre still keeps her 

“mouth shut.” And instead of disclosing the secrets of female sexuality the mother merely ad-
dresses Audre with “nagging words” and “[n]ightmarish evocations and restrictions” (76-77).

But a subtly repressed pleasure challenges the mother’s overt message; along with the 



Show and Tell 123

disconcerting verbal instructions comes a physical message: her mother’s “amused/annoyed 
brow-furrowed half-smile,” which Audre translates as some kind of satisfaction and delight 
about what has occurred, although both pretend “otherwise for some very wise and secret 
reasons” (77). Audre likens this situation to “a piece of an old and elaborate dance between 
my mother and me” (76). � is metaphor of the dance is aptly chosen: it hints at something fa-
miliar, intimate, but complex—a physical encounter centering around twists and turns, avoid-
ance and touch, pushing and pulling. Demonstrating strictness as well as contentment, issuing 
verbal admonitions as well as gestures, o� ering knowledge as well as secrets, the mother thus 
imposes on her daughter a complex routine governing her behavior as well as implicitly re-
quiring her identi� cation. 

Like the taboo of sex and sexuality, poverty and racism are unspeakable issues in Audre’s 
family. During the Depression, Audre’s mother conceals her lack of money by a strategy of 
silence and a “selective use of language” (Keating 1996, 149). She owns no gloves because she 
does not like to wear them, she uses a kerosene lamp for nostalgic reasons, and the only food 
le�  in the house is “actually a meal of choice, carefully planned.” She avoids any discussion of 
the matter of scarcity with her daughter. Neither does she discuss the topic of racism. When 
Audre is spit on by a white passer-by, her mother fails to discuss the possible motivations for 
such a racist assault, and only complains about the lack of sense and manners of ignorant 

“low-class people” who spit into the wind. Consequently, Audre believes that the “humiliation 
was totally random” (17-18). In order to safeguard herself and her daughters, Audre’s mother 
ignores, and is unwilling to recognize, the racist features of American culture she herself is 
incapable of controlling or changing.

In retrospect, however, the adult narrator understands that her mother withheld “vital 
pieces of information” regarding the daily realities of racism (15). In their introduction to 
Names We Call Home: Autobiography on Racial Identity the editors Becky � ompsonNames We Call Home: Autobiography on Racial Identity the editors Becky � ompsonNames We Call Home: Autobiography on Racial Identity  and 
Sangeeta Tyagi state that one of the key components of racial identity is what one is taught 
about race at a young age. Invariably, a child’s racial formation involves coping with enormous 
ambiguities concerning the issue of race. A child’s home is one place where a child learns 

“some of the most debilitating lessons about race—where silences about race [are] stultifying 
[…]” (1996, xiii, xv). In order to deny the prejudice that threatened her family, Audre’s moth-
er would not openly acknowledge her own blackness. Discussing the general issue of black 
women’s socialization for survival, Patricia Hill Collins explains that while black mothers urge 
their daughters to develop skills to confront oppressive conditions, in order to guarantee their 
daughters’ physical survival they also refrain from answering their questions and instruct 
them to � t into the systems of oppression (1990, 123). � is tendency recurs in many narra-
tive texts. In June Jordan’s tive texts. In June Jordan’s tive texts. In June Jordan Technical Di�  culties (1994), the narrator refers to “terms of taboo 
status,” “neither to be spoken nor explained to me”: “[…] my parents hid away any newspaper 
or magazine article that dealt with ‘jim crow’ or ‘lynchings’ or ‘discrimination’. ”16

AnaLouise Keating points out how this strategy restricts Audre’s capacity to identify 

16. 6. � e negation of racism is encountered in many coming-of-age narratives. I have mentioned in note 15 
that the � rst-person narrator of Wright’s Black Boy calls it “the secret, the thing, the reality I felt somewhere 
beneath all the words and silences” (n.d., 45). In Petry (1980) the mother tells her daughter that she should beneath all the words and silences” (n.d., 45). In Petry (1980) the mother tells her daughter that she should beneath all the words and silences” (n.d., 45). In Petry
not look so hard at those classmates who harass her in a racist manner (204-205).
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herself or comprehend the e� ects of her skin color and ethnicity on her position in the twen-
tieth-century U.S. “Lacking the words to articulate the di� erences between herself and her 
family and friends, she felt alienated, and […] during her adolescence she sensed an absence 
in her life and longed for something she ‘could not name’ ” (1996, 149). While Keating thus 
considers the mother’s strategy of silence to be restrictive, Michael Fischer suggests that the 

“ethnic anxiety” represented in many U.S. autobiographies can also be inspirational. “By at-
tempting to spare children knowledge of painful past experiences, parents o� en create an 
obsessive void in the child that must be explored and � lled in” (1986, 204, emphasis added). 
In Zami, Audre is able to “explore” and “� ll in” only a� er she has grown up. But her mother’s 

“ethnic anxiety” feeds her adolescent rebellion, as the following example demonstrates.
When Audre aspires to become president of her primarily white sixth-grade class, she 

meets with only derision and inhibition from her mother. Knowing that her daughter is grow-
ing up in a predominantly white society that holds more restrictions for blacks than for whites, 
she calls it “foolishness” and “nonsense,” tells her daughter “not to bother her with it any 
more,” and cautions that she will not be prepared to console her daughter in case of defeat (61). 
Audre, however, enters the school election against her mother’s will.17 A� er she has lost the 
election to a popular, pretty white girl, her mother only o� ers more scolding:

“[…] don’t chase yourself behind these people […]. What kind of ninny raise up here 
to think those good-for-nothing white piss-jets would pass over some little jacabat 
girl to elect you anything? […] Don’t run yourself behind other people’s business […] 
stop acting like some stupid fool, worrying yourself about these people’s business that 
doesn’t concern you. […] Just do what is for you to do and let the rest take care of 
themselves.” (64-65, emphasis added)

� e mother stresses the shortcomings of others—not only the naive “ninny” Audre, but also 
those who do not feed Audre, and the “good-for-nothing white piss-jets.” Otherwise she o� ers 
no further explanation. 

� is is part of the mother’s survival training. Being tough can be a survival strategy in a 
racist society. In defying the devastating e� ects of racism, bell hooks makes clear, “over time, 
the ability to mask, hide, and contain feelings came to be viewed by many black people as a 
sign of strong character. To show one’s emotions was seen as foolish” (1993, 133, emphasis 
added). Trying hard to be strong and not foolish, Audre’s mother Linda forces her daughter 
into a similar stance. � e adult Audre acknowledges this: “As if her harshness could confer 
invulnerability upon me. As if in the � ames of truth as she saw it, I could eventually be forged 
into some pain-resistant replica of herself ” (101).

� e adult narrator understands in retrospect that her parents treated American racism as 
a personal burden, and “believed that they could best protect their children from the realities 

17. Although Audre meets more than all of the requirements, she is confronted with gender-structured rac-
ism as a white boy is chosen as class president, and a white girl as vice-president. As a young black girl, she 
does not yet realize the racial and gender restrictions of white American society. A very similar incident, in 
which a mother attempts to protect her daughter by discouraging her from becoming a high school debutante, 
can be found in Wade-Gayles (1991, 219). Both episodes will be further explored in Chapter 9, “Tricks.”
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of race in america and the fact of american racism by never giving them name, much less
discussing their nature.”18 She names and “discuss[es] the nature” of racism, but the young, 
experiencing Audre, does not know the meaning of the term. It has never been explained to 
her why she should not trust white people. “Like so many other vital pieces of information in 
my childhood, I was supposed to know without being told.”19 When her family is not served 
in a restaurant, her parents pretend as if “nothing unusual and unamerican” has occurred 
(70). When they are not allowed to travel in a railroad dining car, Audre feels inhibited from 
discussing matters of race with her mother, who does not clarify and only makes excuses. Eva 
Lennox Birch argues that in this incident the adult Audre remembers a “painful, humiliating 
recognition scene,” which made her, as a young girl, understand the impact of racism on her 
own life (1994, 117). In fact, it is only the mature Audre who understands. � e mature Audre 
even explicitly repudiates Birch’s interpretation when she remembers that “[o]n the deepest even explicitly repudiates Birch’s interpretation when she remembers that “[o]n the deepest even explicitly repudiates Birch
level, I probably knew then what I know now. But it was not serviceable to my child’s mind to 
understand, and I needed too much to remain a child for a little bit more” (82). � is distinc-
tion between the older, embedding focalizer, knowing and naming racism, and the younger 
embedded focalizer, naive and ignorant, helps us to understand the subtleties of the text.

Having arrived at an understanding of her mother’s unspeakable “secret places of pain” 
(18) and the necessity of her denial, and having developed a language to describe what had 
been going on, the adult daughter is able to tell her story. She temporarily pulls the reader 
into complicity with the parents. Although Zami and Brown Girl both focus on a young pro-
tagonist’s lack of racial awareness, the embedded focalization of Zami is absent in Brown Girl, 
where the reader must discover racism along with the young girl. At � rst neither the reader 
nor the protagonist are familiar with racial prejudice, but then they discover it simultaneously, 
so that the (partially) identifying reader understands what it is to be unexpectedly faced with 
racism. Like Selina, the reader undergoes a process of education through engaging with the 
text and following the unfolding of the narrative (Felski 1986, 139). Rather than being a simple 
confrontation with racism, Brown Girl documents a gradual recognition of racial prejudice.Brown Girl documents a gradual recognition of racial prejudice.Brown Girl

For a long time, Selina fails to understand the meanings of racism and does not acknowl-
edge how much her identity is inevitably produced by the cultural history of race. � en, hav-
ing verbally been initiated into the reality of the world “out there” by Miss � ompson, the 
black hairdresser who was involved in a brutal racist incident, she has her own taste of abuse, 
in� icted by a white woman. However, when she thus � nally becomes aware of the meaning 
of racism, she does not act as focalizer. It is her mother who, in a rare moment of focalization, 

“scrutinized Selina’s pensive face, beginning dimly, it appeared, to understand. […] ‘Girl, do 
you know what it tis out there? How those white people does do yuh?’ ” (306). Here, while 
Selina does not yet articulate her understanding, her mother reads her body language as dis-
playing a wavering awareness.20

But the racist incident does give Selina a new sense of self through the a�  rmation of her 
oneness with the African Caribbean community.

18. 69. In a variety of ways, through mockery and cynicism, or in a more considerate and compassionate 
way, the adult narrator re� ects on her parents’ strategy of silence. See, for instance, 17, 68, 70, 81. 
19. 69. We � nd the same kind of secrecy in Kingston’s 19. 69. We � nd the same kind of secrecy in Kingston’s 19. 69. We � nd the same kind of secrecy in Kingston � e Woman Warrior. See Chapter 2.
20. � is encounter will be dealt with in my discussion of recognition scenes in Chapter 5.
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Selina was one with Miss � ompson […] one with the whores, the � ashy men, […] she 
was one with them: the mother and the Bajan women, who had lived each day what she 
had come to know. […] How had the mother endured […]? —and then she remembered 
those sudden, uncalled-for outbursts that would so stun them and split the serenity of 
the house. � e mother might have killed them. For they were the ones that drove her to 
that abuse every day, whose small faces re� ected her own despised color. (292-293) 

In addition to providing a new feeling of unity and “allegiance” with “all the oppressed people” 
(Washington 1984, 159), her recent racial experience now gives Selina an explanation for Sil-
la’s unexpected furies. She has � nally come to understand her mother and her attitude towards 
racism. Understanding her mother’s pain enables her to identify with her mother, whom she 
had wanted to deny. In fact, this episode indicates an indirect form of identi� cation. Selina 
understands how her mother identi� es with her (and her sibling and father), as she replicates 
her mother’s blackness (“whose small face[…] re� ected her own despised color”).

As they mature through adolescence, both Selina and Audre learn about their mothers’ 
painful personal histories. � is culminates in an awareness of their mothers’ consequent dom-
inant behavior, and enables the daughters to pass from childhood into maturity. Missy Dehn 
Kubitschek states that in order to see her mother as a separate individual, instead of only a Kubitschek states that in order to see her mother as a separate individual, instead of only a Kubitschek
small variant of a stereotypical � gure, and in order to recognize her own resemblance to her 
mother, Selina must hear her mother’s “story” (1991, 72). � e above quotation shows, however, 
that Selina’s identi� cation is not so much triggered by her mother’s story as by the combina-
tion of her mother’s silences and her own primary experience with racism. I have argued 
in this section that not-telling is also a form of telling. � e mothers present their daughters 
with unspoken messages regarding sexuality, poverty, and racism, which act as a bond in the 
mother-daughter relationship. Silence and secrets do not only repress, but also o� er a promise 
of mutual appreciation between mother and daughter. 

Dark dress, pinching fi ngers

In both novels, the daughters come to understand their mothers’ stories and silence. � ey also 
come to read their mothers’ bodies, but that takes time. Unable to perceive the true outlines of 
her mother’s personality and past life, and unable to know her mother’s unspeakable secrets, 
Selina is incapable of imagining her mother to be other than the person she has known. She 
cannot believe that the young woman in the family photograph is her mother. Trying to see 
her mother as a girl dancing on a pasture—“[y]ears ago, on an island that was only a green 
node in a vast sea”—“there was nothing to form the image” (145). Neither can Selina visualize 
her mother as an individual. � e � gure of the mother represents a multiplicity of women. Lis-
tening to her father talk about her mother, she is only able to see in her mind’s eye the women 
of the Barbadian immigrant community. “It was always the mother and the others, for they 
were alike—those watchful, wrathful women whose eyes seared and searched and laid bare, 
whose tongues lashed the world in unremitting distrust” (11). For a long time, Selina is thus 
unable to identify with her mother who, standing for the Barbadian woman, has obtained 
mythological proportions. 



Show and Tell 127

Growing up in multiracial and multicultural America, focalizer Selina positions her 
mother as marked by her race and ethnicity. Following Mireille Rosello who in another con-
text writes of daughters’ ethnicization of their mothers’ bodies, we could say that Selina con-
structs her mother’s body “as a complex puzzle of ethnic and gendered elements […],” and 
presents an “almost theatrical ethnicization of the mother’s � gure” (2003, 103-104). � e girl 
calls her mother “handsome, as the women from the hills of Barbados sometimes are, a dark 
disquieting beauty, which broods in their eyes and � ashes in their gestures, which underscores 
their atonal speech” (135). Here she clearly presents her mother as rooted in a speci� c racial 
and cultural background that signi� cantly supplements her stories: “hills of Barbados,” “dark,” 

“atonal speech.” At many points in the novel, we catch Selina looking at the dark features of her 
mother.21 She also indicates, however, how the body is not only matter, but also performance 
(“eyes,” “gestures,” “speech”).

In Zami, Audre also focuses on her mother’s cultural identity. She comes to recognize 
that her mother misses her homeland, does not know much about her new country, and has 
to cope with all kinds of “crises” (10). As adult narrator, she relates her mother’s personality to 
her cultural background, by including her mother’s personal characteristics in a list of other 
Caribbean-based qualities, such as having knowledge about fruit, food, or � rst aid. Unable to 
use this cultural knowledge within the context of the U.S. she had been hard on her children:

[My mother] knew about mixing oils for bruises and rashes, and about disposing of 
all toenail clippings and hair from the comb. About burning candles before All Souls 
Day to keep the soucoyants away, lest they suck the blood of her babies. She knew 
about blessing the food and yourself before eating, and about saying prayers before 
going to sleep. (10)

Audre listens to, and monitors, Linda’s instructions and ritual knowledge, which are both ver-
bal (“blessing,” “saying”) and physical (“mixing,” “disposing,” “burning”). � e intermingling 
of verbal instructions and observed activities is replicated in the remainder of the novel. It 
indicates how much utterance and performance, words and body, correlate and integrate. 

In Sister Outsider, her collection of autobiographical essays, Audre Lorde even more ex-
plicitly refers to the signi� cance of physical communication:

I think I got another message from her […] that there was a whole powerful world 
of nonverbal communication and contact between people that was absolutely essential 
and that was what you had to learn to decipher and use. (1984, 83, emphasis added)

In both Zami and Brown Girl, many of the daughters’ observations and descriptions relate not 
only to the mothers’ words, but also to their bodies and bodily gestures. Story and body jointly 
constitute the daughter’s source of identi� cation. 

Sometimes the mothers’ physical appearance is an obsessive source of identi� cation. In 

21. For instance, “the dark handsomeness” and “dark strength” of her mother’s face (304, 177), her strong, 
square hands, “dark and determined” (103), her “� ne dark eyes” (174), her mother’s “dark strength and the 
tenacious li�  of her body” (133).
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Zami, Audre stresses her mother’s paleness, and remembers that her mother’s light skin en-
abled her to pass as a “ ‘spanish’ girl […]” when looking for work (9). Being much darker than 
her mother, but yearning to be able to racially identify with her mother, she tells others that she 
is “white same as Mommy” (58). � e narrator’s dissimilar descriptions of her own body and her 
mother’s also serve to stress the latter’s magni� cent bodily power. Portraying herself as fat and 
nearsighted, “stumbling behind” her mother, Audre on her “short stubby little legs” is unable to 
keep up with her mother’s “purposeful strides.” She remembers seeing her mother as a “large 
and graceful” woman, with an “ample” body, who distinguishes herself from other women by 
her “physical substance and the presence and self-possession with which she carried herself 
[…].” In addition, she describes her mother as having a “very imposing, no-nonsense exterior. 
Full-bosomed, proud, and of no mean size, she would launch herself down the street like a ship 
under full sail […]. Not too many hardy souls dared cross her prow too closely” (37, 16-17). 

� e metaphor of the ship under full sail, used to point out the mother’s overwhelming 
physical appearance, resonates with the metaphors of the factory machine and the trolley used 
to describe Silla in Brown Girl. When Selina visits her mother at work in a factory, she notices 
that “[o]nly the mother’s own formidable force could match that of the machines.”22 � e rep-
resentation of the mother as monumental and mechanical, non-human and cold is reinforced 
when, riding the trolley home, Silla ventilates her anger about her daughter’s impulsive visit 
to the factory: “the mother’s rage joined the wheels’ clatter and the trains’ rumble overhead.”23

While Audre likens her mother to the “quiet” and digni� ed “determination” (16) of a sail-
ing ship, invoking and materializing, perhaps, their history of immigration, Selina likens her 
mothers’ strength to elements in the thunderous industrial urban environment in which she 
is growing up (the factory machine, the trolley). But both girl protagonists employ physical 
metaphors in order to present their mothers as competent and resolute, straightforward and 
fear-provoking—in short as monumental.

In addition, Selina adopts the motif of the slave mother in order to portray her mother’s 
physical features, emphasizing her body as an instrument to protect her children, as well as 
her manlike strength. � is refers to her black history and resonates with slave narratives. Mary 
Helen Washington con� rms that the image of the African American slave mother is one of 
the sources for the characterization of Silla Boyce. “Everything about Silla’s portrait suggests 
the slave mother” (1988, 166). In Zami, Audre depicts her mother as one of the strong island 
women. In discussing her mother, Audre evokes the Caribbean saying that “island women 
make good wives: whatever happens, they’ve seen worse” (9). In portraying their mothers and 
their bodies, Selina and Audre thus indirectly connect their mothers with their cultural and 
historical context.

Although Selina at times perceives her mother’s body as displaying a shyness, so� ness, or 
sensuality,24 she mostly perceives it as exhibiting strictness and sti� ness, and in the position of 

22. 100. In an essay, Marshall speci� es this scene as follows: “To Selina, the sight of the mother is frighten-
ing, for the latter seems perfectly at home in the factory. She is almost like one of the machines, as coldly 
functional, impersonal and powerful, a mechanical being” (1973, 109).
23. 102. At other moments, Selina describes her angry mother as “some giant bird” (257) and “Proteus ris-
ing and returning to a black sea” (122), almost equating her to mythological � gures.
24. For instance, see 8, 103, 117, 132, 201, 302, 307.
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reprimand: � rm, towering, and unbending. Whether kneading dough or reading a newspaper, 
her mother’s body is described as “taut” and “inaccessible,” “cool, alert” (111, 52). She focalizes 
her mother’s body, striding home through the park, making the sun disappear, while her dark 
dress brings winter:

[…] every line of her strong-made body seemed to reprimand the women [who are, 
in their bright-� gured housedresses, lounging on the benches] for their idleness and 
the park for its senseless summer display. Her lips, set in a permanent protest against 
life, implied that there was no time for gaiety. And the park, the women, the sun even 
gave way to her dark force; the � ushed summer colors ran together and faded as she 
passed. (16)

Here, although represented as “inaccessible,” the maternal body still speaks. 
While Audre constructs a contrast between her own body and that of her mother in order 

to underline her mother’s impressive presence (the fat, nearsighted girl with short, stubby 
legs versus the large and graceful mother), Selina here juxtaposes her mother’s embodiment 
of discipline (the dark dress, “strong-made body,” disapproving and reproaching lips) to the 
embodiment of the other women’s idleness and gaiety (“bright-� gured housedresses,” “loung-
ing on benches”).25 As the main focalizer, Selina presents her mother’s power as larger than 
that of the sun (“the sun even gave way to her dark force,” 16), as she does at other instances 
(“At her shout the sha�  of sunlight thinned and � ed […],” 173). In Zami, the adult Audre also 
remembers the intensity of her mother’s appearance: “[S]ometimes people would change their 
actions because of some opinion my mother never uttered […]” (17). � us, even without 
speaking, Audre’s mother exerts her (public) power merely by her look(s).

While the mothers let their bodies speak for themselves, they also speak a language that 
instantly bolsters their violent words. Vowing to sell her husband’s land, Silla “seems for a mo-
ment trans� xed, so great is her intensity.” As focalizer, Selina reads her mother’s speech-act 
as irrevocable because of “[t]he way her body had heaved as she spoke.” Declaring “ ‘I gon � x 
he and � x he good’, ” her mother raises her arms, “her body reared, and as she stood pledging 
her whole self while the others sat struck silent, the day changed.” Silla subsequently dashes a 
glass of water from Selina’s hand, grabs her savagely, and threatens to kill her if she tells anyone 
about what she has just heard (75-77). 

Such double exhibitions of fury, both physical and verbal, also recur in Zami. � e adult 
Audre remembers being taken, with her sisters, to the Museum of Natural History. � ere, she 
later realizes, her mother must have felt uncomfortable and frightened, as she continually 
pinches the girls, telling them that they must behave: “� is was a situation she could not con-
trol” (12, emphasis in text). With her “sharp � ngers” her mother tries to “pinch [the scream-
ing Audre] into silence” or threatens to slap her ears, if she does not stop embarrassing her by 
crying in public.26 � e adult narrator remembers “[My mother has] spent a good deal of e� ort 

25. See also 309: “the mothers would have been sitting there, their ample thighs spread easy under their 
housedresses, gossiping […].”
26. 22, 26. In other coming-of-age texts, we encounter similar tensions between mother and daughter pro-
duced in and by the public sphere. While in Lorde’s text it is the ashamed mother who pinches her daughter 
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and arm-power making it very painful for me whenever I did not follow directions” (27); “my 
arms and back were sore from whatever handy weapon my mother could lay her hands on to 
hit me with.”27

In her second year in high school, another more drastic type of physicality enters Audre’s 
relationship with her mother. � e adult Audre employs several metaphors in order to charac-
terize her bond with her family: she compares it to an “open battle,” “a West Indian version of 
the Second World War,” a “Blitzkrieg,” and likens the conversations with her mother to “a play-
back of the Battle of the Bulge in Black panorama with stereophonic sound.” She also speaks of 

“a hell called home,” in which her mother communicates with her “as if I were a foreign hostile” 
(82-84). � us, the “old and elaborate dance” (76) between her mother and herself has turned 
into something more violent. Audre’s militaristic imagery (“bullets,” 83) and the metaphor of 
war, involving the killing or injuring of the human body as a critical component, hint at the 
physical nature of the communication between the girl and her mother. Audre’s violent night-
mares, making her cry and sweat and making her nose bleed, only serve to prove this point.

� e maternal “heavy-handed household justice” of Lorde’s text (57) and the grotesque 
strictness and sti� ness found in Marshall’s text reinforce the mothers’ authority. But the physi-
cality can also be less rigorous, and appear more subtle and even obscure. In discussing the 
transmission of messages from mother to daughter, Gloria Joseph has contended that not only 
words, but also the mannerisms and behavior of the mother should be taken into account. 
Such nonverbal language is transmitted from mother to daughter in very subtle and complex 
manners and may include, states Joseph, the glance, the smirk, the shi� ing of a posture, nu-
ances, and gestures, as well as cooking secrets, housekeeping tricks, acting satis� ed when you 
are not and vice versa. � is does not mean, she explains, that all black women have the same 
mannerisms or that other cultures do not have comparable behaviors that have been passed 
on. What stands out speci� cally in the case of black women’s writing lies in the mode and 
understanding of these behaviors that have helped black women survive (1981, 108-109). � is 
physical communication signi� cantly re� nes Walker’s statement regarding mothers’ legacies 
to their daughters. While Walker explicitly refers to maternal storytelling, she only suggests,
and does not substantiate, any connection and continuity between black mothers and daugh-
ters through nonverbal communication.

Jean Wyatt argues that “Mothers and daughters know each other through smell, touch, 
bodily awareness” (1990, 190-191). In Zami and Brown Girl we encounter many examples of Brown Girl we encounter many examples of Brown Girl
such nonverbal communication. When Audre and her mother visit a park, they just sit and 

into obedience, in Kingston’s into obedience, in Kingston’s into obedience, in Kingston � e Woman Warrior, it is the angry mother who pinches her daughter into 
shame: “At department stores I angered my mother when I could not bargain without shame, poor people’s 
shame. She stood in back of me and prodded and pinched, forcing me to translate her bargaining, word for 
word” (1977, 96). � us, physical language also surfaces in � e Woman Warrior. 
27. 90. � e strict guidelines and physical rigorousness of Audre’s mother towards her daughter’s behavior in 
public return in Lorde’s autobiographical poem “Prologue,” where the narrator relates the physical strictness 
of her upbringing to a continual beating into whiteness, her mother’s endeavor to educate her in survival 
strategies: “[…] when I was a child/ whatever my mother thought would mean survival/ made her try to beat 
me whiter every day/ and even now the colour of her bleached ambition/ still forks throughout my words” 
(1983, 44).
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watch the trees. Sometimes they simply watch the Harlem River or the ocean. Some of the 
precious moments Audre misses most when � ghting the wars with her mother are the times 
when her mother � xes her hair. � en the communication between mother and daughter is 
nonverbal and physical, and includes the daughter’s teeth, the mother’s hand (holding the 
comb), her knees, and her smell.28 In Marshall’s text, Selina and her mother drink the tea 
Selina brewed, and sit “within the cage of sunlight, drinking the hot tea, reading and sweating, 
an ease and intimacy between them” (53). In such moments of nonverbal communication, 
however, readability is not a given but only a wavering possibility.

Knowing how her mother’s eyes “could pierce and prize out her thoughts” (44), Selina 
feels tense. Trying to avoid her mother’s eyes, she knows that “there was no place to hide” (104) 
and that “[t]he mother[’s] eyes would search out the secret” (108). � e briefest of eye contact 
with her mother is su�  cient to make Selina stop smiling, slump down in her chair, or turn 
away.29 At such moments we reach the limit of body-talk as communication. � e body’s se-
miotic verges on the non-communicative, one-sided power structure where policing replaces 
dialogue. � e body still talks, but it talks to oppress. In addition, no exchange occurs. While 
Ronnie Scharfman has pointed out the importance of the mutual gaze—“the lack of […] a 
mirroring bond—the mother’s refusal or inability to allow her small daughter to perceive her 
re� ection in a loving gaze—is at the source of [a] fatal quest for identity”—here no exchange 
of “regards,” as “constitutive of being and identity” takes place (1981, 90-91). Selina avoids her 
mother’s eyes, hides, and turns away.

At times, the daughters try to read their mothers’ face—in vain. Selina “frantically” search-
es her mother’s face for some hint, but � nds it “shut, inscrutable” (78). When her mother’s eyes 
encounter hers, they do not reveal anything. But at other times, body-talk shows the mother’s 
vulnerability and weakness. In Zami, the mature, embedding focalizer Audre remembers how 
she came to a recognition of her mother’s su� ering. When her mother is “not screaming” at 
her, Audre catches her “observing [her] with frightened and painful eyes.” When her mother 
is angry, her face

[s]ti� en[ed] with rage. Her eyebrows drew together as her hand came up, still hold-
ing her handbag. I stopped my tracks as her � rst blow caught me full on the side of 
my head. My mother was no weakling, and I backed away […]. I was relieved to hear 
her tone mollify, as I wiped my eyes. But I still gave her heavy hands a wide berth. 
[…] Her eyes so sharp and furious before, now just looked tired and sad. (64-65) 

Although Audre suggests that words are being spoken (the mother’s tone molli� es), she does 
not register what is being said. Instead, she monitors and gives an account of her mother’s 
body language, which shows her mother not only as furious and � erce, but also as calm again, 

28. � e coi� uring episode will be discussed in Chapter 8, “Becoming Shirley.” Raynaud (1988) discusses 
three intimate episodes that describe Audre’s physical and sensual relationship to her mother. One episode 
concerns the “symbolic birth,” where the mother is combing Audre’s hair, the second relates to “the time 
spent in bed with her mother,” the third is the “mortar and spice” scene (226-229).
29. It also works the other way, causing Silla to experience tension: “[Selina’s] eyes remained � xed on her 
mother’s face. Silla stirred uncomfortably under the look […]” (102). See also 109.
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feeble, weary, and distressed. Reading her mother’s face, she discovers “that her eyes were red. 
She had been crying. � ere was no fury in her voice, only heavy, awful pain” (85). � us, engag-
ing in acts of keen reading and reading her mother’s body, Audre realizes the latter’s tiredness 
and sadness, her pain and vulnerability, and is able to gain an understanding of her.

Sometimes there is no tone at all, leaving no clue other than the mother’s physical gestures. 
During the war, acting as embedded focalizer, Audre can do nothing but rely on her mother’s 
face and eyes in order to know what is going on, and anticipate her mother’s further actions:

[H]er face was drawn and tired and her eyes particularly � erce […]. I would try to 
read and decipher the expression on my mother’s face […] A tight drawn mouth 
o� en meant a whipping for one of us, usually me [ …].(57) 

In this case, Audre explicitly tells us about her act of reading. At other times, she only presents 
a description of her mother’s eyes and suggests her act of reading: “My mother would cut her 
hawk-grey eyes at me from beneath her heavy black brows. [She] would look over at me with 
that amused annoyance which passed for tenderness” (73-74). Audre’s act of reading, indi-
cated by “passed for,” is not without di�  culty. � e girl receives a complex message from her 
mother, conveying hostility as well as a� ection, irritation and gaiety. � is only adds to the im-
age of the mysterious mother—the enigmatic island woman, the true outlines of whose (past) 
life and character seem absent, who is silent and secretive, but who also shouts and pinches.

In Brown Girl, a similar mother puzzle needs to be solved.30 As focalizer, Selina details her 
attempts to read her mother’s gaze: “bewilderment as to its real meaning; disconcertion at the 
love and admiration it masked; a dark satisfaction at its mute plea for forgiveness when she 
knew she would never forgive; and fear at the possessiveness lurking behind its so� ness” (201, 
emphases added). � e use of “masked” and “lurking behind” here echo Lorde’s “passed for,” 
and indicate that the daughters receive ambiguous messages and are aware of their mothers’ 
performance.

[E]ven though [Silla’s] head still rose and fell in that proud elaborate bow, Selina 
detected a masked but unutterable longing in her glance. […] [s]lowly, as though 
she were being bled, the dark strength drained from her face and it became � accid 
and gray with defeat. � e inner stay that gave her body its bold li�  snapped and she 
slumped in her chair. (136-137, 177, emphasis added) 

In these two passages Selina again discloses the performative aspect of her mother’s body lan-
guage (“masked”), but also its restrictions (“inner stay […] snapped”). Receiving indirect and 
confounding signs, both grotesque and in� nitely small, about her mother’s sentiments, Selina 
appears to recognize her mother’s ambiguous feelings. But it is not clear whether the experi-
encing and focalizing girl is able to decide on their exact meaning. While her presentation of 
Silla’s character re� ects the latter’s psychological development as a poor immigrant mother in 
wartime America, it simultaneously re� ects Selina’s development as a daughter—maturing, 
and painstakingly coming to understand her mother’s pain.

30. I borrow the notion of mother puzzle from Pearlman (1989).
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At times all Selina can read is the power of silence, as when “� e mother staggered back 
and a silence formed between them that had the quality of sound—it was more charged with 
sound than the factory and rose swi� ly to a point of eruption” (101), or when “Her [the moth-
er’s] silence � owed into the larger silence of the kitchen and both washed up against Selina 
in a chill wave” (109). Nevertheless, I would like to argue that, in Marshall’s and Lorde’s texts, 
silence can be the beginning of speech. In that sense, body language is no absolute category. 
It partakes of a continuum of communication. During a “portentous silence,” Selina and Silla 

“stare quietly at each other” until Silla grasps Selina’s coat collar, pulls her close, and shouts 
at her daughter (105). In another episode, though motionless, the two “seemed to be warily 
circling each other, feinting, probing for an opening.” � e opening is Selina’s verbal admission 
that she lacks any knowledge about Barbados, but believes that it must be a “nice place.” � is 
indirect invitation to speak, directed at her mother, provokes the latter’s “rhapsodic fury.” In-
furiated, the mother “swung away, rage congesting her face, words choking her. […] ‘Lemme 
tell you how nice it is’ ” (44-45). Paradoxically, silence becomes the knot of semiotic exchange, 
for Silla then recounts the story of her distressed youth.

Listening to her mother, who is “almost shouting” the last part of her story, and in the 
silence that follows, Selina does not move. Outwardly she is still obstinate and indi� erent, 
but inside she is terri� ed by the idea that those memories could eventually “kill” her mother. 
Selina however does not verbally express her incipient understanding of her mother’s pain. 
As focalizer she only tells the reader. Neither does she explicitly acknowledge Silla’s hesitant 
appreciation of her spirit. When she announces her fascination with Barbados, indicating at 
least a partial identi� cation with her mother, the latter looks at her “with a kind of enraged 
love.” Here, atypically, the focalization shi� s and Silla reads Selina’s body—an “adamant face,” 
a “heart leaping,” a “small back as unassailable as her own.” Selina does not recognize her pos-
sible resemblance to her mother, nor does she recognize her mother’s unusual and unexpected 
so� ening. Shouting “ ‘I’m me. Selina’,” she rushes around the woman, and strides away (46-47, 
emphasis added).

While Selina here rebu� s a double suggestion of familiarity, Zami’s Audre is more willing 
to accept a sudden and atypical response expressed by her mother, and in addition focalizes 
and becomes aware of her likeness to her mother. At the start of her � rst period, her moth-
er begins to rebuke her for not having prepared dinner, but so� ens at the realization of her 
daughter’s changed status. Audre’s reaction is the following:

I felt her strong � ngers on my upper arm, turning me around, her other hand under 
my chin as she peered into my face. Her voice so� ened. “Is it your period making you 
slow-down today?” She gave my chin a little shake, as I looked up into her hooded 
grey eyes, now becoming almost gentle. […] My mother […] put her heavy arm 
around my shoulders. I could smell the warm herness rising from between her arm 
and her body, mixed with the smell of glycerine and rosewater, and the scent of her 
thick bun of hair. “I’ll � nish up the food for supper.” She smiled at me, and there was 
a tenderness in her voice and an absence of annoyance that was welcome, although 
unfamiliar. […] Her arm across my shoulders was warm and slightly damp. I rested 
my head upon her shoulder, and realized with a shock of pleasure and surprise that I 
was almost as tall as my mother. (80)
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Although Audre was originally unable to identify with the overwhelming physical vigor of her 
mother (“stumbling behind her [mother]” on her “short stubby little legs,” 17, 37), the onset of 
menstruation—her initiation into womanhood—brings about an identi� cation based on the 
knowledge of womanly secrets, and a nonverbal intimacy with the mother including touch, 
movement, smell, temperature, and moistness. In addition, Audre classi� es her own (wom-
anly) body by comparing it to that of her mother. Identi� cation is reached not only through 
verbal communication, but through physical correspondence.

Like maternal words, maternal bodies are at times repressive and con� ning, and leave 
little room for the daughters to respond. In both Lorde’s and Marshall’s texts, the descriptions 
of the mothers resemble those of prize athletes with their strong, black bodies. � ey are slave 
mothers, ships under full sail. � ey pinch or bring winter with their dark dress. At times the 
daughters feel perplexed and le�  at the mercy of their mothers’ punishing and intimidating 
bodies. At other times, however, the daughters oscillate between aversion and admiration of 
their mothers’ mysterious and magni� cent bodies, which constitute a source of, and facilitate, 
identi� cation and projection, crucial in mother-daughter relationships. In these instances, the 
daughters feel challenged to respond to not only the verbal but also the physical maternal mes-
sages. One such a response is play. 

Play and the assertion of self

As the daughters become aware of their mothers’ history and the daily reality of their lives in 
the United States, they turn to play in order to be able to counteract the anxieties brought forth 
by this developing awareness. Ruth Perry names play “the compensatory blessing that comes by this developing awareness. Ruth Perry names play “the compensatory blessing that comes by this developing awareness. Ruth Perry
with the curse of consciousness.” It is an instrument for children to “heal and test, shape and 
experiment, accommodate and get used to things. […] It is a way of trying on solutions in the 
mind, of experimenting with what is and what ought to be.” � e protected space provided by 
the mother or primary caretaker plays a signi� cant role in this free, curious, and completely 
experimental pursuit of pleasure. � e mother’s presence enables “children to slip back and 
forth from fantasy to reality, constructing, demolishing, and reconstructing their worlds—in 
short, playing—in the space sheltered by the mother’s eyes, hands, and voice” (1984, 4). I will 
now examine whether the mothers in the two texts studied allow their daughters to play and 
explore and creatively interact with the world.

� e mothers in both Zami and Brown Girl are able to only grudgingly tolerate their Brown Girl are able to only grudgingly tolerate their Brown Girl
daughters’ adventurous spirits. � ey do not actually allow their young daughters to be artists. 
Analogous to Marshall’s autobiographical mother, who provided her daughter with a model 
of woman as artist but never encouraged her to become one, Brown Girl’s Silla does not allow 
her daughter to be involved (and thus identify) with Clive, the painter, Suggie the lover, or her 
father, the dreamer and spendthri� . Nor does she permit her daughter to be a storyteller or 
artist and is shocked when she discovers Selina’s leotards, which expose her daughter’s secret 
enrolment in a dance class.

Her tendency to restrict her daughter’s creative and imaginative life is at times explic-
it. Silla interrupts her daughter’s youthful acts of conjuring and thus hinders the girl in her 
moments of fantasy play. When Selina burns candles while daydreaming about a boy, “her 
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mother’s voice intrudes” (“ ‘Selina? You in here?’ ”), and breaks the spell (154). When the girl 
watches a train of ants move along an edge and considers killing them in order to make it rain, 
she suddenly notices her mother enter (16). � ese two incidents suggest that Selina is in� u-
enced by the stories about obeah, as recounted by her mother and her friends during their sto-
rytelling sessions (Baer 1991, 24). Selina’s mother, however, declares that she does not believe 
in obeah anymore, indicating her assimilation to American life and estrangement from her 
cultural past. � is confession doubly counteracts her daughter. First of all, it instantly deprives 
her of the opportunity to identify with her mother, as well as her mother’s ethnically de� ned 
belief in obeah. Secondly, it invalidates the girl’s own manipulating power.31

Zami’s mother similarly interferes in her daughter’s fantasies. � e young Audre continu-
ally fantasizes about the acquisition of a little female person as companion. Concentrating on 

“magical means,” Audre produces little � gures of clay, or steps on all the horizontal lines in the 
pavement for an entire day, in order to have her “little person […] appear like a dream made 
real” (34-35). When Audre � nally � nds her little playmate, holds the girl on her lap, and day-
dreams about the girl’s “real and warm” or “hard rubber” bottom, her mother abruptly inter-
rupts these fantasies. � is causes Audre to feel “caught in the middle of an embarrassing and 
terrible act from which there could be no hiding.”32 Like Selina, Audre thus playfully imagines 
being able to manipulate her own situation. Both girls fantasize of having the power to make 
it rain or � nd a boyfriend or a playmate.

Unlike Selina, however, Audre even fantasizes about the intervening power of her omni-
present mother:

I had almost made a boat of newspaper just before I had to start being dressed to go 
out, and I wondered if my bits of newspaper would still be on the kitchen table when 
we got back, or was my mother even now sweeping them away into the garbage bag? 
Would I be able to rescue them before lunch or would there be nasty wet orange-
peelings and co� ee grounds all over them? (37) 

Out of a piece of paper, � lled with printed news in adult phrases, Audre creates her own 
story, her own boat, symbolizing freedom, movement, adventure—countering, perhaps, her 
mother’s embodiment of the ship under full sail. But Audre also imaginatively anticipates, and 
narrates in detailed description, its destruction by her mother, indicating the actual possibility 
of such an occurrence. Her rich fantasies regarding this possibility, if they do not undermine 
her mother’s household power (“I had to start being dressed,” “sweeping them away”), at least 
enable her to assert herself as focalizer.

While the fantasies of the playmate and that of the newspaper boat suggest a longing to 
escape her secluded world, some of Audre’s other fantasies are even more boldly escapist, as 

31. 71. Silla’s proclamation is similar to the statement made by the mother in Kingston’s 31. 71. Silla’s proclamation is similar to the statement made by the mother in Kingston’s 31. 71. Silla’s proclamation is similar to the statement made by the mother in Kingston � e Woman War-
rior, who represents herself as “a modern woman” and sets herself o�  against “old-fashioned” women who 
follow ghost rituals and “ ‘[t]he old ladies in China [who] had many silly superstitions’ ” (1977, 89). Claiming 
her own assimilation to American culture, the mother implicitly discourages her daughter from creating any 
fantasies.
32. 40. For an analysis of this incident, see Chapter 7, “She’s a Doll.”
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the girl dreams of being someone else. Once the “nightly blitzes of her emotional war” (83) 
with her mother have started, Audre fantasizes of being a woman warrior:

I fantasized all my dealings with them against a backdrop of Joan of Arc at Rheims 
or the Revolutionary War. I cleaned my � intlocks nightly, and poured my lead-mold 
bullets a� er midnight when everybody else in my family was asleep. (81-82)

Fantasies of this kind, of course, are common in coming-of-age narratives. � ey present girls 
(and boys) as protagonists, o� en angry and embattled, and involved in con� icts with their 
family. Brown Girl’s Selina describes to a friend how she imagines that she no longer belongs 
to her family, but is a dead girl whom she has seen once. “I think of me instead of her in the 
box and everybody crying.” � is signi� es her desire to break out.33

Sometimes a fantasy’s � ight away from family explicitly involves a � ight away from class 
and race.34 In Brown Girl, Selina conjures up in her mind’s eye the previous occupants of her 
family’s home, and dreams about “mild voices” and “white hands”: “[A]s they crowded around, 
fusing with her, she was no longer a dark girl alone and dreaming at the top of an old house, 
but one of them, invested with their beauty and gentility” (5). At night, when her fantasies 
of “escape” are even more intense, she imagines that she is one of the white family’s children, 
secure in sleep—the sheet wrapped “tight around her head” in an e� ort to imitate the sleeping 
children in the nursery, safely tucked in (51). Such fantasies allow her to experience an almost 
physical merging with the family. It allows her to feel sheltered and secure, incorporated and 
loved, beautiful and re� ned. But above all, the absorption by the white family involves an 
undoing of her “dark girl” identity, a racial metamorphosis, indeed, a reincarnation: Selina’s 
emancipation from her race.

Selina’s fantasies about the former occupants implicitly respond to her mother’s superb 
storytelling. Although the fantasies are free from her mother’s constant interference, as Selina 
fantasizes while “the mother was at work,” they suggest an identi� cation with her power of 
words. Selina’s fantasies, however, also suggest an identi� cation with her father. For it is not 
only fantasies about her own escape that occupy Selina. Dreaming along with her father, she 
envisages his return to the property he inherited in Barbados, where, he imagines, he will live 
like a king. When her father tells her that he is learning how to play the trumpet, Selina sees 

“his name in lights in the golden mouth of the trumpet and people crowding around him as he 
dashed from the theater with a white scarf at his throat and a cape � aring from his shoulders” 

33. 59. In coming-of-age narratives, fantasies of escape abound. In Rios (1974), the protagonist continu-
ally fantasizes about her escape. While � ushing the toilet, she ponders: “[…] sometimes I wonder if I could 
be � ushed down in there … Papa says it all goes to China … just think I would go to China … far, far away 
[…].” In another escape fantasy, she imagines: “If only I could die … on a long table I would lie […] then they 
would cry […],” as she � oats away (1976, 17, 87).
34. In Alvarez (1991), one of the girls fantasizes about being adopted by a rich white family: “Maybe they 
would adopt her, and give her an allowance like other American girls got” (1992, 173). In Cofer (1989), the 
narrator fantasizes that the white family she visits “could accept [her] as one of their own,” expressing her ha-
tred of her own community’s “drinking crowd with blaring salsamusic.” Although she attributes her fantasy 
to “adolescence,” the fantasy is also marked by the issue of ethnicity (189-190).
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(5, 85). Even when her father falls from the ship that deports him back to Barbados, Selina’s 
imagination produces bright and shiny paternal images. Making up various scenarios of his 
death, Selina envisions her father not as jumping from the ship to commit suicide, but as a 
boy, “diving for the coins the tourists tossed into the sea, and he saw the one he wanted most 
in the bright disk of the sun” (189-190). In another fantasy she imagines that “he outwitted us 
all and really swam ashore, and is home now living like a lord and glad to be rid of this place 
and of us” (249).

Above, I have shown how both protagonists, mostly in spite of their mothers’ discour-
agement, fantasize alternative lives for themselves (or others). On one level, of course, such 
stories are literary tools. Following Bénédicte Corhay-Ledent, we could say that Audre’s and 
Selina’s dreams are technical devices that present a more balanced view of them as female 
characters. � ey “have a functional role and add depth to the theme of divided identity” by 
making possible the repeated juxtaposition of the con� icting worlds in the girls’ lives. We 
could similarly agree with Sydney Janet Kaplan, who claims that dreams and other introspec-
tive methods are signi� cant in depicting the inner life of female characters who are in the 
process of self-discovery.35

But on the level of the narrative, the girls’ dreams are functional as well. Patricia Meyer 
Spacks de� nes fantasy as “mental productions serving the purpose of wish ful� llment and 
o� en substituting for action or e� ort in the realm outside the self.” She describes one ado-
lescent character (Doris Lessing’s Martha Quest) as struggling with “ambiguities inherent in 
the search for identity” and “the con� icting images o� ered by the culture.” Functioning as an 
authority in her “imaginary city,” the girl replaces actual control with the power supplied by 
daydreams, and is able to e� ectively control others only by her imagination. Spacks acknowl-
edges “the problematic relation of reality and fantasy in youthful experience,” and “the gap 
between imagination and the realization of social force.” � e character’s fantasmatic power 
remains private (1981, 13, 45, 47, 87).

Many girl protagonists in coming-of-age narratives fabricate fantasies, but hardly verbal-
ize them. While the girls in Marshall’s and Lorde’s texts spin out their own adventures in their 
minds, they keep their thoughts to themselves and their mouths � rmly closed. � ey look and 
listen, but mostly dream and desire. As if to account for their inability to voice their thoughts, 
in the childhood sections of both Brown Girl and Brown Girl and Brown Girl Zami the daughters have trouble speaking 
and lack primary listeners. While Selina describes her mother as using the “well-tempered 
instrument” of her own voice “with in� nite skill,” she regrets that “[i]t is never like this with 
her. Whenever she has to recite at school, the children do not listen.”36 Part of Selina’s struggle 
in Brown Girl is to � nd an eloquence of her own and articulate her own self. Brown Girl is to � nd an eloquence of her own and articulate her own self. Brown Girl

Zami’s young Audre even su� ers from voicelessness. She is silent for the � rst four years 
of her life:

35. Corhay-Ledent 1990, 506; Kaplan 1988, 48.
36. 225, 71. Likewise, when she attempts to inform people of her mother’s sly plan regarding her father’s 
land in Barbados, nobody pays attention. “It was not that Suggie had refused to believe, but that she, Selina, 
had failed in words that would convince her” (81).
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To this day I don’t know if I didn’t talk earlier because I didn’t know how, or if I didn’t 
talk because I had nothing to say that I would be allowed to say without punishment. 
Self-preservation starts very early in west-Indian families.37

Worried about her daughter’s silence, Audre’s mother has doctors clip her daughter’s string of 
the tongue, “so I was no longer tongue-tied” (23). In � e Woman Warrior the mother’s cut-� e Woman Warrior the mother’s cut-� e Woman Warrior
ting of Maxine’s tongue—“so that you would not be tongue-tied” (1977, 190)—temporarily 
silences the girl instead of invigorating her speech. In contrast, in Zami it is not the mother’s 
intervention that causes Audre’s silence, but her astonishment, relief, and delight when Audre 
at last starts to speak. It is suggested that the maternal excitement “startled [Audre] back into 
cautious silence” (23), because the girl now fears that she will have to communicate, and thus 
compete, with her verbally powerful mother.38

In due course, both Selina and Audre � nd their voice, yet seldom direct their resentment 
explicitly towards their mothers. Sometimes they complain to other characters. In Brown Girl,
exasperated by her mother’s expectations of her, Selina tells her friend Suggie that she can-
not be “something I don’t want to be” (211). In Zami, as mentioned above, the young Audre 
con� des in her school counselor that her strict, mean, and unfair mother does not love her 
(84). At other times, the girls complain to the reader. Audre objects to the lack of privacy in 
her house—though not as daughter-protagonist, but only as narrator: “How dare she follow 
me into my room like a preemptory reminder that no place in this house was sacrosanct from 
her!” (96). However, even if this accusation remains mute, it suggests the beginning of some 
sort of daughterly protest. Indeed, at � � een, Audre starts to deploy her voice, informing her 
mother that now that she has reached this age, her mother cannot stop her from doing any-
thing. Although at � rst she is only able to communicate with her mother by screaming, in a 
later episode she declares in a calmer voice that she wants to lead her own life (156-157, 304).

While Audre begins to assert herself verbally, Brown Girl’s Selina does not yet dare to es-
tablish herself through speech. She lacks the courage to openly talk back to her mother. When 
she has her � rst sexual experience with a boy, her mother’s words intrude:

[W]ords from the mother’s daily lectures (wild-dog puppies, concubines) were vivid 
with meaning. A concubine was someone who lay impaled by a stranger’s body, open 
to his dark intrusion, and who felt only innocent and created. (239-240) 

37. 21-22. Another reference to such speaking problems can be found in Lorde’s poem cited above: “Mother 
loosen my tongue” (1986). In “My Words Will Be � ere,” Lorde recalls that “I was very inarticulate as a 
youngster, I couldn’t speak. I didn’t speak until I was � ve, in fact, not really, until I started reading and writ-
ing poetry” (1984, 261). Here Lorde points out the crucial di� erence between talking mothers and writing 
daughters, which is discussed by Marshall (see above).
38. � is partially imposed silence returns when Audre is forbidden to participate in her older sisters’ nightly 
storytelling séances. � ey exclude her by admonishing her to go to sleep, or “the boogie-man” will bite o�  her 
head. While a�  rming the sisters’ storytelling power, this boogie-man image attracts Audre at the same time. 
Drawn towards her siblings’ storytelling for its fabrications and inventions, Audre “thought that the very idea 
of telling stories and not getting whipped for telling untrue was the most marvelous thing I could think of 
[…].” However, when she openly intermingles in the storytelling session, it is abruptly ended (45-47).
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As during her mother’s interference at earlier moments of privacy (burning candles, watch-
ing a train of ants), Selina gives room to her mother’s words. Yet in this racialized � rst sexual 
experience (“dark intrusion”) it is not her mother’s words that pierce and penetrate her, as they 
have previously entered her body almost physically, but the stranger’s dark body. Moreover, 
the girl appropriates her mother’s words, rephrases them, and makes them her own. What we 
consequently read is Selina’s own imaginative representation of a concubine. In fact, it is even 
more than that: Selina identi� es with the exact same image with which her mother has cau-
tioned her. She has become the concubine, passively undergoing the sexual act (“lay impaled,” 

“open”), but also feeling pure and newly born. 
Still, Selina does not actually talk back to her mother. And when she speaks, her mother 

uses several ways to silence and censor her. When Selina discloses to her mother that she has 
informed others of her plan to sell her husband’s land in Barbados, Silla ridicules her daugh-
ter’s speech with “[…] what you could tell, � rst o� ? And who gon believe a child that does talk 
to sheself, second?” (106). She thus openly questions Selina’s comprehension and reliability. 
When Selina refuses to accept a scholarship granted her by the Barbadian Association, where 
she feels alienated and lonely, and tells her mother and the other members that “it […] means 
something I don’t want for myself,” Silla dismisses her daughter’s public statement by accusing 
her of lying, talking in parables, and using big words (303-304). � us, whether Selina’s verbal 
declaration indicates a clinging to Barbados (trying to rescue her father’s land) or a resigna-
tion from the Barbadian immigrant community (refusing to accept the scholarship), Silla dis-
quali� es her daughter’s verbal assertions of self through derision and accusation.

In Zami, Audre’s mother likewise employs several methods to silence her daughter. Re-
fusing to accept any criticism or contradiction, the woman ignores her daughter’s requests, si-
lently hurrying on, “apparently not hearing,” or claiming that she does not have time: “ ‘Among-
you children never stop to think’ ” (42, 73). � us, when Audre audaciously “answer[s] back” 
one time, her mother disregards her daughter’s “implied contradiction, itself an act of rebel-
lion strictly forbidden in our house” (80). In other episodes, Audre’s new voice is met with 
irritation or anger. Audre’s complaint regarding the abuse she receives at school evokes her 
mother’s annoyed response that school is only a place for learning, not for friends (60-61). 

I have also shown that the mother is enraged about Audre’s plan to run in the election 
for school president. Audre drops the subject, but secretly enters the election and fabricates a 
private story of victory. � us, she quietly counters her mother. She is not chosen, however, and 
will not actually be able to live out her fantasy. While the young Audre is not fully aware of the 
racially informed ideology of her mother’s words, as an adult she evaluates them as “all man-
ner of wily and diversionary defenses [she had] learned from the white man’s tongue, from out 
of the mouth of her father. She had to use these defenses, and had survived by them, and had 
also died by them a little, at the same time” (58). � e adult narrator thus labels, and partially 
disquali� es, her mother’s verbal power as part of a strategy of assimilation, compromise, and 
submission. If one wishes to call this critique, it comes late.

In the course of Brown Girl, Selina also comes to critique her mothers’ words as 
assimilationist. She witnesses her mother’s declaration that, because of “the way things ar-
range,” she has to “be hard” and “misuse others” in order to “make [her] way” and not “lose 
out.” Otherwise, “ ‘somebody come and trample you quick enough’.” Having listened to her 
mother’s “carefully wrought testimony” to her friends, Selina feels the urge to “give the lie 
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to that argument and shout her truth to them all!” However, the “angry word springing to 
her lips” only dies there as she � nds her mother’s eyes “� xed on her with their mute plea for 
understanding and tolerance […]” (224-226). � us, even though she asks her daughter for 
understanding, the mother silences her. Her authority is not only a result of her skill with 
words, but also of her body language. Eventually, Selina replicates her mother’s nonverbal 
way of communication. When her mother li� s her arms in a protective gesture and warns her 
daughter: “ ‘Girl, do you know what it tis out there? How those white people does do yuh?’,” 
Selina glumly nods and exposes a “sad knowing in her eyes” (306-307).

An examination of the communication between mother and daughter in Brown Girl re-
veals that Selina is increasingly able to take over, with her body as well as her words. At the 
beginning of the novel, the girl “shie[s] at her mother’s violent movement” (75). Later on, 
when her eyes catch her mother’s, her smile fades away, and she quickly slumps down in her 
chair (128), or she turns away (132). But Selina’s body language also facilitates her self-asser-
tion. When during an argument her mother raises her hand to hit her, Selina takes o�  her hat 
to show o�  her new hairdo, and murmurs “ ‘See, I’ve got curls’. ” � is causes the mother’s hand 
to drop, and an “odd so� ness” to appear “underneath her stunned rage” (101-102). � us, by 
raising her hat Selina negates her mother’s physical statement (the raised hand), and displays 
and announces, however so� ly uttered, her new femininity.

Not only Selina’s hands, but also her eyes speak. � e “old resistance” in them “infuriate[s]” 
her mother (77). Fixed on her mother’s face, they make her mother feel uncomfortable. Her 

“venomous gaze” causes her mother’s hand, li� ed to ask for understanding and forgiveness, to 
falter and drop down (110). Later, Selina’s cold condemning stare kills her mother’s “assuaging, 
apologetic look; her hand sketch[ing] a plea for forbearance” (203). In yet a fourth episode of 
visual interaction, when her mother starts hitting her for having a boyfriend, Selina holds her 
mother “immobile with her clear gaze.” Still, “her voice issued smooth with a lie” (257-258).

In time words come to support, and even replace, the eyes as a means of communication. 
When her mother has her own husband turned in to the immigration o�  cials, Selina’s voice 
is not “smooth” at all.

Helplessly Silla stumbled across the room like someone old and in� rm, drawn, by 
Selina’s envenomed eyes and her frenzied shout, into the dangerous orbit around the 
bed. As she reached the bed […] Selina sprang. […] her thin arms reaching out to 
grasp the mother’s dress. “Hitler.” She spat the name in the mother’s face and brought 
her small � st down on Silla’s shoulder. “Hitler,” she cried and struck again. (184)

Although Selina is hindered by her young age (“thin arms,” “small � st”), her anger transforms 
her once strong mother into one that is “stumbling,” “old,” and “in� rm.” She challenges her 
mother’s maternal power by yelling at, seizing, and hitting her. Her protest includes both her 
body (“envenomed eyes,” “arms reaching out,” “grasp,” “spat,” “brought her […] � st down,” 

“struck”) and her voice (“frenzied shout,” “Hitler,” “cried”).39

39. Other coming-of-age narratives also stage daughters who talk back to their parents by interpellating 
them as brutes. When the � rst person narrator of Cofer (1993) is forbidden to become romantically in-
volved with a Jewish boy, she calls her mother a Nazi (126-127). In Alvarez (1991), Yoyo’s father tears up the 
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� is interconnection of physical and verbal communication returns at the end of the nov-
el when Silla’s rage once again “lit the air like a dazzling pyrotechnic display, and heightened 
the dark handsomeness of her face, and her � ne eyes.” Selina feels the old admiration,

but none of the old weakening—she was no longer the child who used to succumb, 
without will, to that powerful onslaught. […] Finally, breathing the angered air 
which sparked her anger, Selina silenced her with a single vehement gesture. “All 
right mother, I’ll tell you.” (304) 

“[B]reathing” her mother’s anger, Selina motions to her mother that she will tell. 

Conclusion

At the end of Brown Girl, Selina recognizes that her assertiveness, willfulness, and forthright-
ness are her mother’s. At seventeen years of age she plans a trip to the Caribbean, which she 
justi� es by citing her mother’s example: “ ‘(…) you see I’m truly your child. Remember how 
you used to talk about how you le�  home and came here alone as a girl of eighteen and was 
your own woman? I used to love hearing that. And that’s what I want. I want it!’ ” (307, em-
phases added). Having learned from her mother “how to use her language to exert control 
over the world,” having been encouraged to develop a free and rebellious spirit, Selina here 
proclaims her independence from her mother, while simultaneously proclaiming their cohe-
sion and commonality (Perry 1984, 13). sion and commonality (Perry 1984, 13). sion and commonality (Perry

Zami does not contain such an explicit moment of assertion. Audre also moves out of 
her “mother’s house” at the age of seventeen, but in contrast does not leave the “country of our 
sojourn.” “I began to seek some more fruitful return than simple bitterness from this place of 
my mother’s exile, whose streets I came to learn better than my mother had ever learned them. 
But thanks to what she did know and could teach me, I survived in them better than I could 
have imagined” (104, emphases added). Both mothers verbally convey their lessons to their 
daughters (“talk,” “teach”). Both daughters, “hearing,” and “imagin[ing]” their own future, an-
nounce both their association and autonomy.

Growing up, both daughter-protagonists � nd themselves in intensely complex relation-
ships with their mothers, and constantly vacillate between a loving awe and a violent angry 
distrust for them. � ey struggle to identify with, as well as break away from, the omnipotent 
and all-subsuming maternal � gures, whose power and control they consider to be obstacles to 
their independence. At � rst the girls do not understand that their mothers’ survival training is 
dictated by their immigration history, and the American realities of racism and poverty. Nor do 
they understand that it necessarily includes secrets and strictness. Both girls thus engage in pro-
longed con� icts with their mothers, stage all sorts of protests, and � nd it di�  cult to identify with 
their culture and history. But by observing their mothers, and through their own gendered and 

American-style “Teacher’s Day address” the girl has written for the school assembly. Conceiving “the worst 
possible thing she could say to her father,” who lost brothers and friends to the dictator Trujillo, she calls him 

“ ‘Chapita’,” the hated nickname of the dictator (1992, 147). 
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ethnic-racial experiences, the girls gradually begin to understand their mothers’ complex posi-
tion as black, immigrant, and female in white U.S. society. � e mothers become individuals and 
are no longer variations of a stereotype (Kubitschek 1991, 72). � e daughters also come to admit are no longer variations of a stereotype (Kubitschek 1991, 72). � e daughters also come to admit are no longer variations of a stereotype (Kubitschek
and respect their own resemblance to their mothers. “� ey can only come to know themselves 
by acknowledging the connections with their mothers,” explains Donna Perry (1990, 157).by acknowledging the connections with their mothers,” explains Donna Perry (1990, 157).by acknowledging the connections with their mothers,” explains Donna Perry

My analysis of the two novels focused on the conjunction of verbal power, the unspeak-
able, and physical communication. I have considered the weight of the mothers’ words, but 
I have as well quali� ed the suggestion, put forward by Alice Walker and others, that it is 
through their mothers’ verbal expressions that daughters are able to identify with them and 
construct their own identities. Walker suggests a transparent correlation between story and 
identity, between narrativity and identity construction. She also implies that a free � ow of sto-
ries coming from black mothers creates a space in which the daughters tell their own stories 
and de� ne their own selves. Yet the mothers’ power depends on the exclusion of other voices, 
and the messages they convey contain taboos and secrets. � e mothers’ enclosing discourse 
thus threatens to incapacitate the daughters, preventing them from creating their own stories. 
However, signifying the lack of unambiguous answers to questions of identity, the mothers’ 
storytelling invites and induces the daughters to speculate, � ll in, and create. � is process 
assists them in their quest for sel� ood and facilitates the construction of their racialized and 
gendered identities. Furthermore, not only the maternal stories, but also the maternal bodies 
dare them to speak, for the stories have a physical quality—� rst of all as they penetrate the 
daughter’s body, and secondly because the mother’s body language enhances as well as dis-
turbs the stories that are conveyed verbally. 

In my analysis of � e Joy Luck Club and � e Woman Warrior, I demonstrated that the 
communication between mother and daughter consists of talk-stories, screaming, and silence. 
� e communication is cerebral compared to that in Zami and Brown Girl, where the mother-
daughter communication, apart from spoken messages, is saturated with physicality. Indeed, 
this physicality mostly describes their relationship. � is is, of course, not to say that in black 
culture corporeality plays a relatively more distinct role in storytelling and other verbal forms 
of communication and, consequently, in the construction of identities. Yet in these two novels 
the physical component is rather conspicuous. � e physical features of the mothers’ narra-
tivity (raising their voice, gesturing, and intonation) add to the power of the word. In addi-
tion, the mothers turn to a variety of indirect, non-narrative modes of communication, which 
shows that verbal and physical communications do not exclude each other as two absolute 
oppositions, but are supplementary. � us, when Selina has both verbally and physically re-
monstrated against her mother, she is not only forced to translate her mother’s soaring voice, 
but also � gure out the meaning of her body.

Apart from the daughterly struggle with the magnitude of the mothers’ words, silences 
and bodies, both texts also explore the girls’ struggle with the immigrant histories of their 
families, which intensify generic intergenerational problems within families, but also play a 
signi� cant role in the de� nition of a self. As Carole Boyce Davies states, the Afro-Caribbean 
female protagonists de� ne their female selves “within the larger exploration of cultural iden-
tity.” Audre will realize, in time, through recollections of “folk healing, song making, the no-
tion of ‘home’,” that her identity is in part constructed by her engagement with Caribbean folk 
culture (1990, 69, 62). 
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� e girls’ developing understanding of themselves in terms of their culture and the wider 
society is shaped by a complexity of con� icting messages they receive and have to interpret. 
� eir growing-up, therefore, is a process of collecting and stringing together all these separate 
yet related messages about life that they absorb almost bodily. � ey experience their family’s 
Caribbean diet and dialect, the music and other sounds from Brooklyn and Harlem. But they 
also attend public school and visit white friends’ families. Writing about Brown Girl, Susan 
Willis points out that the novel “does not produce narrative closure, simply because no one 
story—nor all stories taken together—can be totalizing in Selina’s world […].” Selina must 
wrest a sense of self “from among the shattered bits of her experience and the social rubble 
that surrounds her” (1990 I, 70-71). � e girl brings together all these di� erent aspects of her 
self and works them over in her fantasies. � e following two chapters, “Terms of Address” and 

“Getting the Message,” will consider the great variety of messages that girls of color coming-of-
age receive and out of which they must “wrest a sense of self.”





Terms of Address
Chapter 4
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“� e power to name is the power to de� ne and control” (Etter-Lewis 1996, 4).

Visitations

In 1990 Bettina R. Flores published a self-help book for young Latinas, entitled Chiquita’s Co-
coon: A “Cinderella Complex” for the Latina Woman. Although the author explains in the intro-
duction that the book began as “a simple autobiography,” a “straight narrative” of her growing up 
as a Latina, it turned into a study � lled with “research,” “statistics,” and “quotations,” based on in-
terviews with 200 Latinas. � e cover claims that the book exposes “the Latina’s centuries-old be-
liefs and practices of cyclical poverty, large families, mutilating machismo and the constraints of 
Catholicism.” It describes “[h]ow to keep valued cultural traditions while shedding those which 
bury women alive,” and is written for every Latina who wishes “to break out of her outdated 
cultural lifestyle for a life of greater power, love, money, status and happiness” (1991, cover). 

In a photograph on the back cover, the author familiarly presents herself as “Bettina” (Fig. 1). 
Dressed in an elaborately embroidered Spanish or Mexican skirt and jacket, posing beside an an-
tique globe that is turned to “Europa,” the author displays the nostalgic features of her cultural 
background, as well as her bourgeois milieu (1; cover). Wearing a white turtleneck sweater and 
devotedly crossing her arms across her chest, but also showing (o� ) jewelry, painted � ngernails, 
and a minute part of her bare leg, she embodies the “Latina dilemma” dissected in her book. 

Fig. 1: back cover, Chiquita’s Cocoon (Flores 1991).
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Although the book focuses on Latinas in general, the author includes ample information 
regarding her own youth. She grew up in a poor family, acquiring a “Fear of Anglos (and of 
being Anglicized)” from her “cultural upbringing.” She remembers:

I was just four-years-old when I was � rst intimidated by an Anglo woman. She was 
our welfare worker and came to our home to check up on us on a monthly basis. For 
some reason, she always sat and my mother and I stood together in the center of the 
room facing her. […] I would cling to my mother’s leg, sensing her nervousness and 
fear. � e Anglo woman always had a barrage of questions (in English, of course) 
which she shot at my mother like piercing arrows. Having no English skills, feeling 
intimidated and threatened, my mother could say very little and was forced to listen 
to verbal abuse. (29) 

Flores’s narrator also recalls that she copied her mother’s behavior and thus likewise felt intim-
idated and frightened, wishing her mother would � ght back. She indicates that language was a 
major cause of the intimidation she and her mother experienced. � e social worker’s “piercing 
arrows” and “verbal abuse” cannot be countered by the girl and her mother. Frightened, and 
with insu�  cient command of English, the immigrant mother feels helpless. Identifying with 
her mother, the girl can only quietly wish, swear, promise and vow. � erefore, the daughter 
subsequently swears

that no one would ever again intimidate me. I promised myself no one would ever 
talk to me like that and get away with it. I vowed to learn English and practice my 
written and verbal skills until I could express myself as well as any Anglo in any situ-
ation. (30)

� e narrator’s experience is not only an e� ect of her family’s status as non-English-speaking im-
migrants. Class also plays a role, and the fact that the family’s father had died, leaving his widow 
and their seven children with only $2.00 in his “worn wallet” (9). � is brings us to another 
autobiographical text that points out how class plays a role in such state intervention: Carolyn 
Steedman’s Steedman’s Steedman Landscape for a Good Woman (1986). Although the text technically falls outside of 
the scope of this study, because of its cultural origin, it shows striking similarities to Flores’s au-
tobiographical narrative and will jointly introduce the central themes of this chapter. 

Landscape is a joint (auto)biography of Steedman’s working-class childhood (South Lon-is a joint (auto)biography of Steedman’s working-class childhood (South Lon-is a joint (auto)biography of Steedman
don in the 1950s) and that of her mother (Burnley in the 1920s). � e adult narrator refers 
no fewer than four times to an episode in which she watches a class encounter between her 
mother, who has recently given birth to a younger sister, and a health visitor who checks on 
the mother’s provision of physical—and, by implication, psychological—nurture. � e health 
visitor subsequently speaks “haughtily” to her mother and concludes: “ ‘� is house isn’t � t for 
a baby’.” � e narrator remembers her mother crying, and “standing on the bare � oorboards 
[…],” which only adds to her vulnerability and distress. She also remembers that they jointly 
watched “the dumpy retreating � gure of the health visitor through the curtainless windows,” 
knowing that “Many women have stood thus, at the window, looking out, their children 
watching their exclusion” (1986, 2, 38).
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As in Bettina Flores’s text, where the social worker sits while “my mother and I stood to-
gether in the center of the room facing her,” a physical awkwardness characterizes Steedman’s gether in the center of the room facing her,” a physical awkwardness characterizes Steedman’s gether in the center of the room facing her,” a physical awkwardness characterizes Steedman
episode. � e narrator remembers watching the health visitor, as well as her crying mother 
who is “standing on the bare � oorboards.” Framing her distressed mother, and by implica-
tion herself, by means of the unclothed � oor and window, the narrating I indicates their vul-
nerability, desolation and despair. � e social distance between the mother/daughter pair and 
the social worker is symbolized by the physical gap between them—the window divides the 
health visitor’s public world from the mother/daughter’s private world, and symbolizes the 
latter’s isolation. “� e health visitor repeated the exclusion in the disdainful language of class, 
told my mother exactly what it was she stood outside” (6). In contrast, the daughter remem-
bers her symbiosis and solidarity with her mother. As in Flores’s text, where the girl “cling[s] 
to [her] mother’s leg, sensing her nervousness and fear” (29), in Steedman’s text the daughter to [her] mother’s leg, sensing her nervousness and fear” (29), in Steedman’s text the daughter to [her] mother’s leg, sensing her nervousness and fear” (29), in Steedman
joins her mother in watching the visitor (“We both watched the […] retreating � gure”) while 
standing at the window (2, 38). � e daughters literally share their mothers’ position, and their 
perception of the third � gure.1

Elizabeth Abel points out how, retrospectively, the adult narrator articulates the young 
girl’s unspoken “pact of class solidarity” with her mother. � e daughter’s identi� cation with 
her mother implies a denunciation of the health visitor, and all that she embodies.2 However, 
I would argue, the girl’s solidarity and identi� cation with the mother is only half-hearted. � e 
girl decides to

do everything and anything until the end of my days to stop anyone ever talking 
to me like that woman talked to my mother. It is in this place this bare, curtainless 
bedroom that lies my secret and shameful de� ance. I read a [middle-class] woman’s 
book, meet such a woman at a party (a woman now, like me) and think quite delib-
erately as we talk: we are divided. […] I know this and you don’t.3

Analogously, in Flores’s text, the daughter vows to learn English in order to prevent such an 
encounter from happening to her in the future. � us, in both texts the daughters declare that 
language and knowledge will make all the di� erence.4

1. � e window also plays a role in another text about the intervention of social workers. In Kingston’s 1. � e window also plays a role in another text about the intervention of social workers. In Kingston’s 1. � e window also plays a role in another text about the intervention of social workers. In Kingston � e 
Woman Warrior, Maxine and her family face social workers intruding in their lives. “Staying o�  the streets 
did no good. � ey came nosing at windows—Social Worker Ghosts; Public Health Nurse Ghosts […]. We hid 
directly under the windows, pressed against the baseboard until the ghost, calling us in the ghost language so 
that we’d almost answer to stop its voice, gave up” (1977, 114-115). Again, the window signi� es the social and 
physical distance between the state’s “nosing” agents and the immigrant and/or working-class family (here: 
Maxine and her siblings).
2. Abel 1990, 193; Steedman 1986, 2; see also Wyatt 2004, 51-52.
3. 2. Steedman’s adult narrator even explicitly notes: “What 3. 2. Steedman’s adult narrator even explicitly notes: “What 3. 2. Steedman broke the relationship between mother and 
child in my household was […] a representative of the law […] who demonstrated to us all the hierarchies 
of our illegality, the impropriety of our existence, our marginality within the social system [she] represented” 
(79-80; emphasis added).
4. Chapter 6, “Brown Streaks in the Mirror,” will focus on an episode taken from Morrison’s 4. Chapter 6, “Brown Streaks in the Mirror,” will focus on an episode taken from Morrison’s 4. Chapter 6, “Brown Streaks in the Mirror,” will focus on an episode taken from Morrison Sula (1973), 
where the girl protagonist likewise decides to prevent such abuse from happening to her in the future. Watch-
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� e social workers’ address is a double one. � e � rst, implicit, form of address is the very 
fact that the state has selected the families to be checked on, and has sent the o�  cials to inves-
tigate. Embodying white middle-class values, the visitors implicitly address the working-class 
and immigrant families as other, illegal, improper, and marginal within the social system they 
represent. Although Steedman’s narrator remembers that her “mother never identi� ed herself represent. Although Steedman’s narrator remembers that her “mother never identi� ed herself represent. Although Steedman
as working class,” the health visitor “knew exactly who she was.” Secondly, during their visits 
the o�  cials directly and indirectly reprimand the mothers—for not speaking English, for be-
ing unable to properly provide for their families, for living as they do. Judith Butler points out 
that “In the reprimand the subject not only receives recognition, but attains as well a certain 
order of social existence […].” In these examples, the mothers’ “order of social existence” is 
labelled incompetent and inappropriate. But it is not only the visitors’ criticism that makes the 
girls aware of hidden messages. Steedman’s narrator remembers her family’s anxious response girls aware of hidden messages. Steedman’s narrator remembers her family’s anxious response girls aware of hidden messages. Steedman
to the visits, as “the presence of outsiders [meant] invasion and threat.” As an illegitimate child 
living in a welfare family, she knew that her family’s “refusal of entry to outsiders [constituted] 
a series of covert messages about the impropriety and illegality of our existence” (Steedman
101-102; Butler 1993, 121; Steedman 66-67).

� e two scenes above are replicated in the coming-of-age narratives under study here. 
Focusing on the issue of address, the following sections will discuss some of these texts. My 
analysis will center on the way in which those in the private sphere of home (parents, siblings, 
and visiting social workers), as well as those in the public sphere of the health station, school 
and street (nurses, policemen, teachers, and peers) interpellate the narratives’ protagonists. I 
will examine both direct and indirect forms of address, and investigate which components 
of the girls’ identity—their sexuality, religion, color, age, race, ethnicity, nationality—are in-
volved in the messages they receive. I will in addition consider the e� ects of the interpellation: 
the girls’ (mis)recognition of the messages incorporated in the way they are being addressed, 
their (lack of) critique of this address, and their application of the terms of interpellation in 
the construction of their identities.

Relationality, misrecognition, disobedience

Nicolasa Mohr, American author of Puerto Rican background, wrote two autobiographical Nicolasa Mohr, American author of Puerto Rican background, wrote two autobiographical Nicolasa Mohr
texts, each of which contains an episode concerning a home visit by a social worker. � e � rst 
text, the semi-autobiographical novel Nilda (1973), is narrated in the third person and has 
an external extradiegetic narrator, but is colored by the consciousness of the protagonist. It is 
mostly focalized by the naive and innocent Nilda Ramírez who � nds herself poised at the bor-
der of womanhood, between childhood and adolescence. In a deceptively simple and infantile 

ing her mother being patronized by a white railway conductor, and subsequently gazed at with disgust and 
scorn by a group of black soldiers, Nel immediately decides “to be on guard—always. She wanted to make 
certain that no man ever looked at her that way. � at no midnight eyes or marbled � esh would ever accost 
her and turn her into jelly” (1987, 22). � is echoes the girls’ determination in Flores’s and Steedman’s texts. ’s and Steedman’s texts. ’s and Steedman
But the girl’s resolution here is focused on being “on guard,” and preventing herself from being subjected to 
the gaze her mother is exposed to. Not language, but looking is central here.
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language, the ten-year-old girl observes and describes other people’s behavior, as well as the 
microcosm of 1940s New York barrio life. Growing up surrounded by the disturbance of 
World War II, having no access to adult knowledge regarding issues such as ethnicity, racism 
and poverty, she is only able to articulate her stance on particular incidents as she perceives 
them. � e reader almost painstakingly follows the girl while she is growing up and struggles 
with these experiences.5

As in Steedman’s text, in which the narrator remembers her family’s nervous response As in Steedman’s text, in which the narrator remembers her family’s nervous response As in Steedman
to such visits, in the novel Nilda the protagonist and her family experience the white social 
worker’s call as an intrusion. When joking around with her brother, his � ancée and their baby, 
the communal intimacy signalled by phrases such as “� ey all laughed” is abruptly disturbed 
when the social worker enters. “� ey heard the doorbell ring and [Nilda, her brother and his 
girlfriend] looked at each other. Soon mu�  ed voices sounded and they knew a stranger was 
in the apartment.” Nilda “watched” the investigator, and indicates as focalizer the woman’s 
cultural and class di� erence, as well as her attitude.

� e woman’s di� erence is suggested by her height as well as her expensive clothing and 
accessories. Her arrogance is hinted at by her disinclination to accept the Puerto Rican fami-
ly’s signs of hospitality—she declines the o� er of co� ee, and refrains from hanging up her coat. 
As Mireille Rosello argues in her essay on gender, hospitality and cross-cultural transactions, 
the laws of hospitality are not universally de� ned and vary tremendously from group to group. 

“A lack of understanding of the neighbour’s rules of hospitality can lead to con� ict.” Although 
Nilda’s di� erent laws of hospitality do not “clash,” in the words of Rosello, the social worker’s 
decline signi� cantly demonstrates not only the “limitations of cross-cultural encounters,” but 
also the woman’s ignorance of Puerto Rican notions of “generosity” and “symbolic gi� [giving]” 
(2003, 135-137, 147). � e social worker’s ignorance is further indicated when she marvels at 
the protagonist’s linguistic abilities, in spite of the fact that the girl, as her o� ended mother 
points out, was born in the U.S. In addition, the social worker expresses her exasperation at 
the linguistic disabilities of “some of these people”—meaning those Puerto Ricans who do not 
speak English according to U.S. norms (1986, 117-118).

As focalizer Nilda also reports on the apprehension and anger her family members dem-
onstrate as a result of the social worker’s visit. Her mother “anxiously” assures the social worker 
that she will ask the family’s live-in aunt for a � nancial contribution, and swears at the aunt in 
question when she interferes in the conversation: “[her mother] opened her eyes wide, gritted 
her teeth, and said in Spanish, ‘Delia get the hell outta here right now!’ ”). Frantically trying to 
excuse the presence in the family home of a live-in � ancée, while the girl at issue is “looking 
very worried,” the mother “snap[s]” at Nilda when she starts to play with the � ancée’s baby. In 
addition, she anxiously begs her husband to “ ‘cállate!’ ” (“ ‘Shut up!’ ”) when he does not want 
to accept the social worker’s declining the o� er of co� ee, nor the woman’s inspection and 

“charity.” Phrases such as “her mother said, almost pleading” indicate the mother’s attempts to 
please the social worker, and convince the latter of her family’s needs. But she also responds 
to the social worker’s scrutiny in more disobedient ways. She lies about the live-in relatives 
and about her husband’s inability to re-enter the workforce. In addition, she mistranslates the 

5. � is may have caused some critics to consider Nilda a children’s book, although that judgment may also 
be attributed to the book’s naive illustrations accompanying the text. 
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live-in aunt’s teasing allegation of the social worker’s complicity in “what’s happening to the 
world today.” But she does so not out of mischief, but out of worry. When one of the mother’s 
lies is discovered, her face shows a “desperate expression” (119-125).

While the mother is busy with words, Nilda only quietly anticipates the o�  cial’s discovery 
of the live-in � ancée, and wonders when her mother will disclose the latter’s presence. She is 
willing and able to communicate only “timidly” with the social worker. At several points she 
even partially removes herself from the scene. � is is indicated when she stops reporting on 
the conversation between her mother and the social worker, as in “� e two women went on 
talking. � e social worker continued to ask questions”; “She went on asking questions. Nilda 
[…] stepped around [the social worker and her mother] and […] began to play with [the 
baby]”; “� ey went on talking […].” Unwilling to talk and listen to the social worker, Nilda 
implicitly rejects the woman’s address of her and her family (121, 119, 123-125).

In Nicholasa Mohr’s In My Own Words: Growing Up Inside the Sanctuary of My Imagina-
tion (1994), the narrating I also recounts “dreaded caseworker visits” paid by a woman who 
refuses her mother’s co� ee (83).

Her demeanor was intrusive and rude. She became irate because we were keeping 
pets. “Our money is not for you people to have pets and other luxuries,” she rebuked 
us. If we wanted these things, she told us, we should go out and work for them like 
hard-working Americans did. She even threatened to report us and stop our checks. 
(82)

Compared to the texts written by Bettina Flores and Carolyn Steedman, the terms of address 
are much more explicit here. As in Nilda, where Nilda’s family is (indirectly) addressed as 

“these people” (117), in In My Own Words, the girl’s family is collectively addressed as “you 
people,” and is juxtaposed to those who own and earn the country’s capital (“ ‘Our money’,” 

“hard-working Americans”). Again, the girl’s mother responds not only by emotionally plead-
ing with the social worker, but also by denial and disguise. Working out a plan to hide the 
family’s pets, she reassures her daughter that “ ‘I won’t let them take Sporty or any of our ani-
mals’.” Her use of “them” answers the social worker’s “you people” (82-83).

In both of Mohr’s texts, the girl focalizers report on their mothers’ deference as well as 
disobedience, and note their own subsequent confusion. While in Flores’s and Steedman’s ’s and Steedman’s ’s and Steedman
texts the daughters latch on to their mothers and identify with them, Mohr’s girls do not do so. 
In Nilda, as I have shown, the protagonist partially removes herself from the scene. In addition, 
she stays in the living room when her mother shows the social worker to the door. She only 

“heard their voices.” Instead of showing solidarity with her mother, she con� des in her brother: 
“ ‘I’m glad that’s over. Now Mama won’t be so cranky no more’ ” (125-126). In In My Own Words, 
the narrator remembers: “My mother tearfully pleaded with [the social worker]. […] I was 
morti� ed to see my mother humiliated in this way […]. I remember going into the kitchen 
with [the dog] and quietly sobbing” (83). � ese instances show that Nilda and the narrating I 
do not unambiguously respond to the way they and their families are being addressed by the 
social worker. � ey physically remove themselves from the site of interpellation, and shut out 
messages regarding nationalism, work ethic, and other U.S. middle-class norms and values 
that are conveyed to their families by representatives of white American institutions.



152

C
ha

p
te

r 4

While in the two episodes taken from Nilda and In My Own Words the protagonist and 
narrating I only quietly note their irritation and confusion at their mother’s submissive accep-
tance of the way the social workers speak to them, in another episode in Nilda the protagonist 
comes to voice her frustration. During a visit to the welfare o�  ce with her mother, she at � rst 
only quietly focalizes the social worker as ghostly:

Her pink scalp shone through the sparse hair. Nilda had never seen such a brilliant 
pink scalp before. I wonder what would happen if I touched her head, she thought; 
maybe it would burn my � nger. […] She looks tightly sealed up. Like a package, only 
you can’t see the wrapping because it’s like see-through cellophane. (65, 68)

� us Nilda situates the woman in her fantasy world, and turns her into an eerie object (“what 
would happen if,” “sealed up,” “package”). In addition, Nilda dissociates herself from the social 
worker’s interrogation of her mother (“� ey went on talking […]”), as in the episodes dis-
cussed above. But then the social worker hails Nilda directly (“ ‘Wake up, young lady! Let me 
see your hands!’ ”), and reproaches her for having “� lthy nails.”6 � e woman also draws Nilda’s 
mother into the reproach, as she indirectly reprimands her for being unable to discipline her 
daughter (“ ‘Look at that, Mrs. Ramírez. She’s how old? Ten years old? Filthy’ ”).7 Nilda subse-
quently refuses any communication with the social worker: “Nilda […] looked down at the 
� oor,” “Nilda kept silent” (68).

Although Nilda wishes to talk to her mother, and “wanted to tell her to make the woman 
stop,” the mother refuses to grant her quiet plea. Finally, forced by her mother to respond to 
the social worker, Nilda asserts herself in a “loud voice,” claiming her own right to decide 
when to cleanse herself. � is resolute proclamation of her autonomous self, directed at the 
social worker, but also, implicitly, at her mother, is halted by the latter’s verbal and physical 
punishment. But when Nilda and her mother have le�  the site, Nilda openly articulates her 
rebellion against her mother. She angrily criticizes her for having lied to the woman, and for 
having acted submissively in order to receive public assistance. “ ‘Why did you let her talk like 
that to me? Why didn’t you stop her? […] You should have done something’ ” (68-70). � us 
Nilda attempts to reject the social worker’s address via her protest against her mother.

In addition, holding the “shiny cold metal nail � le” the woman has presented her with to 
clean her “dirty” nails, as if it were a talisman, and quietly declaring her hatred for the social 
worker—“� at mean old witch. […] She’s horrible […]”—Nilda creates a fantasy of revenge, 
which articulates her challenge to the social worker’s authority and condescending attitude. 

6. In the chapter “� e American Way,” included in her study Chasing Dirt: � e American Pursuit of Clean-
liness (1995), Hoy demonstrates how social workers and educational and sanitarian leaders embraced the (1995), Hoy demonstrates how social workers and educational and sanitarian leaders embraced the (1995), Hoy
American ideology of cleanliness. 
7. 68. Although the social worker calls Nilda a “young lady” and “Miss,” she here suggests that Nilda is not 
worthy of such an address. Being “Filthy” disquali� es one from being addressed as a young lady. � is double 
message is echoed later on in the novel when Nilda witnesses the disgust expressed by a nurse who � nds lice 
in a girl’s hair: “ ‘You’ve got a � lthy head. Shame on a big girl like you. Look, you’re developing already! […] 
Walking around with a � lthy head’ ” (141). Dirt and lice on developing girls cannot be tolerated, and are at 
odds with their status as young ladies and big (American) girls. 
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She imagines a skirmish with the white woman: “I would like to stick her with this stupid nail 
� le, that’s what.” � us, in her mind’s eye, Nilda mocks, and remonstrates against, the social 
worker. In the fantasized attack she appropriates the woman’s emblem of cleanliness, the nail 
� le, and makes it her own weapon. “No blood would come out because she hasn’t any. But just 
like that…poof! She would begin to empty out into a large mess of cellophane.” � is fantasy 
embroiders on the way she had portrayed the woman during their encounter—as if coming 
from another planet (70-71). In addition, while she only quietly fantasizes about attacking 
and eliminating the nurse with the nail � le, she secretly drops the nail � le on the pavement in 
order to rid herself of the woman’s token of her alleged lack of cleanliness. � is episode tells 
us how Nilda, both as focalizer and as a character, suppresses and even subverts the social 
worker’s instructions.

Although her mother explains the necessity of compliance with the system and its terms 
of address, the young Nilda is unable and unwilling to accept this. In the end, however, her 
mother conveys to her that one is not completely subjected to the rule of the state’s social wel-
fare system, and o� ers a way to get out. Utilizing the treatment of her family by “the welfare 
people” to warn Nilda against early pregnancy, she states: “ ‘You wanna be grown-up and fool 
around with boyfriends, eh? Let me warn you. If you think it is hard now, Nilda, with the 
welfare people, ah hah! You don’t like charity; you wish we didn’t have to take that kinda treat-
ment, do you?’ ” (189). Referring again to the “welfare people” on her deathbed, at the end of 
the novel, the mother warns Nilda: “ ‘[…] they will kill you in the process, slowly robbing you 
of your home, so that a� er a while it is no longer yours’ ” (276). � e mother here � nally lets 
Nilda know, albeit only indirectly, that she also loathes the treatment she has received from 
social workers. At the same time, she uses the threat of the welfare system in order to disci-
pline her daughter. � ere is only one way to escape “the welfare people” ’s address, and that is 
by listening to your mother. � us, one ideologically de� ned message replaces the other.

In his essay “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” the French Marxist philosopher 
Louis Althusser discusses the exchange between a person and a cultural agent who (or which, 
for it can also be a textual construct) conveys ideological information. � is cultural agent, 
such as Mohr’s white social worker or immigrant mother, addresses a person and in that pro-
cess de� nes the other’s identity. � e social worker does so by hailing Nilda and her mother 
with “ ‘Wake up, young lady! Let me see your hands!’, ” and “ ‘Look at that, Mrs. Ramírez’.” � e 
mother does so via the reprimand “ ‘Nilda! […] Don’t be fresh! Stop it!’ ” (68-69). By way of 
this “interpellation” or “hailing,” “ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it ‘recruits’ 
subjects among the individuals (it recruits them all) or ‘transforms’ the individuals into sub-
jects (it transforms them all) […].”8

As an example of the operation, Althusser o� ers the “everyday police (or other) hailing: 
‘Hey, you there!’ ” He explains:

Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the street, the 
hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree 
physical conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he has recognized that the 

8. Althusser 1992, 245-246.
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hail was “really” addressed to him, and that “it was really him who was hailed” (and 
not someone else).9

Several critics have pointed out that it is the voice of authority that thus creates subjects. Butler, Several critics have pointed out that it is the voice of authority that thus creates subjects. Butler, Several critics have pointed out that it is the voice of authority that thus creates subjects. Butler
for instance, explicates Althusser’s notion of interpellation by stressing that it is the policeman, 
representing the law, who binds this law to the one who is hailed. It is his call that establishes 
a given practice as a trespass; it is his reprimand that not only compels the fear of punishment 
and represses or controls the subject, “but forms a crucial part of the juridical and social for-
mation of the subject. � e call is formative, if not performative, precisely because it initiates 
the individual into the subjected status of the subject” (1993, 121-122).

A signi� cant element of Althusser’s notion of interpellation is that, in a mirroring act, 
the person in question recognizes him- or herself in the hailing. By recognizing the hail, and 
responding to it, the addressed individual becomes a subject—and in the example of the po-
lice o�  cer also a suspect. � us, Althusser’s explanation of ideological interpellation depends 
almost entirely on identi� cation, a procedure whereby a particular representation is agreed 
to and absorbed by an individual as his or her own representation. As Kaja Silverman states, 
individuals feel “compelled to identify with the representations which their culture supplies as 

‘interpellation’.” Inserted into an already existing discursive structure, each individual subjects 
him- or herself to a prefabricated identity that, due to the workings of ideology, appears to be 
natural and familiar (1984, 218; see also Silverman 1992, 21).

Silverman and Butler discuss Althusser’s notion of interpellation, as shown above, but 
also highlight certain aspects over others and even slightly modify the notion in their applica-
tions of it—as have other critics such as the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor. I will now 
brie� y discuss three interrelated emphases or revisions: the relational quality of the interpella-
tion procedure, the issue of misrecognition, and the question of disobedience. � ese explica-
tions will be used to help understand the e� ects of the various forms of address employed in 
the coming-of-age narratives discussed in this chapter.

Silverman stresses the relational quality of the interpellation procedure by stating that 
an individual is addressed into subjectivity by both discursive structures and other subjects. 
Following Benveniste, Silverman explains that the subject can only be spoken to and speak 
by means of a pre-existing linguistic system, as well as a cluster of cultural codes that occupy 
each utterance in the form of connotation. Following Lacan as well as Benveniste, Silverman
claims that “subjectivity is entirely relational; it only comes into play through the principle of 
di� erence, by the opposition of the ‘other’ or the ‘you’ to the ‘I.’ [It] can only be induced by 
discourse, by the activation of a signifying system which pre-exists the individual, and which 
determines his or her cultural identity” (1984, 50, 52). Charles Taylor likewise states that a 
subject’s understanding of him- or herself is in signi� cant measure shaped by, and dependent 
on, others. Taylor elaborates on the dialogical character of human life in order to show the 
correlation between recognition and identity. People always de� ne their identity in dialogue 
with “the things our signi� cant others want to see in us.” � ey make and sustain their iden-
tity by negotiating with others, either openly or internally. In that sense Taylor follows both 
Althusser’s and Silverman’s idea of relationality (1992, 33).’s and Silverman’s idea of relationality (1992, 33).’s and Silverman

9. Ibidem; emphasis in text.
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Here we arrive at another quali� cation of Althusser’s theory. For Taylor in fact writes of 
a di� erent (or second) kind of “recognition,” and adds the notions of “misrecognition” and 

“nonrecognition.” While Althusser’s notion of interpellation involves the recognition of the 
address by the interpellated subject, Taylor writes of identity as partially imposed on a subject. 
Signi� cantly, this recognition of a subject by others includes mis- and nonrecognition. Al-
thusser explains misrecognition as the inverse of recognition, and hence as a second function 
of ideology. Taylor, however, considers a di� erent kind of misrecognition: “a person or group of ideology. Taylor, however, considers a di� erent kind of misrecognition: “a person or group of ideology. Taylor
of people can su� er real damage, real distortion, if the people or society around them mirror 
back to them a con� ning or demeaning or contemptible picture of themselves.” Because such 
self-depreciation contributes to these people’s own oppression, Taylor claims, they should 
work on getting rid of this “imposed and destructive identity.” As if complicating Taylor’s 
notion of mis/nonrecognition, Butler writes: “If one comes into discursive life through being 
called or hailed in injurious terms, how might one occupy the interpellation by which one 
is already occupied to direct the possibilities of resigni� cation against the aims of violation?” 
(Taylor 1992, 25-26; Butler 1993, 123).

� is relates to the third and � nal aspect of the notion of interpellation I wish to discuss, 
namely that of disobedience. In Bodies that Matter ButlerBodies that Matter ButlerBodies that Matter  acknowledges that Althusser refers 
to the possibility of “bad subjects,” but points out that he “does not consider the range of 
disobedience that such an interpellating law might produce.” She discusses the option of refus-
ing and rupturing the law, calling into question “the monotheistic force of its own unilateral 
operation.” Instead of the demanded uniformity and behavioral conformity of the subject, a 
parodic or excessive e� ect may be produced in the submission to the law, which will delicately 
question the legitimacy of the command: “a repetition of the law into hyperbole, a rearticula-
tion of the law against the authority of the one who delivers it.” � us, in a type of slippage, or 

“constitutive failure,” interpellation creates more than that to which it refers: a site or occasion 
of “consequential disobedience” (1993, 122; emphasis in text).

In this context, Butler acknowledges that the subject that is produced through a series of 
interpellations cannot remove itself from the historicity of that sequence, or elevate itself and 
confront the interpellations as if they constitute an opposed object. But she also claims that 

“To be implicated in the relations of power, indeed, enabled by the relations of power that the 
‘I’ opposes is not, as a consequence, to be reducible to their existing forms.” � e ri�  between 
interpellating calls and “the ‘I’ who is its site” does not only infringe, but also facilitates. By 
repeating certain terms “in directions that reverse and displace their originating aims,” Butler
concludes, one is able to utilize the mobilizing power of an injurious interpellation one never 
chose, and thus create, in the potency of repetition, the actual “condition of an a�  r-mative 
[sic] response to violation” (1993, 122-124).

� e three notions of relationality, misrecognition, and disobedience come up when we 
take a look at the two introductory coming-of-age narratives presented above. In Flores’s text, 
the relationality of the interpellation process is indicated by phrases such as “came to our 
home to check up on us,” “barrage of questions […] which she shot at my mother […].” In 
Steedman’s text, it is implied by “[she spoke] haughtily” and “middle class critique.” But this Steedman’s text, it is implied by “[she spoke] haughtily” and “middle class critique.” But this Steedman
relationality is not of the reciprocal kind suggested by Silverman and Taylor. � e narrating 
daughters only remember their mothers as spoken to, but not as speaking. � ey do not report 
any dialogue between their mothers and the social workers. In Flores’s text, the mother faces 
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the social worker and listens to her, but is unable to respond. In Steedman’s text, the mother the social worker and listens to her, but is unable to respond. In Steedman’s text, the mother the social worker and listens to her, but is unable to respond. In Steedman
watches and cries. While she “never identi� ed herself as working class,” the health visitor mis-
recognizes her as such. Neither do the narrating daughters remember themselves as speaking 
up. � ey only recount their early determination to do things di� erently when they grow up. 
� is only anticipates, and postpones, their disobedience (Flores 29; Steedman 2, 101).

By contrast, in Mohr’s texts the focalizer (Nilda) and adult narrator (In My Own Words) 
indicate the more reciprocal quality of the address’s relationality. In Nilda, several members 
of the family enter into a dialogue with the social worker—the mother in a submissive and 
deceptive way, the father and live-in aunt in an open rebellious way. Nilda, however, is unwill-
ing to talk and listen to the social worker. She disassociates herself from the woman, which 
indicates her quiet rebellion against the woman’s address. It is only in one of the novel’s later 
episodes, where a social worker reprimands Nilda for having � lthy nails, that she openly stag-
es her insubordination. � is disobedience is not the kind Butler refers to when she writes of 
the facilitating and “enabling” aspects of “subjection” (123). Nilda does not repeat the social 
worker’s terms of address, nor does she contradict the woman’s classi� cation of her as dirty. 
But she claims her right of self-determination and her right to assert herself. In what follows, I 
will show how, within the framework of relationality, Nilda and her family negotiate the terms 
of address. 

“You people”

Introducing the notion of interpellation, Althusser o� ers an allegorical narrative in which a 
police o�  cer calls out “Hey, you there!”—Althusser’s “little theoretical theatre” (1992, 246). 
� is drama is almost literally reiterated in three episodes that will be discussed in some depth 
here. � e � rst two come from Mohr’s Nilda, and the third one is taken from Laura del Fuego’s 
Maravilla.10 At the beginning of Nilda, as if setting the stage for and framing Nilda’s coming-of-
age story, white police o�  cers hail the members of the Puerto Rican community Nilda inhab-
its as subjects and suspects. In the heat of summer, when Nilda and her neighbors celebrate 
the unlawful opening of a � re hydrant, two white policemen address those convened via their 
appearance, demeanor, and speech. Wearing uniforms and weapons, looking menacingly, and 
shaking their heads, they yell: “ ‘God damn you people. […] You got no sense of responsibility. 
[…] God damn you bastards, coming here making trouble. Bunch of animals. […] � e whole 
God damned bunch of you spicks’ ” (5-6). 

As focalizer, Nilda indicates that she recognizes the authority’s address. She “heard” the 
siren, “saw” the patrol car, “stood […] lined up,” “saw the two tall white men,” and is “silent, 
watching, and waiting” (5). But her decision not to join her curious friends in following the 
two o�  cers into a grocery store indicates disobedience rather than obedience. Since she is 
addressed in Butler’s “injurious terms” (1993, 123), her response is one of quiet de� ance. At-
tempting to repress the discursive and relational aspect of the moment of interpellation, and 

10. Del Fuego’s � rst novel Maravilla (1989) is a � rst-person narrative told by Consuelo “Cece” Contreres, 
an East Los Angeles barrio girl of Mexican background who in the early sixties joins a girl’s club or gang, gets 
into trouble at school, and cruises the streets of Los Angeles. See also Chapter 10. 
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refusing to let the racist interpellation construct her as a subject, Nilda wills the two white 
policemen to disappear. Her imagination and creativity prompted by the humiliation, she 
starts to play a game with the forbidden water in the gutter. When she tires of the game, she 
returns home by stepping “only on the areas where the pavement was wet”—as if literally 
endorsing her right to rejoice in the city’s water supply, and undoing the o�  cers’ reprimand. 
Creating a bu� er zone out of the wet concrete underneath her feet, and fantasizing about mat-
ters that will help “erase the image of the two big white policemen,” she indirectly rejects the 
policemen’s address.11

Rejection is not always possible. At a later instance Nilda confronts two policemen who 
erroneously address two of her friends as gang members, and subsequently abuse them. Hailed 
with “ ‘Hey, you!’, ” which literally echoes the voice of authority in Althusser’s allegorical narrative 
of interpellation, Nilda is � rst unable to believe that the address is directed at her and her friends. 
But despite this misrecognition, she feels “shocked and frightened,” as the “large policeman” 
exhibits aggressive manners (“yelled out of the car window,” “ran across the avenue,” “looked 
angrily,” “a nightstick grasped in his hand”). Her “insides begin to sink” when the policemen’s 
interrogation insinuates the boys’ identities as gang members. � e boys are not only addressed 
as “ ‘you punks’,” but also as speci� cally ethnic: “ ‘Don’t give me any shit, spick’ ” (226-227).

� e verbal and physical abuse of the boys causes Nilda to scream and cry. At � rst she does 
not realize that she is the one screaming. It is only later on that “the hoarseness in her throat” 
makes her aware of her hysteric � t. � e instinctive screaming constitutes her initial answer to 
the policemen’s aggressive hailing. When, later on, she is on her way home again, Nilda real-
izes that she has wet her pants. � e double physical response indicates that the girl has recog-
nized the aggressive address and daunting manners of the o�  cers, and that the interpellation 
of her and her friends has been successful. When one of the policemen “looked at” Nilda, and 
addressed her as “a young girl” who “should be o�  the streets,” Nilda had felt “frightened.” 
Staring at the o�  cer, she had meekly assured him that she would go home immediately. � is 
anxiety and compliance are further symptoms of her recognition and obedience (228-229).

On the other hand, although Nilda is unable to verbally express her refusal of the of-
� cers’ address, or dissociate herself from the scene of interpellation as in the aforementioned 
fragment, the episode alludes to an unarticulated and unfocused sort of disobedience. A� er 
the confrontation, Nilda is unwilling to respond to enquiring bystanders. When one curious 
onlooker addresses her as “ ‘Hey, girlie’,” in order to � nd out details, Nilda hardly responds. 
When another one addresses her as “ ‘Hey, kid!’ ” in order to ask her about the incident, she 
even refuses to look at the person, and runs until she is unable to hear anyone who could “ask 
her anything.” Disinclined to be further addressed, not even with “ ‘kid’ ” and “ ‘girlie’,” Nilda 
removes herself from the site. She does not make the Althusserian one-hundred-and-eighty-

11. Mohr 1986, 7. � e imaginative power of pavement games is remarkably exempli� ed in a fragment from 
Marcus (1998), another coming-of-age narrative: “I remember gingerly making my way to grade school with 
[a] familiar schoolyard rhyme echoing in my mind[: Step on a crack, Break your mother’s back]. As much as 
I tried, I couldn’t tiptoe around all the sidewalk splinters [and] wondered if every wrong step would [indeed] 
literally cripple my mother. I imagined her convulsions with each step away from the house and toward the 
school-yard.” While Nilda’s games provide her with a degree of freedom, this girl’s game, the adult narrator 
realizes, is an encoded warning text for liberated and straying young girls (17).
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degree physical conversion, which would have made her into the “ ‘kid’ ” and “ ‘girlie’ ” of her 
interpellators (230). While Nilda here, as in the � rst episode, pulls herself away from the site 
of interpellation, she does not again take up her imagination as she did previously, when the 
barrio games with gutter and pavement presented her with the necessary diversion. � ere is 
no time for play.

In a third and � nal example taken from del Fuego’s Maravilla, the protagonist-narrator 
Cece, like Nilda, creates a bu� er zone. When cruising with her friends, their car is stopped 
by a “� ashing light,” which Cece is only able to see by “[t]urning back,” thus making the Al-
thusserian rotation. Subsequently, they are addressed by a police o�  cer who “sauntered over, 
thrusting his big, red face up the window. His mouth was a straight, white line.” Resting his 
hand on his gun, he � rst addresses the entire company with “ ‘Where you people going?’, ” and 
subsequently addresses one of Cece’s friends with “ ‘Come on, move it, Mexican!’ ” With his 
aviator sunglasses, the man is “blank and alien as the Moon. […] You couldn’t see his eyes, just 
the re� ection of light on his glasses. He seemed to be looking at the dashboard, avoiding our 
eyes.” While Nilda in Mohr’s text is able to stare at the o�  cer, indicating her recognition as 
well as the relationality of the interpellation, del Fuego’s narrator is unable to do so. As if trying 
to divert herself from the o�  cers, her “mind was racing for something to focus on” (65).

Across the street I could see some kids playing. Cars rolled by slowly. I could hear a 
radio blaring, felt hostile, curious onlookers sizing up the scene. […] � e sun hung 
in the sky, vague and obscure behind the smog. � e light was a dull, � at grey. […] 
Cars cruised slowly by. A fat lady waddled down the street carrying grocery bags, a 
couple of kids were skipping behind her. � e air felt hot and muggy. (63-65)

Although Cece’s friends talk back to the o�  cers, and make private jokes amongst themselves, 
some of which are in Spanish, Cece is incapable of doing so. She thinks of something funny 
to say but realizes that that is “hopeless” and “impossible.” Fantasizing about con� scating the 
policeman’s gun, Cece feels it in her hand, “heavy and cold.” “I pulled the trigger and it blasted. 
Somewhere in my head something exploded” (64). 

When one of her friends is shot by the policemen, Cece’s feelings of alienation are even 
more intense:

� at was the � rst time I remember looking at myself from somewhere else. It was 
strange because before that I had thought of myself as rather large and big boned. But 
now I could plainly see that I was only a miniature of what I thought I was. I looked 
stupid and pathetic, shrunken and insigni� cant. (67)

Whereas Nilda � ees from the site of interpellation, and makes herself invisible, Cece trans-
forms herself into a withered replication of herself, and feels “Frozen with shock […].” “I didn’t 
know what I was supposed to be doing. I stood there like a fool, stupidly twisting the chain on 
my purse hoping that no one would notice me” (66-67). � us, both Nilda and Cece wish to 
hide and prevent others from further addressing them.

� e two texts show yet another analogy. � e three episodes taken from Nilda and Mara-
villa indicate that the policemen fail to di� erentiate among individuals. Instead of hailing 
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them as separate subjects, the o�  cers hail them as members of a collective.12 � is is most 
apparent in Mohr’s novel. Addressing the community’s inhabitants collectively with “ ‘you 
people’,” “ ‘you punks’,” and “ ‘[b]unch of […]’,” the o�  cers disqualify them as individuals 
worthy of any particular and personal treatment (5, 227, 230). Karen Christian has noted that 
American “racist essentialism” makes it di�  cult for members of an ethnic group to be recog-
nized as individuals. Subjected to a stereotyping that erases all di� erence between members 
of an ethnic group, all of them are called by the same derogatory nicknames (1997, 139). In 
the second example from Mohr’s text, the o�  cers even assume without any evidence that the 
Puerto Rican boys are gang members. In their implicit assessment, the two boys merge with 
all other Puerto Rican boys. In the third episode, the o�  cers assume that the youngsters’ car 
is stolen. Both are typical cases of Taylor’s misrecognition.

In Mohr’s text, the o�  cers’ address is even openly racist, as the immigrants are called 
“ ‘bastards, coming here’,” “ ‘Bunch of animals’,” and “ ‘spicks’.” � is inescapably marks the Puer-
to Ricans as racial and ethnic others. � e o�  cers further accuse the immigrants of having 

“ ‘no sense of responsibility’,” “ ‘making trouble’,” and deserving to be punished (“ ‘got what he 
deserved’ ”). Implicitly, this gives the two men the power to curse and judge (“ ‘God damned 
bunch’,” “ ‘deserved’ ”), and control the immigrants’ world (5-6, 230). Elaine Chang maintains 
that racist name-calling is more than interpellation in the Althusserian sense: it hails the in-
dividual to assume the ideological space of the racial other. Hence it is even a double act of 
subjection and doubly violent:

the racial other is hailed as subject by and to one who is, according to Althusserian 
logic, himself or herself a subject: the namecaller, as “small-s” subject, interpellates a 

“smaller-s” subject. […] the substitution of these epithets, or any one of their numer-
ous permutations for the proper name—their suppression of the proper name—fur-
ther dissociates the racial other from his or her (already problematic) “property and 
self-sameness.” (1994, 258-259)

Chang’s “ ‘smaller-s’ subjects” are continually created in Mohr’s Nilda. For the o�  cers’ racist 
interpellation of the Puerto Ricans is repeated by other representatives of mainstream An-
glo-America who call the immigrants and their o� spring “niggers,” “these people,” and “you 
people” (88, 140, 212). As focalizer, Nilda reports racist hailings, but does not (yet) arrive at 
any articulated comprehension of them. I will now explain why adolescent girls are o� entimes 
too confused to understand the terms of address.

12. � is echoes the social worker’s address, in Mohr’s Nilda, of the protagonist and her family as “these 
people” (1986, 117), and the social worker’s address of the narrating I’s family, in Mohr’s In My Own Words, 
as “you people” (1994, 82). � e tendency to lump all non-white people together can be found in many com-
ing-of-age texts. Looking back on her youth, the adult narrator of Ponce’s (1993) remembers overhearing one 
teacher’s explanation why it is no wonder that her girls have lice. “ ‘What else do you expect, them living like 
they do […]’.” Her colleague con� rms that it “ ‘Must be the culture […]’.” � e narrator is able to place this in a 
larger context, as she notes that “It seems that lice were part of our culture, along with poverty, shabby homes, 
low-paying jobs, and too, too many children.” As a girl, however, she never understood why she and other 

“Mexican-Americans” were “singled out as a group when it was suspected that one of us had lice” (122).
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Interpellating calls

In the aforementioned examples of interpellation, the girls and their families are addressed 
via single forms of address (“ ‘spicks’ ”). Many other examples of such single racist terms can 
be found in the literature. In Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (1991), 
for instance, the four sisters of the title are assaulted by schoolmates who address them with 
condescending epitaphs such as “ ‘spic’ ” and “ ‘greaseballs’,” designating them as denigrated 
ethnic subjects.13 Taking up a term used by Rey Chow to describe a protagonist in a Chinese  Taking up a term used by Rey Chow to describe a protagonist in a Chinese  Taking up a term used by Rey Chow
American text—“the recognition of her ‘Chineseness’ is […] part of the process of cross-cul-
tural interpellation that is at work in the larger realm of modern history”—we could say that 
the sisters are thus being “ethnicized.”14 In other cases, interpellation is more ambiguous than 
these examples imply. For instead of being confronted with one-dimensional and single ways 
of address, most girl protagonists face multifaceted and multiple hailings. Indeed, the act of 
interpellation should be understood “not as a monolithic process in which a subject is de� ned 
and permanently subjected to a given ideology but as a series of complicated negotiations in 
which ‘subjection’ is produced through numerous shi� s and realignments at any given time” 
(Radner 1989, 260).

First of all, a single moment of hailing may involve various elements of a protagonist’s 
identity, as in Sandra Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street (1984), where the girl Esperanza � e House on Mango Street (1984), where the girl Esperanza � e House on Mango Street
is sexually assaulted by a white boy who calls her a “Spanish girl” (1986, 93). � is depreciatory 
epithet designates her in terms of her ethnicity as well as her gender. Secondly, a single char-
acter can address a girl at various moments and in distinct ways. In Judith Ortiz Cofer’s � e 
Line of the Sun a man alternately calls the protagonist Marisol “ ‘niña’,” “ ‘a nice Catholic girl 
like you’,” “ ‘señorita’, ” a “ ‘little Americanita […]’ ” who is di� erent from “Island women,” and 

“ ‘a pretty young lady’ ” who should watch out for bad men (245-247). � us, the man addresses 
the girl both in English and in Spanish, both as a young Puerto Rican female and as an Ameri-
can, both as a child and a young woman, both as ethnically de� ned and as gendered. Finally, 
in the course of each narrative text, a protagonist is interpellated by more than one character. 
� us, the protagonist of Nilda is called a “ ‘señorita’ ” and “ ‘a woman’ ” by her mother, a “ ‘young 
lady’ ” by a doctor and social workers, and a “ ‘tomboy’ ” by one of her friends. She is implicitly 
de� ned as a “ ‘spick’ ” by policemen as well as by her brother, as one of the “ ‘niggers’ ” by the 
mother of her sister-in-law, and as both a “ ‘stranger[…]’,” and as a potential “ ‘good Ameri-
can[…]’ ” by her schoolteachers. Neither as protagonist, nor as focalizer does Nilda explicitly 
consider the various ways in which she is being addressed. But her confusion concerning her 
multiple identity rings throughout the novel.15

Nilda experiences Butler’s “mesh of interpellating calls” or “accumulation and convergence 

13. 1992, 107. Later on the girls are also addressed as “exotic and mysterious” Latina Others (McCracken
1999, 193). � us their interpellation also focuses on their gender. � is will be discussed in the next section.
14. 1991, 25. Analogously, in Bodies that Matter, Butler writes of “the reiterated practice of racializing 
interpellations” (1993, 18).
15. Mohr 1986, 238, 276, 68, 121, 138, 188, 6, 132, 88, 212, 52. Girls in other coming-of-age texts are much 
more explicit about the contradictory ways in which they are being addressed. In Sone’s Nisei Daughter 
(1953), the � rst-person narrator remembers being called a Yankee by a man and Japanese by her mother. “I 
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of such ‘calls’.” Following Susan Stanford Friedman, we can say that she builds up a “situ-
ational identity,” as “One situation might make a person’s gender most signi� cant; another, 
the person’s race; another, sexuality or religion or class.” As a consequence, the girl’s identity 

“focuses on the way di� erent aspects of subjectivity move � uidly from the foreground to the 
background in di� erent locations.”16 � e girls in the other texts studied are also frequently 
confronted with Friedman’s “situational shi� s” (1998, 23). Due to their age and their family’s confronted with Friedman’s “situational shi� s” (1998, 23). Due to their age and their family’s confronted with Friedman
history of immigration and/or slavery, wedged between girlhood and womanhood, and be-
tween U.S. hegemonic culture and their own marginal communities, they occupy an in-be-
tween-state of being. Hailed with contradictory messages, their consciousness is fraught with 
multiple and con� icting senses of their identity.

Other factors add to such bewilderment, such as the inde� nite quality of certain terms of 
address. � e following examples from Judith Ortiz Cofer’s � e Latin Deli (1993), an autobio-
graphical collection of prose and poetry in which the narrator looks back on her 1960s youth 
in Paterson, New Jersey, will reveal that the categories used to hail the young girl were rarely 
� xed and o� en con� icted. Called tall by her mother of four feet eleven inches (“ ‘Since you are 
tall […]’ ”), Cofer’s protagonist was designated as short by her classmates (“the Shrimp”). � e 
adult narrator also remembers that in Puerto Rico, being born of “ ‘white’ parents,” she was 
referred to as “blanca, white,” with “ ‘pale’ skin,” and set o�  by her mother against her “darker, 
trigueño playmates.” Having moved to the U.S., however, the white girl becomes a brown girl. 
In retrospect, the narrator concludes that skin color and size are variables—“things that were 
judged according to my current self-image, the aesthetic values of the times, the places I was 
in, and the people I met.” To the young girl, however, this relativity only added to the confu-
sion inherent in adolescence (139, 135-136, 146, emphases in text).

In addition to such imprecise terms of address, the names of girls are mispronounced or 
misrepresented. � is is only subtly indicated in Mohr’s Nilda when, in the waiting room of a 
health station, one nurse is unable to pronounce a girl’s name, as is indicated by the dots and 
question mark in “ ‘Carmen-María Quin … Quintera? Next!’ ” (139). In Hyo-Jung Kim’s “ ‘Do question mark in “ ‘Carmen-María Quin … Quintera? Next!’ ” (139). In Hyo-Jung Kim’s “ ‘Do question mark in “ ‘Carmen-María Quin … Quintera? Next!’ ” (139). In Hyo-Jung Kim
You Have Eyelashes?’ ” (1991), a Korean American protagonist continuously hears her name 
being mispronounced by her teachers (207). Many narrators also report on the discrimina-
tory practice of exchanging existent names for names thought to be more suitable. In Denise 
Chávez’s � e Last of the Menu Girls (1986) the protagonist Rocío faces the inability of others 
to pronounce her name correctly. She is therefore named Miss E. In Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt 
Street (1993), the narrator remembers that she and her friends felt like “second-class citizens” 
at school with their “hard-to-pronounce names.” Some teachers “found it hard to accept our 
funny names,” but the narrating I never questioned teachers who “rather than struggle with 
our ‘foreign’ names, quickly deduced their American counterparts and entered them on our 
school records. In time we identi� ed only with our names in English and even forgot how to 
spell our Spanish names.”17

One protagonist decides to take control of the situation by changing her own name. In 

didn’t see how I could be a Yankee and Japanese at the same time. It was like being born with two heads. It 
sounded freakish and a lot of trouble” (1979, 18-19).
16. Butler 1993, 122, Friedman 1998, 23-24.
17. 121-122, 35. Even when assisted, teachers have trouble with names. In Uchida (1991), the narrator 



162

C
ha

p
te

r 4

Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (2003), the nar-
rator remembers: “My name, Firoozeh, [in America] means ‘Unpronounceable’ […].” When 
all the students of her � � h grade class “incessantly” call her “ ‘Ferocious’,” the narrator decides 
to “add an American name.” “I wanted to be a kid with a name that didn’t draw so much atten-
tion, a name that didn’t come with a built-in inquisition as to when and why I had moved to 
America and how was it that I spoke English without an accent […].” When she chooses the 
name “Julie,” her “new, easy name” makes her life “in� nitely simpler” (63, 65).

� e literal misnaming by nurses, teachers, and fellow students both suggests and em-
phasizes the girls’ foreignness. In addition, protagonists are misrecognized in terms of their 
ethnicity. Denise Chavez’s Rocío, who is Mexican American, is addressed by her landlady as a 

“ ‘Filipino’ ” (1991, 113). � is misrecognition in the Taylorian sense is replicated in many other 
coming-of-age texts. In “� oughts on a Sunday A� ernoon,” Joan Baez, who is of Mexican 
origin, remembers being called “nigger” (1989, 4). � e protagonist of Isabella Rios’s Victuum
is hailed as “ ‘Indian … you black Indian!’ ” (1976, 52). In these examples, the narrators’ envi-
ronment is unable or disinclined to recognize their identity as Chicanas. Being incorporated 
in the all-inclusive category of racial di� erence, their lives become e� ortlessly associated with, 
and replaced by, those they are confused with. � ey thus lose their ethnic speci� city. Writing 
particularly of Asian racial formation in the United States, but explicating a more universal 
phenomenon, Leslie Bow speaks of the “they-all-look-alike” syndrome. � is is also referred phenomenon, Leslie Bow speaks of the “they-all-look-alike” syndrome. � is is also referred phenomenon, Leslie Bow
to by Nellie Wong, in her book of poems � e Death of Long Steam Lady (1984), when the nar-
rating I remembers: “when I was growing up, people would ask/ if I were Filipino, Polynesian, 
Portuguese./ � ey named all colors except white […].”18

Most narrators fail to recount their response to such erroneous hailings. In Andrea Louie’s 
novel Moon Cakes (1995), the Chinese American narrator only retrospectively voices her con-
fusion in an uneasy humorous way. She remembers young men leaning out of their cars, jabbing 
their middle � ngers in the air, and shouting, “ ‘Fucking Vietnamese! Fucking VC!’ ” � e narrator 
does not understand, and asks her father: “ ‘What’s a fuck in D.C.?’ ” (43). As in this episode 
taken from Moon Cakes, many girl protagonists misunderstand the way in which they are being 
addressed and as narrators report their confusion. Called “Nigger, nigger, nigger” by a white girl, 
the Filipina American narrator of Ruby Reyes Flowers’s short story “Ruby’s Discovery” (1978) 

remembers: “� ere was also my name, which teachers couldn’t seem to pronounce properly even when I 
shortened my � rst name to Yoshi” (1995, 13). 
18. Bow 2001, 13; Wong18. Bow 2001, 13; Wong18. Bow  1986, 24. � is syndrome is reiterated in Chiu (2001), when the narrator remembers 
being harassed by a white boy when she was a young girl: “He slammed me to the ground, screwed my ankle 
into a shard of glass with the heel of his sneaker, chanting, Chinese, Japanese, dirty knees …” (212). Many 
girl protagonists are presented with non-matching ethnic identities. One of the Korean American narrators 
of Kim (1987) recounts being interpellated with “ ‘Hey! China girl! […]’.” Although as narrator she implicitly 
takes control by naming the boy (“It was Lucerne Luke; he lived on our street. He was dark, muscular, and 
intimidating”), on the level of the plot she ends up running away from him (197). � is inarticulateness is 
echoed in other coming-of-age texts, such as those in which Japanese American girls are called “ching, chong 
Chinaman” and “� at-faced chinaman [sic],” and a girl from Hong Kong is addressed as “Jap.” � e “Native 
Hawaiian” narrator of Hall’s “Eating Salt” asserts that her � rst “racial memory” is of being pursued by white 
boys who scream “Little nigger girl!” (Sechi 1980, 445; Creef 1990, 82; Lee 1980, 445; Creef 1990, 82; Lee 1980, 445; Creef , “Racism” 1994 74; Minatoya 1993, 
34; Hall 1996, 245). 
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does not understand at � rst whom the girl is yelling at (1989, 296). � is is not only a case of Tay-
lorian misrecognition, but also of Althusserian misrecognition, which also quali� es Althusser’s 
claim that “the practical telecommunication of hailings is such that they hardly ever miss their 
man: verbal call or whistle, the one hailed always recognizes that it is really him who is being 
hailed.” � e examples are also at odds with Elaine Chang’s contention that “names like ‘chink,’ 

‘gook,’ and ‘Jap’ are probably self-explanatory terms of derision.”19

For many girls this misunderstanding is only complicated by their parents’ failure to 
provide them with adequate clues concerning racist and ambivalent name-calling, and their 
inability or disinclination to overtly reject their daughters’ “injurious” address (Butler 1993, 
123). Some parents feel so defeated and devastated that they respond to racist hailings by 
merely reiterating the sticks-and-stones formula.20 Others just “suck their teeth” when white 
children laugh at their own blackness and call them “nigger” (Marshall 1981, 11). Still others 
refrain from responding to the issue of racism at all. When Mohr’s Nilda hears her family be-
ing addressed as “niggers” by a white woman, but does not recognize the woman’s hailing right 
away, her mother fails to o� er any explanation or response, and ignores the address. It is only 
later that Nilda understands: “I guess when [the white woman] told [my sister-in-law] to go 
back to the niggers, she meant us, Nilda thought, getting angry” (Mohr 1986, 90-91).

Such parental dismissals are not always as unambiguous as they appear, as I will indicate 
in two more examples taken from Nilda. Referring to her daughter-in-law’s German-Irish 
family, Nilda’s mother declares: “ ‘I hope them people don’t start that business with us be-
ing Spanish, Puerto Rican, or whatever nonsense, because I will not put up with any of it’.”21

With this denunciation, she rejects the (anticipated) racist interpellation of her family, and 
pre-empts her daughter’s possible racial-ethnic identi� cation. Her doctrine does not accept 
any assessments based on color or ethnicity. In addition, she appropriates and adapts the ho-
mogenizing address of Puerto Ricans by white Americans (“them people”), and renders white 
Americans as a homogeneous group of “others” not worthy of any individual consideration.

In a second example, this appropriation apparently has a speci� c function. Before visiting 
a New York health station where her daughter has to have her head checked for lice, Nilda’s 
mother predicts the personnel’s racist address when Nilda objects to her mother’s hair inspec-
tion and kerosene treatment. “ ‘� ey are not going to call us cochinos [pigs]’.” � e mother’s 
refusal to have the white American medical establishment call her family “cochinos” becomes 
relevant at the health station, where a girl in the waiting room reports on a previous discovery 

19. Althusser 1992, 246; Chang 1994, 258. A girl from Hong Kong in Lee (“Racism,” 1994) only under-
stands the racist names she “grew up with” a� er she learns English (74). � e American Indian narrating I of a 
poem written by Walters (1980) remembers being called “squaw,” but not knowing what it meant (109-110).
20. � e sticks-and-stones formula turns up, for instance, in Cenen and Smith (1993): “I remember once I 
came home from school talking about something that had happened that had upset me so much and [my 
grandmother] said, ‘Sticks and stones can break your bones, but names will never hurt you’,” 42-43.
21. 257. Many coming-of-age texts stage characters and protagonists who, like Nilda’s mother, anticipate 
being hailed as an other. Marisol, protagonist of Cofer (1989), imagines her (Irish- and Italian American) 
schoolmates addressing her as being di� erent, and perceives herself as if she were another person: “She is 
di� erent, I imagined they said, and they were right” (232; emphasis in text). Quietly, within her imagination, 
she recognizes and anticipates her peers’ de� nition of her as di� erent.
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of lice (“ ‘� ey caught some nits on a girl before. Man, was that nurse hollering and calling 
her a pig’ ”) and where Nilda witnesses the aggressive scolding by a nurse who � nds lice on 
another Puerto Rican girl (“ ‘Don’t these people know […]’ ”; “ ‘You’ve got a � lthy head. […] 
Some people!’ ”).22 Having apparently been confronted with such prejudiced exclamations be-
fore, and now capable of foreseeing them, Nilda’s mother had warned her daughter. But she 
had taken up the English “pigs” and turned it into the “cochinos” of her mother tongue. More-
over, she had repeated the epithet for her own use—disciplining and cautioning her daugh-
ter, and preparing her for what lies ahead. Finally, her warning anticipation shows her � erce 
rebelliousness vis-à-vis the white American welfare system. Although her declaration is not 
an open act of disobedience, neither is it an act of acknowledgment of, and acquiescence in, a 
racist interpellation.

Nilda’s mother is more self-assured and assertive than those depicted in other Latina 
coming-of-age narratives. � e maternal � gure in “Rosebud” (1993), a story written by Erlinda 
Gonzales-Berry, tells her daughter to forget the racist incident in which she is stared at and Gonzales-Berry, tells her daughter to forget the racist incident in which she is stared at and Gonzales-Berry
called a “ ‘Dirty Mexican’.” Advising her daughter to turn the other cheek, she tells her: “ ‘You 
are the cleanest and sweetest little Mexican I know’ ” (320-321). Failing to explicitly reject the 
hailing as “nonsense” like Nilda’s mother in Mohr’s novel, this mother implicitly dismisses 
the incident as unimportant. She counsels her daughter to accept the attacker’s harassment 
and commands her to disregard the incident. Even more submissive, the mother in Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s “La Prieta” (1981) tells her daughter not to dirty her clothes, or else people will say Anzaldúa’s “La Prieta” (1981) tells her daughter not to dirty her clothes, or else people will say Anzaldúa
she is a “ ‘dirty Mexican’.” In the same manner, she cautions her daughter not to go out in the 
sun, or people will “ ‘mistake’ ” her for an Indian. Having internalized racist name-calling, the 
mother anticipates, as if recognizing in advance, the racist interpellation of her daughter.23

Nevertheless, both mothers take up racist name-calling and employ it for their own use. 
In order to bolster or discipline their own daughters, they repeat the original terms of address. 
Providing her daughter with a reason to be proud and self-assured, the � rst mother seizes the 
category to which her daughter is ascribed (“dirty Mexican”), slightly alters the term of abuse, 
and uses it to express her a� ection for the girl: she is pure, innocent, darling and petite. � e 
second mother � gure takes up the term of abuse in order to instruct her daughter. � e impact 
of the term becomes clear when the daughter, as an adult narrator, remembers passing her 
adolescence while “combatting [my mother’s] incessant orders to bathe my body, scrub the 
� oors and cupboards, clean the windows and the walls” (Anzaldúa 1983, 198).

� ese examples show that, ironically, immigrant parents occasionally anticipate and/or 
repeat the racist way in which they are addressed, but appropriate and employ it for their own 
use. � is feature of repetition occurs in two more episodes from Mohr’s novel Nilda. While 
the � rst episode shows this repetition to be an act of endorsement, the other almost becomes 
a Butlerian act of disobedience. In the � rst episode, one of Nilda’s brothers, Victor, is planning 
to join the U.S. army. He argues that Puerto Rico is part of the United States, that he has been 
in the U.S. since he was six years old, and that he has therefore become an American: “ ‘I be-
lieve in my country and I believe we should defend it’.” His brother Jimmy, however, contends 

22. 137-141. � is address instantly subsumes the “young lady” who has caused the nurse’s disgust into the 
collective “these people” and “some people.”
23. 1983, 198. For a discussion of dirt rhetoric and racism, see Chiu (2004).
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that those not born in the U.S. should not join. “ ‘Don’t be a sucketa [sucker]. […] You’re a 
spick. You can call yourself an American, all right. But they are gonna call you a spick!’ ”24

Having internalized and individualized the white Americans’ generalized classi� cation of his 
ethnic group, Jimmy displays, if not a complete acceptance of the address, at least a weary res-
ignation—with which he automatically claims his brother for his own ethnic group. 

