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Abstract: In “Chinese Take Away” (2000), playwright, performer and co-producer Anna 

Yen portrays her matrilineal history by tracing her grandmother’s journey from China to 

Hong Kong, her mother’s from Hong Kong to Sydney and finally her own in contemporary 

Australia. In so doing, she exposes their suffering from rape, repeated pregnancies and 

slavery. Drawing on Gayatri Spivak’s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), I consider 

the women whose stories Yen relates in her play as subalterns. Yen moves from tracing these 

subalterns’ itineraries, a task Spivak assigns to the “postcolonial intellectual,” to retrieving 

their voices. By employing the technique of polycharacterisation, Yen opens up a 

performative site where these women’s stories can be passed on: she constructs their 

characters on stage, relates their stories and reads their written letters. As a result, their voices 

are not retrieved decades later by a group of male scholars, namely the ‘Subaltern Studies’ 

scholars whom Spivak critiques in her essay, but by a woman from the same family. I argue 

that dramatising these stories in one female performing body becomes an expression of 

resistance that destabilises the assumption of a fixed image of the Asian woman as a site of 

sexual appeal, and problematises Spivak’s premise of the inadequacy of the female body to 

send a message to a receiver. In “Chinese Take Away,” Yen retrieves and empowers her 

foremothers’ voices as well as resists dominant stereotypes of the Asian woman as 

submissive and a site of sexual attraction. Furthermore, she negotiates her identity as a 

playwright straddling two cultures, Asian and Australian.  
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Anna Yen’s “Chinese Take Away” premiered in 1997 in Brisbane’s Cremorne Theatre. To 

have it performed on stage, Yen received financial support from various funding bodies, 

including the Theatre Fund of the Australia Council, Arts Queensland and the Myer 

Foundation. Yen’s success in securing funding reflected a theatrical interest in Asian works 

during the 1990s which coincided, Helen Gilbert and Jacqueline Lo assert, with the Keating 

Government’s Asian enmeshment campaign, which increased the demand for Asian 

performances and actors (Performance and Cosmopolitics 171). Yen’s play is a blend of 

storytelling, music, projections of words and pictures, clowning and circus skills, in which 

she takes her audience on a journey between Hong Kong and Australia (Yen, “Author’s 

Note” 37). Throughout this journey, Yen relates stories of her real and mythical heroines, 

who suffered from enslavement, racism and forced or planned marriages. The artistic 

hybridity and diversity of places and stories reflect the playwright’s personal life, which, in 

Don Batchelor’s words, is a “mixture of Western and Eastern influences” (Yen, “An 

Interview with Anna Yen” 34). The hybridity of the play can also be found in its language: it 

contains English and Romanised Cantonese. As a piece of Asian-Australian drama, it 

challenges the idea of identity as fixed and static, Jacqueline Lo proposes, because of its 

“hyphenated subjectivities” (“Beyond Happy Hybridity” 156).  
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To define her identity, Yen delves into her family’s past and relates the stories of her 

foremothers, whom I read as subalterns. In her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Gayatri 

Spivak asserts that “subalterns” cannot speak for themselves and are therefore condemned to 

be spoken for by others, who are mainly outsiders. Spivak critiques the attempts by Indian 

scholars, the “Subaltern Studies” scholars, to represent oppressed people relying solely on 

colonial texts that explore the latter’s insurgencies. The problem with those texts, Spivak 

asserts, is that “the subject’s itinerary has not been traced so as to offer an object of seduction 

to the representing intellectual” (“Can the Subaltern Speak?” 285).  There is no “real 

receiver,” she claims, of the subaltern’s voice that was muted in those texts (287). For 

Spivak, the issue of gender compounds the problems of representation. As she puts it, “if, in 

the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the 

subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow” (287). She further notes that in order to 

speak to the muted voices of the subaltern females, the “postcolonial intellectual” has to 

“critique the postcolonial discourse with the best tools it can provide and not simply 

substitut[e] the lost figure of the colonized” (295). To explore the issue of the double 

marginalisation of female subalterns, Spivak casts light on the Hindu practice of widow 

sacrifice.  

