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There ain’t no bugs on us,
There may be bugs on the rest of your mugs,

But there ain’t no bugs on us (49,50)
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“They used cowhide on you?”

“And they took my milk.”

“They beat you and you was pregnant?”
“And they took my milk!” (17)
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..Everything rested on Garner being alive. Without his life each of

theirs fell to pieces. Now ain’t that slavery or what is ...Garner



called and announced them [his slaves] men—but only on Sweet Home,
and by his leave. Was he naming what he saw or creating what he
did not?...Did a whiteman saying it make it so? Suppose Garner

woke up one morning and changed his mind? Took the word away.
(220, 221)
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She started for it [the ditch] first. Down a block they had put in new
pipes under the street and dug a swell deep ditch. The flambeaux around
the edge were bright and red in the dark. She wouldn’t wait to climb down.
She ran until she reached the little wavy flames and then she jumped.

With her tennis shoes she would have landed like a ca.-—but the hight
pumps made her slip and her stomachhit this pipe. Her breath was stopped.
She lay quiet with her eyes closed. (98)
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[Baby] lay crumpled down on the dirty sidewalk. Her skirt was over her

head, showing her pink panties and her little white legs. Her hands were

open. .. There was bolld all over her hair ribbon and the top of her yellow

curls. She was shot in the ehad and her face was turned down toward the
ground. (142)
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..in the afternoon of the eighth of October there was a sudden cry
of pain from the room where they slept...Within an hour they had taken
Alice to the hospital and the doctor had removed from her a tumor almost
the size fo a newborn chld. And then within another hour Alice was dead.
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Issei Mothers’ Silence, Nissei Daughters’ Stories: The Short

Fiction of Hisaye Yamamoto

Silence has often been seen as evidence of women’ s oppressed position in
society. Tillie Olsen, in her book Silences, describes how the creative
talents of women have been forced into “unnatural” silences by the constant
demands of daily life which allow them no existence other than that of
mothers, wives, daughters, and nurturers. Women of ethnic minorities in
particular have been often “doubly muted,” as Roberta Rubenstein points out in

Boundaries of the Self (8). For example, Alice Walker, along with other

African—American women authors, argues in her essay ”“In Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens” that black women have been doubly oppressed into silence by their
gender and race. Lamenting the distorted and short life of Phillis Wheatley,
Walker argues that women with creative talents must have been driven into
silent insanity by the harsh reality of slavery and racism as well as
sexism'.

Moreover, women have been silenced on certain issues in particular. As

Adrienne Rich points out in Of Woman Born, it is difficult to articulate one’s

feelings as a mother under a patriarchal family structure. Rich argues that

motherhood “as defined and restricted under patriarchy,” deeply rooted in our

society and internalized by many women, forbids women to express their

feelings as mothers, especially when the feelings are negative (13). Mothers
are taught to express only self-effacing affection toward their children. As
Rich explains, “Mother-love is supposed to be continuous, unconditional. Love

and anger cannot coexist” (46). Unwanted pregnancies and abortions have been



the greatest of tabooed topics and practices. In addition, many women have
difficulty expressing their feelings especially in a mother—daughter
relationship. Mothers and daughters feel ambivalent toward each other because
of women’ s powerlessness in the society, since, as Rich explains, a mother
”identifies intensely with her daughter, but through weakness, not through
strength” (244). Daughters, in their psychological development as an
individual, feel that they need to distance themselves from their mothers while
keeping strong attachment to them, a struggle that also creates tensions.

