Introduction

Educators’ tours to foreign climes seem ideally suited to the needs of social studies teachers and the curriculum they teach. It seems fair to ask, “How do the special needs of the language arts teacher fit into these programs?” For some answers to this question, I would suggest, it is best to look at what takes place in the contemporary language arts classroom. As the curriculum has increasingly shifted away from the traditional “canon” of Western literature to a more multi-cultural approach, the kinds of information students are required to bring to their reading has also changed. And, on the heels of the recent emphasis on multi-culturalism, the world outside of the classroom has seen the dawn of globalization. The fall of the Soviet Union brought with it a regeneration of nationalism in the outer reaches of the empire. The events of September 11, 2001 brought to us here in the U.S. the need to have a deeper understanding of cultures outside of our borders. Underlying all of this are issues of race, religion and culture. One need not artificially introduce these concerns into an English class. They crop up with increasing frequency in the literature. They are ubiquitous. What students read reflects the world outside of the covers of the texts. 


When Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman Warrior was first published, reviewers greeted her work as a rather quaint example of “ethnic literature.” What we now realize is that Woman Warrior was a pioneering work, a work that commanded serious attention. It was written at the threshold of a period which would see an outpouring of fiction from a new generation of American writers who would ultimately prove that their experience is the American experience. Amy Tan, Frank Chin, Chang Rae Lee, Meena Alexander and a host of other Asian American writers would flesh out their experience, working as interlocutors between their unique visions and the broad cross-section of readers both within and outside of their ethnic communities.


Many Asian Americans ask whether or not they will ever be fully accepted as Americans, or whether the differential of race and culture will make them merely “Asians in America” or, at best, perennially “hyphenated.” This fundamental question can be given a more intelligent and complete framework, I believe, if we look back to the lands of origin, and place the American experience with race and culture in a broader, more global context. Many of my students have suggested, in ways both direct and indirect, that we cannot understand Asian American writing unless we have some basic understanding of Asia itself. 


Some familiarity with how China presently deals with its fifty-six minority groups can only serve to deepen our understanding of the ways we treat minorities here at home. In many areas of our nation, it is whites who are in the minority. As of this year, 2002, fifty-three percent of the citizens of the state of California are from so-called minority groups, many of them from China, Taiwan, Korea, Vietnam, and the Philippines. 


The history of the two great powers, China and the United States, is obviously quite different. In many ways, the differences are radical in nature. Yet, as we enter a new century and a new millennium, as technologies of travel and communication have created a much smaller world, a close study of the problems facing these two diverse cultures may reveal some interesting similarities – as well as the more often expected differences. 


Such a close study certainly requires readings in history and geography, but it also must include, as all serious students of literature know, an examination of the stories people tell. Whether we are reading Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children or Gish Jen’s Who’s Irish?, we are forced to contemplate what it means to be different. Whether we are looking at Kashmiri encounters with Indians, at Irish Catholic encounters with Chinese Americans, or at Han Chinese encounters with Uighurs and Miao, there seems to be a common challenge, even – in our time – an urgent call for reaching common ground.
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