 

According to Hindu tradition, the widow, as a good woman and in a ritual known as sati, 

“ascends the pyre of the dead husband and immolates herself upon it” (Spivak, “Can the 

Subaltern Speak?” 297). This sacrifice was interpreted by Indian Hindus as the widow’s 

actual intention “to die,” but there is no recorded testimony of the widow’s “voice-

consciousness” to either assure this or produce “a countersentence” (297). In an interview 

with Donna Landry and Gerald MacLean, Spivak purports that she perceives “speaking” as 

“a transaction between the speaker and the listener” (“Subaltern Talk” 289). Such a 

transaction, she proposes, did not take place when the Hindu widow committed suicide. 

Consequently, her action or deed “was inscribed in her body” (289). Although admitting that 

some sati women did speak, Spivak insists that “even when the subaltern makes the effort to 

the death to speak, she is not able to be heard, and speaking and hearing complete the speech 

act” (“Subaltern Talk” 292). Despite being prompted by the interviewers to admit that women 

who committed suicide did indeed represent themselves, Spivak claims that their attempts 

were mainly done through their bodies (“Subaltern Talk” 306). Consequently, I contend that 

in her monodrama Yen makes abundantly clear that the performing body can effectively play 

an active part in the transaction between the performer and the audience. Such a transaction is 

not limited to a speech act with a speaker and a listener but can include performances 

including the emergence of a warrior woman on stage and Yen’s transformation, at the play’s 

finale, from a crying child into a second warrior woman. 

  

Performing those roles, especially that of the warrior woman, is part of Yen’s deployment of 

her cultural heritage. Indeed, Yen is not the only writer to employ the mythical figure of the 

warrior woman in her work. She is preceded by Maxine Hong Kingston, a Chinese American 

writer, who dedicates Chapter Two in her novel The Woman Warrior (1976) to the story of a 

swordwoman, Fa Mu Lan, who, rather than striking at unseen enemies as in Yen’s play, 

becomes a leader of men, kills the emperor, defeats his army and takes the capital. Fa Mu 

Lan, Yunte Huang asserts, is a warrior woman whose legend is “known to every household” 

in China and her ballad, the Fa Mulan Ballad, is “a folk song of a nomad tribe that lived to 

the north of China around the fifth century” (151). Thus, it is not surprising to find her legend 

employed in the works of writers like Yen and Kingston. Although Lo contends that Yen’s 

play is “partly inspired by the visibility of diasporic Asian women’s writing” (“Playing the 
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Yellow Lady” 73), including Kingston’s, Yen’s play goes beyond mere inspiration. Both 

works depict the mothers as storytellers, the minor role of the fathers, stories of insanity and 

suicide of a relative, as well as the personal growths of their own writers into warrior women. 

 

In addition to the above, both works include a story about a woman whose father is called 

“Yen”. Kingston’s concluding chapter to her novel, entitled “A Song for a Barbarian Reed 

Pipe,” narrates the story of a poetess, “Ts’ai Yen,” who is captured by the barbarians with 

whom she stays and gives birth to two children, neither of whom speaks Chinese, the 

language of their mother. Likewise, in Yen’s play, a Chinese acrobatic dancer, “The Other 

Anna Yen,” travels to England with her father, marries an English man and gives birth to two 

children who are “not Oriental”. Furthermore, both authors cast light on the marginalisation 

of females in the country of origin: they are regarded as slaves (Kingston’s novel) or sold and 

raped (Yen’s play). Yet, while the poetess in the novel sings a song about China, the dancer 

in the play feels happy to be in England, and while the poetess is reclaimed by her father, the 

dancer’s father dies on the way home. The two works also vary in details and stories: while 

Kingston criticises Chinese men in America, Yen describes the difficulty her father and 

mother face in Australia and the negative impact of the White Australia policy on shaping 

their lives and futures. Finally, whereas the swordwoman in Kingston’s novel finishes her 

battles and returns to her husband and child to resume her work in the house and farm, Yen, 

the performer, growing to be a warrior woman, decides never to wed. Accordingly, Yen’s 

play does more to challenge gender stereotypes. 

  

Chinese Take Away is a play written for a solo performer. As Jeremy Ridgman observes, 

monodramas were a common feature of the early nineteenth century Australian stage (133). 

