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Kit Yuen Quan

The Girl Who
Wouldn’t Sing

It was really hard deciding how to talk about language because I had to
go through my blocks with language. I stumble upon these blocks
whenever 1 have to write, speak in public or voice my opinions in a group
of native English speakers with academic backgrounds. All of a sudden
as I scramble for words, T freeze and am unable to think clearly. Minutes
pass as I struggle to retrieve my thoughts until I finally manage to say
something. But it never comes close to expressing what | mean. I think
it’s because I'm afraid to show who I really am. I cannot bear the thought
of the humiliation and ridicule. And I dread having to use a language
that has often betrayed my meaning. Saying what I need to say using my
_.own words usually threatens the status quo.
., People assume that I don’t have a langnage problem because I can
#peak English, even when I ask them to take into account that Engh’sh’ is
y second language. This is the usual reaction I have gotten while
Working in the feminist movement. It’s true that my language problems
e different from those of a recent immigrant who cannot work outside
jﬁfChinatown because she or he doesn’t speak enough English. Unlike
By parents, I don’t speak with a heavy accent. After twenty years of
fing in this country, watching American television and going through
8 school system, T have acquired adequate English skills to function
Mrly well. T can pass as long as I don’t have to write anything or say
jat I really think around those whom I sce as being more educated and
:ﬁlculate than I am. T can spend the rest of my life avoiding jobs that
ﬁﬁuire extensive reading and writing skills. I can join the segment of the
,”ulation that reads only out of necessity rather than for information,
ppreciation or enlightenment.
,%'l difficult for people to accept that I believe I have a literacy problem
Beonuse they do not understand the nature of my blocks with language.
Mrning anything new terrifies me, especially if it involves words or
“Writing. I get this overwhelming fear, this heart-stopping panic that |
. Won't understand it. I won’t know how to do it. My body tenses up and
1 forget to breathe if there is a word in a sentence that I don’t know or
peveral sentences in a paragraph containing unfamiliar words. My
eonfidence dwindles and [ start to feel the ground falling from under me.
In my frustration I feel like erying, running out or smashing something,
but that would give me away, expose my defeet, So L iune out or nod my
head ax if there in nothing wrong. Uve bad 1o cover it up in order 10
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survive, get jobs, pass classes and at times to work and live with people
who do not care to understand my reality.

Living with this fear leaves me exhausted. I feel backed against a wall
of self-doubt, pushed into a corner, defeated, unable to stretch or take
advantage of opportunities. Beyond Just being able to read and write well
enough to get by, I need to be able to learn, understand, communicate,
lo articulate my thoughts and feelings, and participate fully without
feeling ashamed of who I am and where I come from.

When I first arrived in San Francisco from Hong Kong at age seven
and a half, the only English I knew was the alphabet and a few simple
words: cat, dog, table, chair. I sat in classrooms for two to three years
without understanding what was being said, and cried while the girl next
to me filled in my spelling book for me. In music class when other kids
volunteered to go up in front of the class to play musical instruments, 1’d
never raise my hand. I wouldn’t sing. The teacher probably wondered
why there were always three Chinese girls in one row who wouldn’t sing.
In art class, I was so traumatized that I couldn’t be creative. While other
kids moved about freely in school, seeming to flow from one activity to
the next, I was disoriented, out of step, feeling hopelessly behind. T went
into a “survivor mode” and couldn’t participate in activities.

I remember one incident in particular in the fourth grade during a
kickball game. I had just missed the ball when Kevin, the class jock, came
running across the yard and kicked me in the butt. Had I heen able to
speak English, 1 might have screamed my head off or called for the
teacher, but I just stood there trying to numb out the pain, feeling
everyone’s eyes on me. | wasn’t sure it wasn’t all part of the game.