In a second episode, Nilda’s third brother Frankie repeats his brother’s acquiescing an-
ticipation (“ ‘they are gonna call you […]’ ”), but also con� scates the racist hailing in a de� ant 
way. When he joins his family members in admiring his brother’s baby son, and the baby’s 
mother states that “ ‘it looks just like an Ortega’,” Frankie jokes: “ ‘He sure looks like a spick!’ ” 
Upon this, the other family members start to laugh (116). Taking up the racist hailing of his 
people, and employing the power of the damaging interpellation, Frankie turns it around in 
order to amuse his family members, and emphasize their history and coherence. By repeating 
the address in a manner that transforms and dislocates the originating aims, Frankie and his 
laughing family members are able to assert themselves. � rough the force of repetition, they 
facilitate “an a�  rm-mative response to violation” (Butler 1993, 124).

So far, I have argued that numerous and intricate hailings puzzle the girl protagonists 
staged in the coming-of-age texts. As focalizers or narrators they report their confusion and 
irritation, but hardly ever explicitly respond to any misnaming and racist hailing. In addition, 
they relate their family members’ subtle rejection of racist name-calling. Below I will show 
that these exact same family members demonstrate restrictiveness as well in the way in which 
they interpellate the young girls.

“You are a señorita,” “Tu eres mujer”

When parents negate and fail to explicate white racist name-calling, and even repeat it for their 
own use, girls need to � gure out “what it all means” without their parents’ clari� cation (Staples
1974, 156). In addition, parents address their daughters as “señoritas” or “mujeres,” but do not 
clarify such interpellations. In Judith Ortiz Cofer’s Silent Dancing (1990), the adult narrator Silent Dancing (1990), the adult narrator Silent Dancing
explicitly remembers that when she entered her freshman year of high school, her mother 

“constantly reminded me that I was now a ‘señorita’ and needed to behave accordingly; but she 
never explained what that entailed” (119). Moreover, interpellated as señoritas and mujeres, 
while their U.S. lives demand that they act as girls and women, many protagonists feel forced 
to juggle two sets of imperatives. � is ambiguity does not remain without response.

At numerous instances in Mohr’s Nilda, the protagonist is addressed by her mother as a 
señorita. Behaving like a señorita, the mother explains, includes doing chores at home and sit-
ting still. � us, again interpellation is a way of disciplining the daughter. When Nilda asks her 

24. 132. Jimmy’s pragmatist reaction is echoed in another coming-of-age text, Park’s 24. 132. Jimmy’s pragmatist reaction is echoed in another coming-of-age text, Park’s 24. 132. Jimmy’s pragmatist reaction is echoed in another coming-of-age text, Park When My Sister Was 
Cleopatra Moon (2000). When the Korean American Marcy has repeatedly been interpellated as “Miss 
Moonface” and as a “Chinese chick[…]” by her boyfriend, her sister tells her to change her name into Misook 
Moon. “ ‘No one sees us as American, so why should we pretend to be?’ ” But while Nilda’s brother accepts 
the situation, Marcy’s sister sounds more belligerent and resourceful, as she adds: “ ‘[…] Sometimes it’s better 
and easier to reinvent ourselves’ ” (213).
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mother for an ice pop, the latter scolds her that she is “ ‘already a señorita! Not a baby anymore! 
Don’t ask me silly questions’,” indicating that Nilda should know that she has no money for 
such luxuries. Being a señorita thus involves obeying traditional and domestic gender roles, 
which includes knowledge of one’s family’s economic circumstances. But most of all, it implies 
refraining from meeting up with children of the opposite sex, and showing her developing 
female body. When Nilda begins menstruation, her mother tells her she is now too old to 
play children’s games in the street. “ ‘You are too old! A señorita does not behave like that!’,” 
and “ ‘You are a señorita now, no more little kid running around’.” Nilda should not play with 
boys and should sit with her legs closed. Feeling no di� erent than before, however, Nilda feels 
embarrassed about her mother’s lectures (1986, 197, 247, 198, 247).

In addition, the maternal messages regarding the proper behavior of a “señorita” are man-
ifold and con� icting. � e mother’s use of “señorita” imposes traditional Puerto Rican gender 
rules, and pulls her daughter into her ethnically de� ned sphere of in� uence. But whereas 
being a “señorita” means helping out at home, it also entails � nishing school and having fun, 
for Nilda’s mother attempts to discipline her daughter into becoming a successful, educated, 
and economically independent individual, which hints at her sensitivity to the ideology of the 
American Dream.25 When Nilda complains about school, her mother admonishes her to obey 
her teacher and learn,

“so you can be somebody someday. Amount to something. […] I only got to the 
fourth grade; I never had the advantages you got here in this country. You want to be 
a jíbara when you grow up? Working in a factoría? Cleaning houses? Being a sucketa 
for other people?” (60)

We do not know whether the omniscient narrator translated the maternal lecture from Span-
ish to English and le�  a few words in Spanish, or that the mother largely communicates to 
her daughter in English, yet leaves a few words in Spanish. Either way, the words set aside in 
Spanish indicate that, unlike English notions such as “be somebody,” “amount to” and “advan-
tages,” the “jíbara” (country girl) and “sucketa” (sucker) have no place in American language 
and culture.

In addition to condemning the anonymous “jíbara” and “sucketa,” Nilda’s mother also 
presents herself as a negative example. Con� ding to her daughter that she had so many chil-
dren because she was “stupid,” “[i]gnorant,” and had allowed herself to be absorbed by her 
family, she presses the girl to hold on to herself and have a life of her own. But although the 
mother speaks such self-degrading language, and urges Nilda not to be absorbed by her fam-
ily, she indicates as well the magnitude of the maternal role by stressing the fact that she was 
unfortunate because she lacked a mother to protect her. “ ‘What did I know? I had no mother 
[…]’.” While she condemns her own life and instructs Nilda not to follow her example but to 
develop her independence, she indirectly demands the girl’s simultaneous submission to her 
protective power. Paradoxically, Nilda must repudiate her mother’s example, but at the same 
time follow her advice (190).

25. � is takes us back to � e Woman Warrior, where Maxine’s mother endorsed sexist Chinese maxims 
while her talk-stories also recount the heroic feats of the swordswoman (see Chapter 2).



Terms of Address 167

In Cofer’s autobiographical novel � e Line of the Sun, we also encounter a protagonist 
who deals with such ambiguity, but likewise fails to overtly express her confusion and frustra-
tion. � e mother of the narrating adolescent, Marisol, addresses the girl as “niña,” and cor-
respondingly orders her around as a child: “ ‘Just do what I tell you, niňa, without arguments 
or back talk’.” Knowing that in Puerto Rico, approaching her Quinceañera, she would have 
been considered “a young woman of marriageable age” while in Paterson, New Jersey, she has 
to wear a “silly” school uniform and is not permitted to socialize with friends, Marisol feels 
alienated—“living in a state of limbo, halfway between cultures.” She refuses to recognize 
her mother’s approach of her as a “niña,” but only does so in silence. Apart from performing 
acts of unspoken insubordination (“I would obey her but I would take my time in doing so, 
pushing her to a steady burning anger […]”), she con� des her complaints only to the reader 
(221-222).

In Mohr’s novel, Nilda ignores and quietly repudiates her mother’s “constant lectures” in 
consecutive incidents, but like Marisol refrains from open rebellion. Although she complains 
to the reader that she wishes her mother would stop “preaching,” she tells the latter “out loud 
[…] ‘Fine, Ma’.” Like Marisol, she merely informs the reader of her irritation and her wish that 
her mother would stop telling her “the same things every day. […]. Always the same story!”26

In one episode, Nilda’s mother holds up to shame Nilda’s pregnant friend Petra. When hailed 
with her mother’s “sharp and angry” voice—“ ‘Nilda! Look at me!’ ”—Nilda makes the Althus-
serian conversion, and looks at her mother. “Her mother walked up to her and, standing in 
front of her, shouted, ‘You don’t disgrace me. […] think of Petra. What kind of life will she 
have? Finished, no more school, no more fun—no more nothing!’ ” Nilda is admonished to 
� nish school instead of “fooling around” with boyfriends and having “a bunch of babies.” Oth-
erwise she will be subjected either to charity and discriminatory treatment by welfare o�  cers, 
or to husbands who will order her around, are cruel, or even leave (189, 259, 275). But Nilda 
privately rejoices in her friend’s pregnancy (“Wow, a baby!”), and thinks of her brother’s baby. 

Such utilization of her imagination has already been encountered in a previous section, 
where Nilda’s fantasies enable her to deal with the police o�  cers’ racist address. � is strategy 
is taken up in many other episodes. Informed by her mother that “ ‘You are a señorita now, and 
you must help me here at home’,” Nilda starts to daydream about being “grown up,” “dressed 
up in an out� t just like the one she had recently seen a starlet wearing in a war movie.” Nilda 
also employs her other escapist strategy of removing herself from those who hail her (the 
police o�  cers, the visiting social worker). Told by her mother to listen to her teacher at school, 
Nilda just departs while she “still hears her mother talking”—annoyed that her mother is not 
concerned with her “side of it” (260, 238-239, 60).

Marisol and Nilda deal mostly quietly with their mothers’ criticisms and cautions, and 
show very few signs of open rebellion. When Nilda is told to behave like a señorita by her 
mother, the girl makes a face, a rebellious gesture that her mother at once invalidates by for-
bidding her to make “monkey” faces (197). � e girl’s de� ance becomes verbally articulated 

26. 254, 247, 115. In the second chapter, for instance, I showed how, in Tan’s 26. 254, 247, 115. In the second chapter, for instance, I showed how, in Tan’s 26. 254, 247, 115. In the second chapter, for instance, I showed how, in Tan � e Joy Luck Club, June quietly 
de� es her mother’s intimidation by challenging her Chinese notion of � lial piety, and utilizes the bolstering 
dichotomy between American modernity and Asian traditionalism: “I wasn’t her slave. � is wasn’t China” 
(1989, 141).
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only at her mother’s deathbed at the end of the novel. When faced once again with a list of ad-
monitions, Nilda at � rst sits silently and frightened, not daring to say a word. She only quietly 
rejects her mother’s cautionary message by rhetorically asking the reader “What’s she so mad 
about anyway […]. Petra’s gonna have a baby, not me!” But, later on, her mother reproaches 
her that “ ‘A big señorita like you should not act like this’,” Nilda responds that she does not 
care. “ ‘I don’t feel like no big señorita anyway!’ ” � is is the only episode in which Nilda ver-
bally rejects her mother’s interpellation of her as a “big señorita” (259-260, 270). � e Line of 
the Sun likewise contains only one such an explicit rejection. Tired of having everyone tell her 
what to do, Marisol tells her uncle, who calls her “niňa,” that she is no longer a “niňa, not a not a not
little girl.” As if stressing her determination to establish herself as independent of parents and 
other relatives, instead of using the standard “uncle,” she here calls her relative by his name for 
the � rst time (259, emphasis in text).

Neither Nilda nor Marisol explicates her protest against her parent’s (or uncle’s) interpel-
lation. Other protagonists only fantasize about talking back to their parents, and explaining 
the new ways. Having observed the manner in which American youngsters act toward their 
parents, Sandi in Julia Alvarez’s García Girls merely envisages herself as talking back when her 
parents demand that she eat all of her pastelón. She imagines herself declaring, in the proper 
adolescent vernacular, “just as an American girl might, ‘I don’t wanna. You can’t make me. 
� is is a free country’.”27 Below I will discuss two coming-of-age texts in which the adolescent 
girls do attempt to explain to their parents why the terms of address do not match: Cofer’s � e 
Latin Deli, and Helena María Viramontes’s short story “Growing” (1993). 

In Cofer’s text, the narrating I is designated by her parents as a “decent Puerto Rican 
señorita, not a wild American teenager,” and faced, like Nilda and Marisol, with the incom-
patibility of Puerto Rican and American norms for girls. When the girl’s father refuses her 
permission to go out, the mother tells her that adolescent girls in Puerto Rico never went 
out without “chaperons.” � ey remained at home, assisting their mothers and obeying their 
fathers. Situated in a di� erent generation and country, however, enraged at her mother’s “ab-
surd statements,” the girl rebels against her mother’s message. She seizes the latter’s way of 
equating her with “teenage girls in Puerto Rico,” and rejects the implied resemblance as false. 
Her mother’s message does not apply to the realities of her life in Paterson, New Jersey. Subse-
quently, she works herself into a “shouting frenzy” (16, 19-20):

I would scream out my protests that we were not living in some backward country 
where women were slaves. […] We are in the United States. I am an American citi-
zen. I speak English better than Spanish and I am as old as you were when you got 
married! (20)

Employing several images and juxtapositions in order to express her resentment, this complex 
argument involves the histories of slavery and immigration, geography, citizenship, age, and 

27. 1992, 184-185. Such vernacular is o� en employed by rebelling daughters. In Chambers (1996) the 
protagonist’s Panamanian immigrant mother tells the girl to listen to all adults, as in Panama every elder is 
considered the parent of a child. � e daughter responds by pronouncing: “ ‘Oh yeah, well, this isn’t Panama’ 
[…].” Her use of the American slang “yeah” only supplements the power of her talking back (1997, 47).
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linguistic abilities. It entails setting o�  the United States as superior to the parental home 
country (a “backward country”), matching up her Puerto Rican foremothers who were “slaves” 
to “American citizen[s],” and contrasting her English and Spanish linguistic abilities. However, 
despite her attempt to de� ne herself by talking back, and to resist her de� nition by others, the 
verbal outburst causes the narrating I to feel “like an exile in the foreign country of my parents’ 
house” (20).

Cofer’s narrating I stages her protest in vain. In Viramontes’s short story “Growing,” the 
protagonist Naomi also asserts her objections to no avail. Facing two Mexican American par-
ents who she feels are unjusti� ably strict, the 14-year old explains that the United States “ ‘is 
di� erent. Here girls don’t need chaperones. Parents trust their daughters’.” But “there is no 
way out of the custom” of “chaperones” (308). In a thundering voice, the protagonist’s father 
hails his daughter Naomi as a woman, suggesting both an allegation and an appreciation of 
Naomi’s status as a woman:

TU ERES MUJER, like a great voice above the heavens, […] he said those words not 
as a truth, but as a verdict, and she could almost see the clouds parting, the thunder-
bolts breaking the tranquility of her sex. […] “So what’s wrong with being a mujer,” 
she asked herself out loud. (308)

� e father’s hailing goes with Philippa Ka� a’s theory of gate-keeping in Latina families. In her � e father’s hailing goes with Philippa Ka� a’s theory of gate-keeping in Latina families. In her � e father’s hailing goes with Philippa Ka� a
books “Saddling La Gringa”: Gatekeeping in Literature by Contemporary Latina Writers and 
(Out)Classed Women: Contemporary Chicana Writers on Inequitable Gendered Power Relations, 
Ka� a explains that mothers, but also parents in general, are so apprehensive about the possibil-Ka� a explains that mothers, but also parents in general, are so apprehensive about the possibil-Ka� a
ity of their daughters’ rebellion against their culture’s dictates of appropriate conduct for women, 
that they harass them “with name calling and other invalidating discourse, with so many re-
peated dire prophecies of failure and doom that their thought processes inevitably get clogged 
with psychic pollution, eternal defensiveness, guilt, and a strong sense of inferiority. � ese are 
the by-products of the hourly, the daily, the lifelong litany they experience: the cacophony of 
gatekeeper voices […]” (2000, 14). Naomi’s father here issues such a gatekeeper voice.

In an analysis of Viramontes’s story, Norma Alarcón points out that the father’s judgment 
of his daughter is meant to preserve the paternal law and symbolic structure, which disable 
Naomi to “counterspeak her sense of herself as di� erent from what her father says it is.” � e 
father’s judgment tells her that her subjectivity has been decided a priori by her womanly body 
(1988, 148). Sonia Saldívar-Hull even states that the father’s word “mujer” claims the girl’s 
sexually maturing body (2000, 141). Signi� cantly, I would like to add, by using the Spanish 
rather than the English term for woman, the father identi� es the daughter not only as gen-
dered, but also as ethnic. Lacking knowledge of the Anglo-American culture, and therefore 
lacking authority within that culture, choosing the English term “woman” would have put the 
father on precarious ground. He does not know what being a(n American) “woman” signi� es. 

“Tu eres mujer” enables him to assert his male, parental authority even more strongly, pulling 
his daughter into his ethnically de� ned sphere of in� uence.

Alarcón argues that the narrator’s repetition of her father’s use of “mujer” suggests that 
she is compelled to report the phrase in Spanish, a result of the “rigidity” of the Chicano/
Mexicano gender ideology, which gives the father his authority (1988, 148). Saldívar-Hull, on 
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the contrary, argues that the father’s privilege as patriarch is not presented as “purely a Latino 
prerogative.” “[I]n his e� ort to control his daughter, the author links his voice with that of the 
deity, to all men whose male rules transcend borders, classes, and cultures.”28 Whether the 
man’s authority is presented as speci� cally Latino or as universal, the girl is greatly impressed 
by her father’s address. As focalizer, she presents her father’s words as resembling an almost 
Biblical verdict, an apocalyptic “great voice above the heavens,” resulting in “clouds parting, 
the thunderbolts breaking the tranquility of her sex.”29

Naomi does not openly challenge her father’s words, which she identi� es as “a verdict.” 
But expropriating her father’s term “mujer,” she subsequently asks herself what is wrong with 
being a “mujer.” Although she does not explicitly direct this rhetorical question at her father, 
but only questions his words when she is already on her way with her chaperone sister, her 

“ ‘So what’s wrong […]’ ” partially undermines the paternal address via the repetition of “mujer” 
(1993, 308). As Traise Yamamoto explains, “[…] the race subject cannot construct a positive, 
nonreactive self completely without reference to imposed constructions because they make 
up a signi� cant part of one’s experience of subjectivity in the � rst place” (1999, 78). Naomi’s 
reference, in terms of Yamamoto, occurs by way of repetition.

Butler refers to such a repetition when she writes that the naming of a “girl” indeed com-
pels a certain “girling,” an (o� en incomplete) “citing” of the norm, but the embodiment of 
certain ideals of femininity and masculinity is also a process of repetition that can have an 
undermining e� ect. As an example Butler refers to a cartoon strip that interpellates an infant 
into discourse with “It’s a lesbian!,” as if repeating the common initiatory performative “It’s 
a girl!” According to Butler, “Far from an essentialist joke, the queer appropriation of the a girl!” According to Butler, “Far from an essentialist joke, the queer appropriation of the a girl!” According to Butler
performative mimes and exposes both the binding power of the heterosexualizing law and 
its expropriability.” In the compulsory citationality of the gender norm lays the possibility of 
a “theatricality of gender.” Naomi’s “ ‘So what’s wrong with being a mujer’,” however privately 
uttered, hints at such an act of parody.30 Her slightly rebellious phrase “ ‘So what’s wrong […]’ ” 
almost literally echoes the bold responses uttered in two other texts where girl protagonists 
attempt to negotiate the way in which they are being addressed—in their case not by a father, 
but by peers. � ese two instances will be discussed by way of transition to the following sec-
tion, which will focus on the erotization and tropicalization of Latina girls. 

� e � rst episode is taken from del Fuego’s Maravilla, the second one from Nicholasa 
Mohr’s Nilda. Having joined a girl gang, and feeling impressed by the white feminine aesthet-

28. 2000, 142. Whereas Viramontes’s Naomi is unambiguously addressed as belonging to the cultural sphere 
of her parents, the protagonist Chayo of Cisneros (1991) is less unambiguously put in her place. Continually 
accused by her own mother and other family members of being disrespectful, she is addressed with terrible 
and incompatible names: “Heretic. Atheist. Malinchista. Hocicona [big mouth]. […] Miss High-and-Mighty. 
Miss � inks-She’s-Too-Good-for-Us. Acting like a bolilla, a white girl. Malinche” (1992, 127-128).
29. � is strikingly resembles the intense force of the gang of boys in García Girls, as discussed below: “as if 
the boys’ ugly words and taunts had the power of spells” (1992, 153).
30. Viramontes 1993, 308; Butler 1993, 231-232; emphasis in text. � e girl’s citation also goes with Mary 
Louis Pratt’s notion of “assuming of the label”: a strategy “not to reject the label […] but to assume it, and 
speak from the position of speech it denotes. � is taking of voice […] o� en carves out a position of speech 
by recoding the very images that have been used to exclude or silence its subjects” (quoted and discussed in 
Hoving 2001, 218-129).
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ics as displayed in the � lms the girls watch, Maravilla’s Cece dyes her hair Miss-Clairol-� re-
engine-red. � is adolescent e� ort to resemble the Anglo model, however, proves to be a failure 
when her Chicano boyfriend likens her to Nefertiti—“ ‘You know, the Egyptian princess […] 
the chick with the big head and the long straight nose’. ” � e girl � rst incapacitates this address 
by pretending not to know, but then stating: “ ‘Yeah, so what’s wrong with my nose?’ ” (1989, 93, 
emphasis added). Although aiming for Miss-Clairol, Cece does not reject the alleged likeness 
to the ancient and orientalized female � gure. In fact, she even implicitly endorses it by repeat-
ing the reference to the nose. Her rhetorical question suggests that she does not consider her 
nose to be inappropriate or unbecoming.

In the second case, the protagonist of Mohr’s text meets a somewhat older Latina girl who 
addresses Nilda as a Spanish girl—“ ‘Are you Nilda? […] � ey said you are Spanish’ ” (155). 
A� er a short conversation in Spanish, however, the girl switches back to English when she 
discovers that Nilda lives in the Barrio and is Puerto Rican. She then reproaches Nilda for 
misrepresenting herself. 

“You know Puerto Ricans ain’t really Spanish. You shouldn’t say that. � at you are 
Spanish. I can’t even understand you when you talk. […] What kind of accent is that? 
In Spain they talk Castilian. � at’s what my parents talk at home. […]. Don’t let me 
hear you calling yourself Spanish around here when you can’t even talk it properly, 
stupid.” (156-157)

� e girl subsequently starts to test Nilda’s eloquence in Spanish in order to be able to assess 
her ethnic identity. In her paper “Against the Grain of the Other Voice: Or How to Listen to 
Written Accents” Mireille Rosello discusses the violence of such an interrogation. All accents, 
claims Rosello, “can be used as lethal performative statements […].” She brings up several 
narratives of historical or mythical events, in which “having what is called ‘an’ accent (i.e. an 
accent that marks you as di� erent from the listener) is a matter of life and death.” For instance, 
making the other pronounce a tongue-twisting phrase helps identify him or her as either 
enemy or friend. “No learning, no special linguistic knowledge protects the accented subject: 
unlike passwords, the phrases that betray my origin and put me in danger cannot be learned, 
shared, or even stolen” (2003, 5, 8).

Nilda at � rst participates in the aggressive examination, but then remains mute. Subse-
quently, she adds to this subtle protest by mischievously repeating the girl’s commands and 
accusations. When the girl orders her to “ ‘Say shoes!’, ” Nilda ridicules the girl by repeating 
her instruction. When the girl calls Nilda “stupid,” Nilda reciprocates this condemnation, and 
chases the girl away. Discussing the accent test, Rosello explains how “language is inseparable 
from the body, from the muscles that pronounce a word, from a type of competence and 
physical ability that is both within and beyond language […]” (2003, 8). � us, while the accent 
test would possibly uncover an incompetence that is not only linguistic but also bodily, Nilda’s 
protest is also one of language and of the body. Repeating the girl’s words as well as chasing 
her away, she ultimately averts the girl’s power and asserts herself. A� er the girl’s departure, 
feeling happy and at ease with herself in her environment, she plays her private games of mim-
icking cows eating grass, and letting her body roll down a hill. Lying back she digs her heels 
into the ground and sticks out her tongue. As if enhancing these physical signs of contentment 
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and self-con� rmation, she, as focalizer, lets the reader know that she “didn’t care about being 
Spanish; she didn’t know exactly what that meant, except that it had nothing to do with her 
happiness.” Nilda’s reference to “being Spanish” contains her third subversive reiteration of the 
girl’s indictment (155-158, emphasis added).

Nilda’s declaration reiterates those of Naomi and Cece, which fend o�  hailings via the 
rhetorical question “ ‘So what’s wrong with […]’.” While Nilda is (mis)recognized as a “Span-
ish girl” by one of her peers, Naomi faces her father’s designation of her as a “mujer,” and Cece 
is likened to an Egyptian queen by her boyfriend. None of the three girls explicitly rejects 
the way she is being addressed, nor does she simply accept it. But all three stress their lack 
of comprehension. Naomi “could not understand what she had done to make [her father] so 
distrustful.” Cece pretends not to know to what her boyfriend refers, and Nilda naively mocks 
her aggressor and subsequently even acknowledges that she “didn’t know.” Appropriating the 
original reference by repeating it (“mujer,” “nose,” “being Spanish”), the girls question its suit-
ability, and employ it to claim their autonomy. Acting poised and nonchalant (Cece’s “Yeah” 
and Nilda’s sticking out her tongue), they thumb their noses at the father, boyfriend, and 
female peer who address them in restricting ways. In addition, they hint at their contentment 
with their gender, appearance, and ethnicity. As focalizer, Nilda even explicitly reports her 

“happiness” (del Fuego 1989, 93; Mohr 1986, 158).
While Naomi, Cece and Nilda are not unperturbed by the ways in which they are hailed, 

their apparent response is rather poised and laid-back. Other protagonists respond in more 
tense and uptight fashion to the de� nition of their ethnicized and gendered identities by oth-
ers. In the following section I will look at four Latina texts in which girl protagonists � nd 
themselves rather ill at ease when they are hailed as embodiments of racialized or ethnicized 
sexual di� erence. � e protagonists of Sandra Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street (1984), � e House on Mango Street (1984), � e House on Mango Street
Judith Ortiz Cofer’s � e Latin Deli (1993), Esmeralda Santiago’s Almost a Woman (1998) and 
Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (1991) respond to the address of “Span-
ish girl” in quite distinct ways.

“Spanish girl”

In Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street the girl Esperanza is sexually assaulted by a white boy � e House on Mango Street the girl Esperanza is sexually assaulted by a white boy � e House on Mango Street
who at the same time indicates her ethnic otherness by telling her “[…] I love you, Spanish girl, 
I love you […].” Although the boy’s declaration is not overtly xenophobic, his appreciation is 
based on a stereotypical exotic image, and shows his veiled racism. Incorporated not only in 
the ideologies of romantic love and violent and possessive patriarchy, but also in ideologies 
of ethnicity and race, the address speaks to the girl as both sexualized/gendered and racial-
ized/ethnicized. In addition, the assault fails to di� erentiate between language and national 
origin, and amongst Latinas. � e distressed Esperanza does not openly respond to the boy by 
appropriately naming herself and asserting her autonomy. On the contrary, she suggests that 
she has submitted to the boy’s advances when she informs her Chicana friend, indirectly via 
the reader, of her disappointment in heterosexual romance—“Sally, you lied. It wasn’t what 
you said at all” (1986, 93). Here Esperanza merely refers to the sexual aspect of her imposed 
identity, and does not at all refer to the racial/ethnic aspect.
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Responding to a comparable address, the narrator of Cofer’s � e Latin Deli does indicate 
her awareness of the prejudiced connotations, as the anecdote is framed by a discussion of 
the Latina woman as a “Hot Tamale.” But she does so only as an adult narrator, looking back. 
Discussing the stereotypes of the Latina woman as the “sizzling” and “smoldering” “sexual 
� rebrand,” the adult narrator remembers being taken to her � rst formal dance by a boy. When 
she fails to respond to his kiss, the boy indignantly discloses that he had thought that “ ‘you 
Latin girls were supposed to mature early’. ” � is address labels the girl as belonging to a ho-
mogeneous collective of “Latin girls” who develop ahead of their Anglo peers. � e adult nar-
rator does not recount whether and how she, as a girl, responded to the boy’s interpellation. 
Looking back, she only o� ers a late and silent objection to the reader (1993, 150-151).

Negi, the young narrator of Almost a Woman, and Yolanda, one of the narrators of Alva-
rez’s García Girls, are more expressive in their protests. When her boyfriend informs her that 
he cannot marry her as “ ‘it wouldn’t look right […] to have a Spanish wife’,” Negi jumps out 
of the subway, leaving her boyfriend “still sitting on the plastic bench, astonished at my agil-
ity.” But although she adds to this drama by confronting the man verbally (“bit out,” “hissed”), 
and is “determined to make him squirm,” she also feels “defeated. It was too late to make a 
dramatic exit, to act self-righteous.” At night, in an attempt to console herself by studying 
photographic portraits in which she either gazes at a distant horizon or is depicted against the 
background of a “soupy gray cloud,” she is unable to see herself. She can only see the man’s 

“hot-tomato Latina,” the “promiscuous Anita of West Side Story,” “the real me, a ‘Spanish girl,’ 
good enough to sleep with but not good enough to marry.” Although she hints at her attempt 
to escape the man’s limitation of her by focusing on the photo’s horizon and haze, she is un-
able to � nd herself. Within the borders of the photograph, her self-image is only alienating 
(1998, 249).

In García Girls, Yolanda also realizes her loneliness when her boyfriend expresses his 
disappointment that “the Spanish girl” he tells his parents he is dating does not want to have 
sex with him: “ ‘I thought you’d be hot-blooded, being Spanish and all […]’.” Like Negi, the girl 
stages a dramatic protest by leaving the boy, but also realizes “what a cold, lonely life” awaited 
her in the U.S.31 Realizing that she will never � t in, and bewildered about two con� icting sets 
of moral codes—those of her Dominican parents and those of liberal America—she seeks 
consolation just like Negi. At night she places under her pillow a cruci� x, whose Jesus � gure 
has come unglued and been refastened with a rubber band. Neither Negi’s blurry self-images, 
nor Yolanda’s loose totem o� er any anchorage or support to the desolate girls.32

31. 1992, 99. A subsequent lover doubly de� nes Yolanda as a “woman’s libber” and a “Catholic señorita” 
(48). � e girl is apparently not able to escape such categories.
32. Analogous to the icon of the “Spanish girl,” Asian American literature presents the icon of the oriental 
female. By way of an example, the Korean American protagonist Marcy Moon of Park (2000) is addressed as female. By way of an example, the Korean American protagonist Marcy Moon of Park (2000) is addressed as female. By way of an example, the Korean American protagonist Marcy Moon of Park
the erotic, oriental lover by her boyfriend. Marcy calls his “Miss Moonface” “just a nickname,” but her sister 
tells her to refuse her lover’s derogatory description (“[…] like you’re some Hong Kong caricature. Some 
moonfaced madam”). She counters the boy’s address by calling him a “punk,” a “runt,” a “damn dropout,” a 

“redneck,” and a “future � unky.” However, when the boyfriend tells Marcy he “dig[s]” her “Chinese face,” she 
tells him she is not Chinese. Later, when the boy rapes her (“ ‘Come on! You’re di� erent. Most dudes don’t dig 
Chinese chicks’ ”), her protest is even more articulate. “ ‘I’m not a Chinese chick, you stupid hick,’ I said.” She 
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Writing of García Girls, Karen Christian states that Yolanda’s body turns into a “battle� eld 
[…] where the intersection of gender and ethnicity is clearly marked.” It becomes the site 
where a cultural clash is played out between “the conservative codes of female sexual behavior 
of her upper-class Dominican upbringing, and the far more liberal American sexual mores.” 
For Yolanda, “cultural identity is inscribed on the body” (1997, 110). For the girls in the other 
three texts, as well, cultural identity is inscribed on their bodies. � e ethnic body becomes the 
site where the intersection of race and gender locates the “Spanish girl”—the non-white sexual 
woman, who matures early and is hot-blooded, but not good enough to marry—in relation 
to the white man, as well as the virtuous and chaste white lady. Esperanza is unable or unwill-
ing to respond directly to the man in question, and only with hindsight does Cofer’s narrat-
ing I present her negative response. Negi and Yolanda openly renounce the boys’ address of 
them, but neither of them is able to escape this culturally de� ned site—not by spiritual relief 
(Yolanda’s Jesus � gure) nor by silent reveries (Negi’s photographs).

� ere are, however, examples of girls who do � nd ways to escape the way in which boys 
interpellate them as the stereotypical Spanish girl. By employing her imagination, one of 
Yolanda’s sisters in García Girls is, at least partially, able to turn around the verbal and physical 
abuse by a gang of boys. While pelting Carla with stones, the boys hail the girl as a “dirty spic”, 
mimic her Spanish accent (“ ‘Eh-stop!’,” “ ‘Plees eh-stop’ ”) and order her to go back to Puerto 
Rico. � ey then li�  her blouse and snicker at her lack of “titties.” � ey pull down her socks, 
and exhibit and mock her “monkey legs,” which have begun to sprout dark hairs. In that man-
ner they categorize and showcase Carla as other. She is the Spanish girl who is non-American 
(the “dirty spic” who does not speak correct English and who should go back to her mother-
land), racially other or nonhuman (“monkey legs”), and woman (awaiting her “titties”).33

By calling Carla dirty, the boys reproduce the “cooties routine” as de� ned by the Ameri-
can anthropologist Lawrence Hirschfeld, who studied the phenomenon of a game in which 

“unpopular, new, or otherwise stigmatized children are targeted and shunned as sources of 
cootie contamination.” While the untainted children meet this announcement with “typically 
a quite public expression of disgust and discomfort,” for the “stigmatized children” the accusa-
tion of having cooties always implies embarrassment (1999, 8). Instead of a mere children’s 
game, however, the episode from Alvarez’s text contains an instance of a blatant racist inter-
pellation, which instigates Carla’s shame.34

calls him “ignoramus anus,” slaps his face, and cries out that she is “ ‘Korean!’ ” Calling the boy bad names, the 
girl also dismisses the boy’s orientalist address of her (163, 180, 186). 
33. 153. � is episode strikingly resembles an incident narrated in Galang (1996), where the Filipino Ameri-
can protagonist is racially as well as sexually harassed by a group of white neighborhood boys. Being ad-
dressed as a Chink and accused of stu�  ng her bra, she is condemned for faking both her Americanness and 
her femininity. Snapping the girl’s oversized bra her mother had bought on sale, and thrusting his hand onto 
her chest, one of the boys causes the “little cup-cakes” of the padded bra to crinkle and appear shattered. Like 
the girl protagonist of García Girls, the girl describes herself as completely helpless and vulnerable: It was her 
mother who had bought an ill-� tting bra; the sun blinds her and blurs the bodies of her attackers; her arm is 
too thin and powerless to hit the boys. � e girl, however, does not � nd power in revenge fantasies, as the girl 
protagonist in García Girls eventually does, as I will show below (46-47).
34. Hirschfeld’s “cooties routine” can be found in many other coming-of-age texts. In fact, the episodes 
in which girl protagonists are checked for lice at school or health stations also evoke this “routine.” Repre-
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Signi� cantly, the boys’ references to the girl’s imperfect English, the � rst black hairs on 
her legs, and her lack of breasts also indicate the girl’s transitional state. � ey emphasize the 
fact that Carla is neither child nor woman, a “Spanish” girl living in the USA, torn between 
two cultures and two stages of life. As the boys’ interpellation does not � x Carla into one posi-
tion, nor reduce the polyvalent quality of her condition to just a single one, we might expect 
that the interpellation of the girl as unsettled o� ers her room to negotiate. Yet the boys suc-
ceed in employing her unde� ned identity to mock her. Literally pointing at her un� nished 
transformation from Puerto Rican to American, and from girl to woman, they intensify her 
feelings of shame:

� ey were disclosing her secret shame: her body was changing. � e girl she had been 
back home in Spanish was being shed. In her place—almost as if the boys’ ugly words 
and taunts had the power of spells—was a hairy, breast-budding grownup no one 
would ever love. [She wishes to remain herself,] a quick, skinny girl with brown eyes 
and a braid down her back […]. (153-154)

� is quotation suggests that Carla laments, but also submits to, the boys’ exposure of her 
ambiguity (“her body was changing,” “� e girl she had been […] was being shed,” “breast-
budding”). It also suggests that she attributes a great deal of power to the boys. Indeed, their 
mockery is prophetic and overpowering, and almost has “the power of spells.”

Subsequently, however, by unleashing her imagination, the girl attempts to counter the 
boys’ harassment. Spying on them on the playground, while they discuss the cars parked on 
the sidewalk, she fantasizes about “being driven to school in a � ashy red car the boys would 
admire.” � is image of money and force (“owning a � ashy red car,” “very expensive car,”155) 
enables Carla to envision her sweet revenge, as the boys will envy her for her automobile ex-
perience and ownership. Still, the girl’s inability to drive suggests that, incorporated in the car, 
she will once more turn into the object of attention and astonishment. Carla further under-
mines her fantasy by stating that her immigrant father’s role as chau� eur would embarrass her, 
and that her mother is unable to drive. A second fantasy regarding the boys comes somewhat 
closer to being ful� lled. When, in another context, Carla is confronted with two police o�  cers, 
who impress her as � gures of discipline and authority (“� ey were so big, so strong, so male, 
so American”; “Belts were slung around both their hips, guns poking out of the holsters,” 160), 
she considers and envisages reporting on the boys. But although “[s]he would have the words 
to describe them […]” (164), in the end she does not actualize this fantasy.

� e girl’s fantasies, however, appear to render her more empowered than the girls who, in 

senting white American culture, the nurses and doctors of Mohr (1973) and Ponce (1993) reproduce the 
“cooties routine” by interpellating their “unpopular” non-white clients as pigs who have lice. As focalizer, 
Nilda reports how the pestered girl at the health station “looked down at the � oor, her face � ushed with 
embarrassment” (1986, 140). Ponce’s adult narrator remembers that “Just to be suspected of having piojo 
was in itself a disgrace.” With “ ‘Que vergüenza’,” one of her peers also expresses her embarrassment (124). 
Although Hirschfeld points out that cooties appear to be distinct from notions of germs and lice, he notes 
that “� ere are obvious parallels between cootie lore and adult cultural beliefs about material contaminants 
[…]” (1999, 9).
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the previous four episodes, are faced with the stereotypical address of the Spanish girl. With 
reference to Rubenstein’s claim, presented in Chapter 2, that “� e invention of a potent magi-reference to Rubenstein’s claim, presented in Chapter 2, that “� e invention of a potent magi-reference to Rubenstein
cal self is a kind of defensive fantasy […]” (1987, 171), we could say that Carla’s development 
of a “magical self ” counteracts her experience of being scornfully hailed as di� erent and in-
de� nite. But it is � nally in a focalized description of the boys, directly aimed at the reader and 
indirectly at the police o�  cers, that Carla is able to turn around the boys’ negative identi� ca-
tion of her. Although she may not function here as a “heroine of a narrative action” (Spacks
1981, 46), Carla is a heroine of focalization. She evaluates and situates the boys in ways that 
correspond with the way in which they hail her, or in which whites in general address her fam-
ily. First of all, she refers to the boys collectively, as she and other immigrants are always spo-
ken to: they have “pale look-alike sickly bodies,” and “looked bland and unknowable, the way 
all Americans did.” Moreover, with “blond boys,” “pale bodies,” “freckled-faced” and “sickly 
white faces” she allocates the boys to a racially-ethnically de� ned category, and hails them 
as racially-ethnically other. Finally, with “snotty-nosed,” “high voices squealing,” and “high-
voiced boys with smooth, hairless cheeks” she describes them as (sexually) immature, and 
as not yet transformed and settled. As focalizer, the girl thus counters the way in which she 
herself was being interpellated.35

Of course, Carla only fantasizes her address, and does not hail the boys face-to-face. � e 
descriptions are only articulated on the level of focalization, which does not involve a second-
person discourse. � us, the girl does not establish herself a�  rmatively on the level of the plot. 
When, in time, the “tauntings and chasings” stop, the boys ignore her. “Carla had faded into 
the walls” (164). She has been unable to noticeably establish herself. But García Girls expresses 
a girl’s private strategy of resistance, which the reader comes to know and identify with. � is 
motivates me to further explore the issues of focalization and fantasy.

Wonder Woman and Sitting Bull

One reason why some girl protagonists are unable to respond adequately to the way in which 
they are interpellated is their lack of English skills. � ey do not always speak the dominant 
language well enough to be able to employ the magical power of words. As Traise Yamamoto
states, while the “dominant culture can use language to name the other” with a single phrase, 
language can fail “for those who are named” (1999, 212). � is has already been expressed by 
Bettina Flores’s vow, in the introduction to this chapter, to “learn English and practice my 
written and verbal skills until I could express myself as well as any Anglo in any situation.”36

When a protagonist is able to speak English, she may be able to use her linguistic skills. Called 

35. 164, 154, 162; emphases added. A similar description of a white boy, which silently turns around an in-
terpellation process, occurs in Walters (1980), a poem in which the narrating I is being called “ ‘squaw, squaw, 
squaw’ ” by “a boy no color/ transparent skin/ except sprinkled freckles” (110). Like the boys in Alvarez’s text, 
the narrator describes the boy as racially other. But, more than that, she describes him as transparent, which 
actually robs him of any racial identity. One day, the girl states, she will return the words of the boy. � at is 
exactly what she is doing as the poem’s narrator.
36. 1991, 30. � e narrator of Kim’s “Beyond Boundaries” (2000) echoes this declaration: “Our solution to 36. 1991, 30. � e narrator of Kim’s “Beyond Boundaries” (2000) echoes this declaration: “Our solution to 36. 1991, 30. � e narrator of Kim



Terms of Address 177

a dirty Mexican by one of her classmates, the young narrator of Isabella Rios’s Victuum inter-
rupts the teacher, stating: “ ‘mam, may I speak? … If you really want to know, we are not dirty 
Mexicans! … we are very clean […]’ ” (1976, 67).

However, even when they are unable to verbally articulate their protest, many protago-
nists � nd ways to respond to hailings implicitly. I have indicated above how Nilda, in Mohr’s 
novel, takes up silent and physical ways of rebellion, by distancing herself from the (site of) 
interpellation, or by making faces. In Alvarez’s García Girls, Sandi likewise acts out her dis-
obedience in implicit ways. When she and her sisters are addressed by the Puerto Rican “super” 
of their apartment building as “little señoritas,” Sandi forces a smile as she has been taught, 
but in addition crosses her eyes “in revenge.” Being addressed by their neighbor downstairs as 

“ ‘Spics’ ” who should “ ‘Go back to where you came from!’ ” the girl plays a bull� ghting game 
full of shouts (“ ‘¡OLE!’ ”) and stamps. Employing the � gure of the “Toro” of her parents’ cul-
ture, she stages a physical instead of verbal protest against the woman (1992, 171). In Cofer’s 
novel � e Line of the Sun Marisol obeys her mother, but “take[s her] time in doing so” (221).

But as narrators and/or focalizers, the girls point at other ways of dealing with the way 
they are being named. Examining three texts written by Judith Ortiz Cofer, I will reveal the they are being named. Examining three texts written by Judith Ortiz Cofer, I will reveal the they are being named. Examining three texts written by Judith Ortiz Cofer
strategies the girls take up to counter the terms of address. One way of rejecting an interpel-
lation is pointing out that the categories of skin color, beauty, size, height, and other measures 
of appearance are not constant, but relative, and thus irrelevant. While the indeterminacy 
of racial identity confuses the protagonists, as I have discussed above, they also take it up to 
reject the way in which they are addressed. � e adult narrator of � e Latin Deli remembers 
her response, at the age of eight or nine, to a racist hailing. When she reaches out to touch a 
doll displayed at a supermarket in her hometown, the Italian American shopkeeper chases 
her away by shouting “ ‘Hey, kid, what do you think you’re doing?’, ” and subsuming her in the 
collectivity of “ ‘You PR kids [who] put your dirty hands on stu� . You always look dirty. But 
maybe dirty brown is your natural color’ ” (138). Being hailed in terms of her racial-ethnic 
otherness, the girl considers for the � rst time “the meaning of skin color in human relations.” 
Having le�  the site, she quietly subverts the man’s de� nition of her as an immigrant and a ra-
cial other. She � rst agrees that her nails could indeed use some cleaning, but then realizes that 
she takes a bath every day, and that the sweaty man in the stained apron is dirtier. Pointing out 
the man’s own griminess, and suggesting as well the man’s inability to distinguish cleanliness 
from dirt, the girl asserts not only her own cleanliness, but also her own authority.

Moreover, following the man’s easy switch from the presupposed immigrant’s lack of 
cleanliness to race—a racialized ethnicity that disquali� es her as white—the girl identi� es 
skin color as a relative matter. Subverting the shop owner’s logic concerning dirtiness and 
race, she deconstructs the category of race by underscoring that her skin is not pink like her 
friend’s, nor dark like her mother’s, but rather the color of her grandmother’s co� ee, leche con 
café.37 Having washed and manicured her hands nonetheless, only to observe that her skin is 

the rising problems was to learn English as quickly as possible. I wanted to have a smart retort for the boys 
who taunted me and my sisters with ‘Ching-chang, chong-chang,’ […]” (115). 
37. 138. Instead of using the ideologically coined terms “black” and “white,” most narrators of coming-of-
age texts use terms such as pink, brown and light. In that sense, they present skin color as a relative matter. In 
Santiago (1998), Negi narrates: “Technically, Mami was white. Her skin was creamy beige, lacked the warm 
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the same color as before, she again pronounces: “[…] I knew I was clean. Clean enough to 
run my � ngers through Susie’s � ne gold hair when she came home to me.” Although the shop 
owner negates the possibility of the girl’s ownership and thus identi� cation with the doll, the 
girl’s pronouncement has her appropriate the doll and stresses her right to possess and identify 
with it (138-139).

In Cofer’s � e Line of the Sun, it is not a shop owner but a social worker who triggers the 
girl protagonist to resist name-calling. In this text, however, the representative of the state 
does not intervene in the protagonist’s home. In fact, the family’s apartment building has been 
destroyed by a large � re. Following the catastrophe, Marisol meets a Red Cross volunteer, a 
white retired school teacher. � e woman exhibits a “persistently patronizing manner.” As nar-
rator, Marisol reports that earlier in life she had learned to recognize volunteer smiles such as 
the woman’s. Reading it as: “I am here out of the goodness of my heart to help the unfortunate 
and inferior,” the girl recognizes that she is being addressed as a lamentable and lower indi-
vidual. She therefore chooses not to answer the volunteer’s insulting questions, and tells the 
woman that she has told her what she knows. In the meantime, as focalizer, Marisol describes 
the woman as being merely nosy and bored, as clumsy (dropping a stack of memo papers), 
as blushing with anger, as distraught and frenzied (mumbling to herself as she frantically 
searches for her papers), and as foolish (ordering Marisol to pack her belongings, while the 
girl, due to the � re, lacks any possessions to pack). Here, the girl is able, both as narrator and as 
a focalizer, to respond rebelliously to the condescending address (272-276; emphasis in text). 

As I have discussed with examples from Mohr’s Nilda and Alvarez’s García Girls, revenge 
fantasies are also taken up to answer unwanted hailings. � e narrator of Cofer’s � e Latin Deli
employs � gures from popular culture in her attempt to counteract the way in which she is 
being interpellated by others. By daydreaming about the Legion of Super Heroes, she wishes 
to o� set her classmates’ humiliating hailing of her as “the Shrimp” during physical education. 
She also reads Wonder Woman comics, and identi� es with the muscular and full-bosomed 
� gure, creating fantasies of

scooping my enemies up by their hair from the playing � elds and dumping them on 
a barren asteroid. I would put the P.E. teachers each on their rock in space too, where 
they would be the loneliest people in the universe, since I knew they had no “inner 
resources,” no imagination, and in outer space, there would be no air for them to � ll 
their de� ated volleyballs with. (141)

Leaving her aggressors in empty and desolate space, robbing her classmates of their protected 
environment (“playing � elds”) and her teachers of their authoritative equipment (“volleyballs”), 
such fantasies of revenge are comforting to the girl. While she fails to trust her immigrant 

brown tones her children with Papi had inherited.” � e girl describes her paternal grandparents as “white,” 
but her father and his sisters as “dark brown.” One of her half-sisters is much lighter than their father. As she 
considers herself as “neither black nor white,” she always marks down “ ‘Other’ ” when asked to indicate her 
race (56-57, 75). � e narrator of Ponce (1993) remembers: “We ranged from tall to short, dark to light […] 
our skin tones ranged from Nora’s pale ivory to Ronnie’s light olive and on down to Joey’s dark olive. My skin 
was in between that of Ronnie and Elizabet: a medium olive with a yellow tinge” (15). 
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mother’s claim that eating more of her “good food” (140) will transform her undersized � gure, 
the girl � nds reassurance and empowerment in her own fantasies, in which she identi� es with 
the powerful female � gure from American popular culture—thanks to her “imagination,” a 
resource her PE teachers lack.

At the same time, of course, the girl’s fantasies con� rm the Hollywood-de� ned attributes 
of Wonder Woman. Recognizing the way she is being addressed in terms of her physical-
ity, the girl implicitly consents to the presupposition embedded in the interpellation of “the 
Shrimp,” namely that a full-� eshed body is valued over a skinny one. Only by an imagined 
identi� cation with the cultural � gure of Wonder Woman is the girl able to confront her peers’ 
malicious interpellations. On the level of the plot, she is not able to meet the address of her as 
a shrimp. � us, the fantasy is merely an escape, a literal � ight from her reality rather than a 
concrete subversion.

Finally, girl protagonists employ all sorts of cultural icons in order to materially respond 
to the way they are being interpellated—or expect to be interpellated. � ey fabricate and play 
with their appearance and in turn in� uence the way they are being addressed. In del Fuego’s 
Maravilla this is only done in a limited way. � e protagonist Cece is repeatedly presented with 
racial-ethnic images with which to identify.38 At the age of eleven, for instance, she is pre-
sented by her sister with a legendary non-white � gure to identify with. If she were heavier and 
wore a feather in her hair, her sister tells her, Cece would perfectly resemble the Sioux chief 
Sitting Bull. Cece is at � rst irritated by the suggested resemblance to “the dumb old Indian.” 
Having studied her own image in the mirror, however, she realizes that, except for her kinky 
hair, she does look like the “old Indian chief.” She materializes this recognition of her sister’s 
address by wearing her hair in two thick braids, entwined with feathers. With this fabrication 
of herself as an Indian chief, she identi� es with the historic � gure, and implicitly identi� es 
with the issues he came to symbolize: courage, wisdom, a distrust of white men, and a stub-
born determination to resist their domination (4, 7, 10, 93). 

When in a later incident Cece applies make-up to her face, thus again manipulating her 
looks and identity, her mother disapproves. As if coming to Cece’s support, her sister explains 
why it is only “natural” to paint one’s face: some of their ancestors, the Mexican Huichol In-
dians, did so as well. Hence again Cece is presented with a cultural � gure to identify with. 
� is attempt to negotiate with the mother is in vain, however, as the latter claims that they 
are American citizens, not Indians. � us, in addition to reproaching the decorated daughter 
for resembling a disgraceful “you-know-what,” Cece’s mother de� nes the girl as an American, 
and rejects her implied Indian identity (212).

In Cofer’s � e Latin Deli, the young girl narrator plays with her identity even before she 
is addressed in a certain way. She hopes for a certain address, and turns around the situation 
described in Maravilla. Vying for her father’s attention, she changes into her brother’s dunga-

38. In a previous section I discussed her boyfriend’s address of her as Nefertiti. When she was younger, 
Cece is told by her aunt that she and her sister look like “pickaninnies,” being almost black at the end of sum-
mer with their hair standing out “in wiry corkscrew ringlets” (222). � e word pickanninny, a West Indian 
variation on the Spanish pequeño or pequeniño, meaning diminutive or tiny one, was originally a term of 
endearment applied to small black children, and not considered o� ensive as it was when applied to black 
indigenous populations by Anglo-European colonizers (Donaldson 1992, 75-76).
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rees, which “mold” her into “boy shape,” and hides her long hair under an army helmet. Hav-
ing overheard “grown-up talk” about Che Guevara, she takes up the discussed � gure, trans-
forms herself into the “legendary Che,” and tells manly tales of massacres, victory celebrations, 
and brotherhood (38). In this, she identi� es with a man who traveled and lived in di� erent 
countries, and who, with his wild romantic appearance, dashing style, and steadfastness in 
refusing to submit to any kind of establishment, became the universal symbol of revolution 
and discontented youth.

Reminiscent of Cece’s mother, however, the protagonist’s mother expresses her disap-
proval of the costume, and forbids her daughter “from sitting down [at the dinner table] with 
them [brother and father] as a man.” Whereas Cece’s mother forbids her daughter to be an 
Indian, this mother forbids her daughter to be a man. Outlawing her daughter’s choice of a 
masculine and insubordinate identity, she implicitly negates her power to stage her own rebel-
lion. Only with her own girl’s clothing and braided hair, the daughter knows, will she be � t 
to return to the kitchen. Sharing dinner with her family as a daughter, she will con� rm the 
gender implications of her mother’s address (38).

� e � nal example, taken from Julia Alvarez’s García Girls, concerns a case in which a 
girl’s self-construction is, once again, hindered by the girl’s mother. But this time the girl 
talks back. Following Yoyo’s request for an American cowgirl out� t, the mother urges her to 
get over her “tomboy phase,” and act like a “young lady señorita,” which de� nes the girl with 
a twofold ethnicity, both American (“young lady”) and Puerto Rican (“señorita”). � e girl 
talks back, however, and openly, though indirectly, dismisses her mother’s address. Implying 
her mother’s lack of knowledge about gendered roles in American culture, she explains that 
the American out� t is for girls (“ ‘Boys don’t wear skirts’ ”). � e mother, however, ignores her 
daughter’s rebellion and ridicule by laughing, and by telling her daughter that “she is no fool.” 
She disapproves of the costume, and tells the girl to be an adult. While explicitly the mother 
tells the girl not to be a boyish child, implicitly she also tells her not to resemble the autono-
mous and free American � gure of the cowgirl.39

� ese three examples reveal how girl protagonists negotiate with their imposed identities. 
� ey wish to be seen and addressed as heroes whose � gures they play with: the � gures of the 
cowgirl, Che Guevara, the Huichol Indians and Sitting Bull all symbolize discontent, rebellion, 
courage, insurgence, and a life in the margins. By dressing up like these and other � gures, and 
by using their imagination within the sphere of their family home, the girls express their dis-
content with their current gendered and ethnicized status. � eir mothers, however, tell them 
to be and behave like an American (del Fuego), a female (Cofer), and an adult (Alvarez).

By contrast, the protagonist of Esmeralda Santiago’s Almost a Woman is much more 
de� ant in her innovative response. Walking home at night from a dance, “our coats o�  our 

39. 1992, 228. A strikingly similar instance of parental discouragement can be found in bell hooks’s Bone 
Black, where the narrator remembers her wish to be “a cowgirl forever riding in my skirt, with matching vest 
and hats, with my pointed boots and my one gun.” But this narrator is more resourceful in � nding a way to 
hold on to her fantasy. When the adults tell her to grow up and abandon her cowgirl out� t and accessories 
she does not feel compelled to surrender. Indeed, she only capitulates to the “black box. I want its magic to 
capture me forever this way, to never let go of my world of prairies, Indians and frontiers. […] I carry the 
memory of a cowgirl in my pocket” (1996, 47-48).
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shoulders as if they were furs, our high heels clicking, our hands dangling limply from our 
wrists, toward an invisible caballero,” Negi, her mother and sisters, are suddenly brought to a 
standstill by a police o�  cer who interpellates them as “ladies.” While “roaming” them with his 
eyes, and trying to stare them down, the o�  cer denounces the women for making too much 
noise. On the level of focalization, Negi then ridicules the police o�  cer, and subverts his act 
of sexual and racial policing, by likening him to “the sheri�  in cowboy movies,” by pointing 
out his “fake-polite voice,” and by designating him as acting “sheepishly.” In addition, as a 
character on the level of the plot, she presents herself as a “cunning Cleopatra,” and performs 
as a “queen of the Nile” who is able to hold her “noble bearing.” Flapping her eyelids and smil-
ing haughtily, she copies the man’s “fake-polite voice,” and “enunciate[s] clearly” that they are 
residents of the neighborhood and are sorry to have disturbed their neighbors. Having issued 
this lie, she then sidesteps the o�  cer (112-113). Having tried out di� erent roles for herself at 
the Performing Arts High School she attends, Negi is able to put on a much more rebellious 
act than the other girl protagonists.

Even so, at a later instance, Negi is unable to perform such an act of de� ance when a 
suspicious and noncommittal social worker visits her family’s apartment unannounced. Negi 
feels “embarrass[ed],” “subdued,” and “worried,” and “[isn’t] sure.” Incapable of joining her 
family in their mockery of the social worker a� er the woman’s departure, Negi seethes, but 
has “no outlet for my rage, for the feeling that […] my destiny lay in the hands of others whose 
power was absolute” (135-136). Instead of rebelling, she resigns. She closes herself o�  in her 
room and cries into her pillow. While in the earlier episode she has as focalizer mocked the 
police o�  cer, and as a character challenged him, she does not do so now. Her possibilities of 
rebellion prove to be limited. Like the narrators of Flores’s, Steedman’s and Mohr’s, Steedman’s and Mohr’s, Steedman ’s texts who, 
at the beginning of this chapter, feel unable to respond e� ectively to the way in which the 
social workers address them and their families, Negi is ultimately unsuccessful in countering 
the woman’s address.

Conclusion

In this chapter I traced the politics of address in several Latina texts, which causes the pro-
tagonists to negotiate their own subject positions within the existing social order, among a 
diversity of contending forces. � e girls are not always fully aware of this process. In addition, 
very few dare to openly reject the way in which they are being interpellated, or even to defy 
a case of misnaming. But, as I have shown, the Latina girls � nd other, more hidden ways to 
do so. In non-Latina texts, protagonists similarly � nd creative ways to make objections. One 
stands out as a most forthright rejection of a practice of misnaming: Maya Angelou’s I Know 
Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969). 

Working for a white woman, Mrs. Cullinan, Margaret hears her name mispronounced 
when she is introduced to her employer’s lady friends. � e girl’s initial quiet indignation and 
mockery become more openly articulated when one of the friends tells Mrs. Cullinan that 

“ ‘the name’s too long. I’d never bother myself. I’d call her Mary if I was you’.” Margaret “fume[s] 
into the kitchen” and vows never to work for the lady in question, so that the latter will not 
have the chance to call her Mary. � is only anticipates Margaret’s response to her own em-
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ployer’s decision to rename her. Explaining that “Margaret” is “ ‘too long’,” Mrs. Cullinan the 
following day proceeds to call the girl “Mary.” � is triggers Margaret’s recollection of all the 
people she knew, who “had a hellish horror of being ‘called out of his name.’ It was a dangerous 
practice to call a Negro anything that could be loosely construed as insulting because of the 
centuries of their having been called niggers, jigs, dinges, blackbirds, crows, boots and spooks.” 
Although Margaret’s colleague reiterates the sticks and stones formula, Margaret decides not 
to let “the white woman rename [her] for her convenience.” She starts a campaign of disobedi-
ence, which includes looking into the woman’s face when being addressed as Mary, coming in 
late and leaving early, and deliberately breaking the woman’s favorite tableware. � is eventu-
ally forces the employer to return to Margaret’s true name—“ ‘Her name’s Margaret, goddamn 
it […]’.” � us, in order to be able to establish herself, Margaret does not have to repeat her true 
name, but her campaign of disobedience forces her employer to do so (1971, 89-93).

Although they do not engage in such explicit campaigns of disobedience, the protagonists 
of the Latina texts discussed in this chapter stage their own silent protests. While they fail to 
openly renounce the way in which they are being addressed, many of them attempt to chal-
lenge external de� nitions of themselves. � us, the coming-of-age narratives demonstrate how 
girls of color try to � nd their way between the various positions presented by those who ad-
dress them. Growing up in the midst of a perplexing and con� icting series of hailings, Nicho-
lasa Mohr’s Nilda hardly ever openly articulates her irritation, anger, or bewilderment. As 
focalizer, however, she appears quite assertive. Following her thoughts as readers, we register 
her confusion about the various ways in which she is being addressed. In addition, we come 
to uncover her disinterest in and dissociation from matters of address, or her determined, 
though latent, rebellion. For instance, when encountering social workers or police o�  cers, 
Nilda refuses to let the racist and paternalizing interpellation (“You people!”) construct her as 
a subject. Acting timidly, she implicitly rejects their address by moving away mentally, in an 
abstract pavement game, or physically, by removing herself from the scene. Other strategies 
are remonstrations via her mother, or fantasies of revenge in which she for instance eliminates 
a social worker. Only once does she openly stage her disobedience. Analogously, in del Fuego’s 
Maravilla, Cece encounters several policemen who, as authoritative representatives of white 
America, interpellate her. Cece, however, attempts to dissociate herself from the scene and 
fantasizes of con� scating one of the guns.

� e young girls in the texts studied also indicate the inherent contradictions, mispro-
nunciations, and misrecognitions of the various forms of address. In addition, they reveal 
their parents’ failure to help them � gure out what they mean. Some mothers reject the racist 
and patronizing name-calling as nonsense, but take it up in order to discipline and caution 
their daughters. In addition, parents employ their own forms of address so as to remind their 
daughters of their place and status in the immigrant home. Many of these messages con� ict 
with those coming from white, mainstream America, which only adds to the daughters’ feel-
ings of alienation and confusion. Most daughter-narrators only inform the reader of their 
irritation at these forms of address, or otherwise respond to them by ignoring them and by 
fantasizing. Only a few girls openly reject their parents’ de� nition of them as señoritas and 
mujeres. Like the mothers who employ certain terms of address for their own use, Naomi 
in Viramontes’s story “Growing” appropriates her father’s interpellation of her as a mujer by 
asking herself out loud “ ‘what’s wrong with being a mujer’ ” (308). � is Butlerian repetition 
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enables the girl to negotiate the way in which she is being addressed. 
Naomi’s “So, what’s wrong with” echoes other episodes in which girl protagonists repeat 

the terms of address, but at the same time mock it as inappropriate. � eir undisturbed attitude 
contrasts with that of the protagonists who are hailed as “Spanish girls.” Addressed as ethni-
cized sexual beings, these girls feel distressed, lonely and alienated, and puzzled about the 
con� icting set of moral codes they face. However, they as well appropriate the way in which 
they are being addressed—albeit more implicitly. As narrator-focalizer, Carla in Alvarez’s Gar-
cía Girls is able to counter boys’ mocking interpellation of her as the stereotypical Spanish girl, 
and as living between two cultures and between childhood and adulthood. As narrator she 
repeats the other protagonists’ strategy of fantasizing sweet revenge, and as focalizer she por-
trays the boys as other, immature, and lacking individuality. Although Carla in the end fails to 
hail the boys face-to-face, her power of fantasy and focalization has enabled her to privately 
resist the boys’ terms of address.

In a parallel mode, other narrators-protagonists pronounce their own cleanliness and the 
addressor’s griminess (Cofer 1993), mock a social worker for her clumsiness and foolishness 
(Cofer 1989), and daydream of becoming Wonder Woman and “scooping” her PE teachers 

“from the playing � elds” (Cofer 1993). Some even try to manipulate the ways in which they 
are being addressed by transforming themselves into iconographic personas. As Sitting Bull, 
Che Guevara, an American cowgirl, and Cleopatra, the girl protagonists of del Fuego, Cofer, , Cofer, , Cofer
Alvarez, and Santiago play with heroic personages in order to have an e� ect on their imposed 
identities. Chapter 8, “Becoming Shirley,” and Chapter 9, “Tricks,” will further deal with such 
material metamorphoses. First I will further explore the messages that girls of color receive 
while growing up.
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Chapter 5
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Dick and Jane

“Here is the house. It is green and white. It has a red door. It is very pretty. Here is the family. 
Mother, Father, Dick, and Jane live in the green-and-white house. � ey are very happy. See 
Jane. She has a red dress […].” Toni Morrison’s 1970 novel Jane. She has a red dress […].” Toni Morrison’s 1970 novel Jane. She has a red dress […].” Toni Morrison � e Bluest Eye opens with a four-
teen-line extract from a primer used in public schools in the 1940’s, the time the novel is set 
(1972, 7). � e primer presents the clichéd story of suburban family happiness, the cultural 
ideal of the healthy, loyal, and prosperous family. It also enshrines an ideology-laden, socially 
self-evident vision of domesticity that transmits bourgeois values.

In altered versions, the fragment returns throughout the novel. � us, Morrison’s text con-In altered versions, the fragment returns throughout the novel. � us, Morrison’s text con-In altered versions, the fragment returns throughout the novel. � us, Morrison
tinuously juxtaposes the white middle-class world of this � rst-grade basic reader with the 
daily realities of the novel’s young black characters. It shows how the unfamiliar world of a 
secure, white family in its pretty middle-class home does not only impinge itself on the lives 
of black children, but simultaneously excludes them. For Dick and Jane make no sense at all. 
Gradually leaving out the punctuation and spacing in the fragment taken from the course 
book, and haphazardly cutting the lines into portions, Morrison’s text undermines the intel-book, and haphazardly cutting the lines into portions, Morrison’s text undermines the intel-book, and haphazardly cutting the lines into portions, Morrison
ligibility of the primer’s text, and by extension the middle-class American life it establishes as 
normative. It indicates how white schooling teaches the protagonists a standard that bears no 
relation to their daily lives.1

� e Dick and Jane referent comes up in many coming-of-age narratives. Like Morrison’s � e Dick and Jane referent comes up in many coming-of-age narratives. Like Morrison’s � e Dick and Jane referent comes up in many coming-of-age narratives. Like Morrison
protagonist Pecola, who obsessively attempts to con� scate a Dick-and-Jane life through fan-
tasy, other protagonists fantasize about becoming the suburban and white Jane. In the follow-
ing three examples we can see what this entails. In Michele Wallace’s short story “Sixth Grade” 
(1993), a class- and race-conscious protagonist juxtaposes her own living conditions with 
those of the “little red brick homes in neat little rows near the school with little Dicks, Janes 
and Spots running around everywhere […],” and confesses to being “madly jealous” (78). Un-
like Wallace’s protagonist, the young Lovey Nariyoshi in Louis-Ann Yamanaka’s ’s protagonist, the young Lovey Nariyoshi in Louis-Ann Yamanaka’s ’s protagonist, the young Lovey Nariyoshi in Louis-Ann Yamanaka Wild Meat 
and the Bully Burgers (1996), a collection of vignettes about coming-of-age in 1970s Hawaii, 
does not explicitly mention Dick and Jane. But her fantasy of the Perfect Haole (= white) 
House draws upon the primer’s mythic conditions, and is the very antithesis of her own cul-
turally and class-de� ned home. “� ere is a Dixie bathroom […]. I see a wicker hamper, not 
a plastic laundry basket […]. � ere are bunk beds with wooden ladders […]. In the kitchen, 
there are blue glasses […] and matching dishes with roses on them […]” (21-22).

Wallace’s and Yamanaka’s protagonists do not elucidate what has inspired their fantasies of ’s and Yamanaka’s protagonists do not elucidate what has inspired their fantasies of ’s and Yamanaka
the standardized, ideal white family home. � e (adult) narrator of Audre Lorde’s Zami (1982) 
does. She remembers: “All our storybooks were about people who were very di� erent from us. 
� ey were blond and white and lived in houses with trees around and had dogs named Spot. I 
didn’t know people like that any more than I knew people like Cinderella who lived in castles.” 
� e great impact of the storybooks on the young girl becomes most evident when the narrator 
remembers her early wish that her mother waited for her at home “with milk and home-baked 
cookies and a frilly apron, like the blonde smiling mother in Dick and Jane.”2

1. See also DuPlessis 1985, 43; Klotman 1979, 123; Bassard 1997, 194.
2. 1990, 18, 55. Only a few titles stage narrators who, despite their many di� erences to Dick and Jane, � nd 
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� e recurrent motif of Dick-and-Jane is not only conveyed by Lorde’s “storybooks,” but 
also reiterated by the girls’ own parents. In Sandra Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street
(1984), Esperanza’s dream of a house (“white with trees around it, a great big yard and grass 
growing […]”) is informed by her parents’ image of the ideal house. It was “the house Papa 
talked about when he held a lottery ticket and this was the house Mama dreamed up in the 
stories she told us before we went to bed” (1986, 8). But parental authorization of the white 
Dick-and-Jane myth is not always this unambiguous. In Esmeralda Santiago’s Almost a Wom-
an (1998), Negi recounts her parents’ internalization of the Dick-and-Jane fantasy, but also 
points out that their submission to the myth is only partial. “It was good to be healthy, big, and 
strong like Dick, Jane, and Sally. It was good to learn English and to know how to act among 
Americans, but it was not good to behave like them. Mami made it clear that although we lived 
in the United States, we were to remain 100 percent Puerto Rican.”3

� is fragment from Santiago’s text indicates that girl protagonists in coming-of-age narra-
tives encounter a cacophony of cultural messages, which convey o� en contradictory notions 
about their gender roles, nationality, and other matters that lead them into gendered, racial, 
and ethnic adulthood. School text-books and municipal noti� cations, manners and gestures 
of welfare o�  cers, stories told by preachers and schoolteachers, the visual images of comic 
strips and movies—all issue messages that help the girls to make sense of their world. For 
through identi� cation the girls continuously internalize the ideologically dominant social val-
ues that surround them. But they are not merely passively positioned by outside discourses. 

Valerie Walkerdine refuses to see girls, consumers of popular culture, as victims. In a 
study on children’s literature she argues that “� ction is not a mere set of images, but an en-
semble of textual devices for engaging the reader in the fantasy.” � e adolescent readers � nd 

“places for identi� cation” within the distorting and unreal stories of “the idealized family[:] 
the bourgeois and respectable nuclear family, located in a desirable house with money and 
possessions.” However, claims Walkerdine, the positions or images are not simply imposed on 
girls. Subjects are produced “in and through the insertion into such cultural practices.” � e 
relations “of cultural products and practices to the production and resolution of desire […] 
are not � tted easily on to girls, but are struggled over in a complex relational dynamic.”4

Focusing on coming-of-age narratives that present girls of color as situated in dominant 
discourses, and subjected to their ideologically informed messages, in this chapter I will trace 
Walkerdine’s “cultural products and practices.” In addition, I will examine whether the girl 
protagonists, indeed, are not completely positioned by outside practices or discourses, but 
participate in their production as subjects. I will consider how, in this discursive arena, girl 
protagonists enter Walkerdine’s “complex relational dynamic,” and respond resourcefully to 
the plurality of con� icting discourses they encounter. Looking again at Nicholasa Mohr’s 

some resemblances. In Jordan (2000), the narrator remembers the “children’s stories I’d raced through: All of 
the children white and blond and rosy-cheeked, and generally busy at farm commotions like […] tracking a 
turtle under the barn.” She then proceeds to tell that a land turtle “took to turning up in our backyard every 
year” (110).
3. 25. In Chavez (1991) the imposition of the Dick-and-Jane story is reversed. � e book’s main narrator, 
Rocío, recounts to her father the story of “Dick and Jane and little blond-haired Sally” (1992, 80).
4. 1990, 89, 95, 93, 102.
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novel Nilda (1973), and at some points also at other Latina texts, I will examine whether and 
how girl protagonists are willing and/or able to negotiate with the messages they encounter, 
and � nd Walkerdine’s “places for identi� cation” in the messages they pick up. 

Religion, nationality, language

Although this is not always made explicit in Nicholasa Mohr’s novel Nilda, the protagonist’s 
confusion regarding incomplete, multiple and con� icting messages she receives constitutes a 
major textual theme. In several episodes Nilda is only able to overhear or decipher fragments 
of messages, as people start to whisper or send her away on errands because she is not al-
lowed to know. Following, as readers, the experiences of a protagonist who is only gradually 
beginning to � gure out taboos such as those of racism and sexuality, we do not come to know 
exactly what information is being kept from her. We witness the girl’s � rst perceptions via 
the mind’s eye of the youthful focalizer, and watch her decipher the disorder and uncertain-
ties of her young life. With Nilda, we attempt to make sense of the issues about which she 
receives manifold messages, and that consequently shape her life. Two of those issues are her 
family’s religion and nationality. Both issues, logically, interconnect with issues such as race 
and ethnicity, and turn out to be signi� cant categories in terms of which Nilda will de� ne her 
identity.

Adhering to di� erent beliefs, Nilda’s parents o� en quarrel over religion. � is causes the 
girl, at the beginning of the novel, to wonder “at all the possibilities of truth set before her.” 
Choosing either one of the possibilities “was a heavy responsibility, and for Nilda the choice 
could change as unpredictably as the weather.” But the girl feels the need to decide between 
her communist father’s atheistic talk, which rejects religion as “a bunch of shit,” and her moth-
er’s complex and hybrid conception of religion. Her mother’s teaching gives “Dios” ultimate 
control over all, and to many questions she invariably responds with “ ‘Si Dios quiere’(If God 
wills it).” But while the mother declares it to be essential for a girl to attend Sunday Mass, and 
sends Nilda to the Catholic church in their New York neighborhood, she conducts a variety of 
rituals that are inspired by her cultural background, “Always lighting candles, saying prayers, 
visiting the spiritualist […], always asking God or a saint for miracles.” � e novel’s narrative 
o� ers no resolution. Towards the end of the novel, when listening to praying voices in church, 
Nilda still � nds that “things are getting too confused. […] She tried to make some decisions 
and understand what was going on […], but things became even more confused and muddled 
than before.”5

5. 1986, 20-21, 17, 206. We encounter similar feelings of confusion in other texts, as in Santiago (1998), 
where the protagonist Negi is confused by her mother’s “contradictory messages,” and realizes that “� e 
more time I spent at home, the more confused I became” (209-210). � is inconsistency is indicative of 
maternal instructions in many other Latina texts, in which mothers are unable to pass on to their daughters 
a consistent value system that comprises the diverse aspects of the girls’ position as girls and women. It is 
not only discussed in literary analyses (e.g. Donnell 1993), but also in sociological studies. In a case study 
of Latina adolescent girls, Zimmerman concludes that “these girls are targeted by their mothers to become 
independent, autonomous, and successful (socially and professionally), and to avoid the all-too-prevalent 
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� ere are indications, however, that Nilda is not merely overwhelmed by the incongruity 
between her father’s clear-cut atheistic doctrine, and her mother’s complicated religious mes-
sage. She actively makes an e� ort to understand what she needs. Having refused to provide 
assistance when her mother organizes a séance at home, she goes to her room where she 
examines her own religious objects—a drawing she was working on for Easter, a paper crib, 
a cardboard cutout of the Virgin Mary—and decides that “I have to start seeing what I need 
and don’t need […].” When Nilda is, subsequently, commanded to join in her mother’s rituals, 
she gives in, but feels relieved when she is able to leave. “She walked into her room and sat on 
her bed, thinking about what had happened.” Bewildered at the diverse and complex religious 
doctrines she encounters, Nilda conducts an evaluation of sorts, in order to be able to assess 
her “need.” On the one hand, she realizes that her pursuit of salvation and shelter in the estab-
lished Catholic church is not unambiguous, as she is “not in the mood” to work on her Easter 
drawing, and has “lost interest in her cutout projects.” On the other hand, she notes that the 
possible e� ect of her mother’s “espiritismo stu� ” keeps her absorbed and disconcerted, and 
that she feels embarrassed about her mother’s alternative spiritual practices.6

� e messages coming from religious authorities only add to the variety of ideologically 
de� ned, religious messages Nilda receives. � e priests who lecture her during Catechism tell 
her that “all superstition is wrong” (178). Implicitly, they discourage her from believing her 
mother’s spirituality and embracing her mother’s (representation of her) culture. � e white 
nuns, priests, and brothers at the Catholic camp that Nilda attends tell their campers to “work 
real hard” in order to be able to receive Holy Communion and, by inference, make their fami-
lies happy. � ese “many possibilities of truth” disable Nilda from choosing her own “truth.” At 
the same time, however, they enable her to delay her choice of “truth,” and provide her with 
the space to create her own stories. While every Sunday she tries “to develop a closeness to the 
church,” and undertakes “an e� ort to feel ‘religious’,” on school days Nilda allows herself to 
literally play within the space her family’s church o� ers her. A� er school she enacts her private 
game in the place of worship. Comforted by the church’s warmth and fragrances, she secretly 
lights rows of candles, smells the melted wax and incense, marvels at the stained-glass win-
dows and � ngers the holy statues, comparing them to the dummy � gures in the wax museum 
at Coney Island (21-22).

In Mohr’s novel Nilda, visits to church alternate with those to the welfare station, school 
and other social sites. � ey present the girl protagonist with various messages about her world 
and herself. � rough Nilda’s focalization, we become immersed in her daily social life, and 
are, like her, subjected to the various messages issued. � e most pressing episodes occur at 
the public school, where Nilda is absorbed into middle-class American culture. For along 
with fractions and table manners, at school students learn “an order, a framework, a set of 
ideological desires and constraints” (Yaeger 2000, 136). � e school is the principal site of 

pitfalls of the social environment” such as early pregnancy and abusive relationships with men. Simultane-
ously, however, the girls are required to keep to more traditional female roles of submission and compliance 
(1991, 225, 228).
6. 173-174, 176, 179. In Cofer (1989), the narrator likewise insinuates the preposterousness of her moth-
er’s involvement in such practices, as she expresses her embarrassment about her mother’s participation in 
the “silly game of spiritism” (251).
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acculturation and assimilation, and the place where Nilda experiences ethnocentrism and 
racism most acutely, as well as a denial of her language and culture. Together with religious, 
familial, political, communicative, and other cultural institutions the school, Louis Althusser
claims, is one of the Ideological State Apparatuses, in and through which the dominant ideol-
ogy, values and ideas are reproduced and maintained (1992, 243). � is idea is echoed in stud-
ies that examine the impact of school in transmitting culture and cultural values. One such 
study is Eugene Bucchioni’s “� e Daily Round of Life in the School,” a 1970s survey based on 
observations made in various classrooms.

Bucchioni argues that, along with a variety of academic skills and other cultural traits, 
the schoolteacher de� nes and enforces the norms and moral values of the middle-class group 
to which she belongs (1972, 305). Bucchioni also explains how Puerto Rican students, apart 
from being socialized into middle-class order, develop a strong consciousness of themselves 
as Puerto Ricans and as members of a particular social group, separate and di� erent from 
Anglo-Americans:

Much of the teaching during a typical day contains frequent allusions to the language 
of Puerto Ricans, to their food preferences, and to other characteristic social and cul-
tural patterns. � ey speak Spanish. � eir preferred foods are considered unhealthful. 
� eir housing accommodations are drastically unlike the more desirable arrange-
ments of middle class North Americans. � ese factors are frequently contrasted un-
favorably with the social and cultural patterns of the North American middle classes. 
(314-315)

Bucchioni’s sociological � ndings are reiterated in many literary and critical writings by 
Latinas.

Referring to the representation of the school in Chicana literature, the editors of In� nite 
Divisions, an anthology of Chicana writings, maintain that the American public school con-
stitutes a negative and sometimes even traumatic space, where children of Mexican descent 
experience culture shock, a denial of their language and culture, and racial intolerance. � e 
editors write that the school is “a space of shyness […] where one eats tortillas or rice sand-
wiches and everyone laughs at you, a place populated by generally uncomprehending teachers, 
nuns, and principals” (Rebolledo and Rivero 1993, 159). Irene J. Blea points out that because 
of the public school’s white racism, individualism, competitiveness, and higher pro� t orienta-
tion, Chicanas have “their � rst negative experience with Anglo female teachers and principals” 
(1991, 92). Philippa Ka� a, � nally, says that “class elitist attitudes of Anglo educators” deter-
mine how they relate to Chicana students (2000 I, 49). Looking at Nilda, I will now examine 
which messages her teachers convey concerning American cultural identity, their students’ 
identity and that of their � lial group.

Employing rules concerning tardiness, hygiene, chatting, and indolence, the schoolteach-
ers staged in Nilda endorse and hand down white middle-class norms and values to their 
Puerto Rican students. Making them absorb American codes of language and behavior, they 
force the students’ assimilation. At the same time, the teachers are particularly eloquent in 
expressing their students’ alterity, and imposing a negative, inverted identity on them. Re-
sembling the novel’s social workers, policemen and nurses who exemplify white middle-class 
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American culture, and constitute powerful adult roles, discussed in the previous chapter, the 
teachers almost invariably call Nilda and her relatives and neighbors “you people,” grouping 
them together as if they constituted a homogeneous group bere�  of any individual members. 
In addition to being patronizing and ethnocentric, some teachers are even explicitly racist and 
discriminatory.

Many remarks, wrapped in moralism, do not only reinforce the teachers’ authority, but 
also reveal the latter’s prejudice. � ree examples make this clear. Discussing the issue of late-
ness, one teacher declares: “ ‘Mañana, mañana, is all right in another country, but not in Amer-
ica and not in my classroom’.” Unwilling to accept a signature of one of her students’ mother, 
she aggressively declares: “ ‘[T]hat’s an X[, my dear]. Can’t your mother read or write?’ ” (209-
210). Upon closing her supply closet, a second teacher “in a knowing tone” warns her class not 
to “ ‘tempt a thief ’.” “ ‘� at’s how it all starts; � rst it’s just a pencil, then perhaps a fountain pen. 
[…] H-O-N-E-S-T-Y,’ she said, spelling out the word” (51-52). Representing white, middle-
class institutionalized ideology, these teachers convey a double message: a good American is 
never late, knows how to read and write, and does not steal; the Puerto Rican students still 
need to learn how to become such praiseworthy beings. As yet, implicitly, they are undisci-
plined, illiterate, and untrustworthy.

According to teachers and principals, Bucchioni argues, certain procedures and rituals 
“help children to develop and strengthen a feeling of patriotism. [T]he salute to the � ag and the 
singing of a suitable patriotic anthem help to promote a sense of identi� cation with the society 
as a whole.” A variety of cultural critics con� rm this e� ect. In an analysis of two Fourth of July 
photographs printed in a 1979 issue of the Southampton Press, Panivong Norindr for instance 
states that, displaying familiar and easily accessible cultural signs, patriotic images collectively 
constitute a “place of identi� cation and of ‘potent symbolic and a� ective sources of identity’.” 
Such a process, Norindr claims, “irons out [immigrants’] di� erences and weaves [them] into 
the fabric of Americanness represented symbolically by the American � ag.” Discussing Mil-
ton Gordon’s classic ton Gordon’s classic ton Gordon Assimilation in American Life (1964), Mary Dearborn con� rms that the 
immigrant was continuously confronted with “a model of patriotism bound up with legends 
of the founding fathers, � ag-saluting, and celebration of national holidays.” In ethnically dif-
ferent women’s � ction, which obsessively concerns the “trappings of American identity” in 
American education, Dearborn claims, “[t]he use of the language of the founding fathers […] 
places the ethnic woman back into ideology that has excluded her.”7

Mohr’s novel Nilda, however, indicates that immersion in patriotic narratives and rituals 
does not always and automatically “iron out” (Norindr) cultural di� erences, but in fact exag-
gerates them. � e patriotic lectures of teachers indeed place immigrants and their children 
back into ideology, but still “exclude[s]” (Dearborn) them. For example, one of the teachers 
in Nilda ceaselessly presents one of two speeches before the daily Pledge of Allegiance: a lec-
ture on Abraham Lincoln and the rights of slaves to become citizens or a recounting of the 
colonization of North America. Both constitute her cornerstones of American patriotism and 
proclaim support of these values. According to the teacher,

7. Bucchioni 1972, 303; Norindr 1994, 233 (quoting Homi Bhabha 1990, 292); 245; Dearborn 1986, 86, 92. 
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“[b]rave people they were, our forefathers, going into the unknown where man had 
never ventured. � ey were not going to permit the Indians to stop them. � is nation 
was developed from a wild primitive forest into a civilized nation. Where would we 
all be today if not for brave people? We would have murder, thievery, and no belief 
in God.” (52)

� e teacher’s patriotic message does not explicitly exclude her Puerto Rican students from 
her familial group (“our forefathers”). But her story of North America consists of the white 
forefathers, who were brave and brought civilization, and the Indians, who lived under wild 
and primitive conditions, and were murderers, thieves and heathens. Nilda does not belong 
to the group of “wild” Indians, but neither does she have a white forefather to look up to and 
revel in. Implicitly, she is excluded from the teacher’s patriotic narrative. 

Besides the alleged lack of white “forefathers,” a signi� cant issue that inscribes alterity is 
language. One’s language signi� es a set of values, a degree of assimilation, � lial piety. � us, 
identity is not only produced within the language system, but also through language itself. 
As in other immigrant novels, the teachers staged in Nilda see their task as Americanization, 
and exert extraordinary pressure on their students to adopt English. In a second episode, the 
teacher Miss Langhorn scolds and physically punishes her students for engaging in a conver-
sation in Spanish:

“None of that,” she would say, “if you are ever going to be good Americans. You will 
never amount to anything worthwhile unless you learn English. You’ll stay just like 
your parents. Is that what you people want? Eh? […] Why, I hear them on the Madi-
son Avenue bus coming to work and sometimes going home. […] Yapity yap yap. 
How are they ever going to learn to speak English?” (52-54)

Ridiculing the language of her students’ parents and suggesting their inability to master the 
English language, the teacher here disquali� es the parents as potential role models. By im-
plication, they will never be “good Americans” and “never amount to anything worthwhile.” 
� erefore, the students should follow their teacher’s normative example and instructions.

Yet a third teacher, an instructor of Spanish, even questions her students’ linguistic author-
ity in their mother tongue, when she admonishes them to speak the “real” version of Spanish, 
not the “dialect” they speak at home. She even accuses some of her students of “slaughtering” 
the Spanish language. Holding forth on her favorite country, Spain, emphatically underscor-
ing both her authority and her a�  nity (“ ‘Olé! Olé!’ ”), the woman claims that Castilian is “the 
real Spanish,” which “her girls” should learn and speak in class. “ ‘[N]othing but the best! 
None of that dialect spoken here. If only you could hear yourself chat chat chat! Like a bunch 
of Chinamen! […] We mustn’t forget […] what the Spanish tradition is and means. A love of 
language … and pride. Yes, pride; those people have their pride’. ”8

� e teacher is caught in the binary model described by Mireille Rosello, in which a 

8. 52, 213-214, 216. � is episode evokes one in Santiago (1993), where the protagonist informs her teacher 
that she is from Puerto Rico, and the teacher instructs the girl on how to pronounce the island’s name: “ ‘Keep 
your r’s so� . Try again’ ” (262). � us, the teacher not only critiques the girl’s ethnically de� ned linguistic skills, 
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representative of the dominant group speaks “the language (properly) whereas the stranger 
has ‘an’ accent [and] is tautologically identi� ed as second, di� erent and marked […].” But this 
teacher does not only identify her students’ language, in the words of Rosello, as “a speci� c 
pathological distortion of [a dominant] language” to be mimicked and racialized at will. She 
also does more than treat the students’ native language as “secondary” and dismiss their “ex-
pertise” (2003, 1-2, 12). She even negates the practice of their native language. While the � rst 
teacher suggests her students’ lack of a national narrative and implicitly excludes them from 
her scheme of the world when she pits the white forefathers and their descendents against the 
Indians, and while the second teacher mocks the “Yapity yap yap” of her students’ parents and 
eliminates their linguistic example, this third teacher disquali� es her students’ Spanish as not 
possessing the authentic Castilian quality and o� ers them no possible model for identi� cation 
other than that of the “Chinamen.” With her two colleagues, she both derides and denies her 
students’ language and culture, and fails to consider their students’ particular individualities.

Nilda, however, does not explicitly ponder her teachers’ insinuations of alterity, inferior-
ity, and de� ciency. Her report of the lectures is not followed by any re� ection on their impli-
cations vis-à-vis her own identity. She does not consider her own possible identi� cation with 
the white forefathers, the Indians, the Castilians, or the Chinamen. Instead, having listened 
to the � rst teacher’s patriotic speech, her eyes catch the latter’s “long, thick wooden ruler” on 
the desk, as well as the high stool and dunce cap (52). � is indicates the repressive e� ect of the 
teacher’s strict scheme and suggests the girl’s distress.

� e narrators of other coming-of-age narratives more openly articulate their pain when 
they are subjected to ridicule about their alleged awkward English. But they, as well, indicate 
that they lack(ed) the audacity or authority to openly criticize their teachers. In Mary Helen 
Ponce’s Hoyt Street (1993), the adult narrator remembers that she and her friends “felt like Hoyt Street (1993), the adult narrator remembers that she and her friends “felt like Hoyt Street
second-class citizens with our funny customs, hard-to-pronounce names, and bad English. 
At school we were constantly told, ‘Speak English, English only. You’re not in Mexico now’ ” 
(1993, 121). While the narrator does not report any remonstrating against this practice, the 
narrator of Isabella Rios’s Victuum (1976) does—if only hesitantly. Faced with a teacher who 
forbids any speaking in Spanish, the girl at � rst only expresses her grievance to the reader: 

“[…] I don’t like school … Everyone in class speaks Spanish … we all do… but no the teacher 
gets mad … she says we must speak American … I don’t know why … everyone understands 
Spanish!” Here the girl only implicitly undermines her teacher’s policy by stating that “every-
one understands Spanish,” but later in the novel, when punished harshly for speaking Spanish 
during lunch hour, she rhetorically asks her mother: “ ‘What is wrong, Mama? …What is 
wrong with speaking Spanish […] all the Mexicans sit together; they don’t want us to sit with 
the gringos’.”9

� e adult narrator of Gloria Anzaldúa’s � e adult narrator of Gloria Anzaldúa’s � e adult narrator of Gloria Anzaldúa Borderlands (1987) remembers a subtle attempt 
to have her teacher show consideration for her mother tongue. She recounts “being caught 
speaking Spanish at recess—that was good for three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler.” 

and imposes her own, but also questions the girl’s ethnic authority and identity. For how could one possibly 
be a(n authentic) Puerto Rican if one is not able to properly pronounce the name of one’s own country?
9. 11, 154. Many coming-of-age texts mention punishment for speaking Spanish, as in López-Sta� ord
(1996) where the narrator is caught and punished for speaking Spanish in the classroom (47).
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But she also reports that she was sent o�  to the corner of the classroom for talking back to 
the Anglo teacher when “all I was trying to do was tell her how to pronounce my name. If you 
want to become American, speak ‘American’. If you don’t like it, go back to Mexico where you 
belong” (53). � us, when Anzaldúa’s narrator undertakes an e� ort to assert her identity by belong” (53). � us, when Anzaldúa’s narrator undertakes an e� ort to assert her identity by belong” (53). � us, when Anzaldúa
informing her teacher of the correct pronunciation of her name, she is forbidden to talk back 
at all—banished to the back of the room, and even threatened with removal from American 
space altogether. 

None of the girls in Ponce’s, Rios’s, or Anzaldúa’s texts testi� es to substantial intervention. ’s, or Anzaldúa’s texts testi� es to substantial intervention. ’s, or Anzaldúa
Any open assertion of the students’ own selves is strongly discouraged by their teachers. In 
Nilda, one teacher even explicitly negates Nilda’s assertion of her cultural identity. Following 
her father’s funeral, Nilda has her mother sign a note that she herself has composed, inform-
ing her teacher that, according to their “custom,” she has been absent from school to help out 
at home. � e teacher then eloquently, but cryptically declares:

“You people are the limit! No wonder you don’t get anywhere or do anything worth-
while with these kind of customs. People pass away every day—you are not the only 
ones, you know! � at does not mean that one stops meeting responsibilities! Your 
mother will have to come in and explain that custom and what tribe you belong to! 
[…] Irresponsible, that’s what you people are. � en you expect the rest of us here to 
make it easy for you. Well, you are not the � rst ones to be allowed into this country. 
It’s bad enough we have to support strangers with our tax dollar.” (212)

� is is an intricate message Nilda has to take in. It is not only saturated with interpellations 
(“you people,” “tribe you belong to,” “strangers”) and attributions (“these kind of customs,” 

“that custom”), but also with insinuations (“one stops meeting responsibilities”) and accusa-
tions (“don’t get anywhere or do anything worthwhile,” “Irresponsible,” “you expect the rest of 
us here to make it easy for you”).

Apart from being complex, the message is also confusing and contradictory. � e teacher 
hails Nilda, and by implication her family, as “you people,” designating them as others, distinct 
from “us here,” the ones who pay “our tax dollar,” and even the puzzling “� rst ones to be al-
lowed in this country.” At the same time, however, by stating “you are not the only ones [who 
have people pass away],” by attributing to them the same “responsibilities” as other Americans, 
and by stating “you are not the � rst ones to be allowed into this country,” the teacher conveys 
to Nilda that she and her family are not exceptional at all. Although this would logically imply 
the teacher’s disposition to include Nilda and her family in the community of middle-class 
America a� er all, she implicitly equates “responsibilities” with (white) American responsibili-
ties, and refuses to acknowledge the actuality of Nilda’s distinct and ethnically de� ned respon-
sibilities. In the end she thus denies Nilda her own cultural identity.

All in all, the messages Nilda receives at school are ambiguous and denigrating, and ren-
der the school a place of shame, anguish, and passive conformity. In addition, the teachers’ 
rules are randomly applied, as is indicated by “Sometimes it just depended on Miss Langhorn’s 
mood” (53). Nilda does not openly re� ect on such features of her education. � e dynamics of 
the adult world, such as the meaning and implications of ethnicity and race, are still beyond her 
comprehension. Seeing the story through her eyes, the reader’s knowledge is as partial as hers.
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Both Panivong Norindr and Mary Dearborn suggest that immigrants can manipulate the 
ideological process. Norindr claims that “� e greatest challenge for many immigrants is to 
take issue with this process, to resist ‘riding on the hyphen’ into the mainstream” (1994, 245). 
Dearborn maintains that the Americanization process “provides [the ethnic woman] with the 
opportunity to expand that rhetoric to include her, in e� ect by subverting it” (1986, 92). In the 
following sections, I will examine how girls in several Latina texts respond to the de� nition of 
their identity by other representatives of mainstream American culture. � en, I will examine 
whether Nilda and other protagonists attempt any subversive acts.

Shutting out, talking back

Discussing Muriel Spark’s Discussing Muriel Spark’s Discussing Muriel Spark � e Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, Patricia Meyer Spacks writes of the 
“absolute” school system that is occupied by the “relentless” adult authority � gures of school-
teachers who verbally manipulate their students and impose identities on them. According 
to Spacks, the “absoluteness of [the teacher’s] convictions, the reassuring � nality of her inter-
pretations, the security of her position as possessor and transmitter of knowledge” render it 
almost impossible to imagine an escape by girls under such tutelage (1981, 279). � e novel 
Nilda, however, shows that escape is indeed possible. Harshly addressed by a teacher who is 
upset with her, Nilda stops listening to the woman, as indicated by dots (“ ‘…’ ”). She is not in-
clined to talk back, but rebels by insolently staring back at the teacher, whom she, as focalizer, 
portrays as “beet red” and “screaming” (212). Her implicit rejection of the teacher’s message 
is thus constituted by her unwillingness to listen or talk, as well as her stare. In other episodes, 
Nilda likewise decides not to listen to messages she experiences as boring and tiring. Her tun-
ing out stories, moreover, does not leave emptiness. It a� ects a space in which daydreaming is 
possible and counter-stories can be created as the following examples will make clear.

When one teacher opens up the windows in an attempt to stimulate her class into follow-
ing her idea of work ethics, Nilda feels the “cold breeze” and starts to dream about building a 

“fortress of snow” with her friends, or an “igloo house” she has seen in “pictures about Eski-
mos.” Evoking the American middle-class ideology of self-reliance, self-realization, indepen-
dence and individuality, the teacher then declares to her students: “ ‘You are responsible for 
what happens and you bring it down upon yourselves. Good behavior and progress go hand 
in hand indeed’. ” She subsequently sets out to tell about her own childhood family “ ‘of modest 
means but honest, hardworking’. ” Nilda, however, decides that she has heard this “same story” 
every day. As the teacher’s lecturing continues, she shuts out her teacher’s voice, and distances 
herself by creating her own secure world (“fortress,” “igloo house”). “Miss Langhorn’s voice 
was far, far away” (54). � is disinclination to listen to her teacher indicates a rejection of the 
stories’ common clichés of white American cultural identity. Instead of working hard for her 
teacher and being good, the girl dreams of playfully joining her friends in making and mark-
ing her own space.

In ignoring certain messages, Nilda resembles other girl protagonists who, at times, try to 
escape the pressure and e� ect of stories. For instance, daughter Rose in Amy Tan’s escape the pressure and e� ect of stories. For instance, daughter Rose in Amy Tan’s escape the pressure and e� ect of stories. For instance, daughter Rose in Amy Tan � e Joy Luck 
Club (1989) recounts how she learns to let her mother’s words “blow through” her. Sometimes 
she “� lls her mind” with other people’s thoughts (191). In Gina Valdes’s � ere Are No Madmen 
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Here (1981), the girls’ alienation in the American classroom is revealed through their reveries 
as they half-listen to the history instructor, while daydreaming of the barrio dance, a mythic 
Indian past and summer in Mexico.10 As in Nilda, these instances indicate that it is not only 
crucial to � nd out which teachings the protagonists are subjected to, but also whether they are 
willing to listen. For the girls do not only absorb messages, but also shut them out, subverting 
them and creating a space in which to make up their own stories.

Resembling her strategy of shutting out her teacher’s moralistic statements when feeling 
bored or annoyed, Nilda disregards messages that come from others, such as a radio reporter, 
a minister, her father, a singer and a politician. All � ve speakers refer to issues of patriotism 
and nationality. Nilda turns the radio on in the hope that “� e Lone Ranger” will be on the 
air, but then � nds out that news concerning the outbreak of war is being broadcast. Not at all 
interested in the radio commentator’s report of the “massive war e� ort by the entire nation” 
and “Americans and patriots all […] rallying to the call,” the girl even literally shuts out the 
messages by turning the radio o� . Instead of listening, she goes out to play. In a second epi-
sode, during a minister’s sermon about the war, Nilda is distracted by her own thoughts, and 
shuts out the preacher’s words—although she lets his voice interrupt her thoughts a few times. 
� irdly, when her father discusses the war, Nilda also only partially listens. She “already knew 
most of what he said,” dri� s away, and listens to her own thoughts—only letting her father 
talk when she wants him to, and even leaving the site where he is speaking in order to check 
whether supper is ready. � e girl is as yet unwilling to join the adult and public space of war. 
She undertakes no “war e� ort,” nor “rallying to the call” (127, 78).

Finally, attending a political rally, Nilda shows no interest in the manifold patriotic mes-
sages issued. When Kate Smith sings “God Bless America,” and when a politician addresses his 

“fellow Americans” about buying war bonds, Nilda does not feel addressed as a fellow Ameri-
can. Distracted, she looks around and muses on other matters. She contemplates her friend’s 
judgment of her as a tomboy, and thinks of her mother’s constant lectures on early pregnancy 
and dropping out of school (189-190). � us, Nilda lets her friend’s and mother’s address in 
terms of her gender roles overrule the politician’s and singer’s address of her as an American. 
Her pre-occupation with growing up as a woman takes priority over other matters. 

In addition, Nilda rejects didactic messages that come from within her own family. As 
a recurring motif, the girl’s Aunt Delia perpetually recounts violent stories from the Daily 
News, to which Nilda should listen “for her own good.” Bringing to mind the mothers in Amy 
Tan’s Tan’s Tan � e Joy Luck Club and Maxine Hong Kingston’s  and Maxine Hong Kingston’s  and Maxine Hong Kingston � e Woman Warrior, who constantly 
bombard their daughters with stories of ill-fated women, Nilda’s aunt wishes to warn her 
niece: “You’re next. Watch out!” But by leaving or by just pretending to listen, while having 
her own thoughts interrupt the stories, Nilda ignores her aunt’s cautionary tales about “sex 
maniacs always attacking innocent women.” Similarly, when her mother declares that her 
daughter “could use some lectures” from her schoolteachers, Nilda does not let her � nish, but 
leaves while “still hear[ing] her mother talking.” Confronted with her mother’s testimonial of 

10. 18. See also Viramontes (1985), in which the girl protagonist Champ “is listening to something else […]. 
She is too busy thinking of things people otherwise dismiss like parentheses, but sticks to her like gum […]” 
(1988, 102). In Chambers (1996), the narrator quietly undermines the commands of her mother’s Panama-
nian friend by letting her voice “turn into gibberish in my head” (1997, 48).
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her spiritual beliefs, “Nilda heard her mother’s voice trail o�  as she le�  the apartment” (234, 
120, 60, 197). 

� us, Nilda renounces the messages conveyed to her by her aunt and mother. While her 
aunt and mother echo other messages from white mainstream America (i.e. the newspaper, 
the teachers), they also issue messages coming from their own culture (the mother’s spiritual-
ism). Nilda needs to � nd her way through this cacophony of narratives. In the aforementioned 
examples she does so by shutting out, but also by organizing a play in which she has various 
messages compete. As if creating a dialogue, she allows the expression of several possibilities 
of truth. At summer camp she lets her father’s “constant blasphemy” interrupt a priest’s lec-
tures about how “good Catholics” should behave. At her father’s funeral, Nilda does not actu-
ally listen to the priest, but reminisces about the atheistic instructions her father had issued 
before he died: “ ‘Don’t be a sucketa [sucker]! Be smart, Nilda. Go to school; learn something 
important, no fairy tales’. ” Although she lets the priest continue his sermon, in her mind she 
surreptitiously has her dead father interrupt a few more times during the service, and even has 
him retort (10-11, 204-205). As a result, in her mind she actively relives opposing messages.

But this strategy of countering messages results in confusion. Listening to the praying 
voices around her at her father’s funeral service, but not involved in prayer herself, Nilda 
feels that, in the process of growing up, things are becoming “too confused.” � is disturbing 
thought causes “a feeling of helplessness” (206). Moreover, the girl’s fantasized negotiations 
are never openly uttered. She does not talk back, and fails to verbally respond to certain mes-
sages.11 � us, mostly, Nilda’s adolescent rebellion is a quiet one. But I have shown how she, as 
focalizer, portrays her teachers as caricatures who are stuck in uttering cliché’s and maxims, 
and who lose themselves in repetitiveness and anger. Evoking her critical descriptions of so-
cial workers, as in the previous chapter, Nilda thus portrays her teachers as un� t.

When Nilda’s Spanish teacher ridicules her students and denies their linguistic authority, 
as described above, she ends up being � oored by Nilda and her classmates, both as focal-
ized object and as character. For Nilda describes the woman not as a commanding factor, 
but as a “petite woman with silver hair,” who speaks mostly in English instead of Spanish. 
Moreover, her Spanish contains a “thick American accent,” which makes her teaching almost 
incomprehensible. Implicitly, Nilda also mocks the absurd didactic situation of her Spanish 
class: in a double instance of mimicry, a nervous classmate who is � uent in Spanish, strains to 
imitate the teacher’s fake Castilian accent. Altogether, Nilda’s focalized account undermines 
the teacher’s authority. In addition, as a character, Nilda joins her classmates in an undermin-
ing campaign of giggling, teasing, and writing. Using their native language, the youngsters 
literally mark their teacher’s failure with mocking profanities on the blackboard. Attempting 
to suppress her laughter, Nilda wonders whether the teacher understands the wicked words 
and even silently suggests that the teacher does not even know that they are words to begin 
with. Nilda here subverts her teacher’s supposed supremacy by questioning her erudition, and 
expresses her own (linguistic) authority.12

11. In her essay “talking Back,” bell hooks remembers how in the southern black community in which she 
grew up “talking back” meant “speaking as an equal to an authority � gure.” It meant having an opinion, dar-
ing to disagree, and asking for punishment (1989, 5).
12. 213-216. A strikingly similar case of mockery occurs in Velásquez’s coming-of-age novel Juanita Fights 
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In focalizing a second teacher, Nilda likewise portrays an authority � gure that has a strict 
set of rules and possesses attributes that indicate her authority (a piece of chalk, a thick wood-
en ruler, a dunce cap), but in fact lacks any substance. Nilda describes the woman as nearly 
sixty, short, plumpish, with thinning grey hair, a sallow complexion, small eyes and pu� y 
skin. Her worn dark dresses have stains and show a caved-in bosom and protruding stomach; 
her shoes are low-heeled and in need of a shine. When the woman smilingly motivates her 
students to “ ‘be really good’,” Nilda at once notices the woman’s “teeth [that] were discolored 
from heavy smoking.” Moreover, as in the previous example, Nilda mocks her teacher as char-
acter. As the woman’s voice has a loud sandpaper tone, Nilda and her classmates discursively 
reject the woman by nicknaming her “Foghorn.”13

Mrs. Fortinash, � nally, is the third teacher who lacks the characteristics of an authority. 
Nilda describes her as resembling a “young girl” with “childlike looks,” short and straight yel-
low hair with “bangs like Buster Brown” (209). Her main power attribute is a watch, which 
she constantly consults. Faced with a student whose mother signs the school’s notices with an 
X, she openly accuses the student in question and no less aggressively looks at her wristwatch, 
shuts her eyes, shakes her head, and whispers: “Incredible” (210-211). � e student in question, 
however, speaks back to her teacher by explaining that her mother’s X-mark has always been 
accepted. She thus ridicules not only the teacher for making a fuss about it, but also implicitly 
mocks the teacher’s bureaucratic culture of rigid rules and suspicious accuracy. As if validat-
ing the subversion, all classmates giggle and laugh—challenging once again their teachers’ 
supremacy.14

� us, both as focalizer and as character, Nilda turns her teachers into relatively powerless 
caricatures lacking control. Taking up a focalized derision, and thinking up, with her class-

the School Board (1994), which is written for a juvenile audience. � e Spanish teacher, Mrs. Plumb, is “a fool” 
whose Spanish is “terrible” and who causes the narrating I to giggle with her Mexican friend. “[W]hen Mrs. 
Plumb would ask us a question in Spanish, we would answer with words she didn’t really understand. � is 
drove Mrs. Plumb crazy” (22, 145). � e ridicule of teachers is a more general feature of coming-of-age litera-
ture, see for instance Neubauer 1992, 71.
13. 51-54. In other texts, girl narrators implicitly criticize their white teachers’ appearances in a similar way. 
In Villanueva’s poem “Mother, May I?” (1993) we read the same angry mockery of a teacher: “you can’t speak/ In Villanueva’s poem “Mother, May I?” (1993) we read the same angry mockery of a teacher: “you can’t speak/ In Villanueva
spanish here. � ey don’t like/ it and the teacher is fat/ and so white/ and I don’t like her” (122). In Uchida
(1995), the girl narrator recounts: “Another teacher I disliked was my ancient-history teacher. She wore the 
same brown crepe dress day a� er day, until I could see the grime gathering at the neckline. […] I have for-
gotten every date she made me memorize, but can picture so clearly that ugly brown dress” (56). Here, the 
narrator doubly undermines the teacher’s authority: she has not been e� ective in her teaching methods, and 
shows a lack of decency and cleanliness.
14. Other coming-of-age texts point at a similar response by students. In Rios (1976), the teacher tells the 
protagonist Valentina “ ‘you’re tardy again … which seems a common practice among your people.” Valenti-
na’s friend ridicules the teacher by calling him “ol’ Potato Face” and mimicking his walk (171). But students 
do not always feel su�  ciently safe to ridicule their teacher. In Kingston’s do not always feel su�  ciently safe to ridicule their teacher. In Kingston’s do not always feel su�  ciently safe to ridicule their teacher. In Kingston � e Woman Warrior, they follow 
their teacher in ridiculing the boy who is unable to � ll out a form, because he does not know his father’s 
name. Instead of laughing at the teacher, whose sighs, exasperation, and sarcasm are abundantly clear, the 
class “laughed at how dumb [the boy] was not to notice things.” It is only the adult narrator who explains that, 
according to Chinese custom, “a son does not know his father’s name” (1977, 206).
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mates, nicknames and jokes that question and even subvert the teachers’ authority, Nilda is 
able to assert and express her authority. In the following two sections, I will examine other 
forms of rebellion—creative ways in which Nilda, and other protagonists, counter the multi-
plicity of messages they are confronted with while growing up. 

Dream-work

On more than one occasion in Mohr’s novel Nilda, the girl protagonist is described as “losing 
herself ” in a story (9, 50). As I will point out in this section, losing themselves in stories while 
employing messages passed on to them through representatives of the white middle-class as 
well as Puerto Rican (con)texts, enables Nilda and other Latina protagonists to position them-
selves once again. � is storytelling, even if only in their inner selves, assists in dealing with or 
compensating for the alienating messages received in daily life. 

When observing houses from a train, Nilda is unable to associate them with her own bar-
rio life. She is only able to relate them to movies she has seen:

Like the Andy Hardy pictures, she almost said out aloud. In those movies Mickey 
Rooney and his whole family were always so happy. � ey lived in a whole house for 
themselves. She started thinking about all those houses that so swi� ly passed by the 
train window. Families and kids, problems that always had happy endings. A whole 
mess of happiness, she thought, just laid out there before my eyes. It didn’t seem real, 
yet here was the proof because people really lived in those little houses. Recalling a 
part of the movie where Mickey Rooney goes to his father the judge for advice, Nilda 
smiled, losing herself in the happy plot of the story. (9)

In line with the alienating Dick-and-Jane experiences of other girl protagonists, Nilda’s dif-
� culty with grasping the organization and practices of Mickey Rooney’s world is indicated 
by “It didn’t seem real.” In addition, the girl’s phrases “whole family,” “whole house,” “whole 
mess,” as well as “always so happy” and “always had happy endings” suggest the overwhelming 
impact of the cultural narratives. Although one would expect Nilda to feel alienated by the 
Rooney � lm, which as a Hollywood representation of white middle-class America issues all 
sorts of messages regarding the girl’s otherness, Mickey Rooney helps Nilda to connect with 
those elements of American life that she cannot (yet) recognize or comprehend.

In addition, movies enable Nilda to escape the daily reality of the barrio. She discusses 
movies and “lady movie stars” with her girlfriends, considers yelling “ ‘Ungawa Ungawa’ ” as 

“in the Tarzan movies,” and fantasizes about being dressed up like the “starlet” of a war movie. 
She even literally ponders the possibilities of metamorphosis and escape, when she thinks of 
a movie character who, because of a bad scar, has her face changed to make it beautiful and 
unrecognizable, even if “she still got the same voice” (248, 96, 239, 90). Because the � gures 
Nilda identi� es with in her fantasy life share little with those she encounters in the barrio, they 
enable her to escape her daily reality. Other cinematic personages, on the contrary, help her to 
make sense of her life in the barrio, and validate her sense of self. Outside of New York, Nilda 
entertains a small group of provincial children with tall tales about her barrio life. “ ‘We […] 
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have to watch out for those tough kids, man! [� ey carry knives] and guns and everything. 
� ey are real tough. You musta seen it in the movies. Didn’t you?’ ” (163-164). In an attempt to 
connect with children from outside the barrio by describing her own habitat, Nilda employs 
the clichés of the Hollywood gangster � lm.

In addition to appropriating � gures from � lms, and integrating them into her life, Nilda 
responds imaginatively to what she encounters in her daily life. She draws on the sidewalk and 
makes up stories from cracks in the sidewalks and ceilings. Nilda’s � rst chapter both starts 
o�  and � nishes with sidewalk games. � e protagonist when � rst introduced to the reader is 
drawing pictures on a hot July sidewalk with a small piece of white chalk. At the end of the 
chapter, walking home, the girl tries to step “only on the areas where the pavement was wet” 
and fantasizes about a summer camp with its “trees and grass and maybe a lake” (1, 7). Both 
games frame, as well as anticipate, Nilda’s exploration of the barrio streets.

In a subsequent chapter, the girl plays a sidewalk game in which she continuously looks 
for “new and wonderful worlds that lay hidden underneath the concrete.” It is a 

game of discovery in which she uncovered many worlds of wonder. � e […] cracks 
in the sidewalk became dividing regions, stimulating her imagination. � e di� erent 
shapes of the worn-out surfaces of concrete and asphalt developed before her eyes 
into dragons, animals, oceans, and planets of the universe. (35-36)

Beaten down by people’s footsteps and the summer’s heat, the concrete signi� es the run-down 
state of the barrio. Underneath it, however, Nilda � nds her own world. Instead of focusing 
on, and getting stuck in, the neglected features of her locale, Nilda maps out “regions,” and 
expands her horizon.15

In a � nal and third episode, Nilda lies down on her bed and searches, on the ceiling,

in between and around the cracks, discolorations, and peeling paint, that took on 
di� erent shapes and dimensions, for her favorite scenes. � is was a game she loved 
to play. By using her eyes she discovered that, if she concentrated carefully, she actu-
ally began to see all kinds of di� erent shapes and forms and exciting events taking 
place on the ceiling. One of those scenes was a group of horses running wildly in the 
woods. Mounted on the horses were men dressed just like in the movies of the Count 
of Monte Cristo. (76-77)

In these two quotations, Nilda’s stories refer to the visual: “before her eyes,” “using her eyes,” 
“actually began to see,” “the movies.” Being multisemic, concrete, and appealing to fantasy by 
their mythical and universal quality, Nilda’s visual images articulate what is being thought or 

15. Parallel to the novel Nilda, in Mohr’s autobiography In My Own Words (1994), the narrating I focuses 
her fantasy life on the stony surface of her life. Being punished for speaking Spanish, the girl plays a fantasy 
game that “eased [her] punishment”: “I would sit on a chair facing the wall, looking for a discoloration in the 
paint, a crack in the plaster, or shadows on the surface. In this way I used my eyes and imagination to adjust 
these imperfections by making them take on other visual forms.” Unlike Nilda, in this fragment the narrator 
is aware of being in the process of adjusting “imperfections” (39).
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fantasized when there is no other language available to articulate it.16

In this process, Nilda is neither distracted by the pavement’s “cracks” and “worn-out” 
quality, nor by the ceiling’s silent signs of poverty—“cracks, discolorations, and peeling paint.” 
Nor does she ponder the meaning of such latent messages. Literally framed from head to toe 
by the cracked ceiling and the cracked sidewalk, the girl is nevertheless able to dream beyond 
the limiting scope of her own universe. Utilizing the raw material o� ered by both sidewalk 
and ceiling, she becomes involved in an exciting and favorite play, in which she integrates 
her own dream images with the cinematic images she has previously encountered (“Count of 
Monte Cristo”), and projects them as if onto a movie screen. � e game literally � lls the gaps 
(cracks) with visual images, and allows Nilda to compensate for her daily barrio life with the 
unfamiliar and incongruous images of “trees and grass and maybe a lake,” “dragons, animals, 
oceans and planets,” and “woods.” It helps her to achieve some imaginary cohesion with other 
parts of the cosmos, and position herself vis-à-vis that world.

Nilda’s “sidewalk game” and “ceiling game” come close to Fischer’s notion of “dream-
work,” introduced in Chapter 2. In his classic essay “Ethnicity and the Post-Modern Arts of 
Memory,” Fischer explains that “dream-work” consists of both a retrospective and a prospec-
tive dimension, as it includes both manipulating past experiences and creating daydreams: 

“simultaneously the integration of dissonant past fragments and the daydreaming ‘trying-on’ 
of alternative possible identities” (1986, 210, 212). When looked at closely, Nilda’s fantasies are 
connected to the “dissonant past fragments” Fischer refers to. When, in the � rst episode, the 
girl fantasizes about summer camp with its trees and grass, the “thoughts helped erase the im-
age of […] two big white policemen” who had just approached her and her neighbors in a big-
oted way and “who loomed larger and more powerful than all the other people in her life” (7). 
Nilda’s search for “new and wonderful worlds that lay hidden underneath the concrete,” in the 
second episode, follows her overhearing an adult conversation that suggests that her brother 
and his gang are wanted by the police for selling and using drugs (35-36). � e sidewalk game, 
however, meant to erase unpleasant experiences, abruptly ends when Nilda � nds dots of blood 
leading to a man who has been stabbed in a street � ght. � ese minute but unmistakable signs 
of barrio violence overrule her fantasy. In the end, no escape is possible from the dangers of 
her barrio life. � us, in these two episodes, Nilda’s game is framed by several indicators of the 
hazardous and precarious features of her life in the barrio: the policemen, the gang, the drug 
dealing, and the street � ght.

� e � nal incident of fantasy referred to above, when Nilda lies down on her bed and 
explores the ceiling, is not so much triggered by a confrontation with the dangers of Nilda’s 
barrio life as by her confrontation with two other aspects of her life: the unavoidable crowd-
edness of her living quarters and the compulsory inspection by welfare o�  cials. For the girl’s 
fantasy game is generated by her frustration with a “cranky” sister-in-law who inhabits the 
jam-packed apartment building of Nilda’s family, and with a mother who is “nervous and 
worried” about the expected visit of a welfare investigator (75-76). � us, all three of Nilda’s 
fantasies o� er ways of tackling those messages that indicate the perilous and distressing fea-
tures of her life in the congested New York City barrio.

16. Correspondingly, the eight drawings included in Nilda suggest that certain experiences and feelings 
become visual signs when no language is available.
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Movies, ceilings and sidewalks provide the raw material for Nilda to escape the messages 
she is subjected to on a daily basis. In addition, Nilda encounters other visual images: posters 
and placards � lled with messages that direct her as she is growing up. In her fantasies, Nilda 
takes up these messages, but plays with them at the same time. � is is reiterated in other com-
ing-of-age texts, where girl protagonists likewise manipulate the warnings and admonitions 
they are exposed to, as we will see now.

Charting their own world

Discussing the impact of advertising posters since the 1920s, Rob Kroes maintains that adver-
tising grew to be “a manipulation of human dreams and desires.” Advertisements introduced 
their viewers to a modern, American lifestyle, and incorporated the promise of a successful 
participation in American culture. � ey opened up a “new space […] for people’s senses of 
identity, for their imaginary identi� cation with other people and their worlds.” Just by look-
ing at this “imaginary world,” and following its role models, Americans could experience 
the joys of modern America. However, just as � lm posters constituted not only “a realm for 
reverie, � lled with iconic heroes,” but also “standards of physical beauty, of taste, of proper 
behavior,” these advertisements caused Americans “to develop a sense of shame and embar-
rassment, an awareness of scrutinizing eyes and pointing � ngers […]” (1996, 101-102, 96-97; 
2004, 12).

Although marginal to mainstream culture, girls of color staged in coming-of-age narra-
tives are like white Americans caught up in its discursive processes and exposed to public texts. 
As narrators they report being subjected to didactic posters and placards, which some even 
experience as repressive. � e notices may not personally address the girls in the manner of 
the sign in the opening-shot of Frank Capra’s � lm It’s a Wonderful Life. Kaja Silverman argues 
in her analysis of Capra’s � lm that the viewer identi� es with the pronoun “you” in the town-
limit sign reading “You are now in Bedford Falls” and recognizes him or herself in the subject 
of speech. � e signs represented in the texts studied here are never so literally addressed, but 
they do catch the girls’ attention, and following Silverman we could say that the message “or-
ganizes itself around the viewer, locating him or her in the narrative space […]” (1984, 49).

Following the destruction of her family’s apartment building, Marisol in Judith Ortiz 
Cofer’s � e Line of the Sun (1989) lies awake at night at the Red Cross shelter. On the wall 
above her cot, she observes posters that depict hungry and needy South American children. 
� e posters are so imposing that they make her feel that she has “joined their club.” Issuing a 
message originating from hegemonic U.S. culture, as the children stare down at Marisol, and 
appear to claim her as one of their own, the images address her as a deprived child (276). � is 
incident of imposed identi� cation rarely occurs in other texts. More o� en, the viewer-pro-
tagonist is bored or confused by the images and/or gives them an alternative meaning. In April 
Sinclair’s Co� ee Will Make You Black (1994), the narrator is faced with placards at the school 
nurse’s sorry o�  ce. “Nurse Horn was bent over her desk reading something, so I checked out 
the posters on the tired green walls. I studied the four food groups and yawned at the picture 
of the Red Cross nurse with the silly smile on her face. � e posters got old quick” (181).

� is girl’s lack of a�  nity and implicit criticism (“yawned,” “silly,” “old”) is partially 
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replicated in Mohr’s Nilda, where disciplinary notices play an even more noteworthy role. 
Nilda feels addressed by public signs that, under the threat of prosecution, forbid her to walk 
on the grass, pick � owers, spit, or play ball. Issuing messages of cleanness and order, as de� ned 
by white middle-class ideology, the signs “have always been part of her life.” As if indicating 
the culturally de� ned features of the signs, the girl narrator juxtaposes the city’s stern noti-
� cations with those of her mother’s culture. She even literally hears her mother describe the 
lawless landscape of Puerto Rico, which is “a di� erent world from Central Park and New York 
City” with its “dog shit”, its “broken pieces of whiskey bottles,” its tall buildings and tra�  c 
(153). Bringing in her mother’s voice, Nilda lets it overpower that of the urban American signs. 
� is strategy subtly indicates Nilda’s power to manipulate the messages she encounters. 

Nilda’s inventory of urban litter suggests that the notices are at least partially ine� ective. 
Her response to other notices coming from white middle-class America, on personal health 
and hygiene and appropriate conduct, imply as well that the signs do not always have their 
intended e� ect. Consider the following three examples. Seated in the waiting room of the 
Welfare Department, Nilda inspects posters decorating the wall that are “full of instructions.” 
One poster shows the proper elements of an American-style breakfast. Although it is not the 
type of breakfast Nilda usually consumes, the image makes her feel hungry. In that sense, the 
poster addresses her as if it were a commercial billboard. Otherwise, the sign does not have its 
intended e� ect. It does not generate any re� ection on the part of Nilda concerning the qual-
ity of her Puerto-Rican-style breakfast, nor its alleged shortcomings compared to the meal 
portrayed (63). 

A second poster presents the lifelike image of a young and happy “white woman” properly 
dressed for a job interview. Nilda notes the cleanliness, modesty, happiness and con� dence of 
the showcased � gure, and concludes that this “perfect model” resembles “a teacher or some-
thing like that.” � is implies that, to Nilda, the female role model who embodies authority, 
knowledge, and competence automatically emanates from white America, and not from her 
own cultural background. However, the girl does not then explicitly ponder any such infer-
ences. She does not contemplate the standard whiteness of the “perfect model,” nor question 
the poster’s need to inform its target group, i.e. visitors of the Welfare Department, of proper 
clothing and posture (63-64). 

In a third episode, when Nilda has her head checked for lice at a New York health station, 
she equally fails to speculate on a poster’s meaning.17 While waiting for her examination, Nilda 
witnesses an incident in which a nurse � nds “nits” in another girl’s hair. Shouting “� lthy head,” 
and addressing the girl as one of “these people” and “[s]ome people,” the nurse is unable to 
substantiate her accusation vis-à-vis the girl’s mother other than by pointing at the poster on 
the wall. “ ‘� at’s what she’s got in her head. Look’.” When it is her turn, Nilda scrutinizes the 
poster the nurse had drawn attention to. A�  xed to the health station’s wall, the placard with 
its “detailed drawing of a head louse” automatically addresses the health station’s visitors, and 
presumes that they either carry head lice or run the genuine risk of doing so. � is only adds 

17. � e issue of lice returns in many coming-of-age narratives, as in Lόpez-Sta� ord (1996), where the narra-
tor and her classmates are being sprayed with insecticide because some children have lice “and because lice 
jump from person to person, [and] could enter a child’s brain and cause harm” (161). Discussions of lice as a 
social determinant in Mohr 1984, Ponce 1993, and del Fuego 1989 are included in Chapters 4 and 10.
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to the other, less explicit, messages issued by the doctors and nurses, which are automatically 
absorbed by Nilda: “[…] she felt the woman’s cold � ngers parting her hair and digging into 
her scalp.” � e woman causes Nilda’s anxiety, as she is one of “these people” whose unsanitary 
living conditions cause head lice, which she should be ashamed of (140-142).

At the same time, however, Nilda’s imagination overpowers the poster’s message as issued 
by the white American medical establishment—or at least enters into some sort of contest 
with it. Showing both her fascination and abhorrence in her focalization of the image, she 
subtly negates its intended meaning:

She could see it quite clearly. In the center of the drawing was a carefully detailed 
drawing of a head louse. It was brown in color with a small round head attached 
to a large oval-shaped body. Two eyes bulged out of its head, antennae jutted out 
above each eye, and three feet sprouted out symmetrically on either side of the fat 
scaly body. […] It looks like one of them prehistoric monsters from the movies, she 
thought. She thought of the “Flash Gordon” chapters and all the weird things he had 
to � ght in outer space. (142-143)

As focalizer, Nilda portrays the louse as immense and impressive. � is indicates her appre-
hensiveness, reinforcing the narrator’s description: “Nilda tried to keep calm and not move, 
although nervous and anxious […].” Still, her fantastic visualization also enables her to con� s-
cate the � gure, and helps her to subtly subvert the message conveyed to her by both the yelling 
nurse and the poster. For by employing the diversity of visual images she has previously taken 
in, and by fantastically associating the louse with the � gures she has seen in movies and sci-
ence-� ction strips, she pictures the louse as “prehistoric” and likens it to “weird things.” � is 
suggests that lice are not at all automatic or natural ingredients of her barrio life. � ey are odd 
and fantastic creatures. But they can be conquered. If Flash Gordon is able to conquer “weird 
things,” he may assist her in doing the same (142-143).

Ironically, representing a completely distinct prehistoric era and an exotic alien world 
in outer space, the images with which Nilda challenges the health station’s message do not 
partake of her daily life at all. � e intergalactic adventurer Flash Gordon, for instance, is an 
all-American male athlete, and thus hardly o� ers the young Puerto Rican girl growing up in 
the barrio any possibilities for identi� cation. Yet the girl is captured by the � gure who, from 
an ordinary man, turned into a hero by displaying extraordinary courage and freeing the 
oppressed people of Mongo. Together with the other evoked images, Flash Gordon enables 
Nilda to tackle the di�  culties of her 1940’s New York barrio life, as exempli� ed by the head 
check at the health station. In the end, however, it is not the Nilda-Flash Gordon squad who 
is in control. Finally, it is the nurse who is in command of Nilda’s reveries as well as her op-
portunities, as she awakens Nilda, pronouncing “ ‘Go on now […] you’re clean’,” and o� ering 
Nilda her card (143).

Nilda’s strategy for dealing with the messages imposed by white middle-class America 
is a silent one. On the contrary, the mother who accompanies the girl with the “� lthy head” 
is much more openly rebellious when accused of having a daughter with “nits.” While Nilda 
quietly undergoes the health station’s suspicious treatment, the other girl’s mother shakes 
her head, speaks “quietly and intensely,” and tells the nurse that “ ‘No […], she clean’.” � en, 
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“protest[ing] loudly in Spanish, shaking her head and waving her arms,” she tells the nurse 
that ‘No … no es possible!’ ” (141-142). � is discrepancy between a girl’s silent strategy and a 
mother’s loud protest is echoed in Esmeralda Santiago’s When I Was Puerto Rican (1993). Like 
Nilda, the young Puerto Rican protagonist Esmeralda is confronted with white middle-class 
norms of personal hygiene, and stages her silent protest by way of her fantasy while the moth-
ers of her community undertake an entirely di� erent strategy.

Even before her arrival on the mainland, while still in Puerto Rico, Esmeralda is con-
fronted with exhibitions of ethnic and class superiority, when food experts from both Puerto 
Rico and the U.S. instruct mothers at the local community center about proper nutrition 
and hygiene. � e aim of these instructions is, Esmeralda knows, to have us “grow up as tall 
and strong as Dick, Jane, and Sally, the Americanitos in our primers” (64). In a humorous 
episode, however, Esmeralda reports how the group of mothers rejects any comparison with 
the world of Dick and Jane. By claiming that they have neither time to brush their teeth, nor 
any teeth to brush they openly undermine the experts’ knowledge. Laughing at the experts’ 
American accent, they also inform them that in their area none of the prescribed products 
are available.18

Esmeralda’s rejection of the experts’ demonstration of knowledge is not as explicit as the 
mothers’. But as focalizer, she is able to stage her own protest. Calling the experts’ country of 
origin “Juni-ted Estates,” she expropriates and modi� es both the experts’ language and name. 
When shown a chart of a tapeworm, in her mind she makes the worm into “a long � at snake 
[which] curled from the corner at the top of the chart to the opposite corner at the bottom” 
and compares it to “a deck of cards strung together” (67-68). � us, like the toothless mothers, 
but only silently, she ridicules the displayed body of American knowledge. While in Mohr’s 
novel, the educational chart is related to movies and comics, here it becomes part of a game 
(“deck of cards”).