Their revival in the twentieth century, Ridgman further explains (135), was initiated by Jack 

Hibberd who wrote four monodramas. Hibberd attributes the prevalence of this genre to the 

lack of an Australian “national culture,” which is why he and other Australian dramatists, as 

“newcomers to an alien land,” are drawn to this particular form, where solo characters “seek 

to create their own history [and] their legends” (“Proscenium Arch Blues” 130). Since 

Australian monodramas came into existence, they have not been intended to portray just one 

character. A striking example of this is Hibberd’s A Stretch of the Imagination (1972), whose 

single actor, Katharine Brisbane posits, “peoples the stage with a vivid population of lives 

and loves” (197). Like the single actor in Hibberd’s monodrama, Yen plays various roles to 

depict herstory, which is also that of her mother and grandmother. As Gilbert and Lo point 

out Yen’s monodrama foregrounds “the fragmentary nature of subjectivity” in order to 

suggest that there is not “an essential and authentic self which is wholly integrated and 

unchanged through time” (“Performing Hybridity” 5). In addition to asserting the non-

authentic aspect of the self, autobiographical narratives, Azade Seyhan argues, signify how 

modern cultural identities are forged from many “interrupted (hi)stories” (68). When the 

performer speaks through the persons whose “(hi)stories” s/he relates on stage, they free 

him/her, as Seyhan further puts it, “from the fixity of circumscribed positions and self-

positions” (71). Furthermore, Elspeth Tilley assumes that in this technique of 

polycharacterisation, the multiple selves gathering in one body subvert the fixity of the self 

and undermine attempts to contain it within one specific locality (310). Yen’s play evidences 

this notion when she plays the roles of her grandmother, her mother, herself as well as 

mythical figures including the warrior woman and the marriage resisters. In these 

performances, she moves beyond any single location and shifts between two countries and 

continents.  
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Yen’s autobiographical play conveys the collective memory of a diasporic family, where the 

frontiers between the home left behind and the new home intersect. Diasporic works, Ien Ang 

claims, “have the potential to unsettle static, essential and totalitarian conceptions of ‘national 

culture’, or national identity which are firmly rooted in geography and history” (34). 

Unsettling those conceptions of national culture and identity is necessary for the inscription 

of new identities whose formation process is unfinished and ongoing. The inscription of 

hyphenated identities or those undergoing alienation and displacement is not only apparent in 

the works of Australian playwrights from a migrant background, including Janis Balodis’ No 

Going Back (1992) and Donna Abela’s Jump For Jordan (2014), but also in the works of 

playwrights from the white Australian canon, such as Nick Parsons’ Dead Heart (1996) and 

Michael Futcher and Helen Howard’s A Beautiful Life (2000).  

 

Inscribing hyphenated identities on stage is a means of portraying cultural hybridity. Gilbert 

and Lo have employed Homi Bhabha’s notion of the “Third Space,” in which the conflict 

between two cultures results in ambivalence. This enables them to argue that postcolonial 

monodramas have turned theatre into a “Third Space” where cultural hybridity is dramatised 

(“Performing Hybridity” 8). In Chinese Take Away, the borders between the (hi)stories and 

localities of Hong Kong and Australia are stretched, both spatially and temporally. This is 

further portrayed on the stage, which becomes the site for cultural encounters between Asia 

and Australia. These encounters began with Yen’s father’s arrival in Australia in 1942 and 

her mother’s in 1956. Thus, both encounters happened under the White Australia policy and 

recur in the present time as Yen negotiates her cultural identity as an Asian-Australian 

playwright.  

 

Bhabha also asserts that hybridity is a site of contestation between two cultures and a means 

of destabilising the hegemony of the dominant culture, since it “displays the necessary 

deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and domination” (“Signs Taken 

for Wonders” 98). The site of this process extends beyond cultural practices and 

performances to incorporate the bodies of performers. Elizabeth Grosz argues that being “a 

site of knowledge/power, the body is thus a site of resistance, for it exerts a recalcitrance, and 

always entails the possibility of a counter-strategic reinscription, for it is capable of being 

self-marked, self-represented in alternative ways” (64; emphasis in original). In Chinese Take 

