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Bueltmann


Language: Barrier or Binder?


In Andrew Lam’s Perfume Dreams, and Chang-Rae Lee’s The Faintest Echo of our Language, the power of language is displayed as a means for connecting and coping with being an immigrant. Although both Lam and Lee believe that language is what brings the respective narrators closer to their families, and at the same time is, ultimately, the cause of their family’s distance; the characters in the respective stories have very different attitudes toward their homeland and America which leads to different reactions to the specific languages.


  In both stories, language plays a powerful role in the mother and son’s relationship. In The Faintest Echo of Our Language the narrator and his mother are separated by the fact that the narrator can only speak simple Korean, and his mother can only speak simple English. He comments on the predicament saying, “Neither of us has ever grown up or out of this language; by virtue of speech I am forever her perfect little boy, she my eternal righteous guide” (Lee 91).  On one hand the reader could look at this and think of it as sweet. This joint language that they have is a way of preserving their relationship and keeping them close despite them both growing up. On the other hand, it can be seen as depressing because the mother and her son are never able to get past the infantile form of a relationship. When a child grows up he/she gains a new respect for his/her parents. They become real people in the child’s eyes, and vice-versa, but in this situation any advance of the relationship is impossible because there is no way to communicate, and so ultimately this language that they have is keeping them at a distance. In Perfume Dreams, the Mother is hesitant to give up her language, and this hesitancy tears her relationship with her son apart. She believes that the language and the enticing nature of American culture has,  “stolen her children, especially her youngest and once most-filial son” (Lam 6).  This mother is worried because American culture, specifically the language, is powerful enough to take her most faithfully Vietnamese son and turn him into a cowboy, which is to say selfish and Americanized. The narrator says that he became so immersed in the language he took on a different personality and a different name when he spoke it. Any mother in her right mind would have a problem with coming home to find her son had become a completely different person. Later on in the story however, she realizes that, “her American Dream has chased away her Vietnamese nightmare” (Lam 11), and she can accept the language that is so seductive. She is able to patch up the relationship with her son and make it stronger. 

The mothers’ acceptance is the main difference between Lee and Lam. In Lee the narrator’s mother never comes to accept the American language and in Lam the mother is able to admit that America is a more optimistic country than Vietnam. This difference is because the mother of the narrator in Faintest Echo of our Language is weary of learning foreign languages and being forced into a foreign culture. She has already been forced to learn Japanese and she feels that new and different languages only tear families apart. What she can’t or doesn’t want to understand is that in America no one is forcing her, only strongly recommending she learn the language. In Perfume Dreams the mother is hesitant, but the conditions in Vietnam were so terrible and America is so different that speaking a different language is a small price to pay for all the luxuries the United States has to offer.

Language also ties extended families together, but draws them apart at the same time. In Lam’s Perfume Dreams, the narrator talks about the letters his mother sent back and forth with his relatives in Vietnam and how, “The letters confirmed what my mother, who had lived through two wars, had always known: life is a sea of suffering, and sorrow gives meaning to life. Then, as if to anchor me in Old World tragedy, as if to bind me to that shared narrative of loss and misery, mother insisted that I, too, read those letters” (Lam 5).  In a way this is use of language is very effective in bringing the family together. They can update each other easily and stay connected to each other through letters. Unfortunately, it also brings the family apart because as the letters from Vietnam become more and more distressed and the narrator and his family become more and more successful, the less willing they are to listen to the letters and the less they associate with these people in the letters. The narrator even says himself, “what could a scrawny refugee teenager living in America do to save Uncle from that malaria-infested reeducation camp? What could he do for Cousin and her family lost somewhere in the vast South China Sea? He could, on the other hand, pretend amnesia to save himself from grief” (Lam 5). It is easier to forget about the relatives far away because they only bring sadness, and in this way, language tears the family apart. In Lee’s The Faintest Echo of our Language, the narrator talks about how the Korean church members come to sing and pray for his mother. He says, “I do not know the high Korean words (I do not know many at all), and the music of their songs does not comfort me” (Lee 86). The members of the church aren’t really relatives per se, but they are representative of a Korean community that the narrator cannot take any comfort in. He has completely been drawn apart from these people, because he can’t speak their language, but moments later the church members and the narrator and his family go into the foyer and that narrator says, “We are all close together now in the foyer, touching hands and hugging each other, our faces flushed, not talking but assenting to what we know, moving our lips in a silent, communal speech.” Although their practical language isn’t a comfort for him, the silent language, which is just knowing that they are hurting as much as he is, brings him together with this “extended family”. 