When the centro comunal later sets out to serve breakfast according to the experts’ advice, comunal later sets out to serve breakfast according to the experts’ advice, comunal
Esmeralda studies the posters decorating the centro’s hall. Picturing Dick-and-Jane � gures 
who look clean and healthy, but with whom she is unable to associate herself, Esmeralda de-
cides that they live in an unreal, “� at and shadowless,” “primary-colored world.”19 Although 
Esmeralda, unlike Nilda, here indicates her awareness of the mismatched realities of white 
American and Puerto Rican life, she does not openly articulate this. Once again, quietly using 
her imagination, she rejects the experts’ knowledge. Having been informed by her father that 

18. � is episode strikingly echoes an episode in López-Sta� ord (1996). Attending a new school, the narra-
tor is instructed on middle-class values of hygiene by being sung to by her new classmates. Her report of the 
incident shows both her insight and skepticism: “It was a song about being clean. � e children all pretended 
to wash their faces, brush their hair and brush their teeth. I thought it was a clever way to tell the children 
what they had to do. […] I looked around and noticed that many didn’t wash their faces or brush their hair. 
Forget the teeth—most of them had rotten teeth! I had a big cavity myself ” (114). In Santiago’s text, Esmer-
alda does not show such an awareness.
19. 74. In Santiago’s second autobiographical text, Almost a Woman (1998), the narrator analogously per-
ceives the world presented in Archie, one of her comic books, as a “bright, shadowless world […] painted in 
primary colors” (27-28). In this text, however, she concedes her jealousy and her wish to live in that white 
world.
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she will become an Americano if she prefers American to Puerto Rican food, she feels relieved 
when the food is not tasty:

[I] played it around the blue plate, creating yellow mountains through which shim-
mering rivers of grease � owed, their edges green, the rolled up balls of white bread 
perfect stones along strips of brown earth studded with tiny black � ecks, ants per-
haps, or, better yet, microscopic people. (76)

Esmeralda’s playing with the American food, a silent and tentative mockery, resembles her 
earlier transformation of the poster’s tapeworm into a deck of cards, and Nilda’s fantasy about 
the louse. But here Esmeralda goes one step further: she appropriates the American symbol of 
self-proclaimed superiority (the plate of food), and substantially corrupts its meaning. Out of 
the American meal she creates her own fantastic landscape and soil, and seizes control. Finally, 
she even verbally articulates her protest by screaming and employing denigrating epithets to 
refer to the Anglos involved: “ ‘I’ve never gone hungry!’ […] My Mami and Papi can feed us 
without your disgusting gringo imperialist food!” (82). Unlike Nilda, whose confrontation 
with a poster displaying the proper American breakfast only causes her stomach to ache for 
food, Esmeralda openly asserts her lack of hunger and her rejection of the American cuisine.

I have pointed out here how narratives reveal that girl protagonists, as focalizers, em-
ploy their fantasy while coping with the ways in which they are being instructed. Negotiat-
ing, appropriating, and integrating, Nilda and Esmeralda counter the messages they are being 
confronted with. I will now look into the issue of revenge fantasy, and see whether the girl 
protagonists are able to assert themselves even more by undertaking such a strategy.

Fantasies of revenge

In Nilda, some of the protagonist’s fantasies include an almost material kind of rebellion. Fol-
lowing the death of her atheist stepfather, she can “almost hear” him shout out his protest to 
the white priest who orders his congregation to pray for the release of the man’s soul from 
purgatory into heaven. She “half expect[s]” the dead man to jump out of his casket, swear at 
the priest, and attack him. “He’d punch him right in the nose, she said to herself ” (205). In 
this fantasy, Nilda has her father carry out his reprisal. In other fantasies, however, she actively 
participates in acts of revenge. In the following two fantasies, Nilda eliminates adult white 
women, and even revengefully imagines a reversal of roles. 

When one of her teachers forbids her students to share their milk and crackers with those 
whose parents cannot a� ord such luxuries, Nilda, who is having neither milk nor cookies, en-
visions a humorous drama: someday she will buy an entire box of cookies, and eat them all on 
a bench in Central Park. When her teacher, being “real old by then,” happens to pass by, Nilda 
will chew loudly, smile, and refuse to o� er her teacher any of the cookies: “ ‘I’m sooooo sorry, 
my dear Miss Langhorn, but I don’t think it’s polite to ask. Do you? Eh?’ ” (56). � is is a frivo-
lous fantasy of de� ance and self-a�  rmation, which reverses roles and positions. Instead of be-
ing a child of poor parents, Nilda has ample resources to buy herself a baker’s delicacy. Instead 
of compulsorily attending school, Nilda is idly spending her leisure time at a park. Further, 
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while holding on to the imposed codes of proper behavior (smiling, apologizing, addressing 
her teacher gallantly), the girl is breaking with others (chewing loudly, refusing to share her 
treat). Finally, no longer the weak and timid student, Nilda is now the one who refuses to 
gratify her teacher’s request, and rebukes the woman for being ill mannered. � e triumphant 
addition “ ‘Eh?’ ” � rmly situates Nilda in the vernacular of her barrio.

While this revenge fantasy concerns the issue of class, another concerns the issue of race. 
� e white mother-in-law of Nilda’s brother disowns her daughter for having run o�  with a 
menacing “nigger.” By calling her brother a “nigger,” and ordering her daughter to return to 

“the niggers,” the woman also indirectly addresses Nilda as a “nigger.” “I guess […] she meant 
us, Nilda thought, getting angry.” � e girl then fantasizes about a big wedding party, as well as 
an apartment for her brother and sister-in-law, from which the “lady” will be excluded (88-90). 
Like the � rst fantasy, this fantasy is triggered by an incident that positions Nilda as belonging 
to a particular marginal group. In both fantasies, Nilda leaves her position of underdog and 
becomes a forceful member of the middle class. � is enables her, both socially and economi-
cally, to spend time and money on frivolous things, like sitting on a park bench, eating a whole 
box of cookies, and visiting a grand party. With her brother’s possession of an apartment and 
his performance as host of a generous wedding party, Nilda and her family no longer occupy 
the position of outsiders, but are embedded in the social structure of mainstream America 
and are even in the position to exclude others.

Rather than constituting a critical re� ection, however, these two fantasies represent un-
mediated and childlike re� exes. Instead of being active protests, they are primal reactions 
that fail to arrive at some sort of synthesis. Moreover, Nilda does not actually prepare to carry 
out her fantasies, and falls short of asserting herself audibly in a determined, direct and de-
clarative statement. In Growing Up Female: Adolescent Girlhood in American Fiction, Barbara 
White argues that girls have fantasies of leaving home and becoming famous actresses, but 
seldom take actual steps toward realizing these dreams. Some adolescent heroines retreat to 
the realm of daydreams, imagination and magic, White maintains, and thus “gradually with-
draw from the real world.” “With such a passive orientation toward the world it is no wonder 
that girls’ rebellion is o� en what de Beauvoir calls ‘symbolic.’ […] In attempt [sic] to exercise 
some control over their futures, girls rely on some imaginary passive force instead of their 
own initiative” (1985, 159).

Indeed, in Nilda, the protagonist’s rebellion is mostly “imaginary” and “ ‘symbolic’.” A 
rejection of, or negotiation with, an instruction rarely occurs verbally, within the world of 
the text.20 But many objections are directed at the reader. Moreover, by ignoring messages, 
daydreaming, or creating revenge fantasies, Nilda does challenge and subvert certain mes-
sages—even though this rebellion is (still) nonverbal. � erefore, White’s assertion should be 
quali� ed by pointing out that the protagonist’s daydreams and fantasies are evidence of much 

20. Such verbal protests do occur in other narratives, as in Chambers (1996), where the narrator openly and 
“mischievously” threatens to call Immigration on her mother’s Panamanian friend who considers housework 
a female domain and has consequently ordered the girl around. Employing the rule of her adopted state, the 
girl juxtaposes herself both to her Panamanian immigrant mother and her friend—stripping them of their 
authority and even suggesting the friend’s unlawful status. “[T]he thought of shipping those bossy women 
back to Panama, especially Esmerelda, was always a tantalizing daydream” (1997, 48).
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more than passivity and a lack of initiative. Taking into consideration Nilda’s age and gender, 
as well as the historical and socio-economic context, which includes racism, nativist bigotry, 
classism, and war, dreaming is all she can do. Talking back requires a more self-assertive con-
� dence and certainty than Nilda can as yet muster. She practices the art of talking back, but so 
far mainly silently and in fantasy.

Conclusion

Growing up in the Puerto Rican barrio of New York, and simultaneously becoming immersed 
in American culture, Mohr’s protagonist Nilda is faced with a plurality of storytellers, stories 
and “possibilities of truth” (21). First of all, she absorbs a variety of messages coming from her 
own family and community, which relate to issues such as religion, nationality, and women’s 
roles. In addition, she receives an entire set of white middle-class messages that derive from a 
rich variety of sources: radio programs, teachers’ lectures, movies, patriotic stories and songs, 
posters. � ese messages concern issues such as the “good American,” the “happy” family, the 
citizen’s “responsibility,” and authentic speech, and imply Nilda’s alterity and second-class citi-
zenship (52, 9, 53, 216). Being repetitive and o� entimes contradictory, the instructions cause 
Nilda’s confusion, boredom, and irritation.

On the other hand, Nilda also suppresses and plays with the messages. Her ability to pay 
no or only partial attention to them, according to her moods and desires, provides her with a 
space to counter contradicting cultural messages, to manipulate them, and originate her own. 
� e “many possibilities of truth” thus generate not only uncertainties and annoyance, but also 
leave room to play and create. In conjunction with her dream-work, these new narratives help 
Nilda to deal with unknown and complex features of both her parental culture and American 
culture. In addition, they function as escape valves, as they allow her to divert her attention 
away from ugly daily realities. Her fantasies of revenge, for instance, in which she resists and 
ridicules those who issue malicious messages, are subtle ways of rejection and negotiation. 
� ey ease the pain caused by anxiety, loneliness, racism and poverty, and enable Nilda to gain 
some control. Ien Ang refers to this process of diversion and relief when she writes: “[Fantasy] 
does not function in place of, but beside, other dimensions of social life […]. It is a dimension 
of subjectivity that is a source of pleasure because it puts ‘reality’ in parentheses, because it 
constructs imaginary solutions for real contradictions. […] Fiction and fantasy function by 
making life in the present pleasurable, or at least livable […].”21

Like Nilda, other protagonists encounter a cacophony of cultural messages coming from 
their own surroundings, but also from middle-class America. Like her, they face ridicule 
about their use of the English language, and criticism of their failure to be Dick or Jane. While 
Nilda quietly suppresses her teachers’ messages, calmly stares back at them, or mocks them in 
the relatively safe context of her classmates, they also indicate their feelings of distress. Either 
as protagonists, embedded focalizers or adult narrators they voice their confusion, mockery, 
and boredom. With Nilda, the other girl narrators or focalizers hardly articulate any critical 
re� ection on the messages conveyed to them, but their portrayal of representatives of white 

21. 1985, 135, quoted in Rogers 1999, 149-150; emphasis in text.
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middle-class America, as well as their construction of fantastic landscapes and role reversals 
indicate that they do not passively comply with the issued messages. � ey negotiate with them 
and thus actively participate in their production as subjects.

Nilda’s fantasies are only imaginary solutions to social problems. Neither at the end of the 
novel nor at any other instance does Nilda show, either as protagonist or as focalizer, that she 
explores the full implications of the messages she receives. In Female Adolescence: Psychoana-
lytic Re� ections on Literature (1986), Katherine Dalsimer quotes Erik Erikson suggesting that 
coming of age in America means “choosing from an array of con� icting possibilities.” Similarly, 
Peter Blos de� nes late adolescence as “the delimitation of goals—again, from a multiplicity of 
possibilities.”22 In that sense, Nilda is still in the process of “choosing from an array of con� ict-
ing possibilities.” In Mohr’s Nilda the young girl is only gradually able to � gure out taboos 
such as those of racism and sexuality. Her consciousness is still in a developing state, and al-
though she is a sensitive and aware observer of the issues she encounters, she does not articu-
late her response. In the following chapter I will further explore the coming-to-consciousness 
of girls of color coming of age. 

22. Both quoted in Dalsimer, 9; emphasis in Erikson’s text., 9; emphasis in Erikson’s text., 9; emphasis in Erikson
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“Surfaces determine one’s fate” (Breines 1992, 105).

Fixing (on) self-image and body

Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? (1997) is the fascinating title Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? (1997) is the fascinating title Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?
of Beverly Daniel Tatum’s study of the ways in which black adolescents struggle more with of Beverly Daniel Tatum’s study of the ways in which black adolescents struggle more with of Beverly Daniel Tatum
questions of identity than do their white counterparts. Whereas all adolescents intently scru-
tinize themselves, feel insecure about their appearance, and are preoccupied about their peers’ 
judgments, not all of them think about themselves in racial terms. But for black youngsters, 
claims Tatum, the question “Who am I?” includes thinking about the meaning of their eth-
nic and/or racial background. Citing social scientists’ � ndings that adolescents of color are 
more likely than white adolescents to actively explore their racial or ethnic identity, Tatum
concludes that black youths think about themselves in terms of race because the rest of the 
world thinks of them in those terms. Whereas all self-perceptions, irrespective of one’s ethnic 
or racial background, are ceaselessly in� uenced by the messages we receive from others, for 
black adolescents the racial content of such messages is intensi� ed, as many social experiences 
convey racial messages. Tatum provides some � ctive examples of such racially-de� ned social 
experiences, which involve, among other elements, the white gaze. 

Nearly a century earlier, in 1903, W.E.B. Du Bois also wrote of the determining role of 
white people’s gaze in blacks’ social experiences. In his essay “Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” the 
� rst chapter of � e Souls of Black Folk, he characterizes African American subjectivity as an 
experience of double consciousness, a notion that he explicates as follows: “It is a peculiar 
sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the 
eyes of others, measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 
and pity” (1961, 16-17). Du Bois’s trope of dualism, based on the notion of seeing oneself via 
others, has been employed in many literary and other analyses. Henry Louis Gates’s analysis of 
Ishmael Reed’s novel Mumbo Jumbo, for instance, quali� es Du Bois’s � gure of the divided self 
as only a � gure of speech, a rhetorical construct, “and not some preordained reality or thing” 
expressing an alienated subjectivity (1989, 276). 

Several critics have extended the notion of double consciousness in order to include gen-
der and ethnicity. In an essay on Gwendolyn Brooks’s novel Maud Martha (1953), Hortense 
J. Spillers describes Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness as “the preeminent concept and 
icon for explicating the dual and con� icting character of the misplaced person ‘at home’ in 
an alien context.” She relates the complexities and dialectical tensions at work in the notion 
of double consciousness to the observation that for many feminist theoreticians the feminine 
only arises “from the sensation of being looked at.” As I will discuss later in this chapter, Spill-
ers would rather see the “feminine” and “other” as subjectivities that experience their being 
from a stance of a�  rmation. Jürgen Donnerstag has extended Du Bois’s trope to “ethnic � c-
tion,” which features protagonists negotiating “a double vision alternating between the de-
mands of the ethnic culture and those of the ‘American’ culture as he sees it.” In similar fashion, 
Amy Ling has discussed Du Bois’s trope in Maxine Hong Kingston’s work, pointing out the ’s trope in Maxine Hong Kingston’s work, pointing out the ’s trope in Maxine Hong Kingston
split awareness in a central character that is emotionally dependent on the mirrors of other 



Brown Streaks in the Mirror 213

people’s eyes and has internalized a dominantly negative appraisal of the self.1

� e black sense of self as fundamentally split by identi� cation with the white perception 
of oneself occurs in both Tatum’s and Du Boisof oneself occurs in both Tatum’s and Du Boisof oneself occurs in both Tatum ’s texts. Neither text, however, speci� es how 
such social experiences work, or is explicit about the precise impact of white people’s presence 
on the development of the black consciousness. Frantz Fanon’s publication on the development of the black consciousness. Frantz Fanon’s publication on the development of the black consciousness. Frantz Fanon Black Skin White 
Masks (1952), which is chronologically embedded between the two, treats the issue directly. 
In the chapter “� e Fact of Blackness” the Martiniquan psychoanalyst, psychiatrist, and anti-
colonial theorist recounts the particulars of a racist incident that exempli� es the racially deter-
mined social experiences that concern Tatum and Du Bois. Introducing the familiar anecdote 
in which his autobiographical narrator is racially interpellated by the objectifying white gaze, 
Fanon contends that, “As long as the black man is among his own, he will have no occasion, 
except in minor internal con� icts, to experience his being through others.” His “inferiority” 
only “comes into being through the other,” so that the black man is “black in relation to the 
white man.” It is solely in the white world that the man of color encounters dilemmas in “the 
development of his bodily schema” (1968, 109-110).

In the racially constructed world of coming-of-age literature, girls of color come across 
such dilemmas as well. Like all girls, they are looked at and judged harshly by themselves and 
by others. Continually under view and gazed upon, they share the quality of ‘to-be-looked-at-
ness,’ an expression that refers to the spectatorial position women assume on the screen.2 � ey 
are “icons of spectatorial pleasure (and contempt)” (Lee 1999, 79). But their to-be-looked-
at-ness is racially marked, as they are o� en stared at by white people, and de� ned as colored. 
In line with Amy Ling, we can say that girls of color are “dependent on the mirrors of white 
people’s eyes” (1989, 310).

In the following section, I will show how Frantz Fanon lets his narrator experience the 
white gaze in a specular dramatic incident. I then compare the account of this incident with 
the repetition by Zora Neale Hurston’s Janie, in the repetition by Zora Neale Hurston’s Janie, in the repetition by Zora Neale Hurston � eir Eyes Were Watching God (1937), of some 
of the elements mentioned by Fanon.3 In the subsequent section I will argue that, whereas 
Fanon’s and HurstonFanon’s and HurstonFanon ’s narrators dramatically experience the white gaze and its concomitant ’s and Hurston’s narrators dramatically experience the white gaze and its concomitant ’s and Hurston
messages in a single instant, others only gradually become aware of di� erence and other-
ness in repetitive scenes of recognition. Yet for all, consciousness of being observed by whites 
precipitates their racial coming-of-age. � e white gaze � xes their skin color and sometimes 

“imposes” on them an “unwanted identity” (Silverman 1996, 57).
Next I will discuss how girls of color are not only viewed by the world as colored objects, 

but also how they themselves see out. For while internalizing the white stare, girl protagonists 
display a resistance within the system that frames them. Hence, this chapter is not only about 
the e� ects of “being-looked-at,” but also about looking. By looking at themselves and others 
(such as mothers), girls of color are able to distinguish themselves from others, and situate 

1. Spillers 1990, 269, 245-246; Donnerstag 1992, 605; Ling 1989, 310.
2. Mulvey 1990, 19. In her seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Mulvey2. Mulvey 1990, 19. In her seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Mulvey2. Mulvey  writes: “� e deter- 1990, 19. In her seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Mulvey writes: “� e deter- 1990, 19. In her seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Mulvey
mining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female � gure, which is styled accordingly. In their traditional 
exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong 
visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (1990, 19).
3. I wish to acknowledge Nicole Reith’s assistance in locating this episode.
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their self-images in relation to these others. As Elizabeth Grosz states, one’s body image “in-
volves the relations between the body [and] other objects and bodies” (1994, 85). If they do 
not completely transcend the trope of double consciousness as proclaimed by W.E.B. Du Bois, 
some girl protagonists at least “work” it and negotiate with it, as they need to shape their col-
ored identity in relation to white claims or fantasies of blackness.

Many of the scenes discussed in this chapter involve mirrors, other re� ecting surfaces, 
and photographs that confront girls with their body images and a� ect their formation of self-
consciousness. In this chapter I will examine whether catoptric and photographic scenes rep-
resent the formation of subjectivity and the procurement of self-knowledge. Both mirrors and 
photographs are instruments of self-scrutiny and self-exploration, and tools of self-percep-
tion and self-portraiture. As such they are sites of subjectivity. Many theorists have written 
of the mirror’s a�  rming role in the establishment of subjectivity. “[L]ooking into a mirror is 
intimately connected with the creative discovery of the self,” writes La Belle (1989, 90). Kaja 
Silverman explains that the mirror “re� ects the self back to the subject, thereby enabling the 
formation of a subjectivity that can exist in the cultural world” (paraphrased by Bal 1999, 209). 
� e mirror “is an image that constitutes the matrix of the imaginary, of recognition/misrecog-
nition and identi� cation, and hence of the � rst articulation of the I, of subjectivity” (Mulvey
1990, 18). � e mirror and photographs, which are lasting mirror images, are thus “[s]urfaces 
[that] determine one’s fate,” as Wini Breines claims in this chapter’s epigraph (1992, 105). But, 
the � nal sections of this chapter will reveal how “surfaces” here refers not only to mirror but 
also to skin.

“Aw aw! Ah’m colored!”: photographic scenes of recognition

Traveling by train on a “white winter day,” “an external stimulus [� icks] over” Frantz Fanon (as 
narrating I) as he passes a white boy and his mother. � e boy addresses Fanon by exclaiming: 

“ ‘Look, a Negro!’ ” and “ ‘Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened’. ” Having already been “woven” 
by the white man out of “a thousand details, anecdotes, stories,” out of “legends, stories, his-
tory, and above all historicity” (112), the narrator is all of a sudden faced with an imposed 

“racial epidermal schema.” Gazed at through a swi� ly mobilized screen of “blackness,” Fanon
as narrator � nds himself concurrently accountable for his body, his race, and his ancestors. 
� e narrator’s body is “given back” to him “recolored” and, regarding himself as an object and 
in that manner identifying with his “blackness” and “ethnic characteristics,” Fanon feels “dis-
located, unable to be abroad with the other, the white man […].” In an analysis of Fanon’s text located, unable to be abroad with the other, the white man […].” In an analysis of Fanon’s text located, unable to be abroad with the other, the white man […].” In an analysis of Fanon
Silverman claims that the narrator faces a “psychic dilemma” as he is forced to identify with 
an unpleasant and abhorrent visual imago that is detrimental to the construction of a coherent 
identity. � e representation from which he shies away nevertheless turns into a mirror, and 
generates a repulsive identi� cation (Fanon 1968, 111-113; Silverman 1996, 27-28).

Signi� cantly, the white boy’s verbal utterance, invoking the Althusserian process of inter-
pellation discussed in Chapter 4, includes the verbs “look” and “see.” In the remainder of the 
chapter including the anecdote, Fanon’s narrator also refers to the experience with the phrases chapter including the anecdote, Fanon’s narrator also refers to the experience with the phrases chapter including the anecdote, Fanon

“the glances of the other” and “meet[ing] the white man’s eyes.” Such occasions � x him, “in 
the sense in which a chemical solution is � xed by a dye.” � us seeing, or rather seeing and 
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hearing oneself being seen, is a central issue in the anecdote. In that sense Silverman refers to 
“the screen of blackness”—the visual counterpart of the “legends, stories, history” imposed on 
Fanon and other colonized people. Stuart Hall also stresses the signi� cance of the constitutive 
role of the gaze (which he calls the look) in Fanon’s text. � e racial look brings about an “epi-role of the gaze (which he calls the look) in Fanon’s text. � e racial look brings about an “epi-role of the gaze (which he calls the look) in Fanon
dermalization,” or inscription of race on the skin. Functioning as markers of di� erence under 
a discursive regime instead of re� ecting a biological fact, body and skin thus imprint exclusion 
and abjection on the body.4

In her discussion of the role of gender in Fanon’s In her discussion of the role of gender in Fanon’s In her discussion of the role of gender in Fanon Black Skin, Gwen Bergner has likewise 
stressed “the specularity of the event,” the “scopic regimes of othering,” and “Fanon’s emphasis stressed “the specularity of the event,” the “scopic regimes of othering,” and “Fanon’s emphasis stressed “the specularity of the event,” the “scopic regimes of othering,” and “Fanon
on the visual � eld as instigating racial di� erence—for both the white spectator and the black 
object of the gaze.” Bergner further points out the remarkable similarity between Fanon’s an- further points out the remarkable similarity between Fanon’s an- further points out the remarkable similarity between Fanon
ecdote of racial subject formation and Freudian accounts of gendered subject formation. Both 
involve coming into being in a dramatic instance of visual perception, and “constitute specular, 
dramatic, and epiphanic enactments of critical phases in the formation of gendered subjectiv-
ity.” Much Freudian psychoanalytic discourse includes anecdotal “scenes” and case histories 
that represent pivotal moments of seeing, or “primal scenes,” which impel a sudden “recogni-
tion” of sexual di� erence: witnessing his mother’s female genitals or intercourse between his 
parents, a boy-child is “convinced” of women’s castration and lack. Vision, Bergner claims, is 

“instrumental in producing both racial and sexual di� erence” (1995, 78-79, 85-86).
Such emphasis on vision returns in Laura Mulvey’s classic essay “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema” (1975). � is essay argues that the classic � lm text sets o�  the male subject 
against the female subject on the basis of vision. � e male subject is the active voyeur and 
imagined source of the gaze, which attributes to him qualities of power and control. � e fe-
male subject is the exhibitionist and imagined recipient of the gaze, appealing to the senses 
as well as representing the absence of the phallus and therefore lack of control and command 
(1990, 19, 21). Analogously, in Fanon’s (1990, 19, 21). Analogously, in Fanon’s (1990, 19, 21). Analogously, in Fanon Black Skin it is the white subject (the boy) who rep-
resents the spectatorship of the gaze and its concomitant supremacy. It is the black subject 
(Fanon’s narrator) who passively attracts and receives the gaze, and who embodies anxiety, (Fanon’s narrator) who passively attracts and receives the gaze, and who embodies anxiety, (Fanon
abhorrence, and desire, but also lack and the concomitant deprivation of privilege. As Bergner
points out, Fanon’s “racial mirror phase precipitates the formation of racial identity by forcing points out, Fanon’s “racial mirror phase precipitates the formation of racial identity by forcing points out, Fanon
a ‘recognition’ of lack.” � is lack is embodied by the “disorienting gap between the self-image 
and the white ideal” (1995, 78). Fanon’s narrator even evokes scenes of castration to describe and the white ideal” (1995, 78). Fanon’s narrator even evokes scenes of castration to describe and the white ideal” (1995, 78). Fanon
his experience of disquali� cation: “What else could it be for me but an amputation, an exci-
sion, a hemorrhage that spattered my whole body with black blood?” (112).

In coming-of-age literature authored by women of color, an abundance of examples 
echo not only Fanon’s anecdote of verbal interpellation, but also the experiences of the white echo not only Fanon’s anecdote of verbal interpellation, but also the experiences of the white echo not only Fanon
(wo)man’s � xing stare. � e photographing, so to speak, of the protagonists as objects make 
them feel black (or colored) in relation to whites. In line with Silverman, who partially follows 
Lacan, we can say that the girl protagonists do not accede to, or assume, their self-image vol-
untarily, or in cultural isolation. It must be a�  rmed by the gaze. Within the � eld of vision, the 
gaze registers the girls’ reliance on the other for their own meaning. It works independently of 
the subject’s own look, and is in its constitutive e� ects always external to the subject in his or 

4. Fanon 109-110, 116; Silverman 1996, 28; Hall 1996, 16, 20.
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her capacity as spectacle. Signi� cantly, the gaze does not necessarily photograph the subject 
in ways pleasing to that subject. Below I will show how one girl protagonist is “subordinate 
to the gaze, which remains outside,” and experiences the white gaze, which makes her feel 
photographically “framed” (1996, 60, 135).

Zora Neale Hurston’s Zora Neale Hurston’s Zora Neale Hurston � eir Eyes Were Watching God (1937) replays Fanon’s anecdote, yet (1937) replays Fanon’s anecdote, yet (1937) replays Fanon
at the same time presents complementary variations of his � xation experience. In Hurston’s at the same time presents complementary variations of his � xation experience. In Hurston’s at the same time presents complementary variations of his � xation experience. In Hurston
text the experience of being “� xed,” in the sense of Fanon, by “a dye” (109) is literally present. 
Recounting her early childhood to her best friend Pheoby Watson, the protagonist Janie Starks 
remembers living on the property of the white family for whom her grandmother worked. “Ah 
was wid dem white chillun so much till Ah didn’t know Ah wuzn’t white till Ah was round six 
years old.” When a traveling photographer produces a portrait of Janie and her white friends, 
the black girl does not recognize herself in the image. She does perceive a “real dark little girl 
with long hair,” but “Ah couldn’t recognize dat dark chile as me.” Whereas La Belle claims that 

“a failure to recognize any similarity between self and visual image […] o� en indicates a deep 
disturbance in a woman’s self-conception” (1989, 113), Janie’s momentary inability to recog-
nize her own image is only cause for laughter at the time of the incident and is retrospectively 
narrated in a humorous way. When inquiring about her position in the photograph she is 
laughed at, and informed that the black child in the photograph is she: “ ‘Dat’s you, Alphabet, 
don’t you know yo’ ownself?’ ” (1978, 21). Having studied the image extensively, Janie recog-
nizes her own dress and hair, and exclaims “ ‘Aw, aw! Ah’m colored!’ ” (21).

Roland Barthes characterizes the photograph as a rather speci� c experience of being seen. 
It involves the “advent” of oneself as “other.” In a signi� cantly self-alienating way, as the pho-
tograph is related to the body it depicts not only iconically but also indexically, one “captures” 
oneself as appearing—or being made to appear—as image (Barthes in Silverman 1996, 150, 
197). Janie’s anecdote shows the girl capturing herself as appearing in the photographic por-
trait. � is occurs in a moment which Barthes calls the punctum. In Camera Lucida Barthes
distinguishes between two types of attention to photographs. � e studium is a kind of “general 
interest,” an “enthusiastic commitment […] without special acuity,” in which one culturally 
participates. � e punctum, as a private sensation, breaks or punctuates the studium, when an 

“element […] rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me.” It is a wound, 
prick, or mark produced by a pointed instrument (1981, 26-27). It is in an instance of this 
latter sort that Janie, a� er a persistent nonrecognition of the photograph as the self, discovers 
her blackness.

� e two autobiographical anecdotes recounted by Fanon and Hurston bear notable re-
semblances. Both narrators are “caught up in […] specular predicament[s]” (Bal 1999, 210, 
n. 4), and experience recognition scenes rendering them suddenly aware of their racial dif-
ference. In both cases this involves a social setting and external factors—Fanon even literally 
refers to “an external stimulus” when referring to the white boy’s remarks (111). Fanon’s and refers to “an external stimulus” when referring to the white boy’s remarks (111). Fanon’s and refers to “an external stimulus” when referring to the white boy’s remarks (111). Fanon
Hurston’s narrators are verbally interpellated as being black and thus racially di� erent—FanonHurston’s narrators are verbally interpellated as being black and thus racially di� erent—FanonHurston
by “ ‘Look, a Negro!’ ” and Janie, if more implicitly, by “ ‘Dat’s you’.”

Both verbal interpellations are signi� cantly supplemented by visual forms of address, as 
both narrators are, in a physical sense, encircled. Both are marked and � xed by the white stare 
as being black. Fanon is situated and categorized by the stare of the white passengers on the 
train—“� e circle was drawing a bit tighter” (112); “All round me the white man” (114); “[…] 
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I am being dissected under white eyes, the only real eyes. I am � xed” (116). Janie is literally 
� xed by the camera and through the photo-portrait, and scrutinized and established by the 
subsequent viewing of the picture within the circle of her white friends and their parents—

“[…] when we looked at the picture and everybody got pointed out […]” (21).
Janie’s use of “everybody” here hints at her story’s focus on the (black) body. We could 

read this as “every body.” � is is echoed in her observation that “there wasn’t nobody le�  
except a real dark little girl with long hair […]” (21, emphasis added). Fanon’s anecdote also except a real dark little girl with long hair […]” (21, emphasis added). Fanon’s anecdote also except a real dark little girl with long hair […]” (21, emphasis added). Fanon
centers on the blackness of the body, as he reports that his “corporeal schema crumbled, its 
place taken by a racial epidermal schema.” Other expressions indicating his focus on the body 
are “being aware of my body,” “What else could it be for me but an amputation […] that spat-
tered my whole body with black blood?” and “My body was given back to me sprawled out, 
distorted, recolored […].” � e viewing situation has clear corporeal consequences (112-113). 
� us, as Gwen Bergner has noted, “if race is determined by sight, it is experienced profoundly 
in the body” (78).

Struggling to prevent an abhorrent imago from being mapped onto his proprioceptive 
body (Silverman 1996, 29), the corporeal schema of Fanon’s narrator crumbles, and he � nds  1996, 29), the corporeal schema of Fanon’s narrator crumbles, and he � nds  1996, 29), the corporeal schema of Fanon
himself occupying not one point in space, but two or three. Because the disintegration of his 
body is brought on by an enforced identi� cation with an excruciating imago, it is experienced 
through the fantasy of the body in bits and pieces, as a violent mutilation, expressed by the 
feeling of being amputated. Whereas during the Lacanian mirror stage the child recognizes 
the self for the � rst time in a realization of completeness, which contradicts its feelings of 
fragmentation, awkwardness, and psychical incompleteness, Fanon’s narrator experiences not fragmentation, awkwardness, and psychical incompleteness, Fanon’s narrator experiences not fragmentation, awkwardness, and psychical incompleteness, Fanon
an a�  rmation of totality, but fragmentation. In sum, in two momentous scenes of recognition, 
involving verbal and physical signs and experiences, both narrators discover their blackness 
when confronted with “the other”—a group of white passengers and a group of white children 
and adults. 

Despite these similarities, however, a close comparison of the anecdotes also reveals sig-
ni� cant di� erences, rendering them complementary rather than similar. � e most obvious 
di� erence, perhaps, lies in the fact that Fanon is not o� ered a mirror or photograph of himself, 
but has to depend on his own capacity to make himself an “object” (112), whereas Janie has 
been o� ered her own image as an object, so that she can see for herself who she is. Further, 
whereas Fanon has been “among his own” before experiencing “his being through others” 
(109) and � nds himself all of a sudden in an unfamiliar and foreign environment, Janie has 
always lived among whites. Her di� erence is pointed out to her within a group she considers 
to be her own—“[…] before Ah seen de picture Ah thought Ah wuz just like de rest” (21). 

More subtle discrepancies between the two anecdotes relate to the details of the respec-
tive communicative situations and the forms of address. Fanon immediately recognizes the 
interpellation of himself as being di� erent. Janie is unable to read the photo. In a disjuncture 
between self-conception and photo image, she does not recognize the image as re� ecting her 
self and does not feel addressed, until she is being helped out by one of the white mothers 
present. Even then she needs to look at the picture “a long time” before she recognizes her 
self-image and is startled by its alterity (“ ‘Aw, aw!’ ”, 21). Further, Fanon is hailed by the white 
boy as threatening (“ ‘I’m frightened!’, ” 112); Janie, on the contrary, involved in a group pro-
cess of looking and designation, is addressed with a pet name—“Alphabet.” � ough unable to 
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recognize her body, Janie does recognize her (pet) name, for she later explains the name to 
her friend Pheoby: “Dey all useter call me Alphabet ‘cause so many people had done named 
me di� erent names” (21). 

A further di� erence can be noted in the ways each narrator uses the third person. Fanon’s A further di� erence can be noted in the ways each narrator uses the third person. Fanon’s A further di� erence can be noted in the ways each narrator uses the third person. Fanon
narrator refers to himself in the third person, as in “the little boy is trembling because he is 
afraid of the nigger […].” To the man of color in the white world, Fanon’s narrator claims, nigger […].” To the man of color in the white world, Fanon’s narrator claims, nigger […].” To the man of color in the white world, Fanon

“[c]onsciousness of the body is solely a negating activity. It is a third-person consciousness.” 
In addition, he experiences his body as objecti� ed. He recounts attempting to protect himself 
from the white stare by retaining distance from the imposed imago. Following the white boy’s 
interpellation and gaze, “completely dislocated,” he takes himself “far o�  from [his] own pres-
ence, far indeed, and made [himself] an object.” He thus scornfully imitates the white world’s 
refusal to perceive and address him as a subject, and at the same time indicates his feelings of 
alienation (1968, 114, 110, 112; emphasis added). Janie, however, who speaks of herself in the 
third person when she does not recognize her own self (“a real dark little girl,” “dat dark chile,” 

“de dark one,” 21), also asks: “ ‘where is me? Ah don’t see me’ ” (21). Her use of the third person 
relates not so much to her feelings of alienation as to her inability to identify.

� is brings us to yet another divergence between the two texts. Both articulations of ra-
cial di� erence involve children’s supposed innocence and lack of knowledge concerning the 
meanings of race. In Black Skin it is a white boy who is ignorant; in � eir Eyes it is the black 
girl Janie who does not know, which she acknowledges: “[…] Ah didn’t know […].” If it had 
not been for the photo, Janie tells her friend Pheoby, she “[w]ouldn’t have found it out then 
[…]” (21). However, the two texts also diverge on this point. Apparently embodying youthful 
innocence, the boy is excused for his racist remark by one of the adult passengers—“ ‘Take 
no notice, sir, he does not know that you are as civilized as we….’ ” (113). Yet Fanon does not 
represent the boy as the unknowing child whose racist address is only to be attributed to his 
age. Upon hearing the boy’s ignorant address, the narrating I immediately recalls the series 
of racist messages he has previously received from white adults. In that sense, the boy merely 
incarnates and anticipates adult white racism. Functioning as a mediator between the black 
subject and the adult white passengers, he only speaks out the adults’ thoughts and views, and 
epitomizes the racism of the adult white world.

Janie’s ignorance, on the other hand, is an intrinsic and integral part of her process of 
growing up and coming to know. Acting as a subject, she relates this process to her friend 
Pheoby—who in her turn acts as a mediator between Janie’s story and the reader. When com-
mencing her life narrative, Janie con� des in her friend that she has never seen her father and 

“[…] didn’t know’im if Ah did.” Her mother “[…] was gone from round dere long before Ah 
wuz big enough tuh know” (20). � e presentation of her self as “unknowing” precedes, and 
thus in a sense frames and elucidates, the anecdote centering on the photograph. � e photo-
graph is therefore her instrument of self-knowledge rather than an instrument of oppression. 
In that sense she a�  rms a claim made by Panivong Norindr who, in another context, argues 
that a photograph constructs as well as frames the space and social context of cultural repre-
sentation, and thus mediates the process by which the subject comes into being (1994, 233).

A � nal subtle variance between the two narratives relates to the fact that the ignorance of 
both children, the white boy in Fanon’s anecdote and Janie in Hurstonboth children, the white boy in Fanon’s anecdote and Janie in Hurstonboth children, the white boy in Fanon ’s story, causes amuse-’s anecdote and Janie in Hurston’s story, causes amuse-’s anecdote and Janie in Hurston
ment. Fanon’s narrator feels amused, and does not conceal his amusement, when the white ment. Fanon’s narrator feels amused, and does not conceal his amusement, when the white ment. Fanon
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boy interpellates him as “a Negro,” because “[i]t was true” (111). Neither able to deny the boy’s 
interpellation nor take o�  his own blackness, he sees no escape other than laughter and puts 
on a smile, as if putting on a mask. � is smile invokes the mother � gure in Toni Morrison’s on a smile, as if putting on a mask. � is smile invokes the mother � gure in Toni Morrison’s on a smile, as if putting on a mask. � is smile invokes the mother � gure in Toni Morrison
Sula (1973) who, likewise traveling by train, is interpellated as a “gal” and reproached for 
having traversed the coach reserved for whites. It is her young daughter Nel who, as focalizer, 
subsequently describes the woman’s “foolish” smile under the stare of the white conductor’s 
gray eyes. “Like a street pup that wags its tail at the very doorjamb of the butcher shop he has 
been kicked away from […]” her mother “smiled dazzlingly and coquettishly at the salmon-
colored face of the conductor” (1987, 21-22). 

Although Nel as focalizer favorably describes her mother’s captivating smile, “the bright 
and blazing light of her mother’s smile” in the midst of the “midnight eyes” of the other black 
coach passengers, she also characterizes it as foolish and as making her feel uneasy. Unable 
to understand its nature she “looked away from the � ash of pretty teeth […]. Nel sat op-
posite, facing both her mother and the soldiers, neither of whom she could look at” (21-22). 
Witnessing the racial harassment of her mother, it is the daughter who portrays the woman’s 
responding smile, feeling proud, yet embarrassed.5 In Fanon’s anecdote it is the interpellated  In Fanon’s anecdote it is the interpellated  In Fanon
and gazed-at narrator whose uneasiness is spelled out, as his amusement features a “tight 
smile.” Later on, when he has “made up [his] mind to laugh [himself] to tears,” laughter has 
even become impossible (111-112). 

In “Female Grotesques: Carnival and � eory,” Mary Russo distinguishes between three 
kinds of laughter. � e � rst kind of laughter, “communal and spontaneous” carnival laughter, 
is “for other times,” “remain[ing] on the horizon with a new social subjectivity.” Neither of 
the texts discussed in this section stages any carnival laughter. � e gazed-upon narrator of 
Fanon’s text, and the gazed-upon mother of MorrisonFanon’s text, and the gazed-upon mother of MorrisonFanon ’s text present Russo’s text, and the gazed-upon mother of Morrison’s text present Russo’s text, and the gazed-upon mother of Morrison ’s second kind of 
laughter, which “is coercive, participated in, like much comedy, by the marginalized only in 
an e� ort to pass.” � eir smiles are forced and a� ected. Hurston’s text does not clarify whether an e� ort to pass.” � eir smiles are forced and a� ected. Hurston’s text does not clarify whether an e� ort to pass.” � eir smiles are forced and a� ected. Hurston
Janie engages in Russo’s coercive laughter, or engages in yet a third kind of laughter: dialogical 
laughter, “the laughter of intertext and multiple identi� cations. It is the con� ictual laughter of 
social subjects in a classist, racist, ageist, sexist society” (1986, 226).

Compared to the agonizing style of Fanon’s narrator and Nel’s confused account of both Compared to the agonizing style of Fanon’s narrator and Nel’s confused account of both Compared to the agonizing style of Fanon
pride and shame, Janie’s story, lightly and humorously recounted, is one of hilarity. Although 
we do not know whether the girl smiles, her white friends and their parents “laughed real hard” 
at her ignorance. Laughter appears to be less strained than in Fanon’s and Morrisonat her ignorance. Laughter appears to be less strained than in Fanon’s and Morrisonat her ignorance. Laughter appears to be less strained than in Fanon ’s narratives, ’s and Morrison’s narratives, ’s and Morrison
and apparently lacks any complications: “Everybody laughed, even Mr. Washburn.” In addi-
tion, Janie follows the incident of the photograph with the apparent conclusion “Us lived dere 
havin’ fun […]” (21-22). Still, while she continues “explaining [her young years] to her friend 
in so� , easy phrases while all around the house, the night time put on � esh and blackness” 
(23), her remark that “dey all laughed real hard,” grammatically excluding Janie, keeps ringing 
in the reader’s ears. So does Janie’s pet name Alphabet, which hints at the girl’s indeterminate 
identity and lack of sel� ood. For having been given so many di� erent names it is no wonder 
that Janie does not “know [her] ownself,” as one of the astonished bystanders says. Learning of 

5. � e girl thus recognizes her alterity via the gaze her mother is subjected to: “If this tall, proud woman 
[…] if she were really custard, then there was a chance that Nel was too” (1987, 22).
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Janie’s (non)recognition as if sitting in on the storytelling séance, and experiencing with Janie 
and Pheoby the night’s display of “� esh” and “blackness,” which symbolizes the woman’s story 
of her coming into racial consciousness, it is the reader who is le�  with an uneasy feeling. � us, 
all three incidences of amusement, Fanon’s, Hurstonall three incidences of amusement, Fanon’s, Hurstonall three incidences of amusement, Fanon ’s, and also Morrison’s, Hurston’s, and also Morrison’s, Hurston ’s, show how the rec-’s, and also Morrison’s, show how the rec-’s, and also Morrison
ognition of racial di� erence causes feelings of uneasiness and creates a vacuum in which not 
dialogue, but (uneasy) laughter appears to be the only communication possible. 

The repetition of recognition

Despite the discrepancies between Fanon’s and HurstonDespite the discrepancies between Fanon’s and HurstonDespite the discrepancies between Fanon ’s texts, both distinctly show how ra-’s and Hurston’s texts, both distinctly show how ra-’s and Hurston
cial boundaries are de� ned in discomforting incidents combining both the verbal address and 
� xing white gaze. Both indicate how the determination of racial otherness may a� ect intri-
cate primal scenes of recognition, including looking and being looked at, anger and laughter, 
ignorance and knowing. Such complex primal scenes are repeated in many coming-of-age 
narratives written by women of color, some of which involve self-images suddenly exposed by 
and in “circles” of white people. Regina Blackburn claims that most autobiographies written 
by African American women “confess to one incident in their early lives that awakened them 
to their color; this recognition scene evoked an awareness of their blackness and of its signi� -
cance, and it had a lasting in� uence on their lives” (1980, 134).

� is observation could be extended to other narratives of coming-of-age. Some resemble 
Fanon’s anecdote, in which the powerful gaze, according to Stuart HallFanon’s anecdote, in which the powerful gaze, according to Stuart HallFanon , “� xes , “� xes , “ the Negro from 
the outside […] by the fantasmatic binary of absolute di� erence.” Like Fanon’s narrator, these the outside […] by the fantasmatic binary of absolute di� erence.” Like Fanon’s narrator, these the outside […] by the fantasmatic binary of absolute di� erence.” Like Fanon
girl protagonists are “caught” and “trans� xed” in the fetishistic and stereotypical dialectics of 
the gaze, their selves become othered, and their self-images alienated. In line with Hall, they 

“can only exist in relation to [themselves] through the alienating presence of the white ‘Other’ ” 
(1996, 16-18; emphasis in text). But they also exhibit similarities to Hurston’s anecdote, in (1996, 16-18; emphasis in text). But they also exhibit similarities to Hurston’s anecdote, in (1996, 16-18; emphasis in text). But they also exhibit similarities to Hurston
the sense that they include a mirror, or other re� ecting surface, which is a counterpart of the 
photograph. In combination with the white stare, this re� ective device awakens them to their 
racial reality.

In Quiet Odyssey (1990), the autobiography of Korean American author Mary Paik LeeQuiet Odyssey (1990), the autobiography of Korean American author Mary Paik LeeQuiet Odyssey , 
the 15-year-old narrator faces the white family she is to work for as a maid, and notices the 

“surprised look” of the lady of the house at their � rst meeting. “It was evident that she was 
not pleased with the queer-looking creature […].”6 Having moved to another family, the girl 
encounters a large mirror in the room where she is to sleep. “My � rst look at myself in the 
mirror was shocking. I had never seen a full view of myself before. […] I didn’t even know 
what I looked like, and I had to admit I was a strange-looking thing” (45-46). � e girl’s use of 

“admit” by inference refers back to the white woman’s gaze and the latter’s apparent designation 
of the narrator as a “queer-looking creature.” It thus indicates that the girl’s private scene of 
looking and recognition, the startling instant in front of the white family’s mirror, duplicates 
the previous scene of being looked at. While the narrator herself is not explicit about the 

6. Please note the use of “the” in “the queer-looking creature,” which implicitly refers back to Fanon’s no-6. Please note the use of “the” in “the queer-looking creature,” which implicitly refers back to Fanon’s no-6. Please note the use of “the” in “the queer-looking creature,” which implicitly refers back to Fanon
tion of third-person consciousness. 
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image she perceives in the mirror, she appears to repeat the “surprised look” of the white lady 
(“shocking”) and also describes herself as a “strange-looking thing.” Both the stare of the lady 
and the white family’s mirror trigger and frame her own looking. Her recognition of herself is 
once again prompted and substantiated by the white stare in another setting. At a Presbyterian 
church the narrator is confronted with the stare of a group of teenagers, who have their “� rst 
look at an Asian.” � e narrator realizes that “� ey stared at me as though I were something 
from Mars” (1990, 50).

� ese three interwoven scenes of recognition resonate with Fanon’s and Hurston� ese three interwoven scenes of recognition resonate with Fanon’s and Hurston� ese three interwoven scenes of recognition resonate with Fanon ’s anec-’s and Hurston’s anec-’s and Hurston
dotes: like their narrators, Lee’s narrator is confronted with her self-image in a social setting, 
when encountering a group of white people: the two families she works for, and the group of 
youthful churchgoers. Like Hurston’s narrator, Leeyouthful churchgoers. Like Hurston’s narrator, Leeyouthful churchgoers. Like Hurston ’s narrator is not only looking at her own 
image, but also being looked at and � xed by the white people’s stare. � e self-image which is 
thus being a� ected is of an alienating sort—“queer-looking creature,” “strange-looking thing,” 

“from Mars.” As a narrator she thus de� nes herself as unfamiliar and foreign.
Lee’s narrative demonstrates that coming-into-consciousness as a racial being may very 

well constitute a series of recognition scenes instead of just one. � ere are several racial en-
counters that lead up to her awareness of her racial identity. Gayle Pemberton supports the 
possibility of such a prolonged and cumulative experience. While acknowledging that heroes 
in (black American) literature “discover their blackness in one daunting moment at school, or 
in a crowd, or from an evil adult,” Pemberton calls the idea of recognition scenes in � ction and 
autobiography “only partially correct.” “[F]or most black people, the elements that lead to a 
discovery of one’s racial self are rarely bound into one portentous moment or crystallized into 
one dramatic sense. It is the repetition of the elements—so o� en all negative—that gives the 
illusion of one, titanic moment” (1996, 20-22).

As if proving her point, Pemberton’s recollections of her own growing awareness of her-As if proving her point, Pemberton’s recollections of her own growing awareness of her-As if proving her point, Pemberton
self as a black subject, in her autobiographical essay “Mrs. Brent,” do not contain a single 

“titanic moment.” It is a series of incidents of looking and being looked at that a� ected her 
coming-into-consciousness. Acknowledging that the “most basic—and problematic—under-
standing of [her] racial being involved color,” the narrating I remembers being gazed at, as a 
dark-skinned child, by the pretty and fair-skinned Mrs. Brent, standing in the doorway. � e 
young girl adores the woman, and her a� ection causes her to return the woman’s gaze. In ad-
dition, the narrating I recalls viewing a series of photographs chronicling family life. Instead 
of viewing a single photograph in a memorable moment of recognition, the girl’s consecutive 
viewing of the photos of Christmas dances, picnics, and high school clubs brought home to 
her the message that “successful women” always had fair skin. � e “photographic montage” an-
ticipated the girl’s position as a “brown black woman” (1996, 20-22; emphasis in text). � us, in 
combination, the girl’s exchange of regards with Mrs. Brent standing in the frame of the door 
opening, and her looking at the light-skinned women within the frames of the photo images, 
made up a continuous series of recognition scenes.

� e self-other paradoxes inherent in such “mirror experiences” exhibit structural paral-
lels with the � rst encounters with mirrors to which Lacan has alerted us. In his allegorical 
story the mirror stage occurs when the young infant recognizes its own image in the mir-
ror, and as such it is a single event. � e girls studied in this chapter are not young children 
proceeding through the mirror stage. However, throughout the process of growing up they 
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experience repeated acts of mirroring, which in combination add to their self-discovery. � is 
supports Bergner’s claim that one dramatic incident may stand in for the longer and more 
gradual process of internalization by which the child learns social notions of di� erence (1995, 
78). It is also a�  rmed by Jenijoy La Belle. In her study of the role of the mirror in literature, 
she found that “for women, mirroring is not a stage but a continual, ever shi� ing process of 
self-realization.” Although many mirror scenes show a super� cial similarity to Lacan’s concep-self-realization.” Although many mirror scenes show a super� cial similarity to Lacan’s concep-self-realization.” Although many mirror scenes show a super� cial similarity to Lacan
tion of the mirror stage, the primal confrontation with a girl’s self image repeats itself during 
adolescence and thus develops within a social context linked up with her acculturated mind. 

“For most females, at least those created in � ction, the memorable [� rst encounter with mir-
rors] is not in infancy as Lacan indicates. Neither is it necessarily a singular incident. Indeed, 
many characters experience a succession of primal confrontations with the mirror at various 
stages in their development, from childhood through adolescence.”7

A repetition of recognition scenes is found in Fanon’s and HurstonA repetition of recognition scenes is found in Fanon’s and HurstonA repetition of recognition scenes is found in Fanon ’s texts as well, where ’s and Hurston’s texts as well, where ’s and Hurston
the singular scenes of recognition discussed above are supplemented by other incidents, and 
are part of a sequence of episodes that de� ne racial di� erence.8 Most narratives of coming-
of-age written by women of color involve not one, but a series of recognition scenes involv-
ing the issues of body, color, and looking. � ey feature girl protagonists who, in the process 
of growing up, feel continuously subjected to the white gaze, which a� ects their awareness of 
skin color and other physical features, and directs the construction of their self-image. Follow-
ing the development of these girls who are gradually becoming aware of themselves not only 
as female, but also as “colored,” the reader will note that their observations and obsessions 
regarding race, self-image, and body color constitute not one explicit and acute recognition 
scene, but a continuous recounting of such moments. In Chapter 4 I have argued that many 
coming-of-age narratives present girls of color as interpellated objects, while at the same time 
positing them as dreaming and focalizing subjects; in the following sections I will indicate 
how, analogously, these narratives present the girls not only as the gazed-upon objects, but also 
stage them as seeing subjects. � ey see themselves (being seen).

As a means of transition to the following section, I wish to end this analysis by consider-
ing two brief anecdotes about the white gaze. � e � rst one is taken from Audre Lorde’s collec-
tion Sister, Outsider (1984), the second from Joy KogawaSister, Outsider (1984), the second from Joy KogawaSister, Outsider ’s  (1984), the second from Joy Kogawa’s  (1984), the second from Joy Kogawa Obasan (1981). In Lorde’s text, the 
autobiographical I remembers traveling on the New York subway as a � ve-year old. When a 
white woman sitting next to her shows signs of disgust, the young girl at � rst thinks that she 

7. 1989, 9-10, 51, 83. La Belle’s notion of repeated recognition replicates Silverman’s claim that “the iden-’s notion of repeated recognition replicates Silverman’s claim that “the iden-’s notion of repeated recognition replicates Silverman
tity of the subject is sustained only through the constant repetition of the same identi� cations by means of 
which it � rst � nds itself ”—during the Lacanian mirror stage (1984, 161). Silverman points out that the mir-
ror stage never ends. “� e specular relation between the body as sensationally felt and the body as exterocep-
tively perceived must be reiterated throughout life” (1996, 28; here paraphrased by Bal 1999, 211).
8. Most of these involve not the white gaze, but verbal interpellations that supplement the visual messages. 
� ese two types of messages present a disturbing medley of interactions that together add up to the narrators’ 
coming into racial consciousness. For instance, Fanon’s narrator remembers hearing, “ ‘coming into racial consciousness. For instance, Fanon’s narrator remembers hearing, “ ‘coming into racial consciousness. For instance, Fanon Look how handsome 
that Negro is! …’ ” (114; emphasis added). In Hurston, Janie’s schoolmates harass her for living on the white 
family’s premises and wearing their hand-me-downs. � ey caution her not to put on airs over her “looks” (22; 
emphasis added). � e use of “Look” and “looks” again indicates, if only implicitly, the function of vision in 
the construction of racial identity.
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has something on her clothes. In that sense she is the unknowing young black girl, reminding 
us of Hurston’s Janie. Both young girls appear to be unaware of their conspicuous blackness. It us of Hurston’s Janie. Both young girls appear to be unaware of their conspicuous blackness. It us of Hurston
is only later that the girl recognizes that the woman is repelled by her entire black body. But, 
signi� cantly, the woman is not the only one who is looking (“she stares,” “her gaze,” “she is 
seeing,” “she’s looking,” “still staring,” “eyes huge”). � e girl is the one who looks as well, and 
is the aware observer. As narrator and focalizer, she describes the woman’s looks as well as her 
looking: “[…] a woman in a fur hat staring at me. Her mouth twitches as she stares and then 
her gaze drops down, pulling mine with it. […] I look. […] When I look up the woman is 
still staring at me, her nose holes and eyes huge. […] I will never forget it. Her eyes, the � ared 
nostrils, the hate” (147-148). It is the girl who returns the woman’s gaze and who frames the 
woman in words. 

In Kogawa’s In Kogawa’s In Kogawa Obasan the young narrator Naomi tells of her confrontation, on her way 
home from school, with “the girl with the white hair.” Although the white girl accuses Naomi 
of having thrown a kitten into an outhouse pit, and casts a reproaching stare at her, Naomi’s 
descriptions of the white girl indicate that she too engages in gazing. It also suggests how phys-
ically close she dares to be to the girl. She does not back away. “Her hair is so white and � ne 
that it � ies around her like a cloud. Her eyebrows are white too. Whenever she sees me, her 
eyes grow narrow, one shoulder rises slightly, her nostrils widen and she turns her head away, 
as if she has suddenly smelled something bad.” � e white girl’s body language is reminiscent of 
the woman’s stare in Lorde’s text, which the girl initially interprets as disgust with something 
she has on her clothes. Kogawa’s Naomi, however, does not explicitly express her conclusion she has on her clothes. Kogawa’s Naomi, however, does not explicitly express her conclusion she has on her clothes. Kogawa
that the white girl is repelled by her body. Although she talks back to the white girl (“ ‘I didn’t 
do it’ ”), she runs home feeling threatened by the white girl’s body: “Her eyes grow small and 
beady. Two bullets. She thrusts her chin out and lunges with her foot as if she is about to rush 
at me.” Naomi’s talking back and looking back do not keep her from running away from the 
girl’s harassment. Still, her exact description of the girl suggests a daring return of the gaze, 
and an empowerment (1989, 157-158). 

Both Lorde’s and Kogawa’s texts reveal a thematic commonality with those of Fanon’s and Kogawa’s texts reveal a thematic commonality with those of Fanon’s and Kogawa , 
Hurston, Morrison, and Lee: exposing him- or herself to the white gaze, the “colored” child 
recognizes him/herself as other, and also recognizes the response of the other (shock, disgust, 
or hilarity). But Lorde’s and Kogawa’s texts stage narrators who more actively reciprocate the ’s and Kogawa’s texts stage narrators who more actively reciprocate the ’s and Kogawa
other’s reproaching stare. Whereas the narrators in the other texts discussed hardly describe 
those who engage in the act of gazing—the white boy on the train, his mother and the other 
passengers (Fanon), Janie’s circle of white friends (Hurston), the white conductor (Morrison)9, 
the white families and the churchgoers (Lee)—the narrators here return the gazes of the white 
woman and white girl. In the following sections I will trace and di� erentiate such acts of look-
ing and returning the gaze.

9. Nel does not describe the white conductor who “let his eyes travel over the pale yellow woman,” and 
“stood there staring at her [mother].” But she does describe the fellow black passengers. “She saw the muscles 
of their faces tighten, a movement under the skin from blood to marble. No change in the expression of the 
eyes, but a hard wetness that veiled them as they looked at the stretch of her mother’s foolish smile” (20-22).
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Productive looking and perceptual activity

Silverman states that the subject’s look does not possess any mastering and constitutive func-
tions, as the body to which it belongs is always located within spectacle. � e look’s agency is 
encroached on in all kinds of ways by the “material practices” and “representational logic,” 
which always organize the � eld of vision, which in� uence its ways of seeing, and through 
which the gaze makes itself felt. It is further limited because it necessarily apprehends the 
world via the screen. However, Silverman also brings in the notion of productive looking: 

“[A]lthough the [inevitable] given-to-be-seen imposes itself with a great deal of insistence 
upon the eye, the eye is nevertheless capable of seeing productively—of occupying a viewing 
position other than that assigned in advance, and, so, of apprehending its object under radi-
cally di� erent terms.” As a psychic as well as visual category, the look unavoidably denotes lack 
and desire. It is susceptible to the enticements of the imaginary, and it is � nite and embodied. 
Related to temporality and the body, it can bring to life and alter what the camera/gaze both 
morti� es and memorializes by photographing it. � us the look possesses the capacity to inter-
vene within the � eld of vision and contradict the gaze. It can grant a resistant and transforma-
tive vision (1996, 155, 222-223).

Silverman points out that the look helps to determine the exact parameters through 
which the world is “pictured.” A subject may select its own frame of representation through 
the look, and can get around the instructions placed on it to see in certain ways. � us, the look 
is always in some measure opposed to the discourses that seek to master and regulate it. “[…] 
productive looking necessarily requires a constant conscious reworking of the terms under 
which we unconsciously look at the objects that people our visual landscape. It necessitates 
the struggle, � rst, to recognize our involuntary acts of incorporation and repudiation, and our 
implicit a�  rmation of the dominant elements of the screen, and, then, to see again, di� er-
ently.” Conjuring something new into existence, the eye attempts to apprehend the otherness, 
the external and alien quality of both the gaze and the constitutive image. It externalizes and 
displaces not only lack, but also “specularity, embodiment, and subordination to the gaze.” 
(1996, 184, 169-170).

Although she does not explicitly refer to Silverman, Hortense Spillers also focuses on 
“productive looking.” It is part of her general aim, in several essays, to reveal black women’s 
agency in literature. In some of her essays, black women’s agency is not so much dependent 
on looking as on telling. In “Cross-Currents, Discontinuities: Black Women’s Fiction” she 
calls Hurston’s Janie “the individualized subject of her own experience” whose individualized calls Hurston’s Janie “the individualized subject of her own experience” whose individualized calls Hurston
agency includes “Her interior life, her ‘cosmic’ dreaming, her storytelling strategies […].” As 
a storyteller, contends Spillers, Janie is “endowed with the possibilities of action, [and] can 
make her world, just as she is made by it […]” (1985, 253-254; emphases in text). Other essays 
focus more on “productive looking.” In “Interstices,” Spillers discusses “the potential power 
of [the dominated subject’s] ‘double consciousness.’ � e subject is certainly seen, but she or 
he certainly sees. It is this latter seeing that negotiates at every point a space for living […]” 
(1984, 84). Analogously, in “ ‘An Order of Constancy’: Notes on Brooks and the Feminine,” 
Spillers discusses the active, seeing role of the leading subject and central consciousness of 
Gwendolyn Brooks’s novel Maud Martha (1953). Spillers’s analysis leads her to conclude that 

“ ‘feminine’ ” and “ ‘other’ ” neither arise “ ‘from the sensation of being looked at’,” nor as simple 
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negation or lack, but as “subjectivities who experience their being from a posture of a�  rma-
tion.” Set in Chicago’s Southside, Brooks’s novel stages a series of episodes as experienced by 
Maud Martha Brown during the late 1930s and early 1940s. According to Spillers, it is through 
the eyes of this main character that we follow the “imaginative nuances” of the subject’s con-
sciousness (1990, 246, 245, 263).

In her analysis of the same novel, Mary Helen Washington makes exactly this point when 
she asserts that from age nine to sixteen, Maud Martha is “always the sensitive and aware ob-
server.” Indeed, it is telling that the � rst chapter, named “description of Maud Martha,” does 
not conclude with the portrayal of Maud Martha by an omniscient narrator, but with Maud 
Martha’s own focalized description of her sister Helen: two years older, the lovely sister is 

“almost her own height and weight and thickness. But oh, the long lashes, the grace, the little 
ways with the hands and feet.” In the other early chapters of Brooks’s novel, Maud Martha 
describes the grace, quietness, and elegance of people who glide over � oors in glowing rooms 
and who smile correctly over trays of silver. When interpellated by a black boy as “you old 
black gal,” Maud Martha “sees” that she is smarter than her sister and has longer and thicker 
(if nappier) hair.10

However, as soon as Maud Martha starts her quest for a man, her own self-perception 
comes under threat. Washington invokes Du Bois’s familiar notion when she writes that Maud 
Martha “sees herself entirely through her husband’s eyes. She engages in an act of double 
consciousness in which she fantasizes her husband’s negative view of her, insisting on her own 
inferiority, calling herself ‘a black gal’.” Nevertheless, I would like to add, following Spillers, 
that although Maud Martha is the one who is aware of being gazed upon, she is also able to 

“see itself, see out.” It is through her perceptions of the visual and physical world that we come 
to trace her process of maturation. Lacan asserts that the gaze, and not the subject’s look, has 
visual authority, and that what is decisive for us is not how we see, or wish to see ourselves, but 
how we are viewed by the cultural gaze. Still, Maud Martha’s look is powerful in the sense that 
it grants her autonomy.11

If we read Maud Martha through the eyes of an omniscient narrator, claims Spillers, we 
would view the character as an object and a victim, doomed by her society’s racist response 
to the color of her black skin. By marking out Maud Martha’s stream-of-thought and interior 
world, however, the novel allows her to be not only object but also the subject of gazing. “If 
she is seen, she also sees […].” According to Spillers, although Maud Martha is black, female, 
and poor, she becomes an autonomous � gure with “the territorial rights of an internal self.” 
� ough unable to escape the implications of her own re� ection in the mirror, she is able to 
utilize such con� nement by including each scene and agent in the re� ection of her looking 
glass, and thus to “bless or damn the occasion as the subject sees � t” (1990, 267, 263, 266).

Let us now see how this works in Brooks’s novel. While attending a dance, Maud Mar-
tha is very aware and watchful of the gaze. Seated on a bench by the wall, she is “[t]rying 
to look nonchalant.” When asked to dance, she notices that her partner exchanges whispers 
and winks with another man, before telling her that he � nds her attractive. At the same time, 
however, Maud Martha returns the gaze of the other men and women present at the dance by 

10. Washington 1983, 274-275; Brooks 1993, 2-3; 34.
11. Washington 275; Spillers 1990, 246; Lacan in Silverman 1996, 19.
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observing and portraying, as focalizer, their skin color, their attire, their scent, their decorum. 
She monitors the “Beauties, in their gorgeous gowns” and the young men “smiling, smooth, 
overgallant.” Her dance partner “was dark, too. His mustache was small. […] He reeked excit-
ingly of tobacco, liquor, pine soap, toilet water, and Sen Sen.” � e use of “too” here refers to her 
awareness of her own black skin, which is reiterated when she acknowledges that her husband, 
who has gone o�  to dance with another woman, must be “mad” because of her color: “I try to 
shut my eyes to that, but it’s no good. […] He keeps looking at my color, which is like a wall” 
(83-87).

But Maud Martha returns her husband’s gaze (“He keeps looking”) by picturing him, re-
ciprocally, as “royal in rented � nery,” “[n]ot very tall. Not very handsomely made,” a body 

“not too yellow,” with an “extraordinary quality of maleness.” She depicts the light-skinned 
woman her husband dances with as being “red-haired and curved, and white as a white” with 
a “gold-spangled bosom,” and calls her “Gold-Spangles” (83, 85, emphasis in text). � us, as 
main focalizer of the occasion, Maud Martha marks and � xes herself not only as object (a 
dark-skinned wall� ower), but also � xes others as well. Her “perceptual activity” (Spillers 1990, 
267) does not induce any dramatic scenes of empowerment. Neither does Maud Martha carry 
out her fantasies of attacking the red-haired woman (“scratch,” “spit,” “scream,” 88). Still, like 
the narrators in Lorde’s and Kogawa’s texts, Maud Martha ’s and Kogawa’s texts, Maud Martha ’s and Kogawa makes her world just as she is made
by it. If unable to escape the color of her skin, she � xes that of others as well. In that sense 
she con� rms the claim made by Madonne M. Miner that “the process of identity construc-
tion and personal integration involves an extremely sensitive and constantly shi� ing balance 
between seeing and being seen […]” (1985, 184). I will now demonstrate how the protagonists 
of other coming-of-age narratives continuously hover between seeing and being seen, and 
how productive looking works even when we notice no mutually-indulged gazing (Spillers
1990, 267). 

Classifi cation and confusion

Various chapters of this study argue that girl narrators in coming-of-age narratives demon-
strate an almost tiresome penchant for visual detail. My discussion of Laura del Fuego’s Mara-
villa (1989), for instance, reveals that the Chicana protagonist Cece repeatedly describes in the 
minutest detail how she and her friends are dressed, accessorize their out� ts, and manipulate 
the color and shape of their hair. Of course this could be explained as a case of adolescent 
self-absorption and preoccupation with the physical self, or as a case of female awareness of 
being constantly judged by one’s looks, and “displayed as sexual object[s]” (Mulvey 1990, 19). being constantly judged by one’s looks, and “displayed as sexual object[s]” (Mulvey 1990, 19). being constantly judged by one’s looks, and “displayed as sexual object[s]” (Mulvey
But the Chicana girl’s � xation is mostly generated by the imposition of a dominant Western, 
white de� nition of femininity. Referring to literature by black women writers, Brita Lindberg-
Seyersted states that color is an “obsessive” motif. Descriptions of (gradations of) skin- and 
hair-color, she maintains, are never mere expressions of black pride or mere “positive physical 
attributes measured in terms of feminine beauty” (1992, 52, 65). � ey indicate the adolescent 
girl’s development, as she is gradually becoming aware of herself as other. � e centrality of 
color is thus bound up with the feeling of loss and alienation so typical of adolescence, but also 
strongly related to, and reinforced by, racial and ethnic awareness. 
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� is also holds for Nicholasa Mohr’s novel Nilda, which features a young protagonist who, 
as focalizer, validates her private experiences by specifying the particulars of appearance of 
many of those she encounters. As we have seen, at the Welfare Department the girl meets a so-
cial worker who has a “brilliant pink scalp” and a “very pink [skin], with a variety of brownish 
freckles […] giving her skin the look of a discolored fabric.” At church she portrays a minister 
as having a “dark brown complexion” and “tight curly hair,” while she depicts a painting of St. 
Sebastian with “long blond hair” and a “blond beard,” and the church pianist with a “fair pink 
complexion” (1986, 68, 65, 104, 102). By describing the persons of her world in terms of the 
various colorations of their eyes, skin, and hair, Nilda indicates the critical role of color.

We could say that Nilda acts as an agent when she, as focalizer, repeats Maud Martha’s 
“perceptual activity.” Yet we do not identify any of Spillers’s “mutually indulged gazing” (1990, 
267). Nilda’s close observations of the social worker do not constitute a literal returning of the 
woman’s gaze, in the manner of the narrators in the texts of Lorde, Kogawa, and Brooks. In 
fact, the social worker is too busy � lling out forms to even look at Nilda when the girl enters 
her o�  ce, and communicates without li� ing her head—thus o� ering Nilda the opportunity to 
study the color of the woman’s scalp. When the social worker in her turn looks at Nilda, check-
ing her nails for dirt, it is Nilda who is looking down. � us, no literal exchange of regards oc-
curs. Still, we could say that another, more implicit sort of exchange takes place. In Chapter 5, 
we have seen how Nilda takes in and responds to the instructional posters on the wall of the 
Welfare Department. Above I revealed how she depicts one of its social workers. Altogether, 
the girl counters the gaze that the institution embodies, as it is the place where social welfare 
recipients are gazed down at by the � ctional white role models on the instructional posters on 
the wall and, in a sort of visual mise en abyme, are scrutinized and dissected by its o�  cers. It 
is the place where Nilda is looked at, but where she also visualizes (63-68).

Nilda’s inspecting her surroundings, and dissecting them into minutiae, is part of her 
picturing and structuring the world around her while she is growing up. Her strong analytic 
powers of observation also indicate an almost obsessive preoccupation with color hues. For 
she describes all characters in terms of color, which we, as readers, likewise come to monitor. 
Yet the girl’s examination does not culminate in any conclusions regarding her own or other 
people’s identi� cations and identities. Her look is fragmentary and haphazard, and no explicit 
comments or conclusions ensue, only a few hints at a developing awareness of the correlation 
between people’s dark color and their position of alterity. When portraying her camp coun-
selors—nuns, priests, and brothers—as “very white” with “blue or light brown eyes” and her 
peers as having “dark faces,” Nilda wonders “if Puerto Ricans were ever allowed to be nuns, 
fathers, or brothers” (16). 

Most of her descriptions, however, lack such inferences. � ough preoccupied with the 
issue of body color, Nilda names people’s colors without explicitly attributing any direct mean-
ing to them, rendering them part of her observations of daily life—presenting if not a “rep-
etition of recognition,” then a “repetition of description.” In that way the girl’s anatomized 
descriptions of people’s colored bodies mark her gradual coming-into-color-consciousness 
and render body color an implicit but crucial issue in the novel. Helena Michie discusses 
the role of synecdoche and fetishization of body parts, when almost everything in a text is 
reduced to its component parts, and characters are made up of isolated and arti� cial bits and 
pieces. “[…] the represented must come to stand for the unrepresented, the present for the 



228

C
ha

p
te

r 6

absent” (1987, 100-101, 97). In Nilda the monitored and described skin colors synecdochically 
represent something else—the girl’s developing awareness of racial di� erence, and the forma-
tion of her subjectivity.

Nilda’s continuous registering and classifying of color literally includes the delineation 
of clear boundaries between particular racial groups. Traveling by bus, Nilda “look[s] around 
her” and identi� es the other passengers as “mostly dark, Puerto Rican and black people.” Hav-
ing determined the classi� cation of her fellow travelers and feeling safe in the arms of her 
father, she closes her eyes musing: “Before the white people start getting on, we’ll be long gone 
o�  the bus” (40). Nilda’s looking as well as non-looking are telling: measuring urban space by 
skin color as well as by physical location, and associating body color with concrete geographi-
cal borders and the physical distance between di� erent racial groups, she knows where she 
belongs, even with her eyes closed.

On another journey, going o�  to summer camp by train, Nilda feels not safe but out of 
place. Despite her mother’s reassurance that all girls enrolled in camp will wear the same pink 
jumpsuit for a uniform—“ ‘Everybody is the same. You see?’ ”—Nilda feels frightened when 
the train leaves her familiar “Barrio.” Seated in her carriage, describing the other girls merely 
by their skin color, she is unable to discern any “dark children” or “any Puerto Rican or black 
children,” besides “a couple of olive-skinned, dark-haired girls” whom she takes to be Span-
ish.12 � e unifying force of the pink uniform fails to conceal the color di� erences between the 
girls, and its “whitening” e� ects do not succeed in making Nilda feel included. When observ-
ing one of the female counselors accompanying the girls on their way to camp, Nilda describes 
her as dressed in a “light pink cotton suit”—the same homogenizing color as the girls’ suits, 
epitomizing and materializing the dominant white/pink culture. When the woman catches 
Nilda’s gaze, Nilda quickly looks away “hoping that the woman would not ask her any ques-
tions” (145). � is evasion of the woman’s stare echoes the previous episode in which Nilda 
evaded the social worker’s stare. Again, although painstakingly describing the body colors of 
those around her, she does not examine, let alone return, the white gaze.

At � rst sight, Nilda’s preoccupation with body color con� rms and re-enacts the existing 
racial order. Simultaneously, however, operating as the main focalizer, she registers such a 
great variety of hair shades and presents us with that many descriptions of skin tones, vary-
ing from “cinnamon” (29) to “brilliant pink” (65), that she subtly reveals the impossibility of 
precisely determining who is who in terms of color, and even hints at the absurdity of racial 
categorization. � us, with her nuanced observations covering such a wide color spectrum, 
and indicating that there are many di� erent shades of black and white, she performs what 
Meredith Goldsmith, in another context, calls a challenging of “the racist aesthetic coded 
into the binary of white and black by creating a multihued spectrum of racial coloration […]” 
(2001, 101). Although this “perceptual activity” does not e� ect a radical overthrowing of color 
lines, or a sweeping dismantling of the binary oppositions of black and white, it quietly ques-
tions rigid color lines, and implicitly weakens the black-and-white frame of 1940s America.

12. 144. � is observation returns in another coming-of-age text, Jordan (2000). Before boarding the bus 
at the downtown YWCA, which will take her to summer camp, the girl narrator “noticed that everybody 
besides my parents and me seemed to be white people” (227).
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Numerous narrators of coming-of-age texts present such a blurring of color boundaries.13

� is trend does not merely re� ect the authors’ usage of color as a literary tool, as suggested in 
Lindberg-Seyersted’s reference to the creative and humorous way in which black writers em-
ploy “a seemingly endless range of hues and shades, from darkest black to whitest near-white” 
(1992, 52). Nilda’s use of a “range of hues and shades,” as focalizer, re� ects a fact of life, which 
the young girl faces and takes up in the painstaking process of structuring her world. Bewil-
dered by the multiplicity of body colors, and unable to identify bodies and faces as � tting into 
orderly and abstract racial categories, she simultaneously and subtly undermines the notion of 
racial categorization. � is will be shown with a few more examples from Mohr’s text.

When a white social worker visits Nilda’s family for an investigation, unexpectedly in-
vading the family’s home for a thorough inspection, she apparently embodies the white gaze. 
Nilda, however, also scrutinizes the woman’s looks in detail, and presents her as having short, 
sandy-brown hair, wearing a tan coat and brown shoes, and carrying a brown briefcase and a 
brown handbag. As focalizer, she thus portrays the woman as literally situating herself in one 
neatly de� ned color category (brown) and, for a moment, falls for the lady’s scheme. When 
the woman takes out a brown fountain pen, Nilda “watched her and wondered if the ink was 
going to come out brown.” But then the girl observes the ink as “coming out blue, just like 
ordinary ink” (118). Registering this, she discloses the contrived nature of the woman’s seem-
ingly indisputable color system, and even implicitly mocks the woman’s stylistic compulsion. 
We could say that the girl here engages in “productive looking,” as she intervenes within the 
� eld of vision by countering the woman’s gaze and suggesting the preposterousness and false-
hood of the latter’s color scheme.

In a second example, taken from the same episode, Nilda’s focalization insinuates that the 
eventual lack of clear color boundaries puzzles those who live in a strictly black-and-white 
frame. When the social worker encounters Nilda’s nephew, a baby with black hair, she gazes 
at the baby’s mother, who is of Eastern European background with a “fair” complexion and 

“light brown hair.” Unable to connect the dark child with the white mother, the woman is 
able to imagine that the baby “ ‘must look like his daddy’ ” (123). But she is taken aback when 
encountering one of Nilda’s brothers, whom Nilda had previously introduced to the reader as 

“the dark one” in the family, with a skin “the color of cinnamon” (29). � e social worker in-
credulously “open[s] her eyes wide, surprised […]” and “stare[s]” at the boy. Her gaze makes 
Nilda feel uneasy, reminding us of the apprehensiveness of Fanon’s narrator in Nilda feel uneasy, reminding us of the apprehensiveness of Fanon’s narrator in Nilda feel uneasy, reminding us of the apprehensiveness of Fanon Black Skin and 
Nel in Morrison’s Nel in Morrison’s Nel in Morrison Sula. “She hated it when they stared at Paul like this woman was doing. […] 
Nilda couldn’t wait for her to stop talking and leave. Leave Paul alone! she thought” (125). � is 
expression of frustration indicates Nilda’s growing awareness of the race issue, and her con-
comitant feelings of discom� ture. But the episode also shows her recognition that, whereas 
she is growing up in a culture that sets o�  black against white, her own world does not always 
show precisely who is black and who is white.

Finally, as if stressing the ambiguous and relative quality of body color, Nilda intimates 
the possibility of color manipulation, and thus again implicitly subverts the notion of racial 
categorization. Depicting the mother of one of her friends as “dark-skinned,” she observes 
how the woman has covered her face with a light-colored powder preceding a church visit 

13. For another example, see Sinclair 1994, 12, 13, 19, 41, 65-66.
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(99). � e mother of another friend has dyed her daughter’s hair “bright yellow” in an attempt 
to have her resemble Shirley Temple (247).14 Nilda does not ponder the political meaning 
of the women’s e� orts to transform “dark” into “bright.” As readers, we only painstakingly 
follow her growing awareness of the relativity of skin color. Nilda’s registration of the social 
worker’s false color scheme as well as the woman’s confusion at the color di� erences within 
the Puerto Rican family, the white facial powder of one friend’s mother, and the “bright yellow” 
hair of another friend suggests that color and race are not immutable socio-political givens. 
But although Nilda is the aware observer of this contingent quality of body color, she does 
not explicitly relate her observations to issues of racism, interraciality, body manipulation, or 
imitation.

Neither does Nilda, as a character, openly discuss the issue of color. She must, on her own, 
� nd out about the issue of race. Not unlike Audre Lorde’s Zami (1982), in which racism is an 
unspeakable issue, Mohr’s Nilda reveals a persistent lack of communication about body color. 
Watching her mother do the housework, Nilda portrays her as having “jet black hair,” “very 
white” skin, and “dark large eyes.” When Nilda inquires whether she will eventually come 
to resemble her mother, she is told to stop “that nonsense”: “ ‘You’re going to look like your-
self, Nilda […] I’m too busy now’.” Presenting herself as too preoccupied to be engaged in 
any comparisons based on racial color, and unwilling or unable to accept the ethnically and 
racially inspired deliberations of her daughter, Nilda’s mother disrupts her daughter’s search 
for a mirror model. However, beyond watching her mother, Nilda interacts with the woman’s 
image and attempts to see herself re� ected there. She compares the maternal image with her 
own mirror image of that morning, when she had “very carefully” studied her own eyes, skin, 
and hair. She had concluded that her “straight brown hair,” the “dark tone of her skin,” and 

“Oriental features” were not identical to her mother’s, but to her father’s (26-27). She thus 
perceives her mother as racially di� erent. In the following section I will demonstrate how 
daughters, through looking in fascination, try to interact with and see themselves re� ected in 
their mothers’ appearances.

The mother photo-graphed

� e mother’s mirror image plays a signi� cant role in the process of growing up. According to 
H. Adlai Murdoch, the Lacanian subject will try to identify with the image of the other in the 
form of the mother in an e� ort to establish a coherent self (1990, 325). Several literary critics 
have taken up this idea. In an analysis of novels written by Simone Schwarz-Bart and Jean 
Rhys, for instance, Ronnie Scharfman discusses mother-daughter bonding through re� ec-
tions and the “regard.” She states: “� e mother � gure presents the � rst external mirror, eventu-
ally internalized, into which a girl-child looks to discover her identity […]. [I]t is within the 
parameters of this possibility for re� ection, in the perpetual and metaphysical sense of the 
word, that the girl comes to be and know” (1981, 89-90). 

In “Fragments of a Fashionable Discourse,” Silverman agrees that the mirror stage is in-
conceivable without the presence and support of an other (like the mother). � e mother’s look 

14. � is episode will be discussed in Chapter 8, “Becoming Shirley.”
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as that of the other “articulates the mirror image, and facilitates the child’s alignment with it. 
In order for the child to continue to ‘see’ itself, it must continue to be (culturally) ‘seen’.” But 
whereas critics usually remember the decisive role of the early mirror stage in Lacan’s account whereas critics usually remember the decisive role of the early mirror stage in Lacan’s account whereas critics usually remember the decisive role of the early mirror stage in Lacan
of subjectivity, says Silverman, the function of the gaze of the other during all subsequent rec-
ognitions of the self is of equal signi� cance (1986, 142-143). Studying the motif of the mirror 
in literature, La Belle points out that growing up, daughters continue to mirror themselves 
in their mothers. “� e basic self/other paradox […] of the mirror image is analogous to the 
self/other interrelationship of mother and daughter. In one’s mother’s mirror, there is a double 
image, the echo and re-echo, the re� ection of the self and the ghostly unseen presence of the 
parent. � e woman undergoes a twofold testing of identity, proved both by that cold objective 
glass and by the overlay of the image of the mother” (1988, 80).

In many coming-of-age narratives, however, the daughter’s mirroring in her mother is 
problematic. At the end of the last section, I have indicated how Nilda is discouraged from 
looking into her mother as mirror and identifying with her mother’s (racial) image. � is is 
echoed in Audre Lorde’s Zami, when the dark-skinned Audre declares that “If anybody asks 
me what I am, I’m going to tell them I’m white same as Mommy,” which evokes her sisters’ 
strong discouragement against doing so, although they are unwilling or unable to defend their 
objection (1990, 58-59). I have also suggested above how Nel, in Morrison’s objection (1990, 58-59). I have also suggested above how Nel, in Morrison’s objection (1990, 58-59). I have also suggested above how Nel, in Morrison Sula, looks away 
from her mother’s “foolish” but charismatic smile. � is looking away, caused by the white con-
ductor’s gaze as well as the black passenger’s stare, is replicated in Judith Ortiz Cofer’s Silent 
Dancing (1990), where the gaze of the other hinders the daughter from identifying with her Dancing (1990), where the gaze of the other hinders the daughter from identifying with her Dancing
mother, “an exotic young beauty, black hair down to her waist and a propensity for wearing 
bright colors and spike heels.” � e mother o� ers no maternal mirror, but rather an image of a 
color-coded sexual being, whose “sensuous walk” is cause for embarrassment (120). In both 
Sula and Silent Dancing the daughters’ ability to construct an identity through the motherly Silent Dancing the daughters’ ability to construct an identity through the motherly Silent Dancing
model is thwarted by the intervention of the interiorized ethnic-racial and sexual gaze. 

� e uneasy mirroring of the daughter in the mother is also an important motive in Paule 
Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959), which I will explore more extensively here. � e girl 
protagonist Selina is unable to identify her mother in an early family photograph: “� e young 
woman in the 1920’s dress with a headband around her forehead could not be the mother.” 
� e use of “the,” addressing Selina’s mother with a term of detachment and sti� ness instead 
of endearment, re� ects the girl’s incapability to recognize her own mother. In addition, Selina 
herself is not included in the photo at all, which she resentfully stares at “in the scant light” of 
her family’s dining room. In the course of the novel, acting as focalizer, Selina continuously 
attempts to compensate for this double lack or absence. In a wedding scene, this becomes 
quite explicit when the two sides of the stained mirror are represented together. While “her 
mind strained to see her [mother] as the girl dancing on the pasture[, and] there was nothing 
to form the image,” she also wonders about her own appearance: “What must she look like 
sitting there […]” (1981, 8, 7, 145-146).

Straining to form the image of her mother, Selina repeatedly creates photographic por-
traits of her mother in the course of the novel. � e following collage of � gurations will show 
how she literally pictures her mother.
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She sat cool, alert, caged in sunlight from the barred window, holding the newspaper 
a little away from her as though the news of the war in Europe might contaminate 
her (52-53). […] [T]he last light [of the early winter sunset] reached in long attenu-
ated strips into the kitchen. Shadows were there also, spreading their dark tentacles 
as the sun thinned. Silla, the barred sunlight and shade on her face, was imprisoned 
within this contradiction of dark and light (76). […] � e mother paused under each 
lamp, li� ed her face into the light and, with the wind tugging at her coat, laughed 
[…]. (106) 

In conjunction, these quotations show how Selina, as focalizer, portrays her mother as hold-
ing on to herself, in the midst of a war in Europe, the winter’s dark shadows, a strong wind 
pulling at her coat. In a stillness resembling that of a photograph, each image presents not a 
� gure swallowed up by her surroundings, or fading away into the urban landscape, but the 
image of a strong and unwavering woman. � e descriptions are thus photographic, but the 
photography is psychologically in� ected.

As if caught and captured by light, the mother � gure is framed and portrayed by her 
daughter: “caged in sunlight,” “barred sunlight and shade on her face,” “imprisoned within 
this contradiction of dark and light,” “li� ed her face into the light.” Although the latter quota-
tion also suggests that the mother poses (“li� ed”), it is Selina who, as focalizer, projects her 
mother and puts her into place. In the following description of her mother, again employing 
light as if literally putting her mother in the spotlight, Selina as focalizer discloses the source 
of her mother’s strength:

Silla swept into the room and the sunlight leaped toward her, sheening her blue satin 
gown, and it was like sunlight striking a blue sea. […] She paused […] framed by the 
dark oak doors, her re� ection held in the tall mirror. But she did not even glance in 
the mirror. Perhaps she needed no reassurance of her beauty. For she was handsome, 
as the women from the hills of Barbados sometimes are, a dark disquieting beauty 
[…]. � ey seemed to use this beauty not to attract but to stave o�  all that might lessen 
their strength.15

As in the examples cited above, it is once again the daughter who, as focalizer, has her mother 
photographed (“sunlight leaped,” “sunlight striking,” “re� ection held”). In the previous quota-
tion Selina’s mother poses by pausing under street lamps and li� ing her face into the light, an 
action that Selina later repeats almost literally, as I will show at the end of this chapter. Here 
the mother again poses/pauses inside the framing door and mirror, as if enabling the focal-
izing daughter to act as photographer. � e mother does not view herself in the mirror, and 
generates no exchange between herself as subject and herself as object. Instead it is the daugh-
ter who, as looking subject, visualizes and frames her mother as object.

Selina frames her mother in multiple ways—by portraying her as focalizer, by captur-
ing her in front of the mirror, and by positioning her within the frame of the oak doors. In 

15. 134-135. Other instances that relate the mother � gure with light, shadow and “gloom” can be found on 
pages 16, 122, 156, 179, 202.
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� e � reshold of the Visible World Silverman� e � reshold of the Visible World Silverman� e � reshold of the Visible World  examines a situation in which the frame of a 
mirror is contained within the larger frame of the doorway. According to Silverman, “this 
foregrounds the fact that the image o� ers a perspective that is outside the dyadic exchange 
between subject and mirror—a perspective which implies, precisely, the camera/gaze” (1996, 
209). Analogously, we could say that in Brown Girl the “dark oak doors” stand in for the cam-
era/gaze. But Selina frames and � xes her mother in yet another way. Reminiscent of Nel, in 
Morrison’s Morrison’s Morrison Sula, and the daughter in Cofer’s Silent Dancing, who portray their mothers not Silent Dancing, who portray their mothers not Silent Dancing
only as racial and ethnic, but also sexual, she follows the quoted maternal portrait by intro-
ducing the male gaze. “When a man looked at [her mother and the other women from the hills 
of Barbados], he did not immediately feel the stir in his groin, but uneasiness � rst and then the 
challenge to prove himself between those thighs” (135). Here, however, it is Selina, as focalizer, 
and not “a man” who gazes at and frames the mother.

� e above quotations demonstrate the importance of light in perception. Silverman has 
noted that indexical signi� ers “created by lighting […] control the viewer’s gaze, inducing 
him or her to concentrate on particular features of the image rather than others” (1984, 23). 
In these quotations, the indexical signi� ers generated by lighting are the mother’s posture, 
strength, and beauty. In addition, the presence of (sun)light enables Selina to notice the dark-
ness of her mother’s body. Signi� cantly, she literally ascribes her mother’s strength to her 
ethnic and racial origin (“Barbados,” “dark”). Selina’s view of her mother’s “dark disquieting 
beauty” is echoed in other instances in the novel, where the woman is described as dark: “dark 
and determined” hands (103), “� ne dark eyes” (174), “dark strength” of her mother’s face 
(177). Altogether, the mother is pictured in black and white, or rather, as black in light: She 
is pictured in “sunlight from the barred window” (52), “[T]he last light [of the early winter 
sunset]” (76), the street lamps (106), leaping sunlight (134), and thus, as Selina as focalizer 
observes above, “imprisoned within [the] contradiction of dark and light” (76)—within the 
racial contradiction of 1940s America.

Yet “dark” has a double edge, for Selina also describes the darkness of her mother in an-
other sense: observing her mother striding home through a park, she focalizes the woman as 
bringing “the theme of winter into the park with her dark dress amid the summer green.” � e 
park, the sun, and the other women present, “g[i]ve way to her dark force” (16). Here Selina 
views her mother not only as dark in the sense of racial and ethnic, but also as stern, ominous, 
and mysterious. � us, it is exactly the photographic quality of Selina’s images of her mother 
that can be seen as an index of the impossibility of identi� cation. Whereas Mohr’s Nilda as fo-
calizer portrays her mother, mirrors herself in her mother but is discouraged from identifying 
with her, Selina’s photographic portraits of her mother do not enable her to mirror herself in 
her mother, nor identify with her. Her mother remains an enigmatic and ambiguous � gure.

Selina � nds other adult female � gures to support and direct her developing sel� ood. One 
female � gure she can possibly identify with, and in whom she can mirror herself, is the tenant 
Suggie, who already appeared in Chapter 3. When Selina looks at Suggie, she sees “her black 
hair whipping,” her “bare body under the robe” dancing to a calypso record (205). Again, she 
perceives her role model as if caught in light, as in a photograph:

Caught in the snatch of light she reminded Selina of a painting she had once seen 
on a museum trip from school. � e � gure of a woman in a gay-� gured cloth seated 
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against a torturous [sic] mass of foliage with sunlight scattered in bright � akes on her 
bronze � esh which, like Suggie’s, absorbed the light, with the same ripe, gently slop-
ing breasts and liquid languid form. (206) 

Analogous to the multiple framing of her mother (description, mirror, doors, male gaze), Nil-
da doubly frames Suggie. As focalizer she outlines her in language, but also frames the woman 
through comparison to a painting. � is is con� rmed by Michie, who points out that the meta-
phor of the painting, to which many literary heroines are compared, “provides a double frame, 
two layers of a code through which the heroine must be ‘read’ ” (1987, 87). Selina further 
demonstrates how the perception of color is intricately interwoven with that of (sexual) forms. 
Looking at Suggie, Selina notices not only the woman’s corporeal form (“liquid languid form”), 
which is caught by light, but also her body color as such (“bronze � esh”). Combined, they con-
stitute the image. � is resonates with Selina’s description of her mother as black in light and as 
a “dark disquieting beauty” whose satin gown “curved low around her full breasts” (134).

When Selina’s mother does not allow her daughter to befriend Suggie, and the latter is 
evicted from her apartment, Selina loses a potential means of bodily re� ection and identi� ca-
tion. Because her mother presents a � gure too ambivalent for identi� cation, and Selina is not 
allowed or able to identify with other role models, it is her own mirror image that will have to 
tell her who she is. In the following section I will therefore examine Selina’s looking at herself.

Looking-glass shame

In Brown Girl at various moments Selina pictures herself while looking at a re� ecting surface. Brown Girl at various moments Selina pictures herself while looking at a re� ecting surface. Brown Girl
For instance, a� er “photographing” the dark force of her mother striding through a park, she 
suddenly moves toward a mirror in order to see herself. Having looked at her mother’s legs, 
trying to � nd “the meaning in that purposeful stride,” she now studies herself while “strug-
gling out of her shorts and tugging at her matted braids”—thus taking o�  the attributes of her 
tomboyish girlhood (16). Like Nilda, who a� er observing her mother remembers her own 
mirror image of that morning, Selina here implicitly compares herself to her mother. She does 
not describe what she sees in the mirror, but only hints at her attempt to identify with her 
mother in her quest for her own self. 

Other scenes are more explicit about how Selina perceives herself. Combined, they con-
stitute a series of recognition scenes, which inform the girl who she is. But this only occurs in 
the course of the novel. At � rst, Selina appears to be introduced by an “omniscient” narrator:

[…] a ten-year-old girl with scu� ed legs and a body as straggly as the clothes she 
wore. A haze of sunlight seeping down from the skylight through the dust and dim-
ness of the hall caught her wide full mouth, the small but strong nose, the eyes set 
deep in the darkness of her face. (4, emphases added)

Selina is not seeing herself here, as there is no mirror present. Sunlight catching Selina’s fa-
cial features thus indicates the presence of an external focalizer. In addition, the use of “the 
clothes,” “the […] nose,” and “the eyes” suggests a somewhat detached, external focalization.
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Yet, later in the same episode, the focalization becomes less unambiguous. It could be 
Selina who, as focalizer, watches her racial and ethnic self:

Slowly she raised her arm, thin and dark in the sun-haze, circled by two heavy silver 
bangles which had come from “home” and which every Barbadian-American girl 
wore from birth. Glaring down, she shook her � st, and the bangles sounded her de� -
ance with a thin clangor. (5, emphases added) 

Resonating with her focalizations of her mother and Suggie, which, I have shown, are medi-
ated by the intervention of light, this description, almost exactly like the � rst one, portrays 
Selina by way of light: “the sun-haze” catches and photographs her, and stresses her color 
(“dark”). Whereas in the other episodes she gazes at an other (two mother � gures), in this 
second quotation it is as if she gazes at herself. � is is, for instance, intimated by the use of 

“heavy” and “de� ance.” However, when looked at closely, the text does not validate Selina’s fo-
calization of herself. For one thing, she could never observe the raised arm while at the same 
time “[g]laring down.” 

� is ambiguity indicates, perhaps, that her image is ultimately dependent on the gaze of 
the other, which is a condition for visibility and existence. Here, an analogy with Lacan’s no-the other, which is a condition for visibility and existence. Here, an analogy with Lacan’s no-the other, which is a condition for visibility and existence. Here, an analogy with Lacan
tion of visual mediation urges itself on us:

[I]n the scopic � eld, the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say, I am a picture. 
[…] What determines me, at the most profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that 
is outside. It is through the gaze that I enter life and it is from the gaze that I receive 
its e� ects. Hence it comes about that the gaze is the instrument through which light 
is embodied and through which […] I am photo-graphed. (Lacan 1978, 106)

� e above quotations taken from Marshall’s text repeat the elements Lacan mentions one by 
one: “sunlight” and “sun-haze” (photo-), “caught” (graphed), outsidedness. And, as a result of 
this Lacanian gaze, darkness emerges as a relevant category and feature (“darkness of her face,” 

“dark in the sun-haze”).
However, Selina also comes to play with this suggested invisible gaze. In the second part 

of the introductory scene, she forms her own image when acting out a play. She pretends to be 
a member of the white family who previously inhabited the house, and is “no longer a dark girl 
alone […], but one of them, invested with their beauty and gentility” (5). � e � oor-to-ceiling 
mirror in the hall retains the white family’s faces. By inference Selina here includes her “dark” 
self in a fantasized “photograph” of the white family—a photo that implicitly compensates for 
Selina’s exclusion from the photograph of her own Barbadian family. Her fantasized integra-
tion into the white family also implicitly negates her darkness and makes her white by relation. 
Signi� cantly, Selina controls the scene as focalizer, as she visualizes “white hands trail[ing] the 
bannister” and “pale footfalls [gliding] up the stairs,” and feels her head “trembl[ing] proudly 
on the stalk of her neck [while], holding up her imaginary gown, she swept downstairs to the 
parlor � oor” (5).

� en the light shining on the photographic image in the mirror interrupts Selina’s game. 
As the girl enters the parlor,
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[…] the chandelier which held the sunlight frozen in its prisms rushed at her, and 
the mirror � ung her back at herself. � e mood was broken. � e gown dropped from 
her limp hands. � e illusory � gures � ed and she was only herself again. A truculent 
face and eyes too large and old, a � at body perched on legs that were too long. A torn 
middy blouse, dirty shorts, and socks that always worked down into the heel of her 
sneakers. � at was all she was. (5-6)

� e above quotation relates to Lacan’s “inside-out structure of the gaze” (82), in which the sub-� e above quotation relates to Lacan’s “inside-out structure of the gaze” (82), in which the sub-� e above quotation relates to Lacan
ject views itself from an external position—from the � eld of the other. � e subject sees itself 
being seen by an exterior gaze (Silverman 1986, 143). Extinguishing the girl’s playful desire, 
the frozen sunlight confronts her with the gaze, which is being re� ected back (“� ung her back 
at herself ”) and leaves Selina paralyzed (“limp”).

Signi� cantly, while the re� ecting surface stands in for the gaze of the other, it does not 
merely and unambiguously represent the social institution of whiteness, as one would expect. 
Whereas the previous quotations (partially) focused on Selina’s ethnicity and darkness, here 
no explicit mention is made of a disillusioned return to her race. � e quotation only vaguely 
hints at Selina’s feelings of lack (“only herself ”; “� at was all she was”)—a lack perhaps of 
the beauty and gentility of the white family that previously lived in her house. But this could 
as well refer to her position as an adolescent (or not yet woman) as to her position as being 
colored. Indeed, the quotation mostly suggests youthful feelings of incompleteness and insuf-
� ciency. In addition, it implies her feelings of fragmentation (“face,” “eyes,” “� at body,” “legs”). 
� is brings us back to Lacan, or more speci� cally, to his notion of a corps morcelé. In the Laca-
nian mirror stage, a child constructs a mirror image of the body as a whole, despite a fantasy 
of the body in bits and pieces. Many adolescents who look in a mirror once again view such a 
fragmented body image.

Selina’s feelings of lack and disjointedness evoke Celie’s, in a scene in Alice Walker’s � e 
Color Purple (1982), where the narrating I stands looking at her “naked self ” in the mirror. 

“My hair is short and kinky […]. My lips just lips” (1985, 266). In an analysis of Walker’s novel, 
Kimberly Benston argues that “[t]he visage is reduced to a bulk of empirical fragments.” Celie 
is “locked” in

a parody of the Lacanian “stade du mirroir,” seeing in the body-wholly-body of the 
doubled “self ” not an enviably whole “Other” (identi� cation with whom yields an 
imagined self-possession) but a � gure stripped of any sign of de� ning coherence. 
(1990, 105)

Selina’s recognition of her image in the mirror (“She was only herself again”) reveals similar 
feelings of disintegration. � is is indicated, for example, by the “bulk of empirical fragments” 
she enumerates, as if exfoliating her sel� ood. Focalizing her own image as disjointed and 
unsettling, “[F]rozen by the images of her outer body” (Holloway 1992, 49), Selina sees in the unsettling, “[F]rozen by the images of her outer body” (Holloway 1992, 49), Selina sees in the unsettling, “[F]rozen by the images of her outer body” (Holloway
mirror “her limp hands,” a “truculent face,” “eyes too large and old,” “a � at body perched on 
legs that were too long,” and several articles of clothing. � is symbolizes “the decomposition 
of a self seen in the mirror as the product of a ‘look of the other’ ” (Benston 1990, 108-109). It 
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is as if the gaze of the other deconstructs instead of constructs a self.16

Signi� cantly, the mirror scene renders Selina’s estranged sense of self and body as gener-
ated by her in-between, adolescent state. It reveals her view of her body as incomplete and not 
yet feminine. La Belle claims that “For many women, how they look is who they are” (1989, 31). 
What you see is what you are. Analogously, I would like to add, what you don’t see (breasts) 
is what you are not (woman). For despite her “old” eyes, Selina’s body is still uncurved (“� at”). 
All in all, the mirror presents Selina as a bewildered, de� ant and ungainly tomboy, as a child/
not-yet-woman dressed in ripped and dirty childish clothes (“shorts,” “middy blouse,” “sneak-
ers”) over a � at and incoherent body balancing on legs that are too long. Like her own body’s 
uneasy balance on uncertain legs, Selina is suspended between childhood and adulthood.

Two other mirror scenes suggest Selina’s shame of her in-between state of being. When gaz-
ing at (and implicitly mirroring herself in) her friend’s “tiny breasts nud[ging] her middy blouse,” 
Selina feels ashamed of her own “shapelessness.” In a later mirror scene, which will be discussed 
in the following section, Selina looks at her own body and notes “the tiny breasts” and “long 
loose-jointed legs [and] the narrow body perched on top of them.”17 � e girl’s embarrassment 
regarding her body brings to mind Virginia Woolf ’s recounting of her early feelings of discom-
fort with mirrors. In her tomboyish youth of playing cricket and climbing trees, Woolf was afraid fort with mirrors. In her tomboyish youth of playing cricket and climbing trees, Woolf was afraid fort with mirrors. In her tomboyish youth of playing cricket and climbing trees, Woolf
that looking in a mirror would entrap her into creating a di� erent social and sexual identity. 
Unwilling to de� ne herself as traditionally feminine, she (partially) denied herself experiences of 
mirroring. Her “looking glass shame” was the feeling she “had in being caught looking at myself 
in the glass in the hall. I must have been ashamed or afraid of my own body” (1976, 68).

Although Woolf is speaking only of the shame of her gendered body, this kind of shame Although Woolf is speaking only of the shame of her gendered body, this kind of shame Although Woolf
can be magni� ed in a context of immigration and racialization. � e adult narrator of Cofer’s 
Silent Dancing takes up WoolfSilent Dancing takes up WoolfSilent Dancing ’s “looking glass shame” in order to discuss what she calls “cul-
tural schizophrenia.” Pointing out that the ethnic and racial aspects of an adolescent’s devel-
opment are intricately interwoven with the general awareness of herself as growing up as a 
woman, she states, 

It is not unusual for an adolescent to feel disconnected from her body—a stranger to 
herself and to her new developing needs—but I think that to a person living simul-
taneously in two cultures this phenomenon is intensi� ed. Even as I dealt with the 
trauma of leaving childhood, I saw that “cultural schizophrenia” was undoing many 
others around me at di� erent stages of their lives. (1990, 118) 

� is quotation � nally brings us to Selina’s growing awareness of her racial body, on which the 

16. � e scene also echoes an episode in Kincaid (1985). In her discussion of this novel, stressing the sense 
of self as rooted in the body, Hoving (2001) points out that the narrator’s description of her hands presents “a 
multiple image of two parts of the body which seem to be independent from the narrator herself.” It indicates 

“doubts about one’s identity [that] are o� en expressed in an alienating description of the uncontrollability of 
one’s own body […]” (208).
17. 15, 94. It is telling that Selina describes her breasts as “the tiny breasts.” Grosz contends that in pubertal 
development the genitalia and secondary sexual characteristics “only bit by bit acquire representation in the 
body image” (1994, 75-76). Selina is as yet unable to include her breasts in her own body image.
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following section will focus. For Marshall’s text ultimately does show that the girl’s looking-
glass shame involves more than a shame of her adolescent, female body. It is also a shame of 
her colored body. Like the adult narrator of Fanon’s text, who expresses his “Shame. Shame her colored body. Like the adult narrator of Fanon’s text, who expresses his “Shame. Shame her colored body. Like the adult narrator of Fanon
and self-contempt” upon being “� xed and self-contempt” upon being “� xed and self-contempt” upon being “ [as a] Negro” (116), Selina experiences feelings of shame 
when she views her body as emerging racially.

Brown streak, brown blur

Selina’s introduction at the beginning of Marshall’s text, I have shown, renders her discontent 
at recognizing the incoherence and incompleteness of her gendered body. � is section will 
show that, in the course of the novel, the girl’s feelings of alienation and embarrassment also 
turn out to be an e� ect of her “darkness.” � e following two scenes from Brown Girl drama-Brown Girl drama-Brown Girl
tize Selina’s growing awareness of this darkness. At the same time, they demonstrate the girl’s 
productive response.

Dressed up for a wedding party, Selina “feels that she did not quite belong to herself,” as 
she is “owned,” “imprisoned,” “estranged,” and “bound” by the various feminine elements of 
her attire (134). Her feelings of alienation only grow at the party, where she feels observed 
and out of place—viewed by the sweeping, “slanted eyes” of one of the female guests, whose 
individual gaze stands in for the Lacanian presence of others (141). According to Silverman, 
the gaze “is the inscription in the � eld of vision of the symbolic, of the necessity for every 
subject to be seen in order to ‘be’. ” But, signi� cantly, the look also plays a key role in produc-
ing a “scopic transaction.” Although Selina is positioned within the � eld of vision and “within 
spectacle,” and although she is in the “ ‘picture’ ” and a “ ‘subject of representation’,” adopting 
a spectatorial position, she is in turn looking (Silverman 1996, 222, 60, 133). � us, she is not 
only watched by the female guest with the “slanted eyes,” but is also herself involved in looking, 
as she describes the woman “with her abundant breasts constrained in red lace” (136).

Selina’s looking strikingly resembles that of Gwendolyn Brooks’s Maud Martha in her 
portrayal of guests at a dance, as discussed above. Like Maud Martha who, seated on a bench 
by the wall, is “[t]rying to look nonchalant” (1981, 85), Selina, le�  alone at a table, tries “to 
hide her loneliness” (146). Like Maud Martha who is aware of the gaze of her dance partner 
and her husband (“he keeps looking at my color,” 87), Selina knows she is being looked at 
by the dancers and “the faceless onlookers crowded at the open windows and doors” (146). 
Like Maud Martha, who implicitly returns the gaze of the other dancers by describing, as 
focalizer, their appearance (the women’s splendid gowns, her dance partner’s mustache and 
scents, her husband’s looks), Selina portrays, and indeed photo-graphs, the other guests at the 
party—their extravagant gowns of satin and lace, their earrings caught in the “[l]ong threads 
of sunlight reach[ing] from the small windows high in the nave,” and the bride’s “small � gure 
draped in white” bathed by the “sunlight in the doorway” (136-137, emphases added). Selina’s 
descriptions of the other guests indicate not only an adolescent preoccupation with the body, 
and its uses and ways of beauti� cation, but also her own power of looking.

Like Maud Martha, Selina feels out of place. Yet whereas Maud Martha, who is Selina’s 
senior, feels alienated solely because of her color (and class, perhaps), Selina’s feelings of 
alienation are due both to her color and age. Observing and implicitly comparing herself to 
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the other graceful and delicate young women present (“gloved hands [lying] lifelessly in their 
laps”), and the graceful college girls like her sister (“faint lipstick,” “gloved hands”) (145-146), 
she wonders: “What must she look like sitting here, […] with the childish bow and the yellow 
gown that made her skin darker, with her jutting elbows and wrists” (146). In this passage the 
girl’s feelings of shame, echoing her previous “she was only herself again” and “� at was all 
she was” (5-6, emphases added), are instigated by the perception of herself as lacking—both 
maturity (“childish bow,” “jutting elbows and wrists”) and light skin (“her skin darker”).

� is double de� ciency is dramatized again in another episode in the novel. When her 
friend Miss � ompson, who runs a beauty parlor, comments jokingly about the rapid growth 
of Selina’s legs, Selina responds to the woman’s gaze at her body by dully staring at her own 
image in the salon’s mirror, observing “her long loose-jointed legs [and] the narrow body 
perched on top of them. Except for the tiny breasts she still belied her sex […]” (94). � e 
use of “still” only vaguely anticipates her growing out of childhood and into a woman’s body. 
Angry and confused Selina

ran back into the booth and slammed her body down into the swivel chair and sent 
the chair hurtling around at a furious spin. Each time she sped past the mirror her 
face was more blurred until it was only a brown streak. She was blurring into noth-
ingness and she deserved it. (94)

Spinning dizzily around in the swivel chair, Selina engages in a contradictory act. On the one 
hand, the violent rotation of the swivel chair brings about a continuous confrontation with 
her adolescent and black body. What the girl thus sees is what is being sent back: the gaze. On 
the other hand, however, she appears to use the mirror’s “in� nite potential for […] distortion,” 
and unframes herself, by “stepping out” of her portrait (Michie 1987, 88). Although Helena 
Michie calls this a subversive move for women (1987, 107), Selina is in the end only able to 
experience herself as unclear.

� e mirror image is reduced to blurs, and thus e� ects the ultimate negation of the girl and 
her image (“nothingness”), penalizing her for something she has done. � e centrifugal force 
of the spinning chair causes Selina to lose contact with the core of her being—the illusion of 
center being � ung and hurled away—and turns her into a mere “streak.” Signi� cantly, Selina 
presents her blurred image not merely as a streak, but as a brown streak. Whereas her alien-
ation is clearly located in the female body, as shown above, Selina experiences her fragmented 
self as colored. She sees her face as white patriarchal society sees her—in terms of color. Even 
when dissolved into a whirling pirouette, Selina remains colored: the brown streak, indicating 
her racial identity, persists.

� e identi� cation of one’s image in the mirror as a brown streak is not an incidental 
� guration in this text only. It also occurs, for instance, in “� e Lost Daughter” (1991), an 
autobiographical poem written by Marilyn Nelson Waniek. � e narrating I remembers losing 
sight of her mother among the aisles of a department store while they are Christmas shopping. 
Presumably lightheaded and dazed by the multiplicity of consumer goods, Christmas lights, 
and shop mirrors, the girl recognizes that her re� ection in the mirrors “rendered nothing 
more at my eye level than a small brown blur” (209; emphasis added). She wanders out of the 
store, understanding 
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[…] why the salesclerks didn’t see
a little girl in a chester� eld coat, 
plaid bows on her � ve skimpy braids,
[…]
as the � ngers in my mittens froze,
and fell o� , one by one.
My skin, then my bones turned to stone 
[…]

Imaginatively and retroactively the girl presents herself to the salesclerks as a relatively co-
herent and orderly customer. � is is suggested by “in,” “on,” and “in”: the girl in the coat, the 
bows on the braids, and the � ngers in the mittens are connected and in place. But, ignored 
as a whole perhaps because of her smallness (“little girl,” “skimpy braids”), the girl is reduced 
to an isolated “small brown blur.” Feeling forlorn in the coldness of the city, she then dri� s 
among taxis’ squealing brakes and beeping horns, amidst the “solid, steady roar/ of voices, 
wheels and motors,” “the hurrying crowd,” and “the thick white words people spoke.” Lost in 
the city streets, she feels fragmented in her body and experiences � ngers falling o� , and skin 
as separate from bones (“My skin, then my bones”). 

Whereas she was neither noticed nor addressed by the salesclerks, she is � nally spotted 
and interpellated (“spat out my name”) by her mother. Only then does she recognize herself 
in the window glass, and is “formed again instantaneously under her [mother’s] glaring eyes.” 
Due to the mother’s interpellation and gaze, the girl feels her face “� y back into focus,” as if, 
like Selina who spun around in the swivel chair, she had previously lost her central core.

In the plate glass window I recognized 
the shape Mama shook and embraced—
the runny nose, the eyes’ frightened gleam, 
the beret askew on hair gone wild—
and knew myself made whole again, her child (210). 

� e girl’s feelings of alienation, indicated by the description of her body as “the shape,” and her 
body’s various loose elements as not belonging to her (“the runny nose,” “the eyes,” “the beret,” 

“hair gone wild”), are halted by her mother’s embrace, and she feels “whole” again. � is is not a 
dramatic or titanic recognition scene involving coming-into-color-consciousness, as in � eir 
Eyes Were Watching God when Janie exclaims: “Aw aw! Ah’m colored!” Yet, like the scene in Eyes Were Watching God when Janie exclaims: “Aw aw! Ah’m colored!” Yet, like the scene in Eyes Were Watching God
which Selina perceives her body as a brown streak, it shows the girl’s growing awareness of her 
own body, including its raciality. In time, the brown blur will add to the narrator’s awareness 
of herself as black.

In this section we have moved from Selina’s private mirror experience in the parlor of her 
family’s home to her being “within spectacle” in the public sphere—a wedding party, a beauty 
salon—where she is gazed at by others. Waniek’s narrator also confronts herself in public, in a salon—where she is gazed at by others. Waniek’s narrator also confronts herself in public, in a salon—where she is gazed at by others. Waniek
shop’s mirrors and a window glass. In becoming exposed in public, both girls follow the pro-
tagonists of the other texts discussed in this chapter. In the following section I will follow the 
gaze roaming in the city streets when it is supplemented by the eminently social-institutional 
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speech act of interpellation and the subject’s looking in the mirror of a shop window. Interpel-
lation and the acts of gazing and looking, I will demonstrate, call forth feelings of alienation, 
fragmentation, incapacity, and paralysis. 

Objects in a shop window

“Cincinnati” (1976), a poem by Mitsuye Yamada, expresses initial feelings of freedom and 
movement in an anonymous city of “rush hour tra�  c” and “people criss-cross[ing] the street 
like the spokes of a giant wheel.”18 It is a place where no one knows the narrating I, until she is 
interpellated—and thus no longer anonymous—in a racist way:

[…] 
no one knew me

No one except one 
hissing voice that said
dirty jap
warm spittle on my right cheek.
I turned and faced
the shop window
and my spittled face
spilled onto a hill
of books.
Words on display.
[…] (42).

Whereas in Waniek’s poem the narrating I is recovered and “made whole again” when inter-Whereas in Waniek’s poem the narrating I is recovered and “made whole again” when inter-Whereas in Waniek
pellated and stared at (“When Mama spat out my name,” “under her glaring eyes,” 210), in 
Yamada’s poem the narrating I, literally made “dirty” by the verbal interpellation and “warm Yamada’s poem the narrating I, literally made “dirty” by the verbal interpellation and “warm Yamada
spittle” of a passer-by, ends up alienated.19 Although her mother is embodied in the bleached 
and laced handkerchief she has ironed, and which is used to remove the spittle, she is not pres-
ent to shake and embrace her girl.

Carrying her mother’s immaculate and feminine handkerchief had not protected the girl 
from being named a dirty jap. She drops her handkerchief in the gutter, where it “blossom[s]/ 
[…] atop teeth marked/ gum wads and heeled candy wrappers” (43). � e narrator thus aban-
dons the white, laced hankie, gendered symbol of delicate handling and femininity, as well 
as maternal love and care. She surrenders it to the city’s impersonal, crude, and hectic atmo-
sphere, where hurrying people resemble the mechanical “spokes of a giant wheel” (42) where 

18. 1986, 42. Yamamoto (1999), in contrast, claims that “[t]he imagery of the ‘criss-crossed’ street and its 
comparison to ‘spokes’ suggests continued social imprisonment” (212).
19. For a discussion of dirt as “disjunction,” and as suggesting “unassimilability and alienation,” see Chiu
2004, 8. “Dirtying others involves scopic practices based on visible di� erentiation” (9).
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gum wads could have been marked by anybody’s teeth, and candy wrappers are heeled by the 
steps of anonymous, rushing crowds. Dropped in the gutter the hankie, though � owering, will 
disappear into the anonymity of the city just like other waste matter. Just as the gum and wrap-
pers are exposed to the violence of teeth and heels, and just as the handkerchief is now ex-
posed to the dirtiness of the gutter, the girl is being exposed to the slur and spittle of the city.

Her self-image, however, will not disappear like the handkerchief, gum wads, candy wrap-
pers, and other debris: “Everyone knew me” (43) expresses a recognition of oneself as undeni-
ably other, as non-white, as conspicuous. � e girl is not free, nor comfortably anonymous, but 
locked in the dominant culture’s racist structure. � is is the “dehumanizing nature of specular 
violence” of which Rey Chow writes: “ ‘� e activity of watching is linked by projection to violence” of which Rey Chow writes: “ ‘� e activity of watching is linked by projection to violence” of which Rey Chow
physical nakedness. Watching is theoretically de� ned as the primary agency of violence, an 
act that pierces the other, who inhabits the place of passim victim on display’ ” (quoted in Bow
2001, 58).

Analogous to this narrating I’s confrontation with her face in the shop window, in Brown 
Girl it is also a shop window that, in a climactic textual moment, reveals to Selina her ethnic Girl it is also a shop window that, in a climactic textual moment, reveals to Selina her ethnic Girl
and racial self. It is the culmination of several recognition scenes throughout the novel, some 
of which I have discussed above. It is a � nal dramatic recognition scene, one “titanic” moment, 
which repeats the recognition scenes recounted in Fanon’s and Hurstonwhich repeats the recognition scenes recounted in Fanon’s and Hurstonwhich repeats the recognition scenes recounted in Fanon ’s texts and the other ’s and Hurston’s texts and the other ’s and Hurston
coming-of-age texts mentioned in this chapter. It, too, makes Selina suddenly and painfully 
aware of her color.

Selina’s � rst encounter with racism follows a dance recital in which she has starred, and 
her subsequent confrontation with the white mother of one of the chorus girls. Selina senses 
that the woman is observing her: “[…] from behind [the] pale screen [of her eyes] she re-
garded Selina with an intense interest and irritation.” Her subsequent inquiry involving Seli-
na’s ethnicity makes the girl feel “imprisoned in the wing chair under the glaring lamp […].” 
While expressing her racist views, the woman even literally imprisons Selina by pouncing on 
her knee and preventing her departure. Feeling helpless, the girl wishes the woman would see 

“that she was simply a girl of twenty with a slender body and slight breasts and no power with 
words […]” (286-287, 289). As focalizer, Selina thus constructs an image of herself as an aver-
age girl, with a sexual but colorless body, just like all the other girls.

While the woman interrogates Selina on the subject of her ethnic background, Selina 
describes the woman’s whiteness in detail—as if returning the woman’s scrutiny. In this she 
engages in Silverman’s notion of productive looking, and Spillersengages in Silverman’s notion of productive looking, and Spillersengages in Silverman ’s notion of seeing out. Analo-
gous to the way in which she had earlier constituted an image of her own mother using light 
and frames, and of the bride and wedding guests, she now attempts to construct the white 
woman’s racial image. In the mere � ve pages covering the incident, Selina refers to the woman’s 
racial features no fewer than twelve times. It is the “tall lamp” that enables Selina to perceive 
the woman’s body color: “pale powdered skin,” “pale hand,” “graying blond hair,” and “lacklus-
ter blue eyes [that were] almost colorless.” If these features appear almost colorless from the 
e� ects of manipulation (“powder”), age (“graying”), or dullness and apathy (“lackluster”), the 
girl simply feels the woman’s whiteness: “it was in the very texture of her skin” (285).

Selina’s looking at the woman also causes her to look at herself, as the white woman’s eyes 
suddenly function as a “well-lighted mirror” (289). Whereas earlier that evening the theater’s 
spotlight, cascading down, had “formed a protective ring around her” on stage (281), o� -stage, 
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light only consolidates Selina’s racial di� erence. � e “glaring” light of the lamp transforms the 
woman’s eyes into a mirror. Looking at her own re� ection, Selina sees “for the � rst time […] 
the full meaning of her black skin.” It makes her understand that “the woman saw one thing 
above all else”: her color (289). In the shock caused by her own re� ection Selina senses a dis-
unity between her image as self and her image as other, between the self as subject and the self 
as its own object. In Du Boisian terms, Selina experiences a double consciousness.

� e scene of recognition ends with Selina wildly � eeing from the place of violation, caus-
ing the lamp to crash to the � oor and a “darkness [to] explode […]” (290). By knocking over 
the lamp, Selina literally appears to show her “capacity to turn the light […] o� ” and expose 

“the purely provisional nature of the illuminated image” (Silverman 1996, 81). However, the 
crashing of the lamp does not extinguish the gaze of the other; light and a mirror still catch 
Selina’s blackness. Having run until she is exhausted, she � nds herself in the deep entranceway 
of a vacant store and collapses in the “cold shadows” there.

� e meager glow of a distant street light fell aslant the window and, suddenly curious, 
she held her face to the light. With trembling � ngers she found her handkerchief and, 
wetting it, wiped o�  the stage make-up and then rubbed the dirt from the window. 
(290) 

In a striking parallel with her earlier representation of her mother, who paused under each 
street lamp, li� ing her face to the light (106), Selina portrays herself in the darkness of the 
entranceway, as “she held her face to the light.” But whereas her mother appeared to pause/
pose for Selina, Selina poses for herself. Again, her shape and color are perceived in a photo-
graphic moment, in which light (the “street light”) and a screen (the shop window) catch her 

“dark face” (291). Whereas in the previous episode, in the parlor of her family’s house, the mir-
ror had “� ung her back at herself ” (6), Selina assumes a more active stance here. Although the 
screen of the white woman’s eyes had been imposed on her and had forced her to see herself 
as black, here, on the street, it is Selina herself who is acting as “photographer”: by holding her 
face to the light, she is the one who is shooting the picture. 

However, she is still confronted with her black body, the brown streak of the beauty parlor 
episode. In the re� ecting surface of the store window, instead of the usual consumer com-
modities, Selina perceives her own black materiality. Susan Willis writes that Selina’s black-
ness is suddenly “held up in front of her like an object,” and she perceives herself as the racist 
society sees her, with the eyes of the oppressor (1990 I, 23-24; also Kubitschek 1991, 74). Since society sees her, with the eyes of the oppressor (1990 I, 23-24; also Kubitschek 1991, 74). Since society sees her, with the eyes of the oppressor (1990 I, 23-24; also Kubitschek
Selina is rendered into an object to be looked at, a comparison with some of the other texts 
discussed in this chapter urges itself on us—Fanon’s narrative, in which the narrating I makes discussed in this chapter urges itself on us—Fanon’s narrative, in which the narrating I makes discussed in this chapter urges itself on us—Fanon
himself into an object, but also Waniek’s poem, in which the narrator looks at herself in the himself into an object, but also Waniek’s poem, in which the narrator looks at herself in the himself into an object, but also Waniek
department store’s looking glass, and Yamada’s poem, in which the autobiographical I, having department store’s looking glass, and Yamada’s poem, in which the autobiographical I, having department store’s looking glass, and Yamada
been racially harassed, confronts a “shop window” where her face, like an image, “spilled onto 
a hill of books.”

Waniek’s, YamadaWaniek’s, YamadaWaniek ’s, and Marshall’s, Yamada’s, and Marshall’s, Yamada ’s texts yield other compelling, common elements. Anal-
ogous to the narrators of the two poems, who � nd themselves in the hectic rush of people 
and tra�  c, Selina has, before her encounter with the shop window, struggled through “the 
maze of tra�  c and blurred white faces, past spiraling buildings ablaze with light.” She hears 
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trumpeting car horns behind her, and feels as if the city’s swollen sounds mock her � ight (290). 
All three protagonists thus � nd themselves lost in, and overwhelmed by, their nameless urban 
environment. � e city, with its anonymous hostility and undesired re� ections, thus becomes a 
trope for the double di�  culty of growing up female and colored in environments where color 
is an object of contempt.

All three also experience an alienation that centers itself in body and body color, and 
causes paralysis and incapacity. � e narrator of Waniek’s poem � rst � nds herself transformed causes paralysis and incapacity. � e narrator of Waniek’s poem � rst � nds herself transformed causes paralysis and incapacity. � e narrator of Waniek
into a “brown blur,” and then feels her cold and stony � ngers falling o�  one at a time. Yamada’s into a “brown blur,” and then feels her cold and stony � ngers falling o�  one at a time. Yamada’s into a “brown blur,” and then feels her cold and stony � ngers falling o�  one at a time. Yamada
narrator � nds herself physically paralyzed (“I li� ed my right hand/ but it would not obey me,” 
43); and Selina su� ers from a stitch in her side and a cramp in her leg, which causes her to 
limp.20 While the narrator of Waniek’s text is just ignored by the salesclerks of the department  While the narrator of Waniek’s text is just ignored by the salesclerks of the department  While the narrator of Waniek
store (“the salesclerks didn’t see/ A little girl”), Yamada’s and Marshallstore (“the salesclerks didn’t see/ A little girl”), Yamada’s and Marshallstore (“the salesclerks didn’t see/ A little girl”), Yamada ’s narrators are directly 
responding to racist harassments that cause the one narrator to “fumble[…] for a hankie” 
(Yamada 43) and the other to � nd her handkerchief with “trembling � ngers” (Marshall 290). 
Both girls attempt to recover from the racist assault by a ritual of cleansing: the narrator of 
Yamada’s poem wipes spittle and tears from her face, while Selina cleanses the face she had Yamada’s poem wipes spittle and tears from her face, while Selina cleanses the face she had Yamada
covered with stage make-up. Earlier that evening, just before stepping onto the stage, she had 
acknowledged how “exposed she would be despite the heavy stage make-up and the black 
leotard” (281). Here, at the shop window, she exposes herself even more by removing her 
make-up. In addition, she cleans the window, as if polishing and creating her personal mirror, 
underscoring her recognition that the image is a mere re� ection.

The heart of darkness

Where Yamada’s poem leaves us with the acknowledgment that ethnic and racial di� erence Where Yamada’s poem leaves us with the acknowledgment that ethnic and racial di� erence Where Yamada
stigmatizes one, even or precisely in the anonymity of the city (“Everyone knew me”), Mar-
shall’s Selina has only now fully entered her phase of racial recognition.

She peered shyly at her re� ection—the way a child looks at himself in the mirror. 
And, in a sense, it was a discovery for her also. She was seeing, clearly for the � rst 
time, the image which the woman—and the ones like the woman—saw when they 
looked at her. […] Her dark face must be confused in their minds with what they 
feared most: with the night, symbol of their ancient fears, which seethed with sin 
and harbored violence, which spawned the beast in its fen; with the heart of darkness 
within them and all its horror and fascination. (290-291)

Here the shi�  of focalization from external overseer (“the way a child looks at himself in the 
mirror”) to the girl (“She was seeing”), epitomizes Selina’s growing awareness of herself as a 
black girl. 

Selina notices that the “image” of her face “had the shape and form of her face but was 

20. 290. � is echoes, of course, the earlier “� e gown dropped from her limp hands,” when Selina looks at 
herself in the parlor mirror of her family’s home (5, emphasis added).
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not really her face” (290). At � rst sight, this neatly � ts in with the Lacanian mirror stage, in 
which the child looks in the mirror and comes to a shock of awareness that the mirror image 
is that of an other—someone or something distinct and separate. � is � rst recognition of self, 
based on an exterior, illusory, and visual image that is not the self, helps shape the sense of self. 
Following Lacan, Mieke Bal characterizes this exteriorization of the body as an “indispensable 
step toward subjective existence.” � e mirror stage is central to the formation of the cultural 
subject because it presents the pre-cultural and sensational body with the opportunity to take 
up a position in space. � e cultural body is visible, visually perceived, and sees itself (seeing 
itself) (1999, 234). � is, indeed, is what happens to Selina. � e phrase “saw when they looked 
at her” shows that the girl is not only actively looking, but also perceives herself as being 
looked at.