At home 1 spoke the sam yup dialect of Cantonese with my parents,
who were completely unaware of the severity of my problems at school.
In their eyes I was very lucky to be going to school in America. My father
had had only a high school education before he had to start working.
And we children would not have had any chance to go to college had we
stayed in Hong Kong. We had flown over the Pacific Ocean three times

; between the time I was seven and a half and eight and a half because they

were so torn about leaving their home to resettle in a foreign country and
culture. At the dinner table after a day of toiling at their jobs and
struggling with English, they aired their frustrations about the racism
and discrimination they were feeling everywhere: at their jobs, on the
bus, at the supermarket. Although they didn’t feel very hopeful about
their own lives, they were comforted by the fact that my brother and I
were getting a good education. Both my parents had made incredible
sacrifices for my education. Life would be easicr for us, with more

‘opportunitics and options, because we would know the language. We

would be able to lk back or fight back if need be. All we had to do was
study hard and apply ourselves, So every day after sehool I would load
my bag full of texthooks and walk up two hills 1o where we lived the firnt
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few years after we landed here. I remember opening each book and
reading out loud a paragraph or two, skipping over words I didn’t know
until I gave up in frustration.

My parents thought that by mastering the English langnage, I would be
able to attain the Chinese American dream: a college education, a good-
paying job, a house in the suburbs, a Chinese husband and children.
They felt intimidated and powerless in American society and so clung
tightly to me to fulfill their hopes and dreams. When I objected to these
expectations using my limited Chinese, 1 received endless lectures. I felt
smothered by their traditional values of how a Chinese girl should behave
und this was reason enough not to learn more Chinese. Gradually
language came to represent our two or more opposing sets of values. If |
asserted my individuality, wanted to go out with my friends, had opinions
of my own, or disagreed with their plans for me, I was accused of becoming
too smart for my own good now that I had grown wings. “Cheun neuih,
stupid girl. Don’t think you’re better than your parents just because you
know more English. You don’t know anything! We’ve eaten more salt
than you’ve eaten rice.” Everything I heard in Chinese was a dictate. Tt
was always one more thing 1 wasn’t supposed to do or be, one more way
| wasn’t supposed to think. At school T felt stupid for not knowing the
language. At home I was under attack for my rebellious views. The
situation became intolerable after T came out to my parents as a leshian.

When I ran away from home at sixteen, I sought refuge in the women’s
community working part-time at a feminist bookstore. I felt like | had no
family, no home, no identity or culture I could claim. In between hiding
from my parents and crashing at various women’s houses, I hung out in
the Mission playing pool with other young dykes, got high, or took to the
ntreets when I felt like I was going to explode. Sometimes at night I found
myself sitting at the counter of some greasy spoon Chinese restaurant
longing for a home-cooked meal. I was lonely for someone to talk to who
could understand how 1 felt, but I didn’t even have the words to
rommunicate what I felt.

At the bookstorc, I was discovering a whole other world: women, dykes,
feminists, authors, political activists, artists—people who read and talked
ahout what they were reading. As exciting as it all was, I didn’t nnderstand
what people were talking about. What was political theory? What was
literary criticism? Words flew over my head like planes over a runway.
In order to communicate with other feminists, most of whom were white
or middle class or both, educated, and at least ten years older than me,
I had to learn feminist rhetoric.

Given my uprooted and transplanted state, | have a difficnlt time
explaining to other people how I feel about language. Usually they don's
understand or will even dispute what I'm saying. A lot of times Il think
it’s because | don’t have the right words, 1 haven't read enough books.,
or Ldon™t know the language. That™s how 11elt all the time while working
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f at a feminist bookstore. It wasn’t only white, educated people who didn’t

. understand how I felt. Women of color or Third World women who had

f class privilege and came from literary backgrounds thought the problem
} was more my age and my lack of political development. I often felt beaten

down by these kinds of attitudes while still thinking that my not being

- understood was the result of my inability to communicate rather than an

unreceptive environment.

Even though feminist rhetoric does give me words to describe how I’m
being oppressed, it still reflects the same racist, classist standards of the
dominant society and of colleges and universities. I get frustrated because
I constantly feel I'm being put down for what I’m saying or how I talk.
For example, in a collective meeting with other women, T spoke about

~ how I felt as a working class person and why I felt different from them.