Away, Yen enacts this resistance by playing various female roles and problematising 

mainstream viewers’ attempts to perceive her in terms of fixed notions of Asian female 

identity. Moreover, by taking her audience on a journey which crosses the borders between 

Hong Kong and Australia, she resists the fixed identity of the performing body and its 

confinement in a fixed locality. Accordingly, autobiographical monodramas become sites that 

dramatise how the performer’s body is vulnerable to what Helen Gilbert and Joanne 

Tompkins call “multifarious inscriptions which produce it as a dialogic, ambivalent, and 

unstable signifier” (205). In Yen’s play, the dialogical and ambivalent aspects of the 

performing body intersect effectively, destabilising attempts to label the characters as 

protagonists, antagonists, victims or oppressors. Ample examples are her father, a victim of 

the racial policy of White Australia, who deceives Yen’s mother by bringing her to Australia 

on a student visa, and Yen’s grandmother, who places her wedding ring, which symbolises in 

the play a yoke of captivity, in Yen’s mother’s hand. By performing her story on stage, Yen 

turns her biography into a dramatic construction. Sidonie Smith regards autobiographical 

performances or practices as claims for subjectivity and identity as well as “occasions for the 

staging of resistance” (434). This notion is foregrounded in the play by one performing body 

acting several roles on stage. This corporeality suggests a resistance not only to the 

stereotyping of Asian women but also to attempts to confine them to one static identity and 
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locality. This feature subverts Spivak’s notion of the speech act in which she denies the 

ability of the female body to be a “dialogic” signifier and hence send a message to a receiver 

(as in an audience watching a performance).  

 

In Chinese Take Away, Yen proves to be both the “real receiver” and representative of her 

mother and grandmother’s voices.
1
 In an interview, Yen asserts that the play is “very much 

the story of my Grandmother, my Mother and me” (33). To retrieve the voices of her 

foremothers, Yen opens up a performative site where their stories can interweave. She begins 

her play by acting the role of her grandmother, who appears walking “as if waist deep in 

water” and “talk[ing] quietly to herself” (41).
2
 Describing her grandmother in the stage 

directions as being “waist deep in water” might be metaphorically interpreted to signal the 

minor or shadowy status Chinese women occupy at the time. Moreover, the fact that the 

grandmother talks to herself “quietly” can be read as indicating her fears of being heard or 

misinterpreted. Thus, through her skilful use of stage directions, Yen brings the issue of voice 

to the fore. She further emphasises this vocality by a projection of words on the screen 

evoking the grandmother’s travel to Hong Kong. By employing the technique of monodrama, 

Yen traces these “subaltern” women’s itineraries and retrieves their voices by using the 

pronoun “I” in relating their stories and reading their letters. Consequently, she appears to 

take on the additional role of Spivak’s “postcolonial intellectual,” tracing the subaltern’s 

itinerary to Hong Kong and listening to her grandmother. In Scene 5, entitled “Stories,” Yen 

leans on a slackrope, her figurative means of moving from one location to another in relating 

her stories, and tells the audience that she went to Hong Kong to see her grandmother and 

hear stories about her mother’s childhood (46). The grandmother directs Yen to her 

accompanying aunt, “Third Sister”. Talking about herself, the grandmother tells Yen that she 

was sold at the age of five to a rich man to be his servant. Then, in 1926, she got married and 

became subjected to repeated rape and forced pregnancies. This is dramatised in Scene 7, 

entitled “The Rooster,” where Yen transforms into a rooster to relate the story of her 

grandmother, who gave birth to ten children. The rooster, in this scene, is suddenly 

transformed into “a delicate little Chicken,” which is “suddenly” and “violently raped from 

behind,” making its feathers fly (48). 