But we could also say that Selina’s observation that the “image” of her face “had the shape 
and form of her face but was not really her face” is related to the imposition of a cultural idea 
regarding black womanhood. According to Bal, in the process of subject formation, the sub-
ject identi� es with its image, whereas at the same time it is projected and culturally established 
and multiplied. In the mirror the self is re-presented, presented back to the subject as object 
(1999, 232-233, 236). In her discussion of Brown Girl, Susan Stanford Friedman points out 
that “[i]n contrast to the imago in the Lacanian mirror stage, the false self in the window is 
not Selina’s creation, but rather the cultural meaning of black womanhood that she has internal-
ized and must destroy” (1988, 51, second emphasis added). Friedman’s “has internalized” and ized and must destroy” (1988, 51, second emphasis added). Friedman’s “has internalized” and ized and must destroy” (1988, 51, second emphasis added). Friedman

“must destroy” will now be explored a bit further.
Marshall’s text makes clear that Selina has internalized the oppressor’s equation of black-

ness and sin. For in the re� ection in the store window Selina discovers � gures representing her 
clandestine enjoyments with her lover, her deception of the Barbadian Association that had 
granted her an award, and her lies to her mother. � ese sins

took form in the shadows around her—small hideous shapes jeering her and touching 
her with cold and viscid hands. � ey were unbearable suddenly, monstrous. (291)

� is dramatization of Selina’s feelings of alienation echoes Virginia Woolf ’s experience, when 
she looked in a mirror and suddenly perceived, over her shoulder, “a horrible face—the face 
of an animal […].” Jenijoy La Belle calls Woolf ’s experience “a foreboding of insanity” and 
an intense magni� cation of self-consciousness that converts objecti� cation into alienation: 

“It is only a step away from looking in the mirror and, instead of seeing her own face, seeing 
something nonhuman.”21

In her article “� e Monster in the Mirror,” Jane Gallop explains how the word monstrous 
indicates the “abnormality” of “a being whose boundaries are inadequately di� erentiated, thus 
calling into question the fundamental opposition of self and other.” Such a monstrous being 
is horrifying because of the self ’s interest in its own independence, individuation, and reli-
ability (1989, 15). Woolf ’s autobiographical I has not (yet) become a monstrous being herself, 
claims La Belle. We could, however, say that her mirror image represents an othering of self 
into inhuman creatures, monsters trying to control her. Similarly, in the last quotation from 

21. Woolf 1976, 69; La Belle21. Woolf 1976, 69; La Belle21. Woolf  1988, 158.
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Brown Girl, Selina does not (yet) see herself as a monstrous � gure, but she comes dangerously 
close to internalizing the dominant culture’s association of darkness with sin, as her sins take 

“form in the shadows around her.” � e monstrous shadows, which constitute an index of threat, 
reveal how Selina all of a sudden discovers her being part of a network of ties and strands, 
which she is unable to untangle. � ey expose her inability to separate and delineate her own 
boundaries, and embody not only her entanglement in her ties to her lover, her ethnic com-
munity, and her mother, but also her inability to defy the imposition of Friedman’s “cultural munity, and her mother, but also her inability to defy the imposition of Friedman’s “cultural munity, and her mother, but also her inability to defy the imposition of Friedman
meaning of black womanhood” (1988, 51).

We could also interpret Selina’s monstrous shadows in a more general sense, which then 
� nally brings us to Friedman’s “must destroy.” In her study of the “Afro-American” and “Afro-� nally brings us to Friedman’s “must destroy.” In her study of the “Afro-American” and “Afro-� nally brings us to Friedman
Caribbean” Bildungsroman, Geta LeSeur claims that the “race” issue “looms largely in the 
background” of girls of color. � e adolescent protagonists of the texts studied by LeSeur are, 
on a daily basis, reminded of their own color, “the high premium” attached to white skin 
(1986, 27, 32). What “looms largely in the background” is the gaze—or rather, the repertoire 
of cultural images that mediates the gaze. Lacan maintains that we primarily apprehend the 
gaze through a mediation of the “screen.” Instead of photographing us directly, the gaze pho-
tographs us through intervening cultural representations. “In order to emerge within the � eld 
of vision, the subject must […] align him- or herself identi� catorily with the screen […]” (in 
Silverman 1996, 18).

Partially following Lacan, Silverman de� nes the screen as an ideologically de� ned reper-
toire of cultural images through which subjects in a given society are constituted and di� eren-
tiated “in relation to class, race, sexuality, and nationality.” � e screen is “responsible both for 
the way in which the inhabitants of that society experience the gaze’s e� ects, and for much of 
the seeming particularity of that society’s visual regime.” As mediating grid, the screen “gives 
shape and signi� cance to how we are seen by ‘others as such,’ how we de� ne and interact with 
the agency to whom we attribute our visibility, and how we perceive the world.”22 � is screen 
turns up in Marshall’s text, when Selina is not only confronted with her own body’s darkness, 
but also with “the heart of darkness within white people,” an intertextual reference to Joseph 
Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness (1902) that stands in for the screen as an ideologically de-
� ned repertoire of cultural images.23

Signi� cantly, Silverman’s use of “perceive” includes the look in her de� nition of the Signi� cantly, Silverman’s use of “perceive” includes the look in her de� nition of the Signi� cantly, Silverman
screen, as she, following Vilem Flusser, sees the screen as an imaginary view� nder or cam-screen, as she, following Vilem Flusser, sees the screen as an imaginary view� nder or cam-screen, as she, following Vilem Flusser
era lens, which “organizes what we see in relation to the range and formal logic of culturally 
available photographic representations […].” � e screen “intervenes between the world and 
our look, structuring what we see in photographic terms […].” It is “the conduit through 
which social and historical variability is introduced not only into the relation of the gaze to 

22. 1992, 150; see also 149, 353; 1996 135, 174. Emphasis added.
23. � e quotation of Conrad’s title indirectly repeats a statement made in another text written by Marshall. 
Her narrator Reena contends that darkness has turned into a symbol of “all that is evil and inferior,” which 
both blacks and whites attempt to escape. Rejected by the light-skinned parents of her boyfriend, the narrat-
ing I claims: “I wasn’t a person to [them], but a symbol of the darkness they were in � ight from […]” (1985, 
79). Cornell (1992) explains that “what is ‘black’ stands in for a whole series of negative metaphors associated 
with evil and displaces [sic] very basic fear of otherness into the so-called reality of a color—black” (65).
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the subject-as-spectacle, but also into that of the gaze to the subject-as-look” (1996, 197, 135; 
emphases added).

� e narrators of Yamada’s and Marshall� e narrators of Yamada’s and Marshall� e narrators of Yamada ’s texts are literally confronted with this “screen” 
when they look at themselves in the mirrors of shop windows. � e windows here stand in for 
Silverman’s “culturally generated image or repertoire of cultural images” (1996, 135). In Yama-Silverman’s “culturally generated image or repertoire of cultural images” (1996, 135). In Yama-Silverman
da’s poem, for instance, the narrator sees herself “spilled onto a hill/ of books./ Words on dis-da’s poem, for instance, the narrator sees herself “spilled onto a hill/ of books./ Words on dis-da
play” (43). According to Traise Yamamoto, “the shop window divides the young woman from 
the displayed books, symbols of discursive power, thus contrasting the silent subject with the 

‘hissing’ voice of white society […]” (1999, 213). Patti Duncan explains that the “hill of books” 
refers to the “national � ctions,” the “o�  cial, total histories [that] are consistently interrogated 
and challenged by Yamada, o� en by her insertion of oppositional histories” (2004, 93).

But whereas Yamada’s narrator “turned and faced/ the shop window,” she does nothing But whereas Yamada’s narrator “turned and faced/ the shop window,” she does nothing But whereas Yamada
to “destroy” the image (Friedman 1988, 51). In contrast, Marshall’s Selina “rubbed the dirt 
from the window.” � is indicates, perhaps, a hesitant attempt at “destroy[ing]” the image, or 
at least a manipulation of the screen. Lacan has suggested that the subject-as-spectacle is not 
completely caught up in the imaginary capture, but able to play with the gaze through a ma-
nipulation of the screen in order to intimidate, disguise, and distort. In several of her works, 
Silverman discusses this possibility. In “Fassbinder and Lacan: A Reconsideration of Gaze, 
Look and Image” (1989) she calls the possibility of playing with the mirror image critically 
and politically important, but does not elaborate on the possibilities of play. Male Subjectiv-
ity at the Margins (1992) explains that Lacan’s notion of the screen attributes to the subject (1992) explains that Lacan’s notion of the screen attributes to the subject (1992) explains that Lacan

“who knows his or her necessary specularity” a restricted kind of agency, namely the capacity 
to “exaggerate and/or denaturalize the image/screen; to use it for protective coloration; or to 
transform it into a weapon.” In � e � reshold of the Visible World (1996), Silverman claims 
that “the subject need not have a strictly passive relation to the screen.” Although we cannot 
determine how we are perceived or simply call up a new screen, “we can try at an individual 
level to substitute another image for the one through which we are conventionally seen […]. 
[this implies] a preliminary acknowledgement of both the exteriority and the cultural con-
structedness of the images through which the subject assumes a visual identity.”24

� e texts discussed in this chapter, however, indicate that the possibility of play and re-in-
vention is limited by a long history of racialization. In Yamada’s poem, the narrator is unwill-vention is limited by a long history of racialization. In Yamada’s poem, the narrator is unwill-vention is limited by a long history of racialization. In Yamada
ing or unable to “substitute another image” for the one through which she is seen. She turns 
away from her image in the shop window, and thus merely resists its working as a screen. In 
Brown Girl, Selina does not turn away, and even attempts to manipulate the screen, which sug-
gests that the screen is not entirely immutable. I have shown above how, in an early episode in 
the novel, playfully identifying with the white family who had previously lived in her house, 
Selina had abruptly ended her game at the realization, via the hall mirror, of her di� erence and 
lack. But she had not played with her mirror image. Subsequently, in the beauty salon’s swivel 
chair, spinning herself into a blurring pirouette, she had attempted to a� ect her own image in 
the glass, but had ended up reaching a state of “nothingness” (94).

In the scene following Selina’s assault, she cleanses the window with her handkerchief 
which, in line with Lacan and Silverman, suggests her manipulation of the screen and her 

24. Lacan 1978, 107; Silverman 1989, 75-76; Silverman 1992, 149; Silverman 1996 174, 19.
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acknowledgment both of her image’s exteriority and its cultural constructedness. She even 
describes the “image” of her face as having “the shape and form of her face,” whereas it “was 
not really her face” (291). She then attempts to smash the dissociated image in the re� ection. 
Yet the girl is not successful, and the scene can hardly be called playful:

With a choked cry of disgust, her arm slashed out, her � st slashed that mouth, those 
eyes; her � at hand tried to blot it out. She struck the re� ection until the entire glass 
wall trembled […]. [S]till it remained, gazing at her with her own enraged and tearful 
aspect. It was no use. […] Rubbing her face against the ravaged image in the glass, 
she cried in outrage. (292) 

Having internalized the white gaze, Selina’s gaze at her own self in the mirror creates feelings 
of alienation from her own body. � is physical disintegration under the internalized white 
gaze is manifest both in the imagery and grammar of her performance, and epitomized, for 
instance, by the use of “that mouth,” “those eyes” and “it.” In one of her analyses of coming-of-
age narratives, La Belle shows how “� e otherness of the mirror […] helps the adolescent’s 
psychic development. Her new body is so strange to her that at � rst she says, ‘this is she.’ Only 
later can she say, ‘here I am’ ” (1989, 43). For Selina, however, feelings of alienation are not only 
related to her adolescence, but also signi� cantly linked to her blackness. 

� us, instead of playing with the screen, Selina turns herself into a distanced object, which 
evokes Fanon’s notion of third-person consciousness. However, unlike Fanonevokes Fanon’s notion of third-person consciousness. However, unlike Fanonevokes Fanon  who in addition 
moves away from the screen, she rubs her face against the glass, as if substantiating the “lack 
of space that the constant invasions of racism into people’s lives leave for black subjects’ con-
struction of their self-esteem” (Bal 1999, 213). But she does erase herself in a “negating activity” 
à la Fanon. Realizing that she is stuck with the body image and unable to escape from it, she 
tries to reject it—as indicated by “slash,” “blot,” and “struck.” Her attempt to smudge the image 
re� ects her wish to literally deface the racially de� ned stigma of her body. She manipulates 
the image, but in an e� ort to reject it. Whereas at the beginning of the episode she “rubbed 
the dirt from the window” in order to see, here she rubs her face against the glass, as if want-
ing to rub o�  her color, and cries. “It was no use” then suggests her capitulation. Devastated 
(“ravaged image,” “outrage”), only the rubbing and crying a� ect her face. Selina is locked into 
her race. As the focalizer of her own story, she is still stuck in her racial image—no matter how 
well she is able to make herself both subject and object of the mirror scene. 

Conclusion

With Selina’s confrontation with her own self in the shop window as a dramatic and specular 
event, we have come full circle, back to Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness. Like other 
girl protagonists, Selina’s has encountered the outsiders’ gaze on her physical di� erence. Amy 
Ling writes of protagonists like Selina: “Because they have grown up as a racial minority, im-
bibing the customs of two cultures, their […] consciousness […] is double; their vision bifocal 
and � uctuating” (1999, 137). � e girl’s confrontation in the shop window also brings us back 
to Fanon’s and Hurstonto Fanon’s and Hurstonto Fanon ’s narratives of recognition. I have also shown, however, that Selina’s ’s and Hurston’s narratives of recognition. I have also shown, however, that Selina’s ’s and Hurston
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coming-into-consciousness is a process rather than a single event. Failing to see herself re-
� ected in the family photograph, but studying the � gure of her mother and other black role 
models as well as observing her self-image in mirrors and in the eyes of those who racialize 
her, Selina � nally arrives at some sort of self-awareness. Marshall’s novel thus exempli� es the 
essential signi� cance of vision for the production of the subject’s sense of self. One’s mirror 
appearance and consciousness of self are fundamentally connected.

Mirroring herself, Selina notices not only her in-between state of being, as she is still a 
child and not yet a woman, but also her color. � is feature also causes feelings of alienation. 
It emphasizes that crucial aspect of growing up: the social imposition of various identity ele-
ments built on otherness. Francoise Lionnet explains that the mirror may be the vehicle of a 
negative self-image, because of the white culture’s myths about “blackness as radical otherness 
and absence. [� erefore,] re� ections are void, absent, or distorted […]” (1990, 403). � is ten-
dency is also described by Helena Jia Hershel. In her essay “� e In� uence of Gender and Race 
Status on Self-Esteem during Childhood and Adolescence,” Hershel writes that once a child 
becomes conscious of the world outside of the family, she is able to � nd possibilities for self-
objecti� cation and self-evaluation, and “recognize” herself, and her di� erence from others. 
� is self-awareness can become alienation if it is activated by a negative gaze. Hershel writes 
that these attitudes are common to most adolescents, but that “the alienation of the adolescent 
of color is not elective alienation” (1997, 113). 

Constantly confronted with the social reality of a racist society, and continuously re-
minded of the signi� cance of their body color and its di� erence, protagonists like Nilda in 
Nicholasa Mohr’s novel develop a preoccupation with skin color and other bodily features. 
Some even produce a negative self-image as their bodies bear and manifest di� erence. � is 
inevitable and invariable presence of color is bound up with its visibility. Following Frantz 
Fanon and Mary Ann Doane, Karen Christian argues that, in colonial as well as white-domi-
nated societies like the U.S., “the nonwhite subject is the victim of a ‘disabling overvisibility’,” 
and skin “the most immediately visible marker of racial ‘excess’.”25 But the protagonists are not 
only marked racially. � ey themselves also mark down di� erences, and subtly indicate their 
powers of manipulation. � is is hinted at in Amy Ling’s claim that “[s]elf-identity (‘I looking 
at me’) is constituted not only by our looking at ourselves, but also by our looking at others 
looking at us and our reconstitution of and alteration of these views of others about us” (1990, 
34).

Ling here alludes to the power of looked-at-subjects to look back, and to recompose or 
revise the gaze of the other. Indeed, with Hortense Spillers’s notion of productive looking I 
have shown, in this chapter, how female protagonists, in their process of growing up, engage 
in productive acts of looking, which allots some kind of subjective authority. I have also sug-
gested how Nilda, as focalizer, deconstructs notions such as color di� erence. But a revision of 
the views of others is not (yet) undertaken. Hershel describes the attempts made by children 
and adolescents to � nd some defensive strategy to ward o�  the negative gaze and the resultant 
alienation: “ ‘Perhaps I’ll change the way I look; […] perhaps I’ll show them’ ” (1997, 113). 

25. 1997, 93. In the discussed episode of Fanon’s 25. 1997, 93. In the discussed episode of Fanon’s 25. 1997, 93. In the discussed episode of Fanon Black Skin, the narrator states: “� e evidence was there, 
unalterable. My blackness was there, dark and unarguable. And it tormented me, pursued me, disturbed me, 
angered me” (1968, 117).
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However, in the texts studied in this chapter, the girl protagonists do not actively question, 
disrupt, or reject the gaze. In the next two chapters, I will explore how girls of color expose 
myths of physical beauty as un� tting and, in cross-cultural performances, negotiate with icons 
such as Shirley Temple and Barbie. In contrast to the looking-glass shame of girls growing 
up as colored examined here, in the following chapters I will study the looking-glass sham, 
including illusion through imitation, forgery, and fabrication.



She’s a Doll
Chapter 7
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“somewhere along the line, we stop believing in our own beauty and its dominion. 
[…] Barbies take over” (Gilman 1998, 16).

“Barbie never told Black girls
they are beautiful”
(Hemphill 1992, 123).

Black girl, white doll

� e cover of this study shows the photo of a young girl living in the South of the U.S. Produced 
by the Dutch photographer Jan Banning, the image is part of his 1994 series of images of the 
Mississippi Delta. Apparently taking her chore seriously, the girl dutifully washes her white baby 
doll’s body and hair. Preoccupied with her job of caring, and absorbed in her play, she has not 
taken the time to completely lace up her own shoes, pull down her dress, or clean or brighten up 
her own habitat—as indicated by the abandoned aluminum can and dinky toy, and the lack of 
paint. Nor has she noticed the photographer nearby; she looks as if he has caught her by surprise. 
She is the proud, good and sacri� cing girl-mother, minding her all-important doll-baby.

While her body color already stands out against that of the white, blond and blue-eyed 
doll, the black girl appears to wash the doll even whiter with her white bar of soap. Literally 
placing herself in the doll’s shadow, being able to whiten herself only super� cially with the 
soapy bubbles, she holds the white doll as if clinging to a possession that could jump away just 
like that. Embedded in a stream of light, its arms raised as if in victory—surreptitiously in-
dicating its superior racial status—the doll appears to triumphantly leap out of the white and 
bright, sunlit bucket. At the same time, however, we notice how the doll’s hair, although blond, 
sticks out in thick strands resembling dreadlocks. Moreover, the black girl-mother has caught 
the leaping doll with a � rm grip of her le�  hand, and keeps on washing its hair with her right 
hand. � us, whereas the photo suggests an inequality between the two � gures, if only because 
it evokes images of black nannies taking care of white children, we also notice the girl’s pride 
and strong handling power.

Some of these elements, such as the black girl/white doll contrast and the girl’s appropria-
tive act, are replicated in the “Annotated Topsy Series” created by U.S. artist Lynn Marshall-
Linnemeier. Employing her own body and those of other black models, in six hand-colored 
black-and-white photographs the artist reenacts the story of Topsy, the young black � gure in 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1853 bestseller Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In “an art-revisionist critique” of 
the classic text with which, in the original Topsy installation, it was jointly exhibited, Mar-
shall-Linnemeier’s piece explores the character of the young slave child who was purchased 
by plantation owner Augustine St. Clare for his cousin Ophelia “to educate, […] and train in 
the way she should go.”1 In several of the photographs, the black girl Topsy is depicted with 
a white doll. However, unlike Banning’s image of the good and dedicated, anonymous girl-
mother � gure, Marshall-Linnemeier’s images depict Topsy as an unattached and even wicked 

1. Willis and Williams 2002, 89; Stowe 1976, 241. All following references to Stowe’s text concern this 
edition.
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girl-mother � gure. 
Marshall-Linnemeier’s suggestion of Topsy’s wickedness re� ects the girl’s characteriza-

tion in Stowe’s novel. Presented to Miss Ophelia in order to put her anti-slavery notions to a 
practical test, Topsy’s general conduct upsets life in the household. Topsy infuriates Ophelia 
by stealing small household items, such as gloves, ribbons, and earrings. When humiliated 
by other members of the household, she subjects them to “inconvenient accident[s]” and 

“mischiefs.” In addition, she holds “carnival[s] of confusion,” amusing herself with “various 
scenic performances,” and once uses her mistress’s bonnet-trimming for making dolls’ jackets. 
Characterized by Stowe’s narrator as “the Afric, born of ages of oppression, ignorance, toil, 
and vice!,” we are assured that Topsy is “only spiteful in self-defence” (251-252, 248, 255).

� e � rst image in Marshall-Linnemeier’s series, entitled “� e Gi� ,” portrays a young 
black woman who poses in a gloomy garden while awkwardly holding a white doll (Fig. 1). 
Squeezed in between a fence and a pond, the girl appears out-of-place in her full-length pink 
gown which, as Carla Williams and Deborah Willis have pointed out, works to “highlight[…] 

Fig. 1: Annotated Topsy Series (Marshall-Linnemeyer, 1993).
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the contrast between the black skin of the model and the white porcelain doll.”2 � e girl looks 
forlorn and dismal, re� ecting, perhaps, Topsy’s portrayal by Stowe’s narrator: “� e expression 
of the face was an odd mixture of shrewdness and cunning, over which was oddly drawn, like 
a kind of veil, an expression of the most doleful gravity and solemnity” (240). � e doll also 
shows an expression of dreariness, and even appears to wriggle itself out of the girl’s arms. Al-
though the present of a doll may in other contexts encourage the receiving girl to adopt moth-
erly behavior towards it, Topsy’s awkward pose suggests an unwillingness and uneasiness.3

Not only the girl’s pose, but also her hairstyle appears awkward. In Stowe’s text, Topsy’s 
“woolly” hair, which upon arrival at Ophelia’s home was “braided in sundry little tails, which 
stuck out in every direction,” is washed, “shorn of all the little braided tails wherein [Topsy’s] 
heart had delighted,” and “cropped short to her head.” As if making up for this unasked-for 
transformation, during one “carnival of confusion,” Topsy butts “her woolly head among 
the pillows, till it would sometimes be grotesquely ornamented with feathers sticking out in 
various directions” (240, 245, 243, 252). In Marshall-Linnemeier’s image, Topsy’s hair is not 
cropped short, nor ornamented with feathers, but sticking out (again). Suggesting that the 
original style cannot so easily be wiped out, the topsy-turvy, unruly style makes the � gure in 
the garden appear even more anomalous. It evokes the introductory observation, made by 
Stowe’s narrator, that “there was something odd and goblin-like about [Topsy’s] appearance 
[…]” (241). � e girl’s gauche pose and hairstyle in Marshall-Linnemeier’s piece both indicate 
the metamorphosis the girl was supposed to undergo in Ophelia’s household, and suggest that 
this metamorphosis has failed. 

As a brutalized child of slavery, and as a battered and neglected child who is estranged from 
her mother, Topsy combines, argues Jim O’Loughlin (2000), both the trope of the “slave girl” 
and that of the “wild child.” In Stowe’s text, through a procedure of reform, discipline, and cor-
rection, rascal Topsy is to be brought into conformity with white, middle-class standards. � e 
love of substitute mother Miss Ophelia will help solve the problem of the physically ill-treated 
and ostensibly incorrigible Topsy. While on the face of it the title of Marshall-Linnemeier’s 
image (“� e Gi� ”) thus merely refers to the girl’s new doll, when viewed in combination with 
Stowe’s text, it refers as well to the fact that Topsy herself was a gi�  to Ophelia, and to the 
transformation that was imposed on the girl. As is symbolized in the photo image by the pink 
gown, the white doll, and the secluded garden, the combined “Gi� ” Topsy is presented with 
(and is) consists of new models of behavior, new norms of physical beauty, and a new standard 
of living that are centered on white, middle-class ideals.

In Stowe’s text, Topsy at � rst repudiates the possibility of becoming “good”: “ ‘Couldn’t never 
be nothin’ but a nigger, if I was ever so good,’ said Topsy. ‘If I could be skinned, and come white, 
I’d try then’ ” (283). At the end of the novel, however, the girl does embark on a quest to become 

“good.” O’Loughlin claims that Topsy’s ability to adopt white, middle-class ideals symbolizes the 

2. 2002, 89. In Stowe’s text, Topsy’s “single � lthy, ragged garment, made of bagging,” was replaced by Oph-
elia with “a suit of decent and whole clothing,” “a clean gown, with well-starched apron” (240, 243, 245). � e 
apron does not re-appear in Marshall-Linnemeier’s piece.
3. � is calls to mind the discomfort experienced by Claudia, one of the characters in � e Bluest Eye (Mor-
rison 1970), who is presented with white dolls but does not feel the need to act as their mother. � is will be 
discussed in a later section of this chapter.
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promise for advancement in even the most brutally abused children, and “appears to be at the 
heart of the slave girl’s appeal” (2000). Marshall-Linnemeier writes of this process: “Her battle is 
an internal dialogue between past experiences as an abused slave child and goodness as de� ned 
by Christianity and Ophelia’s expectations. � e Annotated Topsy is a trip inside the repressed 
memory of a slave child, as her fears [for her unknown origin] are transferred onto her wicked 
alter ego. � is repressed memory challenges her assimilation into European American culture, 
constantly reminding her of her abuse as a child and her African culture” (1990).

Marshall-Linnemeier’s allusion to Topsy’s “wicked alter ego” is a reference to Stowe’s text, ’s allusion to Topsy’s “wicked alter ego” is a reference to Stowe’s text, ’s allusion to Topsy’s “wicked alter ego” is a reference to Stowe
where Topsy is repeatedly portrayed as wicked.4 � e classi� cation of Topsy as wicked is also al-
luded to in the second image of the Topsy series (Fig. 2). � is drawing depicts a chained Topsy 

4. � e narrator’s depiction of the girl as showing “wicked” twinkling eyes (241 [2x], 244), shooting “cun-
ning” glances (240-241, 245), and having a “goblin-like” appearance (241, 244 [2x]), is con� rmed by other 
characters, who call her a “naughty, wicked child” (246, 249). Topsy herself claims that she is “ ‘wicked […]. 
mighty wicked’,” as she pronounces: “ ‘I’s so wicked!’,” “ ‘I’s so awful wicked […]. I’spects I’s the wickedest crit-
tur in the world’ ” and “ ‘I’s so wicked! Laws! I’s nothin but a nigger, no ways!’ ” (247, 252-253, 282). 

Fig. 2: Annotated Topsy Series (Marshall-Linnemeier, 1993).
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standing in a pool of water from her waist up. � e gown, the hairstyle, the awkwardness, and the 
garden have disappeared. � e doll is still there, but in damaged form. While on her right a cross 
marks a grave, burning � ames cover Topsy who smiles mysteriously and wickedly. In her le�  
hand she holds a doll’s head, and over her right shoulder she carries one of the doll’s legs. � e im-
age suggests that the girl has wickedly destroyed the doll. Willis and Williams claim that in Stowe’s  claim that in Stowe’s  claim that in Stowe
book Topsy is given the doll as a gi� , which she later destroys in frustration. � e girl is told by the 
narrator that she will not go to heaven unless she repents. In fact, in Stowe’s text there is no refer-narrator that she will not go to heaven unless she repents. In fact, in Stowe’s text there is no refer-narrator that she will not go to heaven unless she repents. In fact, in Stowe
ence to the doll at all. As Marshall-Linnemeier writes: “� e Annotated Topsy begins where Stoweence to the doll at all. As Marshall-Linnemeier writes: “� e Annotated Topsy begins where Stoweence to the doll at all. As Marshall-Linnemeier
le�  o� . Topsy’s actions in the present are the result of what happened to her in the past.”5

Marshall-Linnemeier’s Annotated Topsy Series takes up, responds to, and extrapolates 
Stowe’s cultural narrative. Susan Stanford Friedman de� nes a cultural narrative as “all the 
circulating discourses of subjectivity and alterity” that originate “in the text’s larger historical 
contexts [and] exist consciously or unconsciously as a vertical dimension within the hori-
zontal narrative space and time the characters inhabit.” � is chapter is an attempt to decode 
and contextualize, in the words of Friedman, cultural narratives such as Stowe’s text, and to 
interpret “what kind of cultural work they perform as they are read and reread in the public 
domain of letters” (1998, 29). Marshall-Linnemeier is not alone in employing the persona of 
Topsy in her work. Many others have appropriated and adapted the � gure of Stowe’s slave girl 
in novels, plays, poems, songs, and advertisements. Created by Stowe and then recreated by 
others, the � gure reveals how particular cultural elements can have an array of meanings. For 
instance, Kimberly Hebert points out that as an “ugly, untouchable, and uncivilized” (185) 
imp, Topsy was a precursor to the protagonist Pecola in Toni Morrison’s imp, Topsy was a precursor to the protagonist Pecola in Toni Morrison’s imp, Topsy was a precursor to the protagonist Pecola in Toni Morrison � e Bluest Eye (1970). 
Jim O’Loughlin claims that the Topsy � gure anticipated Pecola’s co-protagonist Claudia in 
Morrison’s text. � is chapter will deal with Claudia, among many more girl � gures in coming-Morrison’s text. � is chapter will deal with Claudia, among many more girl � gures in coming-Morrison
of-age narratives that incorporate existing cultural narratives.6

But in this chapter I will also concentrate on those � gures with which Topsy � gures have 
always been contrasted. In Stowe’s text, Topsy’s counter image is that of the bright and cheer-
ful, saintly white girl Eva. O’Loughlin argues that Shirley Temple’s screen persona was greatly 
inspired by the “culturally available images” of Stowe’s Eva.7 In Dimples (1936), O’Loughlin
points out, Temple even explicitly plays a child actress who stars as Eva in the � rst production 
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In � e Littlest Rebel (1935), a � lm set in the antebellum South, the dy-� e Littlest Rebel (1935), a � lm set in the antebellum South, the dy-� e Littlest Rebel
namic of white, gracious Eva and black, unsophisticated Topsy is replayed and made universal. 
� e compassionate, kind and con� dent character played by Temple is set o�  against the un-
comfortable and insecure young black girl who, clad in the characteristically tattered clothes 
of a Topsy � gure, awkwardly o� ers the white girl a present (O’Loughlin 2000).

� e in� uence of Shirley Temple’s screen persona will be traced in the next chapter. In 
this chapter, the Shirley Temple doll among other types of dolls will be central. I will exam-
ine coming-of-age texts written by women of color in order to see how dolls representing 

5. 1990. In yet a third image, entitled “Wicked Acceptance,” Topsy is depicted nude with adornments that 
evoke exotic displays at a world’s fair, encircled by graves and an extremely starry sky. � e doll is gone.
6. Hebert, “Acting the Nigger,” nd; O’Loughlin 2000.
7. O’Loughlin 2000. Unlike O’Loughlin, Kimberly Hebert refers to Shirley Temple’s “half Topsy half Eva” 
movie character (“Acting the Nigger,” nd).
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Shirley Temple and Barbie, ultimate icons and archetypes of white Western girlhood, a� ect 
the identi� cation processes of girl protagonists and narrators. As “gendered, racialized icon[s] 
of contemporary commodity culture,” both Shirley Temple and Barbie dolls are “key player[s] 
in the process of socialization—of engendering and racialization […].”8 But, as will be dis-
cussed, sometimes girl protagonists question, some more explicitly and materially than others, 
the beauty and color codes represented by the dolls.

The gift

In the � rst chapter of this study, “Stories to Grow Up On,” I discussed Amy Tan’s portrayal In the � rst chapter of this study, “Stories to Grow Up On,” I discussed Amy Tan’s portrayal In the � rst chapter of this study, “Stories to Grow Up On,” I discussed Amy Tan
of the triad mother-daughter-doll in � e Joy Luck Club. � e strong in� uence of one of the 
mothers is exempli� ed by her power to choose the right doll for her daughter. Daughter Rose, 
dreaming of walking through the garden of dreamland and encountering rows of square sand-
boxes each of which contains a new doll, decides not to select the doll that is her favorite, be-
cause that is the one her mother would designate for her. Although this enables Rose to resist 
her mother’s authority, she ends up choosing a doll that is not her favorite. By denying her 
own desires and betraying herself in a destructive manner, she fails to assume her own identity 
and individuality (1989, 186). � e episode includes no description of either of the dolls. � eir 
color apparently plays no role in the drama.

In this section I will again examine the power that mothers exercise over their daughters 
by means of giving dolls. In narratives depicting the growing-up process of girls of color, ma-
ternal � gures, and at times other relatives, mostly o� er white dolls to the girls, which not only 
imposes gender-appropriate behavior, but also models of white female beauty. Even before 
emigrating to the United States, girls are prepared for their American girlhood. Prior to her 
family’s departure from the Dominican Republic, Carla in Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls 
Lost � eir Accents (1991), receives a white baby doll for Christmas.9 Purchased by her mother, 
the doll sports a ribbon in her gold hair and cries out “Mama” when Carla lays her down (1992, 
269). A year before her emigration to Whittier, California, the 6-year-old narrator of Firoozeh
Dumas’s Funny in Farsi (2003) receives a Barbie doll from her brother, who had previously 
been sent to attend a high school in Philadelphia. � e doll comes with “a carrying case and 
four out� ts, including the rain gear and mini umbrella.” For the narrator, “America” is “where 
I could buy more out� ts for Barbie” (3-4). In both cases, the gi�  con� rms for the girls the 
signi� cance of the skills of motherhood, and prepares them for their future life as a mother, 
as it either addresses the girl as “Mama,” or apparently is in need of clothes. In addition, the 
blondness and whiteness of the dolls prepare the girls for their future life in white America.

8. duCille 1994, 48, 63. Not only white dolls, but also black dolls � gure in the coming-of-age narratives. 
� is will also be discussed in this chapter. White as well as brown and black dolls also feature on the covers 
of the narratives. See, for instance, Kogawa 1989, Morrison 1972, Silvera 1991.
9. In this chapter I will present several other protagonists who receive white dolls for Christmas. Christ-
mas appears to be the major occasion for obtaining white dolls as portrayed in holiday catalogues (see, for in-
stance, Cantú 1999, 87). In addition to the encouragement to identify with motherhood and white American 
girlhood, the girls are thus also implicitly encouraged to identify with the Holy Mary holding her child. 
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Following Patricia Yaeger, who discusses black children’s preference for white dolls as ide-Following Patricia Yaeger, who discusses black children’s preference for white dolls as ide-Following Patricia Yaeger
alized self-images (2000, 36), we could examine whether the two girls in Alvarez’s and Dumas’s 
texts imagine the white dolls as their ideal double. Neither text explicates such a conception, 
however. O� ering a double means of identi� cation (nurturing mother, white American girl), 
the dolls do tentatively suggest an identi� cation with white girlhood and motherhood. But we 
should not automatically assume that “in the realm of make-believe, a black child’s choosing 
a white doll necessarily re� ects a negative self concept” (duCille 1994, 53). Dolls do not have 
to be ideal doubles for girls in order to be imaginary companions.

What is more, the literature also presents examples of black girl protagonists who reject 
black or brown dolls. Jacqueline Woodson’s black or brown dolls. Jacqueline Woodson’s black or brown dolls. Jacqueline Woodson Autobiography of a Family Photo (1995) stages a 
protagonist who is, even more so than her counterparts in Alvarez’s and Dumas’s texts, en-
couraged to play her doll’s mother. But here the doll is brown. At Christmas, the girl once again 
expects to receive a doll with “the blond, straight hair of an o� spring that could never, even by 
the minutest possibilities, have been brought into this world by someone as dark and kinky-
haired as myself.” When she refuses to open her gi� , her sister pulls out a “brown-skinned 
baby doll.” � e protagonist then obligatorily poses with the doll as if she were its mother.

I cradle the doll in my arms and my mother’s camera � ashed on this. […] I rock the 
doll sti�  y, pull a smile across my face, hold it until my mother’s camera � ashes […] 
long a� er my mother’s � ash, I am still standing with the doll, incarcerated into this 
posture, afraid to move a step in any direction out of her frame. Afraid all of a sudden, 
to blur this image of me.

Here, the ambiguous “image of me,” referring as well to the girl as to her doll, indicates her 
feelings of anxiety at the imposed (doll) identity. However, deciding that the doll’s jet black 
hair fails to re� ect the hair she usually sees “on a black person,” and that the “Yellow-brown 
tiger eyes stare blankly up at me,” she includes the doll into her set of “useless toys” and � nally 
discards it (1996, 28-29).

Woodson’s protagonist rejects both white and brown dolls for failing to correspond with Woodson’s protagonist rejects both white and brown dolls for failing to correspond with Woodson
physical realities. Such an outspoken reaction does not match sociological research on doll 
consumption. In her study of the Barbie doll, Erica Rand detected only ambivalent feelings 
among girls regarding their identi� cation with the doll: “I want to be Barbie, and I don’t want 
to be Barbie, sometimes” (1995, 127). Moreover, the absence of any similarity does not have 
to be problematic. In another context, Valerie Walkerdine explains how girls’ dissimilarity 
with the models they are confronted with constitutes their appeal. Writing on girls’ comics, 
Walkerdine concludes that the stories’ material is distorting, biased, and illusory. � e adoles-
cent readers recognize neither themselves nor their lives, as the stories contain the idealized 
bourgeois family. Walkerdine, however, suggests that the girls do not want to recognize the want to recognize the want
situations they encounter. As “an ensemble of textual devices for engaging the reader in the 
fantasy,” the cultural practices generate possible positions of identi� cation, and construct sub-
ject-positions within the text (1990, 95, 93).

Although she refers not to girls’ comics, but to Barbie-doll play, Ann duCille echoes Walk-
erdine’s insight when she writes: “[…] I am not so sure that most of us would want to buy a 
doll that ‘looked like us’. […] part of Barbie’s in� nite appeal is her very perfection, the extent to 
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which she is both product and purveyor of the dominant white Western ideal of beauty” (1994, 
65). � is tendency occurs in bell hooks’s Bone Black (1996), a childhood memoir that recounts 
the narrator’s growing up as the “problem child” in a poor Southern black family in the 1950s. 
One of the narrator’s sisters has been given a Barbie doll for Christmas. “Her skin is not white 
white but almost brown from the tan they have painted on her. We know she is white because 
of her blond hair. Barbie is anything but real, that is why we like her. […] We know that she 
is not us” (22-23). hooks’s narrator signi� cantly presents herself and her siblings as knowing
(“We know she is white,” “We know that she is not us”). � us, the text makes clear that the girls 
are aware of and accept their di� erence from the dolls.

Many coming-of-age narratives reveal, or at least suggest, like Woodson’s and hooksMany coming-of-age narratives reveal, or at least suggest, like Woodson’s and hooksMany coming-of-age narratives reveal, or at least suggest, like Woodson ’s 
texts, a consciousness of the disparity between one’s own appearance and that of the white 
doll.10 Still, the girl protagonists enter in an identi� catory doll play that cultivates their white 
ambitions. � e narrator of Aliona L. Gibson’s ambitions. � e narrator of Aliona L. Gibson’s ambitions. � e narrator of Aliona L. Gibson Nappy: Growing Up Black and Female in Amer-
ica (1995) identi� es with her blond-haired, blue-eyed doll. She spends “hours on end making 
up new hairstyles. […] if given the opportunity, I would have traded in my naps for hair like 
my doll’s in a minute” (15). Although her own “white baby dolls” do not resemble her, the nar-
rator of Yoshiko Uchida’s rator of Yoshiko Uchida’s rator of Yoshiko Uchida � e Invisible � read (1991) prefers them over her mother’s Japanese � e Invisible � read (1991) prefers them over her mother’s Japanese � e Invisible � read
doll collection: “I suppose it was because I always thought of myself as being an American.” 
Both examples suggest how, in spite of their dissimilarity to the girls, white dolls feed the girls’ 
fantasy and aspirations (“if given the opportunity,” “thought of myself ”).11

Hinting at their wish to be able to identify with their white dolls, some girl protagonists 
also actually undertake a variety of manipulations. � e narrating I of Norma Elia Cantú’s 
Canícula (1995) experiments with the rosy-cheeked white doll she receives for Christmas. In 
a cave, her own hideaway, she dyes its “shiny blonde hair” with distilled syrup from co� ee 
grounds she has saved up, combined with the gummy resin from the mesquite tree. Signi� -
cantly, the girl does not apply a store-bought coloring, but a formula originating from her own 
home and culture, as if wishing to replace the doll’s whiteness with her culture’s brown colors. 
Cantú’s (adult) narrator, however, does not report any conscious interest in having her white 
doll resemble her, nor convey whether in the end the experiment has improved her ability 
to identify with the doll. She presents her experiment with the co� ee grounds as only one 
of a whole series of more or less “pretty safe” childish tests focused on existential questions 
regarding manipulation, transformation, and mortality: “how long would cicadas live without 

10. � e narrator of Durham (1999), for instance, remembers that during her Canadian childhood her In-
dian immigrant father tells “dramatic stories” � lled with “the women of Indian legend,” causing the girl to 

“contemplate […] his tales with bewilderment and detachment as I played with my Barbie dolls […]” (196).
11. 1995, 18. Rand (1995) discusses an extreme case of an attempt to identify with Barbie. Although the 
narrative technically falls outside of the scope of this study, it does concern a non-Anglo girl who touches 
on a phenomenon that I will further elaborate in the next chapter. Rand interviewed Phyllis who, as a Jewish 
girl growing up in New York City, used Barbie as a character in many fantasy scenarios, and strongly identi-
� es with the toy � gure. In a climactic moment, in August 1962, she obtains a birthday cake “in the shape of 
a dress with a Barbie doll standing up inside.” Rand includes a photo of the young girl holding the Barbie 
birthday cake, heading it with: “Good enough to eat,” suggesting the girl’s strong identi� cation with the doll 
(119-120). In the following chapter I will further discuss the issue of identi� cation through the consumption 
of an object.
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wings? Did salamanders grow their tails back, like � ngernails?” (1999, 87, 97, 96). � e girl’s 
experiment with the blond doll, it is suggested, concentrates on the question whether she is 
able to turn blond into brown, and whether the doll would survive this handling. Instead of 
a conscious and serious attempt at transformation and identi� cation, it is a seemingly secret, 
silly, and free-wheeling act of investigation and manipulation. In fact, the episode reads as an 
adventurous act of empowerment.

More in general, as training tools for the mothers-to-be, baby dolls present girl protago-
nists with speci� c kinds of handling power. As if copying the sometimes overbearing features 
of their mothers, the girls are the ones who give the dolls life. � ey watch over and nurture the 
dolls, as the following two examples make clear. Like Alvarez’s Carla, who makes her white 
doll cry by laying her down, the girl protagonist of M. Evelina Galang’s Her Wild American 
Self (1996) � ngers the blond hair of her favorite doll, and explains to a friend how to make the 
doll’s hair shorter or longer by pressing a button in back. Acting as its mother, she thus dem-
onstrates the intense control mothers can have over their daughters and their daughters’ ap-
pearance (33-34). � e narrating I of Renita Weems’s story “Hush. Mama’s Gotta Go Bye-Bye” 
(1991) is even more explicit in articulating her maternal power over the dolls. She knows that 
the pale, thin white girls, paper dolls in pretty lace underwear and fabricated smiles “depended 
on me to speak for them, dress them, � ght for them, love them, and give their cardboard lives 
meaning.” She even physically isolates herself with them, spending “the entire day in the closet 
with [her] dolls,” as if to prevent them from a possible escape and enabling her to exert her 
unchallenged power over them (127-128; emphasis added).

Making up hairstyles, fantasizing about their resemblance to their dolls, handling them, 
and locking herself up with them, the narrators of Gibson’s, Galangand locking herself up with them, the narrators of Gibson’s, Galangand locking herself up with them, the narrators of Gibson ’s, and Weems’s texts sug-
gest their ambitions to power. At the same time, the dolls can present their mothers, even 
when they are economically and culturally marginalized, with a means of control. Despite 
her lack of � nancial resources, the African American mother in Renita Weems’s “Hush” buys 
dolls for her daughter, which, the narrator suggests, was her way of shaping a world she herself 
was unable to o� er (127). Analogously, the indigent Chinese American mother in Jeanne Joe’s 
Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood (1982) places her daughter’s only (white) doll on a high shelf, Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood (1982) places her daughter’s only (white) doll on a high shelf, Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood
for display only, making the � gure virtually inaccessible.12 � e Japanese American mother in 
Wakako Yamauchi’s story “Shirley Temple, Hotcha-cha” (1979) sends a new Shirley Temple 
doll to Japan where her teenaged daughter Mieko has moved to study. She is barely able to af-
ford the doll, the daughter knows, and it implies “another year without new shoes; something 
else put o� .” � is daughterly knowledge, it is suggested, enables the doll to play a signi� cant 
maternal role in the girl’s life in Japan. � e doll no longer symbolizes, as it had in the U.S., the 

“ru�  es, bows, straight legs, large eyes, curly hair, Jell-O for dessert, the pursuit of happiness, 
all those things that separated me from white America,” but now embodies Mieko’s Japanese 
American mother (1994, 111). � ese three examples suggest that, despite their lack of � nan-
cial resources, via the dolls the mothers exert their in� uence, even from overseas.

12. 2. � e motif of the precarious quality, and concomitant inaccessibility, of white dolls returns in Cofer
(1993), where the narrating I just reaches out to touch a white doll displayed at a supermarket in her home-
town, when the shop owner chases her away (137-138). � is episode is discussed in Chapter 4, “Terms of 
Address.”
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Parallel to the maternal power exerted through the dolls, the three episodes expose the 
frailty of the objects. For the dolls do not only look like powerful pawns brought into play 
by mothers, but are also vulnerable to damage and disposal by daughters. In Joe’s text the 
mother has perhaps anticipated as much by placing the doll out of her daughter’s reach, but 
in Weems’s text the narrator remembers that o� entimes the heads of her white paper dolls fell 
o� . In Yamauchi’s text Mieko is forced to sell her cherished doll out of dire economic circum-
stances, and is only much later able to replace it with a battered replica—the lips cracked, the 
skin sallow, the blue eyes lackluster. While in none of these examples does the daughter play a 
deliberate role in the dolls’ destruction, in other coming-of-age narratives daughters willfully 
dis� gure and discard their dolls. 

� e thirteen-year-old girl protagonist of Woodson’s � e thirteen-year-old girl protagonist of Woodson’s � e thirteen-year-old girl protagonist of Woodson Autobiography of a Family Photo dis-
sembles her dolls and “reassembl[es] them so that black dolls have white arms, white dolls have 
black legs and none of them have clothes or hair. I will run the dolls over with my brother’s 
trains, hold them over the stove until their plastic skin melts away from itself, dripping into 
a smelly sizzle over the open � ame. Hey girl, my skin’s on � re. � en I will pack all of the dolls 
up in an old pillowcase and put them out in the trash” (1996, 29; emphasis in text). � is girl 
appears to follow nineteenth-century classics such as Little Women and � e Mill on the Floss, 
in which the young heroines abuse their dolls. According to Miriam Formanek-Brunell, such 

“transgressive doll play” corresponds to real life where girls occasionally defy adults’ directives 
for their leisure time (quoted in Rogers 1999, 32; emphasis in text). In the texts discussed be-
low, the girl protagonists implicitly reject their mothers’ control as well as that of other adults 
as embodied by the dolls.

Abandoned by her mother at the age of three, Maya in Maya Angelou’s autobiographical I 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) is still within her mother’s reach when one Christmas 
she receives a doll—blue eyes, rosy cheeks and yellow hair—from her absent mother. � e girl’s 
response is to destroy the gi�  by ripping the stu�  ng out. � is destructive act exposes both 
the precarious and phony nature of the doll. Moreover, in light of Maya’s fantasy of becoming 
white, as I discuss in Chapter 9 of this study, the act is not only an implicit protest against her 
mother’s early desertion, but also, if even much more implicitly, against the doll’s whiteness 
and her mother’s presumed acceptance of it.13 � e threefold theme of the in� uence of moth-
ers (and other adults) by means of dolls, the counterfeit quality of the white models, and the 

13. 1971, 44. In various coming-of-age narratives acts of doll manipulation are (indirectly) focused on 
mother � gures. Attempting to remove herself from her Japanese origin, the young Naomi in Kogawa (1981) 
mutilates her Japanese doll, a gi�  from her now-absent mother. In this act she as well dis� gures a fundamen-
tal component of her own cultural self. � e doll’s legs, “though wired in place, [have been] dislocated and 
she cannot stand on her own. � e � ngers of her le�  hand are broken.” She � nally loses the doll (1989, 81, 
115). In Santiago (1998), the narrating I crushes the “blonde, blue-eyed, red-lipped” paper dolls her sisters 
are playing with in an indirect response to her mother, who has caught her copying white girls (29). At times, 
a text does not clarify who exactly undertakes the destruction, but only hints at feelings of frustration and 
powerlessness. In Dove (1992), the protagonist Virginia is reproached by her grandmother for wishing for 
a Little Black Sambo. Instead, the girl receives a white doll with “long red hair,” “creamy skin and dimpling 
cheeks.” � e text only insinuates Virginia’s destructive act, when, in the end, the doll’s, punctured arm soaks 
up water, eventually turning dark green, “as if rotten with gangrene.” � e doll’s hair becomes tangled and 
dusty, the stu�  ng has mildewed, the doll stinks and is � nally discarded (3, 6, 10).
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possible rejection of the dolls by dis� guration or disposal is echoed in three other texts, which 
I will discuss in some detail here, as they exemplify subtle di� erences between the protago-
nists’ actions: Nicholasa Mohr’s autobiography In My Own Words: Growing Up in the Sanctu-
ary of My Imagination (1994), Toni Morrison’s novel  (1994), Toni Morrison’s novel  (1994), Toni Morrison � e Bluest Eye (1970), and Audre Lorde’s 
autobiographical Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (1982).

Although the title of Mohr’s text suggests otherwise, the actions of the narrating I com-
ing-of-age in the 1940s are not limited to her imagination at all. She physically revolts against 
the bright blond and blue-eyed dolls with pale pink skin she invariably receives for Christmas 
and birthdays. She remembers the “fuss” everyone made over the dolls—“popular models 
of Shirley Temple” with “beautiful blond curls” and “gorgeous blue eyes”—and the constant 
suggestive exclamations that she should just wish she had “such nice blond curls” and now at 
least has a doll to keep her company. � is con� rms the claim made by Susan Jane Gilman that 

“dolls o� en give children their � rst lessons in what a society considers valuable—and beautiful” 
(1998, 19).

Having indirectly been disquali� ed by her lack of blond curls and blue eyes, the narra-
tor studies her “own straight brown hair and dark brown almond-shaped eyes” while “gaz-
ing” into her mirror. Her inevitable conclusion that she can never emulate the “revered” dolls 
leaves her wondering why the adults do not consider her as pretty as the doll. Her jealousy 
turns into physical anger when she is forced to play with the dolls. In several acts of amputa-
tion and incapacitation she tears out their limbs and cuts o�  their hair, and more than once 
tosses a new doll out of the window. Although none of the dolls lasts more than a few weeks, 
she continues to receive new exemplars, until, at the age of six, she protests so loudly against 
the presentation of yet another Shirley Temple doll, that her family removes it and o� ers the 
girl a stu� ed rabbit instead. Sporting a girlish plaid skirt and red beret, the rabbit however still 
replicates the previous Shirley Temple models.14

In Toni Morrison’s In Toni Morrison’s In Toni Morrison � e Bluest Eye, depicting two migrant families from the South living 
in a working-class black neighborhood in Lorain, Ohio, during the 1930s and 1940s, the pro-
tagonist Claudia receives blue-eyed baby dolls for Christmas and is confronted with the same 
adult “fuss” described by Mohr. While in Mohr’s text the girl is subjected to an endless � ow 
of verbal insinuations, in Morrison’s novel the special character of the gi�  was to be inferred of verbal insinuations, in Morrison’s novel the special character of the gi�  was to be inferred of verbal insinuations, in Morrison
from “the clucking sounds of adults” showing their con� dent conviction that the dolls were 
the girl’s most cherished wish:

Adults, older girls, shops, magazines, newspapers, window signs—all the world had 
agreed that a blue-eyed, yellow-haired, pink-skinned doll was what every girl child 
treasured. “Here,” they said, “this is beautiful, and if you are on this day ‘worthy’ you 
may have it.” (20)

Claudia ends up being unworthy of possessing the special treasure in the eyes of adults, as she 
fails to properly handle the dolls and even destroys them systematically: “ ‘You-don’t-know-

14. 18-19. Mohr’s narrator is not alone in her rejection of Shirley Temple dolls. In Jordan (2000), the narra-
tor bluntly states: “I never wanted and I never got a Shirley Temple doll” (23).
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how to-take-care-of nothing’.”15

Since the publication of Morrison’s novel, a variety of critics commenting on the episode Since the publication of Morrison’s novel, a variety of critics commenting on the episode Since the publication of Morrison
of destruction have explained Claudia’s violent acts as signifying a protest against the dolls’ 
whiteness. � ey claim that Claudia’s dismembering of the white baby dolls re� ects her rejec-
tion of such “fraudulent images” (Klotman). Claudia “questions the basis for white cultural 
domination,” and “tears to shreds the white mask society wants her to wear” (Willis). Claudia 
methodically destroys the white dolls as they symbolize “a value system which excludes black 
girls” (Birch). She “resents the white dolls that epitomize [the white norms of female beauty] 
and reacts against society’s unequal treatment of white and black girls by tearing apart ‘white 
baby dolls’ ” (Cheung). � e acts even have a therapeutic e� ect. Constantly bombarded and 
injured by images of white beauty which deny her existence, the girl “tries to heal her su� er-
ing by destroying the Shirley Temple dolls” (Weever). Finally, Rachel Blau DuPlessis claims a 
more extensive criticism on the part of Claudia: the girl’s destruction makes her “one site of 
the critique of ideology; a break with the story of white niceness and appropriate girl behavior, 
exhibiting [a] resistance to dominant stories […].”16

My reading of the incident is somewhat di� erent, although it comes close to Willis’s use 
of the word “questions.” Claudia does not question in the sense that she disputes or denies the 
doll’s existence, but in the sense that she examines and explores its materiality. While Nilda, 
in Nicholasa Mohr’s novel, meticulously scrutinizes her surroundings in terms of color, as 
she is becoming aware of (her) di� erence (Chapter 6), Claudia meticulously dissects her dolls, 
while feeling confused and uncertain about the sources of white beauty. Aware of her own 
stigmatizing color, she especially notes the dolls’ pink skin, yellow hair, and blue eyes, which 
she considers to be “about race” (Rand 1995, 100). But her doll destruction is not that delib-
erately focused. As an adult narrator, looking back at her childhood, she acknowledges, “I did 
not know why I destroyed those dolls.” It is only with hindsight that the grown-up Claudia is 
able to articulate her rejection of the concept of white beauty, and feels “a need for someone 
[…] to counteract the universal love of white baby dolls” with their “synthetic yellow bangs 
suspended over marble-blue eyes, [a] pinched nose and bowline mouth” (21, 148). � us, it is 
only in retrospect that she con� rms Blau DuPlessis’s argument.17

� e adult narrator presents us with both a description and a report of her destruction 
of the dolls. � e conjoined description and destruction suggests that her urge to destroy is 
inspired by her specular experience. It also indicates young Claudia’s disdain. But this disdain 

15. 21. � e cover of Morrison’s 1972 edition of 15. 21. � e cover of Morrison’s 1972 edition of 15. 21. � e cover of Morrison � e Bluest Eye features the photograph of a black girl who 
clutches a white, curly blond-haired, and happily saluting doll against her chest. While the doll happily looks 
up, the girl sadly and introverted looks down and away from the camera. � e girl in the photograph does not 
point to Claudia, who does not know how to handle dolls, but to her friend Pecola, who feels a strong a� ec-
tion for all representations of white feminine beauty. For a discussion of Pecola’s adoration of Shirley Temple, 
see Chapter 8, “Becoming Shirley.” 
16. Klotman 1979, 124; Willis 1990 II, 174-175; Weever 1992, 105, emphasis added; Birch 1994, 153; Cheung
2002, 17; DuPlessis 1985, 44.
17. � e correlation between destruction and dissection is also suggested by duCille in her discussion of the 
Barbie doll. Pointing out that Barbie will always outlive her critics, she writes: “[…] if, as Wordsworth wrote, 
we murder to dissect, deconstructing Barbie may be our only release from the doll’s impenetrable plastic 
jaws […]” (1999, 141).
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is dissimilar to that implied by the critics mentioned. It is colored by curiosity as well as scorn. 
Having learned from picture books, as well as other sources that she is supposed to be moth-
ering the doll, Claudia feels no interest at all in such behavior. Ba�  ed and bewildered when 
faced with a white doll, she feels “bemused with the thing,” and ridicules the supposed lifelike 
quality of the doll by pointing out as narrator-focalizer its “hard unyielding limbs,” its scratchy 
� ngers, and “bone-cold head.” Claudia has made the imaginative leap by which she, like ev-
ery doll consumer, recognizes “human referents for the anthropomorphic artifact.” Following 
Rand, we could say that she transforms and transports “artifactual attributes” into “human ref-
erents,” equating plastic with skin, and yarn with hair (1995, 100). But she does not conclude 
this imaginative process by handling the doll in the appropriate way. She destroys the “thing,” 
but not merely as a protest against the white ideal of beauty that the doll embodies. Unable to 
understand the “beauty” and “desirability” of the white doll, and unable to identify with it or 
make it her own doll-baby, she decides that she has “only one desire”: to dismember it in order 
to determine of what it was made, and to detect its lovable and beautiful features.18

Michael Awkward points out that the adult gi�  of the white dolls presents Claudia not 
with pleasure-inducing toys, but with signs that she must learn to interpret accurately. In an 
almost “sadistic curiosity,” the girl must, Awkward argues, mine and scrutinize the doll in 
order to � nd its sources. In her search for her own signs, Claudia, as focalizer, portrays the 
doll in terms that discursively ridicule the doll—its single-stroke eyebrows, its “pearly teeth 
stuck like two piano keys between red bowline lips,” its turned-up nose, “cold and stupid,” its 
glassy blue eyeballs, yellow hair, � at feet, head � lled with sawdust, and gauze back. � e doll’s 
cry of “Mama,” meant to be sweet and plaintive, sounds like “the bleat of a dying lamb” and 
thus does not address Claudia at all. � e girl’s mockery of the doll’s arti� cial and peculiar 
quality is boosted by her manipulative and speculative examination of the doll (“� ngered,” 

“picked,” “wondering,” “traced”) and her subsequent destruction of it (“poked,” “break o� ,” 
“bend,” “loosen,” “twist,” “remove,” “take o� ,” “shake out,” “crack”).19

In her preoccupation with the doll, and her subsequent mocking (if not her “sadistic” 
examination) of it, Claudia invokes the � gure of Audre, the narrator of Audre Lorde’s Zami. 
Invariably dreaming of “a doll-baby come to life,” Audre encounters “the most beautiful girl” 
she has ever seen alive on the stoop of her apartment building—“bright eyes and a big smile,” 
pinkish “honey-brown skin” clad in “the most beautiful out� t” she has ever beheld. While 
Audre describes herself as being dressed, by her overprotective mother, in a “thick one-piece 
woolen snowsuit,” supplemented by a cap over her four braids, two “bulky” scarves, a pair of 

“woolen mittens dangling down from cords,” “sturdy shoes” and rubber galoshes, she describes 
the doll-baby as sporting a re� ned ensemble reminding one of the typical Shirley Temple 
attire: “an unbelievable wine-red velvet coat” with “shiny gold buttons,” a “full-skirted green 
eyelet dress” � aring out over “dainty little lisle-stockinged legs,” “a � u� y white fur mu� ” hang-
ing from around the girl’s neck, “tiny gold loops” hanging from delicate rosy ear lobes, and feet 

18. Claudia’s search for knowledge is more racially de� ned than that, for example, of the narrator of hooks’s 
Bone Black (1996), who confesses: “We have cracked open the head of an antique doll to see what makes 
the crying sound […]” (22). � e latter example exhibits a more common expression of curiosity among 
children.
19. Awkward 1989, 67; Morrison 1972, 20-21.
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clad in black patent-leather mary-jane shoes with silver buckles. On the girl’s reddish-brown 
hair, “tight and curly,” sat a wine-colored velvet beret matching the girl’s coat, topped by a “big 
white fur pompom.” � e narrator’s description of her own appearance as that of an “awkward” 
and graceless “snow-girl” clearly stands out in contrast to the doll-child’s elegant and “noncha-
lant” appearance (1990, 36-42).

Desiring to have the doll-child for her “very own self,” Audre starts to fantasize about 
keeping her, as if she were indeed a doll: in the folds under the pillow in her cot, where she can 
pet her during the night. She proceeds to rub, touch, feel, pinch, and � nger the girl’s clothes 
and accessories and, pretending to be the girl’s mother, she unbuttons and re-buttons the girl’s 
frock-coat, asking her whether she is cold. She then holds the girl’s hands and sits her down 
crosswise on her knees, putting her arms around her and rocking her back and forth. � us, 
while Claudia, in � e Bluest Eye, felt unwilling and unable to cuddle and caress the uncom-
fortable dolls she is presented with, Audre does feel the urge to do so when faced with her 
� esh-and-blood doll-child. Subsequently, however, Audre’s behavior comes to resemble that 
of Claudia in her act of appropriation.

Discussing political cinema, Patricia Pisters contends that, instead of indicating “the very 
negative meaning of stealing, taking something from somebody for one’s own purposes,” ap-
propriation can signify a self-creative act—a positive “adjustment to certain circumstances, 
not to be passively submitted to these circumstances, but to make a creative use of them with 
the e� ect of self-fashioning and survival.” Pisters quotes Ian Buchanan (1997) as stating that 

“the process of appropriation […] enables the passively synthesized subject to become active—
to self-fashion, as it were. […] � is concept of appropriation posits ‘uses’ as creative acts. It 
is through the practices of everyday life […] that the passively formed object becomes active. 
[� is ‘mechanism’ enables] the subject to particularize the universal and, as a result, to put the 
so-called normative institutions which ordinarily govern his or her existence to his or her own 
use” (Pisters 1999, 69-70, 79).

� e appropriation carried out by both Audre and Claudia is, however, not (yet) focused 
on self-fashioning, but on an examination of the other.20 Each con� scates a white doll (or 
light-skinned doll-child) in order to investigate its magic. � e adult Audre remembers: “I 
wanted to take o�  her coat and see what she had underneath it. I wanted to take o�  all her 
clothes, and touch her live little brown body and make sure she was real. […] Was she really 
a little girl or a doll come alive?” Audre turns the girl over and places her across her knees, so 
that she can li�  up the back of the velvet coat, the many folds of the girl’s dress, and the pet-
ticoats underneath, “until I could see her white cotton knickers, each leg of which ended in an 
embroidered gathering right above the elastic garters that held up her stockings.” Reaching up 
under the dress and petticoats, Audre takes hold of the girl’s undergarment in order to � nd 
out whether her buttocks would be “real and warm.” But when, suddenly, her mother appears 
and almost catches her in the act of stripping the child, Audre feels ashamed about her inten-
tions of expropriating “that secret prerogative belonging only to mothers about to spank, or to 
nurses with thermometers” (40-41).

� e narrator here associates her act with both maternal and medical routines. While, in 

20. In the following two chapters, “Becoming Shirley” and “Tricks,” I will explain how girl protagonists in 
the coming-of-age narratives do appropriate white images in order to re-fashion themselves.
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contrast to Claudia, Audre pretends to be the doll-child’s mother and expresses her wish to 
own it, like Claudia she feels the urge to physically—almost medically—examine the sources 
of the perfect doll-child. Resembling Morrison’s protagonist in her “only one desire” to inves-of the perfect doll-child. Resembling Morrison’s protagonist in her “only one desire” to inves-of the perfect doll-child. Resembling Morrison
tigate her white and blue-eyed doll, Audre experiences an urge to undress her doll-child. She 
wishes to peel o�  the “unbelievable” velvet dress of the bright and smiling, perfectly dressed 
doll � gure, whose unreal quality is emphasized by Audre’s impression that she weighs less 
than her own cat sitting on her lap. � e urge to undress, feel the warmth, and weigh the doll-
child suggests her medical interest. But her handling of the “little creature” has other connota-
tions as well. While Claudia’s examination hints at sadism, Audre’s examination surely has an 
erotic undertone, suggested not only by her actions of stripping the girl, but also by her own 
sensations (“� e so� , silky warmth of the fur made my � ngers tingle,” “the creeping warmth 
of [the girl] slowly spreading all along the front of my body,” “My hands were shaken with 
excitement”).21

Audre’s account also contrasts with that of Claudia in another sense. Claudia categorically 
ridicules the doll and its fake quality (“glassy” eyeballs,” yellow hair, “hard unyielding limbs,” 
gauze back, sawdust head), but Audre mostly ridicules herself by describing her inelegant and 
awkward appearance as “wool-encased snow-girl” with “short legs in their bulky wrappings 
and galoshes.” When she asks her mother for a red coat like that of the doll-child, she also 
implicitly expresses her dissatisfaction with her own appearance, and her wish to emulate the 
girl. On occasion, however, she ridicules the girl—her “totally impractical” shoes, her sticky 
peppermint candy, and her boyish name Toni. Moreover, the narrator’s inspection and inves-
tigation of the doll-child reminds her of her sister’s Coca-Cola doll at home, whose eyes open 
and close, but whose “hard rubber” buttocks “molded into a little crease” made the � gure 

“ultimately disappointing” (41, 37, 40).
A � nal comparison between the two texts relates to the ones who actively impose the 

white standard of female beauty on the girls. While the entire adult world, summarized by the 
narrator as “Adults, older girls, shops, magazines, newspapers, window signs” (20), presents 
Claudia with white blue-eyed dolls, Audre experiences no such imposition of the fair model. 
Indeed, her mother does quite the opposite. Apart from calling the doll-child a “skinny little 
thing like that” who should not be let out in wintry weather without snowsuit or leggings, she 
ignores the light-skinned girl on her apartment’s doorstep. She also ignores Audre’s request for 
a velvet red coat. Her negation of the doll-child, as well as of her daughter’s wish to emulate 
her, hint at her assessment of the girl as inappropriate, unrelated, and unreal. In the end, to 
Audre as well, the doll-child proves to be the stu�  of dreams rather than that of reality. When 
she waits in vain for the doll-baby to re-appear, but never sees it coming to life again, its image 
eventually recedes “into that place from which all my dreams are made” (41-42).

� e young narrators in Mohr’s, Morrison’s, and Lorde’s, Morrison’s, and Lorde’s, Morrison ’s texts experience no realness in 

21. Morrison, 20; Lorde, 37-40. � is anticipates a similar, but much more sexually loaded statement found 
further on in Lorde’s text: “[when] the brothers want to break you open to see what makes you work inside 
[…], then it doesn’t really matter too much if you have an Afro long before the word even existed” (182). 
As if anticipating this adolescent awareness of and preoccupation with sex, sexuality, and race, in this early 
episode the young Audre (as remembered by the adult narrator) engages in a more infantile discovery of race 
(“honey-brown skin,” “pink and beige ears,” “tight and curly” reddish-brown hair) and sexuality (37-39).
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the dolls (or doll-like � gures) they are confronted with. � e models do not relate to their 
own daily reality. While Mohr’s protagonist destroys and discards her dolls without thorough 
examination, Claudia and Audre examine their dolls and doll � gure in order to discover the 
source of their magic. � ey uncover no secrets, however. Claudia ends up with sawdust and 
gauze, Audre with a dreamy impression. School and the media, however, continuously con-
front the girls with other � gures of white female beauty. Claudia comes to transfer her urge to 
� gure out and dis� gure her white dolls to white girls. � is self-imposed confrontation with 
white images of beauty de� nes her as remarkably unattractive. But again, her rationale for at-
tacking and pinching the white girls is not only related to jealousy, but also to curiosity:

To discover what eluded me: the secret of the magic [the girls] weaved on others. 
What made people look at them and say, “Awwwww,” but not for me? � e eye slide of 
black women as they approached them on the street, and the possessive gentleness of 
their touch as they handled them. (22) 

Having herself felt unable and unwilling to “handle[…]” her white dolls, Claudia feels envious 
when black women both commandingly and tenderly handle white girls. � is jealousy echoes 
the resentment expressed by the narrator in Mohr’s text who, realizing that she is unable to 
imitate the cherished dolls, wonders why the adults do not consider her as pretty as the doll 
(1994, 19). But it is more than that: it is a way of “discover[ing],” it is a search for knowledge.

� is search for knowledge as well as the other notions discussed above—the handling, 
examination, and thus implicit appropriation of dolls as models of white girlhood and white 
beauty; the fake quality of the dolls—return one by one in two � nal episodes concerning 
Barbie dolls in Amy Tan’s Barbie dolls in Amy Tan’s Barbie dolls in Amy Tan � e Hundred Secret Senses (1995) and Sandra Cisneros’s essay “Gua-
dalupe, the Sex Goddess: Unearthing the Racy Past of Mexico’s Most Famous Virgin” (1996), 
which I will now look at by way of transition to the next section. Tan’s Chinese American girl which I will now look at by way of transition to the next section. Tan’s Chinese American girl which I will now look at by way of transition to the next section. Tan
protagonist Olivia is busily dressing her Barbie doll when she is suddenly confronted by a 
ghost. � e ghost embodies a Chinese girl of her own age, who demands to see the doll. Both 
girls then exhibit the curiosity I also detected in Morrison’s and Lordegirls then exhibit the curiosity I also detected in Morrison’s and Lordegirls then exhibit the curiosity I also detected in Morrison ’s texts. � e girl ghost 

“took o�  Barbie’s pink feather boa, peered under the matching satin sheath dress. She violently 
twisted the arms and legs. ‘Don’t break her,’ I warned. � e whole time I could feel her curiosity, 
her wonder, her fear that the doll was dead.” Reminding us of Audre, who desires to � nd out 
whether her doll-child’s buttocks would be “real and warm,” Olivia’s ghost wonders and fears 
the death of her doll. In an “emotional symbiosis,” “feel[ing]” what her ghostly double feels, 
Olivia shares the latter’s inquisitiveness. Implicitly, as well, she shares the inquisitiveness of 
Claudia and Audre in the texts discussed above (1996, 44).

In her essay on the Virgin of Guadalupe, one of the most familiar Mexican icons, Sandra 
Cisneros writes of the anxiety she feels when she is unable to identify with female models as 
represented in the media, such as a porn � lm star. In an attempt to � nd a model to identify 
with in her parents’ culture, she engages in the same exploratory acts as Claudia, Audre, and 
Olivia:

When I see la Virgen de Guadalupe I want to li�  her dress as I did my dolls, and look 
to see if she comes with chones and does her panocha look like mine, and does she 
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have dark nipples too? Yes, I am certain she does. She is not a neuter like Barbie. She 
gave birth. She has a womb. Blessed art thou and blessed is the fruit of thy womb …. 
Blessed art thou, Lupe, and, therefore, blessed am I. (1996, 46 emphases in text) 

Favoring the more corporeal religious icon over the “neuter” Barbie, the narrator is able to 
establish a connection with it.

But while the interests of Audre, Olivia, and Cisneros’s narrator mostly focus on their 
dolls’ status as alive or dead, real or unreal, gendered or neuter, Claudia’s inquisitiveness main-
ly revolves around her dolls’ inherent meaning. Several critics have written of the ambiguous 
meanings of dolls. Referring to the Barbie doll, for instance, Mary Rogers writes of her “per-
sonality”: “Barbie’s identity is at root indeterminate. We know what she does, we know how she 
looks, we know what she appears to be. Ultimately, though, Barbie eludes us. Her personality 
is [unclear], even [otherworldly] […].” Barbie becomes a persona around which girls sort out 
both their actions and their understanding of the world. Although they enjoy the freedom 
to imagine, they are also subjected to “the cultural scripts encoded in favorite playthings.” 
Barbie dolls encourage and even compel children to consider “identity-anchoring realities” in 
distinctly constricted ways. � ey “hold powerful messages about the feminine adulthood they 
should envision,” “promote gender [and racial] imagery,” and emphasize “the satisfactions of a 
consumerist lifestyle, the ease of upward social mobility in postindustrial class structures, and 
the sustainability of a lean, youthful body” (1999, 136, 109-110; emphases in text).

Like Rogers, Rand acknowledges that Barbie’s manufacturer Mattel reinscribes meaning. 
Many girlish fantasy games with Barbie remain “rooted in the conceptual framework sug-
gested by [Mattel’s] product line.” She also writes of a prevalent childhood sense “that Barbie 
comes with meanings attached,” which causes a “[…] complex interplay between artifactual 
and external sources of Barbie’s meaning and value […].” Rand contends that instead of “be-
ing perceived as a blank slate awaiting the consumer’s inscription of meaning,” Barbie has a 
distinct character and discrete personality. If you didn’t know Barbie’s identity and meanings, 
someone else did. “Meanings, and consequently the cause of Barbie’s value, were to be dis-
cerned rather than invented; when unavailable, they were concealed rather than absent. � ese 
meanings might be seen to re� ect, represent, or inform about meanings external to Barbie; at 
the same time, however, they inhered in the doll itself ” (1995,120, 193,99, 99). So far, we have 
seen how protagonists like Claudia try to “discern[…],” in the words of Rand, the meanings of 
the dolls they receive as gi� s. � e following section will trace the way in which such meanings 
can be manipulated.

The promise of improvisation

Some of Barbie’s imposed meanings are related to her sexuality. Although Cisneros’s narrator 
� nds out that underneath her attire Barbie is asexual, most protagonists in the coming-of-age 
texts are impressed by Barbie’s sexuality. As is indicated by the pink feather boa and matching 
satin sheath dress of Olivia’s Barbie doll in Tan’s text, Barbie dolls are presented with more satin sheath dress of Olivia’s Barbie doll in Tan’s text, Barbie dolls are presented with more satin sheath dress of Olivia’s Barbie doll in Tan
womanly glamour than the Shirley Temple dolls with their girlish attire. It is true that both 
dolls are ultimate American cultural symbols of white, young womanhood. Like the Shirley 
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Temple dolls of Mohr’s, Morrison’s, and Lorde’s, Morrison’s, and Lorde’s, Morrison ’s texts, Barbie dolls embody the white beauty 
myth that is thrust on girls in their process of growing up. Like Shirley, Barbie represents a 
female ideal (Rand 1995, 153). But this ideal is much more sexually signi� ed. Although Bar-
bie exhibits an “innocent cutesiness” (Gilman 1998, 18), she is also sexual. Much more than 
Shirley Temple or baby dolls, the iconic � gure of Barbie pushes girls into an awareness and 
acting out of their sexual as well as racial and class selves. Created by Ruth Handler in the 
1950s, Barbie became the American concept of the ideal woman, both innocent and sexual, 
and represented the commodi� ed version of gender. 

While doll play regularly involves a “mothering role,” and while Shirley Temple and baby 
dolls usually summon up the nurturing mother, Barbie invites an identi� cation with a “sen-
suous,” “sexual” woman (Driscoll 2002, 99; duCille 2002, 62). “Unlike most dolls, she is not 
a baby to be mothered” (Wanless 2001, 125). Barbie is the girl’s peer, or older sister perhaps, 
glamorous and “parasexual” (Rogers 1999, 114). Compared to other dolls, claims Rand, “Bar-
bie stands apart as an adult doll whose large breasts turn children’s minds toward sexuality.” 
Although Mattel unsexed Barbie, her “sexiness” is one reason “why she was the doll who � g-
ured in so many memorable doll-related sexual scenarios […]” (1995, 124). 

� ese “sexual scenarios” also turn up in the literature. In Patricia Santana’s � ese “sexual scenarios” also turn up in the literature. In Patricia Santana’s � ese “sexual scenarios” also turn up in the literature. In Patricia Santana Motorcycle 
Ride on the Sea of Tranquillity (2002), protagonist Yoli hides Barbie and Ken from “bratty Ride on the Sea of Tranquillity (2002), protagonist Yoli hides Barbie and Ken from “bratty Ride on the Sea of Tranquillity
Monica,” knowing that “She’d never � nd them: I had set them on the highest pepper tree 
branch I could reach, and naked Ken was right this minute on top of naked Barbie, sucking 
her pointy boobs” (40). � is fragment shows that not all Barbie consumers merely replicate 
the kind of play seen in commercials, and that they use Barbie in “very non-Mattel ways.”22

� rough her imaginative Barbie play, Yoli is able to set herself o�  against her younger sister 
Monica, who is unable to view or handle Yoli’s dolls.

Imaginary role-playing with Barbie mostly concentrates on the dolls’ appearance and 
sexual appeal. In “Barbie-Q” (1991), a short story written by Sandra Cisneros and narrated 
in a child’s voice, the dress and accessories of the narrator’s Barbie dolls show their adult, 
American-style sophistication, as they wear a “[r]ed swimsuit, stilettos, pearl earrings” and an 

“A-line coatdress with a Jackie Kennedy pillbox hat.” At the same time, recalling Claudia’s expo-
sure of her doll’s falseness in Morrison’s sure of her doll’s falseness in Morrison’s sure of her doll’s falseness in Morrison � e Bluest Eye, Cisneros’s girl-narrator recounts how 
her handling of the Barbie doll reveals its fabricated and fake quality: “From so much dressing 
and undressing, the black glitter wears o�  where her titties stick out” (1992, 14). 

� e phony and precarious existence of the Barbie dolls is further epitomized, in the story, 
when a large toy warehouse in the city burns down, enabling the narrator and her friend to 
purchase a set of damaged Barbie dolls and clothes at the local � ea market. While at � rst the 

22. Rand 1995, 132. Yoli’s personal fantasy, suggesting a delightful secrecy and imaginative power, contrasts 
starkly with her report of being subjected, once, to witnessing her brother’s being “on top of [his] naked” girl-
friend. Exposed to the love scene, Yoli feels “sinful. Ashamed” and experiences “a sick feeling of something 
being wrong, ugly wrong” (167-168). Being able to deal with sexy Barbie play in fantasy, she is still too young 
to deal with an actual sex scene. In Yamanaka, it is even the sexually de� ned Barbie play that makes the girl 
unwell. “� en he [friend Jerry] makes Ken ooof Barbie. Lie on top of Barbie and go ooof […] which makes 
me sick, because Jerry wants me to make Barbie turn upside down while he makes the smooching sound” 
(1996, 103).
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narrator’s lack of money stood as an obstacle “between desire and the acquisition of Barbie 
items” (Rand 1995, 126), she is now able to possess a doll that has been rescued from the blaz-
ing � ames of the toy depot—although it is not a new and perfect exemplar. � is � re episode 
mockingly gives the story its title. While the narrator re-appropriates Barbie as a mass-cul-
tural commodity, the author re-appropriates Mattel’s “naming device”—like other “subvertors” 
who, as Rand explains, readily parody the values encoded in Barbie’s name/out� t/accessories 
combinations (1995, 155). 

Unlike Claudia, who furiously ridicules the spurious character of her doll, and attempts 
to expose her secrets even more, the girls in Cisneros’s story only attempt to conceal their Bar-
bie dolls’ imperfect appearance as symbolized by the dolls’ smoky smell and their one melted 
foot. While Claudia uncovers, they cover up, and discourage others from examining the dolls 
by li� ing her dress: Having repeatedly washed their dolls, they dress them � amboyantly: “[…] 
so? If you dress her in her new ‘Prom Pinks’ out� t, satin splendor with matching coat, gold 
belt, clutch, and hair bow included, so long as you don’t li�  her dress, right?—who’s to know” 
(1991, 16; emphasis added). � e girls literally con� rm Barbie’s status as “an icon of improvisa-
tion.” As Rogers states, “Barbie perpetually performs so as to become whatever the situation 
demands […].”23

In her work, the artist Mary Dorsey Wanless implicitly replicates Barbie’s melted foot 
of Cisneros’s text. She photographs manipulated Barbie dolls and has eliminated their faces, 
except for one doll: “� e one doll with eyes that I have used has no feet, which is my way of 
pointing out that only by accepting imperfections can one become real” (2001, 126). Cis-
neros’s protagonist does not accept her doll’s imperfections, nor does the doll become real. 
While the undamaged foot is, like Barbie’s breasts, “permanently pointed”—symbolizing her 
premolded and “unalterably fem” character (Rand 1995, 2), the damaged one symbolizes not 
only the doll’s un-permanent character, but also its plasticity. � is plastic quality is di� erent, 
however, than the one pointed out by Rogers. According to Rogers, Barbie’s plastic body is 

“amenable to endless transformations.” � us, Barbie is “an icon of an emergent, consumerist 
‘somatics’—a technology of the body driven by the idea that our bodies can be whatever we 
like if we devote enough money and attention to them. […] she is the spitting image of the dis-
ciplined body Michel Foucault theorized” (1999, 112). Cisneros’s “Barbie-Q” shows, however, 
that Barbie’s plastic perfection has its limits, and has literally melted away. It demonstrates 
that Barbie’s plasticity signi� es vulnerability rather than verve. � us, not only the � re in the 
department store, but also the damaged dolls symbolize the restrictions of commodity and 
consumer culture.24

In her sociological research, Rand found that many acts of consumption cannot be easily 
labeled counterhegemonic or compliant (1995, 130-131, 145-147). � is also holds true for 
Cisneros’s narrative. It is not easy to decide whether it embodies conformity or resistance to 
social circumstances and values for which Barbie supposedly stands. We could classify the 
girls both as acquiescent and deviant with regard to the Barbie � gure. Presenting the Barbie 

23. 1999, 136. Rogers also claims that Barbie is “adaptability in vinyl” (1999, 29).
24. In addition, the story subtly undermines Rogers’s claim that Barbie “represents a world where the ‘prox-
imity senses’ of smell and taste lose ground” to a more distant visualization (1999, 114). Due to their lack of 
� nancial resources, Cisneros’s protagonist and her friend must deal with the smoky smell of a damaged doll.
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doll as her role model, Cisneros’s protagonist-narrator has even taken up Mattel’s market-
ing idiom (“satin splendor,” “hair-bow included,” 16), and with her friend dresses her dolls 
glamorously. � is suggests their submission to conventional Barbie type play, and con� rms 
Rogers’s claim that as a fetish, an object with charisma and extraordinary e� ects, exuding a 
magnetic force, Barbie “becomes a magical presence and wondrous force in one’s world. […] 
She is the stu�  of dreams coming true, if only momentarily or vicariously” (1999, 80). 

In their acts of purchasing and improvising, however, the girls demonstrate their resis-
tance to their own con� ning circumstances. � e story is submitted, suggests Deborah Madsen, 

“in a tone of naive de� ance of those socio-economic pressures that will ensure these girls never 
can meet the standard of feminine beauty signi� ed by the doll” (2000, 125). It indicates, more-
over, the girls’ imaginative resourcefulness, and their dexterous and sinuous appropriation of 
the glamorous white � gure of beauty. � ey turn the dolls into individualized role models and 
� gures of their own. Ellen McCracken has a point when she states that as “mainstream mass-
cultural icons,” the damaged Barbie dolls Cisneros’s girls buy at the � re sale take on a double 
voice as they are “recon� gured within the ethnic, working-class experience of U.S. Chicanas.” 
Although the girls at � rst sight appear to celebrate and recuperate the perfect mass-cultural 
commodity, their re-appropriation of the singed dolls indicates their ability to invent and im-
provise, and fabricate and participate on their own terms (1999, 18). Finally, on a narratologi-
cal level, I would like to suggest, by recounting her acts of beauti� cation of the damaged dolls, 
the narrator explicates the illusion of beauty and the fabrication of femininity.

� e question of conformity versus resistance turns up in discussions on Barbie’s e� ects 
on girls, which feminists, antiracists, and others have decried. In her sociological research, 
however, Rand found that Barbie consumers tell childhood stories of altering or abandon-
ing Barbie to suit their political, sexual, and gender identities (1995, 6). � is is possible be-
cause, I have suggested, Barbie epitomizes the promise of improvisation, and is forever able 
to reinvent herself. She is plastic both in form and in the cultural meanings consumers have 
fashioned around her. Rogers notes that “Barbie’s innumerable accessories and props—what 
Erving Go� man would call her identity kit—point to a self continuously in the making un-
der shi� ing circumstances.” On the toy shelves, argues Rand, Mattel displays a discourse of 
diversity, which “suggests that any kind of girl can be Barbie […].” But it promises even more 
than that. In addition to diversity, Barbie embodies a “wide variety of life choices” and even 

“in� nite possibility.” According to Mattel, with Barbie “ ‘we girls’ can do anything.”25

Rand found that Mattel’s strategies thus “provide a permitted space for (not too) sub-
versive play,” which depends on “other cultural products and narratives […].” It was shaped 
by childhood experiences de� ned by ethnicity, class, and gender, by “known characters in 
a child’s life, both living and � ctional, extrapolated into a general sense of what adults do.” 
According to Rand, Barbie play includes the girls’ “own interpretations, suppressions, and si-
lences […].” Interpellated by their dolls’ image, girls do not merely and compliantly refashion 

25. Rogers 1999, 136. She refers to Go� man’s  1999, 136. She refers to Go� man’s  1999, 136. She refers to Go� man � e Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959). Rand 1995, 
78, 144, 68. � is is partially echoed in Driscoll, who points out that Barbie is “un� xed.” Barbie cannot only 
be Princess Pink Barbie, but also Astronaut Barbie, Japanese Barbie, and liberated Barbie. Instead of viewing 
Barbie as an “oppressive” feminine, white, American � gure, we should acknowledge the multiplicity of Barbie, 

“including all those games that Mattel would not put on boxes […]” (2002, 100).
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themselves a� er them, but equip the dolls’ bodies and characters in order to relate them to 
their own lives. Girls work “to relate artifact to reality,” contends Rand. At the same time, how-
ever, it is di�  cult for “[s]ubvertors” to eliminate the “artifactual and interpretive accessories” 
that Mattel has provided Barbie, “many of which are designed to make Barbie as straight as 
they come. […] no amount of demysti� cation, queer accessorizing, or subversion can erase 
the dubious ideological e� ect of Barbie.” � us, although Rand found adults who testify that 

“subversion, when it occurred, was the name of the predominant game,” children’s brief queer 
moments are embedded in proper, traditional, and uncritical “ ‘I love Barbie’-type play.”26

Nevertheless, although the girls Rand and duCille studied are presented as surrendering 
to Barbie, they also appropriate her for their own use. � is occurs as well in Cisneros’s short 
story, and in other coming-of-age narratives where girls bring the dolls into their world by 
giving them “a bunch of matching narrative accessories” (Rand 1995, 121; emphasis added). 
In Susan Jane Gilman’s autobiographical essay “Klaus Barbie, and Other Dolls I’d Like to See” In Susan Jane Gilman’s autobiographical essay “Klaus Barbie, and Other Dolls I’d Like to See” In Susan Jane Gilman
(1999), the narrating I reports belonging, once, to a group of young “urban, Jewish, black, 
Asian and Latina girls” who believed they could be “everything special, glamorous and won-
derful […].” In their doll play, they could be “bride or a model or a queen or anything.” “It was 
a silly, fabulous narcissism—but one that sprang from a crucial self-love. � ese dolls were part 
of my fantasy life and an extension of my ambitions.”27

Gilman’s and CisnerosGilman’s and CisnerosGilman ’s texts demonstrate that girls can do and be anything by being 
inventive and taking up various accessories, both narrative and material. As Rand explains, 
Barbie’s closet is “diversely stocked, assuming one can make what one can’t buy […]” (1995, 
2). � is occurs in “Bolohead Malibu Barbie and Marsh Pen Malibu Ken” (1996), a short story 
written by Lois-Ann Yamanaka. Like the protagonist in Cisneros’s “Barbie-Q” who fabricates 
simple sock dresses for her Barbie dolls, Yamanaka’s narrator Lovey improvises and adds simple sock dresses for her Barbie dolls, Yamanaka’s narrator Lovey improvises and adds simple sock dresses for her Barbie dolls, Yamanaka
queer accessories.28 She has her Barbie doll wear handmade clothing that shows the stitch-
ing and is easily torn. Eventually, the clothing is replaced by the store-bought clothes her 
friend Jerry has stolen from another girl. � is act con� rms Rogers’s claim that children, as 

“proper citizens of consumer societies,” come to build up such a strong desire for items such 
as Barbie dolls and accessories that they would rather steal “the brand-name goods they must
have” than do without them. Lacking money for Barbie and her accessories, but keeping their 
Barbie fantasy alive (“[…] we talk every day about the pool parties and camping trips and 
airlines with Ken as pilot […] and Barbie is jealous because she has to sit next to her little 
sister […]”), Lovey and her friend Jerry eventually steal and resell drugs in order to obtain 

26. 1995, 92, 129, 116, 129-130, 115, 194, 144. DuCille likewise contends that although little girls dream 
themselves into the “conspicuous consumption, glamour, perfection” of Barbie’s world, they hardly ever do 
so in their own image. � e girls “surrender[…]” to a “make-believe world” that is white (1994, 50, 48). 
27. � is is before the turning point when “Somewhere, somehow, a message seeped into our consciousness 
telling us that we […] weren’t pretty enough. […] Looks, girls learn early, […] quickly become the de� ning 
criteria for our status and our worth. And somewhere along the line, we stop believing in our own beauty 
and its dominion. […] Barbies take over.” � e narrator and her friends “began to realize slowly and painfully 
that if you didn’t look like Barbie, you didn’t � t in. Your status was diminished. You were less beautiful, less 
valuable, less worthy” (Gilman 1998, 15-17).
28. I borrow the term “queer” from Rand (1995).



She’s a Doll 273

their much-wanted dolls.29

But Lovey also improvises, and shows that Rand’s “ ‘we girls’ can do anything” (1995, 68), 
also applies to her appropriation of Barbie. Despite her lack of resemblance to her “beautiful” 
Barbie dolls (“blond-white hair,” “tall noses”), she is able to make them part of her own world: 
she has them inhabit a shoebox in her closet that also turns into an automobile for visits to 
the drive-in movies. In addition, she creates a fancy pool party for her Barbie by � lling the 
bathroom sink (102-104). Following Gilman who, as cited above, remembers that Barbies 

“were part of my fantasy life and an extension of my ambitions,” Lovey’s imaginary Barbie play 
suggests Lovey’s class ambitions. It enables her to have a sweet taste of “the good life lived in 
the American middle-class style” that Barbie embodies (Rogers 1999, 63). It enables her to 
experience the material security of the American Dream.

Lovey’s resisting act of improvisation could also be considered an example of Barbie 
“queering.” Coined by Rand, this term refers to acts that provide the Barbie doll with queer ac-
cessories. In their odd and idiosyncratic play, practically all consumers slightly queer Barbie’s 
artistic meanings as imposed by Mattel, maintains Rand. � is enables Barbie to break away 

“from the straight context of meaning that Mattel spent millions of dollars to give her” (1995, 
132-133, 194). Many of the girl narrators discussed in this chapter engage in this process, as 
they add to the dolls’ imposed meanings. Reminiscent of the girls in Cisneros’s text, Lovey’s 
Barbie play implies a “naive de� ance” of her exclusion from white middle-class life, as brought 
up by Madsen. But whereas Cisneros’s text does not reveal whether the girls’ con� scating 
practices also involve a negotiation with, or perhaps negation of, white beauty standards, Ya-
manaka’s text stages a girl who apparently is under the spell of prevailing Anglo de� nitions manaka’s text stages a girl who apparently is under the spell of prevailing Anglo de� nitions manaka
of feminine beauty. When she bathes two of her Barbie-dolls, and their hair turns “All matted 
and frizzy,” she judges the transformed dolls as “the two most ugliest dolls alive. […] like two 
Puerto Rican sisters from down the street with absolutely no relation to Malibu Barbie and 
Ken.” Expressing once again the racial superiority of her doll, she subsequently acknowledges 
that she has to keep from wetting Malibu Barbie’s “silky blond smooth” hair, as water would 
drastically turn white female beauty into an entirely unrelated and colored ugliness. When 
in an attempt to beautify her doll she uses her mother’s sewing needle to give it pierced ears, 
and its plastic ears turn black and blue, Lovey feels “sick” about having “wrecked [her] perfect 
blond Barbie” (102).

� us, while handling the doll, the girl � nds out that interfering with its precarious beauty 
is not without risk. Barbie is plastic and � exible, but only within certain limits. Appropriation 
thus means staying within the normative framework of white beauty. In addition, reminis-
cent of Cisneros’s girl-narrator, Lovey discloses the fabricated and fake quality of her and her 
friend’s Barbie dolls and Barbie play, as the use of the shoebox and bathroom sink already 
indicated. She discloses and derides their Barbie’s “telly” as not “real,” but “just a matchbox 
with a picture of Cassius Clay that Jerry pasted on,” and distances herself from Jerry’s verbal 
imitation of white middle-class vernacular—his “pretend-talk-haole accent,” which she classi-
� es as “dumb” (“sweet cakes,” “PJ’s,” “Gee whiz,” “telly”)(102-103).

One � nal incident in the story makes the wobbly, illusionary, and almost treacherous 
features of Barbie even more explicit: when Jerry’s brother cuts o�  all of Barbie’s hair in an act 

29. Rogers 1999, 74; emphasis in text; Yamanaka, 114-115.
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of wicked revenge (“My perfect Malibu Barbie all bald with [sic] crew cut, I mean every strand 
of hair cut o�  bolohead”), Lovey is devastated. Her Barbie has turned into a “prisoner-of-war 
with her tan face, beautiful smile, and crew cut.” Like the rebellious girl protagonist in Janet 
Campbell Hale’s Bloodlines, whose Shirley Temple curls are, in an act of punishment, cut o�  by 
her mother (“almost like a crew cut”),30 Barbie, and by implication the girl whose role model 
she is, is made powerless by the boy’s ruthless act. � e act deprives the doll of her white female 
beauty, as symbolized by her smooth and long blond hair, and deprives the girl of her perfect 
doll and ideal mirror image (104). 

In addition, the boy has pencilled in nipples, a vagina, thick underarm hair, and a goatee, 
as if making her more real, more applicable and appropriate perhaps. Several critics have 
written of Barbie’s lack of sexual features. While implicitly sexual on the one hand, Barbie is 
also asexual, according to Ingeborg Majer O’Sickey. “� e doll’s persona (Barbie is a ‘good’ girl) also asexual, according to Ingeborg Majer O’Sickey. “� e doll’s persona (Barbie is a ‘good’ girl) also asexual, according to Ingeborg Majer O’Sickey
and its body (without nipple, navel, or pubic hair) present an image sanitized of the ‘messier’ 
aspects of physicality” (1994, 34). Ann duCille explains Barbie’s lack of genitalia only slightly 
di� erently: “As an icon of idealized femininity, […], Barbie is locked into a never-never land 
in which she must be always already sexual without the possibility of sex. Conspicuously sen-
sual on top but de� nitively nonsexual below, her plastic body indeed has inscribed within 
it the very contradictory, whore/Madonna messages with which patriarchy taunts and even 
traumatizes young women in particular” (1994, 62). Finally, according to Catherine Driscoll, 
the feminine adolescence Barbie reproduces is always separate from “the body of Woman as 
representative system. […] She is woman/not-woman and human/not-human, a game that 
can seem to denaturalize gender despite the anxiety of interested parties.” Barbie represents a 

“zone of paradoxes” (2002, 97). 
Contrasting with Lovey’s veneration of the doll, the boy’s � ery contempt and wicked act, 

it is suggested, have removed Barbie from her “ ‘good’ girl” stance, her “never-never land,” or 
her “zone of paradoxes.” In the words of duCille, the act has eliminated her “idealized femi-
ninity” consisting of a sexual asexuality. It has, however, not presented the girl with an accept-
able new model. � e doll is no longer the prototype of bouncy, bubbly, and beautiful young 
womanhood. It has too radically been transformed into a tragic and androgynous � gure, a 
powerless prisoner-of-war, a freaky monster too hairy to be feminine and too bald to be pow-
erfully male—an imperfect model of identi� cation (102-105).

Barbie destruction and violence is a recurring motif in sociological studies. In personal 
childhood narratives Barbie is o� en presented as the target of aggressive behavior. � is com-
monly involves tearing her head o� , ripping her limbs out, cutting her hair o� , adding nipples, 
or � ushing the doll down the toilet. � is is also re� ected in the literature. In Katherine Min’s or � ushing the doll down the toilet. � is is also re� ected in the literature. In Katherine Min’s or � ushing the doll down the toilet. � is is also re� ected in the literature. In Katherine Min
story “Blonde,” for instance, the narrator reports, “We made [our blonde Barbies] fall o�  fur-
niture summits to meet strange, mangled deaths on the hardware � oor. […] Lisa Ogleby and I 
fought over the Barbie doll with the retractable hair, breaking the mechanism in her belly that 
made it work. […] I held the broken Barbie in both hands” (1996, 2, 4).

Reading this example, we can only speculate on the destructor’s motivations. From two 
more examples we can deduce that the manipulations are surreptitiously directed against 
the white beauty myth that white dolls embody. In hooks’s memoir Bone Black the narrator 

30. Hale 1993, 70. � is episode will be discussed in the next chapter.
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remembers: “My favorite doll is brown, brown like light milk chocolate. […] She is the only 
doll we will not destroy. We have lost Barbie. We have broken the leg of another doll” (22). 
In another narrative, the personal “doll story” that black journalist Lisa Jones told to Village 
Voice in 1991, the motivation becomes even more apparent. When she started playing with 
Barbie, the narrator reports, “there were no Christies (Barbie’s black friend, born in 1968), or 
black Barbies (born in 1980, brown plastic poured into blond Barbie’s mold). I had two blonds, 
which I bought with Christmas money from girls at school. I cut o�  their hair and dressed 
them in African-print fabric.”31 Marking her racial di� erence, as well as her awareness of it, 
the narrator’s act of cutting o�  and dressing up also indicates her engagement in what Rand
calls “the free play of accessorizing signi� ers” (1995, 2). It reveals that Barbie’s body is not as 
unalterably white as it may seem.

However, in the end the ethnically and racially de� ned haircut and dress cannot disguise 
the doll’s blond hair and white skin, which contrast with the narrator’s. A� er an unpleasant 
incident at school where, Jones’s narrator realizes, “all the girls looked like Barbie and none 
of them looked like me,” she dissolves her Barbie ties. “I galloped down our stairs with one 
Barbie, her blond head hitting each spoke of the banister, thud, thud, thud. And galloped up 
the stairs, thud, thud, thud, until her head popped o� , lost to the graveyard behind the stair-
well. � en I tore o�  each limb, and sat on the stairs for a long time, twirling the torso like a 
baton.”32 Having at � rst resisted Barbie by attempting to transform her, the girl then decides 
to eliminate her. Jones’s story, Rand explains, portrays the girl-consumer as a courageous � g-
ure who intervenes and resists the forces of racist oppression—and cultural products that re-
inforce these social evils for corporate pro� t (1995, 122). But the narrator’s report of the failed 
metamorphosis also indicates her early awareness of the impossibility of queering Barbie—an 
impossibility that in turn con� rms Barbie’s authenticity and purity.

Rogers claims that Barbie “torture” “is scarcely limited to inner-city boys intent on get-
ting a rise out of their sisters, expressing their disgust at whatever Barbie means to them, or 
engaging in senseless vandalism” (1999, 31-32). Rogers does not state, however, who the other 
torturers are—and what their motives might be. Two other critics o� er their views in this re-
gard. Recognizing Barbie as the all-time good girl, a girl, Rand suggests, may loath and destroy 
Barbie for what she represents—“U.S. sanctioned ideal teenage girlhood” (1995, 145). Carol 
Ockman argues that “[…] various mutilations in� icted upon Barbie by the young girls who 
play with her […] resist the notion of Barbie as the all-American girl. � rough their aggressive 
play, these girls […] challenge the naturalized ideal that is Barbie’s body either by insisting on 
the realities excluded by that body (for example, drawing the nipples back on) or by destroy-
ing it completely (ripping o�  its head)” (1999, 87).

In the episode in Yamanaka’s text, however, it is not RandIn the episode in Yamanaka’s text, however, it is not RandIn the episode in Yamanaka ’s “girl,” nor one of Ockman’s ’s “girl,” nor one of Ockman’s ’s “girl,” nor one of Ockman
“young girls” who torture Lovey’s Malibu Barbie. It is, indeed, one of Rogers’s “boys intent on 
getting a rise out of ” Lovey and Jerry. But the aggressive boy does not engage in pointless 
destruction or “senseless vandalism.” Understanding the importance of the Barbie doll for 

31. 1991, 36. � is act of manipulation reminds us of the girl narrator’s experiments with the rosy-cheeked 
white doll in Cantú, as discussed in the previous section, but more explicitly focuses on the doll’s ethnic and 
racial features.
32. 1991, 36. For the empowering e� ects of baton twirling, see Chapter 9, “Tricks.” 
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the two youngsters, he in turn appropriates and employs it in order to punish. But he fails to 
destroy the doll altogether. Whereas the Barbie doll in Jones’s story is “lost to the graveyard 
behind the stairwell” (1991, 36), in Yamanaka’s text, Lovey and her friend ritually bury the behind the stairwell” (1991, 36), in Yamanaka’s text, Lovey and her friend ritually bury the behind the stairwell” (1991, 36), in Yamanaka
ill-treated doll, dressing it in its best clothes. Like Flaubert’s Emma Bovary, who desires to be 
beautifully buried in her wedding dress, Lovey’s Barbie is buried in a “wedding gown with the 
veil and white heels”—as if compensating for the androgynous and damaged features of the 
doll. � ey stu�  it in the back of a closet where the shoe-box apparently has turned from car to 
co�  n. Although the two friends are unable to employ their highly developed resourcefulness 
to return Barbie to her perfect state, this burial ritual still shows their creativity in covering 
up Barbie’s damaged state and fabricating the doll’s appearance. Up until the � nal moment of 
farewell, the two friends cling to the white beauty myth that the doll embodies and that her 
wedding dress symbolizes (105).

Countering Barbie’s new androgynous appearance, the glamorous invention also hints 
at a subversive drag performance, as it greatly exaggerates her femininity. On the other hand, 
however, it � ts with Barbie’s style. Rogers calls Barbie’s style “emphatic femininity. It takes 
feminine appearances and demeanor to unsustainable extremes.” Barbie is “the ultrafeminine 
presence that drag queens personify. Her long, long legs and � at hips suggest this possibility. 
So does her wardrobe, especially her shimmering evening gowns, high heels, heavyhanded 
makeup, and brilliant tiaras and other headpieces.” Embodying drag, Barbie “demonstrates 
that femininity is a manufactured reality. It entails a lot of arti� ce, a lot of clothes, a lot of props 
such as cuddly poodles and shopping bags, and a lot of e� ort, however satisfying at times.” 
Like Mae West, “Barbie epitomizes femininity to the point of becoming a parody of it […]” 
(1999, 14, 41-42, 58-59; emphasis in text).

Apart from creating this drag-like fabrication and thus covering up Barbie’s ill-fated im-
pairment, the two friends decide not to disclose their devastation. Instead they pretend to fa-
vor their non-blond and non-white Barbie dolls, such as “Miko” the Oriental Barbie. � e story 
does not disclose why these dolls were in fact not the friends’ favorites. In their analyses of the 
Barbie phenomenon, several critics suggest an answer. Susan Willis, for instance, maintains 
that Barbie’s black equivalent Christie, which Mattel marketed in the sixties, was actually a 
secondary version of the white cultural model, and thus devoid of cultural integrity. In general, 
argues Willis, girls of color in the end do not prefer colored replicants of the white Barbie doll. 

“� e black replicant ensures, rather than subverts, domination. � e notion of ‘otherness,’ or 
unassimilable marginality, is in the replicant attenuated by its mirroring of the white model” 
(1990 II, 183-184). � is brings us to the following section.

“Sambo” and “Spanish Barbie”

In some coming-of-age texts, girls of color desire brown or black dolls. Some identify with the 
dolls, while others do not, as becomes clear in bell hooks’s Bone Black and Rita Dove’s � rough 
the Ivory Gate (1992). � e narrator of hooks’s text remembers her mother’s story that, as a 
young girl, she all of a sudden decided that she did not want a white doll to play with.
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[…] I demanded a brown doll, one that would look like me. […] Deep within myself 
I had begun to worry that all this loving care we gave to the pink and white � esh-
colored dolls meant that somewhere le�  high on the shelves were boxes of unwanted, 
unloved brown dolls covered in dust. I thought that they would remain there forever, 
orphaned and alone, unless someone began to want them, to want to give them love 
and care […].

Although she does not yet possess a brown doll, the narrator cherishes feelings of relationship 
and responsibility for the doll that resembles her. As its mother/peer, she will dust o�  its signs 
of rejection and denial, and give it the “love and care” that up until then has only been granted 
her white dolls (24).

Unlike hooks’s narrator, the � rst-person narrator of Dove’s � rough the Ivory Gate wishes 
for black dolls, but is unwilling and/or unable to identify with them. Her initial request for 
a “funny [black] doll” is contested by her grandmother, who calls the doll “an insult” because 
of its big red grinning mouth and its pop eyes, and informs Virginia that the Sambo � gure is 
supposed to replicate her. But studying her own unsmiling face in a mirror, with its brown 
skin, black hair, and small eyes, Virginia sees no comparison. When later on her grandmother 
gives her a brown doll, “the � rst Negro baby doll,” and her mother remarks on Virginia’s re-
semblance to it, the latter rejects both the doll and the forced identi� cation. “It looked like an 
overturned crab. And the eyes didn’t close and—she felt tears coming—it had no hair. � ose 
blistered, painted curlicues on that bulbous scalp could not be called hair. […] the bulging 
eyes, the painted head. She didn’t look like that” (3, 8, 7). 

In the previous section called “� e gi� ,” I demonstrated that hooks’s narrator in Bone 
Black is aware of her di� erence from the white doll she plays with (“We know that she is not 
us,” 23), and that the narrator of Woodson’s us,” 23), and that the narrator of Woodson’s us,” 23), and that the narrator of Woodson Autobiography of a Family Photo discards the 
brown doll she receives for Christmas as “useless” (29), as she fails to identify with it. In Dove’s 
� rough the Ivory Gate, Virginia is not completely sure whether the brown doll is not her. For 
she does, hesitantly, consider her own similarity to the doll, and wonders how her own parents 
could “show her […] that she was ugly.” Showing her rejection of the suggested resemblance to 
the doll, she initially throws it down the stairs. Deciding that the doll feels inferior and frail—

“the hard skin could be dented with the merest pressure from her thumb”—she then vigorously 
throws “the pickaninny” out of the window. Like Nicholasa Mohr’s narrator, who tosses her 
white Shirley Temple dolls out of the window, Dove’s narrator shows by her dramatic gestures 
her rejection of the brown model, and gives it back to the world (8-9).

Like Susan Willis, who at the end of the previous section discussed the � asco of Barbie’s 
black replicants, several critics have remarked on the discrepancies between the original, 
white Barbie and colored Barbies. Having studied press releases and Barbie magazines, Rand
concludes that dolls of color still remain “Barbie’s ‘others’: de� ned against the white, blond 
norm as di� erent, lesser […].” Although Mattel has marketed non-white versions of Barbie 
since the 1960s, Rand explains, “ ‘nonethnic’ Barbie still occupies center stage.” Many Mattel 
and Mattel-licensed Barbie products persistently come in one edition only: the “real” white 
and blond Barbie. � us, Mattel’s marketing language of diversity rings false, when so many 
products just come in the white, blond version. Rand concludes that “[…] Mattel, and Barbie, 
always remains faithful to those who buy into the prevailing idea that the best thing to be is 
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white, skinny, blonde, glamourous, rich, largely apolitical, and heterosexual […].”33

Moreover, contends Rand, “ethnic Barbies” are generally produced “by merely changing 
the skin color of white Barbie without changing the mold to suggest other body or facial types 
[…].” Other skin colors are merely temporary costumes that Barbie puts on in certain situa-
tions and that you can buy. According to duCille, the multicultural Barbies of Mattel’s “dolls of 
the world” series look remarkably like the traditional blond and blue-eyed Barbie. In an osten-
sibly “endless recapitulation of the white prototype” they are modi� ed only by a dye job and a 
new set of clothes. Sold in blackface, Barbie still represents the image “of the same mythically 
thin, long-legged, luxuriously-haired, buxom beauty.” � erefore, maintains Rogers, colorized 
Barbie “has little credibility as a black woman, an Asian woman, a Native (or indigenous) 
woman, or an Hispanic woman.” She does not automatically represent a positive black image, 
claims Ann duCille, who also suggests that black children will forever identify with white 
images instead of black images “because even the would-be positive black images around 
them—including black Barbie dolls—serve to reinforce their second-class citizenship.”34

Nevertheless, the one coming-of-age narrative in which a girl protagonist is most ex-
plicitly able to assert her autonomy and dissociate herself from any position of powerlessness 
concerns her desire for and self-conscious appropriation of a colorized, Spanish Barbie doll. 
In “Floor Show,” a chapter included in Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents, the 
young girl Sandi recounts her Dominican family’s visit to an exclusive Spanish restaurant 
three months a� er their arrival in New York. � ey are being hosted by a white American 
couple. Described by the narrator as being dressed up in party dresses, braided and berib-
boned, Sandi and her sisters have prior to their outing received extensive instructions from 
their mother regarding their expected conduct at the restaurant. 

� e requested behavior, however, contrasts starkly with that of the adult women the sis-
ters are confronted with. First of all, it stands out against the playful but private performance 
their mother unexpectedly acts out before their outing—“She li� ed her shoulders, curled her 
arms over her head and clapped her hands, then stamped her feet, fast, fast, fast on the � oor 
as if she were putting out a � re.” It also diverges from the presentation of the six “señoritas 
in long, � tted dresses with � aring skirts and castanets in their hands,” who perform a very 
sexually tinted “wild and beautiful dance” at the establishment. It � nally contrasts with the 
behavior of their American hostess at the dinner table who, intoxicated, � irts with Sandi’s fa-
ther and preposterously joins the dancers on stage. As if surreptitiously presenting Sandi with 
yet another possible female role model, one of the dancers approaches the company’s table to 
market dark-haired Barbie dolls dressed like Spanish señoritas. Although the girls’ mother 
prohibits her daughters from acquiring the commodities, Sandi ignores her mother’s “� erce 
look.” She stares at the one doll that has stirred her desire: “She was a perfect replica of the 
beautiful dancers, dressed in a long, glittery gown with a pretty tortoise shell comb in her hair, 
from which cascaded a tiny, lacy mantilla” (1992, 170, 184-185, 188).

33. 1995, 92, 84, 78, 92. Rogers and duCille agree that, when Barbie usually comes in “the racially unmarked 
and widely taken-for-granted [white] version,” and when the “signature Barbies” featured on boxes and bill-
boards “are always blond, blue-eyed, and white,” the doll is clearly white-identi� ed (Rogers 1999, 48; duCille
1999, 131). 
34. Rand 1995, 84; duCille 1994, 51, 61, 50; Rogers 1999, 47; duCille 1999, 131.
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Apart from starkly contrasting with the description of herself and her sisters as girlishly 
dressed up in party dresses and wearing beribboned braids, Sandi’s portrayal of the dolls as 

“perfect replica[s],” “dressed like Spanish señoritas,” indicates that the dolls are fabricated con-
structs that are accessorized as female and “Spanish.” As denaturalized, synthetic, and man-
made � gures, the dolls in Alvarez’s text are manufactures that are obtained and manipulated, 
handled, held, and pushed. � us they implicitly re� ect the restricting features of gendered 
cultural role models. � is for instance appears from Sandi’s portrayal of the skirt of one doll’s 
dress, which only opens “prettily like a fully blown � ower” when it is being “pu� ed out.”35

Sandi’s description of the female dancers equally indicates the cultural con� nement of women. 
Clad in “long, � tted dresses,” the female dancers enter a “stage where the lights were dimming.” 
Although they are “tossing their heads boldly like horses,” they sweat and show strained smiles. 
� e dancers and their performance, Sandi shows, are constrained by skin-tight costumes, a 
sti� ing, darkened stage, and strenuous dance routines. Sandi’s narration thus alludes both to 
constriction and construction, domination and deception, as represented by the dancer/doll 
model (184-185).

Sandi’s very act of narrating in and of itself presents her in the position of controlling 
narrator-focalizer. Taking on narrative authority, she gains control over the incident and im-
plicitly partakes in the process of her own cultural and gendered self-formation. Including her 
mother’s unexpected dancing at home, the “clowning” of the American lady on stage, and the 

“wild and beautiful dance” of the Spanish dancers, her account of the evening triumphantly 
concludes with her own performance with her Spanish doll. Situating herself at the center, 
Sandi becomes the proud subject of her own coming-of-age story. Moreover, in addition to 
the empowering e� ects of narration, Sandi comes to handle her Barbie doll. Despite her moth-
er’s e� orts to prevent her from taking the doll, Sandi “reach[es] out,” this time literally con-
� scating it. Deciding that the American lady “owe[s] her something” for having transgressed 
certain rules of behavior, she informs the woman that she wants the doll (186, 185, 188-189).

Having subsequently obtained an exemplar, Sandi again violates her mother’s set of regu-
lations by refraining from thanking the American lady according to U.S. etiquette:

She stood the Barbie on the table and raised one of the doll’s arms and pulled the 
other out so that the doll was frozen in the pose of the Spanish dancers. […] She 
hopped her dancer right up to the American lady and gave her a bow. […] Holding 
her new doll right up to the American woman’s face and tipping it so that its little 
head touched the woman’s � ushed cheek, Sandi made a smacking sound. “Gracias,” 
Sandi said, as if the Barbie doll had to be true to her Spanish costume.36

35. 188, 187; emphasis added. Sandi’s later handling of the Spanish doll suggests its condition of inertion 
even more, as is indicated by: “She hopped her dancer,” “She pushed her doll closer,” and “Holding her new 
doll […] and tipping it” (190-191).
36. 188-191. Apparently, the hold of one’s doll plays a speci� c role in the literature. In Yamanaka, narrator 
Lovey also makes a point of it: “Jerry watches as I stand Barbie on my jewelry box. She’s wearing the pink 
feathers robe […]. And Barbie twirls midair because at the same time I open up the jewelry box and ‘A Time 
for Us’ plays” (102). � e narrator’s handling suggests a form of agency and autonomy.
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Sandi’s doll takes on a double voice, as in Cisneros’s “Barbie-Q.” Adopting the forbidden Bar-
bie doll, the embodiment of American girlhood, the girl’s performance at � rst sight suggests 
an acceptance of dominant American culture, and a rejection of her parental culture. It re-
veals Sandi’s refusal to follow the admonitions that her anxious and apprehensive immigrant 
mother had issued, “like an Island tra�  c policeman,” prior to visiting the restaurant (169). 
Although Sandi has her doll repeat her mother’s impish and clandestine performance to some 
extent, she nevertheless undermines the woman’s set of strict imperatives.

At the same time, however, in an attempt to organize a substitute who is to perform her 
expression of gratitude, Sandi employs not an original white exemplar but a dark-haired Bar-
bie doll exotically dressed up as “Spanish.” Seizing the Spanish “replica,” which embodies, in 
the words of McCracken, the “commodi� cation of ethnic identity,” Sandi suggests her identi-
� cation with the tradition of her ancestral culture. In addition, her performance counteracts 
and undermines the American lady’s example, as it consists of a threefold derision: by having 
her doll kiss the woman with a smacking sound, she mimics the latter’s “shocking” kissing 
of her father; by thanking the lady in Spanish, she mocks the woman’s “grossly inadequate 
Spanish”; by having her doll gracefully perform as a Spanish dancer, she ridicules the woman’s 

“clowning” on stage (187-188, 181, 177, 186; McCracken 1999, 19).
Unwilling and/or unable to openly assert herself, Sandi makes Barbie a vehicle for her 

criticism of the American lady’s behavior, the oppressive rules of her immigrant mother, and—
though much more implicitly—the constricted gender position of the Spanish dancers. It is 
her way of facing the contradictions between di� erent female role models, as embodied by 
these women. Ien Ang indirectly refers to this process when she writes: “[Fantasy] does not 
function in place of, but beside, other dimensions of social life […]. It is a dimension of sub-
jectivity which is a source of pleasure because it puts ‘reality’ in parentheses, because it con-
structs imaginary solutions for real contradictions. … Fiction and fantasy function by making 
life in the present pleasurable, or at least livable […].”37 Made possible by Barbie’s plasticity 
and adaptability, as explained above, Sandi’s fantasy play is presented as her way of dealing 
with feelings of ambiguity.

Sandi’s narrative suggests that the American identity to which she aspires does not easily 
cancel out her identi� cation as a “Spanish” girl. Faced with her parents’ demand that she � nish 
her dinner, she fantasizes about telling them, in proper U.S. vernacular, “just as an American 
girl might, ‘I don’t wanna. You can’t make me. � is is a free country’.” At the same time, how-
ever, Sandi identi� es with the Spanish doll and thus implicitly presents herself as a “replica” 
of the Spanish dancers. Hence she identi� es with multiple subject positions at the same time 
(184, 188). Karen Christian writes about “the shi� ing subject positions” that girl protagonists 
like Sandi “assume in relation to their ancestral culture and American culture as they perceive 
it” (1997, 114). 

Christian here implicitly follows Marianne Hirsch’s discussion of multiple subject posi- here implicitly follows Marianne Hirsch’s discussion of multiple subject posi- here implicitly follows Marianne Hirsch
tions. Citing Paul Smith’s tions. Citing Paul Smith’s tions. Citing Paul Smith Discerning the Subject (1988), which de� nes negativity—“the space Discerning the Subject (1988), which de� nes negativity—“the space Discerning the Subject
in between di� erent subject positions”—as central to the subject’s construction, Hirsch argues 
that agency can indeed be located in negativity, an adolescent rebellion that is “a return to a 
break between life moments when subjectivity was less � xed, more � uid, more productive 

37. Ang 1985, 135, quoted in Rogers 1999, 149-150; emphasis in text.
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of di� erent possible futures.” In this line, Sandi’s contestation and personal appropriation of 
the Barbie doll signify her occupation of the space between multiple subject positions, as 
well as a process of negotiation that will constitute her cultural position. Following Hirsch in 
her analysis of Marguerite Duras’s � e Lover, we should however also ask: “in highlighting 
emptiness, what knowledges, what continuities, might [the girl] be denying? Where, in fact, 
is convention and where resistance in the story of girls’ move from childhood to adulthood?” 
(1993, 116). For it is not clear, in the end, to what extent Sandi complies, and to what extent 
she resists. While the other female � gures in the narrative (mother, American lady, Spanish 
dancers) perform their own dances—with their shortcomings and restrictions—Sandi does 
not dance. She is only able to dance through her doll.

Still, Alvarez’s story demonstrates how the handling of an American/Spanish Barbie doll 
has an empowering e� ect. It suggests that the multiplicity of subject positions presents the girl 
protagonist with the opportunity to negotiate with the di� erent messages regarding proper 
(sexual) behavior, femininity, and culture that she faces, while inserting her racial, ethnic and 
female self into the American cultural space. Although Rand claims that Mattel’s multicul-
turalism is only “super� cial,” and although she argues that “[…] ‘Hispanic Barbie’ remains a 
Hispanic version of Barbie” who is unable to liberate Barbie from Mattel’s mold—the “perma-
nently pointed breasts and feet”—Sandi is able to employ the Spanish Barbie in order to assert 
herself vis-à-vis others (Rand 1995, 9, 2).

� is section started with episodes from hooks’s Bone Black and Dove’s � rough the Ivory 
Gate, in which both narrator-protagonists wish for brown dolls. However, whereas the � rst 
protagonist is unable to � nger and examine her doll, as it is “le�  high on the shelves” of the 
toy stores in boxes “covered in dust,” the second protagonist examines her doll, but � nds eyes 
that “didn’t close,” a “bulbous scalp” with “blistered, painted curlicues,” a set of “bulging eyes,” 
and a “hard skin [that] could be dented with the merest pressure from her thumb” (7-9). Like 
the protagonists Claudia and Audre who, in a previous section, examine their white dolls, this 
second protagonist is unable to identify with her brown doll. In a third episode, however, the 
girl Sandi of Alvarez’s text is not only able to examine her Barbie dolls, but appropriates the 
glamorous white � gure in order to handle (through) it. Hence she demonstrates that she can 
join the phony world of Barbie. Like the protagonists from Cisneros’s, Yamanaka’s and other ’s, Yamanaka’s and other ’s, Yamanaka
texts, she is able to identify with her doll, and become her driving force as she handles her. 

Conclusion

� e beginning of this chapter presented the girl-mother � gures in Jan Banning’s photograph 
from the Mississippi Delta and Lynn Marshall-Linnemeier’s “Annotated Topsy Series.” Where-
as Banning’s doll triumphantly jumps out of the soapy bucket, Marshall-Linnemeier’s doll 
appears to wriggle itself out of the girl’s arms. Both movements, however, subtly indicate the 
alienating black girl/white doll contrast that we rediscover in many coming-of-age narratives, 
where girls of color receive as gi� s dolls that not only embody gender-appropriate behavior, 
but also models of white female beauty. O� entimes conscious of the disparity between their 
own appearance and the doll, the protagonists demonstrate a variety of positions with respect 
to the dolls they receive. � ose who accept their dolls, even when conscious of the apparent 
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dissimilarity, demonstrate their handling power as they watch over and nurture them. � ose 
who jealously or bemusedly mock and reject their white (or brown) dolls engage in acts of 
examination, destruction, elimination, or manipulation. But even though they are contradic-
tory, both the acceptance and the dis� guration are acts of appropriation, which disclose the 
dolls’ frailty, manipulability and fabricated quality. And even when a Barbie-loving girl like 
Yamanaka’s Lovey attempts to conceal her dolls’ fakeness, her act of focalization shows the il-Yamanaka’s Lovey attempts to conceal her dolls’ fakeness, her act of focalization shows the il-Yamanaka
lusion of beauty and the fabrication of femininity. Like the other girl protagonists, she enters 
a process of negotiation with the codes embedded in her dolls.

� is process of negotiation o� en involves the girls’ alteration of their dolls, and e� orts to 
relate it to their own lives—both in a narrative and material manner. However, there are rules 
and risks involved in fabricating illusions, and limits due to the con� scation of the dolls. In Re-
nita Weems’s “Hush. Mama’s Gotta Go Bye-Bye,” the protagonist’s handling of her white paper 
dolls results in decapitated exemplars. In Lisa Jones’s “A Doll Is Born,” the attempted metamor-
phosis of the blond Barbie into an African doll fails. In Alvarez’s texts, however, the blond Bar-
bie has been customized into an appealing ethnic doll, which enables the narrator-protagonist 
Sandi to take charge. It is she who, as character, adopts and handles the o� ered Spanish Barbie 
in order to confront the puzzling variety of female role models she faces, and set herself o�  to 
them. It is she who, as narrator, recounts the incident of appropriation, and outlines her stance 
in-between di� erent subject positions and in-between compliance or resistance.

In their Barbie play, we have seen, many girls of color both comply and resist. � is trend 
is con� rmed, for instance, by duCille’s research on Barbie. She reports that, at a toy store, she 
encountered a black teenage girl in search of a black Barbie doll. � e girl subsequently testi� es 
to the violent mutilations she has carried out on her Barbie dolls over the years. Her exclama-
tion “ ‘It’s the hair.’ […] ‘� e hair, that hair; I want it. I want it!’ ” evokes duCille’s memories 
of her own “torturous childhood struggles with the straightening combs, curling irons, and 
relaxers […]” (1994, 57). � is quotation suggests that, if we could view Barbie, perhaps, as 
an extension of a girl’s own body, we could also say that playing with Barbie implicitly means 
working on one’s own body. According to Wendy Singer Jones, “Barbie is a ‘body-project’ girl,” 
as she “epitomizes bodily self-fashioning.” � e Barbie product � ts the all-consuming body 
project of girls (1999, 104, 98, 93). � is body project will be the central focus in the following 
two chapters: “Becoming Shirley” and “Tricks.”

Chapter 8 will show that not only Barbie, but also the Hollywood � lm persona Shirley 
Temple o� ers a consumerist form of identi� cation. Whereas the narrating I of Nicholasa Mohr’s 
autobiographical text In My Own Words throws her Shirley Temple dolls out of the window, 
the protagonist of another of Mohr’s texts, the novel Nilda, faces a friend who is literally turned 
into a Shirley replica and takes up her Shirley Temple dolls as miniature models of the ideal 
� gure she wishes, or has to, emulate. Nilda does not specify who has presented the befriended 
Temple look-alike with the dolls, or how the girl handles the dolls. Neither does Nilda report 
whether she envies or accepts her friends’ possessions. She does, however, imply her rejection 
of the girls’ impersonation of Shirley Temple. � e next chapter will be devoted to girlish emula-
tions and the responses they evoke. � us, whereas Alvarez’s Spanish Barbie incident expresses 
the empowering e� ects of culturally hybrid � gures like Spanish Barbie, as well as the shocking 
e� ects on Sandi’s mother as well as others involved, the following chapter will examine whether 
girls’ own hybridizations into “Chinese Shirley Temples” have similar e� ects.



Becoming Shirley
Chapter 8
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“I know now that once I longed to be white.
How? you ask
Let me tell you the ways”
(Wong 1986, 23).

The little fairy

Analyzing � lm, photographs, and other popular visual media, Valerie Walkerdine makes ref-
erence to personal family snapshots. In no fewer than three di� erent essays she re� ects on one 
particular image, a press photo portraying her as a bluebell fairy at a local carnival (Fig. 1).1

In the picture, which appeared in a 1950 summer edition of the Derby Evening Telegraph, the 
three-year-old girl wears a pale blue dress with pu�  sleeves and a ru�  ed skirt, a bluebell hat 
and fairy wings and wields a baton. She smiles hesitantly but amiably, looking o�  camera. 
Pondering the fairy’s glance away from the camera, Walkerdine asks herself: “Whose gaze? 
In whose vision was I created to look like this, to display the winning charms, […] towards 
whom am I looking, who dressed me like this? Like all the fairy fantasies rolled into one?” 
Walkerdine’s “gaze” signi� cantly contributes to the construction of identity: in the “crystallis-
ing moment of that gaze” focused on the girl as a bluebell fairy, “some central piece of myself 
was formed […]” (1985, 66, 68).

Looking o�  camera, Walkerdine realizes, the girl returns the look of her father, who 
“played on the bluebell-fairy theme” when he nicknamed her Tinky a� er Tinkerbell, the frail 
fairy � gure who saved Peter Pan from death by poison and who was identi� ed with magic. 
Tinky and the bluebell fairy were constituted, Walkerdine argues, as constructions of a fan-
tasy of “archetypical femininity.” In the guise of the carnival’s fairy, “Valerie Walkerdine” was 

1. Walkerdine, “Dreams from an Ordinary Childhood,” in Heron 1985, 63-77. � e text of this essay was 
republished in Walkerdine’s Schoolgirl Fictions (1990, 161-170). Walkerdine, “Behind the painted smile,” 
in Walkerdine 1990, 147-156. Walkerdine, “Video replay: families, � lms and fantasy,” in Walkerdine 1990, 
173-204.

Fig. 1: from Schoolgirl Fictions (Walkerdine 1990, n.p.).
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dressed up to look like this fantasy. Positioned as the tiny and adored, childlike and charming 
� gure supplied with “good and beautiful powers to transform,” the girl was showcased as the 
safely mischievous and safely sexual feminine � gure, capable of working magic, unattainable, 
and never actually growing up to be a woman (148, 191, 190, 164). 

� e subject position of this magical fairy was dictated from the outside, Walkerdine real-
izes: the fairy costume was fabricated by a neighbor from a paper pattern that was in its turn 
inspired by Cicely Mary Baker’s book of fairies, A Flower Fairy Alphabet (n.d.), and manu-
factured by yet other adults; the metal baton with star was constructed by her father at work. 
Other adults involved were her mother, the press photographer and amateur photographers 
who took the snapshots, and the audience. According to Walkerdine, she followed a dream 
o� ered to her by others. � e adults jointly “set me up to want, fashioned my desires, and then 
held out the promise that if I were a good girl, by dint of my own e� orts, it could all come true” 
(1990, 163). In a discussion of Walkerdine’s essays, Marianne Hirsch claims that the autobio-
graphical texts name what lies outside the frame of the photograph. “� e space-o�  […] was 
occupied by the cultural forces that interpellated her into their dreams. � e father constructs 
the fairy, the clapping hands keep Tinkerbell alive because they believe in her […]. Valerie 
merely � ts into the images others design for her” (1993, 123).

At the same time, Walkerdine acknowledges that her posing as a fairy was not only an 
imposed and infantilizing identity, a mere presentation of herself as “the feminized object of 
the male gaze, a pretty little girl who smiles for the camera […].” In fact, the bluebell fairy was 
also a re� ection of Walkerdine’s personal desire, as its magical powers “carried an enormous 
allure.” As if anticipating being gazed at by her father and other adults, she too “gazed” at the 
treasured images of “fragile and ethereal little fairies,” as they were portrayed in Baker’s Alpha-
bet. She wanted to be as feminine, attractive, and loved as they were. � e fantasy of adults, as 
well as her own fantasy, met “in the mutuality of the returned look […].” Tinky “related to a 
mutually lived-out fantasy” (1990, 152, 148, 164, 192).

Still, the adults generated for the girl, Walkerdine knows, “an enormous power,” as they 
supplied “the stu�  of fantasy.” “[D]aydreams of being a fairy,” according to Walkerdine, are 
especially crucial for working-class girls like her, because they “play into a kind of ‘good-girl’ 
femininity which is associated with upward mobility […]” (1990, 203 n.14; 148). � is “good-
girl” femininity, of course, is not only embodied by � gures such as the bluebell fairy. It is also 
personi� ed in Shirley Temple, the central personage of this chapter. Featuring in � lms issued 
during and a� er the Depression, the young Temple was a real phenomenon (Eckert 1991, 60), 
and brought comfort with her trademark golden curls, dimpled cheeks, blue twinkling eyes, 
and iconographic grin. In movies such as Bright Eyes (1934), Curly Top (1935), and � e Little 
Princess (1939) she was the bright and bouncy, darling � gure whose energetic dancing, brash 
retorts, and cheerful personality made her into the epitome of white American girlhood. While 
on the one hand, she personi� ed bravado and buoyancy, naughtiness, impulsiveness, and free-
dom, on the other hand, she symbolized obedience and innocence, diligence and docility.