However, silence is not necessarily caused by oppression; it does not
always mean lack of opportunity to speak, nor the lack of self-assertion which
is necessary to speak up. It may instead be a paradoxical mode of expression.
Silence may have different meanings in different contexts. For example, in
the often—quoted short story of Susan Glaspell, “A Jury of Her Peers,” two women
express their understanding and support of the woman accused of her husband’ s
murder by keeping quiet about the evidence they have found. Their silence
subverts the judicial system represented by men and saves the accused woman
from being persecuted as a murderer. The women, by being silent, function as
a women’ s jury which declares the accused not guilty. Also as Patricia Wetzel
argues in her essay “Are 'Powerless’ Communication Strategies the Japanese
Norm?,” silence may have different cultural meanings according to one’s
gender and ethnicity. In a Japanese and Japanese American context, silence
can be a highly esteemed sign of modesty, fortitude, and self-control.
Moreover, Japanese literature has a tradition of poetry of short forms, namely
haiku and tanka, which are supposed to express deep feelings and philosophies
or describe landscapes, in just seventeen and thirty one syllables. This

stoically minimalist aesthetic has existed throughout Japanese literary



history, influencing not only Japanese American artists but also to American
modernist poets in the early twentieth century’.

Yet we should be careful not to overestimate the power of silence in
discourse because it is often a form of passive resistance or resentment
rather than positive self-assertion, especially in the cases of women. Various

works such as Onna To Kotoba, Akiko Jugaku’s linguistic study, as well as

Issei, Nisei, War Bride, Evelyn Nakano Glenn’s historical research on Japanese

American women, show that women’s silence can and has served as evidence of
male domination in Japanese and Japanese American settings (Jugaku 38,39, Glen
207). However,we should be aware of the complex and multi-layered nature of
silences, especially in multi-cultural contexts.

Hisaye Yamamoto, a nisei (second generation) Japanese American female
writer, uses multi-layered silences in her short stories, drawing from both
her Japanese American heritage and broader American cultural experiences. As

King—Kok Cheung emphasizes in Articulate Silences: Hisave Yamamoto, Maxine Hong

Kingston, Joy Kogawa, silences play important parts in Yamamoto' s multi-

cultural stories. VYamamoto’s stories, most of which are written from a young
nisei daughter’s point of view, often show issei (first generation) mothers
pathetically silenced into a life of drudgery and isolation on the farm and at
home. VYamamoto, while being sympathetic to the fate of mothers, expresses the
emotional complexity of both mothers and daughters toward each other, and at
the same time pays tribute to her own Japanese American cultural tradition by
skillfully making silences tell stories. In two of her stories which focus on
issei mother/nisei daughter relationships, “Seventeen Syllables” and
“Yoneko’ s Earthquake,” Yamamoto achieves this seemingly paradoxical task of

making use of silences in order to tell stories. She describes silences of
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women as a form of oppression in a patriarchal social context of pre-World War
1T Japanese American society and also in a psychological context of mothers in
general and of mother/daughter relationships in particular. In addition,
Yamamoto' s careful description of the silences, as well as the minimalist
technique which charges these two short stories with hidden meanings, proves
that silence, usually a negative sign of powerlessness and oppression, can be
used in a subversive way for Japanese American women to find their voices and

to pass on their stories.

In “Seventeen Syllables” and “Yoneko’ s Earthquake, “issei mothers are
forced into silence by their difficult living situations as first generation
immigrants. Mothers in both stories are portrayed as isolated figures. Hard
daily toil on the farm as well as at home and their rural location prevent the
issei women from having any substantial relationship with other women. While
the Hayashi family in “Seventeen Syllables” has occasional visitors, the
Hosoumes in “Yoneko’ s Earthquake” are “the only Japanese thereabouts” (46).
They are of course cut off from their own families by the Pacific Ocean.

Their poor ability to understand English also prevents them from communicating
even with their own daughters, let alone women of other ethnic backgrounds.
The beginning episode of “Seventeen Syllables,” in which the mother and the
teenage daughter try to communicate with each other about Aaiku, shows us how
limited language skills and cultural differences block mothers from
communicating with their American—born daughters who are fluent in English but
know “formal Japanese by fits and starts” only (8).