I'told them they felt “middle class” to me because of the way they behaved
and because of the values they had, that their “political vision” didn’t

| include people with my experience and concerns. I tried to say all of this
- using feminist rhetoric, but when 1 used the term “working class,”
- someone would argue, “You can’t use that term....” Because they were
p educated they thought they owned the language and so could say, “You
. can’t use ‘middle class,’ you can’t use ‘working class,” because nowadays

- everybody is working class and it’s just a matter of whether you’re poor

 or comfortable.” They did not listen to the point T was trying to make.

| They didn’t care that | was sitting there in the circle stumbling along,
' struggling to explain how I felt oppressed by them and the structure and

policies of the organization. Instead of listening to why T felt that way,

~ they invalidated me for the way T used language and excluded me by

| defending themselves and their positions and claiming that my issues and
- feelings were “personal” and that I should just get over them,

Another example of my feeling excluded is when people in a room make

: all sorts of literary allusions. T hey make me feel like I should have read
| those books. They throw around metaphors that leave me feeling lost and
- confused. I don’t get to throw in my metaphors. Instead of acknowledging

our different backgrounds and trying to include me in the discussion,

~ they choose to ignore my feelings of isolation. I find that among feminists,
. white and colored, especially those who pride themselves on being
' progressive political activists with credentials, there’s an assumption that
| if a person just read more, studied more, she would find the right words,
| the right way to use them, and even the right thoughts. A lot of times my
- language and the language of other working class, non-academic people

become the target of serutiny and eriticism when others don’t want to

- hear what we have to say. They convince themselves we’re using the wrong

words: “What definition are you using?” “What do you mean by that?”
And then we get into debate about what was meant. we gl lost in
! #
. A .
semuntics and then we really don’t know what we're saying.
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Why should I try to use all of these different words when I'm being
manipulated and suppressed by those whose rhetoric is more developed,
whether it’s feminist, academic, or leftist?

Those of us who feel invisible or misunderstood when we try to name
what is oppressing us within supposedly feminist or progressive groups
need to realize that our language is legitimate and valid. It comes from
our families, our cultures, our class backgrounds, our experiences of
different and conflicting realities. And we don’t need to read another
book to justify it. If I want to say I'm working class, I should be able to
say I'm working class without having to read or quote Marx. But just
saying that I’'m working class never gives me enongh of the understanding
that I want. Because our experiences and feelings are far too complex to
be capsulized in abstractions like “oppression,” “sexism,” “racism,” etc.,
there is no right combination of these terms which can express why we
feel oppressed.

1 knew that [ needed to go some place where some of my experiences
with language would be mirrored. Through the Refugee Women’s Pro-
gram in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco, I started to tutor two
Cambodian refugee girls. The Buth family had been in the U.S. for one
and a half years. They lived, twelve people to a room, in an apartment
building on Eddy Street half a block from the porno theaters. I went to
their home one evening a week and on Sundays took the girls to the
children’s library. The doorbells in the building were out of order, so
visitors had to wait to be let in by someone on their way out. Often |
stood on their doorsteps watching the street life. The fragrant smell of

o
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A kI'IOW, and they never asked a question or made a request. So I read
with them. We did everything together. I didn’t want them to feel like
' they were supposed to automatically know what to do, because I remem-

3

N

4 bered how badly that used to make me feel.

Play time was the best part of our time together. All the little kids joined

| in and sometimes even their older brothers. Everybody was so excited

that they forgot they were learning English. As we played jigsaw sentences

¥ and word concentration and chickens and whales, I became a little kid

| again, except this time T wasn’t alone and unhappy. When they made
' Mother’s Day cards, I made a Mother’s Day card. When thezf drew

b pictures of our field trip to the beach, I sketched pictures of us at the
. beach. When we made origami frogs and jumped them all over the floor,

;,I went home and made dinosaurs, kangaroos, spiders, crabs and lobsters.
1 ,Week after week, I added to my repertoire until T could feel that little
»kld who used to sit like the piece of unmolded clay in front of her in art
'}class turn into a wide-eyed origami enthusiast.