� e � gure of Temple resembles that of the bluebell fairy in several ways. Both are time-
less icons with universal virtues such as lovability, gi� ed talents, and an indiscriminate love 
for others. Like the � gure of the fairy, the Shirley Temple personage embodies the power 
of magic, fantasy, and transformation, the “mitigation of reality through fantasy.” She typi-
cally was the strong-willed and good-natured girl who, if incapable of working magic like the 
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fairy, was at least capable of bringing uncomfortable situations to a happy end. Charles Eckert
claims that Temple’s primary role in practically all of her � lms was to captivate and so� en hard 
hearts, particularly those of the rich bourgeoisie, through her wholesomeness and love, and 
to make the wealthy support charity in the midst of the Depression. She was to overcome the 
Depression’s lasting e� ects, and “guard against the surfacing of both the horror of poverty and 
oppression itself […].” Yet another purpose was “to intercede on behalf of others, to e� ect li-
aisons between members of opposed social classes […].” According to Diane Negra, Temple’s 
cuteness represented a youthful vivacity that superseded the phantom of the pale, underfed 
child of the Depression. Temple thus symbolized “national recovery.”2

Furthermore, like the fairy, Shirley Temple was childlike and charming, safely sexual, and 
of an ageless femininity. While being presented as the smart-mouthed, yet cute, harmless, and 
innocuous girl with the dimpled face, winning hearts through purity and devotion, she was 
certainly sexualized and eroticized, claims Walkerdine. It was precisely the girl � gure’s inno-
cence from which she derived her sex appeal. Both the image of the bluebell fairy and that of 
the Hollywood star a�  rm Walkerdine’s claims made in other essays regarding the “fetishiza-
tion” of little girls we have to confront as though they were simply cute. With their coquettish 
and petite bodies, and their glamorous attire, both the fairy and Shirley present highly eroti-
cally coded child-women.3

Staging a young Native American girl emulating Shirley Temple, an episode in Betty Lou-
ise Bell’s Faces in the Moon (1994) exempli� es some of the similarities between Walkerdine’s 
bluebell fairy and Shirley Temple. � e adult narrator of Bell’s text re� ects on an old photo-
graph in which, analogous to Walkerdine’s bluebell fairy at the local carnival, she poses as a 
Shirley Temple look-alike in a beautiful baby contest. Studying the photo, the narrator retro-
spectively recounts how several adults played roles in the representation of what Walkerdine
calls the “fantasy of childhood charms.” Yet she also gives an account of her own role in the 
posing, which combined both fantasy and performance (Walkerdine 1990, 192; Bell 1994, 60-
62). My analysis of this episode, and others taken from additional coming-of age narratives, 
will reveal how girls of color, like Walkerdine’s bluebell fairy, are constructed and positioned 
as Shirley Temple � gures, but also play their own roles in this process by both imagining and 
acting out their desires.

Having studied girls’ immersion in popular culture, Walkerdine concludes that the e� ects 
of cultural texts include “the inscription of […] positions of desire.” An understanding of the 
formation of girls as subjects thus requires a recognition of the role of fantasy, and the produc-
tion, � xing, and canalization of desire, as they provide a vehicle that inserts the reader into the 
cultural texts (1990, 89). Examining narratives in which girls of color grow up with cultural 
icons such as Shirley Temple, o� entimes attached against their will to that symbol of Euro-

2. Eckert 1991, 68; Walkerdine 1993, 23; Eckert 1991, 67; Negra 2001, 89.
3. Walkerdine 1993, 19, 23; 1990, 147. Basinger (1993) also refers to the star’s “sexy little body, her pouty 
mouth, her � irtatious ways.” At the same time, she undercuts this observation, and implicitly a�  rms Eckert’s 
claim by stating that “All she really did was tap her guts out in a series of well-made, unpretentious, and en-
tertaining little � lms designed to li�  a Depression audience out of its worries” (284). Similarly, Negra (2001) 
both speaks of “the child body of Shirley Temple,” and a body that was “constructed as both female and in-
nocent” (89-90). Temple’s sexuality, we could conclude, was at least ambiguous.
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American girlhood, this chapter will focus on the question of how the protagonists construct 
their identities not only by dreaming of a personal transformation, but also by materially 
mimicking the child star. I will look into the notions of resourcefulness, arti� ce, mimicry, and 
play, and will investigate whether the girls merely manipulate the image of Shirley Temple, or 
actually call into question the � gure’s white and feminine essence. Before embarking on this 
question, I will � rst examine the girls’ more general dreams of transformation. 

Alternative identities

Girls of color portrayed in coming-of-age narratives exhibit numerous frustrations and am-
bitions regarding their appearance. Some of these surely relate to a generic dissatisfaction 
among youngsters with their bodies, and a concomitant wish to experiment with their looks. 
� is is only bolstered by the common adolescent identi� cation with movie stars and entertain-
ment personalities. Others, however, should be ascribed to the girls’ personal aggravation re-
garding their visible di� erence, as it is mirrored back to them by their environment. At times, 
this di� erence triggers girls to act out a form of protest against their racial-ethnic identity, and 
manipulate their own image. � ey do so in order to counterbalance the overvisibility of their 
skin, an aspect of appearance, which, maintains Mary Ann Doane, is the most immediately 
visible marker of racial “excess.”4

� e girls’ symbolic creations, of course, relate to the construction of self and other within 
a broad cultural context. Referring mainly to � lm and commercials, bell hooks states that 

“[i]mages and representations are a formidable cultural force, important forces in self-identi-
� cation, particularly for people of color” (1992, n.p.). In� uenced and seduced by the main-
stream media, girls of color learn to adhere to white values from Dick-and-Jane textbooks at 
their public schools, and from female � gures exhibited by � lm and television. � ey struggle to 
measure themselves up to the Jane- and Shirley-types. Writing of black girls speci� cally, Eva 
Lennox Birch even perceives a reinforcement of the white values o� ered in the public school 
primer by the “Hollywood de� nition of female beauty which denies any to black girls […].” 
Other critics in particular comment on Shirley Temple’s role in the socio-historical lives of 
black girls. According to Susan Willis, icons of the white-dominated, American mass culture 
industry, such as Shirley Temple, “subtly and insidiously intervene in the daily lives of blacks.” 
As the blond, blue-eyed, and smart-mouthed child movie star was America’s darling, Eugenia 
Collier states, even little black girls boasted of Temple clothes, wore their version of Temple 
curls, and “were the proud mama’s of yellow-haired Shirley Temple dolls.” � eir knowledge 
of, and identi� cation with, white aesthetic values had come to them through the Temple-like 
� gures of Hollywood � lms and television, maintains Birch.5

� is trend is re� ected in the literature. In her analysis of Morrison’s � is trend is re� ected in the literature. In her analysis of Morrison’s � is trend is re� ected in the literature. In her analysis of Morrison � e Bluest Eye, Jac-
queline de Weever claims that the novel’s black protagonists are “[c]onstantly bombarded by 
images that do not include them or give them any sense that they exist” (1992, 105). In the 
novel, argues de Weever, the universal standard of beauty that exalts the blond woman is set novel, argues de Weever, the universal standard of beauty that exalts the blond woman is set novel, argues de Weever

4. Muuss 1988, 41; Doane in Christian 1997, 93.
5. Birch 1954, 154; Willis 1990 II, 173; Collier 1984, 297; Birch 1994, 154.



288

C
ha

p
te

r 8

by the celluloid image of Shirley Temple. But the girls’ confrontation with Temple’s ideal im-
age is not incidental. Many coming-of-age narratives present girls who encounter images that 
encroach on their lives but simultaneously exclude them. Various critics have commented on 
the e� ects of this exclusion. � e denial of female beauty to black girls, Phyllis Klotman claims, 
can have but one outcome: “Whether one learns acceptability from the formal educational 
experience or from cultural symbols, the e� ect is the same: self-hatred.” At times this e� ect is 
re� ected in coming-of-age literature, where girls of color, struggling to identify with the white 
female role models presented to them by mainstream cultural institutions, do not accept a 
self-image that does not match the images o� ered. But the girls do not always become the self-
hating beings Klotman speaks of. � ey are able to employ their Hollywood-inspired fantasies 
in order to manipulate their appearance and gain some autonomy for themselves. While Brita 
Lindberg-Seyersted illustrates, in her article “� e Color Black,” how “prejudice against black-
ness can creep into a child’s mind and imagination,” we can also maintain that the ambition 
for whiteness can creep into a child’s mind and imagination.6

Writing of � e Bluest Eye, Susan Willis claims that the black girl protagonists of the nov-
el cannot help but participate in dominant culture as consumers, whereas they never act as 
its producers. Consumer society’s solution to racism is, according to Willis, “buy a new you. 
Transform yourself by piling as many brand name styles and scents as your pocketbook will 
allow.” Such accommodations can lead to a “fetishizing quality of white-dominated commod-
ity culture.” In coming-of-age literature not only black girls, but other girls of color as well 
attempt to “accommodate,” in the words of Willis, to white commodity culture. But, contrary 
to Willis’s claim, in that process some girls are indeed able to “produce.”7 Fantasies are in-
dispensable for such an identity production. Many girl protagonists at one point or another 
(day)dream about � gures encountered in the media, and as narrators recount these dreams. 
As such they are indeed producers. 

I have indicated in Chapter 5 how Nilda, in Mohr’s novel of the same title, pretends to 
be the Tarzan she has seen in the movies; Joanne Terasaki of R.A. Sasaki’s short story “First 
Love” (1991) loves reading, and imagines herself to be Scarlett O’Hara (Gone with the Wind), 
Lizzy Bennet (Pride and Prejudice), and Ari Ben Canaan (Exodus). � e narrating I of Kath-
leen Tyau’s A Little Too Much Is Enough (1996) envisages herself as the singing cowboy and 
movie star Roy Rogers, the clown star Bozo, or Santa Claus. Like Nilda and Joanne, this narra-
tor identi� es with American legendary � gures—ageless, timeless, and deathless. Unlike Nilda 
and Joanne, however, the Chinese Hawaiian protagonist realizes that she is dependent on her 
parents’ culture for becoming one of her white heroes: she will need to call in the Hawaiian 
ghost � gure Obake to teach her “how to change my face into anything I want” and to trans-
form her features into something more American.8

At the end of this chapter will show how other girl protagonists turn to their non-white 
ethnic cultures in order to be able to appropriate white cultural heroes such as Shirley Temple. 
For now, I wish to point out that, in the above examples, the girl protagonists indulge in the 

6. Klotman 1979, 124; Lindberg-Seyersted 1992, 63.
7. 1990 II, 180. Johnson (1998) explains the Marxist notion of “the fetishism of the commodity” as “the belief 
that the commodity, abstracted from both labor and use, ‘contains’ value in and of itself ” (57).
8. Mohr 1986, 96; Sasaki 1991, 53-54; Tyau 1996, 23.
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more general adolescent habit of identi� cation by daydreaming. Rolf E. Muuss argues that, 
during adolescence, “selected entertainment heroes” frequently replace parents and teachers 
as important models. Adolescents identify with these heroes, and monitor and reproduce 
their behavior, values, beliefs, roles, and attitudes. As a process, this identi� cation “assists in 
achieving an independence and establishing a personal identity.” Some adolescents, Muuss
notes, may “overidentify with and idolize their models and heroes to the extent that they yield 
their own identity and imitate the heroes.” Judith Butler supplements Muuss’s explanation by 
maintaining that identi� cation is not an event, but only the imaginary and repetitive stag-
ing of an event. As a desired event or accomplishment it is never fully achieved, but remains 
a phantasmatic attempt at “alignment, loyalty, ambiguous and cross-corporeal cohabitation 
[…],” “the structuring presence of alterity in the very formulation of the ‘I’.”9

In the examples of identi� cation presented above, the girls are apparently not hindered 
by any biases represented in the media. Yet in other texts, girls are aware of their exclusion. 
� is happens, for example, in Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s � is happens, for example, in Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s � is happens, for example, in Lois-Ann Yamanaka Wild Meat and the Bully Burgers (1996), 
where the ten-year-old Lovey Nariyoshi, a chubby Hawaiian working-class girl of Japanese 
descent, struggles with her identity. Frustrated by teachers who forbid her to speak the Hawai-
ian Creole version of English, and classmates who critique her secondhand and homemade 
out� ts, the girl dreams of being David Cassidy’s girl. Yet in a self-imposed disquali� cation 
she also realizes that “David C. probably wants one haole girl […],” not a “Jap” like her. “ ‘If 
I was haole, twenty, skinny, and blond, I might be the perfect girl’.” While in this fantasy the 
girl only dreams of becoming a star’s “girl,” in other texts girls fantasize about becoming the 
star themselves, as is suggested in Nellie Wong’s poem “When I Was Growing Up.” � e nar-
rator remembers: “[…] when I was growing up, I read magazines/ and saw movies, blonde 
movie stars, white skin/ sensuous lips and to be elevated, to become/ a woman, a desirable 
woman, I began to wear/ imaginary pale skin […].”10 Both Yamanaka’s and Wong Both Yamanaka’s and Wong Both Yamanaka ’s narrators 
signi� cantly combine femininity and whiteness in their fantasies of identi� cation. Becoming 
glamorous and female means being white.

Dreams of becoming an “other,” of course, also relate to fantasies of altering one’s (� lial) 
identity. Ironically, although Temple symbolized the daughterly love and devotion of white 
American girlhood, she also embodied the fantasy of being without � lial bonds. In her � lms 
she is o� en an orphan, motherless, and unwanted; she is identi� ed with proletarians, the 
dispossessed and the outcast, or shows a�  nities for servants and blacks (Eckert 1991, 67). 
Most of the previous chapters in this study demonstrate similar fantasies of orphanhood or 
a conversion of families.11 In these examples, the girl protagonists create ideal images within 
which they can � nd themselves. � ey wish to be someone else, either without family or born 
into another family, richer and whiter, or more beautiful and feminine. 

9. Muuss 1988, 41, 44, 62, 283-284; Butler 1993, 105.
10. Yamanaka 1996, 94; Wong 1986, 23.
11. In Chapter 2, Kingston’s narrator fantasizes about being abducted from her family’s home by a Gypsy 11. In Chapter 2, Kingston’s narrator fantasizes about being abducted from her family’s home by a Gypsy 11. In Chapter 2, Kingston
ghost and about being orphaned (1977, 113-114, 220-221). Tan’s Waverly fantasizes about � ying out of the ghost and about being orphaned (1977, 113-114, 220-221). Tan’s Waverly fantasizes about � ying out of the ghost and about being orphaned (1977, 113-114, 220-221). Tan
bedroom window of her parental home (1989, 101). In Chapter 3, Marshall’s Selina envisions becoming the 
dead girl she once saw lying in a casket (1981, 59). In the Chapters 3 and 6, Selina plays a fantasy game of 
belonging to the white family who previously inhabited her family’s house (1981, 5, 51). 
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� e examples con� rm Freud’s postulation, in his early work “Family Romances,” that the 
substance matter of everyday life is lived not only through mechanisms of perception. � ere 
are several devices through which reality is being negotiated by fantasy. Freud especially con-
tends that it is quite customary for children to fantasize about alternative parentage: “Chance 
occurrences […] arouse the child’s envy, which � nds expression in a phantasy in which both 
his parents are of better birth” (1909, 239). According to Walkerdine, such fantasies are “de-
vices which allow certain di�  culties to be dealt with” (1990, 91). Ironically, not only daugh-
ters wish to be someone else, but also mothers (and some fathers) make their daughters into 
virtual orphans by making them look like white Americans. While girls dream and fantasize 
about becoming other, their mothers do not only imagine their daughters as perfect white 
American girls, but also attempt to physically achieve this.

� e protagonist of Nilda portrays one of her friends as having a “fair complexion[…]” 
and “blonde hair”—“an abundance of thick hair, very golden in color.” She also describes how 
the girl’s mother has coi� ed her and dressed her up like Shirley Temple, and compares the 
curls of the Shirley Temple look-alike with “tiny bedsprings all over her head.” She does not 
contemplate the reasons why the mother is “very proud” of the girl’s “hair and looks,” curls her 

“very golden” hair, and buys her Temple-style clothes. Neither does she explicitly ponder the 
political meaning of the mother’s imitation e� orts. As readers, we only follow the protagonist’s 
growing awareness of the (im)possibilities of transformation (1986, 96-97).

Still, through minor details the reader is able to construe Nilda’s agitation about her 
friend’s role-playing. Implicitly, the girl-focalizer makes the manipulation vividly present and 
shows it for what it is. She thus tentatively and meticulously exposes the � ctive nature of 
the girl’s adaptation to the dominant norm of whiteness, and undermines its allure. Noting 
the e� ort and time it takes for the mother to do the girl’s hair, Nilda for instance hints at 
her irritation at the Temple impersonation. As focalizer she describes in the fullest detail the 
time-consuming coi� uring process carried out by the girl’s mother, and implies the feigned, 
unnatural, and pretentious quality of the girl’s appearance: her mother has to work on the girl, 
as is indicated by the variety of verbs used—“combs,” “pinned,” “combed,” “undid,” “wrapped 
up,” “knotted,” “taking,” “wetting,” “twisted,” “jerking,” “� xed,” “parted,” “pulled up.” � is way 

“it seemed to take forever to get out to play.” In an essay on “Performances,” sociologist Erving 
Go� man maintains that an individual presenting himself as a product to others only tends 
to show the end product, causing the observers to judge him “on the basis of something that 
has been � nished, polished, and packaged.” In the episode discussed above, Nilda focalizes, 
and thus discloses, the painful process preceding the girl’s performance as the Hollywood 
star—“the long, tedious hours of lonely labour that [are] hidden.”12 In that sense she already 
signi� es and undermines the fabrication as a deception.

Nilda also registers other signs that disclose the illusion designed by the impersonator’s 
mother. � us she con� rms Go� man’s commentary that while many “everyday secular perfor-mother. � us she con� rms Go� man’s commentary that while many “everyday secular perfor-mother. � us she con� rms Go� man
mances” pass the necessary “strict test of aptness, � tness, propriety, and decorum,” some may 
show a “dissonance created by a misspelled word, or by a slip that is not quite concealed by a 
skirt,” and discredit “a given impression” (63, 73). Nilda describes how the Temple girl’s hair, 
though still “� xed with lots of curls covering her entire head,” is “getting darker.” Later on she 

12. Mohr 1986, 97; Go� man 1990, 52.



Becoming Shirley 291

discloses that the mother has dyed her daughter’s hair a “bright yellow,” causing Nilda to de-
scribe the hair’s roots at the parting as having turned to a “very dark brown.” Nilda thus notes 
the temporary and super� cial status of the girl’s transformation, and decides that her friend 

“don’t look like Shirley Temple no more” (187, 247-248).
Ironically, the girl’s mother alludes to the fake quality of her daughter’s identity, when 

Nilda overhears her point out that her golden-haired and dimpled daughter is “the picture 
of Shirley Temple.”13 Her daughter is an image or representation—yet another citation of the 
child star, whose dimpled face and curly hair were since her establishment as a star repro-
duced in and on many mass market commodities. Further on in this chapter I will consider 
how the repetition of a given � gure can never be the � gure itself. Here, Nilda implicitly alludes 
to this, when she personally renounces her friend’s literal identi� cation with Temple. When 
the look-alike urges her friends to call her Shirley, Nilda decides not to do so. She emphatically 
proclaims her solidarity with the boy who underlines the girl’s ethnic origin and identity by 
stating that “ ‘Her name is Marge López and that’s just what I’m going to call her. I don’t care’.” 
� e girl’s ethnic origin, embodied by her name, cannot be wiped out (95).

Nilda dismissal of the girl’s impersonation remains only implicit. In Kristin Hunter’s God 
Bless the Child (1964), the Shirley Temple look-alike is more radically rejected by her appar-
ently envious peers. � e protagonist Rosie realizes that she will never be able to look like her 
light-colored friend Dolly. � e friend’s name alone signi� es her resemblance to the big curly-
haired baby doll that her grandmother has tucked in with her at night, “all pink and gold 
peach-face and long bobbing Shirley Temple curls.” It is not Rosie, however, who rejects the 
girl’s resemblance to doll-like Shirley, but a group of peers. Dolly’s likeness to Temple thus has 
a price. � e girl is harassed by a gang of four girls who announce themselves as the Hair In-
spection Control. � e gang’s leader, Bessie Benson, is physically and sexually mature and, like 
the other three girls and like Rosie, has “bad hair.” She leads the other three girls in verbally 
and physically forcing Dolly to state that she, in contrast to the other girls, has good hair and 
is, therefore, to be considered “cute.” Rosie comes to Dolly’s rescue, by physically threatening 
Bessie and making her, in turn, proclaim the cuteness of Dolly. � e term “cute,” here, is used 
both as a negative and positive attribute. � is supports Diane Negra’s claim that cuteness is both as a negative and positive attribute. � is supports Diane Negra’s claim that cuteness is both as a negative and positive attribute. � is supports Diane Negra
an aesthetic value that indicates racial di� erence. It “aestheticizes the most primary social 
distinctions, regulating the (shi� ing) boundaries between Selves and Others, cultural ‘insiders’ 
and cultural ‘outsiders’.” What we consider to be cute, explains Negra, is frequently related to 
liminality (Hunter 1986, 23, 27, 30-32; Negra 2001, 89).

Like Rosie’s peers, Claudia in Morrison’s Like Rosie’s peers, Claudia in Morrison’s Like Rosie’s peers, Claudia in Morrison � e Bluest Eye rejects anyone who resembles 
the “cu-ute” Hollywood star. She jealously derides Maureen Peal, the light-skinned new girl 
in school who enchants her teachers and schoolmates. Socially positioned as an enemy to 
such fair-complexioned girls, Claudia experiences feelings of “jealousy” and “irritat[ion],” and 
sardonically describes the girl’s long brown hair as hanging “into two lynch ropes” down her 
back, suggesting the oppressive nature of the girl’s “white” appearance. As if counteracting the 
threat of lynching, Claudia fantasizes about kicking the girl and slamming locker doors on her 

13. Mohr 97; emphasis added. In Kim (1987), the young Faye is complimented on her “pretty curls” which 
make her “Just like Shirley Temple” according to her mother and her mother’s friend. Again, the daughter 
cannot quite become the child star herself (1992, 62; emphasis added). 



292

C
ha

p
te

r 8

hand. � is resembles her harassment of white girls. She “ugl[ies] up” the girl’s name, turning 
Maureen Peal into Meringue Pie, and searches hard for any possible physical “� aws.”14

Claudia’s frantic search for “� aws,” as well as her detailed description of the girl’s ap-
pearance, are not only signs of jealousy and irritation. � ey are narratively analogous to her 
physical examination of white dolls, as discussed in the previous chapter. As if searching for 
Maureen’s secret, Claudia describes the girl’s eyes, complexion, and hair. She registers her 
Shirley Temple-like out� t—velvet coat trimmed in white fur, matching mu� , patent-leather 
buckled shoes—while comparing it with her own. � is con� rms Malin LaVon Walther’s claim 
that “[…] Morrison insists on the specular construction underlying society’s de� nitions of 
beauty.” Following Walther, we could say that Claudia is “presented as conveying the gaze, and beauty.” Following Walther, we could say that Claudia is “presented as conveying the gaze, and beauty.” Following Walther
thus presence, to white [and light-skinned] girls.” She “perpetuate[s] the white scale of visual 
attractiveness.”15

Reminding us of Audre, whose visual and physical examination of her doll-child as sug-
gested in Chapter 6 has sexual connotations, Claudia’s gaze, though more implicitly, hints not 
only at social envy, but also at an erotic curiosity and anxiety. She sizes up the girl’s “sloe green 
eyes” and “rich autumn ripeness in her walk,” and lets her “eye trace[…] the white border pat-
terns of those Kelly-green knee socks.” Claudia thus displays feelings of a sexually tinted inter-
est, and is “bemused […] and fascinated” by the “cute” “high yellow dream child,” as she was 

“bemused” with her white dolls.16 Like all other bodies, Maureen’s “high yellow” body is not 
“simply matter, for it is never divorced from perception and interpretation. As matter, the body 
is there to be seen and felt, and in the process it is subject to examination and speculation.”17

Claudia’s hatred of her peer Maureen re� ects her hatred for Shirley Temple herself. Watch-
ing Shirley Temple in her movies, she feels jealous. She “hated” the child star,

Not because she was cute, but because she danced with Bojangles, who was my friend, my friend, my
my uncle, my uncle, my my daddy, and who ought to have been so� -shoeing it and chuckling with my daddy, and who ought to have been so� -shoeing it and chuckling with my
me. Instead he was enjoying, sharing, giving a lovely dance thing with one of those 
little white girls whose socks never slid down under their heels. (19; emphases in 
text)

While Claudia mockingly calls the celebrity “cu-te” and “cute,” her use elsewhere of “old squint-
eyed Shirley” implies the star’s lack of cuteness, and echoes Claudia’s derision of her white 
doll with its false eyebrows, teeth, nose, eyeballs, hair, and feet (see Chapter 6). But it is nei-
ther the child star’s charming and perfect appearance, nor her lack of it that cause Claudia’s 
loathing. Calling to mind her hatred of black women possessively touching and handling 

14. 1972, 19, 52-54. Claudia’s harassment of Maureen resembles that of white girls. In the previous chapter I 
have indicated that Claudia shi� s her urge to fathom as well as mutilate her white dolls to white girls.
15. 1990, 778-779. Likewise, Dickerson (2001) states that “� e Bluest Eye features the complexity and prob-
lematics of visualization” (196-197). 
16. It is only retrospectively, as narrating I, that Claudia acknowledges that one major question continued 
to bother her and her peers, despite their naiveté, their preoccupation with themselves, and their comfort in 
their own skin: “What was the secret? What did we lack?” (62).
17. Morrison, 52-54; Peterson 2001, ix.
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white girls, the girl detests the intimate relationship and physical contact between the black 
Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, King of the Tap Dancers, and the white girl. In her “hateful, if not 
criminal, appropriation” of Robinson, Temple is only one of the “little white girls (and boys) 
[who] take to themselves relations, re� ections, experiences, and feelings that ought rightfully 
belong to the Claudias and Pecolas of the world” (Dickerson 2001, 214 n.5).

Jane Kuenz suggests why Claudia must have been outraged, and refers to “the rewriting 
of either a historical moment (the Civil War) or interpersonal relationship (an orphaned child 
and benevolent older friend) with her part edited or bleached out so that those few images of 
African-American life a� orded space on the big screen are put there not as evidence or proof of 
the experience itself, but as a tactic of further erasure, denial, or revisioning of just that experi-
ence.” While Kuenz stresses the deletion of a part of black life and culture, Susan Willis points 
at the possibilities of appropriation. Claudia is infuriated when she observes Shirley Temple 
dancing alongside Robinson, as the latter is “the culture hero that Claudia claims for herself.” 
She wants to be the one dancing with Bojangles. Signi� cantly, states Willis, Claudia’s rejection 
of Shirley Temple does not include imagining “herself miraculously translated into the body of 
Shirley Temple so as to vicariously live white experience as a negation of blackness.” It is, rather, 
a “desire for black expression in mass culture which Toni Morrison set in motion when she 
asked us to imagine Claudia dancing in the movies with Bojangles.” � is is, indeed, inspired by 
the phrase “who ought to have been so� -shoeing it and chuckling with me.”18

However, apart from Claudia’s possible “outrage” at “a tactic for further erasure” (Kuenz
1993, 426) or her “desire for black expression in mass culture” (Willis 1990 II, 188), Claudia’s 
jealousy of the intimate relationship between Shirley and Bojangles suggests something else. 
Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, who conquered Broadway in 1928 and became Temple’s dancing 
partner in four � lms issued in the 1930s, frequently featured as ante-bellum butler and in 
general rarely departed from the stereotype imposed by Hollywood writers.19 As such, he was 
as much a Broadway and Hollywood star who had been accepted by white mainstream culture 
as the black “culture hero” Willis makes him to be. � us, in her fantasy of “so� -shoeing it” and 

“chuckling” with the black tap-dancer, the adolescent Claudia also implicitly expresses a desire 
of becoming glamorously and romantically loved and accepted, both by a black male dancer 
and a mainstream white audience. It is not only “[her] friend, [her] uncle, [her] daddy,” she 
desires intimacy with, but an entire Hollywood romantic culture.20

Claudia thus resembles the narrator in Yamanaka’s Claudia thus resembles the narrator in Yamanaka’s Claudia thus resembles the narrator in Yamanaka Wild Meat and the Bully Burgers who, 
as indicated above, wishes to be David Cassidy’s girl. She also resembles the Chinese Ameri-
can adult narrator in Nellie Wong’s � e Death of Long Steam Lady (1984), who cherishes her 

18. Kuenz 1993, 426; Willis 1990 II, 173-174, 188; Morrison 19; emphasis added.
19. http://www.tapdance.org/tap/people/bojangle.htm.
20. � is relates to Basinger’s claim that in many � lms Shirley is “Daddy’s little wife,” and romantically 
involved with the paternal characters. In Poor Little Rich Girl (1936), for instance, Basinger notes, there is a 

“real love union between child and father,” con� rmed by Temple when she sings to her father: “In every dream 
I caress you. Marry me and let me be your wife” (1993, 282-284). It contradicts, however, Negra’s contention I caress you. Marry me and let me be your wife” (1993, 282-284). It contradicts, however, Negra’s contention I caress you. Marry me and let me be your wife” (1993, 282-284). It contradicts, however, Negra
that Temple played in � lm narratives that foregrounded the de-sexualized, performative child’s body […]” 
(2001, 89, emphases added). For a discussion of spectatorial identi� cation with � lm stars, see Stacey (1994). (2001, 89, emphases added). For a discussion of spectatorial identi� cation with � lm stars, see Stacey (1994). (2001, 89, emphases added). For a discussion of spectatorial identi� cation with � lm stars, see Stacey
Stacey cites one woman as saying: “ ‘It wasn’t Ginger RogersStacey cites one woman as saying: “ ‘It wasn’t Ginger RogersStacey  dancing with Fred Astaire, it was me’ ” (148).
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girlish dreams of dancing with � lm stars. “When I was young, I wanted to dance. I wanted to 
foxtrot with Fred Astaire, tapdance with Gene Kelly, tango with Tony Wing, swing with Cyd foxtrot with Fred Astaire, tapdance with Gene Kelly, tango with Tony Wing, swing with Cyd foxtrot with Fred Astaire, tapdance with Gene Kelly
Charisse […].” All three protagonists of Morrison’s, YamanakaCharisse […].” All three protagonists of Morrison’s, YamanakaCharisse […].” All three protagonists of Morrison ’s, and Wong’s, Yamanaka’s, and Wong’s, Yamanaka ’s texts implicitly 
express their desire to become glamorous American women adored by mainstream America, 
while dancing, or otherwise being intimate, with one of the glamorous male stars (Yamanaka, 
94; Wong 1986, 55).

Over time Claudia even comes to love and adore Shirley. Ashamed of her (sexually loaded) 
curiosity towards white girls and the light-skinned Maureen, she discontinues her harassment 
of them and even reaches a “turning point in the development of my psyche which would al-
low me to love [Shirley Temple].” She � nds refuge in an “adjustment,” a “fraudulent love” for 
the Hollywood star, and “learn[s] to worship her.” Although previously she furiously mocked 
her black friends’ adoration of the celebrity, she now joins her dark-skinned friend Pecola, 
who is several years her senior and, obsessed with Shirley Temple, unquestioningly embraces 
such white role models. But compared to Claudia’s “adjustment,” Pecola’s adjustment is of an 
entire other order. It is an adjustment that is more physical, as I will show below.21

Following Kaja Silverman, we could say that as a “disenfranchised subject,” Pecola does 
not identify “at a distance with other disprized bodies, but with those that replicate the cul-
tural ideal.” Desiring to identify with whiteness, and aspiring to be one with, or incarnate the 
ideal image of Shirley Temple, she does not “remain willingly and joyfully at a distance from 
the idealizing mirror.” She “surrenders all negotiating distance with respect to ideality, and 
all agency within the larger � eld of vision,” and “passively rea�  rm[s] the specular status quo.” 
Having idealized what society considers to be most worthy, enthralled also by its fascinating 
luster, Pecola almost inevitably fetishizes the Shirley Temple personage as the inherently su-
perior object (1996, 26, 40).

Claudia’s white baby-dolls, as well as other representations of white feminine beauty, 
arouse Pecola’s a� ection—an a� ection that embodies her acknowledgment of the myth these 
� gures stand for. She both identi� es with and idealizes the � gure that, if we follow Silver-
man, speaks to her corporal ego. “� rough idealization, the subject also posits an object as 
capable of � lling the void at the heart of his or her psyche […]” (1996, 70). Pecola believes that 

“physical accommodation,” having blue eyes like Shirley Temple, will be the key to her social 
acceptance (Pettis 1987, 28). She therefore prays for blue eyes such as those of the white dolls, 
or those of Mary Jane, whose smiling white face and blond hair appear on her candy wrappers, 
and whose blue eyes seem to address her directly. When she eats the candies, she � guratively 
melts into the world occupied by white girls with blond hair and blue eyes. “To eat the candy 
is somehow to eat the eyes, eat Mary Jane. Love Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane” (Morrison, 43). Ac-
cording to Kuenz, this “takes the form of a curious transubstantiation and, ultimately, trans-
formation” (1993, 427).

21. 19, 22. Pecola’s longing for white beauty, as well as her abhorrence and repudiation of the black body 
have come from her mother who, when pregnant with Pecola, had frequented the movies and had come to 
assess herself as ugly “in the scale of absolute beauty” (97). She had likewise called her daughter ugly upon 
birth, and now perceives her through the acquired prejudice of the white family she works for. She is an ex-
treme variant of those mothers who impose a white model of beauty on their daughters by presenting them 
with Shirley Temple dolls, as discussed in the previous chapter.
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� e same relationship between identi� cation, consumption, and transformation is found 
in Pecola’s worshipping of the tea cup with the Shirley Temple image, from which she drinks 
as o� en as possible, “just to handle and see sweet Shirley’s face.” To drink from the tea cup was 
to become the movie star. Discussing similar phenomena, Muuss writes that “[a] primitive 
form of identi� cation � nds expression in eating something in order to become more like the 
object eaten […]. In the Christian sacrament the body and blood of Christ are eaten in order 
to become more Christlike.” Diana Fuss discusses “[b]ecoming the other by feeding o�  the 
other” in more psychoanalytic terms: “In Freud’s understanding of the process of secondary 
identi� cation, introjection of the imago works especially through ‘the oral, cannibalistic in-
corporation of the other person,’ an act of consumption that seeks to satisfy the ego’s insatiable 
desire to become the other by devouring it whole.” Both Muuss and Fuss stress the deliberate 
aspects of the act, as well as the probable outcome (“in order to become,” “seeks,” “desire to 
become”).22

One could also interpret Pecola’s act, however, as the idiopathic or interiorizing variety of 
identi� cation as discussed by Silverman. � is form of identi� cation can attempt to eliminate 
the idealized object. Citing and following Freud, Silverman explains this kind of identi� ca-
tion as typically behaving “ ‘like a derivative of the � rst, oral phase of the organization of the oral phase of the organization of the oral
libido, in which the object that we long for and prize is assimilated by eating and is in that way 
annihilated as such.’ � rough this imaginary transaction, the subject internalizes the image 
of the other as ‘self,’ and denies the ‘otherness’ of the other.” In agreement with Mikkel Borch-
Jacobsen, Silverman states, “Identi� catory incorporation is consequently equivalent to ‘the 
immediate suppression of the object’ […]. It is ‘to put oneself in its place or to place it within 
oneself, to kill it and live o�  its death’.”23

If we follow Silverman, we could suggest that Pecola indeed annihilates or kills Mary 
Jane and the image of Shirley Temple by consuming them, but this annihilation is very dif-
ferent from her friend Claudia’s destruction of her white dolls. Indeed, eventually Pecola is so 
inundated and hypnotically bound by the image of the white, blue-eyed girls as epitomized by 
Shirley Temple that her embryonic status as a subject is taken over by the white girl image with 
all of its characteristic aspects. Believing that she has obtained blue eyes, Pecola retreats to a 
world of fantasy. � is phantasmatic identi� cation, her desire and delusion stand in opposi-
tion to Claudia’s physical and violent rejection and ruin of the white (Shirley Temple) dolls as 
discussed in the previous chapter. Unable to perceive the “otherness” of the idealizing image, 
Pecola negates her self, and “experiences that corporeal disintegration which Lacan associates 
with the fantasy of the fragmented body” (Silverman 1996, 42).

Pecola’s acquisition of blue eyes is based on fantasy, but such physical accommodation 
need not be restricted to fantasy. As the Shirley Temple look-alike in Mohr’s novel who has 
dyed her hair blond, and the personage of Maureen in Morrison’s novel who is dressed like dyed her hair blond, and the personage of Maureen in Morrison’s novel who is dressed like dyed her hair blond, and the personage of Maureen in Morrison
Shirley Temple suggest, coming-of-age narratives stage girls of color who not only � ctively, but 
also materially adapt to the Shirley Temple � gure. In the following section I will demonstrate 
that, as in the case of these two parodies of Shirley Temple, o� en the mothers, and sometimes 
the fathers, initiate their daughters’ virtual transformation into the child star.

22. Pettis 1987, 28; Morrison 43, 22; Muuss 1988, 44; Fuss 1995, 107.
23. 1992, 263-264; emphasis in text. See also Silverman 1996, 71. 
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“Sparkle, Shirley, sparkle!”

Studying Internet sites concerning Shirley Temple, one comes across trivia pertaining to 
the actress’s mother Gertrude. According to Marilyn Granas, Shirley Temple’s � rst stand-in, 

“Gertrude was the ultimate stage mother—she created Shirley Temple the actress.” Gertrude 
Temple is believed to have personally � xed her daughter’s hair in 52 pin curls for each movie 
in which the girl starred. Her advice to her daughter before each scene is reported as: “Spar-
kle, Shirley, sparkle!”24 As if repeating the e� orts and admonishments of the legendary star’s 
mother, many maternal (and some paternal) characters in coming-of-age narratives written 
by women of color play crucial roles in encouraging their daughters’ emulation of the Temple 
� gure. Bringing to mind Walkerdine’s blue fairy, some girls come to internalize this imposed 
identity. 

In some cases, the parental imposition of the Temple model is only rather indirect or 
inferred. � e narrator of R.A. Sasaki’s “Another Writer’s Beginnings” (1991) remembers her 
mother’s dislike of her portrayal in her � � h-grade picture—a plain “horse-faced daughter”—
and believes that her mother deserves better, “a daughter like my friend Marilyn, for example, 
who was cute and sweet and always took Shirley Temple pictures full of personality.” Pre-
suming her mother’s admiration for Shirley-Temple-type girls, the daughter measures herself 
against her mother’s alleged standard of the delightful, beautiful, and energetic girl who shows 
no “plainness” or horse face, and implicitly concludes that she does not meet the criteria (4). 
In Amy Tan’s In Amy Tan’s In Amy Tan � e Hundred Secret Senses (1995), the eight-year old Olivia Yee learns from her 
mother that in heaven, the girl will be able to meet movie stars—“all kinds of people, as long 
as they had been nice enough […].” � us, the girl lists on her � ngers the “famous people” she 
would like to meet in heaven. Among other teenage � lm stars, Shirley Temple is present on 
her “dance card.” � us, the mother’s didactic explanation triggers Olivia’s fantasy of Shirley 
Temple (45).

While in the � rst example it is the daughter who holds up the example of Shirley Temple 
for her mother, and in the second text it is the daughter who on her own lists the movie star’s 
name on her card, in Helie Lee’s “Disassembling Helie” (2000), the Korean immigrant parents 
much more actively impose a Shirley Temple role on their daughter. While they rarely pur-
chase anything for themselves, “gazing toward America’s promise” they wish to present their 
daughter with whatever the Hollywood star had. � e girl is to sleep in a bunk bed with “pastel 
pink and waves of ru�  es,” “the kind of bed that little girls like Shirley Temple slept in,” and 
her mother even perms Helie’s hair in the family’s small kitchen. When she creates for her 
daughter “damaged frizzies instead of adorable bouncing curls,” the narrator does not mind, 
as “It was the crowning glory. It made me look more like ‘them’.” She here implies that “dam-
aged frizzies” are still better than straight black hair. Perfect imitation is also impossible for 
the other Shirley look-alike in her Los Angeles immigrant neighborhood—the neighbor girl 
whose blond hair is “stringy” and greasy, and whose clothes are soiled. In no way does she 
resemble the clean, fresh, and velvety Temple (127-128).

Some texts present parents who even literally identify their daughters with Shirley Temple 

24. “Quotes” at http://www.geocities.com/Hollywood/Hills/8038 and “Biography for Shirley Temple” at 
http://us.imdb.com/Bio?Temple,+Shirley.
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by naming them a� er her.25 In Jeanne Joe’s Ying-Ying: Pieces of a Childhood (1982), the nar-
rator remembers how her mother called her “Shirley” for a while, “a� er the popular child 
actress” (44). � e narrator of Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s autobiography actress” (44). � e narrator of Shirley Geok-Lin Lim’s autobiography actress” (44). � e narrator of Shirley Geok-Lin Lim Among the White Moon 
Faces (1996), who grows up in Malaysia, remembers being named Shirley a� er her father’s 
fascination with the American child-star. “Because we both had dimples. Because Baba had 
loved her in the movies in the 1930s. […] I was assured that I was like Shirley Temple; a 
child star, reborn in Malacca, the glory atoms just the same.” Instead of mirroring herself in 
the historic � gure of Shirley Temple, the girl inversely creates an image in which the actress 
resembles her own looks: “I thought Shirley Temple was an untidy child, burnt brown, with 
straight black hair […]” (2-3). While Helie, in Lee’s “Disassembling Helie” is unable to see how 
her dirty neighbor girl can be Shirley, this narrator transforms the white screen persona into 
an unkempt � gure.

It is only the adult narrator who considers the “strange racial yearnings [that] moved Baba 
to name me a� er a blond child. I’d like to think he was not tied to the � xities of race and class, 
that this presumption was less colonized mimicry than bold experiment. […] did he rebel for 
me? […] a Hollywood name for a daughter for whom he wished, despite everything his heri-
tage dictated, a life freer than his own” (3). Towards the end of this chapter, I will discuss the 
narrator’s juxtaposition between “colonized mimicry” and “bold experiment” in more detail. 
For now, I would like to point out that the speculation on the father’s inspiration in Lim’s text For now, I would like to point out that the speculation on the father’s inspiration in Lim’s text For now, I would like to point out that the speculation on the father’s inspiration in Lim
is rather rare. Parental rationales for their imposition of Shirley Temple models on daughters 
are never discussed in the other texts studied. We can only infer at times that this, at least in 
part, involves a wish to impress overseas relatives. For Temple’s in� uence was felt far beyond 
the U.S. borders, as the example from Lim’s text shows. Immigrants who visit their homelands the U.S. borders, as the example from Lim’s text shows. Immigrants who visit their homelands the U.S. borders, as the example from Lim
therefore may wish to impress their relatives with their Shirley Temple daughters.

In Ronyoung Kim’s In Ronyoung Kim’s In Ronyoung Kim Clay Walls (1987), a Korean immigrant mother compliments her 
daughter Faye on her “pretty curls,” which make her “[j]ust like Shirley Temple.” � e mother 
indirectly positions the girl as the American(ized) girl. Implicitly, one of the mother’s e� orts 
to create a good impression among those awaiting her and her family when returning to Ko-
rea, was to turn her daughter into the American child star. Unfortunately, even before board-
ing the ship that will take them temporarily back to her homeland, her daughter’s hair has 
lost its curls. “Haesu twisted a strand of Faye’s hair around her � nger. It was all coming un-
done.”26 � is symbolizes, again, both the fabricated and illusory quality of the Shirley Temple 
impersonations.

� e deceptiveness of the girl’s constructed appearance is also indicated in Mary Helen 
Ponce’s Hoyt Street (1993). But while in Kim’s and many other texts it is a mother who imposes (1993). But while in Kim’s and many other texts it is a mother who imposes (1993). But while in Kim

25. Naming oneself Shirley, a� er the child star, also occurs in several texts. I have mentioned above that, 
in Nilda, the protagonist’s friend demands to be called Shirley. Preparing for a career in show business, the 
narrating I of Santiago (1998) also plays with the name of Shirley, although she realizes that “names not 
based on my own didn’t sound quite right” (83). Both examples disclose the alienating e� ects of naming 
oneself “white.”
26. While the curls her mother set do not stay, a permanent does not give the desired result. Later, as a 
teenager, Faye envies a friend’s curly hair. Implicitly referring to bad black hair, she proclaims: “ ‘Mine’s like 
wire. A perm makes it all kinky. I hate it’ […]” (1992, 208).
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the Shirley Temple model on her daughter, in Ponce’s text it is the narrator’s older siblings 
who do so. Presented by the narrator as a “ ‘career girl’,” sister Elizabet prepares “los rizos, 
the Shirley Temple curls I liked to wear. […] I walked around like a zombie, afraid to disrupt 
my pretty curls. But this a� ection lasted only a short time […].” Playing a ballgame in the 
street, the tomboyish girl transforms her neat curls into a mess. In another instance, the older 
brother Rito scolds the young narrating I for not having her hair combed, and at the same 
time presents her with an erotically loaded male attention. “I put my hand to my curly hair, 
embarrassed at having Rito see me so messy. […] I remember his touch, the long tapered � n-
gers that gently separated my Shirley Temple curls, the blue-green eyes that looked into mine 
[…].” � e older sister and brother, presumably more Americanized and familiar with gender 
roles, each in their own gendered way push the girl toward female adulthood—through the 
model of pretty, neat and sexualized Shirley. � e girl’s roaming around like a “zombie” before 
obtaining a “messy” hairdo once again points out that even when a girl is able to obtain Shirley 
Temple curls, the impersonation can only be temporary and short-lived (as in Mohr’s Nilda 
and Kim’s and Kim’s and Kim Clay Walls) (22, 41, 18).

While in the previous examples the parents and siblings are only implicit in their wish 
to have the girls emulate Shirley Temple, in Amy Tan’s to have the girls emulate Shirley Temple, in Amy Tan’s to have the girls emulate Shirley Temple, in Amy Tan � e Joy Luck Club this is more explicit. 
Ideologically given to the belief that in America one can be whatever one wants to be, re� ect-
ing her own former poverty and her lack of opportunity as a refugee and a woman, June’s 
mother plans to transform her nine-year-old daughter into a child prodigy. � e model of 
Shirley Temple is to be the vehicle of this endeavor. June is made to watch Shirley Temple 
movies on television, “as though they were training � lms.” Functioning as a diegetic focalizer, 
the girl observes “Shirley tapping her feet, or singing a sailor song, or pursing her lips into a Shirley tapping her feet, or singing a sailor song, or pursing her lips into a Shirley
very round O while saying, ‘Oh my goodness’.” � is quotation shows that the daughter has 
become so familiar with the Hollywood star, that she refers to her by her � rst name only, and 
presents herself as if being coached by a friend.27

Hoping to be turned into a perfect (American) girl so that her parents will “adore” her, the 
young June initially joins her mother in the enterprise. Both are con� dent in the myth of op-
portunity and advancement. According to Patricia Chu, Tan elaborates “an established form, 
the mother-daughter plot, in which the immigrant mother’s desire for America becomes fo-
cused on her American-born daughter” who represents America and Americanization (2000, 
22, 142). � e impassioned parental belief in the possibilities of the American Dream is a re-
curring motif in the texts studied, as two more examples will suggest. � e � rst one is taken 
from Eleanor Wong Telemaque’s It’s Crazy to Stay Chinese in Minnesota (2000), the second 
from Helen Zia’s from Helen Zia’s from Helen Zia Asian American Dreams (2000).

Resembling June’s ambitious mother in Tan’s novel, who enters into an informal contest Resembling June’s ambitious mother in Tan’s novel, who enters into an informal contest Resembling June’s ambitious mother in Tan
with the three other Chinese American mothers who all boast of their daughters’ (American) 
achievements, Telemaque’s text stages a mother who apparently experiences anxiety when an 
acquaintance, Auntie Tong, comes to visit: “� e lady had three beautiful daughters, whom she 

27. 132-133; emphasis added. � is familiarity also speaks from other fragments, as the one in Dumas
(2003), where the narrating I remembers: “My mother thought Brooke Shields […] was the embodiment of 
perfection. I could not understand why Brooke, who is the same age as I am, never went through an awkward 
adolescent stage” (108; emphasis added).
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was grooming for the stage. One daughter played the piano, another the accordion, and one 
tapped and twirled a baton.” � e sisters are displayed at county fairs and on the Major Bowes 
Amateur Hour. As in Tan’s novel, where the four daughters are unwillingly pulled into their . As in Tan’s novel, where the four daughters are unwillingly pulled into their . As in Tan
mothers’ private competition, Telemaque’s narrator-protagonist recounts being measured 
against the three Chinese American daughters who thus engage in American-style theatrical 
activities. Of the three “pretty daughters” she especially hates the girl with whom she is always 
compared, and who “jumped up and down with her baton in front of the Memorial Day Pa-
rade.” While the narrator marches in the parade in her “Chinese dress to please the Veterans of 
Foreign Wars and the American Legion,” positioning her as a racial-ethnic other, the girl she 
reluctantly competes with is the American showgirl. Her resignation of her defeat is expressed 
by her proclamation: “Who could beat a baton twirler?” (35, 16, 31).

While her father disapproves of the three sisters—he calls them “moo-loo-chahs,” “danc-
ing girls”—her mother admires the fact that “they have found good husbands to give them 
new lives” (48). � e girls’ performances have paid o� —even literally so, having provided 
them with the � nancial means to Americanize. While in Tan’s and Telemaquethem with the � nancial means to Americanize. While in Tan’s and Telemaquethem with the � nancial means to Americanize. While in Tan ’s texts the girl 
narrators are compared to successfully Americanized Chinese American girls who belong to 
their parents’ social network, in Zia’s Asian American Dreams, the narrator is weighed against their parents’ social network, in Zia’s Asian American Dreams, the narrator is weighed against their parents’ social network, in Zia
quite a di� erent set of Asian peers. “Most irksome was [my parents’] habit of comparing us to 
the TV Asian. When an Asian beauty contestant competed for Miss World or Miss Universe, 
my father invariably turned to me and said, in all seriousness, ‘Helen, why don’t you try for 
Miss World?’ My [Americanized] brothers snickered and taunted in the background while 
I seethed in embarrassed fury” (253). Although this father does not set the white American 
Shirley Temple as an example, but an “Asian beauty,” at the same time his boundless and bor-
derless con� dence in his daughter’s potential to become Miss World exempli� es his American-
like trust that one can be whatever one wants to be.

� ese texts exemplify not only immigrant parents’ faith in the American Dream, but also 
di� erences in daughters’ positions. While Telemaque’s narrator laments the competition she 
is unwillingly pulled into, and Zia’s narrator mocks her father’s suggestion, Tanis unwillingly pulled into, and Zia’s narrator mocks her father’s suggestion, Tanis unwillingly pulled into, and Zia ’s June buys ’s narrator mocks her father’s suggestion, Tan’s June buys ’s narrator mocks her father’s suggestion, Tan
into the American Dream of endless possibilities. But the mythical appeal of the American 
ideals of rugged and unfettered individualism and personal ful� llment is supplemented by her 
adolescent desire to experiment with her identity. She envisions herself as a “perfectadolescent desire to experiment with her identity. She envisions herself as a “perfectadolescent desire to experiment with her identity. She envisions herself as a “ ” prodigy 
(1989, 133; emphasis in text), trying on di� erent images as if for size, thus joining innumer-
ous protagonists in other coming-of-age narratives. She fantasizes about being a ballerina, 
the Christ child, and Cinderella. Signi� cantly, she here adopts three personas that embody 
magical and/or physical transformation: the ballerina who within one performance or at con-
secutive performances acts out di� erent � gures; the Jesus � gure who, as a lower-class artisan 
turned into a religious leader and miracle worker who in turn a� ected the transformation of 
others, and Cinderella who changes from a ragged, toiling girl into a beautiful princess. June’s 
fantasies emphasize her belief in endless and easy miracle-like transformations.

In due course, however, June comes to dislike and reject her mother’s project of testing 
her hidden and “amazing” qualities. She sees her mother as ruthless and invasive. Having dis-
appointed her mother’s high hopes once again, she one night decides not to have her mother 
change her: “I won’t be what I’m not.” Subsequently, June responds with obvious indi� erence 
to her mother’s tests. Playing mind games and fantasizing about other matters instead, she 
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calls to mind Nilda’s escapism as discussed in Chapter 5. � is is June’s � rst act of protest, 
albeit not yet an overt de� ance of Chinese norms of � lial piety (133-135). When her mother 
forces her to watch � e Ed Sullivan Show, featuring a Chinese girl playing the piano, June still 
demonstrates an understanding of her mother’s admiration for the girl: besides representing 
the proud modesty of a proper Chinese child, the televised girl sports a Peter Pan haircut and 
shows the “sauciness of Shirley Temple.” While subsequently performing at a talent show, clad 
in the same � u� y white dress as the Chinese Shirley Temple on TV, with a pink bow in her Pe-
ter Pan haircut, June is completely caught up in her lovely looks. It is only a� er her disastrous 
performance that she ignores her mother’s command to practice, and then quietly decides: “I 
didn’t have to do what my mother said anymore. I wasn’t her slave. � is wasn’t China.” Wheth-
er “anymore” refers to her status as a grown-up, or her position as an Americanized individual 
she does not clarify. But June juxtaposes herself against her mother by suggesting the latter’s 
backwardness (“slave,” “China”) (133-141).

Yet another coming-of-age text written by an Asian American author shows a comparable 
leading role of the mother in her daughter’s imitation of Shirley Temple. Jeanne Joe’s Ying-Ying
demonstrates how a daughter is faced with her parents’ “bleached ambition.”28 And resem-
bling Tan’s text, it shows how a daughter becomes caught up in the enterprise, and adorns an bling Tan’s text, it shows how a daughter becomes caught up in the enterprise, and adorns an bling Tan
American icon with Chinese features. Ying-Ying, the narrator of the autobiographical novel 
remembers how her mother, who as indicated above names her “Shirley,” enrolls her in tap-
dance classes. When the girl is to perform her new routines at a women’s club as a member 
of a Chinese Rhythm Band, her mother duplicates Temple’s mother by curling her daughter’s 
hair. But in addition to fabricating her daughter’s Temple looks, she constructs her daughter’s 
Chineseness: she cleans, presses, and then carefully lays out the Chinese costume (peach-col-
ored silk trousers and top, butter� y buttons, gold slippers with phoenix embroidery), helps 
her daughter get dressed, and checks the girl’s props (a headdress of beads, sequins, baubles, 
a gold fan with a red ribbon, chi� on-silk handkerchief and bells with multicolored ribbon 
streamers). 

When Ying-Ying looks at herself in the mirror and decides that she looks “pretty,” she 
implicitly accepts the American-Chinese blend. Like the televised Chinese girl and her replica 
June in � e Joy Luck Club, she integrates an American role model with traditional Chinese 
culture: “a headful of [Shirley Temple] curls” with a Chinese folkloric suit (1982, 93). Like 
the maternal � gure depicted in � e Joy Luck Club, Ying-Ying’s mother wishes her daughter to 
become like the American Shirley Temple whom she has encountered in the American mass 
media. Yet she also wishes Ying-Ying to show a touch of Chineseness here and there.29 Hoping 
for their daughters to become Chinese versions of the ultimate American girl, the emulation 

28. I borrow this term from Lorde (1983, 44).
29. � e signi� cant role of ambitious mothers (and fathers) in the transformation of their Chinese Ameri-
can daughters into Shirley Temples also speaks from Lee’s “Hollywood and the Pits” (1995). Lee’s narrator 
remembers that her proud mother “used to have a lot to say” in the waiting rooms of the Meglin Kiddie 
Dance Studio, where she chau� eured her daughter from the age of three. “I was dubbed ‘� e Chinese Shirley 
Temple’—always the one to be picked at auditions and interviews […]. She said that we made her proud.” � e 
girl’s father assists in hiring a writer “to adapt the lyrics to ‘I Enjoy Being a Girl,’ which came out ‘We enjoy 
Being Chinese’ ” (35, 37-38).
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of Shirley Temple in these and other texts can only be a matter of negotiation, compromise, 
and fusion. Below I will examine these activities of merging.

Saucy curls versus a tight Afro

Having been incorporated into countless commercial images, Temple’s saucy grin and curls 
found their way to millions of consumers. While her face was reproduced on, and symboli-
cally enshrined by, mugs and plates, cups and saucers, her presence was also found on phono-
graph records, in baby dolls, hairstyles, coats, hats, and dresses. One coming-of-age text even 
has its black protagonist drink a “Shirley Temple,” which “tasted like a 7-Up” (Sinclair 1994, 
122). According to Charles Eckert, Temple had more products named a� er her than any other 
star. She thus embodies the commodity form which, according to Susan Willis, is “endlessly 
reproducible and degraded.”30 � e � exibility with which Temple was thus represented in all 
sorts of products is re� ected in the pliancy with which she was cast in her movies. � e young 
Temple played many di� erent characters. She was the American tomboy and the American 
Girl Scout, but also featured as Heidi, symbol of European girlhood, and as a Hula dancer. � e 
Littlest Rebel (1935), set during the Civil War, even features Shirley in a black-face disguise. 
Her golden curls, however, cannot delude anyone.31 In reverse manner, we can say that girls 
of color featuring in coming-of-age narratives are unable to fool anyone when attempting to 
emulate the white, celluloid star. 

Above I showed that in Lee’s story “Disassembling Helie” (2000), the � rst person narra-
tor obtains “damaged frizzies” when her mother perms her hair. � is is repeated in Rosanne 
Katon-Walden’s “Whispered Histories” (2000), where the narrator undergoes an attempt to Katon-Walden’s “Whispered Histories” (2000), where the narrator undergoes an attempt to Katon-Walden
transform herself into Shirley Temple (polished Mary Jane Shoes, matching starched dresses, 
Shirley Temple curls), but obtains curls that “looked more like rat tails than anything that ever 
adorned Miss Temple’s head” (177). Disabled by their racial-ethnic and class identities the girl 
protagonists cannot follow the Hollywood role model that stands in for the whole of white 
female cultural representations, and equates whiteness with beauty. All they get is “damaged 
frizzies” and “rat tails.” Referring to Temple’s most notable trademark, her saucy curls, these 
and other coming-of-age texts stage girls who turn into fuzzy freaks. In � e Joy Luck Club, in 
her mother’s attempt to transform her into a Chinese Shirley Temple, June is taken to a beauty 

30. Eckert 1991, 60; Willis 1990 II, 187. In her book Star Gazing (1994), Stacey maintains that “� e connec-(1994), Stacey maintains that “� e connec-(1994), Stacey
tion between Hollywood and the women’s fashion industry is made especially clear in the way that certain 
products were named a� er stars, not by the industries, but by the female spectators.” She cites a white, British 
respondent as follows: “ ‘� e earliest � lm star I remembered was Shirley Temple, because I was the proud 
owner of a Shirley Temple style dress. […] I remember my mother receiving a second-hand dress for me 
which was very much like the ones [Temple] used to wear. I was thrilled and told everyone it was my Shirley 
Temple dress’ ” (200, 205).
31. In her essay “Sonja Henie in Hollywood,” Negra discusses not only Henie’s whiteness, but also that of 
her contemporary at Twentieth Century Fox—Shirley Temple—and o� ers suggestions for the “dominant 
discoursive meaning” of both stars’ whiteness: both Hollywood � gures provided an opportunity for white 
Americans to openly marvel at “the white, girl (or girlish) body” when this was not possible in any other way. 
Negra speaks of the stars’ “enunciative relationship to a nationalized whiteness” (2001, 89-90).
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training school. � eir visit turns into a debacle when the beautician apprentice fails to give 
the girl “big fat curls,” and instead creates “an uneven mass of crinkly black fuzz.” June in no 
way resembles the white American Temple, but reminds her mother of a “Negro Chinese.” By 
way of molli� cation, the girl receives a Peter Pan haircut, which is very popular according to 
the school’s instructor, and which turns June into yet another � gure—though less prominently 
gendered and white—from Western popular culture.32

In Hair: Sex, Society, and Symbolism (1971) Wendy Cooper claims that hair, together with 
skin, is the most important physical attribute for racial classi� cation. At the same time, hair is 
an “easily controlled variable that can denote status, set fashion, or serve as a badge.” It can be 

“a marker of assimilation and a badge of rebellion.” As a result, Ingrid Banks states, “hair has 
emerged as socially and culturally signi� cant.” In his historic essay “Black Hair/Style Politics,” 
Kobena Mercer explains why people spend so much time, energy, and money on shaping their 
hair: hairstyles determine part of people’s modes of appearance, and “may be seen as both 
individual expressions of the self and as embodiments of society’s norms, conventions and 
expectations.” Practices such as grooming, preparing, cutting, concealing, and working on 
hair “socialize” hair, “making it the medium of signi� cant ‘statements’ about self and society 
and the codes of value that bind them, or don’t.” Having a Shirley Temple hairstyle is believed 
to bring girls (and by implication mothers) of color a little closer to American standards of 
beauty and the “codes of value” that Temple embodies. As such, the endeavors to emulate 
Temple mostly relate to the part of Mercer’s argument that involves society’s customs and 
standards. On the other hand, of course, the endeavors re� ect the “individual expressions of 
the self ” that Mercer discusses.33

Following his reference to expressions of the self, and taking issue with the widespread 
argument that the straightening of black hair represents either a despicable imitation of white 
people’s hair or an unhealthy state of black consciousness, Mercer claims that the hairstyle 
patterns of black people of the African diaspora are “creative responses to the experience of 
oppression and dispossession.”34 bell hooks points to an additional meaning of hairstyling and 
hair straightening. She remembers that “[f]or each of [me and my sisters], getting our hair 
pressed is an important ritual. It is not a sign of our longing to be white. It is not a sign of our 
quest to be beautiful. We are girls. It is a sign of our desire to be women. It is a gesture that says 
we are approaching womanhood. It is a rite of passage.” hooks o� ers no explanation as to why 
exactly it has to be the hair straightening process that makes her and her female siblings feel 

32. 133. Conversely, in Hunter (1964), the African American mother transforms her daughter into a Chi-
nese. “She � nished braiding Rosie’s hair so tightly her eyes were pulled up at the corners. ‘Owww!’ Rosie 
complained, looking at herself in Mom’s dresser mirror. You make me look Chinky.’ ‘Well, be glad of it. It’s 
the only way you can look like somethin’ else’ ” (1986, 24). Apparently, maternal hair styling can have such 
an impact on daughters, that they believe it to a� ect their race or ethnicity. Chinese becomes black (Tan) and 
black becomes Chinese (Hunter)—but the girls never turn white.
33. Cooper quoted in Banks 2000, 5; Chambers 2001, 15; Banks 2000, 5; Mercer 1990, 248-249, 263. More 
recently, Bennett and Dickerson have referred to the juxtaposition between “the political and social realities 
of what certain bodies mean in public life with the more playful desire to see bodily adornment as an expres-
sion of individual style” (2001, 12).
34. Alice Walker for instance claims that hair-straightening is a form of oppression and puts a “ceiling on 
the brain” (1988, 70). 
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that they belong to “this world of women.”35

Below I will argue that hooks does not unambiguously support hair-straightening. For 
now, I wish to point out that her use of “desire” and “approaching” indicates the girls’ anticipa-
tion and aspirations. Even a text that more unequivocally rejects hair-straightening, Gloria 
Wade-Gayles’s No Crystal Stair: Visions of Race and Gender in Black Women’s Fiction, sug-
gests the signi� cant role of aspirations, when black women in novels are “� ocking to beauty 
shops where they sit for hours enduring the heat of metal or chemicals that will improve the 
appearance of their hair.” Wade-Gayles discusses the e� ect of the white American femininity 
market on black women as follows: “black women, more than white women, might seek aids 
to femininity because they have been denied beauty in white America” (1997, 205; emphases 
added). Wade-Gayles’s “improve” and “aids to femininity,” like hooks’s “desire” and “approach-
ing” refer to the aspirations Mercer describes. Hairstyle, Mercer pronounces, is “a medium for 
expressing the aspirations of black people excluded from access to ‘o�  cial’ social institutions 
of representation and legitimation in the urban, industrialized societies of the capitalist First 
World” (248). With this in mind it is possible to view the hair project of the Chinese American 
mother and daughter in � e Joy Luck Club as a way of “expressing [their] aspirations.”

� e aspirations of June and her mother are echoed in an incident in Yamanaka’s � e aspirations of June and her mother are echoed in an incident in Yamanaka’s � e aspirations of June and her mother are echoed in an incident in Yamanaka Wild 
Meat. Wishing for “curly, � ne baby hair,” or “Mary Magdalene wavy hair,” the protagonist 
of the novel is being coi� ed by her mother. In line with Mercer, the mother has no access to of the novel is being coi� ed by her mother. In line with Mercer, the mother has no access to of the novel is being coi� ed by her mother. In line with Mercer

“ ‘o�  cial’ social institutions,” nor is she socially represented and legitimized. Not held back, 
however, by her class and cultural position, she takes up a Toni perm box, an old dog towel, 
and her hands and teeth—not with the intention of transforming herself, but her daughter 
into a “Farah Fawcett,” “ ‘or if you like change your look, Angie Dickinson, or if you put ring-
lets, just like Shirley Temple’.” When the narrator sees herself in the car window, however, she 
is shocked: “Oh my God. I have an Afro. […] Not like Shirley Temple but tighter. Like Get 
Christie Love. Frizzy and borinki.”36

Like the narrator of Helie Lee’s “Disassembling Helie,” who obtains “damaged frizzies,” 
(2000, 128), and June, who is turned into a “Negro Chinese” with a “crinkly black fuzz” (1989, 
133), Lovey acquires a fuzzy Afro. She is therefore forced to liken herself, not to the blond stars 
Angie Dickinson or Shirley Temple, but to the � rst black policewoman who starred on televi-
sion in the 1970’s, a hip and tough � gure sporting a cropped leather jacket and a tight Afro. 
� e three hair-styling enterprises fail to turn the girls into replicas of the famous blond and 
cherished child star � gure. Instead of getting the promised saucy Hollywood curls that would 

35. hooks 1988, 14. In another autobiographical text hooks fondly remembers the early Saturday morning 
ritual of having her hair straightened with her sisters, in spite of the politics of hair straightening: “Mama 
would be pressing hair and the smell of the burning hair and hot oil would � ll the kitchen. Family, those 
moments of togetherness, when just doing routine life stu�  is fun” (1994, 155). In 2001 hooks still presents 
hair pressing as “a ritual of black women’s culture—of intimacy. It was a moment of creativity, a moment of 
change” (111).
36. 53-55. “Borinki” is Hawaiian pidgin for “extremely curly.” � e television series Get Christy Love, as it is 
correctly spelled, was based on the “blaxploitation” movies of the seventies. Run on ABC from 1974 to 1975, 
it starred Teresa Graves as a policewoman whose trademarks were her karate moves, confrontational dialogue, 
and the proclamation “You’re under arrest, Sugah!” when slapping on the cu� s. http://www.tvparty.com. 
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enable them to comply with the standard of white beauty, Helie, June, and Lovey unwillingly 
end up with nappy black hair. In their attempt to transform themselves into perfect white girls, 
they become girls of color with “bad hair.”37

� e incidents turn the three Asian American girls into racially inferior others in more 
than one way. In his essay Mercer indicates one negative connotation of fuzzy black hair: the 

“frizzy” or “woolly” hair of the Sambo character as depicted in children’s books and the min-
strel shows of vaudeville, indicating inferiority. Black people’s hair is “burdened with a range 
of ‘negative’ connotations [and] has been historically devalued as the most visible stigma of 
blackness, second only to skin.” � us, the curly and kinky hair of the three protagonists in the 
texts discussed carries racial stigmas as well. Stigmatizing both their own, unwanted appear-
ance as well as their attempt to conceal it, the damaged frizzies constitute a twofold badge of 
racial inferiority.38

Depicting the girls as freakish � gures, the respective narratives present the exact reversals 
of the “before” and “a� er” images of advertisements and commercials for hair-straighteners 
studied by Noliwe M. Rooks (1996). While in the testimonials the “before” shots feature the 
unappealing and least desirable of the two � gures (with fuzzy hair) and the “a� er” shots pres-
ent beautiful women who have been given a complete beauty makeover (with straight hair), 
in these texts it is the other way around. Helie’s frizzies look “damaged” instead of delightful. 
June’s “Negro Chinese” style is greeted with shock and disappointment before it is turned 
into a Peter Pan cut. Lovey likens her “Christie Love” style to that of Oompah Loompah, one 
of the midget � gures who work as laborers in the � lm Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Fac-
tory.39 From people’s laughter, the girl infers that she has been made into “a home permanent 
wave monster” (55). Ironically, while the latter two episodes transform the daughters into 
� gures they have been exposed to through the mass media, just like Shirley Temple—Peter 
Pan, Christy Love, and the Oompah-Loompahs are classic and ageless � gures from � lm and 
television—these are not � gures who in any way resemble or represent the white model of 
beauty.40

37. According to Banks, “ ‘Bad hair’ speaks to the texture of tightly coiled black hair that is juxtaposed with 
straighter hair, otherwise known as ‘good hair’ ” (2000, 13). For a discussion of “good hair,” see hooks 1996, 
91-93).
38. Mercer 1990, 250, 249; Banks 2000, 7.
39. Based on a work written by Roald Dahl, Willy Wonka was released in 1971 and starred Gene Wilder as 
the owner of the factory. Although Lovey, in Wild Meat and the Bully Burgers, describes the Oompah Loom-
pahs as having green faces and purple hair, the midgets in fact had orange skin and blue hair. Either way, their 
freakish appearance remains. http://mrcranky.com/movies/willywonka.html.
40. � e presentation of oneself as a freak is not incidental, and can be encountered in other coming-of-age 
narratives as well. Prior to her departure for a Japanese internment camp, and wishing to leave town with 
dignity, the girl-narrator of Sone (1953) decides to have her hair done. � e operator, however, has no experi-
ence with “Oriental hair” and creates a “hideous new permanent wave.” Facing her new look in the bathroom 
mirror, the narrator cries “because I looked like a cross between a Japanese and a fuzzy bear. […] My hair 
resembled scorched mattress � lling, and a� er I had attacked it savagely with comb and brush, I looked like 
a frightened mushroom.” Being faced with this “horror,” the girl covers her hair with a scarf (1979, 167). In 
Dove (1992), the adult Virginia remembers looking like a freak a� er her mother has pressed and styled her 

“ ‘wool’.” Although her mother calls her elegant, “Virginia stared in the mirror and thought she looked like an 



Becoming Shirley 305

Of the three episodes, the one in “Disassembling Helie,” as narrated from the daughter’s 
perspective, most manifestly suggests the possibility of positive self-assertion through the act 
of hairstyling described by Mercer. Helie declares that she “didn’t care” about the damage, 
even calls it “the crowning glory,” and perceives her new appearance as a way of approaching 
the white look (128). In � e Joy Luck Club, despite the failure of the original plan to create a 
Shirley Temple style, June appreciates the boyish Peter Pan haircut and anxiously anticipates 
her future life as a celebrity. � is tentatively implies a positive expression of herself. Still, her 
reference to her mother’s accusation (“as if I had done this on purpose,” 133) suggests dissat-
isfaction on her part. In Wild Meat, Lovey is unable to e� ect any alteration of her freakish ap-
pearance. “� is hair that I can’t even cut o� , it’s so close to my head.” Like Tan’s text, Yamana-pearance. “� is hair that I can’t even cut o� , it’s so close to my head.” Like Tan’s text, Yamana-pearance. “� is hair that I can’t even cut o� , it’s so close to my head.” Like Tan
ka’s text suggests that the failed hair project does not occur without con� ict, as Yamanakaka’s text suggests that the failed hair project does not occur without con� ict, as Yamanakaka ’s ’s text suggests that the failed hair project does not occur without con� ict, as Yamanaka’s ’s text suggests that the failed hair project does not occur without con� ict, as Yamanaka
narrator “refuse[s] to go to school” (54-55).

� us we have arrived at the negative e� ects of hairstyling. As I mentioned above, bell 
hooks writes positively of the hair-straightening process. But although the narrator of her 
autobiography Bone Black (1996) reports on the “intimacy and bliss” when on Saturdays, in 
the kitchen, hair is being braided or pressed, she recounts “tears and sorrow” as well when 
her mother, “sick of it all” and in her anger, pulls the hair too tight, uses too much grease, and 
burns two ears. When she has her hair straightened, it turns into “black thread” and “stands 
in the air like ends of barbed wire.” As a senior in high school she never wants to have her hair 
pressed again. She wishes to wear a “natural, an Afro,” as she realizes that getting one’s hair 
pressed “is no longer a rite of passage, a chance to be intimate in the world of women. � e 
intimacy masks betrayal” (92-93). Like hooks, Akkida McDowell relates both the positive and 
negative e� ects of doing hair on Saturdays: “I listened to [my grandmother’s] stories as her 
� ngers artfully twisted my hair”; “� is world of hair belonged to us—young and old.” But she 
also reports “tugging and twisting” and “fear of a sizzling hot pressing comb,” and remembers: 

“my head became a pawn in a game of tug of war called braiding,” “I returned home sore and 
bruised from the battle� eld” (1998, 126-127). hooks and McDowell do not explicitly refer to 
Shirley Temple or to the white standard of beauty she embodied. But both show the freakish 
and visible e� ects of attempts to transform one’s racially de� ned look into a likeness of white 
(“black thread,” “barbed wire,” “sore and bruised”).41

oily poodle.” She undertakes to undo her mother’s work by trying “to so� en the e� ect with the surreptitious 
application of a wet brush” (81). In a third and � nal example, the narrator of López-Sta� ord (1996) remem-
bers that her mother “wanted to make me over, so I accommodated her.” “She didn’t want me to wear braids 
any more. She said that only girls from ranchos wore braids. So, she cut my hair and curled it like Shirley 
Temple’s, only I didn’t look like her. � e curls were sitting on my scalp because my hair was too short. My 
mother didn’t comb them out, so they looked like chocolate Tootsie Rolls on top of my head” (165). Like the 
examples taken from Lee’s, Tan’s, and Yamanaka’s, Tan’s, and Yamanaka’s, Tan ’s texts, the references to the “cross between a Japanese and ’s, and Yamanaka’s texts, the references to the “cross between a Japanese and ’s, and Yamanaka
a fuzzy bear,” “scorched mattress � lling,” “frightened mushroom,” “oily poodle,” and “chocolate Tootsie Rolls” 
show the alienating and grotesque e� ects of the attempted emulation of the white ideal. E� orts to literally 
take their fate into their own hands (“attacked it savagely with comb and brush,” “surreptitious application 
of a wet brush”) are of no use.
41. � e examples taken from hooks’s and McDowell’s texts are replicated elsewhere. In Dove (1992), the 
adult Virginia can still “hear the angry sizzle of the curling iron as her mother took it from the stove and 
plunged it deep into the green jar of Dixie Peach” (81). In Jordan (2000), the narrator remembers “su� ering 
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Both also fail to underscore Mercer’s claim that the hot-lye, steel-comb, tangles, and burns, 
as well as the feelings of shame and self-denigration, are held in balance by the intimacy be-
tween oneself and the hairdresser, the competent advice o� ered, the stories exchanged, and 
the attention given. Some episodes of hairstyling, if not hair-straightening, in narratives writ-
ten by black writers do a�  rm this notion of pleasure. In Marshall’s Brown Girl, discussed in 
previous chapters, a beautician’s “hands moved in a light sure caress through [Selina’s] hair.” In 
Betsey Brown (1985), Ntozake Shange’s novel depicting the experiences of a black girl in 1957 
St. Louis, a beautician “� ddle[s]” with Betsey’s braids, and runs her � ngers through the girl’s 
hair. As demonstrated in the third chapter, Lorde’s Zami only repeats these scenes of pleasure, 
as the narrator remembers, “Sitting between my mother’s spread legs,” “my head in her lap,” 

“she pats [my hair] tenderly,” “the warm mother smell caught between her legs.”42

However, when we closely study the dreamy and slightly erotic account of Audre’s hair 
sessions with her mother, we note that the account also includes the aggressive determination 
with which her hair is being done, as felt by the young focalizer: “I feel my mother’s strong, 
rough hands all up in my unruly hair, while I’m squirming around on a low stool or on a 
folded towel on the � oor, my rebellious shoulders hunched and jerking against the inexorable 
sharp-toothed comb.” � is brusqueness indicates the mother’s e� ort to discipline her daugh-
ter’s body, as if to prepare her for her future life in the U.S. It parallels the crudeness to which 
the Shirley Temple look-alike in Nilda is subjected when her mother goes through great pains 
to � x her hair (“twisted,” “jerking,” “pulled up”), and is replicated in many other texts.43

� e brusqueness also ties in with the implied violence of the mothers’ hair-styling e� orts 
in the two texts discussed above. In � e Joy Luck Club, June is “taken” to a beauty training 
school, where the hands of the beautician are shaking, and June’s mother “drag[s her] o�  to 
the bathroom” in an attempt to wet down the girl’s hair. In Wild Meat, the narrator’s moth-
er “sits” her on a chair, “uses her teeth to pry open the � imsy pink plastic perm rods [and] 
tightly winds my hair […]. � e perm bottle hisses empty, and squeeze, squeeze, my mother 
gets out every last drop.” Although the two texts involve projects of hair-curling instead of 

the yanks and the determined, erratic tugs of the big-tooth comb [my mother] jammed into my hair and 
then absent-mindedly extricated at disagreeably unpredictable moments […] my aching scalp” (200). In 
Wattleton (1999), the protagonist’s mother commands her daughter to “ ‘Hold still!’ […] as I tried to dodge 
the searing sweep of the comb. ‘Hold your ear down,’ she’d order to avoid a�  icting third-degree burns on 
me with the heated metal. Not only would a burn hurt me; more important, it might reveal our e� orts to 
transform our looks into a semblance of white folks” (114-115). Harris (2003) also reminisces on the “ordeal” 
of hair straightening (128-129). 
42. Mercer 1990, 251, 258; Marshall 1981, 94-95; Shange 1985, 134; Lorde 1990, 32-33.
43. Mohr 1986, 97. One example of a mother’s furious hands at hairstyling can be found in Cofer (1990). 
At her Quinceanera, the protagonist’s hair “has been nailed back with my mother’s black hairpins to my 
skull. Her hands stretched my eyes open as she twisted braids into a tight circle at the nape of my neck” (47). 
Compared to the other examples mentioned in this chapter, this incidence shows no transformation of the 
daughter’s hair into loose straight hair or womanly curls. Instead, it indicates an almost literal pinning down 
of her femininity (“nailed back,” “tight circle”). In Tan (1989) it is both a pinning (braiding) down of the girl’s 
femininity and her ethnicity, when the ten-year-old narrator Waverly gives an account of her subjection to 
her mother’s “Chinese torture”: “Each morning before school my mother would twist and yank on my thick 
black hair until she had formed two tightly wound pigtails” (91, emphasis added).
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hair-straightening, we could say that they at least partially call into question Mercer’s claim 
of pleasure and intimacy. � e mothers’ crude operations hardly bring any intimacy. Instead 
of involving tender and gentle jobs, they include force and rough determination. In addition, 
both texts show how the mothers’ grim toughness in forcing saucy curls into their daughters’ 
hair can only result in tight curls, lacking the unchecked and unruly (saucy) quality of Shirley 
Temple’s locks (Tan 1989, 133; Yamanaka 1996, 53). 

� e notions listed above—the failure to produce saucy curls, the grotesque quality of the 
transformation, and the intensity and violence of the hair-styling e� ort—all return in Ann T. 
Greene’s poem “Beatrice’s Neck” (1991). � e poem recounts the frustration of a young black 
girl who does not have the “good” Shirley Temple hair her mother had when she was young. 
As if witnessing her adolescent mother attending church, sitting behind her in one of the 
pews, the narrating I describes the “silky brown/ in summer auburn” hair of her mother and 
her best � end whose “curly locks freed from the/ paper bag knots of the night before/ danced” 
(141-145).

Two colored Shirleys
Shirley Temples
with their saucy curls
unneeding heat
Blessed brown girls of natural beauty
brown curled daughters
of the colored gentry […]
pretty girls with good hair. (141-142)

� e “natural beauty” of the two girls is partly based on their hair. � e narrator knows that the 
girls’ hair has been tied in paper bag knots, yet it has by no means required the work that the 
narrator’s own hair needs preceding her family’s church visits. She painstakingly lists the op-
erations her mother must carry out on her own bad hair—indicated in the poem by “furrowed 
my scalp,” “shackling,” “oiled,” “aroused upright before rolled in paper strips and tied down,” 

“tied in a nylon net,” “arched that red hot comb.” Undergoing her mother’s ministrations, she 
must also undergo her mother’s concomitant lamentation concerning the four nappy-headed 
children she bore. � us, the girl narrator cannot but absorb negative messages regarding her 
lack of good Shirley Temple hair.44

Moreover, in the straightening process, which is ironically known as “relaxing,” the moth-
er accidentally burns her daughter’s ear.45 When the girl subsequently attends church, as if tak-
ing the place her young Temple-like mother had previously occupied, she feels displayed and 
observed—“visible as all Hell.” She is aware of her “burns the pinked rims of my tender ears/ 

44. 141-142. � is maternal allusion to the daughter’s lack of good hair is repeated in one of Cenen’s autobio-44. 141-142. � is maternal allusion to the daughter’s lack of good hair is repeated in one of Cenen’s autobio-44. 141-142. � is maternal allusion to the daughter’s lack of good hair is repeated in one of Cenen
graphical texts. During a hair-combing session, her mother informs the 18-year-old narrator that she would 
like to leave her daughter her hair when she dies, so the daughter would “be better o� .” � e narrator infers 
from this that her kinky hair is unacceptable and that “what she wanted to give me negated everything that 
I was” (Cenen and Smith 1983, 43). 
45. For a discussion of the term “hair relaxer” see Bal 1994, 6-7.
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slathered with vaseline and radiating blood/ for anyone to see.”46 With the pink and glistening 
burned ear, we have returned to the grotesque freaks into which some mothers have turned 
their daughters: like the narrators of “Disassembling Helie,” � e Joy Luck Club, and Wild Meat, 
who have turned into freakish � gures, the narrator of the poem is freakishly marked with a 
burned ear. Marking her lack of good hair, as well as the attempt to conceal it, this stigma is 
proof that, in contrast to her young mother, she is not, and never will be, a “natural beauty” 
with Shirley Temple curls.

� e notion of burning, as evoked in Greene’s poem by words such as “smoke” and “stink 
of my hair my burned ear,” is a recurring motif in narratives recounting mothers curling or 
straightening their daughters’ hair. In some narratives it implies the alienating e� ects of the 
operations, as the burning smell of one’s own body � lls personal domestic surroundings. In 

“Black Woman Artist Becoming” (1994), bell hooks’s narrator remembers how “the smell of 
the burning hair would � ll the kitchen” (155). In Natasha Tarpley’s Girl in the Mirror (1998), a 
girl remembers, “mom parts/ your hair into squares […] you are surrounded by the smell of 
your own hair/ burning another layer of black on the hot comb” (126).

But the smell of hairstyling also carries other connotations. First of all, it symbolizes the 
violent intensity of the mothers’ e� orts to transform their daughters into Shirley Temples, or 
other ideal female � gures—determined as they are to get a grip on their “squirming” (Lorde
32) and Americanizing daughters, and to discipline their bodies. In Wild Meat, when Lovey’s 
hair is being � xed by her mother, “the smell [of the perm solution] burns, a stinging smell 
worse than Mr. Clean right under the nostril, worse than Clorox or boiling tripe. A smell like 
no other that burns the hairs right out of the nose” (53). In addition, the smell indicates the ar-
ti� ce of the makeover. “Natural beauty” does not smell bad. Caused by a miscalculation of heat 
or chemicals, the burning and smell further signify another misjudgment on the part of the 
mothers: that their daughters can be turned into Shirley Temples. Undergoing her mother’s 
curling, the narrator of Joe’s Ying-Ying literally refers to this miscalculation when she states, “I 
could smell the few singed strands where she had misjudged the heat.”47

Whereas in texts written by Lorde, hooks, and others such daughterly distress and ma-
ternal violence is mitigated somewhat by a warm closeness, Ann T. Greene’s poem o� ers only 
one very dubious hint of intimacy. When the mother burns her daughter’s ear, provoking the 

46. � e mother’s application of Vaseline anticipates my analysis, in Chapter 9, of coming-of-age narratives 
in which black mothers cover their daughters up with Vaseline or powder in order to manipulate their skin 
color. Ironically, however, this mother does not cover up the girl’s skin color, but her own act of manipula-
tion—that of straightening her daughter’s hair.
47. Greene 141; Joe 93. � e mothers do not apologize. On the contrary, in some texts they blame their 
daughters for the distress and pain a� ected. I have already mentioned the mother’s accusation in Tan’s text daughters for the distress and pain a� ected. I have already mentioned the mother’s accusation in Tan’s text daughters for the distress and pain a� ected. I have already mentioned the mother’s accusation in Tan
(“as if I had done this on purpose,” 133). In Kim (1987), the young Faye complains that her mother burnt 
her neck creating her curls: “ ‘It hurt’.” Her mother, however, blames her daughter for the burns, as she did 
not sit still. Faye’s complaint that her mother made her hair “stink” is further explained away by her mother’s 
statement that the iron, which needs to be heated on the gas burner, makes the hair smell bad. “ ‘I can never 
get it just right. I should get an electric one’.” � e daughter agrees that she wishes “to look like Shirley Temple,” 
but declares that she does not want her mother to curl her hair. Her mother only laughs at the “ironic retort,” 
and tells her daughter that she was a good girl to let her mother curl her hair. Fixing hair clearly involves the 
issue of power (1992, 62).
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girl’s escape from the kitchen, the two “waltzed across the living room.” � is questionable al-
lusion to intimacy, recounted by the daughter, is signi� cantly followed by her running away, 

“half-crazed/half-done/away from her kitchen through the house/everywhere.” � e girl thus 
attempts to � ee the discomfort and physical hurt as indicated by words and phrases such as 

“Forbidden to play/ almost to breathe/ admonished to keep still sleep tight,” “smoke,” “stink 
of my hair my burned ear,” and “throbbing.” It is as if only when constrained and damaged 
that the daughter is able to escape and take control and run away from her mother’s domestic 
sphere of in� uence—her kitchen (143).

In this section the narrators are all unable to emulate the Shirley Temple � gure their 
mothers impose, and that the maternal � gure in the poem even embodies. Subjected to their 
mothers’ forceful hands, they are painfully and visibly transformed into freakish � gures. One 
could suggest that their freakish appearance is just a form of cultural hybridity. Mercer dis-
cusses the “[s]yncretic strategies of black stylization,” which he calls “dialogic responses to the 
racism of the dominant culture.” � ese creolizations “play[…] with the given outline shapes 
of convention [and] ‘disturb’ the norm” (257, 259). In her discussion on syncretism, however, 
Susan Stanford Friedman exhibits a less celebratory attitude towards the notion of cultural 
hybridity. She cautions against simple idealizations of hybridity as a magic solution for the 
viciousness that di� erence can reveal: “� e cultural hybridity and creolization that mark all 
forms of cultural expressivity […] are o� en the product of unequal power relations, forced 
assimilation, and cultural erasure of di� erence imposed by a stronger power. Sometimes em-
braced, syncretism is also sometimes imposed” (1998, 165).

� e girl protagonists discussed in this section indeed imply their frustration at the ruth-
less features of Friedman’s “forced assimilation” to which they are subjected—directly by less features of Friedman’s “forced assimilation” to which they are subjected—directly by less features of Friedman
their mothers and indirectly by mainstream white American culture. Only the narrating I 
of Greene’s poem is able to � ee from her mother’s plans for her, as she breaks away from her 
sphere of in� uence. But we do not learn what she embarks on next. In the following two sec-
tions I will further take up the issue of control and agency, and show the possible strategies 
employed by girls faced with the compelling Shirley Temple model. First I will stay with the 
issue of hairstyling, and then move to other forms of personal expression.

Girls and curls

As narrator, June in � e Joy Luck Club recounts several moments during which she rebels, 
both quietly and more outspokenly, against her mother’s endeavors to transform her into an 
American prodigy. Her private accusation against her mother, in the form of “high-pitched 
noises like a crazed animal,” almost literally echoes the daughter’s “half-crazed” escape from 
the kitchen in Greene’s poem, although the latter example shows a more substantial protest. 
Other texts correspondingly show various gradations of protest against ambitious mothers. 
In Laura del Fuego’s Maravilla, the Chicana protagonist Cece only observes and recounts as 
narrator her sister’s revolt when, on Sundays, their mother compels them to wear starched 
organdy and lace dresses, sti�  nylon slips, and Mary Jane shoes, and in addition fabricates her 
daughters’ “fat curls.” Making the girls itch and sweat, squirm and scratch, the out� t and coif-
fure cause Cece’s sister to de� antly dispose of her clothing and accessories, and cease wearing 
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the sausage curls. � e novel’s protagonist, however, is afraid to follow her sister’s insubordi-
nate act, and wears her mother’s “fat curls” until she is ten years old.48

Other girl protagonists move a step further. In Janet Campbell Hale’s autobiographical 
Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter, a Native American girl growing up as a member 
of the Coeur d’Alene tribe of northern Idaho, secretly undoes the hair style her mother has 
� xed. Undoing the mother’s transformation, this act of de� ance exhibits the girl’s assertion of 
autonomy. Recounted by an adult narrator looking back on her youth, the story of the young 
girl’s rebellion against her Shirley Temple curls is � rst presented as “one of her [mother’s] 
favorite stories,” repeatedly told throughout her life. Almost as if respecting her mother’s frus-
tration, the narrator recounts, in italics, her mother’s story of the ungrateful girl. Even on her 
deathbed, the narrator points out, her mother tells this story of the “bad” and “ingrate” little 
girl with the “intrinsic bad character” who “undermined all her e� orts.” As narrating I the 
daughter recounts, in italics, her mother’s personal “story”: 

I worked so hard curling her hair, trying to make her look decent for school. � en I hap-
pened to look out the window one morning right a� er she le� , and there she was, hiding 
in the alley, messing up her hair with both hands, trying to pull out the curls I’d worked 
so hard to make. I vowed then and there I’d never li�  a � nger to do anything for her 
again. (69; emphasis in text) 

� e girl’s “messing up her hair with both hands, trying to pull out the curls” here invokes the 
undoing of failed hair-� xing jobs by girl narrators in other texts. I have shown above how 
Sone’s narrator “attacked [her hair] savagely with comb and brush,” and how Dove’s narrator 
applies the “surreptitious application of a wet brush.”49 But Hale’s daughter does not face a 
failed hairstyle, but a “ridiculous” one, as I will show below.

By presenting her own analysis of the incident as the most o�  cial, in the more authorita-
tive standard print, turning her mother’s much cherished “story” into an “important incident,” 
converting (maternal) � ction into (daughterly) fact, Hale’s adult narrator once again inter-
venes. Just as she took control over her own hair style at a young age, she now takes over the 
storytelling process. � is prevents her mother’s creativity (telling the story) from prevailing 
as she, as a young girl, had prevented her mother’s creativity (setting curls) from having long-
lasting e� ect. However, presenting her accurate version of her mother’s old wife’s tale, the nar-
rating adult daughter still shows the need to assert herself at her mother’s deathbed. Referring 
to her mother’s “story,” she states:

it shows me at the age of just six, unable to openly resist my mother’s dictates, but not 
bending to her will, either […]. there I was, hiding, undoing what my mother had 
done to me before stepping out into the world. (And, to me, those curls were ridicu-
lous. I felt like a damned fool in those Shirley Temple curls). (70) 

48. Tan 133; Greene 143; del Fuego 161.
49. Sone 1979, 167; Dove 1992, 81. In Yamanaka (1996), Lovey only implicitly refers to such an act when 
she laments: “� is hair that I can’t even cut o� , it’s so close to my head” (54).
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� e “world” into which the young girl enters is the world of Shirley Temple. It is the world her 
mother attempts to prepare her for by imposing the Temple model (“dictates”). But the girl 
considers this model as un� t (“ridiculous,” “fool”).

� e adult daughter further recounts that her mother, seeing “me taking some control over 
my life,” discontinued to curl her daughter’s hair. But unwilling to have the girl wear her hair 
straight, as she wished, she gave her an extremely short haircut, “almost like a crewcut.” � e 
daughter understood this to be her punishment for her de� ance, but disliked the haircut “not 
half as much as I hated the curls” (69-70). Reminiscent of Tan’s June, whose Shirley Temple half as much as I hated the curls” (69-70). Reminiscent of Tan’s June, whose Shirley Temple half as much as I hated the curls” (69-70). Reminiscent of Tan
hairstyle is turned into a boyish Peter Pan hairdo that negates her female sexuality, the girl 
receives a manly hair-style. Not unlike June, who appreciates her Peter Pan look, she favors her 
crew-cut over the Shirley Temple style.

Several girl protagonists daringly move one step further than Hale’s protagonist, but, like 
her, are unable to do so without a(n anticipated) reproach or punishment. In their � rst real 
acts of parental de� ance, three of them visit a beautician without their mothers’ knowledge, 
and have their hairstyles changed without their mothers’ consent. � e � rst one, Selina of Paule 
Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones, is frustrated and upset at being ignored by those around 
her, and visits her friend Miss � ompson for solace. In an apparent attempt to console the 
girl, the beautician releases the girl’s braids and creates “sleek curls framing her face,” as no 
girl “getting her developments goes around with braids.” She thus gently pushes Selina toward 
adult life. When Selina shows o�  her new curls to her mother, however, the latter “mutter[s] 
in shy anger, ‘I guess you think you’s a full woman now with yuh few curls […]. look at my 
crosses! Curls and all now’. ”50

In a very similar state of frustration—“Nobody understands me [at home]. � ey all 
want me to be somebody else. And I’m just Betsey Brown […]”—the protagonist of Ntozake 
Shange’s novel Betsey Brown (1985) runs away from home to stay with her beautician friend 
Mrs. Maureen. Maureen’s House of Beauty is presented as a place of music, pleasant smells, 
clacking and clicking curling irons, and hot combs running “right next to your scalp.” It is also 
a place of wisdom, where Maureen knows all about hair, as well as about “the necessities of sat-
isfaction in a woman’s life.”51 In that sense, the location embodies and con� rms Mercer’s claim 
that the negative aspects of hair-straightening and, by implication, of hairstyling in general, 
are held in check by its positive ones. Betsey is “as pampered as a princess.” Having previously 
called Betsey’s hair “workable” and “good strong nappy hair,” the beautician now takes Betsey’s 
braids down, conditions the girl’s hair, then arranges it with “bumper curls,” and combs it out. 

50. 1981, 95, 102. Selina’s act is replicated by the much more radical act of her Jewish friend Rachel, who re-
nounces the denigrating white beauty standard, and cuts and dyes her hair. Kubitschek (1987) calls this girl’s nounces the denigrating white beauty standard, and cuts and dyes her hair. Kubitschek (1987) calls this girl’s nounces the denigrating white beauty standard, and cuts and dyes her hair. Kubitschek
act an “extreme reaction to pressures to conform to an inappropriate aesthetic.” While the Jewish community 
had regarded Rachel’s naturally fair hair as denoting status and a way to pass for gentile, the non-Jewish com-
munity had derided her as a poor imitation (49).
51. Other coming-of-age texts recount stories of “womanly wisdom” as told in beauty shops. See, for in-
stance, Muse (1994) for beauty shop talk about the nature of men and how women should “take no mess” 
(125) and Rooks (1996), in which the autobiographical narrator enjoys her waiting at the beauty parlor: 

“Sitting in a room full of African American women and hearing them talk about sex, white people, men, and 
money, I got clues on how to be and how not to act” (5).
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“It was Mrs. Maureen’s way of saying to [Betsey’s mother] that there’s a growing girl here, lady, 
pay attention” (121-123, 128, 133-138).

Both beauticians acknowledge the girls’ development into women (“getting her develop-
ments,” “growing girl”) and create the girls’ new hairstyles as its indicator. Both beauticians, 
and with them Selina and Betsey, also implicitly oppose the restrictive and protective stance 
of the girls’ mothers by giving the girls womanly curls. Betsey laments that her mother “won’t 
let me play the music I want to hear or dance the way I want to dance” and wants her “to be 
special, like I lived in a glass cage or something.” Moreover, afraid that her daughter will be 
sent home “looking too grown or colored,” her mother typically wishes her curls to just lie 
right on her head, and never allows her to get a “comb-out” or “style.” By combing out the hair 
with Betsey’s consent, the beautician de� es the mother’s ruling as well as her norms of appro-
priate girlhood. A� er her beauty treatment, Betsey marvels at her re� ection in the salon’s mir-
ror. She feels “beautiful,” “brave,” and knowledgeable about the di� erence between girlhood 
and womanhood. Her awareness of her upcoming transformation is suggested as well by her 
contemplation “What a woman she was going to be!” (123, 135).

All these texts show girls who excitedly anticipate their developing womanhood as sig-
ni� ed by their hairstyles. While the protagonist in Maravilla registers her sister’s rebellious 
removal of her Shirley Temple curls, and the protagonist in Bloodlines discards her own Hol-
lywood style curls, Selina and Betsey inversely have their braided hair set in womanly curls. 
While the � rst two girls solely and secretly defy their mothers’ attempts to turn them into 
women, Selina and Betsey need the help of their beautician friends to produce their trans-
formation. But all four girls engage in acts of self-assertion and statements of new feminine 
power. � is becomes most visible and public in the case of Selina and Betsey.

Following their symbolic transformation into women, both Selina and Betsey take over 
the city streets. Selina decides to take the trolley in order to visit her mother at the factory. 

“I’m gonna go right to where she works—just to show her that I’m not scared of anything […].” 
Feeling both dread and excitement, she travels streets she has never entered and that “per-
form[…] a pantomime” of the dark � gures of silent men, tomcats, and dogs. Betsey Brown’s 
protagonist, in turn, leaves Maureen’s House of Beauty at dusk, and takes a taxi to the city’s 
boulevard to watch yet another performance—a parade of “white folks.” Its � oats carry “ladies 
in waiting in their satin gowns and laced gloves,” hoping to be crowned “queen of the Veiled 
Prophet.” Here, both Selina and Betsey are symbolically initiated into adult life by entering the 
show of the sexually laden city streets. But the shows they perceive di� er in ambience: while 
Betsey views a parade of “ladies in waiting,” Selina perceives how “obscene drawings and words 
[…] decorated the walls; […] lovers [had added] their hearts pierced with arrows,” “a cat, its 
belly sagging with young, ambled over […]”; “the pinup girls on the calendars were streaked 
with black industrial oil.” Selina’s “pantomime” is dark, cold, and covered with “brown-sullied 
snow”; Betsey’s spectacle is � lled with satin and lace (Shange 139; Marshall 94, 97).

Yet another di� erence marks the two texts: while Selina feels panic at the “forbidding” 
night (96), Betsey feels more empowered. And although Betsey’s transformation, like Selina’s, 
involves taking control as a mother’s daughter by ostentatiously turning herself into a woman, 
it involves more. Her feelings of potency also relate to her growing racial awareness. Unlike 
Selina, who is not yet able to encounter her racial self so perceptibly. Betsey’s entrance onto the 
city streets initiates her appreciation of her own race and color. Frustrated at having been sent 
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to a white school at a time of court-ordered integration, tired of white students who ignore her, 
and feeling so much better when she is with “the colored,” Betsey comes to a�  rm her racial 
self. Watching the parade of “white folks,” and feeling “regal” like the � gures on the � oat, she

marched as grandly as possible to the middle of the street where she proceeded to 
stop tra�  c and create a great stir while she declared herself Queen of the Negro 
Veiled Prophet and his entourage. [S]he reigned on her own streets for the � rst time 
in her life. She wasn’t afraid anymore. � e city was hers. (139-140) 

Declaring herself not only a “Queen,” but also (indirectly) a “Negro,” Betsey shows that her 
transformation at the House of Beauty has a double implication. She � nds in her new curls 
a power to assert not only her femininity but also her racial self. � e anthropologist Vic-
tor Turner points out that “[t]he subversive potential of the carnivalized feminine principle 
becomes evident in times of social change when its manifestations move out of the liminal 
world of Mardi Gras into the political arena itself ” (in Russo 1986, 228, n. 8). In Shange’s text, 
however, it is only into the “liminal world of Mardi Gras” and not “the political arena itself ” 
that Betsey moves. � e only other site she openly parades in is her family home’s living room.

� e a�  rmation of one’s racial self is exempli� ed much more radically, and positioned in 
Turner’s “political arena,” in Audre Lorde’s Zami. Without the assistance of a beautician, yet 
inspired by a female adult, the young Audre willfully decides to wear an Afro. At high school 
in the late 1940s, the girl is inspired by the well-known dancer and choreographer Pearl Pri-
mus who, as guest lecturer, discusses the beauty of African women’s “natural” hair. Impressed 
with the address, Audre decides that “god’s mother” must have had an Afro and wishes “to 
look like that too so help me god.” A� er school she has her hair done just like that, “a strictly 
homemade job done by a Su�   Muslim on 125th Street, trimmed with the o�  ce scissors and 
looking pretty raggedy.” Wishing to identify with “god’s mother,” she symbolically has a halo 
of natural hair framing her own face. But when she returns home with her “natural”—Audre 
continues to call it a natural even when all others refer to it as “crazy”—her mother spanks her 
and weeps for a week (1990, 182).

Audre’s self-proclaimed “natural” can be viewed as an early expression of self-respect and 
racial pride. Writing of the 1960s, Maxine Craig claims that wearing one’s hair in naturals 
meant breaking with dominant forms of femininity. Robin D.G. Kelly states that “For black meant breaking with dominant forms of femininity. Robin D.G. Kelly states that “For black meant breaking with dominant forms of femininity. Robin D.G. Kelly
women, more so than black men, going ‘natural’ was not just a valorization of blackness or 
Africanness, but a direct rejection of a conception of female beauty that many black men 
themselves had upheld.”52 Audre’s private and positive decision in favor of an Afro is a rare inci-
dent in the coming-of-age narratives. We have seen that some girls of color presented in com-
ing-of-age texts obtain an Afro only by accident (in Lee, Tan, Yamanaka). Others have their 
hair set in saucy and sleek Shirley Temple-like curls (in Joe, Hale, Kim, Shange, Marshall). But, 
like these girls, Audre is inspired and assisted by adults (Pearl Primus; the Su�   Muslim). In 
one � nal example a girl takes up scissors herself, without the consent or help of an adult. Like 
Audre, she is in big trouble. 

52. Craig, “� e Decline of the Conk; or, How to Read a Process,” 1997, and Kelly, “Nap Time: Historicizing , “� e Decline of the Conk; or, How to Read a Process,” 1997, and Kelly, “Nap Time: Historicizing , “� e Decline of the Conk; or, How to Read a Process,” 1997, and Kelly
the Afro,” 1997, both quoted in Banks 2000, 9-10.
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In Canícula: Snapshots of a Girlhood en la Frontera (1999), Norma Elia Cantú’s collage of 
coming-of-age stories and photographs, the thirteen-year-old narrating I studies her re� ec-
tion in the mirror, pondering the question “ ‘Who am I?’ ” She then scissors away her hair 

“standing there in front of the mirror, just like Mia Farrow’s in Peyton Place; Papi has a � t” (21). 
� e father’s “� t” implicitly refers to the dismay caused among producers, fans, and lover Frank 
Sinatra, when Farrow had her loose, blond hair that hung halfway down her back reduced to 
less than an inch in length. For one week, her character Allison Mackenzie suddenly turned 
up in the soap series with a shorn-waif cut. Symbolizing her free and uninhibited spirit, it 
counterbalanced the highly cra� ed hairstyles of the 1960s.53 Although embedded in a culture 
dominated by white standards of female beauty, and subsumed into American popular culture, 
as symbolized by “Peyton Place,” Cantú’s narrating I chooses, like Farrow, to depart from the 
accepted standards of white femininity.

While the mutinous girls in del Fuego and Hale reject Temple’s role model as childish 
and “ridiculous,” and Marshall’s and Shange’s girl protagonists are initiated into womanhood 
through new curls, Lorde’s and Cantú’s narrators reject black and white norms of femininity 
altogether. But all examples indicate the signi� cant role of parents in the construction of the 
girls’ culturally de� ned femininity, and resonate with Walkerdine’s autobiographical narrative 
that introduced this chapter. At the same time, however, they a�  rm Mercer’s claim that an 
individual’s hairstyle should not only be seen as an embodiment of society’s norms, conven-
tions, and expectations, but also as an individual expression of the self. Trying to cope with 
the social experience of oppression, but also with the perplexing experience of living in-be-
tween cultures and inhabiting bodies in between stages of development, the girl protagonists 
yearn to express and assert themselves. � eir hairstyling practices are part of the fantasies and 
dreams, aspirations and experimentations that come with these experiences. Having at their 
disposal all the signs produced by the dominant white culture, the girls create meaningful 
culture statements—despite Toni Morrison’s claim that commodity consumption constitutes culture statements—despite Toni Morrison’s claim that commodity consumption constitutes culture statements—despite Toni Morrison
a hollow solution to the problems of race, class, and gender (Willis 1990 II, 179). In the follow-
ing section, girls will take up other strategies in order to gain some autonomy for themselves 
as young women and as Americans.

Brashness, dress, dance

While some girls in the previous sections transform themselves into curly Shirley Temples, 
other girls also employ Temple’s other trademarks—her brashness, dress, and dance routines.54

� is occurs in the following two Japanese American texts, the � rst of which represents the 
immigrant parent’s discouragement of the performance, and the second of which represents 

53. www.swinginchicks.com/mia_farrow.htm; www.tvacres.com/hair_mia_farrow.htm.
54. � ese are only four of Temple’s numerous trademarks that are mentioned in the literature. One other 
feature is her pouting, which as well returns in the coming-of-age narratives. In Ponce (1993), the narrating 
I remembers: “Crying was something girls did. In the movies […] women who cried got their way. […] Even 
big brothers like Berney gave in to sniveling siblings who wore Shirley Temple curls” (35). In this section, 
however, I will stay with the three most obvious features as mentioned above.
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peer support. In Mitsuye Yamada’s poem “American Son” (1988), the narrating I remembers: peer support. In Mitsuye Yamada’s poem “American Son” (1988), the narrating I remembers: peer support. In Mitsuye Yamada
“When I was ten/ I rolled my hair in rags/ for Shirley Temple ringlets/ polished my teeth white/ 
for a/ pepsodent smile/ clattered about in slick/ tap shoes […].” � e girl’s father is, however, 
dismayed at the girl’s looks and behavior. To him, the self-stylized emulation of Shirley Temple 
(“ringlets,” “pepsodent smile,” “tap shoes”) embodies a negative form of assimilation to white 
American femininity. He considers the tap-dancing and � amboyant Shirley unladylike and 
too American, and claims that only an authentic, female Japanese role model will be able to 
transform his daughter into a proper lady. � e father thus sends the girl to Japan to live with 
his mother, who customarily straightens her curly hair, and his grandmother, who dyes her 
teeth black with berry juice—both women adhering to a cultural set of beauty standards that 
literally contrasts with that of Shirley Temple. � e girl � nally returns to the United States—no 
more a Shirley Temple, “less tomboy American more/ ladylike Japanese” (17-19).

Hisaye Yamamoto’s short story “Seventeen Syllables” (1988) features the girl protagonist 
Rosie who struggles with a di�  cult situation at home and who longs to take some control over 
her life. She performs “wild mimicry for the bene� t of her friend Chizuko” during recess at 
her Japanese school. Identifying with British and American cultural idols even in the context 
of her Japanese school, which typically operates as the storehouse of conventions and con-
formism inside the immigrant community, she mimics not only the comedians Fred Allen 
and Rudy Vallee, but also Shirley Temple piping her signature number “On the Good Ship 
Lollipop.” Her friend’s weeping and gasping (“Oh, Rosie, you ought to be in the movies!”), 
honoring Rosie’s entertainment talents, con� rm the accuracy of her mimicry and the large 
number of hours Rosie has been entertained, and impressed, by the movie stars.55

Although it o� ers her a way of dealing with her circumstances, Rosie’s mimicry of Shirley 
Temple, appropriating the child star’s trademarks in an almost literal repetition of her perfor-
mance, is no “creolization” as de� ned by Mercer. Rosie does not supplement the Shirley Tem-
ple image with other elements. However, girl protagonists of other texts do so. “To Da-duh 
in Memoriam” (1967) is a short story written by Paule Marshall, staging a nine-year-old girl 
who visits her grandmother in Barbados, from where the girl’s parents have previously emi-
grated to settle in New York. � e protagonist presents herself to her Caribbean grandmother, 
a symbolic ancestral � gure, as the smart-mouthed double of Shirley Temple. Informing her 
grandmother in great detail and with much drama about winter in New York, the little know-
it-all tells the old woman that, in New York, she would “freeze to death” the way she is dressed 
now. “ ‘You’d have to wear a hat and gloves and galoshes and ear mu� s so your ears wouldn’t 
freeze and drop o� , and a heavy coat’.” � is suggests that the proud old woman’s well-being 
and security is only relative and vulnerable. � e girl then proceeds to tell her grandmother 
about her own “ ‘Shirley Temple coat with fur on the collar’.” � e girl’s brashness, bordering on 

55. Yamamoto 15. � is performance during recess is paralleled in other texts. In Sinclair (1994), the narrator 
replicates a song when she and her friend Carla “kicked our feet out. ‘Shirley Temple went to France to teach 
the girls the Watusi dance, � rst on the heel then on the toe, then split the rope and around you go’ ” (48). In 
Pixner’s “� e Oyster and the Shadow” (1985), an autobiographical piece included in Liz Heron’s collection ’s “� e Oyster and the Shadow” (1985), an autobiographical piece included in Liz Heron’s collection ’s “� e Oyster and the Shadow” (1985), an autobiographical piece included in Liz Heron
Truth, Dare or Promise: Girls Growing Up in the Fi� ies: “the girls’ playground is a world of its own; a world 
of hand-stands and Shirley Temple […]” (87). Although the latter text technically falls outside of the scope 
of this study, as it is written by a white British author, it shows, like Sinclair’s text, that the appropriation of 
Shirley Temple into the world of girls is a general cultural phenomenon.
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a patronizing arrogance, is rooted in her immersion in the American popular culture she was 
born into. Although the Shirley Temple coat protects the girl against the North American cold, 
under its weight she also su� ers from feelings of superiority (1985, 102). 

Reporting to her grandmother that she can dance, and rhetorically asking her “ ‘You wan-
na see?’,” the girl at once starts to perform her slick dances—two dance routines that were 
popular in the 1930s: the Truck (“My right fore� nger waving, I trucked around the nearby 
trees and around Da-duh’s awed and rigid form”) and the Suzy-Q (“my lean hips swishing, 
my sneakers sidling zigzag over the ground”). Dancing all by herself, she here appears to copy 
what Diane Negra calls Temple’s “corporeal individualism,” the “exuberant, individualist mo-
tion” of her body (2001, 89). Announcing “ ‘I can sing’,” the girl then proceeds to sing three 
American love songs that were popular in the same period. � us occupying the landscape 
of her Caribbean grandmother with her American dance steps (“around the nearby trees,” 

“over the ground”), encircling and enclosing her grandmother’s body (“around Da-duh’s […] 
form”), and � lling the Caribbean air with her American songs, the girl asserts herself vis-à-vis 
the old woman, and takes control.56 Displaying her body and voice, she demands that the 
spectator/listener pay attention to these ethnic-racial and sexual sites of articulation—both 
inscribed with and constrained by cultural codes, but nonetheless commanding attention, and 
o� ering the girl a limited degree of autonomy. Although she is unable to bring about “a radical 
redistribution of value at the site of the cultural screen,” as narrator she “position[s] the subject 
actively within the � eld of vision” (Silverman 1996, 41).

Following this performance, the girl is faced with a grandmother who, showing both 
fascination and fear, stares at her as if she is “a creature from Mars.” With a simple and generic 
statement (“ ‘� ere’s nothing to be done with you, soul’ ”) the old woman then o� ers the girl a 
penny to buy a sweet. Altogether, the stare, statement and gesture at once position the girl as 
the one who does not belong or � t—neither in the grandmother’s cultural sphere (“as if I were 
a creature from Mars”), nor in her sphere of adult womanhood (ostensibly the penny to buy a 
sweet places the girl back into the position of a child). Still, the young narrator’s own account 
of her talking, singing, and dancing exposes her as the one who is in charge. � is is exempli-
� ed by phrases such as: “Before she could answer I began [to dance],” “whose power she both 
felt and feared,” and “she said half-smiling against her will” (102).

� e girl’s account of her performance in front of her grandmother, and her taking con-
trol, can be interpreted in two ways. Most obviously, re� ecting her assimilation to American 
popular culture, and perhaps her Americanization in general, symbolized by her emulation of 
Shirley Temple, the girl’s brash talk and slick performance enable her to confront the rivalry 
she feels between herself and her proud Caribbean grandmother. Growing up in the United 
States as the daughter of Caribbean immigrants, she has internalized the symbolic signs of 
white culture (snow-white New York; Shirley Temple’s fur-lined coat embodying middle-class 
white girlhood). With that familiarity she enters the “subtle kind of power struggle” between 
her and her grandmother, thus named by the author in her introduction to the story. � e 

56. 102. � e girl’s appropriation of the Caribbean space by way of her songs and dances is paralleled in 
words when she educates her grandmother on the e� ects of snow in the Caribbean. As if con� scating her 
grandmother’s landscape, she asserts: “ ‘…And you see all these trees you got here,’ I said. ‘Well, they’d be bare. 
[…] � ey’d be covered in snow’ ” (101).
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girl attempts to hold onto her own self in the “complex relationship” with the old Barbadian 
woman (Marshall 1985, 95).

Secondly, the girl’s performance designates her not only as the brash American girl pos-
sessing a Shirley Temple coat, but also as the sexual young woman who knows how to enter-
tain with the admonitory raised index � nger, teasing hips, and slithering feet. In that sense the 
girl a�  rms Walkerdine’s claim regarding the eroticization of Shirley Temple. � e narrator’s 
performance of love ballads, which she calls “my brash irreverent Tin Pan Alley songs,” also 
testi� es to her staged development into a sexual woman. She thus exposes and employs not 
only her American but also her new feminine ways, as she embarks on the challenge that her 
grandmother presents (Marshall 105; Walkerdine 1993, 23).

Resembling in detail this girl’s position vis-à-vis that of her grandmother is Lucie’s posi-
tion towards her great-aunt Lizzie in Betty Louise Bell’s Faces in the Moon (1994). At four 
years of age, being called a “little Miss Perfect” who is “trying to tell adults how to behave,” Lu-
cie is taken by her mother to live with her great-aunt in Davis, Oklahoma. Reminding one of 
the grandmother in Marshall’s “To Da-duh, in Memoriam,” who is described as a dark, “small, 
purposeful, painfully erect � gure” in a “severe” dress, the great-aunt in Faces in the Moon is 
depicted as an old, dark, and severe farm woman, “who looked more like a Quaker than an 
Indian.” Not unlike the granddaughter in the previous text, the grand-niece in Faces in the 
Moon takes charge, appropriating not only American popular culture, but also new feminine 
ways—both epitomized by Shirley Temple.57

When an advertisement for a “beautiful baby contest” appears in the window of the town 
store, Lucie and her great-aunt visit Oklahoma City in order to buy the girl an out� t, “to wear 
when ‘them movie men’ came to Davis.” Although the great-aunt is still the one in charge 
when preparing for the journey (packing provisions, pinning money inside her clothing, lay-
ing out their best clothes), she is taken aback by the immensity of the landscape during their 
travel to the state capital. Subsequently, having arrived at the city’s Woolworth’s, which the 
grand-niece describes as “large and noisy as a train station,” the aunt hangs back, “shamed and 
disoriented by the size and racket of the place.” It is the four-year-old Lucie who takes charge, 
strolling up and down the aisles with pride, � nding and trying on a “glossy” leopard coat with 
black cu� s and collar and three big gold buttons. “Lucie turned, took a few steps down the 
aisle, and turned on point. ‘I feel like Shirley Temple’ ” (60-61).

As if repeating the granddaughter’s performance in “To Da-duh, in Memoriam,” it is Lu-
cie and not the old woman who physically occupies the store’s space, who appropriates the 
American mass commodity by showcasing her little treasure in a feminine way as if walking 
down a cat-walk, and who verbally presents herself as feeling like the Hollywood star. In ad-
dition, bringing to mind Selina in Brown Girl, Brownstones and Betsey in Betsey Brown who 
both take over the city streets, Lucie takes over the public space of the vast and hectic depart-
ment store, which she likens to a place of transport and transfer. In multiple ways the girl thus 
shows that she has taken control. It is, to be sure, the adult narrator who retrospectively cre-
ates the impression that the girl has done so. But the young girl’s autonomous status is in fact 
substantiated: while the adult Lucie studies an old photo-portrait taken at the beautiful baby 
contest, a neighbor who joins the act of looking calls the portrayed girl “ ‘smart as whip’ ” in 

57. Bell, 73, 60; Marshall, 96.
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her “ ‘fancy clothes’ ” (52-53). � is remark indirectly a�  rms the young girl’s status as an alert 
and autonomous, bold and beautiful Shirley Temple.

Above I have indicated that Lucie poses twice: when trying on the Shirley Temple coat at 
Woolworth’s, and being photographed at the beautiful baby contest. According to Silverman, 
the pose “may be the result of the projection of a particular image onto the body so repeatedly 
as to induce both a psychic and a corporeal identi� cation with it. […] Perhaps most problem-
atically, the pose may testify to a blind aspiration to approximate an image which represents 
a cultural ideal […].” Like mimicry, it “does not always imply a resistant or even a conscious 
intentionality; on the contrary, it may bespeak a subject’s completely unconscious compliance 
with the images to which he or she is accustomed to being apprehended by the camera/gaze.” 
We could say that the girl of the above example, impressed with a “normative ideal,” mimics a 
white icon that symbolizes the ideals of white female beauty (1996, 205). 

But young Lucie’s pose as a smart Shirley is undermined when Lucie’s husband retrospec-
tively calls the photographed girl “ ‘a ragamu�  n’ ” in her Shirley Temple coat. His assessment 
causes the adult narrator to suddenly view the garment as “a shameful thing” that “caught on 
its false promise […].” Studying the photograph once again, she comes to recognize that the 
coat had indeed not � t well. “Even her small four-year-old body was too large for the thing. 
� e wonderful black cu� s ended well before the wrists, and the hem of the pink dress hung 
inches below the coat.” In that sense, with hindsight, the narrating I suggests that with her 
bulky body she in fact had failed to emulate the Hollywood star. By the age of four, becoming 
Shirley was no longer feasible (61-62). Speaking with Silverman, we can say that the girl’s act 
of mimicry was “doomed to failure because of certain bodily factors which provide the occa-
sion for a dramatically other ‘photographic’ transaction. � e other inherently photographic 
elements which come into play when a body poses—frame, mise-en-scène, costume, light-
ing—also do not always conspire with that body to form the desired ‘picture’ […]” (1996, 205, 
210). In Bell’s Faces in the Moon, the girl’s “bodily factors” and her “costume” have not resulted 
in the girl’s “desired ‘picture’.” 

In her analysis of Duras’s � e Lover, Marianne Hirsch discusses the girl protagonist’s 
description of her own appearance in a non-existent photograph: an improper silk dress 
supplemented with a leather belt and a man’s pink felt hat. For Duras beneath the hat, “the 
inadequacy of childhood […] has turned into a provoking choice of nature, a choice of the 
mind.” Hirsch therefore contends that “the shi�  from the given to the deliberate in her appear-
ance is in itself an act of intervention”: � e narrator wears the hat in a rebellious gesture of 
adolescent self-de� nition. However, the incongruities in the girl’s appearance—the hat does 
not match the rest of her clothes—constitute the most signi� cant feature of the photo. Ac-
cording to Hirsch, “[i]n its contradictions, the image can undo the suturing of the act of its 
construction: with its con� icting e� ects, the picture acts out the opposing forces that de� ne 
subjectivity.”58 Duras’s girl has not undertaken an attempt to emulate a Hollywood � gure. She 
has playfully and rebelliously made up her own exclusive, albeit incongruous appearance. Due 

58. 1993, 115. Silverman (1984) describes suture as “the procedures by means of which cinematic texts con-
fer subjectivity upon their viewers” (195). Following Silverman (1996), Hirsch argues that a photo and mirror 
image may operate as a form of suture. Gazing at her own image the subject can � nd coherence in her image 

“as she bridges the gap between herself as spectator and as object of representation” (1993, 111).
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to her contradictory presentation of self, however, the canceling out of the suturing process is 
an unmistakable possibility.

Although she is not yet an adolescent like Duras’s protagonist, the narrator of Faces in 
the Moon is engaged in a similar act of rebellion, but has not created her out� t in any innova-
tive way. She merely imitates the Temple � gure as it had been impressed on her through the 
mass media. But unable to copy the child star, the possibility of suture appears to be even 
more reduced than in the case of Duras’s � e Lover. Lucie can only be “a parody of the real 
thing” (Birch 1994, 153). While the felt hat of Duras’s protagonist, though clashing with her 
dress, can still be seen as a de� ant sign of adolescent self-de� nition, Lucie’s undersized Shirley 
Temple coat with its fake fur trim only stresses her status as a poor imitation and a caricature. 
Having uncovered the unsuccessful transformation of her younger self into a Shirley Temple, 
the adult narrating I of Faces in the Moon completes the rupture of the Shirley Temple fantasy 
by unsuccessfully projecting the photographed little girl on her adult self. Desiring “to take 
her magic and stories into my tired life,” she is unable to get beyond the image. “ ‘Jump, jump, 
jump,’ I whisper. But she stands at the edge, facing me.” Becoming Shirley is still an illusion (62, 
emphasis in text).

In his 1959 essay on “Performances,” the sociologist Erving Go� man argues that “the 
representation of an activity will vary in some degree from the activity itself and therefore 
inevitably misrepresent it. And since the individual will be required to rely on signs in order 
to construct a representation of his activity, the image he constructs, however faithful to the 
facts, will be subject to all the disruptions that impressions are subject to” (1990, 72). Duras’s 
protagonist is not engaged in “the representation of an activity.” Bell’s protagonist, on the 
contrary, is representing, but fails in her act. � e reasons for the failure to impersonate Shirley 
Temple are both implied and speci� ed: apart from lacking the star’s white skin color and blond 
hair, the girl lacks the right body size.

At the same time, however, a poor imitation, “a parody of the real thing,” can also express 
more than lack. For the photograph also a�  rms the young girl’s exhibition of her self-asser-
tion: it shows, even to the disillusioned adult narrator, “a pleased rebel in braids, leopard, and 
cowboy boots,” looking proudly and straight into the camera, facing not only her great-aunt, 
the photographer, and those participating in the event of the baby contest, but also the adult 
narrator, her neighbor, her husband, and all other potential onlookers. Unlike Walkerdine’s 
bluebell fairy who timidly and helplessly looks o�  camera, as if soliciting reassurance, Bell’s 
girl asserts herself by staring back. In that sense, despite the subsequent disclosure of her Shir-
ley Temple emulation as false and faraway, the photographed girl shows that the appearance 
and act that made her “feel” like the Hollywood star, although at the same time it only paro-
dies “the real thing,” can nevertheless be empowering (61-62). In addition, we could argue 
that when a girl’s failed masquerade as Shirley looks comical, her act does not only con� rm 
the underlying dominant assumption that only white Shirleys can be Shirley, and that those 
who fail to emulate the model’s authenticity should be mocked. At the same time one could 
declare that the act de� es precisely the same dominant idea of authenticity. Lucie’s alteration 
of Shirley’s Euro-American modes subtly undermines the ideology of their natural superior-
ity. In order to examine this ambivalence, I will now brie� y look at the related issues of drag, 
colonial mimicry and parody.

In a discussion of gender performatives, in her 1990 study Gender Trouble, Judith Butler
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claims that if one understands “identi� cation as an enacted fantasy or incorporation,” its acts 
and gestures “produce the e� ect of an internal core or substance, but produce this on the sur-
face of the body […].” � ey “are face of the body […].” � ey “are face of the body performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they 
otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal 
signs and other discursive means.” Drag and cross-dressing, Butler further claims, success-
fully perform and parody the signifying model, or sign, of gender (136-137; emphases in text). 
In Bodies that Matter (1993) Butler further explicates that, by citing, twisting, and queering, 
drag produces “the phantasmatic constitution of a subject […] who repeats and mimes the 
legitimating norms by which it itself has been degraded.” As “the incoherent and mobilized 
imbrication of identi� cations,” pursuing realness and motivated by a “phantasmatic promise,” 
the subject is constituted in and through the iterability of its performance, a repetition that 
acts at once to validate and discard the norms of realness (131).

Extending Butler’s contention from gender to the issue of cultural identity, Karen Chris-
tian claims that the cultural phenomenon of drag does not only exemplify the instability of 
gender identity categories, but also cultural identity categories. Drag queens do not merely 
imitate femininity, but in general parody the notion of rigidly de� ned and essentialized identity 
categories. Drag “reproduces the system of impersonation by which any cultural identity is as-any cultural identity is as-any
sumed: through repetition of performative acts” (1997, 47, 79, 108; emphasis in text). � us, we 
could say that employing her creativity and resourcefulness and thus exposing the arti� ce of ap-
pearance, Lucie engages in drag, or cross-dressing. � is act allows her to explore her femininity, 
and examine an alternative (white) cultural identity. Lucie can hardly be said to resist ideology 
in full awareness. Her imitative and repetitive performance (� rst at the store, then at the baby 
contest) does not involve a conscious act of mimicry. But she does not subordinate herself to 
the constraining narrow dictates of the “cultural screen,” nor does she blindly and unwillingly 
obey what the cultural screen authorizes as the perfect model (Silverman 1996, 78-79).

In that sense, Lucie’s cross-dressing could also be de� ned as an act of colonial mimic-
ry, which Homi Bhabha de� nes as an imitative, but also deconstructive play with whiteness. 
Bhabha presents some forms of cultural imitation as hybrid resistance to the colonizer’s ideol-
ogy of racial di� erence and the natural superiority of Western whiteness. While copying “the 
forms of authority,” colonial mimicry de-authorizes them (1994, 91). Lucie’s cross-dressing 
could also be considered to be a form of parody as de� ned by Susan Stanford Friedman, who 
writes that by exposing the performer’s arti� ce the parodic element in a performance may 
operate as a sort of mimicry that denaturalizes cultural identities. It calls attention to “the styl-
ization and (stereo)typing that underlies cultural identity itself. Parody […] unsettles, disturbs, 
creates through irony a certain distance” (1998, 80). 

� e following section will reveal that girls’ acts of colonial mimicry or parody involve 
only partial repetition, as the girls take over Shirley Temple’s trademarks while supplement-
ing her style with other elements. Some do so materially, others only in their fantasies. But 
in all cases, their acts of mimicry show ambivalence. Bhabha argues that the ambivalence of 
mimicry produces an excess or slippage or di� erence—“almost the same, but not quite.” � e 
performative and dialogic play of mimesis, writes Friedman, is “based on a form of imitative 
play or representational performance of the other,” and is thus the repetition of the other with 
a di� erence. It is a performance, “forced or willing, conscious or unconscious,” of both di� er-
ence and identity. A satisfactory simulation is in the end illusory. One can never completely 
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become what one imitates.59 � e next section will demonstrate that, although the girl pro-
tagonists appropriate elements of Shirley Temple’s � gure in their construction of self, they 
also employ elements from their own cultures, making themselves, in the words of Bhabha, 

“almost the same” as Shirley, “but not quite.” Hence we could say that, in their need to assert 
their autonomy and Americanness, the girls do not only reinforce the white model of feminin-
ity, but at the same time change an American cultural authority that suppresses and wipes out 
di� erences through compliance and replication.

Acts of appropriation

� e adult narrator of Bell’s Faces in the Moon perceives in the photograph of the baby contest 
a girl who poses as “a pleased rebel in braids, leopard, and cowboy boots.” Lucie has thus 
appropriated several of Shirley Temple’s trademarks (her pride and self-assurance, her ras-
cally character, and her coat), but has supplemented it with two elements (braids and cowboy 
boots) that are also � rmly embedded in her own culture. In that sense she is (temporarily) 
able to make Shirley Temple her own. Correspondingly, the girl protagonist of Marshall’s “To 
Da-duh, in Memoriam” complements selected trademarks of the white Hollywood star (her 
brash talk and velvet coat with fur collar) with dances that, albeit eventually integrated into 
white culture, are historically black. � e 1930s swing type fad dances with which the grand-
daughter impresses her Caribbean grandmother, the Truckin’ Dance and the Suzy-Q, unmis-
takably feature her as a member of black culture.60

Although Shirley Temple danced her tap steps with the black performer Bill Bojangles 
Robinson, and although she is staged in black-face in one � lm, her image never becomes a 
synthesis of cultures. It still imposes a standard type of white beauty and white (para)sexuality. 
But in “To Da-duh,” the girl-protagonist supplements the Hollywood � gure’s trademarks 
with elements from her own culture, and thus creates a cultural hybridity. � e question is 
whether the girl redeploys the icon subversively. Mercer points out that black “practices of 
aesthetic stylization” involve acts of appropriation from the “ ‘master’ ” culture. � e “ ‘creoliz-
ing’ ” of found or given elements, codes, and conventions is for instance found in jazz music 

59. Bhabha 1994, 86; emphasis in text. Friedman 1998 76-77. Apart from Bhabha, other critics have writ-
ten of this di� erence. Modleski (1997), for instance, argues that repetition can be a form of mimetic enmity, 
embedded in envy and antagonism, but can also involve a remarkable renovative process that demonstrates 
that repetition is always repetition with a di� erence. In another context Lee (1999) writes of the impossibility 
to “instantiate American behavior,” of only being able to perform its representations “and, even then, at a 
slant” (Modleski 61, 64-65; Lee 47).
60. � e Truckin’ Dance is a shu�  e dance variation that historians have traced back to Minstrel shows of 
the 1830s in Louisville, Kentucky, where Dan � omas Rice performed his Jim Crow dances at the Ludlo and 
Smiths � eater. It was eventually featured at the Cotton Club Revue in 1935. In 1936 and 1937 the Revue also 
carried shows that included the Suzy-Q dance, most o� en connected with Swing dancing, for instance in a 
number called “Doin’ � e Suzy-Q.” � e Cotton Club, of course, featured black entertainment for an upscale 
white audience; its chorus girls were all light-skinned; the revues were written by white composers and cho-
reographers. Still, its music and dances were based on black culture. Dance History Archives at http://www:
StreetSwing.com and � e Cotton Club Revues at http://www.jass.com.
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where elements from western cultural tradition are radically transformed. Mercer speaks of a 
“framework of exchange and appropriation, imitation and incorporation,” of accentuation and 
subtle in� ection (1990, 257-258). Using Mercer’s notions of appropriation and creolization, 
I will now discuss two texts in which girls of color in their fantasies and/or in mock perfor-
mances appropriate the � gure of Shirley Temple, including her trademarks and acts.