Patriarchal social norms also silence issei women in Japanese American

society. Although male dominance is not explicitly described in these



stories, we can see how it forces women into silence in their relationship
with their husbands. In “Seventeen Syllables,” Mr. Hayashi is irritated by
his wife Tome’ s absorption in writing and discussing poetry, which distract
her from working on the farm and from keeping him company. Finally, he
terminates her career as a poet by smashing and burning a woodprint she won at
a haiku contest. Tome does not protest or even lament verbally; she stands
“at the back window watching the dying fire” (18).

Her silence is not enforced by her husband alone, but by Japanese and
Japanese American social norms. When Tome and her daughter Rosie watch the
fire that burns Tome’ s prize woodprint, Tome tells Rosie the secret story of
forbidden love between her and “the first son of one of the well-to—do
families in her village” (18). Her pregnancy and the birth of a stillborn son
disgrace her as well as her family and she escapes to the United States and
marries her husband “as an alternative to suicide” (18). The flawlessness of
her story makes Rosie realize that her mother has been repeating the story to
herself over and over again throughout the ensuing years without being able to
tell anyone else, let alone her husband. She tells this secret life story of
hers to Rosie as an explanation of why she tolerates her husband’ s dominance
over her. Thus, Tome has accepted the social norms that punish her for
premarital sexual behavior and shame her into silence. She cannot articulate
her anger toward the institution which shames her into silence nor her anger
toward the husband who kills the poet in her. Her rage, aimed at Rosie, who
is just beginning to be romantically involved with a young Mexican man and is
apparently ready to repeat Tome’ s foolish mistakes, is in fact her anger at
herself in thin disguise. But even this anger, however fierce, is never put

into words but only shown by “her eyes and her twisted mouth” and the



tightness of her grip holding Rosie’s wrists (19).

This silence enforced by male control is underlined also by Rosie’s
observation of the silence of Mrs. Hayano, another issei woman who ”sat all
evening in the rocker, as motionless and unobtrusive as it was possible for
her to be” (10). Mrs. Hayano's feeble condition caused by her first
childbirth makes her mentally, as well as physically, disturbed, while her
husband remains “handsome, tall, and strong”(10). The grim picture of Mrs.
Hayano’ s fate under a patriarchal system which reduces her to a child-bearing
machine is ironically stated: ”“this woman, in this same condition, had carried
and given issue to three babies” (10).

Even Tome’ s attempt to have a creative voice as a haiku poet has a limit.
Although Tome achieves a certain degree of autonomy as Ume Hanazono, her
poetic pseudonym, Aaiku poetry itself confines her within Japanese American
cultural norms. We should bear in mind that Aaiku is probably the only form
of art allowed to Tome, because of its brevity, since she can compose only
after “the dinner dishes [are] done” (9)°. Haikd' s Japanese language limits
her audience, and its brevity and rigid form prevents Ume/Tome from expressing
herself freely. The number seventeen which signifies the number of syllables
in haiku corresponds to the seventeen years since she gave birth to a
stillborn son, years in which Tome has been silenced, and which symbolize the
rigidity in which she is confined by the Japanese cultural tradition.

Mrs. Hosoume also is silenced by her husband’ s physical brutality in
"Yoneko’ s Earthquake.” Because of an accident during the Long Beach
earthquake of 1933, Mr. Hosoume is physically too weak to do the farm work and
probably sexually impotent, while his wife and the young Filipino farmhand

Marpo practically run the farm together’. Irritated by his own powerlessness,



he complains that his wife, Marpo, and the children are disrespectful and
impudent toward him. When Mr. Hosoume criticizes Yoneko for wearing nail
polish and Mrs. Hosoume defends her, Mr. Hosoume calls his wife “nama-iki” (”
which is a shade more revolting than being merely insclent”) and then slaps
her in the face (53). When Mrs. Hosoume has an affair with Marpo and becomes
pregnant, Mr. Hosoume drives her to a Japanese hospital for an abortion and
Marpo disappears from the farm on the same day. Although we are not explicitly
told, we can assume that both the abortion and Marpo’s discharge take place
under Mr. Hosoume’s command. Mrs. Hosoume, overwhelmed by the abortion and
the following sudden death of her five-year—old son Seigo, probably by
appendicitis, retreats into Christian faith and “[does] not seem interested in
discussing anything but God and Seigo” (55).