 

The grandmother’s experience of violent rape is echoed in that of her daughter’s, Yen’s 

mother. In Scene 9, Yen’s mother arrives in Australia in 1956, anticipating “dreams of 

adventure and romance” and posing several times for a camera, expressing “her desire to be a 

film actress” (50). However, these expectations are shattered by the transfer of the ring from 

her mother’s finger to hers. This acts as a symbol for the transfer of a shackle and a sign of 

captivity. It is a legacy of enslavement which the daughter inherits from her mother, who 

appears complicit even though she is a victim. The story is completed in Scene 10, where 

Yen’s mother hands over her passport and tells an unseen person, supposedly Yen’s father, 

“Student Visa. Student. Seventeen” (51). She then struggles and fights to “resist rape,” but 

her armour, that is, her jacket, “is torn open” (51). Later, the jacket suddenly becomes a 

bundle, a sign of pregnancy, which she rolls “down her belly” and then scoops up as a new 

baby. This is repeated four times and symbolises the act of giving birth to four children, and 

the speed with which it is performed parallels the speed with which the rooster, Yen’s 

                                                           
1
 In her essay, Spivak denies the presence of the real listener of the subaltern’s voice. 

2 Anna Yen. “Chinese Take Away.” Three Plays by Asian Australian. Brisbane, Playlab Press, 2000, 

pp. 40-70. All further references to the play are from this edition and will be put between parentheses 

in the text. 
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grandmother, was raped. In both scenes, it is done violently and repeatedly, therefore 

conveying how these women were subject to enslavement and rape in both Hong Kong and 

Australia.  

 

Yen’s foremothers’ stories then convey the meaning of the play’s title. In addition to 

referring to the food presented at Yen’s father’s restaurant (63), Chinese Take Away indicates 

the “abuse [and] economic exploitation” that Yen’s foremothers experience in both countries 

(Lo, “Playing the Yellow Lady” 76). As depicted in the play, both women are treated as 

objects to be governed and acted upon: Yen’s grandmother is sold as a servant to a man, 

while her mother is sent away and raped. The title of the play also casts light on the two 

women’s diasporic background: like the food served in Yen’s restaurant, there is no way for 

Yen’s foremothers to return to the original or previous state. The Chinese food therefore 

comes to illustrate male dominance and female marginalisation. Indeed, Yen’s foremothers 

experience similar abuse. Whether a princess (Scene 11) or a worker in the silk industry in 

Shun Duk (Scene 14), the Chinese woman has no voice over her marriage and is treated with 

violence. By including stories about mythical characters who were subject to similar 

experiences of slavery and abuse, Yen adds depth to her foremothers’ experiences and 

critiques misogyny and male patriarchy in Chinese culture.   

 

To retrieve her female relatives’ voices, Yen not only tells their stories but also reads their 

letters. A notable instance is Scene 13, entitled “Dear Third Sister,” where Yen reads the 

letters her mother wrote to her sister in Hong Kong. These letters enable her mother to resist 

confinement in one locality by sending her stories and voice beyond the domain of her house, 

and therefore to maintain ties with her home of origin. In one of these letters, Yen’s mother 

tells her sister about her decision to work as a dressmaker and have money of her own to sue 

her husband—an expression of resistance to male patriarchy. She also recounts a story about 

one of her customers, Mrs Smith—in her performance on stage, Yen talks to two invisible 

characters, “Mrs Smith” and the “Third Sister”. Mrs Smith is a white Australian who has put 

on some weight when she comes for the fitting. As a result, the Chinese newspaper pattern 

which Yen’s mother tries to adjust onto her body rips (56). This dramatic image criticises the 

forcible fitting together of diverse cultures or covering of one with another that is ready-

made. As Bhabha puts it in an interview, “it is actually very difficult, even impossible or 

counterproductive, to try and fit together different forms of cultures and to pretend that they 

can easily coexist” (“The Third Space” 209). Within the Australian context, this rip can be 

read as a critique of the assimilationist policy applied to migrants. It also casts light on the 

challenges that were triggered by the encounters between Asia and Australia at a time when 

these encounters were not tolerated because of assimilationist purposes. The policy of 

multiculturalism adopted since 1978, on the contrary, encourages Australians to express and 

share their cultural heritage and (hi)stories. It is this policy which enables Yen to negotiate 

her identity as an Asian-Australian playwright and to perform her story to a culturally diverse 

audience. 