% As we studied and played in the middle of the room surrounded by the
frest of the family who were sleeping, nursing, doing homework playing
feards, talking, laughing or crying, Yan would frequently inter;upt our
;;lesgon to answer her mother. Sometimes it was a long conversation, but
b1 didn’t mind because English was their second language. They s;mke
. only .(?ambodian with their family. If they laughed at something on
} television, it was usually at the picture and not at the dialogue. English
 was used for schoolwork and to talk to me. They did not try to express
i their thoughts and feelings in English. When they spoke to each othér,

E they were not alone or isolated. Whether they were living in a refugee
{,camp in the Philippines or in Thailand or in a one-room apartment on
:"'Eddy Street, they were connected to each other through their language
‘and their culture. They had survived war, losing family members, their
| country and their home, but in speaking their language, they wer:e able
 to lo.ve and comfort each other. Sitting there on the bamboo mat next to
: the httl(? girls, Eng and her younger sister Oeun, listening to their sweet
v,fflittle voices talking and singing, T understood for the first time what it
' was like to be a child with a voice and it made me remember my first
 love, the Chinese language. ’
] Whl.le. searching for an address, I came across a postcard of the San
i Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. I immediately recognized it as the
-posteard I had sent to my schoolmate in Hong Kong when I first got here |
i On the back was my eight-and-a-half-year-old handwriting o
In English it says: ‘
Dear Kam Yee, I received your letter. You asked if I've been to school
L yet. Yes, I've already found a school. My family has decided to stay in
1 Am.l'rf('u. My living surroundings are very nice. Please don’t worry ab);)ut
me. 'm sorry it has taken so long for me to return your letter. ¢ Meay lets
balk some more next time, Please Kive my regards to your parents and

jasmine rice wafting from the windows of the apartment building mixed
with the smell of booze and piss on the street. Newspapers, candy
wrappers and all kinds of garbage swept up by the wind colored the
sidewalks. Cars honked and sped past while Asian, Black and white kids
played up and down the street. Mothers carrying their babies weaved
through loose gatherings of drunk men and prostitutes near the corner
store. Around me | heard a medley of languages: Vietnamese, Chinese,
Cambodian, English, Black English, Laotian.

Sometimes, I arrived to find Yan and Eng sitting on the steps behind
the security gate waiting to let me in. Some days they wore their schoul
clothes, while on other days they were barefooted and wore their
traditional sarongs. As we climbed the stairs up to their apartment, we
inhaled fish sauce and curry and rice. Six-year-old Eng would chatter
. and giggle but Yan was quieter and more reserved. Although she was only
i eight years old, I couldn’t help but feel like T was in the company of u
i serious adult. I immediately identified with her. [ noticed how, whenever

I gave them something to do, they didn’t want to do it an their own. FFor
. example, they often got excited when I brought them books, but they
‘ wouldn’t want to read by themselves. They became gquict and withdrawn
when 1 asked them questions. Their answer wicalways @ timid 1 don’y




218 Kit Yuen Quan / In Silence, Giving Tongue

your family. I wish you happiness. Signed: Your classmate, Yuen Kit,
August 30th.
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The card, stamped “Return To Sender,” is postmar}(ed 1970. Al-
though [ have sketchy memories of my early school days in Hong Kong,
I still remember the day when Kam Yee and I found each other. The bell
rang signaling the end of class. Sitting up straight in our chairs, we h‘ad
recited “Goodbye, teacher” in a chorus. While the others were rushing
out the door to their next class, I rose from my desk and slowly put away
my books. Over my left shoulder I saw Kam Yee watching me. We smiled
at each other as I walked over to her desk. I had finally made a friend.
Soon after that my family left lfong Kong and | wrote my last Chinese
letter.

All the time that I was feeling stupid and overwhelmed by language.
could I have been having the Chinese blues? By the time 1 was seven, |
was reading the Chinese newspaper. I remember because ther:e were a
lot of reports of raped and mutilated women’s bodies found in plastic
bags on the side of quiet roads. It was a thrill when my father would send
me to the newsstand on the corner to get his newspaper. Passing streel
vendors peddling sweets and fruit, I would run as quickly as T could.
From a block away I could smell the stinky odor of dauh fuh fa, my
favorite snack of slippery, warm, soft tofu in sweet syrup. ‘