Her affair with Marpo, like Tome’ s haiku, is limited in itself. While it
is a deviation from the conventional norms which sustain the patriarchal
family structure, Mrs. Hosoume is in fact just replacing one dominant male
figure with another. As Stan Yogi points out in “Legacies Revealed:
Uncovering Plots in the Stories of Hisaye Yamamoto,” after the earthquake
which invalidates Mr. Hosoume and stimulates the affair, Marpo practically
replaces Mr. Hosoume (175). We are told that Marpo “happened to be in the
room reading a newspaper” while Mrs. Hosoume stands ironing (53). When
Mr. Hosoume hits his wife, Marpo responds to Mrs. Hosoume' s glance toward him
and behaves as a protective patriarch by holding back Mr. Hosoume and saying
“The children are here” (563). This, as Yogi points out, is a startling change
in his character because he used to be shy and meek in front of Mr. and Mrs.
Hosoume (177).  After the abortion, Mrs. Hosoume totally surrenders to the

Japanese social order symbolized by the Japanese American church which she now



frequents. Her feebleness resurrects Mr. Hosoume back into his original
authoritative position, and he can now afford to be “very gentle” toward his
wife (55). Mrs. Hosoume never expresses her feelings nor explains to-
Yoneko, who is only ten years old, what actually has happened.

Finally, at a core of their silences Tome and Mrs. Hosoume share the
forbidden topic—the unwanted pregnancy and lost babies, stillborn in Tome’s
case and aborted in Mrs. Hosoume’s. As Judith Wilt points out in Abortion,

Choice, and Contemporary Fiction, abortion especially is a topic on which

women were historically silenced (10). Barbara Johnson, in her essay
“Apostrophe, Animation, and Abortion,” examines the indistinguishability of
abortion and other forms of the loss of a child in women’ s consciousness,
arguing that “any death of a child is perceived as a crime committed by the
mother” (641). Going further, Johnson cites Jacque Lacan’s linguistic theory

to explain how it is difficult for a woman to speak as a subject from a mother’s
viewpoint, especially when her child is lost, since “the verbal development of
an infant... begins as a demand addressed to the mother, out of which the

entire verbal universe is spun” and therefore “the mother” is ”a
personification...of Otherness itself” (641). Thus, doubly silenced by guilt
and psycho—linguistic otherness, Tome can speak of her stillborn son but only
in a tightly condensed manner, not unlike her Aaiku, as Yamamoto’ s narrative
suggests. Tome’s telling the story, which is perceived as a form of
“violence” by Rosie, is in fact a violent act of breaking a taboo, and
therefore can be expressed only in a very restricted way. As Johnson points
out, “when a woman speaks about the death of children in any sense other than
that of pure loss, a powerful taboo is being violated” (641). Mrs. Hosoume

remains even more silent than Tome. Her only outlet is her “peculiarly intent



eyes” gazing at Yoneko and her short and enigmatic comment “Never kill a
person, Yoneko, because if you do, God will take from you someone you love”
(56). As the comment suggests, Mrs. Hosoume regards abortion as killing of “a
person,” and therefore is overwhelmed by guilt and surrenders into silence
without a word of protest or anger.

Thus, Yamamoto’ s issei women exemplify the silence of mothers, who go
through marriage, pregnancy, child rearing, in pre-World War II Japanese and
Japanese American communities. Along with Japanese cultural traditions which
honor silence in both women and men as a sign of fortitude and selflessness
and the issei women’s silence forced by male dominance, both Tome and Mrs.
Hosoume are further silenced as mothers by what Rich calls “motherhood as
institution.” Yamamoto’s technique, which charges silences with meanings,
shows the moments in which issei mothers’ repressed feelings emerge through
their silences.