The difference between Lee and Lam in this case is that in Perfume Dreams the son cannot associate with his kind because it is painful, whereas in The Faintest Echo of our Language, he cannot associate with his kind because he can’t understand their language. In Perfume Dreams there is the physical aspect of the language, which is the letters. They become painful to read because all the narrator has to associate with them is pain. He can’t see a face to go along with it because all he has is literally the language on the paper. In this way the Vietnamese language altogether comes to symbolize pain and leads the narrator to be drawn to the English language where everyone is optimistic. In The Faintest Echo of our Language, the narrator can see faces to go along with his “extended family” and that is what saves him. When they’re just praying and not really showing all that much emotion he can’t associate with them because of the language barrier, but when they show him that beyond the language is a human being with real feelings for him and his mother, he is able to connect with them. 
Language also has the power to garner success. In The Faintest Echo of our Language, the narrator learns the English language very quickly and he is praised for it and it leads him to forget his old language. At one point he mentions, “what [my mother] didn’t know was that it had been whole years since I had lost the language, had left it somewhere for good, perhaps from the time I won a prize in the first grade for reading the most books in my class” (Lee 87).  The narrator’s mother encourages him at first to learn English, but when he starts to be accepted by the culture and consumed by it, she gets less and less enthusiastic about him learning English. As things progress he gets more support from other English speakers and negative feedback from his mother, which pushes him away from her. However, at the very end of the story he says, “I am here to speak. I am here to say the words…You are not really alone. You may die, but you will have been heard. Keep speaking—it is real. You have a voice” (Lee 92).  The narrator uses his new language to translate what his mother wants to say. He has become her voice. In this way they have grown infinitely closer because she has become a part of him. In Perfume Dreams the narrator says, “Outside, in school, among new friends I spoke English freely and deliberately…Speaking English, I had a markedly different personality than when speaking Vietnamese. In English, I was a sunny, upbeat, silly, and sometimes wickedly sharp-tongued kid” (Lam 7). The narrator in this story is capable of changing his whole personality based on what language he is speaking. He uses this to his advantage to become popular, assimilated, and successful. This obviously draws he and his family apart because he’s living a double life. But his success ties the family together. His mother’s shrine has, “[his] father’s MBA diploma, [his] older siblings’ engineering and business degrees, [his] own degree in biochemistry, [their] combined sports trophies, and…[his] journalism awards” (Lam 8).  So, although his learning a language created a gap in his relationship with his family, it also creates a sense of pride for his mother specifically, and this brings them closer together. 

In this situation the difference between Lam and Lee goes back to the fact that the mother in Lee is not accepting of his assimilation. The pride that the mother in Lam gains, fades away quickly from Lee’s mother when she realizes it is compromising his first and true language.  In Perfume Dreams the mother is able to accept the fact that the narrator has lost his loyalty to the old language because of all the benefits it has reaped, especially pertaining to her. She is able to talk about how successful her children are and she gets to keep reminders of all of the good things learning the English language as brought them. She also has a physical reminder, because she looks comparatively younger than her mother who, “at her age could barely walk” (Lam 9). In The Faintest Echo of our Language, the mother has none of this. She is in a vegetative state and though her children are successful, she doesn’t give credit to the English language for this. Because the English language has not given her specifically anything to hold onto in order to prove that learning English will bring success, she cannot accept it.
Language is a very powerful weapon and with power comes great consequences.  It seems that no matter what one does a new language brings turmoil to a family, especially if not all are willing, which is generally the case in Asian culture. Many Asian heritages are grounded in tradition. This creates a huge dilemma: is it better to assimilate and become successful, or isolate yourself and remain close to one’s motherland? Either way, there is still someone who is being isolated. It cannot be helped. And it illuminates the nature of immigration. That it isn’t easy, it isn’t just a simple life or death choice, and that behind the silence of someone who doesn’t understand the language is a person who had a family, friends, a life, but it was taken away. 
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