Up until a year ago, 1 could only recognize some of the Chinese
characters on store signs, restaurant menus and Chinese newspapers on
Stockton and Powell Streets, but T always felt a tingle of excitement
whenever | recognized a word or knew its sound, like oil sizzling in o wok
just waiting for something 1o fry.
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On Saturdays I sit with my Chinese language teacher on one of the stone
benches lining the overpass where the financial district meets Chinatown
and links Portsmouth Square to the Holiday Inn Hotel. We have been
meeting once a week for me to practice speaking, reading and writing
Chinese using whatever material we can find. Sometimes T read a bilingual
Chinese American weekly newspaper called the East West Journal, other
times Chinese folk tales for young readers from the Chinatown Children’s
Library, or bilingual brochures describing free services offered by
non-profit Chinatown community agencies, and sometimes even Chinese
translations of Pacific Bell Telephone inserts. I look forward to these
sessions where I reach inward to recover all those lost sounds that once
were the roots of my childhood imagination. This exercise in trying to
use my eight-year-old vocabulary to verbalize my thoughts as an adult is
as scary as it is exhilarating. At one time Chinese was poetry to me.
Words, their sounds and their rhythms, conjured up images that pulled
me in and gave me a physical sense of their meanings. The Chinese
characters that I wrote and practiced were pictographs of water, grass,
birds, fire, heart and mouth. With my calligraphy brush made of pig’s
hair, I made the rain fall and the wind blow.

Now, speaking Chinese with my father is the closest I have felt to coming
home. In a thin but sage-like voice, he reflects on a lifetime of hard work
and broken dreams and we slowly reconnect as father and daughter. As
we sit across the kitchen table from one another, his old and tattered
Chinese dictionary by his side, he tells me of the loving relationship he
had with his mother, who encouraged him in his interest in writing and
the movies. Although our immigrant experiences are generations apart
and have been impacted differently by American culture, in his words I
see the core of who I am. I cannot express my feelings fully in either
Chinese or English or make him understand my choices. Though I am
still grappling with accepting the enormous love behind the sacrifices he
has made to give me a better life, I rcalize that with my ability 1o move
in two different worlds I am the fruit of his labor.

For 85 cents, I can have unlimited refills of tea and a gai mei baau at
The Sweet Fragrance Cafe on Broadway across from the World Theatre.
After the first bite, the coconut sugar and butter ooze down my palm.
Behind the pastry counter, my favorite clerk is consolidating trays of
walnut cupcakes. Pointing to some round fried bread covered with sesame
sceds, she urges the customer with “Four for a dollar, very fresh!”

Whole families from grandparents to babies sleeping soundly on
mothers’ backs come here for porridge, pastries and coffee. Mothers
stroll in to get sweets for little ones waiting at home. Old women carrying
their own mugs from home come in to chat with their buddies. Workers
wearing aprons smeared with pig’s blood or fresh fish scales drop in for
a bite during their hreak. Chinese husbands sit for hours complaining
and gossiping not unlike the old women in the park.
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A waitress brings bowls of beef stew noodles and pork liver porridge.
Smokers snub out their cigarettes as they pick up their chopsticks. The
man across from me is counting sons and daughters on the fingers of his
left hand: one son, another son, my wife, one daughter. He must have
family in China waiting to immigrate.

The regulars congregate at the back tables, shouting opinions from one
end of the long table to the other. The Chinese are notorious for their
loud conversations at close range that can easily be mistaken for
arguments and fights until someone breaks into laughter or gives his
companion a friendly punch. Here the drama of life is always unfolding
in all different dialects. [ may not understand a lot of it, but the chuckling,
the hand gestures, the raising of voices in protest and in accusation, and
the laughter all flow like music, like a Cantonese opera.

Twenty years seems like a long time, but it has taken all twenty years
for me to understand my language blocks and to find ways to help myself
learn. I have had to ereate my own literacy program. I had to recognize
that the school system failed to meet my needs as an immigrant and that
this society and its institutions doesn’t reflect or validate my experiences.
I have to let myself grieve over the loss of my native language and all the
years wasted in classrooms staring into space or dozing off when I was
feeling depressed and hopeless. My various activities now help to remind
me that my relationship with language is more complex than just speaking
enough English to get by. In creative activity and in anything that requires
words, I'm still eight years old. Sometimes I open a book and 1 still feel
T can’t read. It may take days or weeks for me to work up the nerve to
open that book again. But I do open it and it gets a little easier each time
that I work through the fear. As long as there are bakeries in Chinatown
and as long as I have 85 cents, I know I have a way back to myself.
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