As I have already stated, Yamamoto uses nisei daughters’ point of view in
these stories. Their immature ages and their preoccupation with themselves,
which is typical of their developmental stages, prevent them from
understanding, much less articulating, what is really happening to their
mothers. Therefore, much of the important part of the mothers’ stories has to
be guessed rather than be explicitly told. Besides her conscious use of this
technique of the limited point of view, as well as the influence of Japanese
tradition which values subtlety and silence rather than eloquence, why does
Yamamoto choose the immature daughters’ point of view °? This question leads
us to another silence in the stories, the untold story of mother—daughter

relationships, buried even under the secret stories of issei mothers.
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In “Seventeen Syllables” and “Yoneko’ s Earthquake,” the daughters have
ambivalent feelings toward their mothers. Both Rosie and Yoneko admire and
sympathize their mothers and resent the fathers who oppress their wives. At
the same time, however, they resent and distance themselves from their
mothers, though with a sense of guilt. Recent feminist psychoanalytic studies
such as Nancy Chodorow’ s The Reproduction of Mothering argue that a daughter
has strong attachment to, and identification with, her mother, and she also
feels a strong need to distance herself from the mother in order to have a
sense of separate individuality. Also as Rich suggests, daughters feel anger
toward their mothers who, as role models as well as socializing agents,
perpetuate male dominance in the family structure and pass on powerlessness
and a sense of inferiority to them (243, 4).

The daughters in these stories confront this ambivalence when its tension
is most heightened. Yamamoto captures the intense moments of the daughters’
ambivalence toward their mothers in the economy of minimalist language and
illustrates the sense of impossibility for the daughters to express this
ambivalence, especially anger and the need to separate themselves from their own
mothers.

In “Seventeen Syllables,” we can see Rosie’s ambivalence in her response
to her mother on the subject of Aaiku. When Tome first talks to Rosie about
the haiku which she just composed, we can sense Rosie’ s respect for her
mother as a haiku poet who can express in just seventeen syllables “the charm
of a kitten, as well as comment on the superstition that owning a cat of three
colors meant good luck” (8). Moreover, we can see her desire to communicate
with her mother in imagining herself talking to her about her own version of

haiku which she found in her mother’ s magazine:
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...This was what was in [Rosie’ s] mind to say: I was looking
through one of your magazines from Japan last night, Mother, and
towards the back I found some Aaiku in English that delighted me...
It is morning, and lo!
I lie awake, comme il faut,
Sighing for some dough. (8)

However, her non-sensical haiku parody which is a hybrid of English, French,
and a Japanese form with one excessive syllable can be seen as both respect
for her mother’s literary tradition and an effort to break away from it. By
bringing up this haiku parody, Rosie is distancing herself from her mother by
critiquing the rigid form of “seventeen syllables only which [are] divided
into three lines of five, seven, and five syllables” (8) and her mother’ s
seriousness toward the subject of haiku. She is searching for her own voice,
apart from her mother’s, preferring English which is “ready on the tongue” to
Japanese “which [has] to be searched for and examined, and even then put forth
tentatively (probably to meet with laughter)” (8). This effort for separation
is accompanied with a sense of guilt, which, in Rosie’s case, is guilt for not
being fluent in her “mother tongue.” Rosie, unable to express her feeling
toward her mother because of its complexity as well as her sense of guilt,
retreats into a glib “yes, yes, I understand” (8).