Lovey, the narrator of Yamanaka’s Lovey, the narrator of Yamanaka’s Lovey, the narrator of Yamanaka Wild Meat, yearns to be like Shirley Temple, “with per-
fect blond ringlets and pink cheeks and pout lips, bright eyes and a happy ending every Sunday.” 
� is original wish to precisely emulate Shirley Temple, however, changes into a fantasy that em-
ploys one of Temple’s trademarks (weeping), but otherwise is adapted to Lovey’s own life. When 
Lovey is not allowed to watch a movie’s � nale because of her Sunday School class, with her 
friend Jerry she makes up the endings on the Sunday Bulletin distributed at church: “[…] line 
by line, Jerry as Shirley all the time, and me as the lost daddy or the newfound mother” (4). � us, 
in the screenplay, the two friends partially reverse and subvert Hollywood’s typical gendered 
casting. At the same time the youngsters transform as well the Sunday Bulletin, which culturally 
presents and represents the Anglo-Christian community, into a script for their own screenplay. 
� us, they doubly alter, and implicitly undermine, representations of the dominant culture.

Furthermore, in the end the narrator stops transposing her own life and that of her friend 
into the Shirley Temple world of Hollywood. While previously she longed to copy Shirley 
Temple, now it is Shirley who in fantasy is incorporated into the girl’s life. “[…] one day I want 
to write my very own happy ending. It would be just Jerry and me. In my movie […] Shirley 
comes holding hands with my mother and Jerry’s mother. […] Shirley watches and cries.” It is 
no longer Lovey and Jerry who watch and enter Shirley’s world, but it is Shirley who “comes” 
into their lives (3-4). Shirley is no longer the star, but has become the weeping audience, while 
the narrator and her friend have jointly become the child star. � is reversal of roles makes 
the construction of Lovey’s gendered and racial-ethnic identity stand out as, if not apart from 
Shirley, then at least less dominated by her powerful image.

Yamanaka’s text Shirley inhabits only the fantasies and the written-down script of the pro-Yamanaka’s text Shirley inhabits only the fantasies and the written-down script of the pro-Yamanaka
tagonist. In a second text, Ntozake Shange’s Betsey Brown, Shirley Temple’s style is actually 
mimicked while it is blended with the girl protagonist’s own culture. Raised by a father to 
proudly cherish African and African American cultures, thirteen-year-old Betsey in Shange’s 
novel identi� es with prototypes such as Tina Turner, Bessie Smith, and Etta James. Infusing her 
family’s home with these black women’s voices from a station she has found on the radio, the 
girl adorns herself with curtains and feathers, and presents herself as “stalking the front room 
like a teenaged Shirley Temple who was colored to begin with.” Betsey does not only con� scate 
and employ the image of Shirley Temple, while marking out her family’s living space, but com-
plements and fuses it with African American music and her own “colored” body (114-115).

Appropriating the three black female voices and the one white female body, Betsey thus 
partially complies with the dominant values of what Silverman calls the cultural screen. In 
her masquerade’s audacious a�  rmation she is able “to put its images to new uses, or to work 
transformatively upon them” (1996, 40). Masquerade, explains Mary Anne Doane, creates a 
distance from the original image, generating “a problematic within which the image is ma-
nipulable, producible […]” (quoted in Russo 1986, 224). � e text presents Betsey’s spectacle as 
a mocking copy of Temple’s display of whiteness and girlish femininity—a repetition in varia-
tion that exposes Temple’s prearranged and fabricated disposition. Following Mary Russo in 
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her article “Female Grotesques,” we could say that Betsey’s performance displays the display 
(1986, 223). We could also say that Betsey here engages in a form of “ ‘Anglo cross-dressing’,” 
a type of drag that generates “the illusion of assimilation” and adaptation to the white ideal 
of female beauty, but at the same time de� es the notion of a � xed, monolithic, and essential 
ethnic identity. Her improvised, hybrid performance of Shirley Temple thus con� rms Butler’s 
and Christian’s claims regarding the instability of the categories of gender and cultural identity, and Christian’s claims regarding the instability of the categories of gender and cultural identity, and Christian
and the diversity within these categories (Christian 1997, 141).

Unlike Betsey’s father, who does everything for the “Negro race,” Betsey never explicitly 
rejects the white ideology that Shirley Temple embodies. She is just presented as a willful and 
playful 12-year-old girl, as is indicated by “adorning herself,” “in her own time,” “practicing her 
dancing,” “Talking to herself,” and “laughed out loud” (23, 114-116). At the same time, however, 
the episode con� rms Christian’s claim that cultural identity, which needs continuous reinforce-the episode con� rms Christian’s claim that cultural identity, which needs continuous reinforce-the episode con� rms Christian
ment and reenactment, “is not simply free-wheeling performance,” nor “an act over which the 
ethnic subject has full control” (1997, 31, 139). Unendingly reinventing and modifying her iden-
tity, Betsey is still embedded in, and in� uenced by, her own cultural history—as imposed on 
her by her father (and others). In a discussion of Gish Jen’s her by her father (and others). In a discussion of Gish Jen’s her by her father (and others). In a discussion of Gish Jen Mona in the Promised Land (1996), 
Friedman states that the novel’s “postmodern play with identity as chosen performance” is 
counterbalanced by the “representation of the return of the repressed histories as determinants 
of identity.” Despite the American belief in the freedom to choose and change one’s identity, the 
protagonist’s cultural roots continually persist (1998, 172). Like Mona in Jen’s novel, Betsey is protagonist’s cultural roots continually persist (1998, 172). Like Mona in Jen’s novel, Betsey is protagonist’s cultural roots continually persist (1998, 172). Like Mona in Jen
unable to freely select her own identity, � xed as she is in her racial-ethnic background.

Her awareness of her di� erence and of the vastness of her di� erence is implied in “who 
was colored to begin with.” Having watched her performance, her sisters con� rm this by ad-
dressing her as “a niggah to [her] very soul.” When, despite of her sisters’ mockery and her 
mother’s order to turn down the “mess,” Betsey is “in her own time,” and practices her dancing 
as it is “a girl’s way to salvation, if you counted a good man as salvation […],” she still exhibits 
her involvement in a racially de� ned female sexuality. Taking up black women’s voices from 
the radio, and then making up her own song (“I’m too big to play tie-em up and skidaddle with 
Dale and Joe. I’m more of a heifer now than they’ll ever know”), she imagines dancing with a 

“colored boy” (114, 117, 116, 115, emphasis added). � us, like the girl protagonists of “To Da-colored boy” (114, 117, 116, 115, emphasis added). � us, like the girl protagonists of “To Da-colored
duh, in Memoriam” and Faces in the Moon, Betsey adds sexual elements to the safely sexual 
and still innocent Shirley Temple personage whom she mimics. And like the child-woman 
performances in “To Da-duh” and Faces, Betsey’s performance posits the girl not only as par-
taking of (white-dominated) American girlhood, but also as participating in her own culture. 

Bringing to mind Claudia in � e Bluest Eye, who desires to so� shoe and chuckle with 
Bojangles, Betsey expresses a wish to be heterosexually and glamorously cherished and loved. 
But unlike Claudia, who only privately expresses her hatred for the Hollywood star who en-
joys laughter and intimacy with a black male star, Betsey actively creates herself into a “colored” 
Shirley Temple who dances with a “colored boy” in her family’s home. Susan Willis’s argument 
that Toni Morrison “asked us to imagine Claudia dancing in the movies with Bojangles” ap-
plies even more accurately to Betsey’s performance of “black expression” than to Claudia’s 
private lamentation in � e Bluest Eye.61

61. Morrison 1970, 19; Willis 1990 II, 188.
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� e emulation of Shirley Temple can at times be empowering. While the previous chapter 
showed girls of color who “queer” (Rand 1995) white dolls, this chapter shows that some of 
them camp up Shirley Temple. Unable or unwilling to exactly replicate the ideal image of Euro-
American girlhood as embodied by Shirley Temple, some girl protagonists add elements and 
leave out others. My examples show, however, that their adjustments are only produced in the 
private presence of a relative or friend. � ey hardly ever occur publicly in relation to the white 
American world. � e power that the Shirley Temple performances generate is thus a relative 
power. But as narrators-focalizers the girls represent “with a di� erence” (Bhabha 1994, 86), 
and thus deconstruct the typical American icon that is Shirley Temple. � ey show how they 
both appropriate and alter the � gures presented by the dominant discourse.

Conclusion

Walkerdine’s essays on the � gure of the bluebell fairy show certain dissimilarities with the 
coming-of-age texts discussed in this chapter. � ey stage a white working-class girl growing 
up in Britain, while the other narratives focus on girls who, though also mostly of working-
class background, are girls of color living in the U.S. Walkerdine discusses a presentation of 
herself as inspired by a � gure from a � ower fairy book. � e other narratives portray girls who 
are fascinated by, and sometimes transformed into, a � gure from the silver screen. In Walk-
erdine’s essays it is mainly the father � gure who is presented as having stimulated the girl’s 
desire and fantasy by nicknaming her, and fabricating part of her fairy attire. � e mother’s 
role is not speci� ed, but a potentially discouraging role may be inferred from two of her o� en 
repeated sayings: “ ‘You can’t have everything you want’,” and “ ‘much wants more’ ” (1990, 171, 
150). In most of the coming-of-age narratives portraying girls of color growing up in the U.S., 
the mothers play a large role in their daughters’ transformation, and some even express their 
belief in endless possibilities.

Apart from these dissimilarities, many congruencies have been disclosed. Both the young 
“Valerie” and many of the girls presented in the coming-of-age narratives are faced with ideal 
images of girlhood, which are “a�  rmed both representationally and psychically” (Silverman
1996, 60). Walkerdine’s posing as the bluebell fairy was inspired by Baker’s A Flower Fairy 
Alphabet, and encouraged and partially imposed by parents and other adults. � e poses of the 
girls in coming-of-age narratives are likewise inspired by images from popular culture. How-
ever, in both cases, the presented ambitions and (sometimes incomplete) transformations are 
not only forced onto them by parents and the mass media, but o� en also generated by the 
girls themselves, as they cherish their own wishes to become (involved with) a fairy � gure or 
� lm star. Like the young “Valerie,” who responds to the � gure of the bluebell fairy with an in-
termingling of animosity and desire, the girl-protagonists in the coming-of-age narratives ex-
press an ambivalence tinged with resignation, and struggle with the � gure of Shirley Temple.

Secondly, not only the bluebell fairy, but also the Shirley Temple look-alikes in the texts 
discussed are clear constructions. Just like Walkerdine’s narrator discusses the fabricated qual-
ity of her youthful presentation, some narrators in the coming-of-age narratives exhibit the 
arti� cial nature of their own transformation into the Hollywood star (i.e. Betsey in Shange’s 
text, June in Tan’s text) or of the transformation of one of their peers (i.e. Nilda’s friend in text, June in Tan’s text) or of the transformation of one of their peers (i.e. Nilda’s friend in text, June in Tan
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Mohr’s text, Claudia’s classmate Maureen in Morrison’s text). As such, we could say, they al-’s text, Claudia’s classmate Maureen in Morrison’s text). As such, we could say, they al-’s text, Claudia’s classmate Maureen in Morrison
ready change the � gure’s meaning, and even start to undermine its universal value. While in 
the previous chapter girls disclose the arti� cial nature of their Shirley Temple and Barbie dolls, 
in this chapter they themselves embark on such a “queering” activity (Rand 1995).

Further, both Walkerdine’s essays and the coming-of-age texts portray girl � gures that are 
safely sexual, yet still have erotic allure. “Valerie Walkerdine” as bluebell fairy does not boldly 
look at the camera, nor does she smile seductively, like the sexualized little girls Walkerdine
found in cultural images in magazines and television commercials. Yet she is still eroticized in 
her frilled, smooth, and enchanting womanly dress. Analogously, the Shirley Temple � gures 
as presented in the coming-of-age narratives appear sexualized. Shirley Temple dolls as well as 
Temple look-alikes are either literally stripped or otherwise eyed by girl protagonists wonder-
ing about the � gures’ magic. Like Claudia in Morrison’s ing about the � gures’ magic. Like Claudia in Morrison’s ing about the � gures’ magic. Like Claudia in Morrison � e Bluest Eye, other girls’ eyes must 
have traced the pattern on a look-alike’s knee socks, registered the “ripeness in their walk,” and 
noted the “hint of spring in their sloe green eyes” (Morrison 1972, 53). Girl protagonists who 
themselves pose like Shirley Temple are not only girlish, but also � irtatious and sexual. � eir 
brash talk and dancing, their stride down an illusionary cat-walk, and their performance with 
feathers and curtains is sexually tinted.

A � nal similarity between Walkerdine’s discussion and the coming-of-age texts studied 
lies in the notion of agency. Marianne Hirsch argues that Walkerdine’s analysis of the early 
photo portrait, coupling a personal psychoanalysis to theoretical notions on image, gaze, and 
gender, “evolves from a Mulveyan perspective on women as objects of the male gaze to a more 
complex positioning of women as both objects and subjects, both creators and readers of their 
own images.” Although it is only as adult narrator that she is able to reread, Walkerdine’s read-
ing and rereading can a� ect a form of agency. According to Hirsch, “If the camera gaze of the 
family snapshot can be said to construct the girl as a social category, then resisting the image, 
either at the time or later, in the process of re-reading, becomes a way of contesting that con-
struction […]” (1993, 106-107). In the same manner, some of the coming-of-age narratives, 
especially Faces in the Moon and “To Da-duh,” indicate that their subjects, “at the time” and/or 

“later,” utilize their transformation into Shirley Temple as a source of resistance and agency. 
Both as protagonists and as narrators the girls negotiate with the � gure they emulate(d), and 
employ it when they (are trying to) take control of their situations.

Walkerdine claims that subjects are never simply and meekly subject to a set of imposed 
cultural products and practices. � e positions and images “are not � tted easily on to girls, but 
are struggled over” (1990, 102). Many narrator-protagonists presenting themselves as Shirley 
Temple look-alikes and wannabe’s in coming-of-age literature are made to emulate the child-
star by parents or other adults who equate whiteness and golden-haired beauty with desir-
ability. � e girls’ symbolic identi� cation with Temple, who herself personi� ed the American 
belief in endless opportunity, especially the promise of self-transformation, was to o� er them 
a way of belonging in American mainstream culture, and provide access to the promise of 
the American Dream. However, attached and compared to the model of Anglo-American 
girlhood, o� entimes against their will, the girls both a�  liate and disa�  liate with this model. 
� ey scrutinize and personalize it, and apply elements of their celebrated Hollywood peer in 
various degrees. � us, in the words of Walkerdine, they “struggle[…]” over it.

� e question remains, however, whether their creolizations “play[…] with the given 
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outline shapes of convention [and] ‘disturb’ the norm […]” (Mercer 1990, 259). � e anthropol-
ogist Victor Turner saw, explains Mary Russo, “in the social dramas of transition and ‘rituals of 
status reversal’ evidence of the reinforcement of social structure, hierarchy, and order through 
inversion. In liminal states, thus, temporary loss of boundaries tends to rede� ne social frames, 
and such topsy-turvy or time-out is inevitably set right and on course.” Following Turner’s 

“structural view of carnival as essentially conservative […]” (1986, 215), we could say that on 
the one hand, the Shirley Temple impersonations reinforce and con� rm everything the Holly-
wood personage embodied. � e girls of color succumb to a scheme that is developed in and by 
a dominant white masculine con� guration. We could even say that they reproduce not only a 
single persona (Temple), but the more common standards of behavior marked as white girlish.

On the other hand, the girls are not merely reduced to the image of Shirley, but also make 
visible, by an e� ect of mischievous reiteration, the fabricated nature of the Shirley Temple 
� gure, as well as the imprint of their own culture. � eir emulation of Shirley Temple does 
not necessarily entail a playful selection from a reservoir of possible roles, but suggests the 
girls attempt to make the best of an unambiguous white construction of femininity. Follow-
ing Russo, who contends that transvestism “for a woman has always been necessary in some 
sense in order for her to take part in a man’s world,” we could say that transvestism for girls 
of color is a necessary strategy for them to be able to participate in a white world (1986, 217, 
224). Moreover, those girls who in the end are stigmatized by fuzzy hair and burnt ears, and 
demonstrate their failure to meet the standards of the white beauty system, only render the 
corporeal inscription of whiteness more visible. 

In a few examples I have shown, however, that girls who don Temple’s whiteness and 
girlishness with a vengeance, experience the liberatory and transgressive e� ects of their im-
personation. In addition, the impersonation, which in all cases involves a performance, and 
a manipulation of the body and/or its hair, assists in giving agency and constructing the girls’ 
subjectivity. According to Mieke Bal, foregrounding “the [theatricality or] performativity of 
performance,” the narrative subjectivity can be staged “as a way of building and giving agency” 
(2001, 185; emphasis in text).

A few texts indicate that, in time, girls of color stop imitating Shirley. Some protagonists 
realize that they have outgrown the Shirley Temple model. In Cherylene Lee’s “Hollywood 
and the Pits” (1993), the narrator remembers that at � � een, she had to “adapt to the truth: I 
wasn’t a Chinese Shirley Temple any longer, cute and short for my age. I had grown up” (1995, 
47). In a second example taken from Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt Street (1993), the narrating I re-
members how at � rst she was “[s]atis� ed” with her emulation of the Hollywood star, but then 
recognizes the shortcomings of the girlish Temple. “By the eighth grade, we had grown tired 
of wearing checkered dresses and ribbons in our hair. We wanted to be glamorous, like the 
movie stars.” Tired of braids and Shirley Temple curls, which “were much too childish!,” the 
young narrator and her peers desire new hairdos.62 � us, some protagonists come to identify 
with other, more mature models. � e next chapter will outline that process.

62. � e narrating I even states that she “detested the Shirley Temple curls that earlier were my trademark 
[…]” (41, 327-328, 334).
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“Recipe

Round Eyes

Ingredients: scissors, Scotch magic transparent tape, 
eyeliner—water-based, black. 
Optional: false eyelashes.
[…]

With scissors, cut magic tape 1/16” wide, ¾”- ½” long—
depending on length of eyelid.

Stick � rmly onto mid-upper eyelid area
(looking down into handmirror facilitates � nding 
adequate surface)

If using false eyelashes, a�  x � rst on lid, folding any 
excess lid over the base of eyelash with glue.

Paint black eyeliner on tape and entire lid

Do not cry” 
(Mirikitani 1987, 20). 

“ ‘Eyeshadow must be applied to give the illusion of depth,’ says Mrs. Chung. ‘Light on 
top of the lid, close to the lashes, luminescent color on the whole lid, a dot of white 
in the center of the iris, and brown below the browbone to accentuate the crease’ ” 
(Hara 1993, 340).

Inventions

Roughly framing the period covered by this study, Edith Blicksilver’s � e Ethnic American 
Woman: Problems, Protests, Lifestyle (1978) and Helen Zia’s  (1978) and Helen Zia’s  (1978) and Helen Zia Asian American Dreams: � e 
Emergence of an American People (2000) contain substantial information on the socio-his-
torical aspects of growing up between cultures. Blicksilver’s writings by “ethnic women” are 
introduced by artists’ drawings as well as family photographs from various collections. Zia
commences each chapter of her socio-historical biography of Asian Americans with anec-
dotes and photographs from her own life. Technically, Blicksilver’s illustrations and Zia’s au-’s illustrations and Zia’s au-’s illustrations and Zia
tobiographical sketches and photos are not coming-of-age narratives, and do not legitimately 
belong to the corpus studied here. Nevertheless, both add to our understanding of the themes 
under consideration, among which one of the most crucial is the way in which girls of color, 
and/or of immigrant background, oscillate between two cultures. In the two texts, this oscil-
lation is symbolized by the way in which the portrayed girls, for o�  cial occasions, dress up as 
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either the prototypical American or as the apparently authentic ethnic girl.
� e autobiographical narrator of Zia’s � e autobiographical narrator of Zia’s � e autobiographical narrator of Zia Asian American Dreams remembers an incident 

in which she, as a young girl, transformed herself into an iconic representation of George 
Washington.

In my childhood photo album, there is a tattered brown news clipping taped to the 
inside cover. It features me as George Washington, looking as earnest as a seven-
year old in shorts can. I’m pointing straight ahead across a make-believe frozen river, 
leading other girls who are pulling imaginary oars. “Charades,” the caption reads. “… 
Helen Zia, as Washington.” When the Burlington County Times photographed our 
tableau of George and the fateful crossing, no one seemed to care that this Revo-
lutionary War hero was a Chinese girl, in a rice-bowl hairdo and razor-edge bangs. 
� e role seemed natural enough to me. I was steeped into the stories of the ragtag 
Colonial Army and how it outsmarted the British and the Hessian mercenaries on 
Christmas night. (2000, 21-22) 

� is description brings to mind, of course, Valerie Walkerdine’s account, discussed in the 
previous chapter, of a press photo portraying her as a bluebell fairy at the Derby carnival. It 
also evokes other instances of ekphrasis, or verbal representations of visual representations, 
in which the narrator or second viewer evokes her personal sentiments through the act of 
re-picturing a photographic image. Nancy Pedri explains that in the self-re� exive moment of 
ekphrasis, narrators present photos as historical documentation. Following Pedri, we could 
say that in Zia’s and other coming-of-age texts, ekphrasis functions to “validate truth-claims say that in Zia’s and other coming-of-age texts, ekphrasis functions to “validate truth-claims say that in Zia
that would otherwise be exclusively based in memory. It places a primary importance on the 
photograph’s testimonial power and counts for its e� ectiveness on the common belief that 
photographic images are faithful recordings of the past.”1

Zia’s description further resonates, on a more literal level, with Mary AntinZia’s description further resonates, on a more literal level, with Mary AntinZia ’s classic ’s description further resonates, on a more literal level, with Mary Antin’s classic ’s description further resonates, on a more literal level, with Mary Antin � e 
Promised Land: � e Autobiography of a Russian Immigrant (1911/1912), which recounts the Promised Land: � e Autobiography of a Russian Immigrant (1911/1912), which recounts the Promised Land: � e Autobiography of a Russian Immigrant
author’s “conversion” into an American through the historic � gure of George Washington. Al-
though Antin’s narrating I states “� is wonderful George Washington was as inimitable as he though Antin’s narrating I states “� is wonderful George Washington was as inimitable as he though Antin
was irreproachable,” she herself enters history and becomes public by reciting, on her school’s 
Washington’s Birthday celebration, her own poem dedicated to her “exalted hero.” � e poem is 
eventually published in the Boston Herald. In Zia’s text, the girl does not � nd her hero as “in-. In Zia’s text, the girl does not � nd her hero as “in-. In Zia
imitable,” but features as the historic � gure. Otherwise, the publication of the photo also turns 
her into a public � gure. � is con� rms the claim, made by Mary Dearborn in her discussion 
of Antin’s text, that “� e � gure of George Washington and the legends of the founding fathers of Antin’s text, that “� e � gure of George Washington and the legends of the founding fathers of Antin
provide for the ethnic woman a means by which she can insert herself into an American his-
tory marked by a paradoxically ahistorical rhetoric of national identity” (Antin 1985, 224, 238; 
Dearborn 1986, 87).

Oddly enough, Zia’s autobiographical description of “Helen ZiaOddly enough, Zia’s autobiographical description of “Helen ZiaOddly enough, Zia ” as Washington is not ac-’s autobiographical description of “Helen Zia” as Washington is not ac-’s autobiographical description of “Helen Zia
companied by the discussed photograph itself, but placed directly under an entirely di� erent 

1. Pedri 2001, 1, 146-147. For other instances of ekphrasis discussed in this study, see Bell 1994, 52, 60-62; 
hooks 1996, 47-48; Hurston 1978, 21; Marshall 1981, 7-8; Walkerdine 1990, 147-148, 163-164, 190-192.
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illustration: a newspaper drawing from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (November 20, 
1880). � e picture is headed “� e Asian Americans I saw in my youth: the driving out and 
murder of Chinese in Denver.” It is mentioned again when the narrator discusses an old pic-
ture book her father once found at a � ea market. � e book only contained one image of “Asians 
in America”: “terri� ed Chinese, � eeing persecution from murderous white mobs in Denver, 
Colorado.” Implicitly, the racist aggression carried out against Asian Americans, which Zia

“saw in [her] youth,” is juxtaposed to the alacrity with which her American persona of George 
Washington was accepted—not only by herself, but also by her peers and the viewers of the 

“tableau” (“no one seemed to care”)—and subsequently con� rmed by the Burlington County 
Times (“… Helen Zia, as Washington”) (21-23).

� e narrator’s use of “make-believe,” “imaginary,” and “steeped into the stories,” as well as 
her repetitive use of “seemed,” in combination with the newspaper’s use of “ ‘Charades’,” signify 
the event’s forgery. But the forgery was accepted, and the young “Helen Zia” is presented as the event’s forgery. But the forgery was accepted, and the young “Helen Zia” is presented as the event’s forgery. But the forgery was accepted, and the young “Helen Zia
worthy of her role as George Washington. Although the adult narrator describes her young self 
as the “Chinese girl, in a rice-bowl hairdo and razor-edge bangs,” she also portrays her as the 
universal girl-child, whose performance is mildly rascally (“looking as earnest as a seven-year-
old in shorts can”), whose con� dence prevents her from questioning the suitability of her role 
(“natural enough”), and whose youthful immersion in and fascination with the story is evident 
(“steeped,” “outsmarted”). � e text later on indicates that, up until college when she � nds the 

“missing stories,” the young “Helen Zia” did not possess any acceptable images of Asian Ameri-“missing stories,” the young “Helen Zia” did not possess any acceptable images of Asian Ameri-“missing stories,” the young “Helen Zia
ca to supplement the history of white America learned at school, nor any Asian American role 
models. It is no wonder, then, that like any other child she was completely captivated by the 

“stories of the ragtag Colonial Army,” and happy to be Washington for a day (21-23).
Zia’s photo portrait entered the public domain as it was printed in the Zia’s photo portrait entered the public domain as it was printed in the Zia Burlington County 

Times. By contrast, Edith Blicksilver’s photographic text—three portraits of immigrant chil-
dren in traditional Polish folk dress—originates from a “family album” (Fig. 1-3). Introduc-
ing Blicksilver’s “Unit One: Growing Up Ethnic,” the photos presumably were “part of highly 
private exchanges meant to convey their message within private networks of relatives and 
friends.”2 A second di� erence between Zia’s and Blicksilver A second di� erence between Zia’s and Blicksilver A second di� erence between Zia ’s texts concerns the references 
to dress. Zia’s text does not mention any costumes involved in the performance. Indeed, the to dress. Zia’s text does not mention any costumes involved in the performance. Indeed, the to dress. Zia
young “Zia” is wearing her shorts and has not covered her “rice-bowl hairdo and razor-edge young “Zia” is wearing her shorts and has not covered her “rice-bowl hairdo and razor-edge young “Zia
bangs.” By contrast, Blicksilver’s photos and the accompanying texts primarily focus on cos-
tumery. � e two oldest photographs, presumably taken in the 1920s, present two girl cousins 
dressed in the exact same “national folk ceremonial costume” sent to them by their Polish 
grandmother Regina, who herself never migrated to the U.S. (Fig. 1 and 2). Both photos ap-
pear to follow the “prescriptions and styles of self-presentation that reigned supreme in the 
era of the studio photograph,” as discussed by Rob Kroes (53). � e � rst girl is elegantly seat-
ed—her legs crossed at the ankles—while casually cradling a doll with one arm, as if holding 
an infant. � e girl in the second photo poses as if she is dancing with the boy opposite her. 
With one knee slightly bent as if moving, and her hands on her hips, she shyly smiles at the 

2. Kroes 2000, 44. Blicksilver does not explicate the occasion of the portraiture. With Kroes, who studied 
studio photographs of early immigrants, we could ask “Who did these early immigrants want to impress? 
Were these photographs ever sent to relatives in the home country?” (2000, 45).
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boy who is likewise dressed in “national folk ceremonial costume,” and has his arms crossed 
over his chest. In addition to being positioned as “ethnic” by way of the costume, accessories, 
and dance, both girls are positioned as gendered—preparing for an adult female life as mother 
and wife (1989, 8-9).

� e third photograph, presumably taken in the late 1960s, shows the daughter of one of 
the two cousins, Regina’s great-granddaughter Diane, just before going out for Halloween’s 
trick-or-treat (Fig. 3). Accompanied by her two brothers, who are dressed as American cow-
boys holding guns as well as an empty bag for the collection of candy, “Diane” broadly smiles 
above her Polish costume. While in the � rst two pictures, the girls pose in their restricted roles 
as future mother and wife, in this photo “Diane” is presented as more openly enjoying herself, 
cheerfully and perhaps mischievously anticipating the trick-or-treat tour through the neigh-
borhood. In the accompanying text, Blicksilver points out that, in their assimilation process, 
immigrants o� en wear folk ceremonial costumes for American Halloween’s trick-or-treat 
ritual. Apparently, she does not refer to the two boys who have taken up archetypical � gures 
of the American West, and thus symbolize the process of cultural assimilation.

Juxtaposed to her two siblings it is the girl whose foreign costume becomes an instru-
ment to uphold tradition. � us, it is the girl and not her two brothers whose role it is to 
sustain her family’s folklore. � is is con� rmed by Blicksilver’s text. � e dress is a “hand-sewn 
tribute of love” made by Diane’s great-grandmother, “sent […] in order to preserve a family 
tradition,” and a symbol of “Ethnic pride and family love.”3 Blicksilver also claims that the 

3. � e preservation of cultural tradition through the use of ethnic dress also speaks from Jar of Dreams 
(Uchida 1985), where the � rst-person narrator Rinko is aware that her mother and aunt take pleasure in 

Fig. 1: from The Ethnic American Woman (Blicksilver 1989, 

page 9).

Fig. 2: from The Ethnic American Woman (Blicksilver 1989, 

page 8).
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“peasant costume” worn by Diane had already been worn by her mother years before (1989, 
8, 419). However, when we look closely, we see that although the hand-sewn dresses of the 
two older photographs are clearly identical, Diane’s dress looks somewhat di� erent. Although 
the embroidered top, shiny apron or skirt, and headscarf show similarities with the peasant 
costume of the older photographs, the dress has either been altered or replaced by another 
one. � is symbolizes that the girl, as well, ultimately assimilates. � us, although immigrant 
photographs may resemble “weathered tombstones” and act as “mute markers of family his-
tory” (Kroes 2000, 47), they also incorporate signs of transformation.

� is process also speaks from a fourth photo in this same collection. Framing yet another 
section on “Scholarly Essays,” we see “Second generation American, Diane, and Graduation 
Day at Boston University” (Fig. 4). � e photo is taken when the girl receives an “advanced 
degree” in 1983. “Diane” still smiles proudly, but the (adjusted) traditional Polish peasant 
costume has been replaced by the American cap and gown. While in the previous pictures, 
her female relatives were positioned as the girl (mother-to-be) with a doll, and the girl (wife-
to-be) with a dancing partner, and she is the girl (sister) who sustains the family’s Polish past, 
this picture shows a di� erent possible gender role. Presumably taken at the public space of the 
university’s auditorium, this fourth portrait shows the American(ized) girl whose entrance 
into the public space of the labor market is marked by her acceptance of her diploma from 
one of her professors, a woman (419). � us, Blicksilver’s photo-text situates “Diane” in several 
contexts: she is the great-granddaughter of a Krakow peasant family and a granddaughter of 
a Polish immigrant family. But she is also the sister of two American-style, cowboy-imitating 
boys; the young girl in an ethnic costume who trick-or-treats her way through her neighbor-
hood in Atlanta, Georgia; the young woman who is one of a new generation of university 
graduates in the cosmopolitan city of Boston.

seeing her in the Japanese kimono the aunt has brought. Although they also position Rinko as a child of 
America, her aunt cautions: “‘But don’t ever forget, a part of you will always be Japanese too, even if you never 
wear a kimono again’ ” (121-123).

Fig. 3: from The Ethnic American Woman (Blicksilver 1989, page 8). Fig. 4: from The Ethnic American Woman (Blicksilver 

1989, page 419).
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Although all seven personages in the four photographs are smiling, the Halloween pho-
to is the most playful. Worn for a carnavalesque occasion emblematizing American culture 
(Halloween), the peasant costume signi� es a slightly playful re-� guration of cultural identity. 
Cultural identity, according to Karen Christian, is “not a de� nable essence nor a relic of the 
past to be preserved,” but an inde� nable “movement between cultures,” an “ongoing process 
of invention that links past, present, and future” (1997, 119). Indeed, Blicksilver ends her 
photographic introduction to “Unit One: Growing Up Ethnic,” with a quotation from one of 
the collection’s autobiographical narratives: “ ‘…every generation must create its own tradi-
tions…’ ” (9).

� is chapter will trace this process of invention. Oscillating between two cultures like 
“Diane” and “Helen Zia,” many girls in the coming-of-age narratives are busy fabricating them-
selves. Using skin-whitening methods, clothing and other attributes, they almost literally draw, 
and also draw on, the body. Following Elizabeth Grosz’s idea of the marked body (1994), I will 
explain this process of corporeal writing, and will further consider whether the new appear-
ance is manipulative and subversive, and whether the cultural images the protagonists invoke, 
re� ect irony and parody as well as anxiety and desire.

The marked body

In Volatile Bodies, Elizabeth Grosz claims that human bodies “cannot be adequately under-
stood as ahistorical, precultural, or natural objects in any simple way […].” � ey are marked 
by external social pressures and “positioned by various cultural narratives and discourses, 
which are themselves embodiments of culturally established canons, norms, and representa-
tional forms, so that they can be seen as living narratives, narratives not always or even usually 
transparent to themselves.” Grosz � gures the human body as a writing surface on which mes-
sages are inscribed. � is metaphor of the textualized body takes up the epidermic surface, the 
muscular-skeletal frame, and other body parts as a corporeal and material surface, a “blank 
page” on which incision can take place. In addition to the tattoo needle, the tools of body 
engraving include clothing and adornment, diet, exercise, prosthetic devices, and habitual 
patterns of movement. � us, “much like a system of writing,” the body receives, displays, and 
conveys meanings and messages. As it is marked “more or less permanently and impermeably,” 
textual traces can be written over and rede� ned and fabricate the body as an intricate and 
inde� nite text (1994, x, 118, 117, 141; see also 142, 144).

Grosz is not the � rst to write about such corporeal inscriptions. Among many other crit-
ics, Simone de Beauvoir discusses the issue of female “toilette” and “adornment” in her classic 
1949 text � e Second Sex. Employing girdles, brassieres, hair-dye, make-up, and other ele-
ments of arti� ce that belong to the realm of the imaginary, women do not present themselves
to observation, states De Beauvoir, but the personage they embody (1997, 547). In her essay to observation, states De Beauvoir, but the personage they embody (1997, 547). In her essay to observation, states De Beauvoir

“Fragments of a Fashionable Discourse,” Kaja Silverman explains how clothing and other kinds 
of ornamentation make the human body culturally visible. Following Eugenie Lemoine-Luc-
cioni (1983), Silverman states, “[…] clothing draws the body so that it can be culturally seen, 
and articulates it as a meaningful form. […] Dress is one of the most important cultural imple-
ments for articulating and territorializing human corporeality […]. Clothing is a necessary 
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condition of subjectivity” (1986, 145-147). Coming-of-age narratives written by women of 
color include numerous examples of corporeal inscriptions as discussed by Grosz, De Beau-
voir, and Silvermanvoir, and Silvermanvoir . Finding themselves in new, but still ill-� tting roles, that of woman and not 
child, and o� entimes caught in-between cultures, girls of color growing up in white America 
take up various kinds of attributes in order to identify with peers and other role models.

Referring to those ingredients and treatments necessary (and some optional) for round 
eyes, Janice Mirikitani’s 1987 poem “Recipe,” quoted as epigraph to this chapter, instructs its 
readers in the technicalities of eye taping. It reports in great detail on the measures taken by 
women and girls in order to “identify,” in the words of De Beauvoir, with the “unreal, � xed, women and girls in order to “identify,” in the words of De Beauvoir, with the “unreal, � xed, women and girls in order to “identify,” in the words of De Beauvoir
perfect” personage—and adds “scissors” and “Scotch magic transparent tape” to De Beauvoir’s 
list of implements. � e poem ends with the injunction not to cry so as not to damage the out-
come of the process. According to Traise Yamamoto, this “disciplines and constricts emotional 
expression just as the eye-taping itself disciplines the Asian body. What on the surface might 
seem an example of ‘self-improvement’ is […] an act of self-silencing” (De Beauvoir 1997, 547; 
Yamamoto 1999, 222).

Mirikitani’s poem links up with a long tradition of coming-of-age narratives in which 
girls of color anxiously try to transform their racialized bodies into more acceptable ones. 
O� en, such attempts focus on the girls’ eyes. Toni Morrison’s O� en, such attempts focus on the girls’ eyes. Toni Morrison’s O� en, such attempts focus on the girls’ eyes. Toni Morrison � e Bluest Eye contains a clas-
sic example of one black girl’s fantasy of achieving blue eyes. In narratives written by Asian 
American writers, it is not so much the color, but the shape of the eyes that occupies the girl 
protagonists. Many episodes echo Mirikitani’s poem, as the protagonists attempt to literally 
alter their looks, and frantically re-fabricate the shape of their eyes. 

Maxine Hong Kingston’s work twice refers to this tendency. In Maxine Hong Kingston’s work twice refers to this tendency. In Maxine Hong Kingston Tripmaster Monkey (1989), Tripmaster Monkey (1989), Tripmaster Monkey
the protagonist Wittman encounters a Nisei girl who is � xated on her single-lidded eyes, and 
uses false eyelashes, strips of electricians’ tape, black eyeliner, blue-green mascara, and silver 
paste in order to create a crease per lid and transform the looks of her eyes. � is enumera-
tion reiterates Mirikitani’s list in her poem “Recipe.” In � e Woman Warrior (1976), Maxine � e Woman Warrior (1976), Maxine � e Woman Warrior
returns to school a� er a period of illness, and � nds the other “Asian” girls “starting to tape 
their eyelids.” Both examples indicate how, in literature, Asian American girls take up tools 
to transform the shape of their eyes. By contrast, Amy Tan’s to transform the shape of their eyes. By contrast, Amy Tan’s to transform the shape of their eyes. By contrast, Amy Tan � e Joy Luck Club (1989) stages 
an adult narrator, Lena, who remembers her youthful attempts to change the form of her 
eyes with mere muscle power. Having noticed that she has “no eyelids,” she “used to push my 
eyes in on the sides to make them rounder. Or I’d open them very wide until I could see the 
white parts.” While Mirikitani’s recipe admonishes the reader not to cry, so as not to spoil the 
make-over, and presumably cause embarrassment, Lena suggests that e� orts to alter Asian 
eyes could lead to inquiries and uneasiness: “[…] when I walked around the house like that, 
my father asked me why I looked so scared.”4

� e examples taken from Mirikitani’s, Kingston’s and Tan’s, Kingston’s and Tan’s, Kingston ’s texts recall many other epi-’s and Tan’s texts recall many other epi-’s and Tan
sodes in which adolescent girls engage in an ongoing process of self-fabrication by manipulat-
ing the shape of their eyes.5 In addition, various coming-of-age narrator-protagonists are 

4. 104. Kingston 1989, 106; 1977, 212; Tan 1989, 104.
5. In Hara (1993), for instance, the Asian American girls entering the high school’s beauty context use 
Scotch tape to comply with “Eurocentric standards of beauty,” and have their eyes look more European 
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concerned about the form of their nose. � e narrator of Katherine Min’s story “Blonde” (1994) concerned about the form of their nose. � e narrator of Katherine Min’s story “Blonde” (1994) concerned about the form of their nose. � e narrator of Katherine Min
reports: “I lie in bed at night with a clothespin straddling my nose bridge,” and prays to God 
to make her a new nose (1996, 4). In line with Erving Go� man’s 1959 sociological classic to make her a new nose (1996, 4). In line with Erving Go� man’s 1959 sociological classic to make her a new nose (1996, 4). In line with Erving Go� man � e 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, these girls “conceal or underplay those activities, facts, 
and motives which are incompatible with an idealized version of himself and his products.” 
Aware of the fact that they are not yet full women and are not white, the girls take up several 
instruments in order to draw attention to certain facts and obscure others. Following Go� -
man, who in turn refers to De Beauvoir, we could say that the girls are “helped in keeping , who in turn refers to De Beauvoir, we could say that the girls are “helped in keeping , who in turn refers to De Beauvoir
[their] pose by clamps that are tightened directly on the body, some hidden, some showing.” 
� ese are contrived performances, which are “painstakingly pasted together, one false item on 
another […]” (1990, 56, 65, 77).

� rough a game of self-stylization, exchanging tools, tips, tricks, and routines, the girl 
protagonists manipulate their feminized and racialized-ethnicized appearance, experiment 
with various self-images, and formulate multiple self-de� nitions. � us, they playfully oppose 
the idea of an essential and original, female and � xed identity. Experimental performances 
and identity switching should, of course, be associated with all adolescent playfulness and 
acting out. In her study on adolescence and the imagination, Patricia Meyer Spacks argues 
that adolescents endlessly re-create themselves, in their heads, but also “tentatively in the real 
world,” trying out di� erent possible roles. She calls the need of the young to invent themselves 
a “typical adolescent manifestation[…]” (1981, 4, 45). Karen Christian, on the other hand, 
suggests that such performances “attest to the dynamic nature of [ethnic cultures] and the 
multiple possibilities” that they encompass (1997, 55). Either way, the girls’ performances 
suggest a playful attitude involving openness to self-construction, and experimentation as a 
way of shi� ing borders.

But the girls’ performance is never a completely freewheeling occurrence. “Performance 
always implies submitting to the gaze and measurement of others,” states Marie Maclean
(1988, xi). Girls of color continuously confront the dominant society’s pressure to conform. 
� us, at times their seemingly free experimentation is purely a strategy for survival, and a way 
of blending in. By dressing up they are able to cover up. In her classic Tomorrow’s Tomorrow: 
� e Black Woman, Joyce A. Ladner explains that black girls’ habit of dolling up presents an op-
portunity to tell those who are no longer or never were part of their poverty-stricken environ-
ment that she is their equal. “Beautiful clothes can be viewed as a way of a�  rming one’s belief 
in his [sic] own self-worth and dignity.” � ey are an “outlet” for black working-class girls, “a 
compensation for all those things which [the black girl] cannot obtain within the present state 
of her existence” (1972, 123).6 � is is re� ected in the literature.

American. “Sure enough, all the Oriental girls here have a nice crease in their lids. � ose who don’t are wear-
ing Scotch tape” (340). In Yamanaka (1996), the narrating I reports of employing glue and Scotch tape to 
change the position of her eyelids (188). Only one text studied explicitly indicates unwillingness by an ado-
lescent Asian American girl to radically change the shape of her eyes. In Kim (1987), the protagonist notes 
that a� er an operation, one of her aunt’s eyes is bulging. Knowing that the relative’s husband had forced the 
woman to undergo cosmetic surgery, the girl vows that she will never marry the wrong man (1992, 224-225). 
On a discussion of the fold of Asian eyes, see Yamamoto 1999, 95-99; 275 n. 16.
6. Campbell states that gang girls’ e� ort to distance themselves from poverty stereotypes is re� ected in 



336

C
ha

p
te

r 9

Laura del Fuego’s Maravilla stages a girl gang, the members of which are preoccupied 
with the notion of self-de� nition. Deciding that she looks “yellow,” the protagonist Cece un-
dertakes action.

I took out a jar of pancake makeup and smeared a glob of it onto my face, circled 
rouge on my cheeks, � icked black mascara on my lashes and dabbed a splash of my 
mother’s dark red, iridescent lipstick across my mouth. Maria walked in as I was rat-
ting my hair. (165)

Cece’s inscription of her body, as de� ned by Grosz, is indicated by “smeared,” “� icked,” “dabbed,” 
and “ratting.” In a second episode, Cece works to emulate the � gure of Natalie Wood. Signi� -
cantly, while the text emphasizes the natural quality of the actress’s cinematic appearance (her 

“so�  curls,” “shiny and silken,” slide over one eye “like a waterfall”), Cece’s attempt at transfor-
mation is described as one of arti� ciality and synthetic means, as she decides to apply a facial 
mask, and � atten, dye, and straighten her hair. In a � nal and third episode, Cece walks away 
while “purposely swaying my hips (what I had of them) […].” Her friends repeat this marking 
of the body. One of them, for instance, dresses up “in high heels, a mini skirt, a tight sweater” 
and a “blonde wig,” which she has borrowed from an aunt (1989, 194, 93, 131-132).

� e examples from Maravilla highlight several issues. First of all, the narrating I’s minute 
description of what she and her friends are wearing indicates a preoccupation with appear-
ance. Secondly, they point at what Mary Rogers calls a “self-consciously fabricated femininity” 
that the girls’ bodies make plainly “observable” (1999, 115-116). Following their (white) role 
models, and focusing on the way they wish others to see them, they tailor their bodies into 
existence. � us, they play what Laura Mulvey calls women’s “traditional exhibitionist role,” in existence. � us, they play what Laura Mulvey calls women’s “traditional exhibitionist role,” in existence. � us, they play what Laura Mulvey
which they are at once observed and exhibited, “with their appearance coded for strong visual 
and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey quoted and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey quoted and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey
in O’Sickey 1994, 31).in O’Sickey 1994, 31).in O’Sickey

� irdly, in order to be able to play this game, the girls purchase what Rogers calls “mass-
manufactured arti� ces” for the expression of sel� ood. According to Rogers, arti� ce and 
sel� ood are deeply connected. “� e artifact […] points to the idealized body, and bodies 
struggling to become ideal point back to the artifact” (1999, 139, 115). � e girls’ purchased 
commodities aid them in their bodily self-fashioning. What they are unable to purchase, they 
borrow and improvise. � is is symbolized by Cece’s lipstick, borrowed from her mother, and 
her friend’s wig, borrowed from an aunt. In addition, the girls borrow perfume from their 
mothers. � eir improvisation further appears when the narrating I describes toilet paper 
stu� ed in hats to give the illusion of height, toilet paper stu� ed into bras to enlarge feminin-
ity, and false eyelashes used to accentuate their eyes. In addition, Cece describes how she and 
her friends temper their wavy hair by gluing spit curls to their cheeks with clear � ngernail 
polish and use scotch tape to plaster their bangs down. Altogether, these acts of ingenious 

their great concern about their appearance (1999, 108). Mercer writes of a de� ant dandyism as “a feature of 
the economy of style-statements in many subaltern class cultures where ‘� ashy’ clothes are used in the art 
of impression-management to defy the assumption that to be poor one necessarily has to ‘show’ it” (1990, 
259-260).
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body writing are aimed at making their bodies more feminine (swaying hips, red lipstick, sexy 
footwear and clothing), and whiter (covering yellow skin, wearing a blonde wig, tempering 
wavy hair).

Fourthly, the girls’ writing of the body in Maravilla not only constitutes a playful game 
of imagination and ingenuity. It suggests a painstaking attempt to control their racial, class, 
and gendered status through performance. It hints at a frantic attitude and feelings of anguish 
and failure. � us, it implicitly supports Gloria Wade-Gayles’s claim that, although all women 
are a� ected in some way by “the institutionalized and pro� t-oriented promotion of American 
femininity,” black women in novels, more than white women, look for “aids to femininity be-
cause they have been denied beauty in white America” (1997, 205). Elizabeth Grosz does not 
explicitly underwrite this view, but de� nes the “inscriptions of cultural and personal values, 
norms, and commitments according to the morphology and categorization of the body into 
socially signi� cant groups” as “coercive” (1994, 141-142). However, she also argues that the 
diverse modes of corporeal inscriptions “are not simply imposed on the individual from the 
outside; they do not function coercively but are sought out. � ey are commonly undertaken 
voluntarily and usually require the active compliance of the subject […].” Instead of being 
unwillingly marked as male or female, black or white, the body is “incised through ‘voluntary’ 
procedures, life-styles, habits, and behaviors. Makeup, stilettos, bras, hair sprays, clothing, un-
derclothing mark women’s bodies […].” Grosz states that “� e problem is not the conformity 
to cultural patterns, models, or even stereotypes, but which particular ones are used and with 
what e� ects. […] [C]ulturally speci� c grids of power, regulation, and force condition and 
provide techniques for the formation of particular bodies” (141-143). 

� us, corporeal inscription is more complex than it appears as will be apparent when we 
examine below several claims made by Grosz. � ey relate to the resistance of the � esh, modes 
of guerilla subversion, and the incorporation of attributes. First of all, the corporeal inscrip-
tions recounted in the coming-of-age texts studied attest to Grosz’s contention that “there must 
be a certain resistance of the � esh, a residue of its materiality le�  untouched by the body’s tex-
tualization” (118). Girls of color cannot completely be inscribed according to their own desire. 
At times, their � esh resists a speci� c positioning. In Hyo-Jung Kim’s short story “ ‘Do You Have At times, their � esh resists a speci� c positioning. In Hyo-Jung Kim’s short story “ ‘Do You Have At times, their � esh resists a speci� c positioning. In Hyo-Jung Kim
Eyelashes?’ ” (1991), a Korean American girl realizes that she looks di� erent from “other girls,” 
but also recognizes that her “[e]yelash curlers would not make my eyes more round. � ey still 
appeared slanty and devious-looking […].” � e resistance of the girl’s � esh leads her to pas-
sively “yearn […] in front of the mirror, wishing for a [white] face” (202).

In two other examples, however, the text’s focalizer takes up the resistance of the � esh 
in order to ridicule her rivals and set herself o�  from them. In that sense, the resistance of 
the � esh has a narrative function. In del Fuego’s Maravilla, Cece describes one friend’s hair, 

“pu� ed out like cotton candy,” as having become “lopsided.” In a quiet attempt to take revenge 
on the girl with whom she has an argument about a boy, she employs this sign of � eshy re-
sistance, and as focalizer de� nes the girl’s hair as looking “wrong,” “weird,” and “Kinda like 
the Leaning Tower of Pisa.” Involved in a gang � ght in another episode, Cece reveals the fake 
color of the hair of one of her rivals by pointing out the visible black roots. As focalizer, she 
has the girl’s hair hang “dank and singed around her shoulders […].” � is is an implicit way of 
� ghting her opponent (85, 87, 185). In the following section, this resistance of the � esh will be 
explored more in detail by looking at attempts to whiten the skin.
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Whitewashing and cover-ups

� e manipulation of the body is frequently motivated by a frustration about one’s appearance. 
According to Eva Lennox Birch, “the idea of physical beauty […] is disturbing to all girls, but 
when the ideal of beauty is also white, black girls face a daily challenge to their personhood.”7

Several critics extend this claim to literature. Stating that the “color theme” practically always 
plays at least a minor role in the lives of imaginative women created by black female writers, 
Mary Helen Washington claims that nearly all novels and autobiographies written by black 
women show “at least one incident in which the dark-skinned girl wishes to be either white 
or light-skinned with ‘good’ hair.” � is indicates the deep e� ect of discrimination against the 
shade of their skin and the texture of their hair. Brita Lindberg-Seyersted likewise calls the 
color black “a steady, o� en obsessive motif ” in literature by African Americans. In addition, 
this section suggests, in numerous texts written by African American women, and by women 
of color in general, the color white—as well as black—becomes an obsessive motif.8

� e literature presents many examples of black girls who dream of somehow, magically, 
becoming white. In Paule Marshall’s short story “Reena” (1995), the dark-skinned adult nar-
rator recounts the early events of her life to a childhood friend and reminisces over her emer-
gent awareness of her “too black” skin. Confronted with white standards of beauty, which 
represented “the good, light, beauty, success,” she denied her “darkness”: “Like nearly every 
little black girl, I had my share of dreams of waking up to � nd myself with long, blond curls, 
blue eyes, and skin like milk” (78-79; emphasis added). Ann duCille claims that a black girl’s 
dreaming white does not necessarily mean that the girl experiences feelings of self-hatred, and 
wishes to be white. “For a child—especially a black child growing up in the absence of colored 
images—dreaming white is the natural response to what the child sees and does not see in 
society’s looking glass. � e absence of black images in the ‘social mirror’ leaves the black child 
with little other than white subjects for self-re� ection and self-projection” (1996, 12-13).

However, at times a black girl’s dreaming white is more complex. � e narrating I of Maya 
Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) wishfully imagines that her blackness is 
false and temporary, while in fact she is “really white.” Obscuring the girl’s sense of reality, 
the fantasies bring in a jealous and malicious fairy stepmother who turns the girl into a “too-
big Negro girl” with a kinky mass of nappy black hair. One day, however, the girl will wake 
out of her “black ugly dream” and show that she has fooled everyone. Her long and blond 

7. Many critics point out the e� ects of black girls’ subjection to symbols of Euro-American girlhood. See, 
for instance, Dickerson 2001 (“Billboards, television, candy wrappers, drinking cups, magazines, newspapers, 
even the grade school primers that constitute the child’s � rst o�  cial and systemic encounter with language 
and norms—all of these document the story of a beauty that resides in an omnipresent white female body 
and, by indirection, of a beautylessness assigned to the hardly visible black female body,” 197) and Bennett
and Dickerson 2001 (“[Black parents and their children are] threatened and taunted constantly by magazines, 
billboards, movies, media, the gaze of others, even loved ones—all disdainful of or despising African skin 
and the texture of African hair,” 3).
8. Birch 1994, 153; Washington 1975, xiv-xv; Lindberg-Seyersted 1992, 63, 52. White (1985) points at the 

“insidious” situation in which the “white ‘nice girl’ standard” of blue eyes and blond hair, as making someone 
a socially valued body, is pressed on young black heroines (165).
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“real hair” will surprise everyone, and new “light-blue eyes,” which will replace her squinty 
Chinese-looking eyes, will “hypnotize” everyone. Although Sondra O’Neale argues that the 
girl’s dissatisfaction is partly a “natural response to early self-examination,” Birch claims that 
the black girl is dissatis� ed with her kinky hair and stringy frame because of the continuous 
confrontation with dominant white standards of female beauty. Comparing herself with her 
beautiful mother, who resembles a movie star, and with white models of physical beauty in the 
media, the girl evaluates herself as ugly.9

With hindsight, the adult narrator of Angelou’s text con� rms Birch’s claim. She frames ’s text con� rms Birch’s claim. She frames ’s text con� rms Birch
the youthful fantasy with conclusive remarks about the Southern Black girl’s painful process 
of growing up. However, the dreams of Angelou’s girl protagonist are also empowering. Even 
more explicitly than the adult narrator in Marshall’s story “Reena” who remembers dreaming 
of waking up white, Angelou’s girl turns the tables on the notions of dreaming and reality. In 
a complex way of reasoning, she assumes a position of authority. Although she still has to 
awaken from a “black ugly dream” imposed on her by others and embodied by the fairy step-
mother, she is the knowledgeable one who fools and hypnotizes all others, and knows that she 
has become her true self. In this empowering, imaginative production she will “look like one 
of the sweet little white girls who were everybody’s dream of what was right with the world” 
(1971, 2, 1; emphasis added).

In a third example taken from Angela Davis’s 1974 autobiography the narrator proceeds 
one step further. She recounts that as a girl, she visualized a preposterous plan of putting on a 
mask of a white face and going where she wished to go: “A� er thoroughly enjoying the activity, 
I would make a dramatic, grandstand appearance before the white racists and with a sweeping 
gesture, rip o�  the white face, laugh wildly and call them all fools.” Not unlike O’Neale’s analy-
sis of the girlish fantasy in Angelou’s text, Regina Blackburn calls this an “innocent fantasy of 
[Davis’s] early days” and incorporates it into the general slot of childhood fantasies. But it is in 
fact more than that. Like Marshall’s Reena, Davis’s narrator fantasizes about fooling whites by 
masking her true color, and like Reena, she indicates the fake quality of whiteness: people can 
be fooled into believing a black girl’s whiteness.10

All three texts support Washington’s claim regarding literary incidents in which the dark-All three texts support Washington’s claim regarding literary incidents in which the dark-All three texts support Washington
skinned girl dreams of being white or light-skinned with good hair—or even wishes to be 

9. Angelou 1971, 3, emphases added; O’Neale 1984, 31; Birch 1994, 128. Angelou’s episode is narratively 
analogous to Min’s story “Blonde” (1996), in which the narrating I tells others the story, which she as well analogous to Min’s story “Blonde” (1996), in which the narrating I tells others the story, which she as well analogous to Min
believes herself sometimes, “that I was adopted, my mother English or a Swede, beautiful, perhaps noble, 
blonde and blue-eyed and fair. […] my true identity was being hidden beneath the surface. � at the dazzling 
blonde I was could be uncovered by a surgeon’s blade, that underneath the black hair, the keenly adapted dark 
skin, was a girl of pure gold, Goldilocks or Shirley Temple […]” (3).
10. Davis 1974, 85; Blackburn 1980, 145. We could try to � t the wicked and riotous features of the carni-
valesque, topsy-turvy fantasy in Mary Russo’s classi� cation of laughter. It cannot be “general laughter,” which 
is “coercive, participated in, like much comedy, by the marginalized only in an e� ort to pass.” For the wild 
laughter of Davis’s is not part of an attempt to pass as white, but on the contrary to distinguish herself from 
the group of whites. Neither can it be “carnival laughter” as it is, if “spontaneous,” not “communal.” It comes 
close to “dialogical laughter,” which is “the con� ictual laughter of social subjects in a classist, racist, ageist, 
sexist society” (1986, 226).
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white.11 In either case, they show the illusory and laughable nature of white culture and ques-
tion the politics of color by hinting at the possibility of a topsy-turvy reality. Moreover, al-
though entrapped, the girls are aware of the possibility of correcting one’s skin color. � is 
awareness and the concomitant ambition to change color are recurring themes in coming-of-
age literature. � e narrator Ruby of Mei Ng’s Eating Chinese Food Naked (1998), for instance, 
remembers � nding out in high school that her skin was “olive-colored,” and reading an article 
describing how to “correct” this sallow look (103). 

Such whitewashing is one way to manipulate one’s racial-ethnic origin and concomitant 
identities. It is an e� ort to create relationships to the dominant group and the cultural collec-
tive identities that are based on such relationships. In an article on the “bleaching syndrome,” 
R. Hall calls taking up the color of the dominant culture the ultimate form of cultural assimi-
lation. Other critics take the notion of (white)washing less literally. Referring to the notion 
of “passing,” which can be “an actual deed,” or a “trophic possibility,” Hortense Spillers writes 
that the American notion of “color” is “washable,” since the notions of black and white register 
along a scope of genetic traits. Karen Christian explains that many Latino immigrants attempt 
to conceal their ethnic roots and subject themselves to a sort of “cultural whitewashing.”12

Despite their di� erent usage of the notion of washing, all three critics suggest that the per-
formance of skin and hair color at times involves an active intervention of correction. � is is 
con� rmed in the following. Although most of the narrator-protagonists of the texts examined 
merely describe manipulations of skin color by others and do not perform any manipulative 
acts themselves, they do show that skin color can, indeed, involve agency. A previous chapter 
showed how Nilda, in Nicholasa Mohr’s novel of the same title, exhibits an obsessive need to 
register other people’s skin and hair color. But while the girl thus a�  rms the signi� cance of 
corporeal color in U.S. society, she also reveals a fascination with the possibility and e� ects of 
the manipulation of bodily color, and hints at a potential subversion of its political meaning.

For instance, when Nilda joins a friend’s parents during their church visit, she describes 
the father as “fair in complexion” and the mother as “dark-skinned.” She then notices that, 
while none of the other female churchgoers wear make-up, the woman covers her face with 

“lots of ” a “very light” colored powder. Nilda playfully compares the woman’s face with a mask 
and recalls the white � our she puts on her own face for Halloween. � e joyous references to 

“mask” and “Halloween” indicate play, performance, and spectacle. � is is emphasized when, 
accompanying her friends on their way to church, Nilda thinks: “Man! � is looks like a pa-
rade […].”13 While Nilda’s association with the woman’s manipulation of skin color is play, 

11. Many more examples can be found in the literature. In Kim (1991), for instance, a Korean American girl 
realizes that she looks di� erent from “other girls.” “With the onset of puberty, my body began to change, and 
I did not want to change into something even more di� erent from the other girls. […]. I yearned in front of 
the mirror, wishing for a face that would save me from ridicule and shame. A white face would make others 
respect me” (202). 
12. Hall 1995; Spillers 1990, 271; Christian 1997, 61; emphasis added. 
13. Mohr 99-100, 201. � e narrators of other texts also represent acts of dis-colorization as playful and 
delightful. In Telemaque (2000), the narrator describes her mother, who has generously powdered her cheeks 
as “a piece of peppermint candy” (38). In Woodson (1995), the narrator describes her sister as mischievously 
playing with their mother’s make-up, and announcing that she will “paintplaying with their mother’s make-up, and announcing that she will “paintplaying with their mother’s make-up, and announcing that she will “  [her] face white” when she grows paint [her] face white” when she grows paint
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other narrators and/or focalizers note the lifelessness and eeriness of such undertakings. In 
bell hooks’s Bone Black, the young narrator portrays Miss Erma, an eccentric member of her 
family’s church, who wears “face powder that made it appear her skin was covered in ash.” In 
Kirstin Hunter’s God Bless the Child (1974), the protagonist’s friend Dolly focalizes her own 
mother as “sitting at the vanity, powdering her lined face a ghastly white.”14

Like hooks’s narrator and Hunter’s focalizer, Nilda registers the manipulation produced 
by her friend’s mother, but does not speculate about her motivations. Nor does she dwell on 
the political meaning of the woman’s e� ort of de-racialization or openly question the woman’s 
attempts at transformation. As readers, we only warily follow the girl’s growing awareness of 
the possibility of transformation and her depiction of color and race as inde� nite socio-politi-
cal givens. Subtly, she undermines the widespread public belief in clearly determinable iden-
tity categories or, in the words of Patricia Yaeger, in a “strictly […] color-coded world.”tity categories or, in the words of Patricia Yaeger, in a “strictly […] color-coded world.”tity categories or, in the words of Patricia Yaeger 15 In 
addition, Nilda shows the impossibility of perfectly emulating the white standards of female 
beauty, and the impossibility of passing. Portraying the friend’s mother, she notes how the 
woman’s white powder has settled in the creases and wrinkles of her dark face and has given 
her an “ashen look.” Reminiscent of Nilda’s description of powdered creases, Kirstin Hunter’s 
text also reveals the marks of fruitless attempts at transformation. When jointly returning 
ironed clothing to the inhabitants of a rich neighborhood, Dolly describes her ashamed moth-
er as showing “tears of humiliation making deep channels in her ivory face powder.”16

Two more examples problematize the endeavors of skin manipulation, but they do so only 
implicitly, through the metaphor of death. As if echoing Mohr’s “ashen look,” hooks’s “covered 
in ash” and Hunter’s “ghastly white,” both examples signi� cantly relate fabricated whiteness to 
lifelessness and death. In his chapter “White Death,” Richard Dyer explains how whiteness can 
be related to non-existence, emptiness and the bringing of death (1997, 207-233). In Maud 
Martha, Gwendolyn Brooks’s novel of 1953, the protagonist notices at her uncle’s funeral that 
the widowed aunt has covered her face with “too much white powder.” Although the use of 

up. Ironically, this girlish remark also relates the manipulation of one’s skin color with adulthood (1996, 66; 
emphasis added).
14. hooks, 43-44; Hunter 1986, 186, 200. It should be noted that the whitening of one’s face is not only a 
habit of U.S. people of color trying to � t into a white model of beauty. Dyer (1997) notes that “much of the 
history of Western make-up is a history of whitening the face” (48). � e following coming-of-age texts refer 
to acts of whitening in Japan and the Caribbean. � e girl protagonist of Houston (1973) meets a Japanese 
American woman whose “long aristocratic face was always a ghastly white,” as she powdered it with rice � our 
every morning, as by Japanese traditional fashion standards this made her more beautiful (1974, 29). In Sone
(1953), the narrator remembers going “into hysterics over Mother’s face which had been plastered white and 
immobile with rice powder, according to Japanese fashion” (1979, 7). Merle Kinbona, in Marshall (1969), 
follows the West Indian custom of whitening her face with talcum powder “as though to mute her darkness” 
and give it “a whitish cast” (1984, 463, 5).
15. Yaeger 2000, 264. In her autobiography, Mohr correspondingly questions the essence of identity. Al-
though she states that “[i]n those days there was no such group as ‘people of color.’ You were either Cauca-
sian, or Negro, or Oriental,” she narrates how her family was typical of Puerto Rican families: “one member 
looked Caucasian while another looked black, while others appeared as if they could cross over into either 
race” (1994, 50).
16. Mohr 1986, 248; Hunter 1986, 200.
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“too much” suggests criticism, it turns out to pertain to the question whether it is “irreverent 
[…] to be able to think of powdering your face for a funeral, when you were the new widow.” 
Deciding that it is all right, as the deceased had disliked his own oily nose, the girl does not 
express any racially conscious comments. But her subsequent observation that her aunt has 
as yet not shed a tear, combined with her remark “[b]ut then, her turn at the casket had not 
come,” implicitly anticipates the disclosure of the woman’s fabrication by washing away, in 
long streaks, the white facial powder, as in Hunter’s “tears of humiliation” (1993, 26).

In Ronyoung Kim’s In Ronyoung Kim’s In Ronyoung Kim Clay Walls (1987), the narrator-protagonist Faye meets her Aunt Clara 
at her father’s funeral. While the aunt notes that the deceased, Faye’s father, looks “just like 
he was sleeping. � ey do such a good job of make-up these days, you can hardly tell he’s …’,” 
her own attempts at manipulation have not been successful at all. When Clara’s veil falls away 
from her face, Faye is able to describe the result of her aunt’s e� orts to have her skin whitened 
by surgery. She has ruined her “pretty” face. “I saw her gray complexion. She had meant to 
have it whitened, but having her skin peeled had le�  it looking dead” (1992, 223-225). � us, 
while Brooks’s narrator suggests that skin whitening is all right, this narrator renounces it. In 
these two examples, it is not (only) the deceased who look dead, but also the deceased’s wife 
and sister, as both have tried to discolor their face. While in Brooks’s novel this is only implicit, 
in Kim’s text, the woman’s skin is explicitly described as “gray” and “dead.” Echoing Mohrin Kim’s text, the woman’s skin is explicitly described as “gray” and “dead.” Echoing Mohrin Kim ’s, 
Brooks’s, and Hunter’s texts, these two episodes again show a correlation between skin whiten-
ing and death. It suggests that whitened skin promises no life.17

While coming-of-age narratives in which girls of color encounter whitewashed adult 
women are numerous, very few texts stage girls who undertake a manipulation of their own 
skin. But their attempts to whiten themselves take as much work and pain as indicated in 
Hunter’s and Kim’s texts (“sitting at the vanity, powdering her lined face,” Hunter’s and Kim’s texts (“sitting at the vanity, powdering her lined face,” Hunter’s and Kim  186; “opera-
tion,” Kim 225). Employing creative ways in their attempts to emulate white girlhood, they 
present the same laboriousness and/or damage. � is is indicated in three brief examples. � e 
narrator of Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider (1984) asks herself: “Did Sister Outsider (1984) asks herself: “Did Sister Outsider bad mean bad mean bad Black? � e end-
less scrubbing with lemon juice in the cracks and crevices of my ripening, darkening, body.” 
� e narrator of Mary Helen Ponce’s autobiographical Hoyt Street (1993) remembers her at- Hoyt Street (1993) remembers her at- Hoyt Street
tempts to lighten her knees the night before her con� rmation. She scrubs “extra hard with 
the pumice stone kept by the bathtub. I scrubbed until they bled, but they still looked dark 
brown.” She also applies Vaseline to her “red knees” in the hope that it will bleach them. � e 
Japanese American protagonist of Janice Mirikitani’s poem “Doreen” (1987) whitens her face 
and neck as part of a daily cosmetic project. In addition to frost-tipping her hair, painting her 
eyes round, and applying blue eye shadow on her eyelids, she applies white powder on her face 
and neck. “She cut gym all the time/ because the white powder on her neck/ and face would 
streak/ when she sweat.”18

17. Rios’s Victuum (1974) uses the word “grey”: Valentina notices that her friend has applied white powder 
to her face: “ ‘my gosh she’s pale … Oh no, it’s powder … white powder all over her face … why did she do 
that? It makes her complection [sic] look grey … it looks strange … Oh Vicki!” (1976, 192).
18. Lorde, 149; emphasis in text; Ponce, 273; Mirikitani, 17. � e application of Vaseline returns in many 
texts, as in Wattleton (1999), where the protagonist is told by her mother to rub Vaseline on her legs “ ‘so that 
these white people won’t see the ash on your legs […]’ ” (114). 
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All three examples lay bare the girls’ desire to beautify themselves by changing their ra-
cial-ethnic identity. In addition, they suggest that such endeavors cost not only lemon juice, a 
pumice stone, Vaseline, and white powder, but also hard work, pain, and sacri� ce. � ey liter-
ally engage in what Margaret Homans calls “the labor of denying genetic race.”19 � e use of 

“endless,” “still looked dark brown,” and “streak” reveals the di�  culty and even impossibility 
of a complete racial makeover. � e cited fragments are too short to facilitate an examination 
of the meaning of such “visual performance of whiteness.” We do not know whether, in the 
words of Silverman, the performance is carried out for “deconstructive purposes, or at least 
with an apprehension of the performance as a masquerade,” and whether the image of white-
ness is “more ‘worn’ than assumed.” But the examples indicate that the “imaginary accession” 
to whiteness is a “perversion of the ‘real thing’, ” as it “fails to lead to the desired identi� cation 
with ideality.”20

In addition to these few examples in which girls undertake a whitening of their own skin, 
many more coming-of-age narratives present parents who attempt to accommodate their girls 
to the white beauty myth of mainstream middle-class America by covering them up with 
powder and forcing them to grease their bodies with Vaseline. A further analysis of texts 
introduced above will trace some of the ways in which these daughters of color are forced to 
become white. In Marshall’s story “Reena,” the adult narrator characterizes her skin color as 
the “theme” of her childhood. � e darkness of her skin did not only prompt others to “pile 
a whitish powder on [her] face” whenever she had her picture taken (“they would make the 
lights so bright I always came out looking ghostly”). It also drove her mother to “plaster” her 
with Vaseline so she would not look “ashy.” Applied in order to prevent her from looking dark 
and colorless, both the powder and the grease symbolized for the girl the problematics of her 
skin color. Her use of “pile” and “plaster” indicates the manipulation and hard work involved, 
and her use of “ghostly” suggests that the whitening was not successful, and turned her into a 
lifeless � gure—as in the previous death-related examples.21

� e internalization of the disquali� cation of skin color, suggested by Reena’s use of “too 
black,” is also evoked in Angelou’s Caged Bird. When her playmates classify her skin color as 

19. Emphasis added. Homans uses this phrase in a discussion of an episode included in Henry Louis Gates’s 
Colored People: A Memoir (1994), in which the autobiographical I remembers the smell of his mother’s iron 
curlers, as she straightened other women’s hair in the family’s kitchen (1997, 97). 
20. 1996, 36. � e literature also presents at least one example in which a girl attempts not to whiten, but to 
darken herself. In Cisneros’s story “My Lucy Friend Who Smells Like Corn” (1991), the narrator wants to be 
like the Texan girl of the title. By sitting in the hot sun she will be able to turn her skin “so dark it’s blue where 
it bends like Lucy’s,” and create a sense of belonging (1992, 3).
21. 1985, 78. While Reena does not openly protest her mother’s whitening, other texts report of such rebel-
lion. When the narrator of Sinclair (1994) receives bleaching creams from her mother, she helps her mother 
recall how bleaching cream had burnt her aunt’s face. Echoing Faye, who in Kim (1987) vows that she will 
not follow the example of her aunt who attempted to whiten her skin through surgery (1992, 225), Sinclair’s 
narrator states. “ ‘She still has scars. I’m not going to have people pointing at me and whispering the name 
of some bleaching cream’.” She further points out the impossibility of changing her color, and her happi-
ness with her color. But her mother teaches her one of the lessons of racism and invokes Du Bois’s notion of 
double consciousness. “Mama stood over my shoulder. ‘Jean Eloise, you can’t just think of yourself, you have 
to see yourself the way others see you’ ” (163-164). 
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a “shit color,” the narrating I promptly dreams of turning white by donning the new dress her 
grandmother has tailored. “I knew that […] I’d look like a movie star.” Ultimately however, 
despite her self-proclaimed insightfulness, the age-faded lavender color of the worn-out fab-
ric makes her skin “look dirty like mud.” � is dirty look is only intensi� ed when her grand-
mother, whose own skin shines of oil and whose hair shows “melted […] Vaseline,” forces her 
granddaughter to grease her legs with Blue Seal Vaseline. For the shiny legs of the tomboyish 
girl are soon “powdered with the Arkansas red clay.” � e red clay covering the girl’s legs does 
not only, like the dress’s second-hand fabric, indicate her deprived class position. It also ex-
poses the falseness and illusion of the girl’s whiteness or lightness. As such, it replicates the 
powdered creases and dark roots revealed in Nilda, the (anticipated) tear-streaked faces in 
Maud Martha and God Bless the Child, and the (evasion of a) sweat-streaked neck and face in 
Mirikitani’s poem “Doreen.”22

Signi� cantly, however, Angelou’s narrator also exposes the skin color of a group of white 
girls in town as not really white: “� e dirt on the girls’ cotton dresses continued on their legs, 
feet, arms and faces to make them all of a piece. � eir greasy uncolored hair hung down, 
uncombed, with a grim � nality.” In that sense her portrayal of the white girls questions, and 
perhaps invalidates, the “rigid demarcating system” separating white from black and dirty 
from clean, as discussed by Patricia Yaeger: “Dirt is a rhetorical place marker for cosmos- or 
system-creating, a signpost that allows [us] to recognize [boundaries between color and class].” 
According to Yaeger, one cannot be both dirty and clean at the same time: “the border separat-According to Yaeger, one cannot be both dirty and clean at the same time: “the border separat-According to Yaeger
ing � lth from cleanliness operates with near-tactile authority.” � e girl narrator of � e Caged 
Bird tentatively undermines this system. Instead, she pre� gures Grosz’s view that, in contrast 
to Yaeger’s, argues that dirt “upsets or befuddles order. [It] signals a site of possible danger to 
social and individual systems, a site of vulnerability insofar as the status of dirt as marginal 
and unincorporable always locates sites of potential threat to the system and to the order it 
both makes possible and problematizes.”23

According to Dyer, whiteness is a symbol of negation and absence, namely “[w]hat is According to Dyer, whiteness is a symbol of negation and absence, namely “[w]hat is According to Dyer
absent from white is any thing; in other words, material reality. Cleanliness is the absence of thing; in other words, material reality. Cleanliness is the absence of thing
dirt […].” He explains that, in various ways, non-white people are associated with dirt. “To 
be white is to have expunged all dirt […] from oneself: to look white is to look clean” (1997, 
74-76; emphasis in text). � e narrator of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings shows that dirt in-
discriminately covers black as well as white girls. � us, in addition to imaginatively creating a 
white self, she questions, albeit tentatively, the color codes of American society. She describes 
her body as black, but also as no more dirty than the local white girls. Her body is “written,” in 
the words of Grosz, or textualized, by the geographic and socio-economic factor of dirt.

In this section I have discussed one facet of the complexity of Grosz’s idea of body writ-
ing, namely that of the resistance of the � esh. � e following section will explore Grosz’s claims 
about modes of guerilla subversion, and the incorporation of attributes.

22. Angelou 1971, 1-3, 21, 17, 160; emphasis in text.
23. Angelou 1971, 25; Yaeger 2000, 264-265; Grosz 1994, 192, 227 n.5. Grosz agrees with Douglas that dirt 
is not an absolute, but exists in the eye of the beholder (1980, 2). For a discussion of dirt as “an organizing 
principle,” see also Chiu 2004, 8.
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Dandies and drag queens

� e protagonist Cece of del Fuego’s Maravilla recognizes the idea of feminine beauty that 
follows a white female aesthetics and undertakes an adolescent e� ort to look like the Anglo 

“Miss Clairol.” But having dyed her hair Miss-Clairol-� re-engine-red, she rinses her hair with 
Nestles Cherry Red when preparing herself for a party. “It turned out shiny and so� , but it 
streaked where I had peroxided it. Bright cherry strips bled through the darker parts. […] In 
a way I liked it.” Cece does not mind the incomplete transformation into � re engine or cherry 
red. She demonstrates both talent and pleasure as she routinely builds her body: “I ratted the 
top to a point and sculpted two large C’s on my cheeks using clear nail polish to hold them 
down. Spraying it a few times seemed to help blend in the color. I used scotch tape to plaster 
my bangs down below my eyebrows to keep them straight.”24

� is brings us to Grosz’s claim related to guerilla subversion: “� e practices of femininity 
can readily function […] as modes of guerilla subversion of patriarchal codes, although the 
line between compliance and subversion is always a � ne one […]. [� e modes of self-produc-
tion and self-observation] may entwine us in various networks of power, but never do they 
render us merely passive and compliant” (143-144). Following Grosz, we could say that Cece 
adopts “a strategically resistant use of self-surveillance.” Her experimentation with hair color 
can be interpreted, if not as Grosz’s “modes of guerilla subversion of patriarchal codes,” but as 
modes of guerilla subversion of racial codes, as she changes the color of her dark-brown hair 
into “� re-engine” or “Nestles Cherry” red.25

Mercer discusses the accentuation of arti� ciality and the experimentation with anti-natu-
ralistic, “o� ” colors. He refers not only to the “wild Afro wigs in bold pink and day-glo colors,” 
which some blacks wore in the 1970s, but also to the red conk style of the 1940s: “[…] the 
[red] dye was used as a stylized means of defying the ‘natural’ color codes of conventionality in 
order to highlight arti� ciality and hence exaggerate a sense of di� erence. […] such techniques 
of black stylization participated in a de� ant ‘dandyism’ […].” Following Mercer, we could say of black stylization participated in a de� ant ‘dandyism’ […].” Following Mercer, we could say of black stylization participated in a de� ant ‘dandyism’ […].” Following Mercer
that Cece’s hair coloring signi� es the Chicana girl as “important in [her] own terrain and on 
[her] own terms.” Instead of simply becoming a blond, and con� rming white aesthetic codes 
that designate “blonde hair as the color of beauty,” Cece chooses to highlight her arti� ciality. 
Instead of radically severing the link with her racial-ethnic background, she turns herself into 
a double redhead, both Miss Clairol red and Nestles Cherry Red, and enjoys the dazzling 
red bands in the darker parts of her hair—which symbolize both Grosz’s resistance of the 
� esh and her notion of guerilla subversion. Performing like a genuine “dandy,” Cece gives the 

24. 10, 56. Here Cece exhibits the positive joys of dressing up of which De Beauvoir writes. Although 
dressing up takes time, care and money, and is “a struggle against duration,” and although the “liberation” of 
self-stylization can “easily fall back into dependence” when woman once again becomes a passive object, De 
Beauvoir also identi� es positive e� ects: “possible discoveries of hidden treasures, bargain-hunting, strata-
gems, schemes, and ingenuities.” With aids such as make-up, a needle and a comb a woman can create works 
of art. � rough sports, massage and health diets, she “knows the joy of developing her body”: “in physical 
culture she � nds self-a�  rmation as subject and in a measure frees herself from her contingent � esh” (1997, 
549).
25. Grosz 143-144, emphasis added; del Fuego 10, 56.
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impression of “fronting-out” her oppressed state of being and gaining her autonomy by the 
cra� y procession of her looks (Mercer 263, 259-260).

Cece is not alone in her dandy-like guerilla subversion. In numerous other coming-of-
age narratives, girls of color engage in dramatically de� ant subversive performances. � is en-
ables them to deal with the stress caused by their in-between-state: as adolescents and as girls 
of color they oscillate between childhood and adulthood, and inhabit a marginal culture as 
well as a dominant white culture. While Cece in this process downplays her Mexican cultural 
origin, June in June Jordan’s autobiographical origin, June in June Jordan’s autobiographical origin, June in June Jordan Soldier (2000) instead decides to experimentally Soldier (2000) instead decides to experimentally Soldier
return to her parental African culture. Wishing to counter her mother’s plan of restraining 
her budding sexuality by attaching her to a serious eleven-year-old boy, the nine-year-old 
narrator decides “to surprise everybody” at the annual Young People’s Fellowship Celebration 
at her church by performing “an authentic African dance” as “an authentic African princess” 
(113-114).

A� er “embarrassing hard work,” armed with a 78-record stolen from her sister and ac-
cessories “secretly borrowed” from her mother—one scarf across her chest, and one around 
her hips, a rhinestone necklace on top of her hair with the pendant laying in the middle of 
her forehead—June acts out her fantasy. “I went wild. I was dancing in the jungle. […] I was 
free. I was laughing and whirling about and never losing the beat.” But before “the ending, the 
fantastic � ourish,” the music is stopped, followed by a silence, and “Nobody clapped.” June has, 
indeed, surprised and even fooled everyone. Although her boyfriend Earl, her parents, and 
the other churchgoers strongly disapprove of her performance, some “older boys” do not, and 
a “very cute teenage gangster” dances with her at the young people’s dancing party a� erwards, 
and walks her home (114-116). � us, June’s African dance becomes a rite de passage into a 
sexualized American womanhood. Her performance is not only a trying on of another cul-
tural identity, but also of her sexual identity.

June’s performance evokes G. Stanley Hall’s Adolescence, which lists a number of char-
acteristics of adolescents, among which are a heavy reliance on imitation and an indulgence 
in folly. In “burgeoning imagination” and “dramatic experimentation,” Hall claims, “lie the 
possible sources of the young person’s ultimate power.”26 Both Hall’s imitation and folly are re-
current themes in the coming-of-age narratives, where they generate empowerment. However, 
the spectacular transformations of girl protagonists and narrators are not always unambigu-
ous acts of dandy-like guerilla subversion. At times, they can also be perceived as acquiescent 
attempts at compromise. If Cece cannot be a blond, she can at least be a redhead. In other texts, 
as well, girls alter their ethnicity or race not to subvert the system, but to belong to a presum-
ably more acceptable group. 

In Andrea Louie’s autobiographical Moon Cakes (1995), the Chinese American narrator 
remembers her early pretend games in which she imagines herself as a “Spanish” girl with 

“long, wavy dark hair, huge eyes, and olive skin.” At ten, feeling that she lacks a de� nite cultural 
identity to cling to, wishing to explain her di� erence from the corn-fed community she lives 
in, and inspired by her research for a social studies report on the “great ancient people,” she 
changes her name from Maggie Li to Maya. “� e name stuck […].” Alone in the private space 

26. Hall, Adolescence: Its Psychology and Its relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Re-
ligion, and Education I (1904), cited in Spacks 1981, 229-230.
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of her family’s home, surrounding herself with the sounds of Bizet’s “Carmen” and improvis-
ing castanets with discarded bottle caps, she constructs a performance as a dancer “in a wide, 
poofy skirt that had a lot of layers and a white blouse with pu� ed sleeves and ru�  es around 
the neck.” Her dance lets her “spin around and around,” and has her twirl her “way out of 
reality.” � e attributes of the girl’s performance, through which she produces a new identity 
(name, improvised costume, LP, bottle caps), are later supplemented by a linguistic course and 
a “spiral perm” that unintentionally gives her “Latina hair, or at least something that I thought 
looked Latin-American” (43-44, 54).

At � rst sight, this episode is very similar to the one in Elena Tajima Creef ’s story “Notes 
from a Fragmented Daughter” (1990), where the narrator, a daughter of a Japanese mother 
and a white father, remembers that at the age of thirteen she decides “to go Mexican.” Chang-
ing her name from Elena to Elaina and taking advantage of her long black hair and her sun-
darkened skin, she tells everyone that she is Mexican. Employing these signs as evidence of 
her Mexican identity, she does not “stand out,” is able to “pass,” and feels “safe” (82-83). Both 

“Maya” and “Elaina” intentionally alter their ethnic identity. In order to do so, both take up a 
new name, and use their long black hair and other attributes in order to fool others into be-
lieving that they are Latina instead of Asian. Michael Fischer writes of the “minority’s” wish 
to play the roles of other minorities, and “ ‘trying on’ […] alternative possible identities” in 
daydreams. He claims that “Among the exploratory tactics are e� orts to […] imaginatively try 
on other minority experiences […]” (1986, 212, 210). � e girls in these two examples do not 
only imaginatively creep into the skin of another girl of color, but do so in a material sense. 
Go� man de� nes such a literal misrepresentation of self as “an intentional act, but one that can 
arise through word or deed, ambiguous statement or misleading literal truth, non-disclosure 
or prevention of discovery” (1990, 70-71).

But the girl in the � rst text appears to be much more playful than the second one. In ret-
rospect, the narrator even refers to the dreamlike state of the performance (“twirling my way 
out of reality”) and reveals that she was aware of the make-believe features of her personage: “I 
thought I sounded,” “something that I thought looked Latin-American.” In Creef ’s text, on the 
contrary, the girl’s performance is part of a more serious operation—to “bury” and “hide” her 
Japanese mother from her classmates, deny her “Japanese roots,” and “pass” into mainstream 
America. � is di� erence between the two texts again refers to the intriguing ambiguity, in 
which dressing up can be part of a freewheeling and experimental adolescent game, but can 
also be a frantic, desperate method of trying to belong (“pass”) and to suppress one’s people’s 
oppressive history. Apart from this subtle di� erence between the two texts, both indicate how 
a girl’s search for cultural identity is also gendered. One of the signi� cant attributes mentioned 
is long hair. Analogously, in the following two examples, young girls like the two girls in 
Louie’s and Creef ’s texts employ their hair as a signi� cant ingredient of their forged identity. 

� e nine-year-old narrator of Kristal Brent Zook’s “Light Skinned-ded Naps” (1990) re-� e nine-year-old narrator of Kristal Brent Zook’s “Light Skinned-ded Naps” (1990) re-� e nine-year-old narrator of Kristal Brent Zook
counts being immersed in eager pretend play with her cousin, employing scarves in order 
to magically become white career women (85). In “A Black Feminist’s Search for Sisterhood” 
(1982), Michele Wallace remembers: “my sister and I used to tie the short end of a scarf around 
our scrawny braids and let the rest of its silken mass trail to our waists. We’d pretend it was hair 
and that we were some lovely heroine we’d seen in the movies” (5). � is girls’ game, of course, 
partially re� ects a common youngsters’ game of imitation. But the girls signi� cantly mirror 
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themselves in white career women and lovely (white) heroines from the white screen and try 
to compensate with fabric for their lack of good hair. Ann duCille explains that “ ‘colored hair’ 
[…] has been both culturally and commercially constructed as ugly, nappy, wild, and woolly, 
in constant need of taming, straightening, cropping, and cultivating. In the face of such his-
torically charged constructions, it is di�  cult for black children not to read their hair as di� er-
ent and that di� erence as ugly.” � erefore, duCille maintains, “[s]tories and pictures abound 
of little black girls putting towels on their heads and pretending that the towels are long hair 
that can blow in the wind or be tossed over the shoulder” (1999, 136).

Long hair that can blow in the wind provides the black girls with an experience of both 
whiteness and femininity. With scarves, they manipulate their racialized and ethnicized bod-
ies as well as their gender and sexuality. In another coming-of-age text, Sandra Cisneros’s � e 
House on Mango Street, girlish experimentation is mostly focused on the latter. But this o� ers 
the girls an opportunity to handle their deprived class and ethnic-racial positions. Esperanza 
and her friends parade the barrio streets dressed up in the cast-o�  high-heeled shoes given 
to them by a neighbor. Playing with their imminent womanhood and transforming them-
selves into feminine and sexual beings, the girls promenade and show o�  womanly commodi-
ties. Following Judith Butler, we could perceive Esperanza’s performance as a “theatricality of ties. Following Judith Butler, we could perceive Esperanza’s performance as a “theatricality of ties. Following Judith Butler
gender.”27Although it would lead too far to call this performance a practice of guerilla subver-
sion, it constitutes a spectacular form of public self-assertion. � us, it helps the girls to come 
to terms with their femininity and sexuality, as well as their class and ethnic positions, and to 
impress themselves on their barrio world (1986, 37-40).

With Esperanza’s high-heeled shoes we encounter another claim put forward by Grosz. 
For Esperanza and her friends con� rm Grosz’s argument that an individual’s pose will vary 
a great deal depending on what kind of clothing is worn. � e cast-o�  high-heeled shoes, at-
tributes used by Esperanza and her group, make them walk di� erently, as adult women. Grosz
contends that “the body image is capable of accommodating and incorporating an extremely 
wide range of objects. Anything that comes into contact with the surface of the body and re-
mains there long enough will be incorporated into the body image—clothing, jewelry, other 
bodies, objects” (1994, 80). Indeed, by using objects, Cisneros’s girls momentarily mark their 
bodies’ bearing, posture and stance. 

� is public marking is also presented in a second text, in which we � nd a slightly more 
explicit creativity and de� ance than in Cisneros’s text. In Audre Lorde’s Zami, set in the 1940s, 
the 15-year-old Audre and her friend engage in a public performance that includes the impro-
vising powers of stitching, pinning, tacking and ironing. � us, the girls are able to decide for 
themselves what to wear and “who we were going to be for the world on that particular day.” 
� e attributes with which Audre and her friend play their game—old kerchiefs, shoe-dyed 
lunchboxes, red bandannas, loose pants, tight skirts, � owers, cinch belts and “high heels that 
hurt”—resemble Esperanza’s cast-o�  but now “incorporated” objects. “� at summer all of 
New York, including its museums and parks and avenues, was our backyard. What we wanted 

27. In Bodies that Matter, Butler states that the “theatricality of gender” should be distinguished from “self-
display or self-creation.” When a subject takes up or cites a gendered term in a theatrical manner, the citation 

“mimes and renders hyperbolic the discursive convention that it also reverses.” It is “a repetition of the law into 
hyperbole” (1993, 232, emphases in text; 122).
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and couldn’t a� ord, we stole money from our mothers for.”28 While the performance acted out 
by Esperanza and her friends constitutes an attempt to � t into the adult female world and the 
ethnic space of their barrio, Audre and her friend experiment with di� erent race, class and 
gender roles. Con� scating the city’s space, a variety of cultural models, and even their mothers’ 
money, the two girls “launch [their] assault upon the city.” � ey mostly mimic marginal cul-
tural models, such as “Bandits, Gypsies, Foreigners of all degree, Witches, Whores, and Mexi-
can Princesses,” “workers,” “hussies,” Africans, Mexicans, bohemian singers, or drunks (88).

However, despite their di� erences, both episodes show that the roles taken on at times 
literally do not � t—another indication of Grosz’s “resistance of the � esh.” In � e House on 
Mango Street, one girl’s socks appear out of place in her lady’s high heel, and the narrator calls 
it “scarey [sic] to look down at your foot that is no longer yours […].” In “tee-tottering” move-
ments, they “run like a double-dutch rope” (1986, 38). Despite the excitement produced by the 
con� scation of both the shoes and the street, the girls feel uncomfortable with their new roles 
as women. � e shoes are no longer isolated commodities, but elongations of the girls’ bodies, 
causing their feelings of alienation and their minimization as objects. In addition to con� rm-
ing the stereotype of the high-heeled, sexually powerful Latina woman, they emblematize the 
girls’ female sexual vulnerability.

� is vulnerability is also evoked when Esperanza and her gang face the � attering gaze 
and comments of a man who o� ers sugary words and a dollar for a kiss. But while his sexual 
advances are reifying and con� rm the girls’ sexuality, they also subtly evoke the trite warnings 
of parents about the dangers of taking candy from strangers. In addition, another man cau-
tions the girls that their shoes are hazardous and threatens to call the police as an instrument 
of controlling the girls’ sexuality. Finally, the girls engage in a competitive encounter with a 
group of “jealous” girls, focalized by Esperanza as “fat” and “ugly,” who pretend to ignore the 
girls’ investigative and open exhibit of the tools of grown-up sexuality. It makes Esperanza and 
her friends feel “tired of being beautiful” (40).

� us, as Sonia Saldívar-Hull points out, the shoes, while sexualizing the girls, locate them 
in an ideologically de� ned structure of female sexuality involving both the male and female 
gaze (2000, 96). � e high-heeled shoes give the girls access to an exciting as well as frighten-
ing process of “female sexualization,” which Frigga Haug de� nes as “both the production of 
femininity through the competent performance of feminine skills (including how to hold, 
move, and dress the body) and the reproduction of subordination within and on women’s 
bodies as evidenced in the gradual ‘sexualization’ of various body parts (for example, hair or 
legs) as girls mature.” A� ected by factors such as race and class, this process “results in bodies 
that are always the site of multiple discourses circling around and ultimately comprising what 
we call ‘femininity’ […].”29

Like Esperanza, Zami’s narrator Audre reveals that her “high heels […] hurt.” But this 
pain is not compensated for by � attering attention, as in Cisneros’s text. When Audre and 
her friend take up their roles as “hussies” and attempt to seduce the “handsome respectable-

28. Here the narrator’s use of “New York” and “backyard” evokes Neubauer’s claim that “[l]iterary adoles-
cence is full of nostalgic references to mythical gardens, but the ‘real’ gardens of adolescence are in the city 
[…]” (1992, 64).
29. Quoted in Kuenz 1993, 423.
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looking lawyer types” on Fi� h and Park Avenues, they are ignored. When they wickedly sub-
stitute the word “fucker” for “mother” for an entire day, an enraged driver removes them from 
the bus. � us, while Esperanza and her friends are admired but also feel uncomfortable in 
their feminine roles as de� ned by the cultural space of their own barrio, Audre and her friend 
fail to be accepted into the urban and culturally marginal roles they have chosen. Although 
they knew that “there were appropriate costumes for every role, and appropriate places in the 
city to go to play them all out” (88), the two girls continually � nd themselves out of place.

Both Esperanza’s and Audre’s audacious behavior is recti� ed by adult men whom they 
attempt to impress. Both girls are promptly put back into place. In addition, Audre’s “glorious 
and exciting days” invariably end with a furious mother who nags her for having failed to in-
form her of her whereabouts and to do her chores (89). � is establishes her once again as the 
adolescent, disobedient daughter. Although Audre and her friend appear more audacious and 
comfortable in their roles as outlaws than Esperanza and her gang and even seem to engage 
in some kind of urban guerilla subversion, all the girls � nally � nd themselves back in their 
old in-between position, halfway between girlhood and adulthood, oscillating between home 
and the public sphere.

An analysis of a third and � nal example, taken from del Fuego’s Maravilla will show how 
an attempt to � t into white middle-class femininity is even more disheartening than attempts 
to � t into the role of the Chicana barrio woman or the marginal urban persona. But it also 
o� ers the possibility of de� ance, and con� rms George Paizis’s claim that “[…] to be some-
thing, you have to dress the part” (1998, 58). Cruising in their “customized, metallic blue 

’49 Plymouth,” singing along with Diana Ross, and consuming Coke, Camels, and gum, the 
novel’s protagonist Cece and her fellow gang members participate in the popular culture of 
the American teen world. Motivated by boredom as well as one of the girls’ recent engage-
ment to get married (“[i]n � ve years”), they decide to visit bridal shops, and try on wedding 
and bridesmaids’ dresses. Having previously entered Los Angeles’ public space uninhibitedly, 
gliding through various urban districts in their borrowed car, they now restrict the adolescent 
experimentation of their looks to the private space of the bridal shops’ dressing rooms. � e 
shielded, gendered terrain of the shops’ dressing rooms, which emphasizes (the assessment 
of) appearance, provide the girls with a relatively safe place to manipulate their looks and, by 
implication, explore their gender, (hetero)sexuality, and cultural identity (12-13, 15).

� e dressing rooms Cece and her friends enter resemble the beauty parlor bell hooks
describes, the communal “female-only” space for beauty rituals—one of those “reservoirs of 
political and cultural enhancement.” � ey also evoke the girls’ bedroom or bathroom where, 
according to Go� man, women are “able to break o�  being exposed to males and their com-
pany and retire into an all-female enclave, o� en in the company of a female friend, and there 
spend time in toiletry […].” However, the space Cece and her friends enter is not as safe as 
that discussed by hooks and Go� man. � is only becomes clear later on. At � rst, by calling on 
their audacity, by playing roles, and by correcting each other, Cece and her friends know how 
to take up space in white middle-class America—symbolized by the chic name of one of the 
shops: “Bride Shoppe” (18). Like the high-heeled shoes in � e House on Mango Street and the � e House on Mango Street and the � e House on Mango Street
tight skirts and high heels in Zami, the fancy dresses enable the girls to mirror themselves in 
the gendered cultural codes, which they symbolize. Re� ecting the white middle-class ideology 
of femininity and (hetero)sexuality, the dresses constitute a means to act as grown ups but also 
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to pass into white middle-class culture.30

� e girls take substantial pleasure from their bridal performance. � ey stage the generic 
hilarious, girlish game of experimentation and impersonation, the rules of which the girls are 
very familiar with. When the girls agree to “ ‘go try on wedding dresses […]’,” one of them 
draws her friends’ attention to the rules of the game: “ ‘OK,’ Carmen said, ‘you guys gotta act 
like you got some class.’ […] ‘I’m gonna tell you somethin’, Carmen said with her hand on her 
hip. ‘We’re gonna have to be cool’.” While “adjusting her winged rhinestone glasses,” the girl 
leads her friends into the store. When the girls have put on bridesmaids dresses, they stand 
around “looking at each other, giggling and trying to be tactful […].” Once � nished with their 
game, they “� led out of the shop with Carmen waving at the door. […] ‘You guys are too 
much,’ Lorraine chortled on the way out” (15-16, 18).

� e dress rehearsal also o� ers the girls the possibility to develop a certain bravado and 
sassy autonomy—not only because it provides them with the opportunity to determine the 
impending wedding’s attire, but also because it presents them with a subject position, namely 
that of the bride, which itself symbolizes the astounding possibilities of the make-over. Em-
ploying the tools presented by a consumer culture they are also part of, they are able to ex-
periment with self-transformation. As Catherine Driscoll states in Girls: Feminine Adolescence 
in Popular Culture and Cultural � eory, “[t]he bride may have ideological forms and e� ects, 
but she does actually produce desire and transformation for girls. […] Becoming a bride cel-
ebrates the girl’s desire and potential through an everyday � gure of transformation […].” In 
addition to pointing out the possibilities and powers of transformation, the girls expose the 
counterfeit aspects of what Driscoll calls the “continual [bridal] pose.” In her classic 1929 essay 

“Womanliness as Masquerade,” Joan Riviere claims that genuine womanliness, or femininity, is 
a mask one can put on as desired. Following Riviere, Emily Apter writes that during “gender 
play-acting” a “woman can play the woman or not as she so pleases.” � ere is no “absolute 
femininity,” only a set of “ontologically tenuous codes that normatively induct the feminine 
subject into the social practice of ‘being’ woman through mimesis and parroting.” Maravilla’s 
girls enter such a masquerade, but at the same time reveal the forged qualities of the white and 
dominant aesthetics of femininity.31

In that sense, their game also resembles a drag performance. Following Butler, Karen In that sense, their game also resembles a drag performance. Following Butler, Karen In that sense, their game also resembles a drag performance. Following Butler
Christian explains that drag queens call into question the assumed, unambiguous relationship 
between gender and performances of sexuality. With their extravagant dress, make-up, and 
mannerisms, states Christian, drag queens turn their appearances into theatrical spectacles 
that should not only be judged as an imitation of femininity and a disturbing gender perfor-

30. hooks in Caraway 1991, 94; Go� man in Caraway 1991, 94; Go� man in Caraway  1977, 315-316. Although the girls do not (intend to) purchase 
the dresses, they partially substantiate Campbell’s � nding that gang girls develop their self-image by spend-
ing money on the appropriate symbols of glamorous leisure and pleasure, such as the proper brand name 
of clothing and shoes. It “represents the denial, albeit temporary, of the conception of themselves as poor” 
(1999, 108). 
31. Driscoll 2002, 177, 190-191, 187; Riviere 1986, 38; Apter 1992, 242-244. Although Riviere’s essay decon-
structs the essentialist notion of femininity, and typi� es it as a “masquerade” in a phallic culture of desire, in a 
1997 article Walton shows how Riviere disregards the fact that the female subjectivity established in her paper 
is exclusively white, and depends for its constancy on the elision of black women. 
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mance. A closer examination of drag queens’ performances, claims Christian, reveals that 
drag is as well “the imitation of a supposed original feminine gender identity” that cannot be 
considered “the rightful property” of the female sex (1997, 47). 

� e attempted emulation of the white, wedding-oriented woman by Cece and her friends 
functions as a kind of gender parody: in their almost caricatured imitation of the bride, the 
girls openly cite and dramatize the signs through which gender is established, revealing the 
latter to be nothing other than a parody of the idea of the natural and the original. � ey pres-
ent no drag in the strict sense of the word. Within the relatively safe space of the shops’ dress-
ing rooms, the girls are not judged to be de� ant, wicked, or disproportionate by “American 
society […] in relation to a speci� c […] set of norms” (Christian, 53). However, being aware 
of white, middle-class rules, and pointing these out to one another, the girls lightly parody and 
subtly challenge the rigidly de� ned identity categories of America’s white middle-class culture. 
When the dresses do not � t, as will be shown below, the girls literally reveal and rip open the 
constructed nature of white, middle-class femininity, exposing and disturbing the constraints 
of the dominant culture’s rigidly de� ned class and gender system.

� is is indicated at the outset of the episode, when Cece juxtaposes the appearance of the 
two sales ladies of the � rst bridal shop to that of herself and her friends. As focalizer, she iden-
ti� es and appreciates the brand names of the women’s expensive perfumes as well as their cor-
rect posture. Dressed in a “discreet black dress” and surrounded by the smell of Estee Lauder, 
one salesclerk “glided over” to the girls; the other wears a “discreet beige suit,” smells of Tabu 
and is “unru�  ed in the hundred-degree heat.” Although this also suggests Cece’s familiarity 
with the world the sales ladies represent, the depiction of herself and her friends as wearing 
street clothes, snapping gum, biting � ngernails, staring, “rudely” pointing, and giggling, also 
indicates their failure to � t into this culture of luxury and perfection (16-17).

Apart from Cece’s focalization of the girls as inappropriate, on the level of the text they 
also indicate their inability to � t in. Despite their acquaintance with the rules of the game and 
their appreciation of the way to “act,” they continually notice each other’s trespasses and feel 
the need to correct one another. Cece tells one of her friends to “be quiet,” but she herself is 
also told to “calm down” (15, 18-19). � ese admonitions indicate both their awareness of the 
gap that divides them from the two women and their incompatibility. Following Go� man’s gap that divides them from the two women and their incompatibility. Following Go� man’s gap that divides them from the two women and their incompatibility. Following Go� man
notion of “anticipatory socialization,” the girls have been “given only a few cues, hints and 
stage directions,” but feel that they had learned “enough pieces of expression” to perform the 
roles of brides and bridesmaids. Still, they are unable, in the words of Go� man, “to ‘� ll in’ and 
manage, more or less,” the part they wish to perform (1990, 78-79). Despite their cultural 
knowledge and clever role-playing, Cece and her gang ultimately fail to actually belong.

� is failure becomes more evident in the course of the episode. When the zipper of her 
dress remains stuck halfway up her back, Cece experiences anxiety and panic. “I felt hot and 
sticky perspiration roll down my sides and under my arms.” While assisting one of her friends 
to undress—the dress’s zipper has to be “forced […] down over her gargantuan hips, ripping 
out the seams […]”—Cece’s “scalp felt sweaty and itchy, and the crown was beginning to fell 
[sic] like little needles stuck in my head.” When hurriedly helped out of her own dress by 
another friend, Cece “groan[s]”: “ ‘Hurry up!’ […] It felt like bugs were crawling up my spine.” 
� us, the game of cross-dressing makes Cece feel as if she is being tormented (“little needles 
stuck in my head”) and attacked (“bugs”). Although the bride-to-be is described as elegantly 
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“glid[ing] out, smiling like a toothpaste ad […],” the other girls only appear odd and uncom-
fortable in their gowns. � eir game of impersonation is an imperfect one (16-19).

Cece focalizes her own and her friends’ imperfect transformation in a blunt manner: “My 
head looked lopsided and coral was de� nitely not my color. Maybe it was the lighting, but I ap-
peared to have a layer of gray powder on my skin.” Color is not the only mismatch. Described 
as incompatible and even grotesque, the girls’ bodies and postures fail to match as well. � eir 
backs and hips are too wide for the dresses, and their bearing likewise fails to match. Cece 

“teetered” out of the dressing room, and another girl “lumbered over with a panicked look.” 
� e metaphors used to express the disparity between the girls and their costumes are also tell-
ing. Cece describes her friend Carmen as “a scarecrow with her pillbox hat askew,” and Corky 
as “having her chin set like concrete.” Scrutinizing and describing themselves in the mirror, 
bringing up the episode’s key motif of looking, Cece’s friends are as critical as she is. Attempt-
ing not to giggle, one of them tells Cece that she looks “fried” (17-19).

� ese critical descriptions re� ect a common analytical stance among adolescent girls re-
garding their own looks and that of their peers. In earlier episodes, Cece had astutely described 
the adolescent bodies of her friends: “Her elbows stuck out from her sides like spikes. She had 
long spindly legs, and you could almost see the hinges on her joints as she moved […]” (14). 
Still, her description of the unsuccessful cross-dressing as brides and bridesmaids suggests 
more than mere adolescent criticism. It bespeaks the girls’ ultimate disability to reproduce 
a set of suitable and acceptable brides and bridesmaids and their failure to � nd access to the 
class and racial-ethnic group they aspire to be part of. � e girls lack the bodies these dresses 
were designed for.32 As Driscoll argues, “Like any fashion item, wedding dresses suggest an 
ideal body speci� c as to gender, age range, and norms of facial beauty and body type.”33

In her analysis of practices of consumption and adornment in texts written by Harlem 
Renaissance writer Nella Larsen, Meredith Goldsmith explains how a “ ‘commodity aesthetic’ ” 
can collapse the boundaries between the self and the desired object or the entire commodity 
world. � e costume of one of Larsen’s heroines becomes an “extension[…] of the performativ-world. � e costume of one of Larsen’s heroines becomes an “extension[…] of the performativ-world. � e costume of one of Larsen
ity of the gendered, classed, and racial body,” so that her deliberate and informed accumula-
tion (equals consumption) means acculturation. In del Fuego’s Maravilla, however, the act of 
(played or intended) consumption does not lead to a blurring of boundaries between body 
and commodity. Due to the corporeal realities as de� ned by their race and class, the girls 

32. Evans discusses a suggestion made by psychoanalysis that “fashion allows the displacement of feelings 
about the body on to dress.” One “fetishistic function of dress” is that “in displacing our interest from the 
body on to dress, clothing can supplement the body and make good a lack.” Following Evans, we could say 
that, taking up a certain style, and elements of illusion and arti� ce, Cece and her friends take control “of the 
mask, or disguise, of femininity,” and masquerade as women. However, the dress rehearsal also makes clear 
that the dresses ultimately are un� t to “make good a lack” (1992, 89).
33. 2002, 187. � e episode evokes an incidence in Viramontes’s short story “Miss Clairol” (1985), in which 
particular clothing does not � t Champ’s young mother Arlene: “� e [royal blue chi� on] dress � ts too tight. 
Her plump arms squeeze through, her hips breathe in and hold their breath, the seams do all they can to keep 
the body contained” (1988, 102). Referring to the episode as one of “degradation,” Ka� a states: “[…] Chica-
nas have to internalize alien values for beauty based upon ideals impossible to realize because such models 
are slim, blond, and have fair Caucasian features. […] Nothing � ts. Nothing is right. � e reality of Arlene’s 
� eshy being is at odds with the types of women for whom these fashions are created” (2000, 50, 45).
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are unable to become one with the objects of middle-class consumption. In her analysis of 
Larsen’s � ction, GoldsmithLarsen’s � ction, GoldsmithLarsen  explicates: “[…] consumerism does not merely demonstrate the 
individual consumer’s attempts at identity construction” through a self-conscious consumer-
ist theatricality in which consumerism becomes a means of racial, class, and gender identity 
construction. Consumerism also acutely represents the powers that counter such self-con-
struction (2001, 98).

Unable to � t into the dresses, Cece and her clique fail to � t into the ideologies of middle-
class heterosexual romance, virginal innocence, and bourgeois marriage. Despite the episode’s 
lightheartedness, the description of the girls’ attempt to � t into white American norms of 
female beauty is both preposterous and painful and indicates an upsetting mismatch and de� -
ciency. Looking in the mirror, the distressed girls confront their failure to perceive themselves 
and each other as the beautiful bride. “� e three of us stood looking at ourselves in the mirror. 

‘You look like a guy in a dress,’ Corky said to Carmen. ‘You look like my fat tia, Dora,’ Carmen 
said. Lorraine stood behind us, biting her � ngernails and staring sullenly” (17).

In a � nal episode, in spite of everything, Cece continues to follow the manufactured femi-
nine stereotype she encountered at the wedding shops. When the girlish project of experimen-
tation has developed into an actual wedding event, the girl dons a mint-green Jackie Kennedy 
dress, but still has trouble identifying with the illustrious white role model. Cece belches out 
loud and leaps for the tossed bouquet “like a basketball player” (189). � is act ties in with 
Driscoll’s claim that an incorrect performance of “the laws of marriage and the wedding” is 
possible, as the wedding is in fact a carnival where there is room for a (limited) negotiation 
with, though not a transgression of, existing boundaries (2002, 181). At the same time, however, 
Cece’s act shows the impossibility of identi� cation with the Kennedys of her world. It resembles 
one of Go� man’s “unmeant gestures” and “inopportune events,” which “convey impressions one of Go� man’s “unmeant gestures” and “inopportune events,” which “convey impressions one of Go� man
that are in general […] incompatible with the ones being fostered […].” Cece’s performance 
resembles that of the performer who “may accidentally convey incapacity, impropriety, or dis-
respect by momentarily losing muscular control of himself. He may trip, stumble, fall; he may 
belch, yawn, make a slip of the tongue, scratch himself, or be � atulent […]” (1990, 60).

As “drag queens,” Esperanza, Audre, and Cece are � nally discouraged from engaging in 
transgressive costuming. In Cisneros’s text, confronted with the precarious features of their 
performance, Esperanza and her companions are being stared at and feel awkward and alien-
ated from their own bodies in their high-heeled shoes. In Lorde’s text, Audre and her playmate 
at times feel uncomfortable and inept in their roles, and are either being ignored by the hand-
some businessmen they wish to seduce or disciplined by the irate bus driver who takes them 
for a ride. In del Fuego’s text, Cece and her friends scrutinize themselves in the wedding shops’ 
mirrors, and realize that they do not � t the fancy gowns. � ey literally have to struggle out of 
their too tight dresses.

In playful attempts to make their adolescent lives a little more exciting, and literally ex-
periment with di� erent roles, the girls in the three texts generate their own occasions for 
improvising new selves. � us they organize recreational and more or less freewheeling perfor-
mances among peers. However, in addition, girls of color in coming-of-age texts come across 
more o�  cial occasions for dressing up, which o� er opportunities to try on alternative identi-
ties. As we will now discover, Halloween celebrations, school festivities, and other prescribed 
events authorize and even encourage girls’ cross-dressing. 
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Trick or treat

� e adult narrator of Eleanor Wong Telemaque’s It’s Crazy to Stay Chinese in Minnesota (2000) 
remembers marching in the Memorial Day parade in her Chinese dress “to please the Veter-
ans of Foreign and the American Legion.” She remembers feeling “vicious” underneath her 
charming exterior and feeling the need to put on a “front” of sweetness and quietness, “be-
cause that is what is expected” (16). Knowing and anticipating the “expected,” the girl per-
forms accordingly, which in fact is a means of demonstrating civic loyalty (Bow 2001, 53). forms accordingly, which in fact is a means of demonstrating civic loyalty (Bow 2001, 53). forms accordingly, which in fact is a means of demonstrating civic loyalty (Bow
� e fragment is reminiscent of Blicksilver’s Polish American girl Diane who, as discussed at 
the start of this chapter, dresses up in her Polish costume when going out to join the Ameri-
can ritual of trick-or-treat. However, in contrast to Blicksilver’s presentation of the content 
and sweetly smiling little girl dressed in Polish peasant costume, this narrator presents her 
younger self as “vicious” and fake.

Many more texts present girls’ performances that question rather than establish ethnic 
identity. Some performances simultaneously question the girls’ ethnic and gender identity. 
In Holly Uyemoto’s novel Go (1996), the narrator Wil tells her mother of her wish to be the 
Incredible Hulk for Halloween. Her mother, however, tells her that “ ‘No boys will like you 
if you’re more of a boy than they are […]’,” and suggests that her daughter wear her grand-
mother’s silk kimonos, in order to be “ ‘a Japanese lady.’ ”34 When Wil retorts that she does 
not understand why she has to consider any boy’s preferences, her mother rebukes her for 
talking back. In addition, replicating the Asian American mothers whose cautionary stories 
were discussed in Chapter 2, she refers to an old Japanese story about a disobedient daughter 
who is crushed � at beneath a falling rock. Subsequently, following an argument and then a 
physical struggle with her mother about correct girlish behavior, Wil is, if not crushed � at like 
the girl in the story, wounded. With the resulting � � y stitches and a four-inch scar, she ironi-
cally turns into a “� awless Frankenstein” for Halloween. “At school, I won the most realistic 
costume in my grade. […] I was perfect” (80-81, 84). 

� us, in the end, Wil comes to defy her mother’s wish, but her Halloween “performance” 
is only accidental—even literally so. In this section I will analyze four more episodes in which 
girls of color deliberately negotiate their class and cultural background, and at times their 
proper gender role, by rebelliously dressing up for Halloween. � e episodes come from Ying-
Ying: Pieces of a Childhood (1982), by the Chinese American JeanneYing: Pieces of a Childhood (1982), by the Chinese American JeanneYing: Pieces of a Childhood Joe; Wild Meat and the 
Bully Burgers (1996), by the Japanese American Lois-Ann Yamanaka; Motorcycle Ride on the 
Sea of Tranquility (2002), by Chicana writer Patricia SantanaSea of Tranquility (2002), by Chicana writer Patricia SantanaSea of Tranquility , and Maravilla (1989), by Chi-
cana writer Laura del Fuego.

For Halloween parades and performances of her school’s Chinese Rhythm Band, the nar-
rating I of Jeanne Joe’s Ying-Ying dons an elaborate Chinese dance costume, which includes Ying-Ying dons an elaborate Chinese dance costume, which includes Ying-Ying
peach-colored silk trousers, a top with butter� y buttons, and gold slippers with phoenix em-
broidery. In combination with Chinese ribbon and fan dances and the songs she has learned 

34. � e imposition of gender codes thus continues even when daughters prepare for Halloween. � is also 
occurs in Jordan (2000), where the narrating I borrows her mother’s lipstick “as part of my [Halloween] cos-
tume,” but is called “ ‘a whore’ ” by her father. � e narrator only quietly retorts that “[…] I am nine years old 
and how can I be selling my body with my mother’s lipstick on it?” (235).
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from her mother, the costume helps her to “weave a special image for myself and helped to 
satisfy a hunger to be needed, wanted, and loved.” In her analysis of U.S. Latino � ction, Karen 
Christian explains how some of the characters’ ethnic performances at school invoke the cu-
riosity and ridicule of classmates, and inescapably mark them as the unassimilated “Other” 
(1997, 93-95). In Joe’s text, however, Ying-Ying’s ethnic costume does not invoke the ridicule 
of her classmates. Her audience admires the costume, and this approval and attention are two 

“e� ective substitutes” for the “signs of a� ection” she craves (93).
Instead, it is Ying-Ying’s subsequent makeshi�  imitation of the archetypical American 

cowgirl that elicits her classmates’ mockery. Feeling tired of her ethnic costume when prepar-
ing for yet another Halloween festivity at school, Ying-Ying replaces it with an improvised 

“Mexican cowgirl” out� t. � is suggests that she no longer wishes to a�  rm the traditions of her 
ancestral culture but identi� es with an iconographic � gure of the American West. � e narrat-
ing I describes the assemblage of her attire: a borrowed old straw hat over braids, an embroi-
dered red blouse and a fringed vest, an old skirt, red galoshes as pretend boots, and a silver toy 
pistol found in an alley. � is could be considered to be Ying-Ying’s “front,” de� ned by Go� -
man as “the expressive equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed 
by the individual during his performance.” But the girl’s equipment is not of a “standard kind.” 
� e assemblage re� ects her family’s poor economic condition as well as her ingenuity and 
imagination and in addition indicates the constructed feature of her performance. It shows, in 
the words of Mercer, a “ ‘pick ’n’ mix’ approach to aesthetic production.”the words of Mercer, a “ ‘pick ’n’ mix’ approach to aesthetic production.”the words of Mercer 35

When her classmates inquire what she is supposed to be (“ ‘You a gangster or what?’ ”) 
and ask why she is wearing galoshes on a clear day, Ying-Ying is able to fend o�  their implicit 
criticism by emphasizing the make-believe character of the occasion (“ ‘A costume is for pre-
tend, right?’ ”). Later on, the classmates even give her the largest applause (66, 68). � e school’s 
Halloween celebration thus o� ers Ying-Ying the opportunity to openly play with her identity 
and enables her to forestall being stereotyped as the exotic foreigner. Jan Pettman points at the 
possibility that subordinate groups

may use di� erence to mystify, to deny knowledge of themselves to the dominant 
groups and to confuse and neutralise those who attempt to control or “help” them. 
[…]. So identity is not simply imposed. It is also chosen, and actively used, albeit 
within particular social contexts and constraints. (1991, 190-191; emphasis added)

In line with Pettman, Laurie Shrage, in discussing strategies of resistance, argues that some 
“persons decide to confuse the apparent facts of racial inheritance or sex determination in their 
self-presentations” (1997, 186; emphasis added). � e narrating I of Joe’s text does not report 
making such a conscious decision. But the classmates’ inquiries (gangster, galoshes) indicate 
their confusion.

Moreover, the girl’s performance of ethnicity, race, and gender reveals, in the words of 
Shrage, elements of autonomy and caprice. It shows the “potential” of “racial and ethnic cross-
identifying” (1997, 186). Entering the competition to be selected as the representative for the 
school’s Halloween prize parade, Ying-Ying presents herself to her class as a swi�  cowgirl: “Mr. 

35. Go� man 1990, 32; Mercer 1990, 262.
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Smith called my name, and I jumped up and scurried to the front of the room. I drew my pis-
tol as I pivoted, so it came out just as I reached front face.” � us, the narrating I presents herself 
to her classmates as the frisky and audacious personage she has presumably seen in the mov-
ies. Reinforcing this image, she portrays the two Chinese classmates with whom she competes, 
twin sisters, as clichéd versions of the Chinese female. � eir hyperfemininity speaks from 

“pink, silk, embroidered slippers,” “shiny, lavender, satin top,” “sequins trimmed the borders of 
the slits,” “rouged cheeks,” “pale-pastel, cloth � owers.” � e � rst one is self-conscious and shy, 

“slip[s]” out of her seat, and stands in front of the class with her toes turned inward and her 
head tilted down. � e second one “� oat[s]” out of her seat and tiptoes to the front of the class, 
where she poses with her head bowed as well (69-70).

By creating her costume, Ying-Ying has not only de� ed her family’s economic situation, 
but also disrupted expectations regarding her ethnic identity and proper gender role. When 
she is chosen to represent her class at a parade in the school’s auditorium, she is however 
nearly sent back to her class for looking “absolutely dreadful.” Only through the mediation of 
one teacher is she given a prize for “the most resourceful costume.” Strengthened by the award, 
Ying-Ying already fantasizes about next year’s costume: “[…] I might be a gigantic paper bag, 
or wrap myself in toilet paper and be a mummy, or be a beggar girl—that should be easy” (71, 
73-74). Rendering her much less identi� able than her initial impersonation of the Chinese 
dancer or the subsequent Mexican cowgirl, this fantasy will turn her into a more universal, 
anonymous, and perhaps even incognito object. It will be yet another step away from a Chi-
nese presentation of herself. 

Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s Lois-Ann Yamanaka Wild Meat likewise presents the disruption of stereotypical expec-
tations about the protagonist’s culture. Lovey decides not to present herself as the exotic Asian 
for her school’s Halloween festivities, but establish herself � rmly in U.S. history. While Ying-
Ying transforms herself into the Western prototype of the Mexican cowgirl, Lovey turns her-
self into the American prototype of the female Native American. Employing one of her father’s 
old T-shirts, her mother’s discarded make-up items, and leather strips stolen from a teacher to 
go in her braids, she becomes “an Indian princess.” In contrast to Ying-Ying, who is ridiculed 
by her classmates and asked to identify herself, Lovey is assured by her friend that she looks 

“real”: “Like the social studies book pictures of squaws” (106). 
But despite these di� erences, both protagonists have much in common. � ey are re-

sourceful and rely on their mothers’ sources when carrying out their performances. � is reso-
nates with Esperanza in � e House on Mango Street, who employs her neighbor’s cast-o�  high 
heels, with Zami’s Audre who steals money from her mother, and with Cece and her friends 
in Maravilla, who borrow a wig from an aunt, and lipstick and perfume from their mothers. 
Ying-Ying employs her mother’s example of “throw[ing] all the le� -overs together for chop 
suey” and fabricating clothing out of scrap pieces from the sewing factory where she works 
(74; emphasis in text). In her turn, Lovey takes up her mother’s rejected make-up articles. But 
her creative endeavor is soon completely taken over by that of her mother. Lovey is forced to 
wear the Halloween out� t her mother has created at an art class: a papier-mâché mask over 
a striped turtleneck and white sheet. Forced by her mother to enter the Annual Hilo Shop-
ping Center Halloween Costume Contest (“ ‘[p]ut on the damn goblin head,’ my mother says 
between her teeth”), Lovey feels “hotter and hotter” in her turtle neck, and her goblin head 
that smells like newspaper and clay and disables her to see. She literally su� ocates under the 
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maternal creation (110).
Although Lovey feels ashamed of the “ugliest homemade, papier-mâché, tomato-head-

shaped mask,” her friend persuades her into a trick-or-treat tour through a rich neighborhood 
by pointing out that nobody will be able to identify her “under that basketball-head mask of 
yours […]” (111, 108). But when the two are caught stealing dimes from a � shbowl, set out for 
trick-or-treaters, Lovey’s mother removes the mask, and reveals her daughter’s identity to the 
gathered crowd. � us, having at � rst forced the mask onto her daughter, she now strips it o� , 
shaming her daughter once again. But Lovey does not retaliate. Neither is she able to get back 
at the laughing bystanders—rich girls living in the neighborhood. Unwilling or unable to fol-
low the example of Ying-Ying in Jeanne Joe’s text, who positively contrasts herself to the timid 
and introverted Chinese twin sisters, Lovey portrays the girls as overcon� dent and ultimately 
presents them as being in charge.

At � rst, however, Lovey’s control over the situation is suggested, as she is the one who 
looks and describes. She focalizes the white girl (“I see Tricia London”) as “standing there in a 
purple wig, Elton John glasses, and a lime-green pants suit—must be ‘Crocodile Rock,’ or the 
stupidest-looking alligator I’ve ever seen.” But while this act of observation indicates Lovey’s 
contempt, the second one suggests her envy. For she perceives and presents the girl who shares 
her ethnic background (“� en I see Kawehi Wells”), as “looking real South Paci� c” with the 

“sarong with a fake � ower lei and giant orchid in her hair.” In addition, Lovey’s authority as 
spectator is undermined when she is accused of not being able to see (= read) the sign on 
the � shbowl, which advises the trick-or-treaters to take only one dime. “ ‘See,’ Tricia says, ‘the 
sign says Take one. Can’t you read?’ ” � is marks Lovey as the one who cannot see. Moreover, 
the rich girls become the ones who look and see. While Lovey had wanted to visit the rich 
neighborhood incognito, “with Tricia and Kawehi and Troy and Traci looking” she is no longer looking” she is no longer looking
invisible and anonymous.36

Having trespassed the rules of the trick-or-treat game, Lovey has been tricked herself—by 
the friend who assured her about her disguise, by the mother who fabricated a mask that in 
the end o� ered no safety, and by her rich peers who unmask her failure to “read.” Two � nal 
examples will show how the elements discussed above tie in with the dilemmas of dressing up: 
pride as well as uneasiness and vigor as well as vulnerability; identi� cation and disidenti� ca-
tion with peers; rebellion; and disguise versus looking. But they will also demonstrate a more 
rebellious sort of cross-dressing than Ying-Ying’s and Lovey’s.

Patricia Santana’s Patricia Santana’s Patricia Santana Motorcycle Ride on the Sea of Tranquility stages the fourteen-year-old Motorcycle Ride on the Sea of Tranquility stages the fourteen-year-old Motorcycle Ride on the Sea of Tranquility
Mexican American Yolanda who, in the summer of 1969, struggles with the mysterious disap-
pearance of her favorite brother Chuy, a newly returned Vietnam veteran. � e girl projects 
her feelings of rejection, anxiety, and anger onto the community’s Halloween festivity. At � rst 
focalizing her friend Lydia’s out� t as “stupid” and “a pathetic imitation of a Hobo” and then 
verbally questioning the suitability of the girl’s costume (“ ‘You gonna wear that shit for Hal-
loween?’[…]”), Yolanda transforms herself into an unruly Ghoul:

My faced painted a camou� age green with ghoulish white around the eyes, wearing 
black pants and a sweatshirt, hair ratted sti�  with sticky hair spray, I was good and 

36. 109-110; except for “South Paci� c” and “Take one,” all emphases added. 
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ready for the night. So Halloween crept up on us good and savage. I found a blood-
red lipstick sample on top of the girls’ dresser and smeared it hard on my lips.

Juxtaposing herself next to Lydia’s placid trekker � gure who is decked out in “� oral patches,” 
the narrating I presents herself as tough. � e use of “ghoulish,” “savage,” “blood-red,” and 

“hard,” as well as the aggressive trick-or-treat rhyme she integrates into the text (“Trick-or-treat, 
smell my feet, give me something good to eat. If you don’t, I don’t care, I’ll pull down your 
underwear”), exemplify her brusqueness and belligerence (194).

However, once out on the street, anxiety links up with toughness. Yolanda envisions the 
mythical Mexican � gure of La Llorona hiding somewhere, shrieking like a witch in her search 
for her lost children, and “preparing to snatch any one of the trick-or-treaters for her own.”37

Experiencing “a perverse festivity to the night,” as “[s]mall voices squealed and laughed and 
giggled with delight at being allowed to wander the streets late at night,” Yolanda takes her 
friend to an old cemetery. � e choice of this location, it is suggested, is prompted by Yolanda’s 
previous involvement in preparations for her mother’s “annual ritual” preceding “All Saints’ 
Day and the Day of the Dead.” But her conduct at the cemetery shows no respect for her 
mother’s Mexican rituals: damning the dead (“ ‘Fuck the dead,’ […]”), Yolanda throws a rock 
at a tombstone. Neither does she show an appreciation for America’s Halloween practices 
(“ ‘Fuck this trick-or-treating […]’ ”).38

Yolanda then hides behind another tombstone, feeling excited and apprehensive at the 
same time. “� e night trembled, the air, thin and vaporous, was full of witches preparing 
to snatch disobedient, cussing teenagers. La Llorona was lurking behind the jacaranda tree.” 
� en, by imitating the witches who were lying in wait in the cemetery’s shadows, she attempts 
to frighten her friend. � is is part of a tactic to get the attention of her brother Chuy, who 
must be “hiding out nearby,” and with whom she wishes to be reunited. With her “ghoulish 
looks and mad charging and wicked shrieks,” she subsequently attacks Lydia, “screaming a 
scream to rival all witches’ screams. Now I was La Llorona, shrieking an ugly shriek and wail.” 
Rehistoricizing herself into the particulars of her parents’ culture, identifying with the cultural 
icon of La Llorona, who is destined to search for her drowned children until the end of time, 
Yolanda does not only frighten her friend Lydia, but in addition attempts to locate a lost child, 
her brother (197-199; emphasis in text).