 

Nevertheless, telling the “subaltern” woman’s story or tracing her journey is not enough to 

accomplish the “postcolonial intellectual” task which, for Spivak, also involves critiquing the 

postcolonial discourse (295). Yen achieves this by resisting stereotypes of the Asian woman 

as a site of sexual appeal. It is effectively portrayed by adopting the technique of 

polycharacterisation, and more specifically Yen’s acting as a warrior woman, that can be 

read, in Lo’s words, as “unsettling the fixity of the female Asian body as an object of 

specular desire” (“Beyond Happy Hybridity” 162; “Playing the Yellow Lady” 75). Although 

Yen never specifies what kind of stereotyping she resists, her performance in the play depicts 
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how she problematises any fixed notion of the Asian woman. The sporadic emergence of the 

warrior woman on an Australian stage, executing “a fierce Wushu Sword fight” and attacking 

furiously “many invisible enemies,” evidences this resistance (Yen, “An Interview with Anna 

Yen” 40). It subverts the typically Western image of the Asian female as a “lotus blossom, 

dragon lady or mail-order bride” (Gilbert and Lo, Performance and Cosmopolitics 177). The 

problematisation of the Asian woman’s image as a site of sexual appeal is also portrayed 

through the story of a Chinese dancer, “The Other Anna Yen,” that has not been examined by 

extant criticism. The dancer’s story indeed critiques Western perceptions of the female Orient 

as a site of sexual attraction. In this story, where Yen performs circus skills, she “picks up the 

umbrella and vanity, and steps onto the slackrope” and addresses the audience, with a 

“refined English accent,” saying: “I said goodbye to my mother and little brother at the docks 

in Guangzhou—Canton, and with my father, headed for London and the British Music Halls” 

(58). While the screen projects “Lipstick Mouths, Grinning Faces,” Yen acts “a rather bawdy 

dance routine, thrusting out her breasts and flirtatiously flashing her ankles” (57). Married to 

an English-man and mother of two, the dancer expresses her pride at giving birth to non-

Oriental children—she was “so very proud” of her sons (59)—as this testifies to the fact that 

her “Oriental” body is meant only to attract and provide sexual joy and incapable of giving 

birth to “Oriental” children. 

  

In Orientalism, Edward Said observes that for Western writers “the Orient seems still to 

suggest not only fecundity but sexual promise ..., untiring sensuality, unlimited desire, deep 

generative energies, [it] is something on which one could speculate” (188). This sexual image 

is explored in Yen’s portrayal of the Chinese dancer, “The Other Anna Yen,” whom Yen 

hears from by an English woman she met during her visit to London. It draws on the story of 

a woman who had been “studying the British Music Halls of 100 years ago” (58). By basing 

her knowledge of this Chinese female on the scholarship about the British Music Halls, the 

English woman acts as an “Orientalist”. Her relation as an “Orientalist” with the “Orient” 

female is exterior and makes the Orientalist, in Said terms, express his views on the Orient 

“assum[ing] some Oriental precedent, some previous knowledge of the Orient, to which he 

refers and on which he relies” (20). Yen’s play is then an expression of her resolve to have 

her foremothers’ stories performed on stage and their voices evoked by a female family 

member rather than mediated decades later by another person, as is the case in the story of the 

Chinese dancer. This, however, does not present Yen as agreeing with Spivak; such an 

assumption is negated when it comes to the question of the performing body, which the latter 

regards as inadequate for the transaction between a sender and a recipient.  

 

In addition to telling stories of her female relatives, asserting the dialogic aspect of the 

performing body and resisting the image of the Asian woman as a site of sexual appeal, the 

play casts light on Yen’s embrace of her hybrid cultural identity. Communication between 

Yen and her grandmother is expressed in English and Cantonese but Yen’s use of the latter 

stops after her mother’s suicide. Commenting on the role of translation in communication, 

Brian Castro postulates that “to translate between languages is a border crossing” and this is 

the case with Yen’s use of translation between English and Cantonese (131). Although Yen’s 

mother only speaks English when she arrives in Australia, she gradually starts using 

Cantonese, too, to relate stories to Yen and write letters to her sister. However, no Cantonese 

is ever used in the play after her suicide. In other words, with her death, English becomes the 

sole language employed in the play, which then signifies an accomplished “border crossing,” 

where Yen fully embraces the Australian part of her identity. Commenting on the 

significance of a “poetics of space” for contemporary Australian drama, Tompkins posits that 

“corporeality, language or action” work as a setting to “map a space for women in Australia, 
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literally and metaphorically” (192). For Yen’s female characters, mapping spaces is achieved 

by moving from the grandmother’s story to the mother’s story and ending with Yen’s own 

story, which coincides with the grandmother’s move from China to Hong Kong and Yen’s 

mother’s move from Hong Kong to Australia. It is thus by employing polycharacterisation, 

that Yen manages to map those matrilineal spaces on stage, both literally and corporeally.  