When Tome apologizes to her husband about her absorption in Aaziku and he
only grunts, Rosie hates her father for ”“denying her mother” but at the same
time she hates her mother as well “for begging” (12). We can see here the
moment in which, as Rich explains, a daughter’s anger at her mother “dissolves
into grief and anger for her” (224). This anger at her mother, coupled with

anger for her, is both Rosie’s identification with her mother as well as her
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distancing herself from her mother, leading her not only to imagining in her
mind both of her parents dead but also to a self-destructive image of “three
contorted, bleeding bodies, one of them hers” (12). When Mr. Kuroda, the
haiku editor of the Japanese newspaper, visits Tome to distribute the first
prize woodprint and Tome invites him into the house for a cup of tea, her
husband becomes impa£ient because of the time lost from the farm work. We see
that Rosie sympathizes with her mother rather than her father, because when
her father tells her to go and remind her mother of the tomatoes, she goes
”slowly,” which can be interpreted as a passive support for her mother’s
involvement with haiku and a silent protest against her father’s intolerance
(17). But when she finds her mother listening to Mr. Kuroda’s haiku theory,
we can sense that she also feels alienated from her mother who pushes her away
while ”speaking in the language of Mr. Kuroda” (17).

During their last confrontation Rosie feels strong ambivalence about her
mother’ s life story. Rosie’s first reaction is to shy away from the shocking
story. She secretly wishes, “Don’t tell me now... tell me tomorrow, tell me
next week, don’t tell me today” (18). After listening to her mother’s love
story, which resulted in the birth of a stillborn son, Rosie shows her
understanding and sympathy, though in a clumsy way, by saying I would have
liked a brother” (19). At the same time, this comment can be seen as Rosie’s
effort to deny her mother’s totally negative feeling toward heterosexual
relationships and to ”[push] back the illumination which [threatens] all that
darkness that had hitherto been merely mysterious or even glamorous” (19).

Her mother’s command never to marry, a desperate attempt to save Rosie from
the tragedy of female sexuality, does not reach Rosie who is too preoccupied

with her newly found sexuality awakened by Jesus, a young Mexican who works
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for the Hayashi farm. She tries to break away from her mother’ s hands holding
her wrists, and answers her only with “the familiar glib agreement” again
(19).

In “Yoneko’ s Earthquake,” Yoneko's feeling toward her mother is,
because of her younger age, more of a pure admiration and close attachment
than Rosie. Yoneko cherishes the memory of her mother when she was younger:
“She had at times been so struck with her mother’ s appearance that she had
dropped to her knees and mutely clasped her mother’s legs in her arms” (53).
However, this memory is accompanied with the memory of rejection. She “learned
to control her feelings because at such times her mother had usually walked
away, saying 'My, what a clinging child you are. You've got to learn to be a
little more independent’” (53). She still admires her mother’s beauty and when
her mother talks about the elaborate process she used to go through in order
to dye her nails with grounded flower petals when she was a child in Japan,
she is fascinated and imagines that her mother must have been a beautiful
child. Though Yoneko does not know what happened, she is totally sympathetic
when her mother is in pain and in sorrow. She accompanies her mother to the
Japanese church on Sundays after Seigo’s death even though she herself does
not believe in God. However, the various questions which Yoneko asks about
God’ s character imply her distancing form Mrs. Hosoume’s passive acceptance of
the Japanese American values in which she is silently confined, and which are
symbolized by the Japanese language version of “Let Us Gather at the River”
which they sing at the Japanese Christian church.

Yoneko’ s moment of detachment from her mother comes when, toward the end
of the story, her mother tells her, ” Never kill a person, Yoneko, because if

you do, God will take from you someone you love,” to which Yoneko quickly
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responds ”“I don’t believe in that, I don’t believe in God” (56). Although
Yoneko is never told her mother’ s secret relationship with Marpo, she somehow
senses that there is a connection between her mother’s comment and the ring
which Marpo gave Mrs. Hosoume, and her reaction is to shy away from the
subject. Thus Yoneko is unconsciously rejecting her mother’s negative
representation of heterosexual relationships in separation, death, and guilt,
and she is also refusing the male—centered social order represented by “God”
to whom her mother surrenders. As in Rosie’ s case, this distancing is
accompanied with a sense of guilt on Yoneko’ s side, symbolized by her guilt
over the secret ring, which she already lost.