With her stunt, Yolanda joins the two girl protagonists in the texts discussed above: link-
ing up with cowgirl Ying-Ying, whose pistol trick impresses her classmates, and joining Lovey, 

37. For a background of the mythological � gure of La Llorona, or the Weeping Woman, see for instance 
Mirandé and Enríquez (1979) and Saldívar-Hull (2000).
38. 196, 191, 197. In this example, the American celebration of Halloween is both related and juxtaposed to 
the Mexican custom of honoring the dead. � is also occurs in Cantú (1995), in which the narrating I, who 
lives in a U.S.-Mexico border-town, does not don a costume at Halloween. “…we didn’t yet believe in that 
strange U.S. custom […].” But on the Day of the Dead, she notices how the American “custom” is taking over. 

“[…] the most dramatic change was a very tall Frankenstein � gure in full costume, makeup and all, who stood 
at the gate [of the cemetery] and handed out � yers announcing a Halloween sale at La Argentina, a nearby 
store. Street children wore masks, painted faces, ragged clothes over their usual rags, and otherwise disguised 
themselves, and with outstretched hands asked us for ‘treekytreet.’ Día de los muertos had taken on a new 
meaning” (1999, 68, 74).
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whose dime-stealing tricks the inhabitants of the rich neighborhood, Yolanda attempts to 
trick her friend into anxiety and her brother into discovery. But although she, as witch and 
as La Llorona, succeeds in scaring Lydia away from the cemetery, she is le�  ignorant of her 
brother’s whereabouts. Like Ying-Ying’s near disquali� cation from her school’s Halloween 
prize parade for looking “absolutely dreadful,” and Lovey’s unmasking, Yolanda’s act o� ers 
only emptiness. She has pulled o�  a trick, but has not been treated. Feeling “cold” and “terri-
� ed” in the blackness of the cemetery, her head feels as if she has attempted to “bash [her] own 
brains out” (198-200).

One � nal example, taken from del Fuego’s Maravilla, will stage yet another girl protago-
nist whose Halloween costume signi� es rebellion. But this girl’s trick does not take up historic 
and/or mythical female personages as in Joe’s, Yamanaka’s, and Santana’s, Yamanaka’s, and Santana’s, Yamanaka ’s texts. While Ying-’s, and Santana’s texts. While Ying-’s, and Santana
Ying, Lovey, and Yolanda become the “Mexican cowgirl,” the “Indian princess,” or “the Ghoul” 
who turns into “La Llorona,” Cece employs a contemporary American female image in order 
to experiment with her identity. � us, she quotes and ridicules her adoptive American culture. 
In the episode, Cece dresses herself for a Halloween party,

in a shiny blue majorette costume, with blue sequined shorts that I found at the Sal-
vation Army, black � shnet stockings, red, spiked high-heel shoes with ankle strap, a 
bouncy, ash-blonde wig (“Clairol-blondes-have-more-fun” variety) that I’d borrowed 
from my Aunt Helen who was a beautician, false eyelashes, and gobs of make-up. I 
stu� ed two scarves into my 36C cup padded bra. (1989, 115)

Instead of feeling too conspicuous as a majorette at the Halloween party, Cece feels safe in 
her costume’s disguise: “I was incognito. No pressure to prove myself.” However, resonating 
with Lovey’s unmasking by her mother, Cece’s masquerade is unveiled when Bozo the clown, 
another masked party personage, pulls o�  her blonde wig and tosses it into the air. Dancing 
and drugs cause Cece to lose the blonde wig once more, which ends up lying “wilted” in her 
lap. By then she has also lost her spike heels and peels o�  the fake eyelashes that feel like 
sties. Standing beneath a streetlight, partly stripped of her costume and “[c]oming down,” she 
feels “grotesque, aware of my bizarre make-up,” and recognizes the monstrous and anomalous 
features of her appearance (116-117, 119). � us, Cece’s impersonation of the majorette is an 
uncomfortable one that cannot be sustained, signifying her inability to become the emblem of 
modern white American girlhood. Although the majorette is commonly embedded in a squad 
of girls, as an appendage to a male drum band, Cece � nds herself alone, standing beneath a 
streetlight.

However, implicitly and subtly, Cece also ridicules the white icon of pure and pristine 
girlhood. In a dandy-like guerilla subversion of class and racial codes, her reworking of the 
majorette ridicules the white icon of chaste and immaculate girlhood by appropriating and 
altering the image. Following Silverman in her discussion on vintage clothing, we could say 
that Cece stages more than a “naïve referentiality” by putting “quotation marks” around her 
clothing (1986 150). Evoking other episodes in Maravilla, in which she playfully tries on 
bridesmaids’ dresses and preposterously impersonates the cultural icon Jackie Kennedy, Cece 
mischievously identi� es with the American icon of the majorette. But even more so than in 
these two episodes, the description of her costuming suggests that she does not take her white 
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model all that seriously. In an ironic distancing that intimates her inadequacy as a majorette, 
she also appropriates and alters the image by supplementing it with black � shnet stockings, 
red spike heels, fake breasts, a wig, and a great deal of make-up. Apparently aspiring to the 
ultimate symbols of feminine auxiliary to male power—the bride, Jackie Kennedy, and the 
majorette—but ultimately unable and/or unwilling to � t into these roles, Cece impersonates 
as well as mimics them.39

Simultaneously, however, Cece’s performance subtly hints at the necessity of a perfor-
mance that focuses on assimilation. � is allusion is made in all texts, where girls of color 
feel the pressure of integrating into American culture. In Kingston’s feel the pressure of integrating into American culture. In Kingston’s feel the pressure of integrating into American culture. In Kingston � e Woman Warrior the � e Woman Warrior the � e Woman Warrior
protagonist Maxine tempts the silent Chinese girl to speak, by de� ning the ultimate measure 
of assimilation as becoming “a cheerleader[…] Or a pompon girl[…]” (1977, 210). But while 
Cece’s performance as a majorette also parodies and challenges the rigidly de� ned identity 
categories of America’s white middle-class culture, other non-white majorettes literally play 
tricks in order to establish themselves as sexual American girls, and camou� age their own 
racial-ethnic identity.

� e following section will show how the girl narrators of Mitsuye Yamada’s � e following section will show how the girl narrators of Mitsuye Yamada’s � e following section will show how the girl narrators of Mitsuye Yamada Camp Notes
and Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston’s and Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston’s and Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston Farewell to Manzanar, both written in the 1970s, strive to 
become accepted as regular American girls by identifying with that ultimate � gure of Ameri-
can girlhood, the good-natured and cuddly, vivacious and feminine public persona of the ma-
jorette. Like Ying-Ying, Lovey, Yolanda, and Cece, these Japanese American girls play tricks, 
but as majorettes they do so much more literally. However, interned in camps during the 
Second World War, they � nd that the maneuvering space in which they can play such tricks is 
restricted in the most literal sense. 

The wonder of spinning

Yamada’s Yamada’s Yamada Camp Notes (1976) and Houston’s  (1976) and Houston’s  (1976) and Houston Farewell to Manzanar (1973) stage Japanese Farewell to Manzanar (1973) stage Japanese Farewell to Manzanar
American girl narrators/protagonists who, even when imprisoned in internment camps, at-
tempt to adapt to American girl culture in a double strategy of survival. � e narrator of one 
of Yamada’s series of poems on the Japanese internment points out a special kind of trick: of Yamada’s series of poems on the Japanese internment points out a special kind of trick: of Yamada

“� e trick was/ keep the body busy […].” As if following this declaration, the girl narrator of 
another poem in Yamada’s series orders from a department store outside of her internment another poem in Yamada’s series orders from a department store outside of her internment another poem in Yamada
camp at Minidoka, Idaho, “a pair of white/ majorette boots/ with tassels […].” With these, 
she “swagger[s] in/ ankle deep dust” of the Idaho desert. Like the poem’s “dread rattlers” and 

“barbed wire,” the “ankle deep dust” symbolizes and emphasizes the girl’s con� nement. Only 
adding to her invisibility and immobility in the internment camp, the dust disables the girl to 
elegantly move like the typical white American majorette. It traps her in her circumstances 
(1986, 36, 26; emphasis added).

39. Irigaray de� nes mimicry as a provisional and temporary strategy “for dealing with the realm of dis-39. Irigaray de� nes mimicry as a provisional and temporary strategy “for dealing with the realm of dis-39. Irigaray
course (where the speaking subject is posited as masculine) in which the woman deliberately assumes the 
feminine style and posture assigned to her within this discourse in order to uncover the mechanisms by 
which it exploits her” (Publishers note, Irigaray 1985, 220).which it exploits her” (Publishers note, Irigaray 1985, 220).which it exploits her” (Publishers note, Irigaray
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� e narrator of the � rst poem does not specify what the “trick” of keeping the body busy 
was meant to accomplish. But the context of Yamada’s other poems on the Japanese intern-was meant to accomplish. But the context of Yamada’s other poems on the Japanese intern-was meant to accomplish. But the context of Yamada
ment indicates that the “trick” was a way of survival. In an analysis of Yamada’s poetry, Traise ment indicates that the “trick” was a way of survival. In an analysis of Yamada’s poetry, Traise ment indicates that the “trick” was a way of survival. In an analysis of Yamada
Yamamoto states that the narrating I’s activity is an act of a�  rming her self as subject, as the 
very basis of internment was not only a “racial marking” and “violation of the raced body,” 
but also “the denial of subjectivity.” “[M]asking the humiliation and boredom of internment 
through activity provided a containing surface for the emotional lives of the evacuees. […] 
more than a simple diversion, masking through activity was a survival strategy” (1999, 221, 
106, 118). If we transfer this explanation to the second poem, we can say that the narrator’s 
trick to a�  rm herself as a subject literally consists of doing tricks. Moreover, as a majorette, 
she establishes herself not only as a subject, but also as an American subject.

� is also holds for Jeannie in Houston’s � is also holds for Jeannie in Houston’s � is also holds for Jeannie in Houston Farewell to Manzanar. Motivated to keep her 
body busy when locked up in yet another internment camp, the girl joins a majorette class. 
Having practiced in the � rebreaks between the barracks and having replaced her improvised 
twirling stick—“a sawed-o�  broomstick with an old tennis ball stuck on one end”—with a 
more authentic one ordered from the Sears, Roebuck catalogue, Jeannie enters contests held 
at the camp. As a ten-year-old she already knows that “the Japanese in me could not compete 
with [what waited outside]” (1974, 79-80). � rough baton twirling, she identi� es with “that 
childishly glamorous marker of quintessential American girlhood” (Yamamoto 1999, 132). 
Like Yamada’s girl, Jeannie is unclear about her motivations. But she points out that, enroll-Like Yamada’s girl, Jeannie is unclear about her motivations. But she points out that, enroll-Like Yamada
ing in a California high school a� er her release from Manzanar, she “almost obsessively” re-
turns to the activity. “[…] I was desperate to be ‘accepted,’ and baton twirling was one trick 
I could perform that was thoroughly, unmistakably American—putting on the boots and a 
dress crisscrossed with braid, spinning the silver stick and tossing it high to the tune of a John 
Philip Sousa march” (79, emphasis added). While the narrator of Joe’s Ying-Ying realizes, as Ying-Ying realizes, as Ying-Ying
discussed above, that her Chinese costume and concomitant tricks help her to “weave a spe-
cial image for myself and helped to satisfy a hunger to be needed, wanted, and loved” (1982, 
93), here the narrator appropriates the prototypical majorette costume and skills in order to 
become incorporated into American (girl) culture, and partially camou� age her Japanese 
ethnicity.

Once outside the camp, Jeannie practices her tricks no longer in the dust of the California 
desert, but on the grassy plots between the buildings of her family’s housing project. Having 
le�  behind the physical segregation symbolized by Manzanar and now attempting to cross 
other, more “intangible barriers,” she works to control and discipline her body: “behind the 
back, between the legs, over the shoulders”; “we practiced the splits, and bending backward, 
the high-stepping strut.” In addition, she comes to seize her new free space, while tossing her 
stick, “high into the air above the two-story roo� ops” (117, 116). � e stick becomes the object 
that, according to Grosz, is accommodated and incorporated by the body image. “Anything 
that comes into contact with the surface of the body and remains there long enough will be 
incorporated into the body image—clothing, jewelry, other bodies, objects. � ey mark the 
body, its gait, posture, position, etc. […] by marking the body image […].” � e objects, claims 
Grosz, become “psychically invested” (1994, 80).

Grosz writes that when an object becomes a “vehicle for impressions and expression, […] 
it can be used as an instrument or tool” (1994, 80). Ostensibly, Jeannie’s stick is a phallic 
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instrument—a sta�  that, in combination with her white calf-high boots and boat-shaped hat, 
enables the girl to wield an almost masculine power over public space, as it reinforces her body. 
Altogether, the narrator’s description of physical strength, discipline, and the occupation of 
space establishes a presentation of masculinity that de� es the image of the majorette as the 
icon of femininity and a mere assistant to male power. � is sense of being in command is also 
indicated when the girl enjoys the sight of her baton, “glinting out in front of the bass drums 
and snares and shiny bugles, their banners, merit badges, khaki uniforms, and their squared-
o�  military footwork. � is was exactly what I wanted” (116-117, emphasis added). Leading the 
band, the baton becomes a sign of girl power. Leslie Bow points out that the baton is the girl’s band, the baton becomes a sign of girl power. Leslie Bow points out that the baton is the girl’s band, the baton becomes a sign of girl power. Leslie Bow

“own instrument of entry,” but also symbolizes her “need to identify with its true owner” (2001, 
47). However, I would like to stress that its powerful as well as its sparkling features (“high into 
the air,” “glinting”) easily match the (male) band’s signs of control and glamour (“uniforms,” 

“military footwork,” “shiny”). In her struggle for her “high school survival,” the baton enables 
Jeannie to literally transcend her own limited environment and set herself free. It becomes an 
elongation and ampli� cation of the spatial frame of her (ethnic and female) body.

In addition, Jeannie’s performance as a majorette enables her to fantasize her way out of 
the streets of a California housing project “in a ghetto neighborhood.” In her imagination, she 
becomes “a sequined princess leading orchestras across a football � eld, the idol of cheering 
fans” (116). � e use of “sequined princess” suggests the girl’s awareness of her di� erence from 
the other members of her squad. But this awareness is never made explicit, not even when she 
describes herself as marching out in front of the band, embedded between two white girls in 

“blue satin out� ts to accent their bright blond hair,” while she wears a contrasting white suit. 
She does not spell out that, despite her acceptance by the American girl world of twirlers and 
majorettes and despite her power as embodied by the baton and the uniform, the glitter and 
orderliness, she is still standing out (123, 121, 117).

By contrast, the awareness of di� erence is made rather clear in a majorette-episode taken 
from a rather distinct coming-of-age text, Rita Dove’s � rough the Ivory Gate (1992). Like 
Houston’s Jeannie, DoveHouston’s Jeannie, DoveHouston ’s black girl Virginia enjoys “the wonder of spinning.” Dressed in her 
glamorous majorette uniform, her “legs stretched high and away,” and the baton easily spin-
ning from her “magic wrists,” she feels con� dent and powerful—“like she knew how to handle 
what she had and, as [the other majorettes] said in the lavatories, ‘deal that stu� ’.” However, 
much more explicitly than Jeannie, Virginia presents herself as standing out. She knows that 
she is “the only black face and legs on a line of spanking white-and-blue uniforms” (121). But 
her corporeal di� erence from the white girls on the squad is related not only to the color of her 
skin. “� ey tried to mold their bodies to the Vogue standard, glamorous in their long straight 
hair and sharp noses, their peach-colored chemises and sheer nylons.” Virginia glances at their 

“� owered bikini panties and lacy bras. She had never seen such extravagance […]” (122). � e 
white girls are also aware of the di� erence. When in an act of solidarity Virginia helps them 
with their “White hair,” they tell her how much they envy her “for having hair that kept a curl 
(what a laugh!) and stayed put in rain.” Remembering the girls’ horror when she explained the 
notion of the hot comb, she makes sure that they do not witness “her tugging out the kinks 
a� er marching in drizzle” (150), another manifestation of racial di� erence.

Ultimately however, it is suggested, this di� erence is overcome by one common feature: 
girl majorettes pull more tricks than just the one with the baton. Although Virginia secretly 
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busies herself in “tugging out the kinks,” and ambiguously gazes at the pastel color of the 
girls’ chemises, the translucent quality of their nylons, and the feminine and sexy features of 
their underwear, she joins the girls in the manipulative tricks of “mold[ing]” the body. � is 
indicates that all majorettes, white and black, do not only possess a masculine power, as indi-
cated by the narrator’s use of “Titan,” but also become e� ective images of female sexual power. 
Virginia’s public role as well as that of other majorettes consists of a display of (disciplined) 
feminine sexuality (150, 122, 121).

� is is echoed in Houston’s � is is echoed in Houston’s � is is echoed in Houston Farewell to Manzanar, where the narrating I senses the possi-
bility of cultural incorporation through the inscription of her body. As her body is developing 
into a woman’s body, the girl begins to identify her sexuality as a convenient weapon. “Matur-
ing early,” she is aware that the “warm reception” of the boys in the band, and of their fathers, 
is caused by the majorettes’ movements in their tight satin out� ts and short skirts. Although 
the adult narrator acknowledges that she must have been too young as a seventh-grader to use 
her sexuality intentionally or to understand how an “Oriental female can fascinate Caucasian 
men,” she must have known instinctively that “one resource I had to overcome the war-dis-
torted limitations of my race would be my femininity.”40 Leslie Bow explains that Jeannie’s  Leslie Bow explains that Jeannie’s  Leslie Bow

“initial belief that participating in such gender-de� ned activities as baton twirling […] would 
inscribe her as American suggests one link in the interaction between race and gender: that 
the accession to a feminine role colludes with racial acceptability.” Jeannie’s feminine perfor-
mance will enable her to domesticate racial di� erence and will replace “the irreducible di� er-
ence of race with the familiarity of gender di� erence” (2001, 30, 50).

� us, Jeannie attempts to insert herself into American culture via a ritualized and con-
formist role-play, which apparently merges her Japaneseness and her Americanness, and an-
nounces her sexual availability to (white) men. Shirley Geok-Lin Lim states that the girl takes 
up her female sexual body in order to free herself from her father’s “ethnic-speci� c” rule. But 
the alternative, claims Lim, also involves a “complicity in white patriarchal de� nitions of the 
feminine” (1993, 582). Moreover, although the girl de� es her Japanese American father’s dis-
approval of her majorette activities and discusses with her white twirler friend “how a girl 
should look and dress and talk and act” (122), we cannot simply say that she wipes out her 
ethnicity in favor of a Western-oriented femininity. Her sexuality becomes the site where she 
plays with the notion of ethnicity. 

� is becomes clear when, in an e� ort to be socially accepted as a high school senior, she 
runs for carnival queen. Acknowledging that she will not be able to win by emulating the 
other contestants as a “bobbysoxer,” or by looking “too Japanese-y,” the girl decides “to go 
exotic.” Instead of masking her own di� erence by putting on the white face of the Japanese 
geisha, and instead of masquerading as an American, she assembles an attire that includes 
bare feet, a � ower-print sarong, loose black hair, and a hibiscus � ower behind the ear (124). 
� us, employing dominant de� nitions of ethnic otherness as “exotica,” she creates a personal 

“stylistic bricolage” (Mercer 1990, 255, 261) in which she situates herself as a racialized and 
feminine object. 

40. 116-117, 122. Houston’s narrator is not alone in her intuitive strategy. In Mirikitani40. 116-117, 122. Houston’s narrator is not alone in her intuitive strategy. In Mirikitani40. 116-117, 122. Houston ’s poem “Doreen” 
(1987), the girl likewise attempts to divert attention away from her Asian features by accentuating her femi-
ninity, wearing tight sweaters and low-cut dresses even in wintertime (17-19).
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It would lead too far, perhaps, to view Jeannie’s use of “the mask dominant culture places 
over her face” as a “subversive gesture” (Yamamoto 1999, 116). Neither should we simply un-
derstand it as the survival strategy of which Sau-ling Cynthia Wong writes in another context, 
namely the one that rei� es “perceived cultural di� erences” and exaggerates “one’s otherness in 
order to gain a foothold in a white-dominated social system” (1993, 55). Leslie Bow explains order to gain a foothold in a white-dominated social system” (1993, 55). Leslie Bow explains order to gain a foothold in a white-dominated social system” (1993, 55). Leslie Bow
that Jeannie’s “costume transforms ‘real foreignness’ into the benignly exotic.” In an attempt to 
gain acceptance, she performs a strategic racial cross-dressing in “the overtly sexualized garb 
of the receptive native woman.” She employs the racial attributes of another group and uses 
them to alter her own. But although this indicates the possible uses of mimicry to challenge 
the status quo, Jeannie’s hyperfemininity is not much more than a “nonparodic repetition for 
national incorporation” (2001, 50-52; 67).

Bow’s reference to the girl’s transformation “into the benignly exotic” invokes other epi-
sodes discussed in this chapter, in which girls of color take up the apparel and persona of an-
other, presumably more acceptable exotic femininity: Like them, the girl in Farewell to Man-
zanar decides to alter her racial-ethnic identity by appropriating, and slightly modifying, an zanar decides to alter her racial-ethnic identity by appropriating, and slightly modifying, an zanar
existing stereotype, and transform herself into a (more) tolerable, picturesque female � gure. 
� is is not a clear rejection of racial-ethnic identity as Elaine Kim suggests. In a discussion of 
Houston’s text, she points out that the girl’s choice of “clothes and roles” “draws attention away Houston’s text, she points out that the girl’s choice of “clothes and roles” “draws attention away Houston
from her Japanese American identity” (1982, 87). Instead, it evokes the type of mimicry or 
travesty brought up by Jacques Lacan and discussed by Silverman. � e human subject is not 
completely trapped in the imaginary capture, but able to isolate and play with the function 
of the screen (or image or mask, “the locus of mediation”). It is thus possible for a subject to 
in� ate or denaturalize the image and turn it into a weapon. � is ascribes to the subject some 
kind of agency (1992, 149). 

� is Lacanian in� ation or denaturalization does not, automatically, emblematize a re-
jection. Indeed, a complete rejection is not possible, as the tricks employed to discipline 
and transform the ethnic female body are at times taken up in vain. � is brings us back to 
Yamada’s poem “� e Trick Was,” where the narrating I knows that her physical activity, which Yamada’s poem “� e Trick Was,” where the narrating I knows that her physical activity, which Yamada
operates as an instrument to cope with her war experience, is incapable of refuting what the 
mind knows to be true: “the trick was/ keep the body busy […]. But the mind was not fooled” 
(1986, 27; emphasis added). � is leaves the question of the obstacles girls encounter while 
experimenting with clothes and roles, and the ways in which they are either being fooled or 
perceived as fools.

Foolishness

In many texts, girlish fantasies of transformation into the “American feminine” (Kingston
1977, 13) are frustrated by white American prejudice. Biased high school politics, for instance, 
hinder their ambitions. In Dove’s � rough the Ivory Gate, the word goes that one girl in the 
majorette squad has “been passed over for head majorette because her father was Mexican” 
(120). Such racism is also expressed in Trudier Harris’s Summer Snow (2000), where the adult Summer Snow (2000), where the adult Summer Snow
narrator remembers her black school’s “picmentocracy,” which stipulated that the head ma-
jorette and supporting cast be “high yaller.” “I learned this when I naïvely ‘tried out’ for the 
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majorette squad” (84-85). Finally, in Houston’s majorette squad” (84-85). Finally, in Houston’s majorette squad” (84-85). Finally, in Houston Farewell to Manzanar, Jeannie is allowed to 
become “the � rst Oriental majorette” to represent her senior high school only a� er due con-
sultation with the board and with the students’ parents. In addition, her election as the � rst 
Japanese American carnival queen is considered problematic at � rst, and a blond, blue-eyed 
girl is almost chosen (122).

Moreover, Jeannie’s ambitions are hindered by the rules of her conformist father, who 
disapproves of her role as a majorette and counsels her on his ideas of female elegance and 
prudence, which exclude excessive smiling, extravagant and tight clothing, and the display 
of legs. He is also enraged at his daughter’s election as carnival queen. “ ‘Showing o�  your 
body. Is that the kind of queen you want to be?’ ” Even the con� rmation bride his daughter 
aspires to be is vetoed. Having observed a girl “dressed like a bride, in a white gown, white 
lace hood, and sheer veil” at a con� rmation ceremony in Manzanar’s chapel, the daughter 
expresses her wish to become baptized and con� rmed as well. Her father, however, � ies into 
a rage, and declares that a baptism will prevent his daughter from � nding a “good Japanese 
boy to marry.” � e girl’s dream of becoming the idealized white female bride is thus promptly 
erased by her father’s scheme, in which she, as Japanese American girl, will marry a “Japanese 
boy.” Disillusioned, she spends the nights dreaming of “the white-gowned princess I might 
have become” and furiously practices her baton in the camp’s � rebreaks. � us, controlling her 
body as well as the baton becomes a way in which she expresses her resistance to her father 
(122, 126, 83-84).

Jeannie � nds herself trapped between white American norms and values as embodied 
by the white American school system and the Japanese standards regarding femininity as 
articulated by her father. Many other coming-of-age texts feature parents who frantically 
discourage their daughters’ endeavors to insert themselves into the rituals of American life. 
Many parental discouragements and prohibitions focus on the girls’ appearances.41 Others 
are directed at the girls’ attitudes and ambitions. In Julia Alvarez’s García Girls, the Domini-
can immigrant father objects to the American-style speech his daughter Yoyo has written 
when chosen by her ninth grade English teacher to deliver the Teacher’s Day address at the 
school assembly. He forbids his daughter to present the speech, which was inspired by Whit-
man’s “I celebrate myself.” “ ‘It show no gratitude. It is boastful. I celebrate myself? � e best 
student learns to destroy the teacher?’ He mocked Yoyo’s plagiarized words. ‘� at is insubor-
dinate. It is improper. It is disrespecting of her teachers’.” Instead of the daughter, the mother 
protests: “ ‘� is is America, Papi, America! You are not in a savage country anymore!’ ” Yoyo 
then calls her father “ ‘Chapita!’,” using the hated nickname of Trujillo, dictator of her father’s 
motherland.42

� e father’s critique of the girl’s boastfulness returns in three more examples, in which 

41. In Yamanaka (1996), for instance, Lovey implicitly sets herself o�  against two peers, Japanese Hawaiian 
girls, whose tolerant mothers let them apply blue eye shadow (188). Analogously, the mother in Joe (1982) 
does not allow her daughter to enroll in tap-dance class, as she considers it too unfeminine (92). Finally, 
faced with her Puerto Rican mother’s old-world conventions, Santiago’s Negi only secretly alters her appear-
ance when away from home—hitching up her skirt, applying make-up, and teasing her hair “into beehives 
sprayed sti� ” just like the “other girls” (1998, 28-29).
42. 1992, 143-147. Chapita is a derogatory term for police o�  cer: chapa.
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the mothers’ warnings and inhibitions are less unambiguous. In Veronica Chambers’s Mama’s 
Girl (1996), the Panamanian immigrant mother constantly warns her daughter “about aiming Girl (1996), the Panamanian immigrant mother constantly warns her daughter “about aiming Girl
too high. ‘Don’t always be pushing yourself ahead,’ she would say when I wanted to join some-
thing like the City Wide Band. […] ‘You can’t do everything,’ she would say when I wanted to 
take acting lessons or dancing lessons” (53). But the mother does not explicate her opposition. 
� e mother in Audre Lorde’s Zami rebukes her daughter for expecting to be treated fairly 
when entering a school election. In an episode covering only a couple of pages, she refers 
no fewer than � ve times to the notions of “fool” and “foolishness.” De� ning the election as a 

“worthless fool election,” she asks her daughter: “ ‘What in hell are you doing getting yourself 
involved with so much foolishness? […] stop talking your foolishness. […] stop acting like 
some stupid fool […]. Look, you hair all mess-up behind from rolling around with foolish-
ness’.” However, although she profusely points out the foolishness of her daughter’s undertak-
ing, like the mother in Chambers’s text she does not clarify the grounds for this disapproval 
(1990, 65, 61).

Faced with mothers who constantly, but ambiguously declare their resistance to their 
daughters’ engagement in unwise endeavors, the girls will have to � nd out for themselves 
whether and why they are being fools. When Audre fails to win the election and realizes that 
her mother “had been right,” the latter’s rude vocabulary hints at an explanation of her mo-
tivation: “ ‘What kind of ninny raise up here to think those good-for-nothing white piss-jets 
would pass over some little jacabat girl to elect you anything?’ ” Even then, the adult narrator 
remembers, she “did not see her helplessness, nor her pain.” Only with hindsight, it is sug-
gested, does she recognize her mother’s vulnerability and anguish (1990, 64-65, 61).

Only in one text can we infer that the young daughter is able to sense the parental feelings 
of anxiety and fear of losing control. In Esmeralda Santiago’s Almost a Woman (1998), Negi 
is caught copying her white American peers when her mother pays a surprise visit to school. 
� e daughter reads her mother’s feelings of apprehension in her verbal and body language: 

“ ‘Who do you think you are?’ […]. ‘Don’t think because we’re here you can act like those fast 
American girls,’ […] her face red, her eyes narrowed into slits, her lips taut” (29). � is “ ‘Who 
do you think you are?’ ” echoes the mothers in Chambers’s text (“ ‘You can’t do everything’ ”) 
and Lorde’s text (“ ‘What in hell are you doing […]?’ ”). It suggests, but does not fully explicate, 
that the daughters are foolishly overestimating themselves and are unwise in thinking that 
they can fool the other in “so much foolishness.”

Unable or unwilling to explain to their daughters the restrictions imposed by ethnicity 
and race and in want of another way to communicate, parents in various coming-of-age texts 
make fun of their daughters in order to temper their ambitions. � is was already shown in 
Alvarez’s text (“He mocked Yoyo’s plagiarized words,” 145). � e mother in Janet Campbell 
Hale’s Bloodlines: Odyssey of a Native Daughter is a “master […] of verbal abuse,” and mimics 
her daughter’s attempts to become an American girl. One morning, when the girl is about to 
leave for school, her mother calls her back:

“You can’t fool anybody, no matter how ‘nice’ you act … no matter how much you smile 
(and she mocked me here, how I looked smiling and simpering and trying to act nice. 
� e e� ect was grotesque.) and put on a show. It won’t work.”
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Telling the girl that people will never believe that she is “somebody else,” the mother ridicules 
her daughter’s attempts at emulation. At the same time, however, while her mother sco� s 
at her dolling herself up in front of the mirror when getting ready for school, the focalizing 
daughter makes a fool out of her mother, whose mocking looks “grotesque”: “She hadn’t put 
her dentures in yet. Her mouth looked ugly and loose.” Still, this derision of her mother’s unat-
tractive nakedness only occurs in retrospect (60-61; emphases in text).

In Houston’s In Houston’s In Houston Farewell to Manzanar it is a father who angrily mocks his daughter for try-Farewell to Manzanar it is a father who angrily mocks his daughter for try-Farewell to Manzanar
ing to emulate her American models. He makes fun of the way American girls walk—straight 
shoulders, self-con� dent stride, “lips pulled back in a baboon’s grin”—and implicitly criticizes 
the bearing of his acculturated daughter. Like the daughter in Bloodlines, this girl turns the 
mockery around. But she does so openly, and laughs at her father’s “show of resistance.” How-
ever, in retrospect, the adult narrator mocks her Japanese role just like her father mocked 
her American role, as she recounts her failure at traditional Japanese dancing lessons. � e 
teacher dismissed her because “I smiled too much and couldn’t break the habit. Like a major-
ette before the ever-shi� ing side-walk crowd, I smiled during performances, and in Japanese 
dancing that is equivalent to a concert violinist walking onstage in a bathing suit.” � us, she 
notes her father’s caricature of the American girl (“baboon’s grin”), but also laughs at her own 
presentation as odori dancer (126-127).

Compared to the aggressive manner of the mother in Bloodlines (“She was going full throt-
tle,” 61) and the father in Manzanar (“Papa was furious,” 125), the mother in Gloria Wade-Manzanar (“Papa was furious,” 125), the mother in Gloria Wade-Manzanar
Gayles’s “Connected to Mama’s Spirit” (1991) is rather composed. Unperturbed, she subtly 
ridicules not only her daughter’s plan to attend a “colored debutante ball,” but also mimics the 
girl’s words that are meant to support the plan (“ ‘society’,” “ ‘connections’,” “ ‘those people’ ”) 
and makes fun of her impassioned argument that the ball “ ‘symbolizes my debut to society’.” 
� e girl should not attend the ball, explains her mother, as it will not “ ‘do’ ” anything for her, 
and will only cost money. � is maternal practicality goes hand in hand with the portrayed 
lightheartedness. Giving the girl a “you-gotta-be-kidding chuckle,” the mother pronounces 
that “ ‘It’s all fantasy’ ”—a fantasy their family does not want, nor can a� ord, and “ ‘a dream 
somebody else gave you’ ” (220-221). Cautioning her daughter not to engage in a super� uous 
game of fools, the mother here repeats the use of “foolishness” by the mother in Lorde’s Zami
(“ ‘[…] getting yourself involved with so much foolishness?’,” 61).

While the father in Manzanar cautions his daughter not to show at all (“ ‘Showing o�  
your body. Is that the kind of queen you want to be?’ ”), and the mother in Bloodlines admits 
that the girl can certainly “put on a showthat the girl can certainly “put on a showthat the girl can certainly “ ,” but that it will be ine� ective, Wade-Gayles’s mother 
explains to her daughter that the showy role to which she aspires is a sham. Increasingly, the 
girl comes to appreciate the maternal message. � is is rather di� erent in Lorde’s Zami, where 
Audre su� ers from the harsh realization that her mother “had been right” (“when I felt it 
fully I shrieked with renewed vigor”). In Wade-Gayles’s text, the daughter’s realization that 
her mother “was right” is followed by an a�  rmative description of her mother as “a proud 
woman who was opposed to showy things, phoniness and the slightest hint of elitism.” � us, 
the daughter tentatively agrees that she should not enter any foolishness.43

But the acquiescent daughter of Wade-Gayles’s text is an exception. When the Japanese 

43. Houston 126; Hale 61; Wade-Gayles 1991, 220-221.
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American girl Sam, in Mavis Hara’s “Carnival Queen” (1993), meets her mother’s scorn upon American girl Sam, in Mavis Hara’s “Carnival Queen” (1993), meets her mother’s scorn upon American girl Sam, in Mavis Hara
her announcement that she has entered the high school’s Carnival Queen contest, she is much 
more rebellious than Wade-Gayles’s narrator. � e entire conversation between mother and 
daughter can be characterized as antagonistic. While in Wade-Gayles’s text the mother at � rst 
even con� rms her daughter’s right to be chosen for a “colored debutante ball” (“ ‘No one is 
more beautiful and graceful than my girls’,” 219), in Hara’s text the mother only ridicules more beautiful and graceful than my girls’,” 219), in Hara’s text the mother only ridicules more beautiful and graceful than my girls’,” 219), in Hara
her daughter’s chances. “My mother got that exasperated look on her face. ‘You think you get 
chance!’ […] My mother is beginning to look like she is su� ering again.” � e mother then 
tells her daughter that she is a fool for thinking that she will win, as her skin is too dark, her 
legs crooked, and her posture unbecoming (1993, 340). But Sam persists and prepares to join 
the contest.

At an orientation meeting for contestants, Sam is counseled by Mrs. Chung, the beauty 
consultant appointed to turn the competing students into the school’s “worthy representatives.” 
Even though Sam, like all other girls, knows beforehand that a “hapa,” or “Japanese-haole” will 
win the contest, she joins the deception. Pointing out in detail the tricks undertaken to cre-
ate beauty, she insinuates that it is not the contestants but the spectators who are fools. As 
narrator, however, she also reports on the ultimate cosmetic failure. Used to give the illusion 
of a crease in each eyelid, one girl’s Scotch tape comes o�  when she attempts to rid her face 
of what Chung labels “ ‘all the dirt and impurities’ ”; meant to “‘correct defects in the tones of 
our skins’,” another girl’s moisturizer makes her look like she has the � u. Sam also mocks her 
own failed transformation. When she follows Chung’s advice to apply “sparking eyeshadow,” 
it makes her look like “a gecko.” Neither do the walking and modeling lessons help her bow-
legged stance—“I look kinda like a crab.” � us, although Sam does not directly � ght her moth-
er’s ridicule, she acquiesces by deriding herself and the other contestants. Following Grosz, we 
can say that she is unable to inscribe herself into American girlhood.44

Here, � nally, we return to Houston’s Here, � nally, we return to Houston’s Here, � nally, we return to Houston Farewell to Manzanar, where the narrator also realiz-
es, ultimately, that her impersonation of the white American girl does not succeed. Preparing 
for her coronation as a carnival queen, she is caught between several di� erent possible � gures 
to identify with: a Japanese odori dancer, a nonspeci� c exotic native, or a Hollywood heroine. 
Having to negotiate between her Japanese parents’ ideas regarding respectability and modesty 
and her own desire to live up to her peers’ expectations, she rejects the � rst two possibilities, 
which represent her parental culture and an attempt to be acceptably outlandish, and chooses 
to be a “white-gowned � gure out of Gone with the Wind.” But most of all, the “frilly ball gown” 
with the high neck and layers of ru�  es symbolizes her wish to belong to white America. Em-
bodying her marriage to an American, Hollywood-in� uenced culture, it even causes her to 
walk “very slowly, like you do at weddings, carrying against the white bodice of my gown a 
bouquet of pink carnations” (130). 

However, while still preparing for the ceremony, Jeannie becomes conscious of her dif-
ference from the four American girls who, wearing strapless gowns over “pool-browned 
shoulders,” are her attendants. While the Hollywood dress, in contrast to her previous ex-
otic sarong out� t, suppresses racial markers and functions as the ultimate (white) feminine 
uniform, it emphasizes her di� erence in another way. In an uneasy conversation prior to the 

44. 1993, 337-341. � e consultant’s advice is the motto of this chapter.
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ceremony, the four girls de� ne Jeannie’s white gown as “sedate” and during the ritual appear 
to stare at her dress. Reminiscent of Cece and her friends, who feel strangled in their wedding 
and bridesmaids’ dresses, Jeannie feels su� ocated under the high neck and smothered by the 
dress’s ru�  es. She realizes that her “sti� ing” dress “was not at all what I should have on.” � ose 
who had elected her because of her character in the low-cut sarong had not voted for “the girl 
in this old-fashioned dress” (128-129; emphasis in text).

Leslie Bow states that, in retrospect, the narrator recognizes that her feminine perfor-Leslie Bow states that, in retrospect, the narrator recognizes that her feminine perfor-Leslie Bow
mance as a hybrid ethnic one is inauthentic, but “does not admit its violence because the text 
ultimately marks integration as empowering” (2001, 58). However, the episode’s use of “the 
lights were intense,” “too hot,” “sti� ing,” and “stu� y dress” reveals, if not violence, discomfort 
at the least. Having taken into consideration the demands of parents and peers, Jeannie has 
fooled herself, as well as her schoolmates, into believing that she could emulate the Hollywood 
heroine. Her self-construction, outside of her Japanese father’s style, an “ethnically transgres-
sive yet American assimilative mode of self-representation,” only proves to be provisional and 
unsatisfactory (Lim 1993, 589). Jeannie’s abject racial self continues to prevent her from at-
taining her objective of white-de� ned acceptance (Yamamoto 1999, 133).

Conclusion

� e beginning of this chapter showed how the narrating I’s of Angelou (1969) and Davis
(1974) fantasize about fooling others into believing that they are white. � e concept of fooling 
turned out to be a major issue in this chapter. María Lugones argues that as individuals occupy 
many “worlds” simultaneously and frequently “travel” through them, they are able to play 
across racial and other divisions. She de� nes play as an interaction that “involves openness 
to surprise, openness to being a fool, openness to self-construction or reconstruction and to 
construction or reconstruction of the ‘worlds’ we inhabit playfully” (1990, 400-401; emphasis 
added). In their acts of cultural (cross-)dressing, playing with their identities, the girls in this 
chapter indeed are open to “being a fool.” Some are ridiculed and called foolish by peers and 
parents for their failed impersonations, or for thinking that they can fool others. But the girls 
also trick others by altering their identities.

One way of fooling others is through whitewashing. Although the literature presents only 
few girls who actually undertake a whitening of their skin, it o� ers numerous examples of 
black girls who dream of somehow, miraculously, turning into a white girl. In addition, many 
girl narrators describe how other women of color manipulate their own skin color, or how 
their parents subject them to such manipulative acts in order to accommodate them to the 
white beauty myth of mainstream America. � us, in many texts, both as protagonists and as 
narrators, girls of color bring up the issue of skin color correction, and suggest that skin color 
is no given, but involves agency. In addition, they expose the deceptive and preposterous 
make-up of white culture, and problematize the politics of color by alluding to the possibility 
of a topsy-turvy reality. At the same time, however, they show a correlation between skin whit-
ening and death, which suggests that whitened skin does not necessarily imply (a better) life.

Other girl protagonists do not focus on this transformation into white deathlessness, but 
on the possibility of becoming acceptable exotic personas, historic and/or mythical female 
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personages, or authentic American girls. Appropriating and slightly modifying an existing 
model or stereotype with the use of clothing and other attributes, and taking up more or less 
o�  cial occasions such as Halloween and school rituals, the protagonists undertake ingenuous 
acts of experimentation in order to transform themselves into either a more tolerable racial-
ethnic female � gure, or an archetypal white American role model (Scarlett, majorette). Jointly, 
these texts show the girls’ oscillation between various cultured and gendered positions.

� e acts of corporeal writing or bodily self-fashioning are not simply imposed on the 
girls from the outside, claims Elizabeth Grosz. � ey are sought out and commonly under-
taken voluntarily. However, they are not lighthearted, leisurely games of fantasy, nor merely 
girlishly acts of experimentation aimed at making their bodies more beautiful and feminine. 
At the cost of hard work, pain, and sacri� ce, they are diligent and o� en disconcerted e� orts 
to blend in, and to move beyond a current state of existence. Neither are the performances 
entirely undisturbed and unrestricted, as the girls face the dominant society’s white prejudice, 
and conformist parental rules. Not only biased school politics, but also parents frantically 
discourage the girls’ endeavors to insert themselves into the culture of American girlhood, 
and prohibit or restrict their appearances, attitudes and ambitions. � ey persistently, but also 
vaguely resist the girls’ performances and call them fools for overestimating themselves and 
thinking that they can fool the other. 

� e girls, in turn, take up several means to resist their parents’ mockery. Jeannie, in Hous-
ton (1973), starts to dream of becoming the white-gowned princess, and furiously practices 
her baton. In Alvarez (1991), the daughter resists her father by hateful name-calling. Apart 
from silent as well as loud protests, as narrators and/or focalizers the girls report in great detail 
on the resourceful and ingenious measures taken in their continuing process of self-fabrica-
tion and self-stylization. Revealing a multiplicity of tricks, they highlight the arti� ciality and 
synthetic quality of looks, and subtly expose the falseness and illusion of white girlhood. � us, 
they question, albeit tentatively, the color codes of American society, and mischievously resist 
the idea of an essential and � xed identity.

Not only the girls’ narrativized or focalized reports, but also their acts are subversive 
instead of only anxious and impatient, restricted and frustrated. Either in her uneasy attempts 
to emulate the white bride’s maid and Jackie-style wedding guest, or as a dandy-like and sub-
versive majorette, Maravilla’s Cece engages in transgressive costuming. Resembling a drag 
queen who makes a spectacle of her female and ethnic body, she slightly perverts conventional 
gender roles, negotiates her class and cultural background, and reveals elements of autonomy 
and caprice. In many other coming-of-age narratives, girls of color engage in spectacularly 
rebellious performances and subversive acts of self-fashioning. Employing their colored and 
gendered bodies as primary sources of identity, and bringing into play material tools such as 
clothing and make-up, they produce public and private demonstrations of girlness, and aim 
at their insertion into American girl culture. � eir bodily and mimicry-like experimentation 
also enables them to deal with the stress caused by their in-between position as adolescents 
and daughters of immigrants or otherwise marginalized people, and to display their adoles-
cent resistance to their parents. However, following Yamamoto, we should realize that “[s]uch 
acts of reclamation, however, cannot in any simple way be looked to as grand gestures of self-
a�  rmation and resistance” (1999, 201). 

For the role-playing acts are not only parodic and subversive articulations of autonomy 
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and resistance, but at times also compliant attempts at compromise, and frenzied, frantic ef-
forts to belong to a presumably more acceptable group. � ey call attention to, or even contest, 
America’s white models of feminine beauty, but do not structurally call them into question. 
� e acts o� er the girls new, performative selves that at times, however, are ill-� tting, and in-
volve a Groszian “resistance of the � esh.” � ey reinforce the girls’ adolescent feelings of physi-
cal awkwardness, and make them even more aware of their bodily di� erences. � us, many 
performances are ultimately not empowering. � e girls’ impersonation of the white American 
girl or the benignly exotic girl fails. In the end, the girls’ spectacles performing the rituals of 
girlhood generate an unsettling mimicry. In the � nal chapter I will focus on the way in which 
girls search for female peers in order to assist them in the fabrication of culturally endorsed 
forms of femininity.



Ganging Up 
Chapter 10
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Relocating friendships

In “Pictures of a Displaced Girlhood” (1994) Marianne Hirsch reports how her adolescence 
was a period of transition in more ways than one. Having le�  her childhood behind in Ro-
mania, she starts to menstruate, wear stockings, and experiment with make-up in her family’s 
temporary new home in Vienna. Subsequently, in Providence, Rhode Island, she has her � rst 
date and kiss, attends the � rst parties and dances, undergoes bodily changes ranging from los-
ing plumpness to having her teeth straightened, and turns into a “teenager.” Hirsch contends 
that she has never been able to � gure out which personal changes were to be attributed to 

“chronology” and which to “geography.” For a long time, she attributed her feelings of awk-
wardness and alienation to her status as an immigrant, as she needed to learn the English 
language and adapt to American culture—a process of being displaced and dispossessed, a 
transition to a “set of rules and standards, for me only [a] set of faux-pas and embarrassments 
[…]” (73-74).

Hirsch describes her own teenage years as a period of provisionality and pretense, of not 
rightfully belonging and therefore copying American girls, who appeared to “come by crino-
lines, lipstick, cars, and self-con� dence naturally.” Preoccupied in employing all “powers of im-
personation” in order to come across as a composed and self-possessed teenager, “Marianne” 
was only eventually able to notice the discomfort and alienation of all her female classmates 
who, also located in a process of acculturation, had to “gain, sometimes through gestures of 
mimicry and impersonation, new skills and new selves.” Performing a new, adult feminine 
behavior, all girls shi�  to a new culture with a new language, and experience the transition 
into female adulthood as if emigrating to a foreign culture. Still, Hirsch’s essay demonstrates into female adulthood as if emigrating to a foreign culture. Still, Hirsch’s essay demonstrates into female adulthood as if emigrating to a foreign culture. Still, Hirsch
that growing up as an immigrant presented a double process of negotiation, of “unlearning 
and learning, of resisting and assimilating […]” (1994, 74-75; emphasis in text).

Not surprisingly perhaps, “Marianne’s” relocation mostly occurred through her succes-
sive friendships with two immigrant girls, Mona from Egypt and Marta from Brazil, to whom 
she dedicates her essay. Sharing feelings of displacement and alienation, the girls need each 
other to mediate their cultural assimilation. Hirsch demonstrates their strong identi� cation in 
photographic portraits showing the girls in indistinguishable out� ts, hairstyles, postures and 
gestures. In her friendship with Mona, “Marianne” learns “the styles, the songs, the gestures 
that will make us American […].” Ultimately, their graduation picture shows the two girls sit-
ting “in the front row, our hair is teased just the right amount, we smile just like the other girls 
and we fold our hands on our laps with just the right modesty: we pass.” Analogously, “Mari-
anne” and Marta live a “good-girl existence” and “provide for each other the peer experience 
others � nd in dorms and clubs and sororities” (83, 85). In their adolescent process of separa-
tion and individuation, “Marianne” and Marta jointly negotiate the incongruities between 
sixties adolescent rebellion and deep (immigrant) family ties.

In Hirsch’s description of her adjustment to American culture, four elements clearly stand In Hirsch’s description of her adjustment to American culture, four elements clearly stand In Hirsch
out. Firstly, Hirsch mostly writes of her friends. Despite her mentioning of “strong famil-
ial bonds forged by the experience of emigration,” her essay only twice refers to the role of 
parents (85). Even then, she relates it to her relationship with peers.1 � is suggests that she 

1. Firstly, Hirsch recounts that “Marianne” and Mona explain to the latter’s mother that American girls are 
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especially identi� es with her adolescent friends with whom she shares feelings of estrange-
ment and anxiety. A second element, however, is that some peers are better role models than 
others. Hirsch mostly writes of her immigrant friends who like her do not rightfully belong 
and fail to grow up “naturally” (74). � ey share a double sense of alienation, confusion, and 
rejection.

� is brings us to the third feature. Hirsch describes how, with her relocated friends, “Mar-
ianne” enters a process of impersonation, including the imitation of songs, hair- and clothing 
styles, postures, and gestures that will make her American. � is copying of American girls 
enables her to organize for herself a “good-girl existence,” and “pass” with properly teased hair, 
an imitated smile, and modest body language (1994, 85, 83). She experiments with feminine 
clothing and make-up, and even adjusts her body size and dental arrangement. � us, the pe-
riod of female adolescence is a period of simulation and fabrication, and one of performing 
femininity. 

Fourthly, “Marianne” and Marta share a skepticism towards assimilation, “a pervasive 
cultural relativism through which we observe the practices of our peers.” Hirsch also recounts 
how, with Mona, her adolescent self creates and occupies “a space at the border,” where they 
both desire and resist assimilation to American teenage girlhood. � rough the mediating 
roles of her two friends, “Marianne” is thus able to uphold her own culture while adjusting to 
American culture. “During adolescence, friendship provided a form of displacement and re-
sistance: to cultural assimilation as well as to femininity. It was a place on the border between 
cultures, between girlhood and womanhood” (84-85, 83, 88).

Following these four components of Hirsch’s essay while looking at other coming-of-age Following these four components of Hirsch’s essay while looking at other coming-of-age Following these four components of Hirsch
narratives, this chapter will trace the role of girls’ contemporaries in the gendered-sexual and 
racial-ethnic-speci� c maturation process. While preceding chapters have delineated the roles 
that mothers and other adults play during the process of growing up, this chapter will demon-
strate how peers, as well, signi� cantly in� uence the girls’ maturation process. In that sense the 
narratives resemble the large body of literary texts that “exemplify the proposition that peer 
groups provide the primary context for adolescence and that education ‘by one’s contempo-
raries’ outweighs all other in� uences” (Neubauer 1992, 47). In the words of Hirsch, the narra-
tors-protagonists “observe the practices of [their] peers (84-85).” Looking at their peers, they 
work on the construction of their identities. When immigrant parents are lacking role models 
for their daughters, as will become apparent, their daughters seek out female peers as aids in 
the fabrication of culturally endorsed forms of femininity.

Subsequently, I will focus on the limitations of identi� cation. Diana Fuss maintains that 
“the institutions of identi� cation” produce, form a junction with, and explain identities. De� n-
ing identi� cation as a powerful mechanism of cultural self-fashioning, Fuss calls it “a question 
of relation, of self to other, subject to object, inside to outside. […] [It is] the internalization 
of the other.”2 In their desire to be absorbed in and a�  rmed by their peer-group culture, the 

allowed to go out. Further, comparing herself and her friend Marta with the rebellious group of outcasts in 
their high school, “Marianne” realizes she and her friend “cannot a� ord to alienate our parents quite as much 
as they can; we have to be more cautious, more measured in our rebellions” (83, 85).
2. 1995, 93, 429; emphasis added. De Lauretis also points out the relationary aspect of identi� cation. It is 

“the identi� cation (of oneself) with something other (than oneself).” In psychoanalytic terms, “To identify 
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girl protagonists’ subject-selves are partially structured by their interaction with their peers. 
� is relation, however, is sometimes restricted or impossible, as various impediments make 
the identi� cation necessary for this process di�  cult.

Further, this chapter will focus on the peer-related self-fabrication and performance of 
femininity that Hirsch refers to. In their e� orts to gain peer approval, adolescent girls use their 
outward appearances in order to be able to � t in. � e previous two chapters showed how girls 
attempt to manipulate the presentation of their bodies through hairstyling and other means 
of fabrication. � is chapter will elaborate on this constitution of (white) femininity in relation 
to the role of peers. For amidst the incentives and impediments presented by their peers, the 
girls undertake e� orts to manipulate their looks.

Finally, the chapter demonstrates how girl protagonists, like “Marianne” in Hirsch’s text, Finally, the chapter demonstrates how girl protagonists, like “Marianne” in Hirsch’s text, Finally, the chapter demonstrates how girl protagonists, like “Marianne” in Hirsch
create border-like spaces where they can negotiate between their parents’ culture and the 
culture of teenage America. � ey meet in the private spaces of bedrooms or shops’ dressing 
rooms, as well as in the public spaces of the street, not only in order to assimilate, but also to 
resist. One extreme form of a border-like space is that of the gang, an institution that some 
protagonists join, and that functions as a substitute for the (immigrant) family. � e latter part 
of this chapter reveals how the gang o� ers the girls a bordered space where they are able to 
negotiate, more or less successfully, their position as girls of color.

Peers, parents, performance

Peer groups play a crucial role in the cognitive and social-emotional development and so-
cialization of individuals. � ey are informal groups of contemporaries against which young-
sters measure themselves, and in which they mutually in� uence each other. � ey assist in 
individual identity construction by giving feedback regarding, among other things, demeanor, 
jargon, physical appearance, social values, and preferences for entertainment heroes, food, 
music, and leisure activities. By interacting with peers, one learns how to maintain oneself 
amongst others, develop an intolerance and cruelty toward those who behave di� erently, and 
explore aggressive and sexual feelings. Peer groups also play an important role in the detach-
ment from parents and the preparation for the transition to adulthood. Rolf E. Muuss argues 
that with the onset of adolescence, parents and teachers commonly begin to fade as the pri-
mary important models of identi� cation. Apart from certain mass culture celebrities, the peer 
group gradually becomes most crucial as a model, especially if the communication between 
parents and adolescent fails. When parents no longer provide e� ective or appropriate role 
models to adolescents, Erik Erikson maintains, the peer group assists individual adolescents 
in their search for identity. It becomes the adolescent’s frame of reference in the process of 
socialization and self-de� nition.3

[…] is to be actively involved as subject in a process, a series of relations; a process that […] is materially sup-
ported by the speci� c practices—textual, discursive, behavioral—in which each relation is inscribed” (1984, 
141). She here borrows from Laplanche and Pontalis 1973.
3. Erikson 1959, 89, in Muuss 1988, 61. See also Muuss 1988, 132, 283. According to Muuss, “Identi� ca-
tion is a process by which characteristics and qualities of an external object, frequently another person, are 
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Margaret Mead holds that it is especially true for immigrant families that peers rather 
than parents become the adolescent’s model. In Culture and Commitment she explains that  Culture and Commitment she explains that  Culture and Commitment

“migration to a new land where the elders are, and always will be, regarded as immigrants and 
strangers” may cause a break in the so-called “post� gurative system,” in which parents are the 
most experienced guides who pass on information to their children. In the new “con� gurative 
system,” “[p]arents no longer provide the sole or even major models for teaching important 
skills, knowledges, attitudes and values that will be useful in the future.” In � rst-generation 
immigrant families, writes Mead, parents try to control their children by holding on to Old 
World traditions, while adolescent children o� en view their peers as more knowledgeable 
than their parents, who “can provide them with no living models suitable for their age.” � eir 
peers “present them with more practical models than those of the elders [;] the new entrants 
� nd that their peers, who belong to the system, are the best guides” (1970, 26, 29, 31).

Mead’s contention is con� rmed both by sociological studies and literary studies. James 
Messerschmidt and Edwardo Luis Portillos, two sociologists studying Latina girl gangs, for 
instance substantiate Mead’s claim regarding the role of peers. � e peer-in� uenced street cul-
ture of the girl gang “provides opposition to what gang girls see as the anachronistic and rigid 
values of their parents.” Messerschmidt found that it is by dissociating themselves from, and 
opposing, the outmoded features of their cultural group, that Latina gang girls practice “a par-
ticularized race and class femininity [and] negotiate a speci� c gender, race, and class identity 
[…]” (1999, 123). In a similar line, Portillos asserts, “As the tension grows within the family, 
young women rebel from [certain] gendered expectations, seeking a place where they are ac-
cepted. One place where young Chicanas � nd acceptance is the gang. In the gang they reject 
the traditional culture and move to an environment where patriarchal values are weaker.” � e 
gang provides young Chicanas “with an avenue with which to construct a femininity accepted 
by [their] peers” (1999, 235-236).

In a study of Latina literary texts, Karen Christian also validates Mead’s claim that particu-
larly immigrant children dissociate themselves from their parents. She explains how these chil-
dren begin to view their parents through the lens of dominant cultural norms. � is deems the 
parents’ “performative acts”—language, types of dress (“the ethnic pastiche spectacles of hy-
perbolic costuming”), and other features associated with Latino cultural heritage—as signs of 
ethnic excess. � is excessiveness deviates from middle-class Anglo-American norms of “prop-
er” appearance, behavior, and language. Immigrant children, who have acquired knowledge of 
American cultural norms, are able to monitor and evaluate the very process by which they and 
their families are designated as ethnics and Other. Some even reject the performances of eth-
nic excess that betray their parents’ incomplete assimilation (1997, 31, 60-61, 126, 150, 95).

Many of the coming-of-age narratives studied here stage children and young adults who 
view their immigrant parents as old-fashioned people who adhere to anachronistic moral val-
ues associated with their mother country. In addition, they feed their embarrassment vis-à-vis 
their peers. In Julia Alvarez’s García Girls, twelve-year-old Carla knows that if her Dominican 

“immigrant father with his thick mustache and accent and three-piece suit” would take her 

absorbed into one’s own personality.” Imitation is part of identi� cation and, compared to identi� cation, a 
super� cial copying of behavior and “refers to the speci� c reproduction or matching of behavior sequences 
almost in the nature of mimicking behavior […]” (1988, 44, 283-284, 298).
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to school, he would only bring her ridicule. Her older sister Yolanda remembers that at her 
college’s parents’ weekend, her “old world” parents were an embarrassment—“my father with 
his thick mustache and three-piece suit and fedora hat, my mother in one of her out� ts she 
bought especially to visit us at school, everything overly matched […].”4 � ey observe that in 
the U.S. such ethnic performances are considered exemplary of Latino gender excess and are 
consequently incompatible with the endeavor of assimilation. � e two girls do not specify in 
relation to whom they (would) feel ridiculed, but their shame vis-à-vis their school-mates is 
apparent.5

� e girls also fail to explicitly describe how their parents’ appearance di� ers from that of 
their classmates’ parents. In this sense, Judith Ortiz Cofer’s autobiographical Silent Dancing
(1990) is more speci� c. � e girl protagonist feels embarrassed to be seen with her immigrant 
mother, who is unlike her classmates’ mothers. She abhors the way her mother stands out 
wherever they go:

While most of the other mothers were stoutly built women with digni� ed grey hair 
who exuded motherliness, my mother was an exotic young beauty, black hair down 
to her waist and a propensity for wearing bright colors or spiked heels. I would have 
died of shame if one of my classmates had seen her sensuous walk and the looks she 
elicited from the men on our block. (1990, 120)

Envisioning, like Carla in García Girls, a specular confrontation of her peers with her mother, 
Cofer’s narrator does not actually experience such an encounter. But she does anticipate such 
an interaction. Having acquired knowledge of white American norms and values and of the 
sign that signals ethnicity, namely the otherness of the material body, the girl already knows 
how her peers will perceive her mother. She prematurely engages in an act of semiotic inter-
pretation, giving the anticipated gaze its meaning.6

4. 1992, 155, 98. Not only immigrant parents, but also siblings can produce shame. Alvarez’s García sisters 
de� ne the performance of the (ethnically de� ned) femininity of one of their sisters as Latina excess. Having 
decided a� er a holiday to stay behind on the island, the girl has transformed herself into a Dominican señori-
ta, including “a jangle of bangles and a cascade of beauty parlor curls” (117). See also Christian 1997, 110.
5. Many other coming-of-age narratives describe abashment at the public, parental exhibition of alterity. 
Some focus on displays of music and food. � e protagonist in Galang (1996) is taken to Filipino picnics in 
public parks, featuring folk dancing, “bad” electric guitars, and singing. “[W]e kids were devastated by this 
display of ethnicity” (20). � e narrator of Uchida (1995) tells of her family’s Sunday picnics of rice balls and 
teriyaki chicken at a lake. She is only too self-conscious of her family’s visually present ethnicity: “As pass-
ersby stared, I would cringe, hoping they didn’t notice our unusual picnic fare” (20). In Dumas (2003), the 
narrator remembers: “Whenever I was required to bring a snack for some club meeting, my mother always 
wanted to make feta cheese and basil rolled in � at bread, or sholeh zard, a neon-yellow dessert made with 
sa� ron. ‘Forget it,’ I always told her, wishing she could just � gure out how to make oatmeal raisin cookies” 
(144).
6. � is gaze returns elsewhere in Silent Dancing when the narrator describes “the gypsy queen of Market 
Street” with a “caramel-candy body,” “the morse code of her stiletto heels sending/ their Mayday-but-do-
not-approach into the darkened doorways where eyes/ hung like mobiles in the breeze” (1990, 94; emphasis 
added). 
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In Cofer’s � e Line of the Sun (1989), the dreaded fantasy as expressed in “I would have 
died of shame” comes true when the mother of protagonist Marisol makes a spectacular ap-
pearance at her daughter’s high school, and the girl becomes acutely aware of her mother’s 
di� erence. Her wild and loose hair, as well as her red coat, black shawl, and spike heels defy 
American norms of elegance and modest re� nement, as well as white and middle-class fashion 
standards. “� e kids stared at her […] I wanted her to wear tailored skirts and jackets, like Jack-
ie Kennedy.”7 Marisol’s use of “stared” indicates that, like other adolescents, she predominantly 
perceives herself as a social self: what she thinks and feels about herself is largely determined 
by what she feels other people, notably peers, think or feel about her. According to Muuss, 
teenagers are very self-conscious and focused on social acceptance. � ey feel that they (and 
their families) are constantly on stage, in front of an imaginary audience (1988, 270). As nar-
rator, Marisol takes up various imaginative strategies to cope with this self-consciousness.8

Karen Christian argues that Marisol regards her mother’s demonstration of Latina sexu-
ality as a “performance of ethnic excess.” Compared with the constrained demonstration of 
sexuality of white, middle-class America, her mother’s self-presentation constitutes “hyper-
bolic costuming” (1997, 96). Marisol, however, goes beyond just labeling and rejecting. In a 
condensed secret fantasy, wishing and envisioning her mother to resemble the Jackie Kennedy 
icon of serene and self-possessed decorum, of restrained modishness and � nesse, Marisol 
implicitly modi� es her mother’s visible markers, which betray her lack of cultural assimilation, 
and creates for her mother a more American look. 

At the same time, Marisol indicates the shallowness and deception of her own whitish 
female exterior. For she also realizes that her mother “was what I would have looked like if I 
hadn’t worn my hair in a tight braid, if I had allowed myself to sway when I walked, and if I 
had worn loud colors and had spoken only Spanish” (220). Marisol thus carries out her own 
ethnic invention and performance. She realizes that her tight braid, her straight walk, subdued 
colors, and the use of English make her pass as an American. In her book Show and Tell, Karen 
Christian applies Judith Butler’s model of gender identity to the notion of cultural identity, 

7. 219; emphasis added. In the coming-of-age literature, examples of such (anticipated) gazing abound. In 
Santiago (1998), the protagonist’s mother pays a surprise visit at her daughter’s school, causing the latter 
to feel “humiliated” in front of her peers and “avoid […] the eyes of boys who laughed” (28-29). In Dumas
(2003), the narrator remembers: “[…] I had never thought of my mother as an embarrassment, but the sight 
of all the kids in the school staring at us before the bell rang was enough to make me pretend I didn’t know staring at us before the bell rang was enough to make me pretend I didn’t know staring
her” (4; emphases added). � e narrator of Uchida (1995) remembers: “I hated having Mama stop on the 
street and greet a friend with a series of bows as was customary in Japan. […] I felt as though everyone was 
staring at us” (20, 15). All emphases added. � e ritual of bowing also comes up in Houston (1973). But this 
text also relates the embarrassment to the Japanese internment. � e narrator resents her parents’ unrestricted 
manifestation, in public, of their ethnicity, because it causes others to assess them as aliens. She is morti� ed 
at her bowing father, whom she holds accountable for his unabashed ethnic visibility: “I was ashamed of him 
[…] for being what had led to our imprisonment […]” (1974, 119).
8. As if explicating Muuss’s use of “audience,” when writing of girl culture in the 1950s, Breines maintains 
that “[t]he individual learns to measure herself through the eyes of others. […] she learns to focus on what 
she lacks, how far she has to go to create the desired look.” Teen culture, states Breines, is part of an o� en 
oppressive mass-mediated popular culture that encourages girls of di� erent class and racial-ethnic back-
grounds into the same feminine mold (1992, 97-98, 105-106).
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and proposes to view “identity as constituted through an ongoing series of performative acts 
[that] acknowledges both changing historical conditions and shi� ing subject positions of eth-
nic group members.”9 It is a process during which one individual takes up a variety of subject 
positions. � ese vacillating, switching and shi� ing identi� cations can be perceived through 
performative acts. In the Latina texts Christian studies, these performances are the common-
place and continuous actions, habits, and a�  nities of Latinos. � e narrators “experience eth-
nicity as an ongoing series of performances and negotiations involving their ancestral culture 
and American dominant culture.”10

Marisol’s forged assimilated identity should indeed be read as a performance: At school 
the girl takes up hard work and a humble, shy and obedient demeanor in order not to be “ex-
posed for the total alien I felt myself to be in that environment of discipline and order” (232). 
Cofer’s adult narrator also asserts the restrictions of such performance-based fabrication, 
which in reality is a fragile fabrication created through “repeated performances whose objec-
tive is to suppress all ethnic di� erence” (Christian 1997, 95-96). She reveals that the girl never 
becomes completely assimilated. � e adult narrator realizes, retrospectively, that “At thirteen 
[…] I was already very much aware of the fact that I � t into neither the white, middle-class 
world of my classmates at Saint Jerome’s nor the exclusive club of El Building’s ‘expatriates’.” 
At � � een, she still describes herself as “living in a state of limbo, halfway between cultures” 
and being forbidden to socialize with her friends or participate in parish activities. “� ey all 
understood that Marisol was di� erent” (177, 222; emphasis in text). 

� e wish not to be “exposed” returns in many other coming-of-age narratives as the pri-
mary motive for performance. � is does not always involve a fabrication or performance of 
whiteness. Chapter 9, “Tricks,” showed how some protagonists attempt to switch to another 
ethnic identity and pass as an acceptable “Hispanic” or “Mexican.” One episode taken from 
Mary Helen Ponce’s autobiography Hoyt Street (1993) contains an intriguing shi� ing of identi-
� cations. One day, when all her Mexican American schoolmates are checked for lice at school, 
the narrating I is being excused as none of her sisters have ever been found to have lice. Feel-
ing le�  out, and wishing to be able to identify with her ethnic peers, the young girl pretends to 
have itchy hair. “ ‘Right here,’ I answered, then proceeded to scratch my Shirley Temple curls. 

‘Right here’ ” (1993, 124). Having previously wished to be the white Shirley, she now messes up 
her Hollywood hairstyle in order to be able to be like (and be with) her Mexican American 
girl friends.

Most protagonists in the narrative texts studied in this chapter, however, are preoccupied 

9. According to Butler’s theory of gender, performances that leading norms have attributed to a speci� c 
identity category produce the appearance of substance, or the illusion of essential, originary gender identities. 
� is occurs in a continuous discursive process. � e model is useful, Christian states, as it tolerates diversity 
and change within one overarching category, and as such o� ers an alternative to ethnic identity paradigms 
that cannot account for diversity (Butler 1990, 33; Christian 1997 16, 92). 
10. 17-18. Many other theorists have discussed issues that Butler and Christian raise. Friedman, for in-
stance, states that the concept of performance accommodates “the notion of shi� ing constituents of identity, 
particularly because of its constructivist emphasis. One ‘performance’ may play with gender, another with 
class, still another with sexuality as forms of masquerade. Or, performative identities might activate an inter-
play of multiple roles” (1998, 25).
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with outward and physical identi� cation with white American girlhood, and perform like-
wise. � ese ambitions are to a great extent inspired by observing the appearance of white or 
white-looking peers, and o� en involve hard work, as the following two examples will show. 
In A Little Too Much Is Enough (1996), Kathleen Tyau’s collection of vignettes about growing 
up in post-World War II Honolulu, the Hawaiian-Chinese narrator envies her half Chinese/
half Irish peer whose eyelids fold back “even without the help of Scotch tape,” whose skin 
resembles “a vanilla ice cream cone licked smooth,” and whose long thick hair is “the color of 
koa wood.” She decides that “I want her hips, her hair, her eyes.” Ashamed of her own full lips, 
which are like her “daddy’s Hawaiian lips,” the girl keeps her “mouth slammed shut” when be-
ing photographed, and makes the school photographer retouch the picture and erase her lips. 
In addition, she continually squeezes her lips so they will not grow “too big” (59, 62, 5-6). 

� e references to “Scotch tape,” the retouching of the photo and the exercising of the 
lips subtly refer to the e� orts and possibilities of passing. In Houston’s story “Beyond Man-lips subtly refer to the e� orts and possibilities of passing. In Houston’s story “Beyond Man-lips subtly refer to the e� orts and possibilities of passing. In Houston
zanar” (1985) such manipulation—not only found in looks, but also in social behavior—is 
even more explicitly articulated. � e narrator reports of her wish to pass and integrate: “I 
wanted to be like my Caucasian friends. Not only did I want to look like them, I wanted to 
act like them. I tried hard to be outgoing and socially aggressive, and to act con� dently, like 
my girlfriends” (17).

In both texts, the project of assimilation is neither automatic nor natural, but involves 
hard work and inventiveness. � is is di� erent in other texts, where the process is apparently 
more playful and spontaneous. In R.A. Sasaki’s “� e Loom” (1991), Jo who is “a second-gen-
eration child born of immigrant parents” successfully “muted her colors and blended in” (20, 
emphasis added). � e girl protagonist of M. Evelina Galang’s Her Wild American Self (1996) Her Wild American Self (1996) Her Wild American Self
has “grown has “grown has “ into the typical teen.” However, despite this seemingly artlessness, Sasaki’s Jo 
works hard at her assimilation. “� ough separated from the others by her features and her 
native tongue, she tried to be as inconspicuous as possible. […] she watched the other chil-
dren and copied them.” Wanting to be invisible, wishing to uphold respectability as de� ned by 
Hollywood heroines, she edits out Japanese words and mannerisms (17, 20; emphasis added). 
Galang’s protagonist also “work[s] hard to � t in” at her public high school. Chewing gum, 
drinking shakes, crowding together with other girls, and talking fast and in slang, she trans-
forms herself into a Wisconsin girl. Parading in her “All-American teenage look”—including 
a Farrah Fawcett perm, a faded denim shirt, and clogs—she no longer sticks out (182-183). 
� us, although both girls appear to grow into typical teens automatically and without e� ort, 
they do work hard to achieve that e� ect.

In a process of editing out and � tting in, these girl protagonists attempt to copy white girls 
in order to achieve a white-girl status. As such they resemble the “Marianne” whom Marianne 
Hirsch presents us with, and who performs “the styles, the songs, the gestures that will make 
us American.” Trying to � t in by means of performing roles, the girls engage in a form of mim-
icry that Lacan calls “a visual articulation.” Instead of depending on parody or deformation, it 
relies on passive duplication of a preexisting image (Silverman 1992, 149). � is is not a solitary 
process. Girls need friends to con� rm their di� erence in relation to certain peers, and their 
sameness in relation to others.
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Unfi t models

Many youngsters are unable to choose freely their friends and role models. � eir selection 
of friends is informed by the active intervention of representatives of cultural norms, such 
as parents and other adults, who point out di� erences, and thus de� ne for the girls who their 
proper and improper role models are. Sometimes associating and copying is even impossible 
when girls face their parents’ prohibition.11 At other times, this is unfeasible due to the peer 
group’s exclusiveness. In Esmeralda Santiago’s When I Was Puerto Rican, the narrator Negi 
aspires to emulate her female Italian schoolmates by studying their heavy make-up, hitched-
up skirts and teased big hair. “In the morning, they took over the girls’ bathroom, where they 
dragged on cigarettes as they did their hair until the air was unbreathable, thick with smoke 
and hair spray. � e one time I entered the bathroom before classes they chased me out with 
insults and rough shoves.” � us, smoke, hair spray, and verbal and physical abuse literally 
exclude Negi from the girls’ “border-like space” (Hirsch 1994). When, in the private sphere 
of home, she practices walking with “the peculiar little hop of the morenas,” she feels as if she 
were limping (229-230).

� us, girl protagonists face their peers’ inimitability as well as the class and color systems 
imposed on them by parents and others. In the poem “Teresita,” included in Cherríe Moraga’s imposed on them by parents and others. In the poem “Teresita,” included in Cherríe Moraga’s imposed on them by parents and others. In the poem “Teresita,” included in Cherríe Moraga
autobiographical Loving in the War Years (1983) the narrator remembers that at a young age, 
color was not problematic. 

� ere is a photograph of us
at seven, you are skinny
at the knees where the brown wrinkles
together black,
my hand like a bright ring around yours

we are smiling.
In the negative, I am dark
and profane/you light & bleached-boned
my guts are grey & black coals glowing
(…). (147)

Viewing the photo, the adult narrator spells out the racial di� erence between her and her 
friend (“brown” and “black” versus “bright ring”), but also remembers the friends’ intimacy 
(“my hand […] around yours”; “smiling”).

In another fragment of the autobiography, however, the narrator has become aware of the 
value attributed to skin color in her friendships with other girls. Being small, thin, and light-

11. O� entimes, this relates to alleged risks of contamination. In Kingston (1977), Maxine merely implies 
her parents’ restrictedness, when she shouts: “ ‘[…] I’ll have the people I like for friends. I don’t care if their 
great-great-grandfather died of TB” (234-235). Del Fuego (1989) is more outspoken, as the protagonist’s 
mother explicitly forbids her daughters to play with the Hernandez “brats” because they have lice (21). In Tan
(2001), Ruth is not allowed to play with a friend who supposedly has “too many germs” (62).
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skinned, she was abandoned by her close and long-term friend Vivian Molina, “so big already, 
fat, and dark-skinned”—not only because of the friend’s earlier maturation into a woman, 
but also “because we were in di� erent leagues now.” � e narrating I has no control over this 
system of “leagues”: “like a white sheep I followed the path paved for me.” � e girl’s light skin 
color, here symbolized by the color of the sheep’s � eece, also induces her mother’s selection 
of her friends. � e narrator recalls her friend Rita Villareal, whose dark skin was pointed out 
by her mother, “warning me against her. How her jet black straight hair and co� ee bean skin 
marked her as a di� erent grade of Mexicana. Una india, de clase baja” (95-97). Here, the nar-
rator articulates her lack of control over the situation. Subjected to an intricate and rigid color 
system, she cannot do anything but meekly and sheepishly follow the rules. 

Girls of color cannot overcome the rigid system Moraga describes. Indeed, Moraga’s nar- describes. Indeed, Moraga’s nar- describes. Indeed, Moraga
rative reveals that many do not need parents to point out their di� erence from peers, but are 
very much aware of such discrepancies. � e narrator of Cofer’s Silent Dancing reports feeling Silent Dancing reports feeling Silent Dancing
lost among her classmates’ group of white girls who constitute a unanimous and overwhelm-
ing “sea of bright white faces and teased blond hair,” and recount their visits to skating rinks, 
basketball games, and pizza parlors in “rapid-� re English” (119). In Esmeralda Santiago’s Al-
most a Woman Negi feels “very di� erent” from the “white-skinned” American girls at school—
the “chattering, cardigan-wearing, ponytailed girls” named Sue, Lynn and Betty who “were 
the presidents of clubs, the organizers of dances, the editors of the school paper and yearbook. 
� ey looked like the actors on television: dressed in clothes that never were wrinkled or dirty, 
hair always in place […]” (26). � e two narrators feel excluded because of their physical ap-
pearance as well as linguistic disabilities.

Cofer’s use of “bright white faces” and Santiago’s reference to the cleanness and neatness 
of the white girls bring up Carol Gilligan’s notion of the “perfect girl.” � e perfect girl, ac-of the white girls bring up Carol Gilligan’s notion of the “perfect girl.” � e perfect girl, ac-of the white girls bring up Carol Gilligan
cording to Gilligan, is a regular appearance in girls’ lives. Promising protection, security, and 
happiness, the image of the perfect girl looms large. � e adult world emphasizes its existence 
as well as its desirability. “As young boys are pressured to take on images of heroes, or super-
heroes, as the grail which inform their quest to inherit their birthright or their manhood, so 
girls are pressed at adolescence to take on images of perfection as the model of the pure or per-
fectly good woman: the woman whom everyone will promote and value and want to be with.” 
� e perfect girl embodies the dominant conventional image of the ideal girl who is included, 
valued, praised and loved. It is the girl who speaks quietly, who is calm and controlled, and 
who is always nice and kind. She is never anxious, mean, aggressive or bossy. She either lacks 
or controls sexual desire. She does not cause trouble. � e perfect girl is a white, middle-class 
American blonde. She is beautiful and thin.12

Many girl protagonists in the coming-of-age narratives wish to be like and be with Gil-
ligan’s perfect girls. But they also oscillate between an acceptance and a rejection of them. ligan’s perfect girls. But they also oscillate between an acceptance and a rejection of them. ligan
� ey both adore them for their purity and expose their fabricated features. � is can be seen 
in two episodes from Cofer’s Silent Dancing. � e narrating I portrays her classmate Sophia, a 
recent Polish immigrant, with features “classically perfect without a trace of makeup,” “gold 
hair cascading past her waist,” and a beautiful voice and smile. At the school’s Roman banquet, 

12. Gilligan 1990, 521; Gilligan, Rogers, Tolman 1991, 24. See also, for instance, Brown and Gilligan 1992, 
186; Taylor, Gilligan and Sullivan 1995, 25.
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a “spectacle” organized by the nuns of her school, the narrating I “look[s] at her in awe,” as 
the Polish girl glitters “like a golden statue,” a “perfectthe Polish girl glitters “like a golden statue,” a “perfectthe Polish girl glitters “like a golden statue,” a “ , silent Roman lady.” � us, the narrator 
presents the girl as the impersonation of an angel. Shrouding her at once in “a metaphor for 
femininity and for cliché,” the angel appears to haunt and captivate her.13 For the narrator in 
no way resembles the angelic � gure. Describing herself as sitting in front of the “plastic fruit” 
in an improvised toga—“I felt foolish in my awkwardly draped sheet […]. My mother had no 
great skill as a seamstress”—she contrasts her phony act (“plastic,” “awkwardly draped”) to the 
Polish girl’s pure physical beauty (126-127, emphases added).

However, while the narrating I presents the Polish girl as a natural and pure beauty, her 
minute descriptions of another perfect girl, the “beautiful” and “lovely” Vida—“tall, thin and 
graceful as a ballerina, with fair skin and short black hair”—� nally exposes the latter as a fab-
rication. � e Chilean girl wears short skirts and high heels, a “pervasive” perfume, and “dark 
and heavy” eye make-up, while her lips are shiny with glittering lipstick. Resembling the mod-
els in the fashion magazines, Vida plans to be a Hollywood movie star and models herself on 
the Go-Go girls she watches on television. With the narrating I as her audience, she imitates 
the dancers’ movements. � e “magical powers of transformation” that enable Vida to turn a 
walk to the store into a “deliciously sinful escapade” also enable her to turn her own body, and 
that of the narrating I, into that of a sensuous female (96-97, 101, 99). 

Implicitly con� rming Mead’s theory that immigrant parents in time have to yield their 
authority over their children to peers, the narrator shows that it is no longer her mother whom 
she trusts as her model, but her peer: “Until Vida, my mother had been the magnetic force 
around which my actions revolved. […] my young mother and I had developed a strong sym-
biotic relationship, with me playing the part of interpreter and bu� er to the world for her.” 
With the entry of Vida, the role of the mother becomes smaller. While the latter fails to be 
the “peasant woman with a golden needle,” and is unable to turn her daughter into an elegant 
Roman lady, it is Vida who turns the narrating I into a sensuous American woman, by buying 
her a tight black skirt and high-heeled shoes (98, 126). 

But identi� cation with Vida proves as impossible as identi� cation with the Polish girl. 
Invited to watch Vida in her tight red one-piece bathing suit reclining on her bed “in a pose 
she had obviously seen in a magazine,” the narrator feels hopeless because of her “skinny body, 
bony arms and legs, � at chest.” Only much later is she able to realize that she functioned as 
Vida’s “little pocket mirror […] to con� rm her beauty and her power.” Vida’s promise that the 
narrator will “ ‘� esh out’ ” soon comes true when the narrating I discovers that she indeed has 
outgrown her school jumper. By that time she has grown tired of Vida’s Hollywood dreams 
(96-99). � us, both episodes explicate the narrator’s dis-identi� cation with perfect girls.

Indeed, many coming-of-age narratives show that one strategy to overcome the di�  culty 
or impossibility of identi� cation with peers is dis-identi� cation. � us, the girl protagonists 
present themselves as a far cry from the powerful image of the perfect girls they encounter. 
Several critics have discussed this critical phase in the process of self-di� erentiation and de-
velopment of self that begins when a subject compares herself with peers, and opposes them. 
Becky � ompson and Sangeeta Tyagi, for instance, state that racial positioning and identity 

13. Michie 1987, 90-91. Dyer discusses the white women as angel, symbol of white virtuousness and of non-
physical, spiritual, ethereal qualities (1997, 127).
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are “made through the claiming and the imposition of samenesses and othernesses.” Stuart 
Hall argues that all identity is a process of identi� cation but is also constructed across dif-
ference, subject to the “ ‘play’ ” of di� erence. In her discussion of the double and contradic-
tory meaning of the notion of identity, � nally, Susan Stanford Friedman explicates that on 
the one hand, an identity a�  rms sameness—identical qualities and common ground with 
one group. On the other hand, identity is established relationally through di� erence from the 
other. When one identi� es with a group according to one’s gender or race, the dissimilarity 
with the other (“us” versus “them”) de� nes the group one � ts in.14

� is practice of dis-identi� cation will be probed in several examples from coming-of-age 
narratives that suggest, in the meantime, that the perfect girl is not always the “white, middle-
class American blonde” as claimed by Gilligan. Indeed, like the Polish and Chilean girls in 
Cofer’s text, she o� entimes belongs to one’s own group or to other marginal groups. By setting 
themselves o�  against this perfect, but also marginalized girl, the narrator protagonists at-
tempt to establish themselves as subjects. For instance, juxtaposing themselves to their lovely 
and more feminine sisters, they portray themselves as disorderly, clumsy, and inelegant tom-
boys.15 Some appear to warily resign themselves to the discrepancy, while others suggest their 
ambition to emulate their sisters. Still others feel pride and pleasure in their di� erence. � ese 
three attitudes characterize the following protagonists.

� e fourteen-year-old narrator of “� e Moths” (1985), a story written by Helena María 
Viramontes, recognizes that she is not as lovely as her older and more feminine sisters “and 
just couldn’t do the girl things they could do. My hands were too big to handle the � neries of 
crocheting or embroidery and I always pricked my � ngers or knotted my colored threads time 
and again while my sisters laughed and called me bull hands with their cute waterlike voices” 
(23). While the sisters embody the Chicana version of the cult of true womanhood, being 
pretty and nice and creating traditional women’s artistry (Saldívar-Hull 2000, 133), the narra-
tor apparently accepts her fate: her body (symbolized by “My hands were too big”) will never 
match that of her sisters (“their cute waterlike voices”). Realizing that her sisters are simply 
too perfect to emulate, because they embody an unattainable class-de� ned femininity, the girl 
neither challenges their assumed higher standing, nor questions their mockery.

In Gwendolyn Brooks’s novel Maud Martha, the seventeen-year-old protagonist gradu-
ally becomes aware of her dissimilarity to her sister Helen—“ ‘the pretty one’ ” and “ ‘the dainty 
one’. � e lovely one.” � e girl understands, but also laments, the fascination of family and 
friends with “gentle” Helen’s “so�  little hands” and her “sweet and � ne little feet,” “her sweet 
voice.” She knows (“oh, she knew it!”; “Maud Martha knew”) why they are captivated by the 
way she eats “daintily” and “gracefully” sits in her chair, with her “pure” and “unwrinkled” 
robe, “how neatly she had arranged her hair.” Still, Maud Martha tries to � nd “the something 
that must be there to imitate, that she might imitate it. But she did not know what it was.” � e 

14. � ompson and Tyagi 1996, 4; Hall 200, 3; Friedman 1998, 19, 75, 155.
15. Comparisons with sisters abound in coming-of-age literature. In Lorde (1982), for instance, Audre feels 
attracted to but also frightened by the di� erences between her and her sister’s body: “(� e � rst time I saw my 
sister Helen in the tub naked I was almost fourteen, and I thought she was a witch because her nipples were 
pale pink against her light brown breasts, not deeply purple like mine)” (1990, 81). � is quotation relates to 
the daunting quality of sexualized and racialized adolescent bodies.
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protagonist’s “that she might imitate” indicates her awareness of the possibilities of manipula-
tion, as well as her ambition to undertake such an act.16

In a third episode, taken from Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones, the protagonist 
Selina articulates a pleased acceptance of her di� erence with her sister. But she only does so 
implicitly, as focalizer. Describing her sister at a public meeting, Selina indicates why she is 
unable to identify with her sister, who with her “faint lipstick and her gloved hands arranged 
neatly in her lap [resembles] the college girls [who all have] something she would never have. 
Grace, quiet poses, and the mildness …” But later on, Selina also describes the college girls, 
and implicitly her sister, as limp, lackluster and imitative, and too timid to question their 
parents’ values and ambitions (1981, 145-146, 226). In this description, one reads not only 
frustration and envy, but also a quiet resistance.17

With the portrayal of their perfect sisters in these three instances, the narrators-focalizers 
already hint at the specular as a signi� cant element in dis-identi� cation. � is becomes even 
more evident in the following narratives. In “� e Breakdown of the Bicultural Mind,” an auto-
biographical text written by Cherríe Moraga, the narrator remembers observing a girl her age 
and size at a 1950s amusement park. “I remember her darkness, her di� erence, her nappy hair 
[…] I wanted to see her as di� erent” (1996, 233). In Kingston’s […] I wanted to see her as di� erent” (1996, 233). In Kingston’s […] I wanted to see her as di� erent” (1996, 233). In Kingston � e Woman Warrior Maxine � e Woman Warrior Maxine � e Woman Warrior
harasses another Chinese American girl, and also wishes to stress her di� erence: “I stared at 
the curve of her nape. I wished I was able to see what my own neck looked like from the back 
and sides. I hoped it did not look like hers.” Expressing the wish to step back and look at her-
self from a distance, as if she were an outside observer, Maxine also asserts her di� erence from 
the girl who symbolizes Chinese femininity.18

One last example comes from Houston’s One last example comes from Houston’s One last example comes from Houston Farewell to Manzanar. At kindergarten, the nar-
rating I feels such a strong desire to reject any identi� cation with anything “Oriental,” that 
she even dis-identi� es with a Caucasian girl with slanted eyes and an “Oriental face[…]”. “I 
looked at her and began to scream […]. For two weeks I had nightmares about this girl […]” 
(1974, 9). Traise Yamamoto contends that Jeannie has internalized the fear and loathing with 
which Asians were regarded. Her fright of the Caucasian girl discloses the degree to which she 
recognizes her own revolting Asianness, her “abjected racial self,” in terms of detached physi-
cal features in order to disconnect from them. If the girl’s “slanted eyes” are understood not as 
Japanese physical features but fetishized as � oating signi� ers of di� erence, “radical otherness 

16. 1993, 34-37. Maud Martha connects Helen’s advantages not only to femininity, but also to class. While 
she describes herself as “poor,” making only ten dollars a week as a � le clerk, she portrays her sister as “a 
� � een-dollar-a-week typist” and “ranking queen.” 
17. Like Marshall’s Selina, describing herself as the spunky and lively “Yankee,” the narrator of Sone (1953) 
juxtaposes herself to the “Japanese maiden” represented by her cousin Yoshiye. � e cousin makes the nar-
rator “feel like a tomboy with her restrained, delicate movements while I rustled and hustled around as I 
pleased” (1979, 92). � e use of “restrained” and “as I pleased” indicates self-respect and de� ance. Many 
other texts refer to protagonists’ di� erences with sisters and other related peers. In Kingston (1977), Maxine 
juxtaposes herself to her sister who “was neat while I was messy […]” (220). Characterizing herself as bad, 
boisterous, and mischievous, the � rst-person narrator of Lorde (1984 II) remembers her sisters not only as 
prettier and lighter skinned, but also as more orderly and tidy. � ey were well-behaved, piano playing “good 
girls” who won prizes in deportment (149).
18. 1977, 204; this episode will be further elaborated on in a later section.
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can be projected onto an other” (1999, 132-133).
While the narrator of Kingston’s episode is aware that she is being looked at (“looked like,” While the narrator of Kingston’s episode is aware that she is being looked at (“looked like,” While the narrator of Kingston

“look like”), all three narrators also engage in the act of looking—in Moraga’s text (“I wanted to “look like”), all three narrators also engage in the act of looking—in Moraga’s text (“I wanted to “look like”), all three narrators also engage in the act of looking—in Moraga
see her”), in Kingston’s text (“I stared,” “I was able to see”), and in Houstonsee her”), in Kingston’s text (“I stared,” “I was able to see”), and in Houstonsee her”), in Kingston ’s text (“I looked”). ’s text (“I stared,” “I was able to see”), and in Houston’s text (“I looked”). ’s text (“I stared,” “I was able to see”), and in Houston
Taking up their specular talents aimed at a continual observation and inspection of their fe-
male peers, and critically assessing them as potential models for (dis)-identi� cation, the girls 
ultimately create their self-image. In the following sections I will trace this process in various 
Chicana texts, where the narrators constantly keep an eye on their peers’ appearance and be-
havior, and present detailed descriptions, categorizations and classi� cations of other girls.

Invisibility

Sandra María Esteves’s Bluestown Mockingbird Mambo (1990) invokes the poetical notion of 
an adolescent girl being forced to select “herself ” from the visual images she encounters in 
her daily life.

She was just a young woman. Another Puertoriqueña among many.
Desperate to de� ne self within worlds of contradictions.
[…]
She didn’t used to know herself.
Having to pick and choose from surrounding re� ections.
Needing alternatives to focus by. […]
So she found them here and there,
tried them on for size and feeling […]. (1990, 32)

� is young Puerto Rican woman’s search for models by which to mirror herself reiterates the 
experiences of Chicana protagonists. Below I will analyze two texts, Denise Chavez’s � e Last 
of the Menu Girls (1986) and Sandra Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street (1984), which in-� e House on Mango Street (1984), which in-� e House on Mango Street
dicate how observing peers o� ers helpful “re� ections” (Esteves 32), but also exposes primary 
obstacles to identi� cation. For sometimes peers become invisible or too distanced. 

Rocío Esquibel is the central protagonist of � e Last of the Menu Girls, Chavez’s collection 
of narratives set in a Chicano barrio in southern New Mexico during the early 1960s. � e nar-
rator remembers that, as a young girl, she conjured up on the white walls of her father’s study 
images of faces, “the vast ruminations of [her] adolescent self.” Belonging to Eloisa, Diana 
and Josie, her role models during adolescence, the faces even enter her dreams. “One by one 
their faces broke out of the wall’s textured surface and into my dreams to become living � esh 
and blood” (1991, 53). Rocío’s detailed description of her role models suggests the correlation 
between looking and attempts at identi� cation.

Rocío describes Josie as inhabiting, with her sister and “aristocratic” mother with “dark 
brown hair,” “a white temple,” a house with a “painted, white brick wall” and with a “neat, 
sculptured” front lawn. Josie has “black hair,” a “� nely chiseled Marquez nose,” “full […] lips,” 
and “white skin.” Showing her “ripe cleavage, the whiteness of her skin,” she causes Rocío to 
study “the white meat of Josie’s pale, lovely breasts” (60-61). Rocío’s detailed portrait of Josie 
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and her environment includes various distinct references to color, culture, class, and sexuality, 
and indicates how various components of identity are intertwined: color and culture (“dark 
brown hair,” “Marquez nose,” “full lips,” “black hair,” “white skin”); class (“white temple,” “neat, 
sculptured lawn,” “aristocratic”); sexuality (“full lips,” “cleavage,” “white skin”).

� e protagonist’s identi� cation with the girl is problematic, however, as their growing up 
does not occur synchronously. Encountering Josie at parties, standing in the darkness, Rocío 
observes how the girl disappears, dancing “her way into eternity. […] Her black spike heels 
clicked and turned and danced their way out the door with tall, handsome strangers […].” 
� e age di� erence and more advanced sexual orientation of Rocío’s peer generate tension 
and cause Rocío to shy away from her. But there is more to it than that. In the end, Rocío’s 
identi� cation does not succeed as her role model personi� es invisibility, inaccessibility, and 
illusion. � is is already hinted at by Rocío’s description of herself as standing in the darkness 
and Josie as disappearing. In addition, Josie lives in a house described by the focalizing Rocío 
as “a white temple of obscure shadows” with a “barricaded backyard.” Rocío “always tried to 
catch a glimpse behind curtains or beyond the painted, white brick wall. I don’t remember 
whether I saw anything or not” (61, 60).

Rocío’s second role model is also indiscernible and unattainable. Rocío detects her friend 
Eloisa in a dark movie theater, smoking cigarettes and encircled by smoke, as if making her-
self imperceptible. Rocío realizes that as a “womanly model [Eloisa] had walked far into the 
stars, and then gotten lost in the sickening odor of cigarette smoke at the back of a crowded 
movie theater.” � e � nal role model, lovely Diana, likewise embodies the notion of invisibility. 
When washing the dishes with steaming hot water, she causes the windows to cloud, “fogging 
the view of the � elds, the world beyond.” Her laughter also “fogged all consciousness.” Disap-
pointed in Diana’s naiveté, Rocío watches her face “vanish […] into the concrete walls.” While 
embodying the “mysteries of womanhood” Rocío speculates about, the three girls she wishes 
to identify with together signify invisibility and insubstantiality. � ey have become “passing 
shadows on the white canvases of late a� ernoon dreams […]” (58-61; 64). Hence, the women 
Rocío imagines projected onto the wall, as if on a private movie screen, prove to be un� t, lack-
ing, and illusory, models. Identi� cation is not possible.

In the short stories included in Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street, Esperanza Corde-
ro’s peers also become invisible, but for another reason. � ey have been imprisoned as a result 
of patriarchal oppression. In a misleadingly uncomplicated narrative structure and from a 
predominant adolescent viewpoint, Esperanza relates her encounters with these women. Sally 
is one of the girls against whom she measures her gendered-sexual and racial-ethnic self. As 
in � e Last of the Menu Girls, where the narrator observes and describes in the fullest detail 
her role model Josie, Esperanza meticulously observes and describes Sally. She notes Sally’s 

“eyes like Egypt,” “eyes like Cleopatra,” hair “shiny black like raven feathers,” “blue paint” on her 
eyelids, “nylons the color of smoke,” black suede shoes and other black clothing, and Sally’s 
habit of � icking her hair (1986, 77-78). � is is part of her assessment of the girl as a poten-
tial identi� catory model. � e comprehensive descriptions also signify the interconnections 
among the racial-ethnic and sexual components of identity.

As in � e Last of the Menu Girls, where Rocío cannot (yet) accept her role models’ sexual 
maturity, Esperanza in “Sally” and “� e Monkey Garden” is faced with an un� t model of iden-
ti� cation. Sally’s adult feminine appeal is strong, producing Esperanza’s desire to resemble her. 
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Like Sally, Esperanza wishes to � ick her hair when she laughs, to “paint [her] eyes like Cleopa-
tra,” and to wear the same black suede shoes and matching nylons instead of her own “white 
socks in ugly round shoes.” But the desire is half-hearted and the di� erence in sexual maturity 
too great. While Sally is the girl-woman who dislikes getting her stockings muddy, Esperanza 
wishes to be a tomboy. While Sally has “her own game” and her private “joke” with a group 
of local boys, Esperanza is told to “play with the kids.” � e latter has not yet grown out of her 
childhood, and is unable to match Sally in her maturity (77, 89-90).

In addition, like the girls in � e Last of the Menu Girls, Sally proves to be an invisible and 
thus un� t model. At � rst her inaccessibility is only hinted at, when Esperanza pictures her as 
leaning “against the schoolyard fence alone with your eyes closed as if no one was watching, as 
if no one could see you standing there […].” But it is not only the fence and Sally’s daydreams 
that close her o�  from others. Her grown-up games as well make her inaccessible to Esperanza. 
Playing in an overgrown garden, Esperanza watches Sally disappear behind an old pickup 
truck with the boys. At a local carnival, Sally again retreats with a boy, leaving Esperanza wait-
ing and wondering where they have gone. Sally’s escalating invisibility cumulates in her being 
constrained and con� ned to her family’s home. Physically abused by a father who “thinks that 
to be this beautiful is trouble,” Sally stops laughing and applying make-up, returns straight 
home from school, and avoids people’s eyes. She “can’t go out,” “can’t come out from [her 
house]” and “doesn’t come to school.” When Sally marries before she has reached eighth grade 
her inaccessibility is only perpetuated. Her husband “doesn’t let her look out the window” and 
forbids her to receive visitors. Sally herself does not look (“your eyes closed,” “You look at your 
feet,” “doesn’t let her look out the window”), but at the same time also cannot be looked at by 
her peer Esperanza. A dialogic gaze is no longer possible (77-78, 85, 89, 93).

In Chicano Narrative: � e Dialectics of Subjectivity, Ramón Saldívar argues that Cisneros’s 
collection focuses not only on the process of “the construction of the gendered subject,” but 
also on the “crucial roles of racial and material as well as ideological conditions of oppression” 
(1990, 181-182). Indeed, many narratives included in Mango Street focus on intertwining Mango Street focus on intertwining Mango Street

“ideological conditions of oppression.” Resembling Sally who, according to Sonia Saldívar-Hull
“is the exemplar of all the imprisoned and exploited women of Mango Street,” other women in 
the neighborhood are “imprisoned in the domestic space by patriarchal and economic con-
straints” (2000, 94, 98). Two women have escaped from this imprisonment, and by encourag-
ing Esperanza’s interest in studying and writing they implicitly assist her development and 
possible escape from her barrio life. Slightly older than Esperanza and abused by her husband, 
Minerva writes poems on slips of paper a� er her children have gone to bed. She stimulates 
Esperanza’s literary talents. Alicia attends university in spite of her father, and writes “because 
she doesn’t want to spend her whole life in a factory or behind a rolling pin” (80, 32). But other 
girls and young women fail to convey to Esperanza such positive messages regarding the pos-
sibility of resisting patriarchal authorities and exploitation.

� e young Rafaela is locked up by her husband, because she is “too beautiful to look 
at.” � is prevents Esperanza to “look at” the girl, and employ her as a role model. Marin, 
who wears dark nylons, make-up and short skirts, has instructed Esperanza on issues relating 
to sexuality and proper feminine appearance. Her smoking cigarettes, going to dances, and 
standing in the doorway, singing love songs and clicking her � ngers, indicate her grown-up 
behavior. But while Marin desires a life as a bourgeois woman with a home and a husband, 
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she is not allowed to leave her aunt’s house “until her aunt comes home from work, and even 
then she can only stay out front.” Hence Esperanza is hardly able to “see Marin.” When, subse-
quently, Marin moves away, Esperanza is not able to “see” Marin at all (76, 27-28). 

As a result of culturally de� ned norms of femininity and sexuality, Esperanza’s peers Sally, 
Rafaela and Marin face sanctions and repression as they trespass borders, or simply are too 
beautiful. � is hinders Esperanza from seeing these three potential role models, and identify 
with them. Yet the tension caused by this invisibility is exactly the force behind her identi� -
cation. � e girls’ disappearance from sight leaves room to unleash Esperanza’s imagination, 
which in turn helps in the construction of her own ambitions. Triggered by what is absent 
and lost, Esperanza fantasizes a new life for Sally in a house with “big windows” where “if you 
opened the little window latch and gave it a shove, the windows would swing open, all the sky 
would come in.” She imagines Rafaela’s wish to dance at a bar and being o� ered sweet drinks. 
Finally, she knows of Marin’s dreams of obtaining “a real job downtown,” as it will o� er her the 
opportunity to dress up, look beautiful, and meet marriageable men on the subway, who can 
o� er a new future outside of the barrio. � is knowledge enables her to envision Marin “under 
the streetlight, dancing by herself, […] waiting for a car to stop, a star to fall, someone to 
change her life” (78, 76, 28). Although María C. González characterizes this image as empha-
sizing “the loneliness and passivity in feminine self-objecti� cation” (1996, 84), the imagining 
itself indicates the possibility of escape and creation. � us, in her mind’s eye, Esperanza is still 
able to witness her role models—as dreaming, dancing, and drinking women.

� e Last of the Menu Girls and � e House on Mango Street show some similarities. In both � e House on Mango Street show some similarities. In both � e House on Mango Street
narrative texts, the sexual development of the protagonist occurs asynchronously with that of 
her three role models. � e vanishing of Rocío’s role models Eloisa, Diana and Josie, like that 
of Esperanza’s role models Sally, Rafaela and Marin generates the possibility of moving from 
looking to imagining. Rocío and Esperanza do not only identify with role models whom they 
observe, but with the images of them invoked in their own minds’ eye. But while we only read, 
in Chavez’s text, that the role models’ “faces broke out of the wall’s textured surface and into 
my dreams to become living � esh and blood” (1991, 53), Esperanza is much more explicit 
about her role models’ alternative lives. In envisioning her peers in more rosy contexts, she 
replicates their day dreaming, and implicitly allows these peers to dream and create alterna-
tive lives.

But Esperanza does not always dream along with and validate the fantasies of other girl 
� gures. She mocks overly ambitious identity claims expressed by her peers, and rejects their 
fantasies of di� erence. In this, she follows the protagonist of Nicholasa Mohr’s Nilda who, as 
previous chapters demonstrated, refuses her friend’s request to call her Shirley Temple, and 
implicitly rules out another girl’s de� nition of herself as “Spanish” by stating that “She didn’t 
care about being Spanish” (1986, 95, 158). In Mango Street, Esperanza’s friend Cathy presents 
herself as distantly related to “the queen of France.” As if to emphasize her high-standing posi-
tion, she informs Esperanza, who has just moved into the neighborhood, that her own family 
now needs to move away, because “the neighborhood is getting bad.” Although on the level of 
the plot Esperanza does not respond to her friend’s implicit accusation, as focalizer she o� ers 
a razor-sharp reply. She presents a description of her friend’s demeaning living circumstances 
that render her a rather unlikely relative to the French queen, living “upstairs,” next to a dan-
gerous “baby-grabber,” across the street from two “raggedy” girls, and abandoned by a friend 
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who has been “stuck-up ever since she went to college” (1986, 14-15).
Cisneros’s second volume of stories, Woman Hollering Creek (1991), shows that Chicana 

protagonists do not only implicitly reject their peers’ brash demonstrations of presumptuous 
fantasies, but also more openly refuse their imaginative endeavors. When her friend Carmen 
announces that she is “Spanish,” the teenage narrator of “La Fabulosa: A Texas Operetta” only 
ironically points out to the reader that Carmen in fact comes from the same town as she 
does, on the U.S. border with Mexico. By claiming familiarity with her friend, and specifying 
her locality of origin, the protagonist criticizes her friend’s impudent attitude, and disrupts 
the � ction of her white European origin. But she does not openly assert this criticism (1992, 
61). � is di� ers from “My Tocaya,” in which the narrator literally reiterates the injunction to 
be real, and hints at the need to keep one’s feet � rmly on the ground. She presents the story 
of thirteen-year-old Patricia, whose desire to bring allure and excitement into her dull and 
dirty life, prompt her attempts at Angli� cation. Wishing to disguise herself as a white girl, she 
insists on being called Trish. In addition, she identi� es with glamorous television and movie 
stars, and adorns herself with “rhinestone earrings and glitter high heels” when attending 
school. � e narrator does not dream along with the girl, but states that she should “cut the bull 
crap and be for real.” She justi� es and endorses the punishment acted out by the girl’s father, as 
the girl is “destined for trouble” (1992, 36-37; emphasis in text).

While some girl protagonists � nd the ethnic hyperbolic costuming of their parents em-
barrassing, as I have discussed above, this girl ridicules her friend’s hyperbolic costuming, and 
uncritical, inappropriate and un� tting replication of Hollywood America. � us, she con� rms, 
implicitly, the culturally de� ned norms regarding proper feminine behavior, which her friend 
trespasses. An additional “problem” is that the girl assumes an exaggerated English accent, “all 
breathless and sexy like a British Marilyn Monroe.” � e narrator characterizes this as “Real 
goofy. I mean, whoever heard of a Mexican with a British accent?” By making a point of us-
ing the girl’s full Spanish name (“Patricia”), by implicitly sanctioning the father’s punishment, 
by calling the girl “a Mexican,” and by pointing out her inability to imitate the � lm star, the 
narrator voices her disapproval of the girl’s brash and ostentatious behavior. In addition, in a 
much more implicit criticism, by calling the girl her namesake (“Tocaya”) the narrator claims 
the girl as one of her group (37, 36).

� e girls who become impersonators of their role models (Mohr’s Shirley Temple and 
Spanish girl, Cisneros’s queen of France and Marilyn Monroe) are not white. Nor are they 
glamorous, upper-class, and royal. But they present themselves as such. However, the narra-
tors-protagonists of the texts curb and even reject these peers’ presumptuous self-de� nitions 
and � rmly locate them in their midst. � ey do not accept the girls’ claims of di� erence, nor 
their ambitions.19 � us, the protagonists also directly or indirectly de� ne themselves. When 
Nicholasa Mohr’s Nilda rejects one girl’s request to be called Shirley, and rejects another girl’s 

19. Even when one of her peers makes no special e� ort to look white, but is only de� ned as such by others, 
the narrator-protagonist of Ponce (1993) curbs any possibilities of escape. She realizes that “folks” classify 
one of her classmates, (“a pug nose with freckles across it and reddish hair,” “frizzy hair and hazel eyes,” “fair 
skin”) as “part Irish.” Yet she positions the girl among her own peers by stating that: “Chita was actually María 
Jovita and spoke Spanish like we did. She lived in a clapboard house near the railroad tracks […] Toward the 
back was the usual cactus grove” (313). � e use of “like we” and “usual” indicates that the girl in question 
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de� nition of herself as “Spanish,” she automatically resists the implicit disquali� cation of her-
self as non-glamorous, non-Spanish and non-white. 

� e protagonists who reject their peers’ fantasies and claim them as one of their own fail 
to draw any conclusions regarding the di� erentiation between those related to the queen of 
France or speaking authentic Spanish (indicating white and European ancestry), and peo-
ple like themselves, who have none of these advantages or options and who, by implication, 
degrade either the neighborhood or the Spanish language. But implicitly, as narrators and 
focalizers, they curb their peers’ audacious self-de� nitions and deny the hidden de� nition 
of themselves as lacking. Struggling with their marginalized position and their in-between 
status as adolescent girls of color, the protagonists in this section undertake various strategies. 
Sometimes they attempt to � nd role models and dream along with them. At other times, they 
reject the fantastic claims made by peers. � is way, they wish to either enlarge or restrict any 
possibilities of escape and transformation. In the following section I will explore what occurs 
when girls do follow their peers’ example.

Observations

Best friends function as mirrors, and partially de� ne one’s cultural roles. As Marianne Hirsch
reports, the exchange of feelings and experiences with best friends plays an important role in 
the development of sexual as well as racial-ethnic identity (1994). In the exclusive and emo-
tional best-friend relationship everything is shared: appearance, fun, secrets, boredom and 
excitement, disappointments, and hopes. Girls’ groups likewise o� er important support net-
works and provide solidarity. � ey o� er protection against potential intrusions of unfamiliar 
girls, sexual male control, and the control of teachers and parents. � ey also help girls to cre-
ate a space of their own. Angela McRobbie and Jenny Garber de� ne the so-called “bedroom 
culture,” which girls with few means turn into a leisure-time activity. In bedrooms they jointly 
listen to music, read romance novels and girls’ magazines, discuss boyfriends, fashion and 
beauty, and fantasize about famous actors and romantic love. It is also the location where they 
experiment with female appearance and presentation—clothing, make-up, hair-colors and 
hairstyles, and dance routines. As such, Catherine Driscoll explains, “Bedroom culture can be 
a form of isolation from or resistance to family authority.”20

In del Fuego’s Maravilla best friends Rainbow and Cece create such a “bedroom culture.” 
In line with Hirsch’s description, it is a border space where they negotiate material and cul-In line with Hirsch’s description, it is a border space where they negotiate material and cul-In line with Hirsch
tural elements from Anglo-American, African American and Mexican American culture, and 
attempt to make the step from childhood to adulthood. � ey smoke Salems, drink Cokes, and 
listen to Chuck Berry and Fats Domino; they try on clothes, do each other’s hair, and polish 

has no cultural background, which could possibly indicate a lack of similarity or a�  liation with her own 
ethnic group.
20. McRobbie and Garber 1975; Driscoll 2002, 261. For examples of such bedroom scenes, see López-Sta� ord
1996, 206, 211 and del Fuego (1989). � e latter text will be explored further in this section. For a discussion 
of the “mystique” of private, adolescent rooms in literature, see Neubauer 1992, 67-71. Neubauer explains, for 
instance, how the room comes to embody “purposelessnessinstance, how the room comes to embody “purposelessnessinstance, how the room comes to embody “ ” and “autonomy” (67, emphases in text).
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toenails; and they discuss issues such as ratting hair, the Spanish translation of an English 
word, and the size of a schoolmate’s penis. It is the negotiating space in which Cece and her 
friends attempt to � nd themselves a place in the adult world and in the cultures in which they 
� nd themselves embedded. 

Cece greatly admires and strongly identi� es with her best friend Rainbow. Being able to 
do without sleep and consume alcohol without getting drunk, the girl has an “awesome power” 
(1989, 23). But Cece also notes how Rainbow at times ignores her, makes fun of the small size 
of her cheechees (breasts), or publicly suggests that Cece feigns her Chicana identity. Cece’s 
response to these humiliations, which question both her sexual-gendered and ethnic identity, 
is to carefully replicate the way in which Rainbow walks and smokes, drinks and dresses. � is 
is no longer possible, however, when Rainbow is removed from school to live with relatives in 
New Mexico. Like the protagonists in Chavez’s � e Last of the Menu Girls and Cisneros’s � e 
House on Mango Street, Cece literally loses sight of her remarkable role model.

Subsequently, Cece meets Gerry Rodriguez. At � rst, Cece wonders whether this new girl 
at school is “Chicana.” Reminiscent of Rainbow’s questioning of Cece’s ethnic identity, Cece 
here again indicates the girl culture’s emphasis on racial-ethnic group membership. But oth-
erwise, her successive descriptions of her new friend indicate the possibility of the manipula-
tion of that labeled identity. Initially, Gerry’s innocent schoolgirl look, including “long, plain 
brown hair” and a pale face with freckles, contrasts starkly with Cece’s appearance and pose, 
which include gum chewing, a mini skirt, ratted hair, pink lipstick, and false eyelashes. But 
this is soon revised: a� er a few months Gerry has copied her new friends’ appearances and 
wears a new ratted and sprayed peroxided hairdo with gold streaks and ample make-up, and 
has her skin tanned to “a so�  beautiful brown.” She accentuates her breasts, assumes a sexy 
way of walking, and laughs a daring laugh. Looking at Gerry, Cece comes to regret “that I 
hadn’t bought that girdle with the fake butt at Frederick’s of Hollywood” (36, 38, 92). � e 
wish for the girdle again signi� es the possibility of literally creating one’s appearance, and by 
implication one’s identity.

Acting as Maravilla’s narrating I and focalizer Cece describes in the fullest detail her own 
and her friends’ dress, make-up, hair dye, and hairstyles, which underscores the signi� cance 
of body and performance in indicating identity. � us, the characters’ obsession with looks and 
looking, appearance and appeal is replicated in the narrative text’s � xation on the description 
of physical details. � is is indicated by the words “looked,” “watched,” “look” and “see” in the 
following collage of quotations: mesmerized by Gerry’s sexually and racially marked appear-
ance, Cece feels jealous of the friend who “looked bitchin’ as usual”: pretty and sexy with her 

“so� , chocolate brown cleavage.” “I felt envious as I watched her brown body sway to the music, 
knowing I’d never look that good.” “I could see her breasts moving under her blouse, brown 
nipples pressed against old lace” (56, 91-92, 226). As in Chavez’s � e Last of the Menu Girls, 
where Rocío attempts to identify with Josie, Maravilla’s Cece projects herself onto a young 
female who is described both in sexual and racial terms: she admires her because of her femi-
nine forms as well as her color. Although not in fact re� ecting the ideal image of the white 
middle-class girl, the best friend thus functions as the protagonist’s mirror.

Cece’s close observations and detailed descriptions show the closeness, intimacy, and even 
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sexual tension between herself and her friends.21 Cece’s description of her physical closeness 
to other girls, indicated by her ability to smell their perfume, chewing gum, or laundered 
clothing, hints at a sensuous contact. � e following scene makes evident how the girls’ friend-
ship with members of the same sex “show[s] a high degree of intimacy which thrives on se-
crecy and become[s] eroticized and sexualized” (Blos in Muuss 1988, 103):

I sank down on the grass, shading my eyes from the blazing sun. Corky sat next to me 
cross-legged. One of her large, brown knees touched my shoulder. Esther stretched 
out on her side and pulled her skirt down discreetly below her knee. She was wearing 
a starched white blouse under her navy blue cardigan. She smelled like soap and her 
hair was brushed neatly o�  her face. (13-14)

Here, under a disguise of modesty, purity, and innocence (“cross-legged,” “pulled her skirt 
down discreetly below her knee,” “starched white blouse,” “smelled like soap,” and “brushed 
neatly o�  her face”), one also senses, in the summer’s heat, a certain sensuousness (“sank down,” 

“one of her large brown knees touched my shoulder,” “stretched out on her side,” “smelled 
like soap”). Moreover, in the adjectives used to describe the girls’ appearance, one envisions 
them performing acts that can be read as sexual and seductive, such as crossing their legs and 
brushing their hair o�  their faces. Finally, in the detailed descriptions of what the girls are 
wearing one perceives as well what is partly being concealed (the knee as covered by the skirt, 
the blouse as covered by the cardigan).22

Cece’s close observations and detailed descriptions of her friends reveal not only the sex-
ual features of their appearance, but disclose as well the di�  culty of pinning down any indi-
vidual friend, or the group of friends in its entirety, in terms of gender and ethnicity. Rainbow 
walks, smokes, dresses, and applies make-up like a woman, but drinks from a bottle like a man. 
Although she is of Mexican origin, Cece pictures her as a “tall, slender mulatta with an elegant, 
Egyptian looking head” who reminds Cece of a voodoo queen. � e multicolored scarves she 
wears in her dyed-red, kinky hair, and from which she derives her name, symbolize the mani-
fold elements of her identity. Corky Cruz has a “dark face” and “large, brown knees,” whereas 
the Irish American Lorraine McKenzie has a “milky white skin” with bright orange freckles. 
� e latter’s hair was “messy and matted with spray and stuck out like an electrical current in 
kinky little waves. […] Gold, spangly earrings, the kind you get in Mexico, hung from her 
pierced ears.” � e girl feigns a Chicano accent (11, 34, 13-14).

21. Writing of feminine adolescence as temporary halt before adult heterosexuality, Driscoll explains that 
“the girl desires other girls as images of herself and herself as a mirror of other girls, all guarded by a limited 
homosociality allowed to girls” (2002, 247).
22. A similar implicitly sexualized description of a group of peers is found in Marshall (1959). As focalizer, 
Selina “noted the girls’ tightly closed legs, the skirts dropping well over their knees, the hands folded deco-
rously in their laps.” � is description, again, subtly indicates the possibility of open legs, the view of a pair of 
knees, and the manipulation of hands. In addition, the focalizer describes the girls with an implicit fantasy of 
sexuality and sexual acts: “No boy’s hand had ever gained access to those breasts or succeeded in prying apart 
those clenched knees” (1981, 226). Embedded in the description of restrained celibacy, this sexual fantasy 
resembles that of Cece’s narrative in del Fuego’s text.
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� us, Cece’s descriptions exemplify how, as adolescent narrator, she perceives the girls as 
vacillating between, and bridging, di� erent genders and cultures. In addition, they show that 
despite the girls’ performance of adult femininity as indicated above, they oscillate between 
childhood and adulthood. � is is symbolized by the description of the Irish-American girl 
as wearing braces. Another friend, Carmen, is characterized as “all elbows and knees.” “Her 
elbows stuck out from her sides like spikes. She had long spindly legs, and you could almost 
see the hinges on her joints as she moved, not the least bit self-conscious” (34, 14). � us, por-
traying her friends with braces, long spindly legs, and limbs sticking out, Cece hints at their 
in-between status as girls of color growing up in the U.S. 

But it indicates more than that. Depicting adolescent girls as “all arms and legs” and hav-
ing “grotesque” bodies, according to Lesley Johnson, suggests a process of self-making that is 
temporarily open-ended, playful, and ambivalent (1993, 133-134). � us, Cece’s representa-
tion also points at the promise of development, change, and manipulation. Her evocation 
of a changeable, light-hearted and as of yet unclassi� able quality in the girls is echoed in 
her description of her own replication of Rainbow’s behavior, Gerry’s transformation of her 
schoolgirl look, the Chicana girl who has dyed her hair red, and the Irish American girl who 
has curled her hair, wears braces and Mexican jewelry, and “fakes” a Chicano accent. Cece’s 
portraits of her friends present them as fabrications and constructions, and point at the pos-
sibility of molding and changing one’s looks.

Not only these two episodes, but the entire narrative text of Maravilla shows the tendency 
of Cece and her friends to examine each other with close scrutiny. Like other girls who en-
gage in an “excessiveness of display—elaborate clothing, make-up, bodily poses” in order to 
symbolically reverse their social and economic marginalization and deprivation, Cece and her 
friends engage in “public semiotic display.”23 Intensely preoccupied with appearance and the 
possibilities of self-styling, they continuously observe, categorize, analyze, and critically judge 
other girls’ appearance and behavior. � ey subsequently select, copy, and experiment with fa-
vorite looks, attitudes and identities. In manipulating their outward appearance, they make an 
e� ort to identify and compete with the ideal images of female beauty they are daily confronted 
with in the media, and try out their seductive sexual powers in an attempt to attract boys and 
potential husbands. � us they minutely construct their appearance as well as their sameness 
and di� erence from others. 

Cece’s observations of Rainbow and Gerry indicate her friends’ replacement of her par-
ents as a source and support of values. Studying and copying her peers, Cece is able to � nd 
a means of assimilation and conformity to girl culture. At the same time, however, the novel 
shows how Cece and her friends resist certain norms. When Cece visits Gerry who has moved 
to San Francisco and turned into a hippie with an a� ected “Chicano accent” (228), she wipes 
o�  her lipstick and allows her newly re-found friend to put braids in her hair, paint a heart 
on her cheek, and drape a rainbow-colored shawl with long tassels around her shoulders. � e 
removal of lipstick and hairspray, as well as the creation of braids and the application of the 

23. McCracken 1999, 158. Writing on Ponce (1989), González writes that the purchase of “cheap, name 
brand U.S. products contributes to the parodying of the popular culture of the American teen world. […]. 
� e teens believe in a super� cial world in order to give substance to an otherwise insubstantial and empty 
existence” (1996, 76-77). 
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heart, demonstrate that their play of self-construction can take the girls beyond their previous 
Hollywood-inspired feminine manifestations of self. 

� is episode taken from Maravilla indicates how two girls of color resist prevailing norms 
of feminine beauty in a border-like space Hirsch mentions. Urged to adhere to the perfect-girl 
standards of white femininity, girl protagonists who are not of white, middle-class background 
have to acknowledge on a daily basis that, from the point of view of the dominant culture, they 
are inherently imperfect. � ey are lacking no matter how they dress and act. � us, they both 
try to live up to the images of female perfection, and resist them. In their extensive research 
among girls, Carol Gilligan and Lyn Mikel Brown found many of their “staunchest resisters” 
against the image of the perfect girl among “girls who, because of color or class, live in the 
margins, who are so clearly at odds with the dominant models of female beauty and perfection 
as to reveal the cultural hand behind the standards” (1993, 226-227).

A discussion of another episode taken from Maravilla, during which Cece visits a movie 
theater with her friends, will demonstrate how such (partial) resistance works. It will show, in 
addition, how resistance occurs both on the implicit level of focalization, and more explicitly, 
on the level of the plot. As spectators, in the company of their peers, the girls at � rst enjoy 
watching the white female movie star (Shirley MacLaine) and subject themselves to the image 
of this ultimate perfect girl. � us, they replicate the group of girlfriends who, in Cisneros’s 
short story “Woman Hollering Creek” (1991), watch telenovelas. Discussing Cisneros’s story, 
Jean Wyatt explains how repetitively watching embodied feminine qualities on television pro-
duces “a single-minded desire in the young spectators to imitate them.” � e idealized female 
� gures projected on the mirror-like screen interpellate the girls in a repetition of the Lacanian
mirror-stage process (2004, 122). However, in del Fuego’s text, the girls not only mirror them-
selves in such celebrities, and imagine themselves as stars, but at the same time reject these 
models.

Although immersing herself, like her friends, in the glamorous world as embodied by the 
theater, the movie, and its personae, Cece gradually undermines the enchanting quality of 
the experience. Her description of the actress (“hair dyed bright orange, her mouth painted 
� re-engine red”) resembles the way she has described the movie theater as glamorous at � rst 
glance upon arrival. Built in Hollywood’s heyday, the Old Broadway theater is depicted with 
its small dim lights glittering from an art deco ceiling, plush red carpets, and golden staircase. 
A closer look reveals, however, that the carpets have turned dirty and faded, the staircase 
has become shaky, its antique gold paint chipped and peeling. � e narrator simultaneously 
presents the theater, like MacLaine (“dyed,” “painted”) as fabricated and fake (19-20). � is 
description evokes the one o� ered by the narrator of Cofer’s Silent Dancing (1990), which, as Silent Dancing (1990), which, as Silent Dancing
indicated above, discloses an implicit resistance to her perfect but phony and boring model 
Vida, who is unable to live out her fantasy as a glamorous woman.

Cece deconstructs the glamorous status of the movie star even further as she character-
izes her as “blubber[ing]” to her male co-star. � is deconstruction is enhanced when, on the 
level of the novel’s plot, the friends snort and hiss as the female � gure on the screen claims to 
be “nothing but a dumb broad,” wishing to be as smart as the male character. � e dramatic 
response to the meek and submissive MacLaine, combined with the girls’ rowdy and unruly 
behavior in the theater—they snort, hiss, and put their feet up on the back of the seat in front 
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of them—tentatively subverts the (white) feminine behavior as depicted on the screen.24 Anne 
Campbell states that condemning others’ behavior reveals a great deal about our own preoc-
cupations and values, assuring the listener and ourselves that we are exempt from similar 
accusations—and setting ourselves apart from the object of our derision. � e most signi� -
cant reference points for our self-de� nition, states Campbell, are those individuals or groups 
whose social positions resemble ours. � e episode from Maravilla con� rms Campbell’s asser-
tion that at times we direct our resistance and criticism at � gures beyond our acquaintance, 
such as media personalities (1999, 117). 

But, as I have stated above, adolescents also identify strongly with entertainment heroes. 
Cece, indeed, oscillates between her identi� cation with the movie’s female character, and her 
friends’ mockery of her. She apparently takes the � gures on the screen for real, and starts to 
cry when, in the � nal episode of the movie, the female � gure saves her male opponent by sac-
ri� cing her own life. Concurring in the illusory world as presented by the Hollywood movie, 
disregarding her observation of the fabricated and fake quality of the actress’s appearance, she 
here laments (the) woman’s fate. Cece’s friends, however, discourage her from identifying with 
the character. � ey attempt to console her by either stepping into the movie’s narrative, and 
pointing out the foolishness of the female character (“ ‘Yeah, that chick was dumb. Man, she 
should’ve let the cat die. Anybody that stoopid deserves to die,’ Lorraine said”), or by disclos-
ing the false features of the movie business to Cece (“ ‘Ga, Cece, why are you crying? It was jest 
a stoopid ol’ movie’ ”) (19-20). � us, even if the girl identi� es with the female � gure on the 
screen, her friends discourage her from doing so, either by declaring the woman’s stupidity, or 
classifying the movie actress as a fraudulent imitation.

In the following section, I will further explore such resistant behavior. Some of this be-
havior occurs in girl gangs as portrayed in several Chicana coming-of-age texts. Gangs o� er a 
special space at the border where girls can, more or less safely, experiment with their identities 
and resist mainstream models of femininity.

The girl in the gang 

In her classic 1984 study on New York girl gangs, � e Girls in the Gang, Anne Campbell� e Girls in the Gang, Anne Campbell� e Girls in the Gang  ex-
plains the di� erence between the voluntary, loosely knit cliques or collectives of friends that 
we � nd in most cultures, and gangs. Gangs “consistently have membership initiation, demar-
cated roles, rules, names, ‘colors,’ territoriality, discipline, a speci� c philosophy, or feuds with 
other groups.” Gang girls form a loyal group, in which one is disciplined according to certain 
norms. As an institution, the gang provides girls with a measure of status and security, recog-
nition and respect. It enables them to identify with other girls, enjoy some freedom, and work 
out a means of survival. John Quicker found that many Chicana gangs take on the function 
of the traditional extended Chicano family, as they constitute the most important primary 
group in the girl’s life. Chicana girls are intensely loyal to and supportive of other members 
of their gang. It is a place where they can receive “understanding, education, and protection” 

24. Gilligan points out that “unruly” always refers to a set of rules de� ned by the dominant culture. � ere-
fore, the girls’ unruly behavior sets them apart from that culture (1990, 3).
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and experience a sense of belonging. Quicker’s � ndings support Margaret Mead’s claim that 
immigrant children tend to follow their peers more than their parents.25

Campbell distinguishes di� erent types of female gangs. � e “bad girls” reject middle-class 
values regarding femininity, and do not follow the normative road of romance, exclusive and 
passive sexuality, marriage, and motherhood. � ey delight in toughness and verbal “smarts,” 
in provocation and commotion. � ey are fond of sharp clothes, loud music, alcohol, and so�  
drugs. � e second type, the “tomboys,” confronts boys on their own terms in � ghting, drink-
ing, and crime. Finally, the “good girls,” or feminine girls reveal a particular desire to climb 
the social ladder (1984, 6-8). In Chicana texts published, like Campbell’s standard work, in the 
1980s, I found similar types, as well as mixtures of them.