In both stories, daughters do not verbally express either their desire
to identify with, or their detachment from, the mothers. As Rich explains, it
is difficult for a daughter to articulate her feelings towards her mother in a
patriarchal society (221)°. Yamamoto, by making the daughters adolescent,
captures the heightened tensions and dramatizes the silent, though intense,

ambivalence on the part of daughters.

While the silences of these stories show women’ s oppressed status in
Japanese American culture, there are other kinds of silences, which are modes
of expression rather than the result of female oppression. In ”“Seventeen
Syllables,” Mr. Hayashi’s silence shows his irritation and anger rather than
oppression. When the Hayashis visit the Hayano family, Mr. Hayashi reads a
Life magazine while his wife and Mr. Hayano discuss haiku, and then abruptly
leaves the house “saying nothing” (11). When Tome apologizes to her husband
by saying ” You know how I get when it’s haiku...I forget what time it is,” he

only “grunts,” and Rosie aptly senses that her father is “denying her mother”
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(12). Also Tome’ s calm silence when she watches her prize woodprint burning
expresses her deep despair and loneliness, though in a passive way.

In “Yoneko’ s Earthquake,” the story of Mrs. Hosoume, hidden behind the
seemingly sporadic episodes, is told not explicitly by words, but by silences.
We start suspecting Mrs. Hosoume of having an affair with Marpo when she gives
a ring to Yoneko and tells her, “If your father asks where you got it, say you
found it on the street” without explaining to her where it is actually from
(62). Obviously someone other than her husband gave her the ring, and she has
to keep it secret from him. When the Hosoume family take the trip to the city
on a weekday afternoon to a Japanese hospital, which is the “most unusual”
thing to do, the parents do not explain the nature of the trip to the
children, and the father demands that the children tell no one about the visit
(54). Besides the brief description of Mrs. Hosoume’s state of pain when she
comes out of the hospital and the vague explanation that “she was feeling a
little under the weather and that the doctor had administered some necessarily
astringent treatment,” we, as well as Yoneko, are given no details (54). It
is because of this silence of the parents and the silence forced on the
children, that we assume that Mrs. Hosoume had an abortion. Also the silence
of Marpo, when he disappears from the farm without even saying good-bye to
Yoneko and Seigo, confirms our suspicion. His silence strikes us as strange
because Yoneko and Seigo were quite attached to him and he has become
indispensable for the family. Thus, these two stories not only illustrate
the oppression of silenced women but go further and tell their life stories by
the use of different kinds of silences.

As Charles Crow points out in “The Issei Father in the Fiction of Hisaye

Yamamoto,” the stories show possibilities that the daughters break through
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the multi-layered silences and obtain their own voices for expressing

themselves as artists (36). Rosie obviously inherits her mother’s sensitivity

toward language, reads haiku magazines and cherishes the haiku parody written
in English. She also skillfully imitates various movie stars to entertain her
friends at school. Yoneko also shows the will to search for her own voice.
When she is converted to Christianity, she tries to create her own version of

God’ s image by asking Marpo questions:

Who did Marpo suppose was God’ s favorite movies star? Or, what
sound did Jesus’ laughter have (it must be like music, she added,
nodding sagely, answering herself to her own satisfaction), and
did Marpo suppose that God’ s sense of humor would have appreciated
the delicious chant she had learned from friends at school
today:

There ain’t no bugs on us,

There ain’t no bugs on us,

There may be bugs on the rest of you mugs,

But there ain’t no bugs on us?

(49, 50)

She enjoys word play and composes songs as a means of survival as well as for
fun. After Seigo dies, “Whenever the thought of Seigo crossed her mind, she
instantly began composing a new song, and this worked very well” (56). By
having access to various forms of expression and skills in English, the
daughters have more freedom to tell stories and a potentially bigger audience.
They learn their mothers’ stories in spite of, and by way of, their silences,

and tell the stories articulately for larger audience. I would push Crow s
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point further and argue that Yamamoto’ s daughters gain creativity not only by
breaking through the silences but also by making use of the silences. It is
important, therefore, that these stories are written in the form of
retrospective of the daughters told with a grown—up consciousness. Yamamoto,
by using young nisei daughters’ viewpoints, suggests the future possibility of
daughters finally telling their mothers stories. As a matter of fact, these
stories themselves are Yamamoto’ s own achievement as a nisei daughter giving
voice to her mother’ s silences, though in a fictional form'. By using young
daughters’ points of view, Yamamoto succeeds in representing mothers without
appropriating their voices and expresses the reality of the nisei daughters,

their irritation, detachment, anger, and identification with issei mothers.

Rich argues “women are made taboo to women——not just sexually, but as
comrades, cocreators, coinspiritors. In breaking this taboo, we are reuniting
with our mothers; in reuniting with our mothers, we are breaking this taboo”
(255).

Yamamoto recaptures issei mothers’ experiences as well as nisei daughters’
visions. By using minimalist technique, and making use of silences, she not
only succeeds in telling daughters’ stories but also in making the mothers’
silence tell their own stories. While mothers and daughters can never openly
talk to each other about their experiences and feelings, recognition of these
feelings, acknowledgement of the very existence of “this cathexis between

”

mother and daughter,” as Rich describes it, is a way to articulate women’ s
reality (225). By recovering issei mothers stories, giving them voice
through silences, Yamamoto recreates a usable past for nisei daughters and

every one of us willing to share it.
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1. On interpretation and evaluation of women’s silences, see the introduction
of King—Kog Cheung’ s Articulate Silences: Hisaye Yamamoto, Maxine Hong
Kingston, Joy Kogawa (1-26). While owing much to Cheung’s study of multi-
cultural silences, my article focuses on the meanings of silences in mother—d
daughter relationships in multi—cultural settings.

2.Masao Miyoshi, in his Accomplices of Silence, explaining the characteristics
of modern Japanese literature, states:

Perhaps more important than any other factor in this whole
problem of language and style [of modern Japanese fiction] is the
typical Japanese dislike of the verbal. It might be said that the
culture is primarily visual, not verbal, in orientation, and
social decorum provides that reticence, not eloquence, is
rewarded. Similarly, in art it is not articulation but the subtle
art of silence that is valued. Haiku is the most perfect
embodiment of this spirit but it is visible elsewhere as well...
this passion for silence is in evidence in the narrator’ s attitude
toward the story. Often, the scene of the Japanese novel is set
by suggestion and evocation rather than description. (xv.)

3.Also it might be relevant that hAaiku is often considered to be respectable
and therefore a suitable form for women. Mitsuye Yamada, in “A MELUS Interview, ”
recollects her mother making distinction that “Senryu [“A lower type of poetry
than haiku” and “a grass roots form” according to Yamada] is alright for

men, but women should be writing haiku” (99, 100).

4, Although there is no explicit reference to the matter, I would argue that we
can assume that he is sexually impotent because Mrs. Hosoume’ s abortion shows
that both Mr. and Mrs. Hosoume believe that she became pregnant by Marpo.

5. Many critics who discuss Yamamoto’ s short fiction, such as King-Kok Cheung,
refer to the influence of modernist technique of limited point of view (278).
Charles Crow more specifically mentions Henry James’ What Maisie Knew in his
two essays.

6. Yamamoto, in “A MELUS Interview,” acknowledges the difficulty in mother-
daughter communication in general (80).

7. Yamamoto, in her letter quoted by Susan Koppelman, writes that “Seventeen
Syllables” is her mother’s story though the details are not true.
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