� e poem “Bird Ave” (1988), written by Chicana poet Lorna Dee Cervantes, presents us 
with Campbell’s � rst group of “bad girls”: tough, street-wise teenage Chicanas walking a bar-
rio street on a hot summer day. Involved in violent initiation rituals and dealing in drugs, they 
are talking “tough rhymes” and exposing “teased tough hair” and “teased tight skirts.”26 Ac-
cording to María Herrera-Sobek, Cervantes’s pachucas “challeng[e] the world” with their way 
of walking, talking and dressing. “� ey seek,” states Herrera-Sobek, “to reintegrate themselves 
into their own space, reinventing themselves from the barrio jetsam that an uncaring society 
refuses to acknowledge and accept. […] � ey assert their right to be, to exist and, not wish-
ing to display any vulnerability, they hide their wounds in macho body language and a rough 
exterior.” Herrera-Sobek thus points at the active performance and fabrication the girls engage exterior.” Herrera-Sobek thus points at the active performance and fabrication the girls engage exterior.” Herrera-Sobek
in (“reinventing,” “not wishing to display,” “hide”).27

� e girls in del Fuego’s Maravilla resemble those in Cervantes’s poem, as the girls also 
show “teased tough hair,” use macho body language, and are involved in violent rituals. But 
they are not the “alienated” “rejects of society” as Herrera-Sobek claims the Chicana girls in they are not the “alienated” “rejects of society” as Herrera-Sobek claims the Chicana girls in they are not the “alienated” “rejects of society” as Herrera-Sobek
Cervantes’s poem are (Cervantes 1988, 41; Herrera-Sobek 1988, 11-12). In that sense they  1988, 41; Herrera-Sobek 1988, 11-12). In that sense they  1988, 41; Herrera-Sobek
con� rm Campbell’s claim that gang girls are not potential revolutionaries, nor do they explic-
itly challenge the status quo or invert the middle-class value system. � ey do not fully adopt 

25. Campbell 1984, 233, 5, 28, 255; Quicker 1999, 54-56, 59. In another study, Fishman states that the 
female gang o� en serves as a principal agent of socialization for poor black adolescent females. It o� ers girls 
the opportunity to learn the subtleties of a lower-class lifestyle, as well as important survival strategies, in 
order to function e� ectively in the community. It is not from their parents, but from their peers in the gang 
that girls learn the skills to cope with poverty, violence, drugs, and racism. It is from fellow gang members 
that they learn the intricacies of street life and the rules by which to compete successfully and gain status 
(1999, 68, 71, 75, 84). See also Deschenes and Esbensen 1999, 293. 
26. Cervantes in Herrera-Sobek and Viramontes in Herrera-Sobek and Viramontes in Herrera-Sobek  1988, 41; Herrera-Sobek 1988, 12-13. 1988, 41; Herrera-Sobek 1988, 12-13. 1988, 41; Herrera-Sobek
27. 1988, 12. � e term pachuca derives from pachuco, a term dating from the 1940s and designating the 
youth group of zoot-suiters—loosely organized neighborhood groups who were neither American nor Mexi-
can, but outsiders. Representing a rebellious youth culture among Chicanos, pachucos became a symbol of 
resistance against racism and the homogenizing e� ects of assimilation. Struggling to create an independent 
identity, they emphasized their di� erence as urban Mexican Americans through their own self-de� ning cul-
ture, including their dress and dialect. � ey have o� en been associated with crime. http://www:ethnomusic.
ucla.edu/estudent/csharp/zootriot.html. Analyzing Ponce’s � e Wedding (1989), McCracken states that “the 
contestatory � gure of ‘la pachuca’ […] confronts, quotes, and parodies the intertext of male pachuco culture” 
(1999, 158).
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an oppositional deviant identity, nor create a well-articulated and coherent counterculture 
that rejects all social roles, institutions, and values. According to Campbell, gang girls shi�  
between self-de� nitions of being poor Latinas and young American women who lead exciting 
and lawful lives. Many of them are “proud to be American” and “talk of the American Dream, 
of pride in their country.” � ey wish “to be American, to be free, to be beautiful, to be loved.” 
Just like other young Americans, the gang girls Campbell studied conform to the demands of 
fashion and American consumer fetishism. � ey spend substantial sums on the appropriate 
jeans, hair perms and cigarettes.28

� e girls in del Fuego’s Maravilla constitute a gang-like “club.”29 Occupying the negotiating 
space Hirsch describes, attempting to accommodate two cultures, as well as “feminine” and 

“masculine” activities and attitudes, they demonstrate both deviant and conforming behavior. 
Sometimes, the girls in the novel resemble Campbell’s “bad girl” type, and Cervantes’s street-
wise girls. In the previous section I showed that, while watching a romantic Hollywood � lm, 
Cece and her friends exhibit unruly behavior. When the movie is � nished, they watch a por-
nographic one. Cruising in a car, singing along with Diana Ross on the radio and consuming 
Coca-Cola, cigarettes, di� erent kinds of Mexican and American food, and chewing gum, they 
also appropriate typical masculine behavior. Like rowdies, they curse and spit, and drink wine 
from a bottle. � ey stare and shout at boys, and speed in their car in order to “ditch” them 
(12). � is contradictory behavior subverts certain culturally de� ned norms regarding proper 
feminine behavior. 

Otherwise, however, the club’s members dutifully follow feminine codes of behavior and 
are innocent adolescents and sociable friends. � ey regularly meet to plan parties and shop-
ping sprees, discuss sex and boys, or do each other’s hair. � e club’s initiation rites are much 
more harmless and jaunty, and more playful and surreptitious, than the ones described in 
Cervantes’s poem. Whereas in “Bird Ave” one girl is being initiated by having her head beaten 
on the street’s concrete, in Maravilla a novice is merely forbidden to wear make-up or talk to 
guys, ordered to wear clothes backwards, do chores, and run errands for a � xed period of time. 
� e club’s name, Las Belltones, expresses not only the girls’ bicultural background, but also 
presents them with a touch of innocence. Stitched on mint green fabric, accompanied by a 
black bell and a musical note, the club-jackets’ emblems—Belltones E.L.A.—indicate a sugari-
ness and a� ability. According to María C. González, “[…] Las Belltones represents a surface 
combination of American and Mexican teen popular culture.” She maintains that although the 
name Las Belltones “suggests an attempt at cultural pluralism […],” Cece’s gang is no di� erent 
from an Anglo gang (1996, 36, 49).

Campbell points at the meticulous gender display of gang girls.30 Above I have indicated 
how Cece, as the novel’s narrator, describes her own and her peers’ appearances in the fullest 
detail. With great knowledge of design and brand names she describes their clothing, hair, and 
fragrances, which signi� es how crucial their appearance is to them. At the same time, however, 

28. Campbell 1999, 116-117; Campbell 1984, 237, 241-242, 267.
29. Del Fuego 1989, 11-12. � e terms gang and club are o� en used interchangeably. Lewis quotes one of 
the gang girls as saying: “Well, we don’t like to call ‘em ‘gangs’ but we got some ‘social clubs’ known on the 
street” (1988, 85).
30. 1984, 7, 241-242; 1999, 108.
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the obsession with self-fashioning of the protagonist and her friends suggests their feelings of 
vulnerability. Faced with the provisional and inde� nite character of the adolescent condition, 
caught between childhood and adulthood, they in addition � nd themselves between cultures, 
and occupying marginal class positions. In Renaissance Self-Fashioning, Stephen GreenblattRenaissance Self-Fashioning, Stephen GreenblattRenaissance Self-Fashioning
argues that in so-called marginal classes, “[s]elf-fashioning is achieved in relation to some-
thing perceived as alien, strange, or hostile.” According to Alvina E. Quintana, this idea is very 
useful for conceptualizing the self-de� nition process among Chicanas. Referring to Greenb-
latt, she claims that “Chicanas’ self-fashioning ‘always involves some experience of threat’ or 

‘some loss of self ’.”31 Feeling anxious and unsafe, Cece and her friends seek security in their 
gang. As an institution that stresses loyalty and intimacy, it o� ers a safe place to playfully ex-
periment with their gendered and cultural identity.

But self-fashioning is not the only strategy to overcome feelings of insecurity. Another 
way in which gang girls respond to potential threats consists of ritual screaming matches, 
� ghts, and other shows of aggression. � e occurrence of ritualized screaming is in no way 
limited to the gangs in del Fuego’s novel and Cervantes’s poem. In Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s ’s poem. In Lois-Ann Yamanaka’s ’s poem. In Lois-Ann Yamanaka Wild 
Meat and the Bully Burgers, the protagonist Lovey Nariyoshi, the Hawaiian protagonist of Jap-
anese descent, and her male companion meet two “Japanee girls” with whom they enter into 
a ritual screaming match. � e cursing is apparently de� ned according to the threat the other 
embodies. Having, as focalizer, portrayed the girls as popular and westernized, “rich,” “small 
and cute,” as wearing long bangs, blue eye shadow, and lip gloss, Lovey next verbally addresses 
them as ethnic others. Frustrated and frightened by their di� erence in appearance, and fail-
ing to follow the mainstream conventions of proper speech for women, she calls them “short, 
hairy Okinawan” and “stink rotten little Okinawan.” By screaming out racist epithets, Lovey 
and her friend attempt to deny and counteract the girls’ threatening position as American-
ized peers. But the two girls, in turn, label Lovey and her friend according to their supposed 
abnormality and homosexuality, which presumably are as intimidating: they are called “ugly 
freaks,” “hag,” “lez-lee,” “loser” and “queer fucka.”32

Lovey expresses her fear of the other in the relatively safe company of her friend. A gang 
is also a more or less secure unit from which to position oneself as di� erent from others. Gang 
girls, maintains Campbell, employ derogatory epithets to characterize their rivals. Like gossip, 
name-calling announces the speaker’s refusal to apply the uttered terms to herself, and identi-
� es her as di� erent from individuals who could be characterized by these words. � e words 
and typi� cations gang girls use to accuse their enemies of a speci� c quality and put down their 
behavior, “are o� en an important guide to the ascriptions [they] most reject in [them]selves” 
(1999, 117, 102, 104, 101). In a gang, in a combination of self-de� nition and de� nition by oth-
ers, boundaries between them and us are being de� ned, contested and shi� ed. Erik Erikson
maintains that gangs provide room for a mutual recognition of sameness, as well as a mutual 
recognition of polarity and rivalry with members of other groups. Mary C. Lewis’s sociologi-
cal study of black adolescent girls discloses the signi� cance, in black girl gangs, of the threat 
posed by other girls, and its role in the construction of the self. By presenting its members 
with a common enemy, and thus channeling sentiments of threat and insecurity, the girl gang 

31. Greenblatt 1980, 9; Quintana 1991, 77.
32. 1996, 186-188.
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o� ers its members a feeling of solidarity and identity. O� en, the girls create a ritualized ver-
sion of threat, which results in violent con� icts.33

In order to investigate how this process works in coming-of-age narratives, I will look 
at girl con� icts in texts by three writers: Judith Ortiz Cofer’s autobiographical narratives of a 
Puerto Rican girl growing up in Paterson, New Jersey—“� e Paterson Public Library” (1993) 
and � e Line of the Sun (1989); Esmeralda Santiago’s memoir Almost a Woman (1998), which 
chronicles the life of a Puerto Rican girl who comes of age in a 1960s Brooklyn barrio; and 
Mary Helen Ponce’s Hoyt Street: An Autobiography (1993), which depicts the life of a Mexican Hoyt Street: An Autobiography (1993), which depicts the life of a Mexican Hoyt Street: An Autobiography
American girl in Pacoima in the 1940s. Each con� ict involves girls who are non-white and 
working-class, but otherwise occupy di� erent social positions.

In Cofer’s “� e Paterson Public Library,” the Puerto Rican protagonist is not a member of 
a gang, but is incessantly terrorized by one of her classmates, the black girl Lorraine, who does 
belong to a gang. � e girl addresses her as “You little spic,” hisses threats at her, and through 
the school grapevine announces a physical confrontation. It is only later that the adult narrator, 
understanding the current “politics of race,” realizes that Lorraine must have felt threatened 
because of her position as a black girl, her feelings of humiliation for the “special treatment” 
received at school, and “the awful reality of the struggle for territory” that controlled the lives 
of blacks and Puerto Ricans in Paterson during her childhood. But although the racial di� er-
ence between the two girls must have motivated Lorraine to start her terrorization, the young 
experiencing I only understands that Lorraine has singled her out as “the perfect choice” for 
being younger and physically smaller, the new kid on the block who, like her mother, does not 
speak English, and whose father is away with the navy (131-132).

Despite the young girl’s limited sense of Lorraine’s motivations, she is physically able to 
set herself o�  against the black girl by continuing her walks to the public library located in 
Lorraine’s neighborhood. In the face of Lorraine’s threats, she crosses the “enemy territory” 
with “knee-liquefying fear,” even taking a group of trees for “angry black girls waiting to at-
tack me.” Although triggered by a negative factor, the narrating I thus literally places herself 
on the map and engages in the construction of her own self. Although Lorraine threatens her, 
and eventually carries out her threat by abusing her in the presence of their Puerto Rican and 
black classmates, the protagonist feels “empowered” by her reading sessions at the library. At 
the library, with the American public school, a signi� er of American culture and assimilation 
(Bergland 1990, 79), she is able to improve her reading talents, and become absorbed in the 
world’s fairy tales that not only present her with an escape valve, but also grant her a sense of 
freedom and power. While Lorraine � nds security in her gang, Cofer’s narrator � nds security 
in the � ctive dreamlike world of books (130-132).

A threatening confrontation between peers does not always result in empowerment and 
self-assertion, however. When in Cofer’s � e Line of the Sun the � gure of Lorraine shows up 
once again, the narrating I does not assert herself at all. Ambushed by Lorraine and her gang, 
and pushed into a puddle of melting snow, she does not act. “[S]oaked to the bone,” she is not 
even capable of gathering her books that have scattered all over the sidewalk. Her uncle, who 
accidentally passes by, li� s his niece by her “armpits as if I were a soggy parcel and deposited 
me on my feet. � en he retrieved my books.” � e books are no longer items of empowerment, 

33. Erikson 1959, 118, in Muuss 1988, 61; Lewis 1988, 85-93.



402

C
ha

p
te

r 1
0

and even add to the girl’s humiliation. Instead of exhibiting her autonomy, the girl only reveals 
the “timidity” that her mother has inculcated into her, and negatively compares herself, “a 
shy girl with a culturally ingrained air of humility,” to the “knot of tough girls” of “Lorraine 
and her gang.” � ese two incidents are very di� erent in tone and outcome, yet both show the 
intense physical e� ects of threatening confrontations with peers: knees feel like liquid, “shud-
ders” are felt throughout the body, and the body becomes paralyzed (208, 172, 181, 209; Cofer
1993, 131).

Such physical e� ects return in Santiago’s Almost a Woman and Ponce’s Hoyt Street. When 
Negi, in Santiago’s text, applies for the Performing Arts High School, instead of the regular 
nearest vocational school where all of her classmates go, the ninth-grader is harassed by “Lulu 
and her gang.” � e knot of tough Puerto Rican girls, who smoke in the school’s stairwells and 
pick � ghts with anyone they dislike, “knew I was afraid of them, and they made sure I stayed 
scared.” As if to remind Negi that she belongs to their ethnic group, the girls assembled in the 
school’s bathroom call her “spick”, and taunt her for thinking that she is white and superior. 
One girl shoves Negi into a stall and spits on her, laughing, and leaves her sitting on the toilet. 
Negi is “so scared I might have peed in my pants.” She also tries to hold back her tears, not 
wanting Lulu to see her cry. Her fear makes Negi need to urinate and sob, but at the same time 
forces her to control her body. Having been spat on has already humiliated her. Soiling her-
self—and thus exposing her fear—by crying and urinating would only embarrass her further. 
Instead of causing Negi to assert herself, as in the episode taken from Cofer’s story, the gang’s 
threats thus only cause her to hold back (her tears) and hold in (her pee) (36-37). 

In “El Faite,” a chapter included in Ponce’s autobiography Hoyt Street, the narrating I faces 
threats a� er her confrontation with a tough girl. � is girl is part of “a group of girls, ‘toughies’,” 
pretty and “overripe” schoolmates wearing make-up, chewing gum and � ling nails. Lacking 
any interest in school and “trying to look grown-up,” they cuss, intimidate, and provoke � ghts. 
Having witnessed in the girls’ bathroom an attack by one of the “rowdies” on one of her class-
mates, the narrating I triply trespasses the tough girl’s rules: she “dare[s] to look up,” helps the 
crying girl with a wet paper towel, and tells the tough girl that she will surely get in trouble. 
� is audacious behavior is met with harassments from the entire group of girls, which cause 
uncontrollable physical sensations in the narrating I. Her face turns red, her ears tingle, and 
her hands tremble. “I tried to act normal, but my stomach was in a tight knot […]. � e fear I 
felt was immediate, urgent, and almost ran down my legs” (310, 313-314).

Analogous to the episode taken from Santiago’s Almost a Woman, the threats which the 
narrating I faces make her need to urinate. She does go to the bathroom, but instead of urinat-
ing or drying tears, she wets some paper towels in order to hold them to her sweaty brow. � us, 
like Negi in Almost a Woman, she is able to hold in her urine and her tears. But she is not able 
to hold in her sweat, which betrays the physical e� ects caused by the terror she experiences. 
It also indicates that she does not have complete control over her bodily functions. Her invol-
untary corporal excretions thus symbolically overpower the pressures of imposed inhibitions 
and restraints. Taught like other adolescent females to control and discipline her body, stay 
clean, and not get in trouble, her sweating nevertheless disturbs the protected boundaries 
between inside and outside, between nature and culture, between body and world.34

34. For a discussion on the eruptions of bodily � uids, see also McCracken 1999, 167, and Yaeger 2000. 
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� e two novels demonstrate striking di� erences. For one thing, the girls respond di� er-
ently to their harassment. Following her maltreatment by the gang, Santiago’s Negi avoids the 
school’s bathroom. � is enables her to temporarily avoid another confrontation with Lulu and 
her gang, but at the same time forces her to control her body and only go to the bathroom “if I 
couldn’t hold it in anymore” (37). In contrast, Hoyt Street’s narrating I uses the girls’ bathroom 
as a hiding place. Lingering in one of the stalls, feigning to urinate by � ushing and re� ush-
ing the toilet, she hopes that her rival will not waylay her. Nevertheless, both protagonists 
are � nally trapped by their enemies. Pushed into the dark hallway of an abandoned building 
smelling of urine—thus still forced to enter a space soiled with bodily � uids—Santiago’s Negi 
is forced to � ght three girls who beat, kick and spit. While the gang girls scream in English, 
she responds in Spanish—“the obscenities I wasn’t allowed to speak at home spewing from me 
like acid” (50). � us, it is not her urine she allows to erupt from her body, but her acid words.

Negi’s account of the confrontation substantiates her immigrant mother’s initial warning 
when, a� er only two days in New York, she had entered the city streets on her own—“I could 
be dragged into any of the dark, abandoned buildings on the way to or from school and be 
raped and murdered. I could be accosted by gang members into whose turf I strayed” (5). 
However, on the evening following the incident, she does not report it to her mother. As if in 
an e� ort to cleanse herself from the experience, she takes a hot bath, and conceals her crying 

“by splashing water and belting out Mexican corridos about traitorous lovers and revolution.” 
Clutching her ancestral language and culture, screaming out Spanish “obscenities” and sing-
ing corridos, she sets herself o�  against the English-speaking gang girls and attempts to assert 
and establish herself (50-51).

� e narrating I of Ponce’s Hoyt Street also employs words when confronted once again Hoyt Street also employs words when confronted once again Hoyt Street
with her opponents. When she � nally dares to leave her hiding place in the girls’ bathroom and 
bolts out the school gate for home, she is ambushed by the girl gang. Resembling the narrating 
I in Cofer’s “� e Paterson Library,” who despite her “knee-liquefying fear” continues her visits 
to the public library located in Lorraine’s neighborhood, Ponce’s narrating I ignores the panic 
she senses and places herself on the map. As in Cofer’s text, books once more play a role. And 
as in Santiago’s text, words help to keep her upright. “I took a deep breath, then walked toward 
her, books tight against my trembling chest, praying that someone would come to my aid.” 
When that someone is her mother, whom she accidentally strikes and subsequently avoids, 
she feels that she begins “to grow up. I felt older, wiser, and in some ways, bitter” (315-316).

� e three girls portrayed in this section are not big � ghters, and assume an acquiescent 
rather than an audacious stance. In Cofer’s text one can almost hear the narrating I moan and 
groan when, ba�  ed by her classmates’ hostility, she accepts “it as inevitable. [Lorraine] would 
beat me up” (131). Negi, in Almost a Woman, acknowledges “I’d never win,” and the narrating 
I in Hoyt Street refuses to � ght: “I didn’t know how to � ght!”35 Unable and unwilling to � ght, 

Following the opening fantasy in Angelou (1969), which I discuss in Chapter 9, the � rst person narrator loses 
control over her bodily functions and publicly embarrasses herself by urinating in church. In her discussion 
of the scene, Koenen maintains that it dramatizes “� e triumph of the body over the mind. […] � e mind 
su� ers because the body bears the marks of racial oppression” (1990, 331).
35. Cofer, 131; Santiago, 37; Ponce, 314. � is stance is echoed in Tovar’s poem “Para Teresa” (1980), where 
the narrator states: “I who-did-not-know-how-to-� ght” (415).
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the girls attempt to fend o�  their rival peers with words—obscene screams in Spanish, school-
books, a prayer, and Mexican corridos. In addition, unwilling to confront their mothers, they 
avoid them, and set themselves o�  from them. Both strategies assist them in the construction 
of their identities.

However, not only fending o�  aggressive behavior, but also such behavior itself consti-
tutes a viable means for establishing an identity. In contrast to the girls portrayed in this sec-
tion, who themselves are no gang members, gang girls take pride in their ability to � ght. Ac-
cording to Campbell, in rejecting passivity, gang girls stress their aggressiveness and work 
hard at developing reputations as � ghters. � eir aggression is most o� en directed at females, 
either “squares” or members of rival gangs (1999, 115). � e following section will bring in girl 
protagonists who, unlike the girls in Cofer’s, Santiago’s and Ponce’s texts, enroll in gangs and 
engage in � ghts. But they, too, struggle to control their bodies.

The bathroom as battlefi eld

Although Barbara White contends that adolescent girls in literature are “seldom portrayed as 
violent or in trouble with the police” and “tend instead toward passive resistance and secret 
disobedience” (1985, 152), various narratives on coming-of-age feature girls actively involved 
in violent con� icts with other girls, � ghting dirty with nails, teeth, and their high heels, and 
adopting other cat-� ghting ways. � us, their violence occurs through their own markers of 
femininity.36 Signi� cantly, many of these violent con� icts take place in bathrooms.

Undoubtedly, like shops’ dressing rooms, (public) bathrooms can be positive places of up-
li�  and betterment. It is the public place where adolescents can “look for themselves in mirrors” 
(La Belle 1988, 4). � e bathroom can also be a place of identi� cation and peacemaking, or of 
consolation and support. � e � rst function is shown in Joe (1982), where the Chinese Ameri-
can narrator and her black girl opponent make up their � ght in the school’s bathroom, as they 
wash their faces: “Checking in the broken and distorted mirror above the sinks, I could see she 
looked a lot like me” (104-105). � e second function can be found in Cantú (1995). Harassed 
by white female classmates at the high school cafeteria because of her body hair, the narrat-
ing I rushes to the ladies room, where she � nds comfort and strength in a group of “chucas,” 
Chicana classmates who do not “behave like gringas [and] don’t yet shave, much less pluck our 
eyebrows, or wear makeup.” Empowered by the spirit and boosting talk of the bathroom, the 
narrating I then encourages a fellow Chicana classmate to “beat them” (1999, 60-61).

As indicated by the latter example, bathrooms are also locations where girls, in a dou-
ble sense, make themselves up in order to confront their antagonists. Epitomizing the site 

36. In addition to the examples discussed in the previous section, many violent incidents can be found in 
coming-of-age literature. � e narrator of Cisneros (1984), for instance, recounts that Sally injures Cathy by 
making her ear bleed, and that Cathy calls Sally names and bites a hole in her arm (1986, 77-78). Examples of 
street and school-related � ghts can also be found in Kingston (1977, 55, 204, 211, 230, 235) or Jordan (2000), 
where the narrating I remembers: “[…] whenever I went outside the house to play for an allotted hour, or an 
hour and a half, that meant I’d be � ghting: Another girl, or a group of other little girls, would insult or jump 
me, and pretty quick I’d be banging away with my � sts and keeping my chin tucked down” (134).
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of Greenblatt’s “self-fashioning,” bathrooms become the site where girls challenge each other 
in the construction of their ethnic, racial, and gendered selves. Although surrounded both 
by the school’s enforcement of patriarchal law and its socializing forces, girls ganging up in 
school bathrooms are out of sight, unguarded and vulnerable. In these relatively private loca-
tions, where no male witnesses are allowed and adult supervisors are usually absent, girls are 
at the mercy of the whims of their female peers, as was shown in the previous section. � us, 
the public bathroom can become that “most private of female spaces […] which, as it locates 
the elimination of matter from the body, ultimately becomes associated with female pollution 
and shame” (Smith 1987, 168). � is is literally so in Kathleen Tyau’s novel A Little Too Much Is 
Enough (1996), where the narrator notes that, prior to their bathroom gossip of a classmate’s 
hips, breasts, and eyes, a few girls “crouch to see if anybody’s listening from the toilet stalls, 
and then the talk turns stink” (59).

Most notably, the bathroom is the place where adolescent girls, preoccupied with looks, 
behavior, and status, in dirty ways confront each other with their alleged di� erence. Some 
girls literally mark down their peers’ di� erence. � e Chinese American narrator-protagonist 
of one of the stories included in Christina Chiu’s Troublemaker and Other Saints (2001), is 
faced with the harassment by other girls in their school’s bathroom. Confronted with the 
epithet they have written with a purple marker on the wall of the bathroom stall, “ ‘LAUREL 
DA LESBO’,” Laurel cries.37

In Chapter 2 we have seen that in Kingston’s In Chapter 2 we have seen that in Kingston’s In Chapter 2 we have seen that in Kingston � e Woman Warrior the school’s bathroom is 
the setting for the protagonist’s harassment of her silent Chinese American classmate. It is the 
location where she beleaguers her double for being the timid, “Oriental,” and feminine peer 
who embodies Chinese culture. It is the site where she employs both physical and verbal vio-
lence in order to distinguish herself from the girl whose frailty, fragility, and silence frighten 
and frustrate her (1977, 180). Stephanie A. Demetrakopoulos describes the setting, an under-
ground lavatory, as “sterile, ugly, and labyrinthian,” and suggestive of “the place where � e-
seus met the Minotour or the underground rooms in which Beowulf grapples with Grendel.” 
She also likens Maxine’s act to “a trip to the underworld and confrontation with the shadow” 
(1980, 200).

Maxine is not an aggressor from the start. At her Chinese school, which she attends in 
the late a� ernoon, she depicts herself as the feeble and defenseless girl, reminiscent of the 
girls discussed in the previous section: “the kids are rowdy and mean, � ghting all night,” and 
Maxine gets “beaten up.” At her American public school, she only watches as other children 
engage in confrontations. She reports on (although later replicates, as I will discuss below) 
the way “Mexican and Negro girls” look each other up and down when they � ght, “so tough,” 
and tells of two “Negro kids who were bonking each other’s head on the concrete.” Even a� er 
becoming a � ghter herself, Maxine is still not the tough one: “I fought the most during junior 
high school and always cried.” And when she does turn into the tough attacker, pestering her 
silent Chinese classmate, she sobs (235, 55, 204, 211, 61).

37. 27. If a con� ict is not located in a bathroom, it can take place in a similar space or just outside of it. 
Velásquez’s Juanita Fights the School Board (1994), a young adult novel, stages two incidents triggered by 
gossip and name-calling: one � ght occurs between girls in the P.E. locker room, and a second � ght is nearly 
launched just outside of a ladies room (64-67, 73).
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At � rst, however, it is the silent girl who sobs, as she is attacked by Maxine in the school’s 
bathroom. Loathing the silent girl’s “dumbness,” and feeling disgusted by her delicateness—
her tidy, pastel clothes, her China-doll haircut, her small, white teeth, her baby-so� , chubby 
skin—Maxine screams at the girl, pulls her hair, and pinches her cheeks, until the latter starts 
to cry and is no longer “neat” (30). � e girl responds to the malicious and sadistic acts by 
quietly sobbing:

Her eyes dripped; her nose dripped. She wiped her eyes with her papery � ngers. […] 
Snot ran out of her nose. She tried to wipe it on her hands, but there was too much 
of it. She used her sleeve. “You’re disgusting,” I told her. “Look at you, snot stream-
ing down your nose, and you won’t say a word to stop it. You’re such a nothing.” […] 

“Would you like a hanky? I can’t get you one with embroidery on it or crocheting 
along the edges, but I’ll get you some toilet paper if you tell me to. Go ahead. Ask me. 
I’ll get it for you if you ask.” She did not stop crying. (205-208)

In her book Filthy Fictions: Asian American Literature by Women, Monica Chiu argues that 
“Asian American characters themselves participate in pathologizing and dirtying others [and] 
reinvent the specter of � lth in creative, subversive ways” (2004, 170). Although Chiu does 
not refer to the above episode, we could say that Maxine, as well, de� antly conjures up the 
image of � lth. Having caused the girl’s wetting and soiling of herself, and nonetheless feeling 
appalled by her snot and tears, Maxine o� ers to help, but only on her own terms. While sug-
gesting that the girl’s “papery � ngers” (206) are insu�  cient, she o� ers rough toilet paper to the 
girl whose detestable delicateness is suggested once again by her alleged and exclusive use of 
embroidered and crocheted handkerchiefs. In addition, by forcing the girl to speak up and ask, 
Maxine demonstrates that she is the one in charge. 

As narrator, however, she tells that, as time passes, she is losing control, and ends up wet-
ting her own eyes as well.

Sni�  ing and snorting, I couldn’t stop crying and talking at the same time. I kept 
wiping my nose on my arm […]. Her sobs and my sobs were bouncing wildly o�  the 
tile, sometimes together, sometimes alternating. […] I cried, clenching my teeth. My 
knees were shaking […]. (210)

Maxine’s crying indicates she may be losing her grip. In addition, it suggests her merging with 
her double, or mirror image, and symbolizes her similarity with the girl.38 Although she had 
attempted to � nd reassurance in establishing their dissimilarity—taking pride in her dirty � n-
gernails, calloused hands, yellow teeth, and desire to wear black—her fervent expression of her 
di� erence now only emphasizes her sameness to this “perfect Chinese girl” (Smith 1987, 169). 
And although she had believed that assimilation would gain her social acceptance, de� ned as 
a chance to become “a cheerleader” or “a pompon girl,” to get dates and get married (Kingston

38. In an interview with Islas, Kingston concedes that the speechless girl was in some way a double for 
herself (1983, 17). Kim calls the girl the protagonist’s “anti-self ” and “alter-ego” (1982, 153). Li calls her the 

“alter ego” and “doppelganger” (1988, 509). Wong writes of a “racial shadow” (1993, 77-117).
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210), she now appears as dumb, frail, and insubstantial as her unadjusted, silent classmate.
According to Sau-ling Cynthia Wong, “Assimilated Asian Americans [like Maxine] act 

out the paradoxical status they occupy in American society through encounters with the ra-
cial shadow. […] a highly assimilated American-born Asian is troubled by a version of him-
self/herself that serves as a reminder of disowned Asian descent.”39 Other coming-of-age texts 
stage girls who likewise threaten and attack those female peers who demonstrate a di� er-
ent level of assimilation—both to American culture and adult female standards. In Almost a 
Woman, as I have indicated, the white ambitions of Negi make her peers want to put her in her 
place in the constrained space of the bathroom. Two other texts indicate how such situations 
can have di� erent outcomes. � e girl narrator of the story “Eating Salt” (1996), written by Lisa 
Kahaleole Chang Hall, remembers that her family’s frequent change of residence o� ered her 

“many chances to be one of the good colored/(not bad Black) people.” Whenever she seizes 
one such opportunity, however, which the narrator does not specify, the “other” Black girls 
threaten and repudiate her in the bathroom. “I denied them. Not that. Never that. Instead I 
became white exotica” (1996, 245).

While this girl resists the girls at school, but � nds herself stuck in an image (“white ex-
otica”), another girl verbally asserts herself, and is literally able to free herself. � e poem “Para 
Teresa” (1980) by Inés Hernandez Tovar tells of a girl who is aggressively cornered in a bath-
room by a group of “Pachucas,” who have “[…] teased, dyed-black-but reddening hair,/ Full 
petticoats, red lipsticks/ and sweaters with the sleeves/ pushed up […].” � ey ask her why 
she thinks she is “tan grande” and does not join their “game of deadly de� ance”/ Arrogance, 
refusal to submit.” Having only wanted to conform to her mother’s wish to neither tease nor 
dye her hair, nor wear a petticoat or lipstick, the narrating I informs the Pachucas that she 
plays her own game of rebelliousness by studying hard and showing “them,” meaning Anglo-
America, that she is not inferior. � erefore, in the self-fashioning location of the bathroom, 
she not only sets herself o�  against Anglo-Americans, but also earns her freedom from the 
gang of aggressive and rowdy girls, who in vain wish to claim her as one of them: “You let me 
go then, Your friends unblocked the way” (1980, 414-416).

But � ghts are triggered not only by allegedly haughty behavior, supposedly indicative of a 
girl’s impending escape from her cultural group.40 Other factors that prompt such con� icts are 
sexual jealousy, racial and ethnic antagonism, gossip, personal insults, and a perceived threat to 
or attack on one’s personal integrity. Following gossip and tattle, Maravilla’s protagonist Cece 
is verbally and physically harassed in the school’s restroom by some “bad looking chicks.” One 
of them is a “black chick,” the other a white girl who constantly provokes � ghts with Chicanas, 

39. 1993, 92. � is is also true for gang girls. Sometimes, Campbell points out, violent con� icts occur be-
tween girls of the same racial or ethnic group, who di� er in their degree of assimilation or racial and ethnic 
orientation (1984, 20). See also Fishman 1999, 66, 75.
40. Another example can be found in McDonnell (1994), where the narrator recalls the “MBKs,” the Mean 
Black Kids, who beat her up in the school’s bathroom for continually getting high grades and speaking “too 

‘white’ ” (127). Anaya (1995) is for technical reasons excluded from this study, but features narrator Maria 
who describes a “gang” of tough girls as smoking in the school’s bathroom, wearing revealing clothing and 
lots of make-up, and being sexually active. “She thinks she is too good for us,” the girls whisper behind 
Maria’s back (108).
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calling them “ ‘beaners’ ” and “ ‘greezer[s]’ ” (24-25; emphasis in text). As I pointed out at the 
beginning of this chapter, the inspection of peers—and subsequent (dis-)identi� cation—al-
ways plays a signi� cant role in the establishment of self. � us, the visual examination of one’s 
rivals can also be of great importance during a physical confrontation.

Looking at her rival is even a way for Cece to � ght her. As focalizer, she indirectly gets 
back at the girl by describing her as having an “ugly face with its thick slash of coral lipstick on 
her hard little mouth,” and mocking her to the reader for having “[t]iny, black balls of mascara 
[clinging] to her stubby eyelashes.” On the level of the plot Cece also attempts to � ght back by 

“glar[ing]” at the girl. In reverse, the girls � ght Cece by staring at her: “I could feel them watch-
ing me in the mirror […]” (25). � e addition “in the mirror” suggests Cece’s con� nement by 
the other girls. While she watches the girl, she herself is watched in the mirror. As Helena 
Michie claims, one of the major functions of mirrors is framing. Frames can “be a way of keep-
ing women ‘in their place’ ” (1987, 9). While Cece thus � ghts the girls by looking � ercely, she 
herself is stared back at and entrapped in the mirror’s frame.

But during the confrontation, the girls also keep on looking at themselves, and situating 
themselves in the con� nement of feminine norms of beauty. Cece continues to apply eye-
make-up, and the white girl, chewing her gum, looks into the mirror while she is ratting her 
hair and “picking at her peroxided bou� ant” (24). Looking at, and challenging, their oppo-
nents, the girls’ preoccupation with their own projected resemblance to the ideal image per-
sists. � e � xation on one’s own mirror image, of course, also creates the outward impression of 
coolness, casualness, and control. For according to Michie, the framing of mirrors works not 
only to con� ne, but also to protect. It is “a way of commanding attention and presenting the 
body. […] the medium of the frame itself [is] a possible source of power […]” (1987, 9, 108). 
But Cece’s description of the sensations she experiences as triggered by the ongoing threats 
contrasts starkly with her description of her cool posture. She feels restless and dizzy with 
fright and anger. She shakes, stumbles, and subsequently stays home for a week, “straggling 
around the house in [her] bathrobe” (26). Having survived the confrontation with the girls in 
the constricted space of the bathroom by glaring, she now is constrained by her bathrobe, un-
able to enter the public space of the street or school, unwilling to expose herself to the looks of 
others. She has literally disengaged herself from any further occasion for skirmishes.41

But in the end Cece does return to the world of her peers. In the course of a second con-
� ict, similarly located in a bathroom, looking at one’s rivals is no longer possible. Fueled by 
sexual jealousy and gossip, two tough pachucas provoke a � ght by attacking Cece’s best friend 
Gerry. � ey attack the girl from behind and destroy her eyeglasses. Reporting that her friend 

“couldn’t see without her glasses,” Cece indicates that, for her friend, glaring at her rivals is no 
option.42 Coming to Gerry’s rescue, Cece is at � rst still capable of looking at her opponents, as 

41. Cece’s con� nement strikingly echoes that of Kingston’s Maxine. Following her aggressive attack on her 41. Cece’s con� nement strikingly echoes that of Kingston’s Maxine. Following her aggressive attack on her 41. Cece’s con� nement strikingly echoes that of Kingston
own mirror image in the school’s bathroom, Maxine also stays home from school. While Cece shuts herself 
o�  from looking and being looked at, Maxine shuts herself o�  from verbal interaction. She stays in bed for 
eighteen months and does not speak for the entire period. Her illness establishes her striking resemblance to 
the silent girl. Restricted to bed, secluded inside the house, and shut o�  from public space, she has literally 
made herself speechless, “a fragile and useless girl” (Smith 1987, 169).
42. Indicating both one’s own fear and the opponent’s aggression, the inability to see one’s rival is a recurring 
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she focalizes one of them as having “a big, brown, � eshy body” and “eyes wild with rage.” But 
then she loses sight of them as well. At � rst she cannot tell them apart: the three girls become 

“all arms, legs, hair and sweat.” I have discussed in a previous section how Cece describes the 
members of her gang as all arms, legs, elbows and knees, suggesting a process of adolescent 
self-realization that is inconclusive, jaunty, and double-edged. In this episode, however, the 
reference to “all arms, legs […]” also indicates the confusing e� ects of the confrontation. As 
the � ght progresses, “� ings started blurring,” and Cece gets a black eye, symbolizing her in-
ability to further make out her opponents (42). � us, Cece loses her ability to dis-identify with 
the peers who act as her opponents.

A third hostile encounter, taking place at a wedding, is again triggered by sexual jealousy. 
Feeling threatened when another girl has danced with her “ole man,” one of Maravilla’s char-
acters provokes a confrontation in the bathroom. She calls the girl who has trespassed the code 
of “heterosexual monogamy” a “Puta!” and “ ‘Chinga tu madre’.”43’.”43’.”  In her study Slut! Growing 
Up Female With a Bad Reputation (1999), Leora Tanenbaum points out that girls will seize 
the area of power that is available to them—the power to destroy another girl’s reputation. In 
line with Tanenbaum, Campbell claims that one of the most frequent disparagements of rival 
gang members was that they were whores or sluts, as “[t]he cultural context of Hispanic life 
places considerable emphasis upon the purity of young women before marriage […].” As part 
of Chicano culture, Campbell writes, Chicana teenage girls “must maintain the appearance of 
virginity and restraint […]” (1999, 112, 101).

However, while Campbell suggests that many gang girls establish their self-image by de-
fault and dis-identi� cation, the episode in question shows that the girls’ sense of di� erence 
and deviance is o� en di� used, and not as clear as Campbell suggests. As if responding to the 
derogatory epithets as expressed, on the level of the plot, by the girl who provokes the � ght, 
Cece focalizes the latter as being fake and fabricated. Although partly speaking in English, the 
girl reveals a heavy Chicano accent; her hair, looking singed and wilted, has successively been 
dyed blond and red-gold, whereas her natural black hair is shown at the roots. As focalizer 
Cece thus unmasks the girl as putting on a performance that makes her look like an attrac-
tive, glamorous Anglo woman. � is also suggests, in addition, that Cece and her peers do not 
have the bene� t of a single established, consistent, and unequivocal image that they can either 
reject or accept. 

In fact, Cece describes all girls involved in the � ght as feigned replicas of white and glam-
orous women. She shows how their fashioned appearances have been molded and manipu-
lated—with hair dye, make-up, high heels, a pu� ed out dress, and Playtex Living Bra—to give 

motif, echoed in other coming-of-age narratives. When the Chinese American narrator of Joe (1982) � ghts 
with a black girl opponent, she “tried to see, but her � sts kept swinging past my eyes so fast that all I could 
do at � rst was squint and � nally keep them tightly shut” (100). In Cofer (1993), a group of black girls verbally 
abuse the narrating I, a Puerto Rican girl. Turning the jump rope, the girl “felt a burning on my cheeks, and 
then my glasses fogged up so that I could not manage to coordinate the jump rope […]” (7-8).
43. Messerschmidt 1999, 127; del Fuego 1989, 186-187. Explicating a similar case in his sociological study, 
Messerschmidt states that it reproduces “a speci� c type of heterosexuality” and constructs “power relations 
between girls and femininities”—“monogamy is privileged and enhanced through violent attack (and group 
support for that attack) on situationally constituted promiscuity” (1999, 127). 
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the illusion of white femininity. � is double illusion, however, is easily unmasked. When the 
blouse of one of Cece’s friend’s is ripped during the � ght, it exposes “her snow white, Playtex 
Living Bra against her dark brown skin.” Other girls display “black mascara smudges around 
her eyes and cheeks,” dyed hair looking streaked, scorched and sagging, and a white lace bo-
som smeared with lipstick (187-188). While James Messerschmidt de� nes gang girls as “not 
attempting to pass as boys or as ‘gender-blending females’,” and claims that they even value 
an “emphasized femininity,” the girls’ � ghting and cursing disables them to keep up with the 
feminine norm (1999, 130).

Cece does not only expose the girls’ fraudulent white femininity. She also exposes their 
powerlessness and preposterousness. As focalizer, she ridicules the girl who provokes the � ght 
as lacking control over her body. Her narrow dress disables her to take long steps; her pink 
spike heels cause her to “teeter […] back and forth […]. I � gured she’d hit the � oor with the 
slightest shove and never make it up again” (185). In addition to exposing the aggressor as 
being uncomfortable and ludicrous in the femininity alluded to, Cece portrays all the girls 
caught up in the incident as con� ned in too narrow dresses, and wearing high heels that cause 
clumsiness and immobility. � us, their fabricated performance is not only obvious. It is also 
disempowering. 

� e girls stagger and sway. � ey lose their balance, lurch forward, are “shi� ing” and 
“bouncing o�  the walls.” � eir heads wobble back and forth. Cece describes herself as “stand-
ing with my legs apart in an e� ort to stabilize myself in my high heels.” Being drunk, she 
bumps against a door and feels “woozy,” while her “moves seemed awkward and slow” (187, 
186). � is instability, caused by those glamorous attributes of adult American life—high heels, 
narrow dresses, alcohol—symbolizes their adolescent lack of grip, balance, and control. � us, 
while the � ght is taking place, their feelings of insecurity cause them to continue to do the 
gender thing. Trying to hold on to the con� nement of the mirror’s frame, they incessantly 
check themselves out and adjust their makeup. Although Ellen McCracken states that “� e 
painting and decoration of bodily […] space” and “alternative body images” can be “strategies 
of cultural production that redeploy ordinary signi� ers for important new ends” (1999, 50), 
Maravilla’s girls only make themselves preposterous.

While the previous � ght turned Cece and her friend Gerry into visually impaired � ght-
ers, this third � ght transforms Cece and her adversaries into inept and inert � gures. Instead 
of being the occasions of positive a�  rmation and self-assertion, as Campbell (1984) indicates, 
Maravilla’s violent confrontations only cause the girls to lose coordination and control over 
their bodies. � is is already anticipated when, following the second � ght, Cece wets her pants. 
� e wetting of pants, or the fear of doing so, is not incidental, we have seen in Santiago’s 
Almost a Woman and Ponce’s Hoyt Street. It is an inherent element of peer group violence. 
Instead of feminine � gures, Maravilla’s girls turn into infantile beings. Cece even presents one 
girl as slobbering, blubbering, and wailing, and acting like a “baby chimp” (188).

In addition to exposing the girls as fabricated and lacking control over their bodies, and 
as if further emphasizing the limited and illusory quality of their glamorous femininity, the 
girls are depicted as beastly. Cece depicts the girls involved in the � ght as having divested 
themselves of their humanity—they grunt, are “wild looking” and “Wild-eyed,” and resemble 
a hawk and strong gorillas, or a “scared raccoon” (186, 188). Like Cat Eyes, Mousie and Flaca 
Fea, the three characters in Lorna Dee Cervantes’s “Bird Ave,” who have “welded their identity 
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into ubiquitous urban animal survivors: cats and mice” (Herrera-Sobek 1988, 12), the charac-into ubiquitous urban animal survivors: cats and mice” (Herrera-Sobek 1988, 12), the charac-into ubiquitous urban animal survivors: cats and mice” (Herrera-Sobek
ters of Maravilla have turned into animals who must survive life in the urban jungle. All in all, 
the girls’ behavior as depicted in this episode deviates from the standard behavior generally 
expected at the location (a ladies’ room) or occasion (a wedding).

In fact, what happens at the wedding is not at all important in this episode. As narrator, 
Cece completely focuses on the events in the bathroom, and her account of the subcultural 
practice even parodies the notion of the mainstream wedding. However, if this indicates a 
questioning of certain cultural norms, and a staging of transgressions, “subverting and reas-
sembling semiotic codes through subculture” (McCracken 1999, 158), Cece also reveals the 
limits of such skepticism and unruliness. In their study of girl gangs, Karen Joe and Meda 
Chesney-Lind suggest that girl gang life is neither a simple rebellion against cultural gender 
norms nor an expression of liberation from traditional notions of femininity. It rather re� ects 
the attempts of young women to cope with a range of social and economic conditions and 
constraints (1999, 216-217, 231).

Messerschmidt states it more positively, as he argues that gang girls exhibit “a unique � u-
idity of gender in which di� erent gender identities are emphasized or avoided depending on 
the social setting.” � is � uctuating “bad-girl” femininity includes both conventional gender 
practices, such as fussiness over clothes, hair, and make-up, and atypical gender practices in 
which girls violently oppose other girls. � e latter serve to rank girls in terms of their capac-
ity to display physical violence and power, and o� er them the opportunity to establish power 
and powerlessness in relation to each other. Putting into practice their subordinate position 
as working-class girls of color, they take pride in their � ghting ability and their consequent 
acquired reputation and status. � e battle with other young women o� ers them an instrument 
for the development of a particular race and class femininity (1999, 126-127, 130-131). For 
gang boys, the street is “both a battleground and a theater” (Joe and Chesney-Lind 1999, 213). 
� e girls of Maravilla and the other coming-of age texts do not avoid the streets. But their 
main battleground is the bathroom.44

Conclusion

In the chapter “Terms of Address,” I introduced Bettina Flores’s “self-help book” for young 
Chicanas, Chiquita’s Cocoon: A “Cinderella Complex” for the Latina Woman (1990). Most 
of this bourgeois-oriented guide is a plea for young Chicanas’ assimilation into American 
life—the only way for them to become successful women. In her chapter “True Confessions 
of Latinas Who Want Out of � eir Cocoons,” the author discusses the � erce ethnocentric at-
titudes of many Latinas. According to Flores, “Latina ‘groupies’ hold on to each other through 
peer group pressure. � ey believe that socializing with ‘others’ (non-Latinos) is a no-no. Even 
thinking of trying to be like ‘others’ is close to treason” (25). 

44. Although some critics object to the con� nement of girls to a bedroom culture and female toilet culture, 
Driscoll states that “[…] girls are predominantly understood as less likely [than boys] to occupy public space.” 

“Private spaces and domestic cultures, rather than public space and subcultural styles understood as self-ex-
pression, seem to structure girls’ lives” (2002, 259-260).
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In this chapter I demonstrated that in coming-of-age narratives by women writers of 
color, “cocooning” in “groupies” does not at all times result in ethnocentric behavior and at-
titudes. Groupies do not per de� nition exclude the possibility of “successful assimilation” into 
American life, but surely o� er the possibility to create, in the words of Marianne Hirsch, “a 
space at the border” where assimilation and resistance to American teenage girlhood take 
place simultaneously (1994, 83). In that border-like space, this chapter indicates, the girls 
negotiate between their parental culture and the culture of teenage America. Aware of their 
immigrant parents’ di� erence, feeling ashamed of their looks and unwilling or unable to fol-
low their lead, the narrators-protagonists of these coming-of-age texts literally come to view 
their contemporaries as primary guides in the construction of their gendered-sexual and ra-
cial-ethnic identity.

However, identi� cation with peers at times proves impossible due to parental proscrip-
tion, or (white) peer groups’ exclusivity. Indeed, many girls of color are very much aware of 
what separates them from the Sues, Lynns and Bettys they meet at school—Carol Gilligan’s what separates them from the Sues, Lynns and Bettys they meet at school—Carol Gilligan’s what separates them from the Sues, Lynns and Bettys they meet at school—Carol Gilligan

“perfect girls.” Even a copying of their own sisters, or immigrant girls like them (the Sophie’s 
and Vida’s of Cofer’s text) can be di�  cult or impossible. But in such a process of dis-identi-
� cation, by juxtaposing themselves to their charming and more womanly sisters, or to other 
marginalized but perfect girls, the narrators-protagonists may still be able to establish them-
selves as subjects.

In these mirroring processes, in which girls con� rm their di� erence as well as their same-
ness in relation to their peers, the specular is signi� cant. However, my analyses of Cisneros’s 
Mango Street, Chavez’s Menu Girls and other Latina texts revealed that at times looking is 
di�  cult or even impossible. Due, for instance, to their early maturation or imprisonment by 
fathers and husbands, peers become invisible, unattainable, and illusory. Still, some of those 
peers who disappear from sight leave room to trigger a protagonist’s imagination, which in 
turn assists in her identity construction. Other peers remain visible, but articulate audacious, 
ambitious and at times arrogant claims of di� erence and (white) superiority, which the pro-
tagonists are unwilling and unable to endorse and accept. Instead, they attempt to pin down 
these girls’ self-de� nitions and resolutely situate them in their own group. In addition, they 
indirectly deny the concealed but consequential de� nition of themselves as de� cient, and thus 
work on the construction of their identity.

Not only in these instances, but more generally, the protagonists of coming-of-age texts 
undertake numerous strategies of (dis-)identi� cation with female peers, in which fantasy and 
specular surveillance play important roles. Finding themselves between cultures, occupying 
marginalized class positions and grappling with their in-between status as adolescents, the 
girls continually monitor their peers’ appearance and behavior, and critically assess them as 
potential models for (dis)-identi� cation. In the private spaces of bedrooms, dressing rooms, 
and bathrooms, they experiment with di� erent looks, roles and attitudes, and try to � nd 
themselves a place in the cultures in which they � nd themselves embedded. Engaging in of-
tentimes frantic fabrications of self, they attempt to � t into mainstream culture as well as their 
own subcultures. � is project of manipulation, impersonation, and self-fashioning at times 
gives the impression of being playful and spontaneous, but is never automatic and natural. It 
discloses feelings of vulnerability and experiences of threat, and involves obsessive hard work 
and resourcefulness.
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On the level of narration and focalization, this process of minutely constructed self-im-
ages is being re� ected in the extremely detailed portrayal of the girls’ role models. In del 
Fuego’s Maravilla, for instance, focalizer Cece � xates on numerous physical details of her fel-
low gang members, which not only calls attention to the (sexual) intimacy between them, but 
also to their preoccupation with appearance and the possibilities of self-styling. Her portrayal 
of her peers’ bodies and physical performances further discloses the di�  culty of unambigu-
ously identifying them in terms of ethnicity, gender, and age. For the girls oscillate between 
di� erent cultures, between tomboyish or macho behavior and culturally endorsed norms of 
(white) femininity, and between childhood and adulthood. � us, Cece focalizes her peers as 
changeable and ambivalent personae who cross-dress as attractive, glamorous Anglo women, 
as Chicanas, or as hippies. Playing with, changing, and molding their cultural identities, the 
girls embody a promise of self-making and transformation that is provisional, inde� nite, mis-
chievous, and unpredictable. 

Visiting a movie theater with her friends from the gang, we saw how Cece partially identi-
� es with Shirley MacLaine, but due to her friends’ unruly behavior and mockery of the � lm 
star also moves beyond such identi� cation. � is occurs not only on the level of the plot, but 
also on the level of focalization. For Cece focalizes the actress as well as the entire setting of 
the movie theater as forged. � us, with her friends she implicitly sets herself apart from the 
Hollywood persona and culture. Instead, in their girl gang, occupying the negotiating space 
Hirsch describes, Cece and her friends freely experiment with and resist mainstream models 
of femininity, and try out “feminine” as well as “masculine” appearances and behavior. It is the 
place where they demonstrate unconventional, rebellious gender practices. One such way of 
rebellion is through � ghts and ritual screaming matches. By o� ering its members not only in-
timacy, solidarity and security, but also threatening confrontations and violent con� icts with 
common enemies, the gang controls feelings of danger and anxiety, and o� ers a means of 
empowerment and self-assertion.

However, my analysis of Maravilla and other coming-of-age narratives indicates that such 
terror as practiced by gangs and other groups does not always result in articulations of au-
tonomy. Instead, it has powerful and irrepressible physical e� ects, leaving both the attacked 
girls and the aggressors unable to completely control their bodies. Although disciplined to 
keep their body in check, and preoccupied with self-fashioning and self-fabrication, the girls 
nevertheless lose control over their bodily functions. � ey involuntarily weep, pee, stagger, 
and fall. Not only by cursing and screaming (and thus overtly proclaiming their di� erence 
from their rivals), but also by holding on to their books, by singing songs and by praying, in 
short by clutching the words they know and own, they try to remain standing and ward o�  
their rival peers.

It is no wonder that many of these violent con� icts take place in bathrooms, where one 
both controls and yields bodily functions, and where girls work on their appearances and 
identities. � ey are also the places where girls observe other girls’ appearance and attitudes, 
and detect their supposed di� erences. � ese di� erences not only occur between girls from dif-
ferent ethnic-racial backgrounds, but also between female peers who display di� erent levels 
of assimilation to American culture and adult female standards. Both in sociological studies 
and in literature, we � nd threats and attacks directed at girls who allegedly exhibit an in-
complete or too-slow assimilation, as in Kingston’s complete or too-slow assimilation, as in Kingston’s complete or too-slow assimilation, as in Kingston � e Woman Warrior, or on the contrary 
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demonstrate conceitedness and uncommon white ambitions that should be checked in the 
restricted, disciplining space of the bathroom, as in Santiago’s Almost a Woman. 

In del Fuego’s Maravilla, sexual jealousy triggers physical and verbal confrontations. Dur-
ing these con� icts, the girls’ inspection of each other and their mirror images continues. � is 
demonstrates their formidable preoccupation with their own and their peers’ (dis)similarity 
to the ideal female look. At times, however, looking at their rivals is no longer possible, caus-
ing the girls’ failure to see who is similar and who is di� erent. � us we return to a major issue 
in this chapter—the (in)ability to make out the peers one wishes to (dis-)identify with. In 
addition, focalizing several girl � ghts in bathrooms, Cece reveals the ludicrousness and false-
hood of their performance, as well as the girls’ physical incapacities. All features, the girls’ 
inability to observe, their foolishness and their incapability, symbolize the lack of coordina-
tion, stability and control in their adolescent lives, and their failure to articulate, as of yet, any 
consistent and de� nite identities.

Gang girl aggression and violence o� er instruments for developing a class- and ethnic-
ity-based femininity. Seeking refuge in their neighborhood and the popular culture they � nd 
there, the girls mainly interact with members of their female peer group. � us, the gang con-
stitutes a way of con� rming their self-worth and position. However, as a result of their class 
and racial-ethnic background, the girls do not have the resources, nor the right skin color or 
other physical features to achieve the white ideal of feminine beauty. Attempting at least to 
partially ful� ll the culturally celebrated and socially institutionalized ideals of perfect femi-
ninity, the girls in these texts � nd themselves lacking. � ey are a far cry from Gilligan’s “per-ninity, the girls in these texts � nd themselves lacking. � ey are a far cry from Gilligan’s “per-ninity, the girls in these texts � nd themselves lacking. � ey are a far cry from Gilligan
fect girls.” In the marginalized places of bathrooms they do experiment with the valued items 
in their “identity kits” (Ladner 1972, 115). And in these bathrooms they even resist the pres-
sure to meet cultural (white, middle-class) ideals. But in the end, in the same bathrooms, they 
literally struggle for their own place in the margin.
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Unlike traditional narratives of a subject’s successful formation and socialization, the com-
ing-of-age narratives under study here demonstrate no narrative closure, nor any determinate 
identities. Instead, they reveal di� use and undecided selves, as the girl protagonists remain 
suspended between childhood and adulthood and between di� erent cultures and their mani-
fold social, cultural, and economic manifestations; they mostly present stories of subjects-in-
process. De� ning themselves within the context of their community, culture and history, but 
also in terms of messages received from the media and other institutions outside of their 
community, the young women disclose a divided loyalty and a split sense of self-awareness. In 
their multifaceted cultural context they continuously negotiate among contrasting messages 
and possible identi� cations, and move and shi�  between di� erent, feasible subject positions. 

Engaging in unending processes of provisional positionings, the girl protagonists re-
semble Victor Turner’s notion of “threshold people,” which refers to those who “elude or slip 
through the network of classi� cations that normally locate states and positions in cultural 
spaces” (1969, 95). Turner’s threshold symbolizes the protagonists’ site of in-betweenness, of 
transformation and transition, a location of neither entirely belonging to the mature world, 
nor to the world of childhood; a place of neither � tting entirely within nor fully outside the 
racial-ethnic community or Anglo-American youth culture. It is a place where the girls oscil-
late between multiple worlds, and take on undecided stances vis-à-vis their age group, their 
gender, and their racial-ethnic group. It represents a transitional stage of life, where the girls 
are free to defer, mock or ignore standard values, such as the traditional norms of femininity.

But their threshold is not only a mythical location of ultimate freedom and freewheeling 
independence, where girls are able to live outside of the rules of adulthood. It is also a place 
where they experience overwhelming and intense feelings of anxiety and are subjected to many 
incongruities. AnaLouise Keating points out that threshold positions can be treacherous and incongruities. AnaLouise Keating points out that threshold positions can be treacherous and incongruities. AnaLouise Keating
trying locations. “� resholds mark crisis points, spaces where con� icting values, ideas, and be-
liefs converge, unsettling � xed categories of meaning. […] threshold people open themselves 
to multiple risks, including self-division, isolation, misunderstanding, rejection, and accusa-
tions of disloyalty” (1996, 2). Analogously, Amy Ling explicates that such an in-between status tions of disloyalty” (1996, 2). Analogously, Amy Ling explicates that such an in-between status tions of disloyalty” (1996, 2). Analogously, Amy Ling
in fact represents “a state of suspension, accepted by neither side and therefore truly belonging 
nowhere” (1990, 177). � e girls are in a state of outsidership, non-belonging, and alienation.

Sociologists, historians and psychologists have also emphasized and elaborated on the 
unique position of girls in society. On the one hand, they point out that girls are subjected to 
the pressures of consumer culture and anxiously observe and scrutinize their peers in trying 
to learn how to produce their bodies and selves in order to ensure the “romance narrative” and 
the attraction of potential husbands. � ey “constantly make and remake themselves in desir-
able form” and experiment with “taking on and o�  di� erent types of femininity,” in order to � t 
the white female standard of beauty (Johnson 1993, 134). On the other hand, however, these 
scientists emphasize that girls experience a temporary freedom to fantasize and improvise, 
and make choices in their possibilities of play. Instead of being an indication of their inability 
to adjust or reconcile, the girls’ shi� ing of identity is a sign of their in-between state of being. 
Speci� cally within their one-gender youth cultures, Angela McRobbie argues, girls have room 
to experiment with gender and sexual ambivalence. Protected from intrusion, they are free 
to play with and test alternative identities. � us they are able to develop multiple and � exible 
identities (1986, 215).
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Likewise, literary critics de� ne the phase of growing up, and adolescence in particular, 
as a period of freedom and unrestrained lawlessness, in which no adult rules count. Before 
having to submit to traditional constraints, the young ones indulge in their own desires. � ey 
can almost simultaneously be the “bad girl” and the “nice girl,” or perform as a “grown-up,” 
but at the same time refuse to be restricted as a woman (White 1985, 155). According to 
Patricia Yaeger, “childhood represents […] the only site where one can resist the madness Patricia Yaeger, “childhood represents […] the only site where one can resist the madness Patricia Yaeger
of the grown-up habitus, it is […] a temporary, provisional site […]” (2000, 182). But, more 
than that, the period of growing up is a period of deviance and de� ance. As “social outsid-
ers, not yet accepted into the established order,” as “outlaws” who are not “full members of 
society,” adolescents “criticize by their very existence a society that they have rejected as it has 
rejected them” (Spacks 1981, 291-294, 10, 269, 290). Children and adolescents are innocent 
and ignorant, naïve and unaware, and su� er from confusion, discontent, and contradictions. 
But despite these features, or perhaps because of them, they are virtuous and powerful, and 
even able to violate and subtly undermine established socio-cultural norms. Desiring thrills, 
challenges and experiments, they are subversive, noncompliant, insolent, and passionate. For 
instance, they present unconventional attitudes that negotiate or resist traditional gender ex-
pectations. Terry Leahy explains that girls not only play with, but also break with and oppose pectations. Terry Leahy explains that girls not only play with, but also break with and oppose pectations. Terry Leahy
public texts of femininity. Instead of an “emphasized” femininity, girls produce a more mar-
ginal gendered subjectivity by combining potential subject positions and various overlapping 
discourses (1994, 49, 63, 69).

� e girls in the narratives studied here also employ the overlapping discourses Leahy de-� e girls in the narratives studied here also employ the overlapping discourses Leahy de-� e girls in the narratives studied here also employ the overlapping discourses Leahy
scribes, and adopt various subject positions. By becoming the bride or bridesmaid, by turning 
into Shirley Temple, Jackie Kennedy, Scarlett O’Hara or a majorette, they take up the discours-
es of romance, girlhood purity, and emphasized femininity. As hippies, however, they adopt a 
countercultural discourse, and by being rowdy and rebellious they assume a male adolescent 
discourse. In addition, some girl protagonists combine an adolescent discourse of rebellion 
with the American discourse of cultural and racial superiority. In Tan’s with the American discourse of cultural and racial superiority. In Tan’s with the American discourse of cultural and racial superiority. In Tan � e Joy Luck Club, the 
protagonist June resists her mother’s scheme by quietly asserting: “I wasn’t her slave. � is wasn’t 
China” (141). While June’s use of the opposition American modernity versus Asian backward-
ness is a silent one, Kingston’s Maxine, in ness is a silent one, Kingston’s Maxine, in ness is a silent one, Kingston � e Woman Warrior, reveals a more outspoken use 
when one night she pronounces: “ ‘I am not going to be a slave or a wife’ ” (234). � is is echoed 
in Gish Jen’s in Gish Jen’s in Gish Jen Mona in the Promised Land (1996), where the protagonist Mona tells her mother Mona in the Promised Land (1996), where the protagonist Mona tells her mother Mona in the Promised Land
Helen: “ ‘It’s a free country. […] � is is America. [I can] be what I want, I can—’ ” (248).

However, the response of Mona’s mother—“ ‘Forget about free country,’ she says. […] ‘You 
want to be something, you can leave this house, don’t come back,’ […]” (248-249)—at once 
indicates how adolescence is not only a period of rebellion and youthful narrow-mindedness, 
but also a period of utter crisis and confrontation. � is is only intensi� ed when the adolescent 
is a daughter of a racial-ethnic minority group. � en, an emergent awareness of herself as 
growing into womanhood becomes entangled in complicated ways with her budding racial-
ethnic consciousness. Growing up between di� erent cultures, the girl comes to confuse her 
cultural a�  nities and allegiances, and must negotiate between dissimilar cultural loyalties: 
the o� entimes restrictive culture of her parents and the norms of the Anglo-American public 
sphere in which she has to operate. In addition, she struggles with a body that is marked as a 
site of racial and ethnic di� erence, and confronts racial and sexual discrimination.
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In Monica Sone’s Nisei Daughter, the � rst-person narrator Kazuko recalls that as a girl 
she was too overwhelmed by shyness to bring herself to verbally express her opinions. “Some 
people would have explained this as an acute case of adolescence, but I knew it was also be-
cause I was Japanese.” Being Japanese made her feel “it was better to seem stupid in a quiet way 
rather than to make boners out loud” (1979, 131). So it is not her status as a girl per se, but 
her being a daughter of Japanese immigrants that causes her great apprehension. Kingston’s her being a daughter of Japanese immigrants that causes her great apprehension. Kingston’s her being a daughter of Japanese immigrants that causes her great apprehension. Kingston
Maxine also attributes her shyness and silence at school to her racial-ethnic background: “� e 
other Chinese girls did not talk either, so I knew the silence had to do with being a Chinese 
girl” (193). However, having thus suggested the import of her racial-ethnic background in 
her attitudes and behavior, discussing her powerful imagination in another episode, Maxine 
wonders whether “[…] what I once had was not Chinese-sight at all but child-sight that would 
have disappeared eventually […]” (239).

� us the question arises whether the girls’ feelings of alienation and distress should � rst 
and foremost be attributed to their status as adolescent girls or to their position as daughters 
of immigrants or otherwise marginalized Americans. Some protagonists or narrators come 
to address this question. � e adult narrator of Judith Ortiz Cofer’s � e Latin Deli (1993), for 
instance, maintains: “[t]hough I know that most adolescents feel out of step most of the time, 
I also know that for the Puerto Rican girls of my generation that sense was intensi� ed” (1993, 
150). In Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (1991) one of the four sisters, 
who has majored in psychology, responds to her youngest sister’s decision to repatriate to the 
Dominican Republic as her North American life does not satisfy her: “ ‘You’re in the middle of 
your adolescence, for God’s sake! […] You’re supposed to be unhappy and confused. It means 
you’re normal, well-adjusted. � is is just going to make it worse, I guarantee it!’ ” (1992, 116). 
Both Cofer’s narrator and Alvarez’s protagonist indicate that a girl’s racial-ethnic background 

“intensi� e[s]” and “make[s] worse” the already stringent condition of adolescence.
Part of this circumstance, critics have implied, can be compensated for by the girls’ play 

with their self-images. Within the social contexts of majorette clubs, Halloween celebrations, 
school performances and girl gangs, but also in the secluded spaces of the bedroom and bath-
room, the girls’ linguistic, behavioral and physical acts of mimicry grant them some amount of 
agency. Ganging up with peers, or on their own, girls of color at times resist models of white 
femininity and instead create provocative, � amboyant and makeshi�  out� ts and engage in 
cultural cross-dressings. By describing in minute details their own and their peers’ manipu-
lation of appearances, the narrators-protagonists reveal not only the stark contrast between 
their realities and those of mainstream models of female beauty and perfection, but also em-
phasize the constructed nature and arti� ciality of their own identities. However, in the end the 
adolescent game played by girls of color appears less pleasurable and unrestricted than some 
of the aforementioned critics would have it.

� e girls are never able to choose their identities at random, and their self-fashioning nev-
er occurs completely autonomously, as political and material boundaries restrict their acting 
out of di� erent roles. According to Karen Christian, “[…] ethnicity is not simply free-wheel-
ing performance, an act over which the subject has full control.” She warns against anti-es-
sentialist classi� cations that regard subjectivity as merely a performance and do not consid-
er socio-historical factors that operate to disenfranchise ethnic and racial minority groups. 
Christian stresses that Butler’s notion of identity as performance does not involve being bere�  
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of character or color, impulsively selecting from the closet his or her attire. Viewing identity 
merely as a “pure process, as in� nitely transformable and performative” disregards the socio-
historic and political forces that a� ect subjectivity, such as racism. Christian quotes George 
Lipsitz, who has observed that in ethnic communities “subject positions may be � uid, multiple 
and open, but they are not in� nitely � uid, multiple or open. At every turn they are constrained 
by past and present power relations.”1

� us, switching identities by dressing up or dressing down is a privilege enjoyed by those 
who can a� ord it. As the narrator of Mei Ng’s Eating Chinese Food (1998) laments enviously, Eating Chinese Food (1998) laments enviously, Eating Chinese Food
her white peers in third grade “could play at being Chinese.” � ey could put it on and take it 
o�  as easily as they could do up the straps of their fashionable black cloth Chinese shoes with 
� owers embroidered on top in the morning and kick them o�  a� er school. When she herself 
tries to act “black or white or Puerto Rican,” people reprimand her (65). Called fools by their 
own parents for thinking they can change their self-images, girls of color who play with their 
identities face an Anglo-American culture that continues to view them as di� erent.

Still, the girls’ imagination continues to o� er ways of escape and resistance. Incessantly 
facing high expectations and contradictory demands, they produce an abundance of vivid 
dreams and daydreams, magical thinking, projection, and fantasies of retribution and familial 
adoption. Whereas the restrictions of their daily lives sometimes get in the way of their fan-
tasies, and although they seldom carry them out, fantasies help the girls to face the strains of 
growing up, break away from or lessen their insecurities and anxieties, and exceed the limita-
tions social reality imposes on them. Fantasies allow the girls to shape that reality and reduce 
it to manageable terms. Along with the girls’ feelings, thoughts, and emotions, these fantasies 
become part of their internal psychic life.

Usually, outsiders have no access to this interior sphere. However, in literature, through 
practices of narration and focalization the interior is expressed and becomes external. Literary 
construction thus constitutes an appropriate medium for studying the impact of social reality 
on internal psychic forces that in the end a� ect the actual process of subject formation. � e 
coming-of-age narratives studied here combine this expression and externalization of inter-
nal psychic processes with a depiction of the external social reality through which the girls 
position themselves. For subjectivity is not exclusively an internal process, but is realized in 
the other, “externally and socially as a historical event” (Saldívar 1990, 179). � e racial-ethnic 
as well as gendered positioning and identity are “contextual” and “relational” constructions 
(� ompson and Tyagi 1996, 53). One cannot become a subject without mirroring oneself 
in others, without an outward presentation. In my corpus, as well, this social dimension is 
absorbed and articulated, and enabled me to observe the scenes in which girls respond to 
interpellations by teachers, act towards fellow gang members, deal with their dolls, listen to 
their mothers, and react against icons such as Shirley Temple. 

1. 1997, 139, 149, 17, 31. � is evokes Bhabha’s argument that “when you are black, a postmodern � oating in 1. 1997, 139, 149, 17, 31. � is evokes Bhabha’s argument that “when you are black, a postmodern � oating in 1. 1997, 139, 149, 17, 31. � is evokes Bhabha
and out of identities is problematic. You need to engage in a painful negotiation with various options” (unti-
tled speech, 1993, in response to Rosi Braidotti’s presentation on nomadic subjects). Discussing conditions of 
instability and unruly and changeable bodies in post-colonial literature by women, Hoving (2001) maintains 
that multiple, fragmented and hybrid subjectivities do not necessarily involve “the kind of free heteroglossia 
of carnival and marketplace celebrated by Bakhtin” (2001, 247).of carnival and marketplace celebrated by Bakhtin” (2001, 247).of carnival and marketplace celebrated by Bakhtin
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As a result, a complex sphere of exteriority is created, which enabled me, as a researcher, 
to encounter the young women who are living in-between cultures, and � nd access to the 
manner in which their identity construction takes place. As this sphere of exteriority is lay-
ered, many-sided and complex, during my pursuit to track down the thematics of the girls’ 
identity construction, it proved impossible to reduce these to rigid regularities. � us, only de-
tailed analysis does justice to this complex process. My methodological and moral approach, 
therefore, is to create a space, a surface on which the complexity of the young women’s imagi-
nation, attitudes and performative talents is inscribed. � is is the ultimate justi� cation of a 
non-restrained use of quotations.

My research has come full circle. At the beginning of my research I wanted to step into the 
interiority of girls-living-between-cultures and to � nd their voices, but was seduced to enter 
the literarity of coming-of-age, as it opens up a real space of social and cultural interaction. 
But there I also had to acknowledge, in the end, that in the limitations of literary construc-
tion, social reality re-enters. Interiority had traded places with complex ways of articulation. 
I ended up examining the way in which the girls’ interiority becomes manifest. � us I return, 
somehow, to my initial desire to explore the complexities and restraints of the social lives of 
girls of color. In the end I have created in this book a synthesis of the social and the private—
the exterior and the interior—in the discourse of theoretical exploration. If this discourse has 
created some insight into and consideration for the subjects of this study, the stories and lives 
of girls coming of age in-between cultures, my aim has been achieved.
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English Summary

� is study’s subject is the fabrication of selves—or rather, its presentation in a still under-ex-
plored corpus of coming-of-age narratives by North American women of color. It examines 
the ways in which the texts’ girl protagonists grow up in the margins of white mainstream 
culture and fabricate their identity amidst a cacophony of o� en contradictory messages. � e 
categories of gender, race, ethnicity, and class prove to be crucial components of this construc-
tion process. Interacting and intersecting, they generate the girls’ unsteady and ever-chang-
ing subject positions and cause them to embark on a permanent process of fabrication and 
performance.

� is process is documented in the texts under study. Although many of them are � ction-
alized autobiographical accounts, and thus cannot be relied on for any historical certainty, 
they do contain an abundance of relevant information on the construction of racial-ethnic 
and gender identities among girls of color. Originating from many di� erent cultural back-
grounds, the narratives cannot be reduced to any single pattern to articulate the experiences 
of these girls-of-color-becoming-women. However, they disclose many common factors and 
forces that jointly in� uence the identify-formation of these girls as they come of age in Amer-
ica. All girls in the texts selected struggle with their marginalized class and cultural positions, 
and grapple with their status as children and adolescents. � ey encounter shared issues that 
relate to this book’s central theme of self-fabrication: growing up between a marginal and a 
dominant culture; coming-to-consciousness as racial-ethnic and gendered beings; the means 
of negotiation; narration and imagination; the performance of multiple identities; and pro-
cesses of self-a�  rmation.

Employing notions worked out by literary critics, such as focalization and narration, but 
also drawing on ideas developed in the � elds of Gender Studies, Cultural Studies, and Ameri-
can Studies, this book frames the coming-of-age narratives selected, and in addition presents 
cases of close-reading that interpret the codes embedded in the texts. � is practice of deci-
phering, in a sense, is analogous to that delivered by the girl protagonists who need to read the 
cultural codes that surround them. Being immersed in a great variety of narratives ranging 
from Dick and Jane stories heard at school to legends told by immigrant mothers, from Hol-
lywood � lms featuring Shirley Temple to cautionary posters on the walls of America’s welfare 
institutions, the girls internalize a great number of con� icting cultural norms and values, in-
cluding those pertaining to � liality, religion, nationality, gender behavior, language, and per-
sonal hygiene. In addition, they face unspoken and fragmented messages regarding the issues 
of racism, sex, and poverty, and are addressed in a multiplicity of contradictory and confus-
ing ways. Trying to make sense of this mixture of cultural narratives, silences, and terms of 
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address, employing their own experiences and imagination, the girls come up with a variety 
of possible actions and attitudes—among which are the shutting out and alteration of received 
messages, the fabrication of di� erent selves, and the articulation of their own stories.

Chapter 1 introduces my corpus by tracing the way in which book covers and photo-texts 
frame the coming-of-age narratives under study and thus in� uence the reader’s construction 
of the process of growing up as portrayed in the individual texts. Many of these extra-narra-
tive texts present coming-of-age narratives as truthful and authentic accounts and in addition 
feature visual and narrative clichés relating to the process of growing-up between cultures. 
Embellished by exotic images, they appear to represent the true story of an inevitable and 
simple linear development of cultural assimilation. I argue, however, that this framing at times 
turns out to be rather ambiguous, as some book covers subtly undermine and even invalidate 
their own claims of truth and authenticity, while others merge a variety of visual images to 
create incongruous and ambiguous illustrations. Further, I point out how photo-texts subtly 
subvert the typical immigrant-girl-becomes-American-girl story by either dispersing its pho-
tos at random throughout the text in no chronological order or by o� ering additional plots to 
the formulaic blueprint of the ethnic girl’s solitary development into American girlhood. 

Analogous to the ambiguity presented in the books’ framing texts, the narratives underneath 
move beyond any suggested truth claims, exoticism, and narrative formulae, as I demonstrate 
in subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 discusses the issues of lying and secrets in a comparative 
analysis of Amy Tan’s � e Joy Luck Club (1989) and Maxine Hong Kingston’s � e Woman War-
rior (1976). It also indicates that the texts present the girl protagonists’ growing up in their 
Chinese immigrant communities as anything but stereotypically exotic, and their cultural as-
similation as anything but linear. Focusing on the role of maternal storytelling as a key factor 
in the process of female subject formation, I demonstrate that the young daughters’ subjection 
to the torrent of words from their mothers only adds to their continuous state of anxiety and 
perplexity. Feeling located in multiple discourses that re� ect the norms of both the dominant 
society and the Chinese communi ty, and confused and silenced by racism and sexism, linguis-
tic and cultural barriers, the girls feel troubled by their mothers’ stories, which restrict as well 
as a�  rm and which contain both riddles and silence. Consequently, the girls reject and mock 
their mothers’ annoying messages and criticize them for being inconsistent and incomplete. 
On the other hand, the sketchy maternal narratives and the lies and silences of other relatives 
o� er starting points for the daughters to develop their own storytelling. Employing their own 
fantasies, the girls � nd creative ways out of their racial-ethnic and gendered roles and uncover 
means of distancing themselves from, but also identifying with their mothers. � is eventually 
assists in the construction of their identity. However, as the Chinese mothers are impatient with 
their daughters’ attempts to gain autonomy, the daughters rarely verbalize their fantasies. 

Tan’s and Kingston’s texts do not elaborate much on body and body language. � e communi-
cation between mother and daughter is rather ingenious and cerebral in its construction and 
consists of talk-stories, lying, screaming, and silence. In contrast, Chapter 3 brings together 
two Caribbean American texts—Audre Lorde’s Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (1982) and 
Paule Marshall’s Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959)—in which the mother-daughter communi-



English Summary 447

cation, apart from crucial spoken messages, is saturated with physicality. Indeed, this physical-
ity greatly a� ects the relationship between the immigrant mother and the U.S.-born daughter. 
My analysis of the two novels focuses on the conjunction of verbal power and physical com-
munication. I point out how the daughters not only are physically a� ected by listening to their 
mothers’ stories, as in Tan and Kingston, but also continuously monitor their mothers’ body 
language. � e mothers’ storytelling has a rather plastic and expressive character, and the phys-
ical features of their narrativity (raising their voice, gesturing, and intonation) conspicuously 
enhance as well as disturb the stories they convey verbally. Translating their mothers’ voices 
and � guring out the meanings of their mothers’ bodies, the daughters both verbally and physi-
cally remonstrate against their mothers. � is shows that verbal and physical communications 
do not exclude each other as two absolute oppositions, but are supplementary. 

Jointly, the mothers’ spoken and unspoken words induce and inspire the daughters in 
their own practices of conjecture and creation, which assist them in their quest for sel� ood 
and facilitate the construction of their racialized and gendered identities. Simultaneously, 
however, the mothers’ verbal and bodily power, which partially relies on the exclusion and 
inhibition of other voices as well as the imposition of secrets and silences, threatens to inca-
pacitate the daughters and prevents them from creating their own narratives. � is maternal 
strategy is dictated by the families’ immigration histories and the American realities of racism 
and poverty. � e daughters, however, fail to understand the rationale for this survival training 
and consider the mothers’ power and control to be obstacles to their independence. Unable 
to identify with their mothers’ culture and history, they � nd themselves in intensely complex 
relationships with their mothers. Constantly vacillating between identi� cation and breaking 
away from the omnipotent and all-subsuming maternal � gures, they engage in prolonged con-
� icts and protests. However, by observing their mothers, and through their own gendered and 
ethnic-racial experiences, the girls gradually begin to understand their mothers’ complex po-
sition as black, immigrant, and female in white U.S. society. � ey come to view their mothers 
as individuals and no longer as variations of a stereotype and in this process announce their 
association as well as their autonomy.

In the following two chapters I move from the mothers’ sphere of in� uence to the girls’ racial-
ethnic communities and white America. From these sites the girls daily pick up and absorb a 
great variety of messages about life. Adding these to the complex of maternal messages, the 
girls string them all together and work them over in their fantasies. � us, they shape their de-
veloping understanding of themselves in terms of their culture and the wider society. Chapter 
4 focuses on the notion of interpellation, and traces the manifold terms of address in Nichola-
sa Mohr’s Nilda (1973) and other Latina texts. Hailed by parents, policemen, peers, and many 
others, the protagonists try to � nd their way between the various positions presented by those 
terms of address and establish their own subject positions within the existing social order. On 
the level of the plot, very few girl protagonists openly articulate their frustration, anger, or 
bewilderment at external de� nitions of themselves. Neither do they openly reject or renounce 
the ways in which they are being misnamed nor engage in explicit campaigns of disobedience. 
Still, they � nd other, more hidden ways to resist and stage their silent protests.

Following the narration and focalization of the young protagonists who are growing up 
in the midst of a perplexing and con� icting series of hailings, we register the inconsistencies, 
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mispronunciations, and misrecognitions of the various forms of address, as well as the girls’ 
subsequent confusion, irritation, and disinterest. In addition, we note their parents’ failure to 
help them � gure out the meanings. Some mothers reject the racist and patronizing name-call-
ing as nonsense, but take it up in order to discipline and caution their daughters. In addition, 
parents employ their own forms of address, and call the girls señoritas and mujeres so as to 
remind them of their place and status in the immigrant home and community. Many of these 
messages con� ict with those coming from white, mainstream America. � is only adds to the 
girls’ feelings of alienation and confusion. Still, they refuse to let the racist and paternalizing 
interpellation construct them as a subject. Some reject a form of address by moving away 
mentally or physically. Others appropriate the address by repeating it while at the same time 
mocking it as un� tting. Still others quietly counter the interpellation by focalizing their ad-
dressors as fools or conjure up fantasies of sweet revenge. Finally, some even try to manipu-
late the ways in which they are being addressed by engaging in material metamorphoses and 
performances.

Chapter 5 shi� s the focus from interpellation to instruction, and examines the cacophony 
of cultural messages girls of color face at school, at church, and at home. Centering mostly 
on Mohr’s novel Nilda, this chapter surveys the protagonist’s encounter with a plurality of 
repetitive and o� entimes contradictory stories from her own Puerto Rican barrio of 1940s 
New York, as well as from radio programs, posters at welfare o�  ces, patriotic songs, teach-
ers’ lectures, and movies—many of which imply Nilda’s alterity and second-class citizenship. 
I demonstrate that Nilda feels puzzled, bored, and irritated, yet also is able to suppress and 
play with the messages. Her ability to pay no or only partial attention to them or to mock 
them according to her moods and desires provides her with a space to counter contradicting 
cultural messages, to manipulate them, and originate her own. � us she scornfully portrays 
representatives of white middle-class America, constructs fantastic landscapes, and imagines 
role reversals. � ese narratives help her to deal with unknown and complex features of both 
her parental culture and American culture. In addition, they function as escape valves, as 
they allow her to divert her attention away from ugly daily realities and ease her feelings of 
anxiety and loneliness, as well as the pain caused by racism and poverty. Finally, her fantasies 
of revenge, in which she resists and ridicules those who issue malicious messages, o� er her 
some control as they enable her to construct imaginary solutions for real contradictions. � us, 
Nilda’s narratives indicate that she does not passively comply with the issued messages. She 
negotiates with them and thus actively participates in her own production as subject.

In Mohr’s Nilda the young girl’s consciousness is still in a developing state, and although she 
is a sensitive and aware observer of the issues she encounters, she does not articulate any 
critical re� ection on the messages she receives nor explore their full implications nor explic-
itly articulate her response. By contrast, the coming-of-age narratives surveyed in Chapter 6 
present clear cases of coming-to-consciousness among girl protagonists who enter the social 
practice of looking. In an analysis of texts from various cultural backgrounds, I suggest that by 
monitoring their role models, by facing their own photo and mirror images, and by noting the 
outsider’s gaze on their physical di� erence, girls of color experience feelings of alienation, as 
they become aware of their racialized, gendered, and sexualized selves. � is occurs not always 
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in single and spectacular dramatic events, but in the course of a long process of looking and 
being looked at. � us the texts emphasize that crucial aspect of growing up—the social impo-
sition of various identity elements built on otherness—and indicate how vision is essential for 
the production of a subjects’ sense of self.

I further demonstrate how, constantly confronted with the social reality of a racist so-
ciety, and continuously reminded of the signi� cance of their body color and its di� erence, 
numerous protagonists in the narratives under study develop a preoccupation with skin color 
and other bodily features. Some even produce a negative self-image as their bodies bear and 
manifest di� erence. � is inevitable and invariable presence of color is bound up with its vis-
ibility. However, although a true revision of the views of others is not (yet) undertaken, I 
show that some girl protagonists, as focalizer, deconstruct notions such as color di� erence. 
In addition, the protagonists are not only passively marked. � ey themselves also mark down 
di� erences and subtly indicate their powers of manipulation. Indeed, with Hortense Spillers’s 
notion of productive looking I show how looked-at-subjects also look back and recompose or 
revise the gaze of the other. � is allots them some kind of subjective authority. But these are 
no conscious attempts to � nd some defensive strategy to ward o�  the negative gaze and the 
resultant alienation. While some girl protagonists deconstruct notions such as color di� erence 
and reveal their ability to engage in productive acts of looking, they fail to actively examine, 
unsettle, or refuse the gaze of the other.

In the next two chapters, I move on to explore how girls of color expose myths of white physi-
cal beauty as un� tting and inappropriate. Engaging in cross-cultural performances of imita-
tion, they are able to negotiate and cope with ideal images such as those presented by Shirley 
Temple and Barbie. Central to Chapter 7, which focuses on coming-of-age narratives by Asian 
American, African American, and Latina writers, is the gi�  of Barbie and other dolls that en-
courages girl protagonists to engage in motherly behavior and mirror themselves in the dolls. 
Many narratives present the alienating black girl/white doll contrast, when girls of color re-
ceive as gi� s dolls that not only embody gender-appropriate behavior, but also models of white 
female beauty. O� entimes conscious of the disparity between their own appearance and the 
doll, the protagonists demonstrate a variety of positions with respect to the dolls they receive. 
� ose who accept their dolls, even when conscious of the apparent dissimilarity, develop their 
authority over them and demonstrate their handling power in their play and acts of manipula-
tion. � ose who jealously or bemusedly mock and reject their white (or at times brown) dolls 
engage in acts of examination, destruction, elimination, or manipulation. But both those who 
comply and those who resist engage in a process of negotiation with the cultural codes incor-
porated in the dolls. � e acceptance and the dis� guration, while seemingly contradictory, are 
acts of appropriation, which o� en involve the girls’ alteration of their dolls, and can also be 
seen as e� orts to relate the dolls to their own lives—both in a narrative and material manner.

Although there are rules and risks involved in fabricating illusions and limits due to the 
con� scation of the dolls, culturally hybrid � gures can have empowering e� ects, as I demon-
strate in an analysis of Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (1991). When the 
girl protagonist adopts and handles a blond Barbie that has been customized into an appealing 
ethnic doll, she is able take charge and confront the puzzling variety of female role models she 
faces and set herself o�  in relation to them. 
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Girls’ own hybridizations, which I examine in Chapter 8, have similar e� ects. For not only 
Barbie, but also the Hollywood � lm persona Shirley Temple presents an ideal image of girlhood 
and o� ers a consumerist form of identi� cation. In much coming-of-age literature, ambitious 
parents or other adults who equate whiteness and golden-haired beauty with desirability force 
girls to emulate the child-star and become Shirley Temple look-alikes and wannabes. � e girls’ 
symbolic identi� cation with Temple, who herself personi� ed the American belief in endless 
opportunity, especially the promise of self-transformation, is to o� er them a way of belonging 
in American mainstream culture and provide access to the promise of the American Dream.

Girl protagonists who come to pose as Shirley Temple quote from Temple’s culture and 
end up imitating a whole set of representative characteristics exempli� ed by that iconic � gure. 
� eir impersonation, they reveal, involves performativity and a manipulation of the body. 
Emulating Temple’s dress, pose, talk, and dance, some of the � lm star’s replicas are able to 
utilize the model as a source of agency, resistance, and intervention. � eir brash talk and 
dancing, their stride down an imaginary cat-walk, and their performances with feathers and 
curtains are � irtatious and (safely) sexual, and present them with a kind of girl power that is 
liberating and transgressive.

My analysis indicates that the girl protagonists who attempt to impersonate Temple never 
simply and meekly subject to the cultural icon. � ey struggle with the model of Anglo-Ameri-
can girlhood as set forth by their celebrated Hollywood peer. Both a�  liating and disa�  liating 
with it, the girls engage in acts of negotiation and only apply elements of the Temple image in 
various degrees. As narrators and focalizers, they disclose the arti� cial and fabricated qual-
ity of their Temple transformation and reveal the imprint of their own culture. � e question 
remains whether these hybridizations play with convention and disturb the norm or whether 
they actually rede� ne social frames. At times, as I point out, uncomfortable acts of imperson-
ation indicate the limitations of the Hollywood icon’s universal meaning. But most Shirley 
Temple impersonations reinforce and con� rm everything the Hollywood personage embod-
ied. � e girls of color succumb to a scheme developed in and by a dominant white masculine 
con� guration. � ey reproduce not only a single persona (Temple), but the more common 
standards of behavior marked as white girlish. � eir transvestism does not necessarily entail a 
playful selection from a reservoir of possible roles, but suggests the girls’ attempt to make the 
best of an unambiguous white construction of femininity. It constitutes a necessary strategy to 
be able to participate in a white world. � ose girls who in the end demonstrate their failure to 
meet the standards of the white beauty system only render the corporeal inscription of white-
ness more visible. � ey were unable to fool others.

� e concept of fooling returns in Chapter 9. Many girl protagonists fantasize about fooling 
others into believing that they are white. Especially African American coming-of-age narra-
tives o� er numerous examples of black girls who dream of somehow, miraculously, turning 
into a white girl. Girl protagonists also trick others by actually altering their identities and 
playing across racial and other divisions. Yet in these acts of whitewashing and cultural (cross-
)dressing, the girls are open to being a fool. Some parents mock their daughters for their 
unsuccessful impersonations and for assuming that they can fool others by a modi� cation 
of their appearance. � ey frantically discourage the girls’ endeavors to insert themselves into 
the culture of American girlhood and prohibit or restrict their appearances, attitudes, and 
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ambitions. Other parents, however, subject their daughters to manipulative acts of skin color 
correction in order to accommodate them to the white beauty myth of mainstream America. 
While these acts of bodily writing reveal the girls’ subjection to white standards of female 
beauty, they also indicate the illusory quality of these standards. � ey expose the deceptive 
and preposterous make-up of white culture and problematize the politics of color by alluding 
to the possibility of a topsy-turvy reality.

Several girl protagonists focus on the possibility of becoming more tolerable exotic perso-
nas, historic or mythical female personages, or archetypal American girls. Appropriating and 
slightly modifying existing models or stereotypes with the use of clothing and make-up, and 
taking up more or less o�  cial occasions such as Halloween and school rituals, they undertake 
ingenuous acts of corporeal writing or bodily self-fashioning. Either in uneasy and anxious at-
tempts to emulate white girlish � gures such as the bride’s maid, or in rebellious performances 
as subversive majorettes, they engage in acts of transgressive costuming. Like drag queens, 
they disclose their vacillation between di� erent cultural and gendered positions and mischie-
vously resist the idea of an essential and � xed identity. However, these role-playing acts are 
not lighthearted, leisurely games of fantasy, nor merely girlish acts of experimentation aimed 
at making their bodies more beautiful and feminine. Nor should they simply be read as grand 
gestures of self-a�  rmation and resistance, or as parodic and subversive articulations. At the 
cost of hard work, pain, and sacri� ce, they are o� en compliant attempts at compromise, and 
frenzied, frantic e� orts to blend in, to belong to a presumably more acceptable group, and to 
move beyond a current state of existence.

However, their bodily and mimetic experimentation enables the girls to deal with the 
stress caused by their in-between position as adolescents and daughters of marginalized peo-
ple and to display their adolescent resistance to their parents. In addition, although they do 
not structurally question America’s white models of feminine beauty, they implicitly call atten-
tion to, and even contest, them. For as narrators and focalizers, the girl protagonists report in 
great detail on the resourceful measures taken in their continuing process of self-fabrication 
and self-stylization. Revealing a multiplicity of tricks, they highlight the arti� ciality and syn-
thetic quality of looks, and subtly expose the falseness and illusion of white girlhood. � e acts 
o� er the girls new, performative selves that at times, however, are ill-� tting. � ey reinforce the 
girls’ adolescent feelings of physical awkwardness and make them even more aware of their 
bodily di� erences. � us, the girls’ impersonation of the white American girl or the benignly 
exotic girl generates an unsettling mimicry and is ultimately not empowering. 

� e � nal chapter, Chapter 10, focuses on the way in which girls seek out female friends and 
other peers in order to assist them in the fabrication of culturally endorsed forms of femininity. 
It examines Latina texts—especially Sandra Cisneros’s � e House on Mango Street (1984), De-
nise Chavez’s � e Last of the Menu Girls (1986) and Laura del Fuego’s Maravilla (1989)—that 
stage protagonists who are unwilling or unable to follow their immigrant parents’ lead and 
(literally) come to view their contemporaries as primary guides in the construction of their 
gendered-sexual and racial-ethnic identity. � ey continually monitor their peers’ appearance 
and attitudes, and critically assess them as potential models for identi� cation. On the level of 
narration and focalization, I demonstrate, this process is re� ected in a great preoccupation 
with looks and the possibilities of self-styling, and in the extremely detailed portrayal of role 
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models. � e mirroring processes, however, at times prove impossible due to parental pro-
scription, (white) peer groups’ exclusivity, or the invisibility and inaccessibility of peers. Still, 
I argue, even when peers disappear from sight, they leave room to trigger one protagonist’s 
imagination, which in turn assists in her identity construction. When peers remain visible, but 
articulate audacious, ambitious, and at times arrogant claims of di� erence and racial-ethnic 
superiority, the girl protagonists are unwilling to accept these claims and instead attempt to 
pin down their peers’ self-de� nitions by resolutely situating them in their own group. � us 
the protagonists indirectly deny the concealed but consequential de� nition of themselves as 
de� cient.

Such a pinning down is not always possible, however. In Del Fuego’s text the protagonist’s 
portrayal of her peers’ bodies and physical performances discloses the di�  culty of unam-
biguously identifying her peers in terms of ethnicity, gender, and age. She focalizes the girls 
as changeable and ambivalent personae who cross-dress, play with, change, and mold their 
cultural identities. � is indicates how they oscillate between di� erent cultures, between tom-
boyish or macho behavior and culturally endorsed norms of (white) femininity, and between 
childhood and adulthood. Employing the border-like space of bedrooms, bathrooms, and 
dressing rooms, they experiment with looks, roles and attitudes. � ey manipulate, imitate, and 
fabricate, and both assimilate to and resist the cultural standards of teenage America. � us, 
the girls embody the promise of self-making and transformation that is provisional, inde� nite, 
mischievous, and unpredictable. However, although their project of self-fashioning at times 
gives the impression of being playful and spontaneous, it is never automatic and natural. Be-
ing aware of what separates them from the perfect girls who set the standards for American 
femininity, girls of color engage in frantic fabrications of self and obsessive hard work, which 
disclose feelings of vulnerability and anxiety, and experiences of threat.

� ese feelings and experiences become most visible in those coming-of-age texts that 
deal with girl gangs—that ultimate marginal space where girls freely experiment with and re-
sist culturally endorsed forms of femininity, and demonstrate unconventional, rebellious gen-
der practices. � reatening confrontations and violent con� icts with common enemies provide 
gang members with instruments for developing a class- and ethnicity-based identity, and ways 
of con� rming one’s self-worth and position and articulating one’s autonomy. However, my 
analysis also demonstrates that such aggression and terror as practiced by gangs and other 
groups also have powerful irrepressible physical e� ects, leaving both the attacked girls and 
the aggressors unable to completely control their bodies. Although disciplined to keep their 
bodies in check, and preoccupied with self-fashioning and self-fabrication, the Chicana and 
Puerto-Rican girls nevertheless lose control over their bodily functions. � ey involuntarily 
weep, pee, stagger, and fall. � us we come to note the foolishness and falsehood of the girls’ 
performances, as well as their physical incapacities. Jointly, these features symbolize the girls’ 
lack of coordination, stability, and control in their adolescent lives, and their failure to articu-
late, as of yet, any consistent and de� nite identities. Attempting to ful� ll, at least partially, the 
culturally celebrated and socially institutionalized ideals of perfect femininity, the girls � nd 
themselves lacking. While experimenting with their identity and even resisting the pressure 
to meet cultural (white, middle-class) ideals, in the end they literally struggle for their own 
place in the margin.
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Het onderwerp van dit boek is de constructie van de eigen identiteit, het zelf, door Noord-
Amerikaanse gekleurde meisjes – of liever, de presentatie ervan in een relatief onontgon-
nen corpus van zogenaamde coming-of-age narratives. In dit boek onderzoek ik de manieren 
waarop de jonge vrouwelijke hoofdpersonen opgroeien in de marges van de witte Ameri-
kaanse cultuur en hun identiteit construeren te midden van tegenstrijdige boodschappen. 
Bij dit constructieproces spelen de categorieën van gender, ras, etniciteit en klasse een cru-
ciale rol. Deze categorieën werken op elkaar in en overlappen elkaar, wat ertoe leidt dat de 
meisjes voortdurend bezig zijn hun identiteit te heroverwegen – een proces van fabricage en 
performance.

Hoewel veel van deze teksten ge� ctionaliseerde autobiogra� sche verhalen zijn, en dus 
geen historische zekerheid bieden, bevatten ze volop relevante informatie over de constructie 
van raciaal-etnische en genderidentiteiten bij gekleurde meisjes – girls of color. Van één pa-
troon is daarbij geen sprake; daarvoor verschillen de culturele achtergronden te veel. Maar de 
verhalen leggen wel een veelheid aan gemeenschappelijke factoren bloot, die gezamenlijk de 
identiteitsontwikkeling van deze meisjes beïnvloeden tijdens hun groei naar volwassenheid. 
Alle meisjes in de coming-of-age narratives worstelen met hun gemarginaliseerde positie en 
met hun status als kinderen en adolescenten. Ze worden geconfronteerd met gemeenschappe-
lijke kwesties: het opgroeien tussen een marginale en een dominante cultuur; het bewustwor-
dingsproces van raciaal-etnische en gender-identiteiten; de middelen die eventueel beschik-
baar zijn om hierover te onderhandelen (negotiation); de invloed van vertellen en verbeelden; 
de handelingsperspectieven die aanwezig zijn om een veelheid aan identiteiten te realiseren 
(performance); en processen die het zelf bevestigen.

Dit boek plaatst de geselecteerde coming-of-age narratives in hun context en biedt tekstue-
le analyses van de codes die in de teksten zijn ingebed. Daarbij maak ik gebruik van begrippen 
die zijn uitgewerkt door literatuurcritici, zoals focalisatie en vertelvorm, maar ook van ideeën 
die zijn ontwikkeld binnen de vakgebieden van Gender Studies, Culturele Studies en Ameri-
kanistiek. Deze praktijk van ontcijferen is in zekere zin analoog aan wat de meisjesprotagonis-
ten zelf moeten doen: de hen omringende culturele codes duiden om ze te kunnen begrijpen. 
Zij zijn ondergedompeld in een grote verscheidenheid aan verhalen, variërend van Dick-and-
Jane-vertellingen die ze op school horen, tot legendes die immigrantenmoeders vertellen, van 
Hollywood-� lms met Shirley Temple tot instructieve posters aan de muren van Amerika’s 
sociale instellingen. Onder invloed daarvan internaliseren de meisjes een grote hoeveelheid 
tegenstrijdige waarden en normen, die o.a. betrekking hebben op de positie van kinderen bin-
nen het gezin, religie, nationaliteit, correct gedrag van vrouwen, taal en persoonlijke hygiëne.
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Daarnaast signaleren de meisjes de vaak impliciete of gefragmenteerde boodschappen 
over kwesties als racisme, seks en armoede, en worden ze op tegenstrijdige manieren aan-
gesproken. In hun poging wijs te worden uit deze mengeling van culturele verhalen, aan-
spreekvormen en ingelaste stiltes, zetten ze hun eigen ervaringen en verbeeldingskracht in. Ze 
sluiten zich af of passen ontvangen signalen aan, ze construeren verschillende vormen van het 
zelf en vertellen hun eigen verhalen.

Hoofdstuk 1 introduceert mijn corpus door de manier te onderzoeken waarop boekka� en 
en begeleidende fototeksten de coming-of-age narratives omlijsten. Deze sturen de lezer bij de 
interpretatie van het volwassenwordingsproces waarover de afzonderlijke teksten verhalen. 
Veel van deze buiten het verhaal staande teksten presenteren de coming-of-age narratives als 
waar gebeurde en authentieke geschiedenissen. Bovendien bevatten ze visuele en narratieve 
clichés over het opgroeien tussen twee culturen. Verfraaid met exotische a� eeldingen lijken 
de teksten het ware verhaal te vertegenwoordigen van een natuurlijke en onvermijdelijke li-
neaire ontwikkeling van culturele assimilatie. Ik betoog echter dat deze omlijsting soms nogal 
ambigu is, omdat enkele ka� en op subtiele wijze hun aanspraak op echtheid ook weer onder-
graven, terwijl andere omslagen een mengeling van beelden bevatten die een meerduidig en 
zelfs tegenstrijdig totaalbeeld oproepen. Bovendien laat ik zien hoe fototeksten het typische 
model van immigrantenmeisje-wordt-Amerikaanse omver lijken te gooien door de foto’s op 
een willekeurige wijze door de tekst heen te verspreiden, zonder chronologische volgorde, of 
doordat ze verhaallijnen bevatten die de modelplot aanvullen.

Evenals de omlijsting van de boeken deconstrueren de vertellingen zelf ook de gesuggereerde 
claim van authenticiteit, het exotisme en de voorgeschreven verhaalformules, zoals ik in de 
hierop volgende hoofdstukken laat zien. In Hoofdstuk 2 behandel ik in een vergelijkende 
analyse van Amy Tans � e Joy Luck Club (1989) en Maxine Hong Kingstons � e Woman War-
rior (1976) liegen en verzwijgen als vertelstrategie. Ik laat verder zien dat de manier waarop de 
teksten de hoofdpersonen laten opgroeien in hun Chinese immigrantengemeenschappen alles 
behalve stereotiep exotisch is en dat hun culturele assimilatie alles behalve lineair verloopt. 
Terwijl ik mij richt op het verhalen vertellen door moeders, als een fundamentele factor bij de 
vorming van een vrouwelijke identiteit, betoog ik dat de onderwerping van dochters aan deze 
woordenstroom bijdraagt aan hun staat van angst en verbijstering. Ze zijn al ingebed in een 
veelheid aan vertogen die de normen weerspiegelen van zowel de dominante maatschappij als 
de Chinese gemeenschap. Ook worden zij tot zwijgen gebracht door racisme en seksisme, en 
worden ze belemmerd door culturele en taalbarrières. Tegen deze verwarrende achtergrond 
luisteren de meisjes naar de verhalen van hun moeder. Die geven hun steun, maar beperken 
hen tegelijkertijd ook. De verhalen bevatten vaak bedreigende raadsels en onbegrijpelijke stil-
tes. Als gevolg hiervan bespotten en verwerpen de meisjes hun moeders hinderlijke bood-
schappen en bekritiseren deze om hun inconsequentie en onvolledigheid. Toch bieden de 
gefragmenteerde verhalen van de moeder en de leugens en stiltes van andere familieleden ook 
uitgangspunten voor eigen verhalen. Door het aanwenden van hun eigen verbeeldingskracht 
ontsnappen de meisjes aan hun raciaal-etnische en genderrollen en ontdekken ze manieren 
om zich te distantiëren van hun moeder, maar zich toch ook met haar te identi� ceren. Omdat 
de Chinese moeders echter weinig geduld blijken te hebben met de pogingen van hun dochter 



Dutch Summary 455

autonomie te verwerven, houden de dochters hun fantasieën meestal voor zichzelf. Dit alles 
speelt uiteindelijk een rol bij de constructie van hun identiteit.

In de teksten van Tan en Kingston komen het lichaam en het gebruik van lichaamstaal niet 
uitgebreid aan de orde. De communicatie tussen moeder en dochter wordt tamelijk cerebraal 
weergegeven en bestaat uit ‘praatverhalen’, leugens, geschreeuw en stiltes. In Hoofdstuk 3 be-
spreek ik twee Caraïbisch-Amerikaanse teksten – Audre Lordes Zami: A New Spelling of My 
Name (1982) en Paule Marshalls Brown Girl, Brownstones (1959) – waarin de communicatie 
tussen moeder en dochter niet alleen bestaat uit verbale boodschappen, maar ook doortrok-
ken is van lichamelijkheid. Deze lichamelijkheid beïnvloedt de relatie tussen de immigran-
tenmoeders en de in de VS geboren dochters zelfs in belangrijke mate. Mijn analyse van de 
twee romans richt zich op het samengaan van verbale macht en fysieke communicatie. Ik laat 
zien hoe de dochters niet alleen fysiek reageren op de verhalen van hun moeder, wat ook in de 
verhalen van Tan en Kingston het geval is, maar ook voortdurend hun moeders lichaamstaal 
in de gaten houden. De verhalen van de moeders hebben een nogal expressief karakter, en 
de fysieke kenmerken van de moederlijke vertelkunst (stemverhe�  ng, gesticulatie, intonatie) 
maken de verhalen niet alleen aantrekkelijker, maar verontrusten de dochters ook sterker. De 
dochters proberen de betekenis van hun moeders stem en van haar lichaamstaal te achterha-
len en stellen zich vervolgens ook op een mondelinge én fysieke manier teweer.

Als in een samenspel inspireren de gesproken en ongesproken woorden van hun moe-
der de dochters in hun eigen praktijken van speculatie en creatie. Deze praktijken helpen bij 
de constructie van hun eigen identiteit in een geracialiseerde context, waarin ook ge� xeerde 
genderrollen dominant aanwezig zijn. Tegelijkertijd bestaat er het gevaar dat de verbale en 
lichamelijke vertelkracht van de moeder de dochters overweldigt en hen daardoor verhindert 
hun eigen verhaal te creëren. Die vertelkracht is namelijk gedeeltelijk gebaseerd op uitsluiting 
en het verhinderen dat andere stemmen in het verhaal gehoord worden. Hierdoor ontstaan 
opgelegde geheimen en stiltes. Deze vertelstrategie van de moeder is te begrijpen als een over-
levingsstrategie, die zijn oorsprong vindt in haar immigratiegeschiedenis en de Amerikaanse 
realiteit van racisme en armoede. De dochters zijn in eerste instantie niet in staat de achter-
grond van dit overlevingsgedrag te begrijpen en ervaren hun moeders macht en beheersing 
als obstakels op hun eigen weg naar ona� ankelijkheid. Ze bewegen zich dan ook voortdurend 
tussen identi� catie en distantiëring, en er ontstaan langdurige con� icten en vijandelijkheden 
met de dominante moeder� guur. Toch blijken de dochters door het voortdurend observeren 
van hun moeder en door hun eigen met gender, ras en etniciteit samenhangende ervaringen, 
na enige tijd in staat hun moeders complexe positie als zwarte immigrantenvrouw in wit Ame-
rika te doorzien. In dit ingewikkelde proces kondigt zich zowel een verbondenheid met de 
moeder als een eigen positie aan.

In de volgende twee hoofdstukken verschui�  de aandacht van de invloedssfeer van moeders 
naar de raciaal-etnische gemeenschappen en wit Amerika. In deze omgeving worden de meis-
jes dagelijks geconfronteerd met een grote verscheidenheid aan boodschappen. Deze vullen 
de moederlijke instructies en verhalen aan tot een complex geheel dat de meisjes in hun fan-
tasieën verwerken. Dit beïnvloedt het bewustwordingsproces van de meisjes en draagt bij aan 
een groter begrip van hun plaats in de cultuur en de maatschappij. Hoofdstuk 4 behandelt 
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het begrip interpellatie en onderzoekt de veelvoudige manieren waarop hoofdpersonen in 
Nicholasa Mohrs Nilda (1973) en andere teksten over Latijns-Amerikaanse adolescenten in de 
VS worden aangesproken door ouders, politieagenten, lee� ijdsgenoten en vele anderen. Deze 
aanspreekvormen wijzen de meisjes hun plaats. In reactie hierop proberen zij hun eigen weg 
te vinden. Op die manier ontstaan eigen subjectposities binnen het maatschappelijke domein. 
In het verhaal zelf verwoorden meisjesprotagonisten zelden openlijk hun reacties op de� nities 
van henzelf die van buitenaf komen. Ook zijn er weinig meisjes die als zij incorrect worden 
aangesproken, dit openlijk afwijzen of negeren, of expliciet ongehoorzaam zijn. De hoofdper-
sonen vinden andere, meer verborgen manieren om zich te verzetten.

Wanneer we de vertelling en focalisatie volgen van de jonge hoofdpersonen, wordt dui-
delijk waaruit de inconsistenties, incorrecte uitspraken en verkeerde beoordelingen in al die 
vormen van aanspreking bestaan. Daarop volgt verwarring, frustratie en onverschilligheid bij 
de meisjes. Bovendien registreren we de onkunde en onwil van ouders om hun dochters te 
helpen hieruit wijs te worden. Sommige moeders doen racistische en betuttelende benamin-
gen af als onzin. Toch gebruiken zij deze tegelijkertijd zelf om hun dochters te waarschuwen 
en te disciplineren. Bovendien gebruiken ouders hun eigen aanspreekvormen. Ze noemen 
hun dochters “señoritas” en “mujeres”. Daarmee herinneren zij hen aan hun plaats en status 
in het immigrantengezin en de immigrantengemeenschap. Veel van deze boodschappen staan 
haaks op de boodschappen uit de dominante Amerikaanse maatschappij. Dit vergroot alleen 
maar de gevoelens van vervreemding en verwarring. Desondanks voorkomen de meisjes toch 
ook dat de racistische en paternalistische interpellaties hun zel� eeld te veel beïnvloeden. 
Sommige meisjes verwerpen een aanspreekvorm door mentaal of fysiek afstand te houden. 
Anderen manipuleren de aanspreking door deze te herhalen en tegelijk te bespotten. Weer 
anderen weren de interpellatie af door de ‘aansprekers’ in gedachten belachelijk te maken of 
door fantasieën van zoete wraak op te roepen. Ten slotte proberen enkelen de manier waarop 
ze worden aangesproken te beïnvloeden door een ander uiterlijk aan te nemen of zich anders 
te gedragen.

In Hoofdstuk 5 analyseer ik de kakofonie van culturele boodschappen die girls of color aan-
tre� en op school, in de kerk en thuis. Dit hoofdstuk richt zich voornamelijk op Mohrs roman 
Nilda. Ik onderzoek de confrontatie van de hoofdpersoon met diverse steeds terugkerende en 
vaak tegenstrijdige verhalen. Deze zijn niet alleen a� omstig uit haar eigen Puerto Ricaanse 
barrio van New York in de jaren veertig. Ze zijn ook te vinden in radioprogramma’s, op posters 
in sociale instellingen, in patriottische liederen, schoollessen en � lms. Ik laat zien dat Nilda 
verward is over de boodschappen, maar zich ook ergert en verveelt. Dit wordt veroorzaakt 
door impliciete signalen dat zij ‘anders’ is, een tweederangs burger. Tegelijkertijd is ze ook in 
staat de boodschappen buiten te sluiten. Daarmee schept zij de ruimte om cultureel bepaalde 
verhalen tegen te spreken en te manipuleren en haar eigen verhalen te produceren.

Zo portretteert Nilda met minachting de vertegenwoordigers van de witte Amerikaanse 
middenklasse, creëert ze haar eigen imaginaire landschappen en verbeeldt ze zich een omke-
ring van rollen. Deze verhalen helpen haar de raadselachtige en ingewikkelde elementen van 
zowel de immigrantencultuur als de Amerikaanse cultuur te begrijpen. Bovendien functio-
neren ze als een uitlaatklep. Ze geven haar de mogelijkheid haar aandacht af te leiden van de 
akelige dagelijkse realiteit van racisme en armoede. Dit verlicht haar gevoelens van onrust en 
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eenzaamheid. Wraakfantasieën geven haar een gevoel van controle, omdat ze in hun imagi-
naire vorm een oplossing bieden voor krenkingen in de sociale werkelijkheid. Zo laat Nilda 
in haar vertellingen zien dat ze zich niet op een passieve manier in de boodschappen van 
anderen schikt. Ze onderhandelt ermee en neemt zo op actieve wijze deel aan de vorming van 
haar eigen identiteit.

In Nilda is het bewustzijn van het jonge meisje zich nog aan het ontwikkelen. Ze is een ont-
vankelijke en welbewuste waarnemer. Toch is ze niet in staat tot kritische re� ectie op de bood-
schappen die ze ontvangt. De coming-of-age narratives die in Hoofdstuk 6 aan bod komen, 
bevatten wel een aantal zeer expliciete vormen van bewustwording bij meisjesprotagonisten. 
Dit gebeurt in samenhang met ‘kijken en bekeken worden’. De meisjes ervaren gevoelens van 
vervreemding doordat zij zich meer bewust worden van hun geracialiseerde, geseksualiseerde 
en door genderrollen bepaalde zelf. Dit gebeurt door het kritisch volgen van role models, het 
bewust waarnemen van hun eigen spiegelbeeld of een gefotografeerd portret, en het registre-
ren van de blik van de ander, die vaak gericht is op fysieke verschillen. Het zien en ‘het zien van 
het zien’ blijken essentieel bij het ontstaan van het zel� eeld. Maar er is meestal geen sprake 
van één spectaculair moment van inzicht. De bewustwording is het resultaat van een lang 
proces van observeren en geobserveerd worden.

Cruciaal daarbij is de herkenning van die onderdelen van de identiteit die te maken heb-
ben met het anders-zijn. Ik laat zien hoe veel hoofdpersonen in de onderzochte teksten als 
gevolg van hun confrontatie met racisme voortdurend worden herinnerd aan het belang van 
lichamelijke verschillen. Zij ontwikkelen een obsessie voor fysieke kenmerken. Daaruit ont-
staat soms zelfs een negatief zel� eeld. Toch laat ik ook zien dat enkele hoofdpersonen een 
begin maken met de deconstructie van kleurverschillen en andere fysieke kenmerken. Boven-
dien worden de protagonisten niet alleen op een passieve wijze getekend, maar registreren ze 
zelf ook verschillen. Het begrip van productief kijken, zoals dat is ontwikkeld door Hortense 
Spillers, stelt mij in staat te laten zien hoe subjecten die worden bekeken ook terugkijken. 
Hierdoor verwerven zij een soort subjectieve autoriteit. Toch zijn dit geen zel� ewuste po-
gingen als onderdeel van een defensieve strategie om de negatieve blik van de ander en de 
resulterende vervreemding tegen te gaan. De meisjes zijn niet in staat of bereid om de blik van 
de ander actief te onderzoeken, te ontmantelen of te verwerpen.

In de volgende twee hoofdstukken wordt verder nagegaan hoe girls of color het witte schoon-girls of color het witte schoon-girls of color
heidsideaal als ongeschikt en ongepast aan de kaak stellen. Door interculturele vormen van 
nabootsing zijn ze in staat, als in een soort onderhandelingsstrategie, verschuivingen door 
te voeren in de betekenis van idolen zoals Shirley Temple en Barbie. Centraal in Hoofdstuk 
7 staan coming-of-age narratives van Aziatisch-Amerikaanse, Afrikaans-Amerikaanse en La-
tina-schrijfsters. Het cadeau krijgen van Barbie- of andere poppen moedigt de meisjesprota-
gonisten aan zich moederlijk te gedragen en zichzelf daarnaast te spiegelen aan het ideaal-
beeld van de poppen. In veel vertellingen duikt het vervreemdende contrast op van het zwarte 
meisje en de witte pop. De witte pop belichaamt niet alleen het correcte gendergedrag, maar 
is ook het toonbeeld van witte vrouwelijke schoonheid. De meeste personages onderkennen 
het verschil tussen hun eigen verschijning en die van de pop. Zij nemen echter sterk varië-
rende posities in tegenover de poppen die ze cadeau krijgen. Er zijn meisjes die hun poppen 
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aanvaarden zoals ze zijn, zelfs wanneer ze zich bewust zijn van de aanwijsbare verschillen. Zij 
ontwikkelen gezag over de pop en hebben het vermogen haar in het spel te betrekken en te 
manipuleren. Maar er zijn ook meisjes die jaloers of verbouwereerd hun witte (en in een enkel 
geval bruine) poppen bespotten en afwijzen. Ze ondernemen acties zoals kritisch onderzoek, 
verandering van de pop of vernieling. Maar zowel de meisjes die zich schikken als degenen die 
zich verzetten ‘onderhandelen’ met de culturele codes die de poppen belichamen. En in beide 
gevallen gaat het om handelingen van toe-eigening en pogingen om de poppen met hun eigen 
leven in verband te brengen – zowel narratief als materieel.

Er zijn grenzen aan de mogelijkheden van con� scatie en aanpassing van de poppen. Wel is 
duidelijk dat een dergelijke hybridisering van culturele � guren gevoelens van macht oplevert. 
Ik laat dit zien in een analyse van Julia Alvarez’ How the García Girls Lost � eir Accents (1991). 
De hoofdpersoon neemt een Barbiepop aan die is getransformeerd tot een aantrekkelijke etni-
sche (Spaanse) pop. Zo is ze in staat het he�  in eigen hand te nemen en zich af te zetten tegen 
de verwarrende variatie aan vrouwelijke role models waarmee ze wordt geconfronteerd.

De hybridiseringen van de meisjes zelf, die ik analyseer in Hoofdstuk 8, veroorzaken ver-
gelijkbare e� ecten. Ik laat zien dat niet alleen Barbie, maar ook het Hollywood-personage 
Shirley Temple een ideaal meisje uitbeeldt dat, als � lmbeeld geconsumeerd, diverse identi-
� catiemogelijkheden biedt. In veel coming-of-age narratives is Temple’s witte, goudgelokte 
schoonheid synoniem met begerenswaardigheid. Ambitieuze ouders dwingen hun dochters 
om het kindsterretje na te bootsen en haar dubbelganger te worden. Voor hen is Temple de 
kinderlijke verpersoonlijking van het Amerikaanse geloof in oneindige mogelijkheden en de 
belo� e van zel� ransformatie. De symbolische identi� catie met Temple zou de meisjes toegang 
moeten verscha� en tot de Amerikaanse cultuur en de Amerikaanse Droom.

Meisjesprotagonisten die als Shirley Temple poseren, nemen talloze typische kenmerken 
van de iconische � guur over. Het gaat daarbij om kleding, pose, manier van praten en dansen. 
De imitatie van Temple, zo tonen de replica’s van de � lmster, brengt een bepaalde performa-
tivity met zich mee, die gepaard gaat met een manipulatie van het lichaam. Dit draagt bij aan 
hun groeiende vertrouwen om zowel hun lichaam als hun leven zelf vorm te geven. Hun bru-
tale babbelen en dansen, hun passen over een denkbeeldige catwalk en hun vertoning met ve-
ren en gordijnstof, bieden hun een vorm van girl power die koket is en voorzichtig seksueel.

De meisjesprotagonisten die proberen Temple te vertolken, zijn nooit gedwee onder-
worpen aan de culturele icoon. Ze worstelen met het voorbeeld van het Anglo-Amerikaanse 
meisje zoals dat wordt neergezet door hun lee� ijdsgenoot uit Hollywood, en verkeren in een 
voortdurend proces van onderhandeling. Hierbij nemen ze slechts een gedeelte van haar ken-
merken over. Als vertellers en focalisatoren tonen ze de gefabriceerde eigenschappen van hun 
transformatie, evenals de invloed van hun eigen cultuur. De vraag rijst of deze hybride con-
structies impliceren dat de meisjes alleen met bepaalde conventies spelen, of werkelijk besta-
ande regels ondergraven en misschien zelfs sociale kaders opnieuw vaststellen. In sommige 
gevallen deconstrueren ongemakkelijke en mislukte nabootsingen van Temple inderdaad de 
‘universele’ betekenis van de Hollywood-icoon. Desondanks laat mijn analyse zien dat de 
Shirley Temple-vertolkingen alles wat het Hollywood-personage belichaamt, bevestigen en 
bekrachtigen. De girls of color reproduceren niet alleen een individueel personage, Temple, girls of color reproduceren niet alleen een individueel personage, Temple, girls of color
maar ook de meer algemene gedragsnormen die kenmerkend zijn voor het witte meisje. 
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Dit lijkt een noodzakelijke strategie om in de witte wereld te kunnen participeren. In hun 
pogingen te voldoen aan het witte schoonheidsideaal, blijken de meisjes echter niet altijd in 
staat anderen voor zich te winnen of voor de gek te houden.

Het begrip misleiding keert terug in Hoofdstuk 9. Vooral Afrikaans-Amerikaanse coming-of-
age narratives presenteren diverse episodes waarin zwarte meisjes erover fantaseren op een 
wonderbaarlijke manier in witte meisjes te veranderen, om op die manier anderen op een 
dwaalspoor te zetten. Ook proberen hoofdpersonen daadwerkelijk anderen te misleiden door 
hun uiterlijk aan te passen en zich vrij te bewegen binnen en tussen groepen die raciaal of door 
andere sociale categorieën gede� nieerd zijn. Deze verkleedpartijen maken de meisjes vatbaar 
voor kritiek of sarcasme. Hun ouders bespotten hen bijvoorbeeld om hun mislukte vertolkin-
gen, of om hun veronderstelling dat ze anderen om de tuin kunnen leiden door hun uiterlijk 
te veranderen om daarmee een plaats te verwerven in de Amerikaanse cultuur. Aan de andere 
kant zijn er ook veel ouders die de meisjes onderwerpen aan manipulaties van hun huidskleur 
om hen zo aan te passen aan witte normen van vrouwelijke schoonheid.

Veel meisjesprotagonisten richten zich op de mogelijkheid om te veranderen in meer 
acceptabele exotische personages, historische of mythische vrouwen� guren of archetypische 
Amerikaanse meisjes. Ze grijpen o�  ciële evenementen aan, zoals Halloween, bruilo� en en 
schoolrituelen, om op een vernu� ige wijze hun lichaam om te vormen. Soms doen die pogin-
gen onbeholpen en angstig aan, als de meisjes proberen witte ideale meisjes� guren te evena-
ren, zoals het bruidsmeisje. Andere keren lijken het meer opstandige en subversieve perfor-
mances, waarin bijvoorbeeld de Amerikaanse icoon van de majorette wordt gedeconstrueerd. 
In beide gevallen tonen de meisjes, net als drag queens, de manier waarop ze zich bewegen 
tussen verschillende culturele posities en genderrollen. Daarmee ondermijnen ze het idee van 
een identiteit als vastgelegde essentie of wezenskenmerk. Deze rollenspellen zijn echter geen 
luchthartig fantasierijk tijdverdrijf, of meisjesachtige experimenten om hun lichamen mooier 
en vrouwelijker te maken. Ook moeten ze niet worden uitgelegd als grootse gebaren waarin 
de meisjes hun autonomie bevestigen, of hun verzet tot uitdrukking brengen. Het zijn vooral 
nerveuze pogingen, die veel pijn en opo� ering kosten, om bij een geaccepteerde groep te ho-
ren en zo hun eigen leven naar een hoger plan te tillen.

Ondanks dit alles gee�  de nabootsing de meisjes de gelegenheid hun stress te ontladen. 
Het biedt een uitlaatklep voor het adolescente verzet tegen hun ouders. Daarnaast wordt, wel-
iswaar impliciet, de geldigheid van het witte schoonheidsideaal in twijfel getrokken. Als ver-
tellers en focalisatoren leveren de protagonisten een gedetailleerd verslag van de vindingrijke 
manier waarop ze zichzelf construeren en stileren. Ze onthullen een scala aan kunstgrepen, 
accentueren de onnatuurlijke en gekunstelde eigenschappen van het uiterlijk en leggen op 
subtiele wijze de illusie van het witte meisjesmodel bloot. Toch passen de nieuwe, gespeelde 
vormen van het zelf vaak slecht en resulteren de rituele vertoningen van de meisjes uiteindelijk 
in een verwarrende en wankele mimicry. Dit versterkt de adolescente gevoelens van fysieke 
onbeholpenheid en maakt de meisjes nog meer bewust van hun raciaal-etnische achtergrond. 
Zo leiden veel performances uiteindelijk niet tot de bevestiging van een gewenste identiteit. 

Het laatste hoofdstuk, Hoofdstuk 10, besteedt aandacht aan de manier waarop meisjes leef-
tijdsgenoten opzoeken, als strategie om de constructie van cultureel acceptabele vormen van 
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vrouwelijkheid te vergemakkelijken. In dit hoofdstuk analyseer ik teksten van Latina-schrijf-
sters – in het bijzonder Sandra Cisneros’ � e House on Mango Street (1984), Denise Chavez’ 
� e Last of the Menu Girls (1986) en Laura del Fuego’s Maravilla (1989) – waarin de hoofdper-
sonen het voorbeeld van hun immigrantenouders niet meer willen of kunnen volgen en hun 
vrouwelijke lee� ijdsgenoten (letterlijk) beschouwen als de belangrijkste gidsen in de construc-
tie van hun identiteit. Ze houden voortdurend het uiterlijk en gedrag van deze lee� ijdsgenoten 
in de gaten en ontdekken belangrijke onderlinge verschillen in het niveau van assimilatie aan 
de Amerikaanse cultuur en aan de normen voor de volwassen vrouw. In de tekst komt deze 
dwangmatige observatie tot uitdrukking in een preoccupatie met uiterlijk en in buitengewoon 
gedetailleerde portretten van de role models.

De spiegeling aan voorbeeld� guren wordt soms onmogelijk gemaakt door een omgangs-
verbod dat ouders opleggen. Maar zelfs wanneer ‘voorbeeldige’ meisjes uit het zicht verdwij-
nen en geen spiegel meer kunnen bieden, blijken zij nog de verbeeldingskracht van de ado-
lescente meisjes te prikkelen. Zo blij�  hun invloed op de identiteitsvorming van deze meisjes 
aanwezig. Wanneer de role models op een onbeschaamd eerzuchtige en soms arrogante wijze 
aanspraak maken op een raciaal-etnische superioriteit, blijken de hoofdpersonen deze claims 
niet te bevestigen. Zij blijven deze meisjes resoluut zien als lid van de eigen groep en weigeren 
daarmee impliciet de de� nitie van henzelf als inferieur over te nemen.

Het is niet altijd mogelijk de identiteit van lee� ijdsgenoten eenduidig op categorieën vast 
te pinnen. In del Fuego’s tekst is de Mexicaans-Amerikaanse hoofdpersoon niet in staat haar 
vriendinnen ondubbelzinnig te identi� ceren in termen van etniciteit, gender en lee� ijd. Zij 
portretteert hun lichamen en fysieke presentatie als zeer veranderlijk en ambivalent. Dit gee�  
aan hoe slecht de meisjes die haar omringen in staat zijn consistente en duidelijk omschre-
ven identiteiten uit te drukken. Ze worden namelijk heen en weer geslingerd tussen verschil-
lende culturen; tussen het gedrag van wilde meiden of macho’s aan de ene kant en algemeen 
aanvaardbare normen van (witte) vrouwelijkheid aan de andere kant; tussen adolescent en 
volwassen gedrag. In marginale en verborgen ruimtes, zoals slaapkamers, damestoiletten en 
kleedkamers, experimenteren zij met hun uiterlijk, houding en rollen. Dit proces van mani-
pulatie, imitatie en constructie lijkt een belo� e in te houden van maakbaarheid en van een 
transformatie die in de tijd verandert en daardoor onbegrensd, brutaal en onvoorspelbaar is. 
Maar de experimenten verraden ook een conformistische houding ten aanzien van de nor-
men van de Amerikaanse jeugdcultuur. De meisjes zijn zich te zeer bewust van hun verschil 
met ‘perfecte meisjes’ die de normen van Amerikaanse vrouwelijkheid zichtbaar maken. De 
adolescente girls of color maken met hun dwangmatige, arbeidsintensieve pogingen tot zelf-girls of color maken met hun dwangmatige, arbeidsintensieve pogingen tot zelf-girls of color
constructie eerder onderliggende gevoelens van kwetsbaarheid en angst zichtbaar.

Deze gevoelens worden zeer duidelijk verwoord in coming-of-age narratives die handelen 
over meisjesgangs. In deze gangs experimenteren meisjes vrijelijk met cultureel geoorloofde 
vormen van vrouwelijkheid, maar gaan daar soms ook recht tegenin. De ‘gang’ als institutie 
in de marge van de samenleving maakt deze confrontatie van soms tegenstrijdige praktijken 
mogelijk. Bovendien kunnen de gangleden hun positie en autonomie proberen te bevestigen 
door bedreigende confrontaties en gewelddadige con� icten met derden. Toch hee�  deze vorm 
van agressie ook onontkoombare fysieke gevolgen, omdat zowel de aangevallen meisjes als 
de aanvallers de controle over hun lichaam verliezen. Hoewel de Mexicaans-Amerikaanse en 
Puertoricaanse meisjes getraind zijn in lichaamsbeheersing, en hoewel ze totaal in beslag zijn 
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genomen door het stileren en construeren van zichzelf, verliezen ze binnen de gangcultuur de 
beheersing over hun lichaamsfuncties. Zonder dat zij dit willen, barsten zij in huilen uit, laten 
ze hun plas lopen, verliezen ze hun evenwicht en komen ze ten val. Dit maakt het bespotteli-
jke karakter duidelijk van de activiteiten van meisjes die elkaar voortdurend kritisch volgen, 
evenals de dwaasheid van hun performances. Maar het maakt ook de fysieke beperkingen 
die de meisjes ondervinden invoelbaar. De meisjes schieten simpelweg tekort in hun poging 
om te voldoen aan de cultureel gevierde en sociaal geïnstitutionaliseerde idealen van perfecte 
vrouwelijkheid.
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