 

Having related her mother’s and grandmother’s stories, Yen ends with her own story, 

predicated on an “inner conflict” between her two fragmentary personalities, the warrior 

woman she intends to be and the child crying for the death of her mother (69). This 

representation of an individual character as fragmented and incorporating more than one 

identity is yet another example of how the play challenges the stereotyping of Asian women. 

It is a dramatisation of personal growth, where the crying child rises as a warrior woman. 

This is further demonstrated on stage when she removes her mother’s ring from her finger 

and “begins to swing on the slackrope” (70). Swinging on the slackrope is an indication of 

her personal growth and a decision to live life freely rather than a celebration, as Marc 

Maufort claims, “of Anna’s ‘in-betweeness’” (136). By taking this decision and refusing to 

put on the ring, Yen appears as a warrior woman who is on a mission rather than returning 

home to husband and child, like the swordwoman in Kingston’s novel. Yen’s embrace of her 

cultural roots is evident in the stories she relates, her use of the warrior woman character, and 

the reference to the silk industry in her grandmother’s region. This is depicted on stage when 

the “long bolt of blue silk tumbles out of the door to become the River of Silk,” colouring the 

Australian stage with an Asian landscape (40).  

 

Yen’s monodrama enables her to perform the stories of her female relatives on stage and 

share them with the wider strata of the Australian audience that comprises Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal Australians. She explains where she is from and states what her locality is. 

Her stories begin in Hong Kong and end in Sydney and as the language becomes solely 

English her embrace of the Australian part of her identity is celebrated in the same way as her 

embrace of the Asian one. Telling these stories is partially due to her resolve to acknowledge 

the difficulties her parents faced in Australia. Before her suicide, Yen’s mother suffered from 

a nervous breakdown which is manifested on stage to cast light on the pernicious impact of 

the White Australia policy, which restricted migration to Australia to the white race. The 

presence of Yen’s parents in Australia was not welcomed during this era. Because of her 

nervous breakdown, Yen’s mother is haunted by Taunting Spirit which, in Scene 22, 

addresses her by saying: “Ching Chong. Go home. Communist. We don’t want. Yellow Peril 

Taking over this country” (68). The racial discrimination expressed in this scene echoes that 

which Yen’s father experiences on his arrival in Sydney in 1942. Indeed, on this occasion, he 

is mistaken for a Japanese: “They think I Japanese. I no Japanese. … White Australia policy. 

… Aliens Act. Every time I move, I have to tell an officer, like police, but no police. Tell 

where I am. Tell what I do” (64). The above evidently illustrates the challenges that 

characterise the relationship between Asia, unanimously perceived as “Yellow Peril”, and 

Australia, a country vulnerable to its threat.  

 

Such a perception had a drastic impact on Asian peoples in Australia as well as on 

Australians from an Asian background such as Yen’s parents. It diminished gradually after 

the adoption of multiculturalism in 1978, albeit the intake of Asian migrants was the target, 
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during the 1980s, for some Australians, including Geoffrey Blainey and Pauline Hanson.
3
 

The policy of multiculturalism has been encouraging Australians to celebrate their cultural 

heritage regardless of their race, culture, religion, gender or place of birth.
4
 Moreover, 

beginning officially with the Keating government’s Asian enmeshment campaign, Australia 

has come to recognise that it is “located geographically in the Asia-Pacific region and that its 

cultural, economic and historical relations with the region are significant” (“Policy on Arts 

for a Multicultural Australia”). Accordingly, Yen is no longer vulnerable to the same racism 

encountered by her parents. On the contrary, this campaign has provided Asian-Australians, 

especially artists, with the opportunity to embrace and celebrate their cultural background. On 

15 February 1995, Prime Minister Paul Keating asserted that “Asian culture and values will, 

in a very short time …, begin to work their impact on mainstream Australian culture” (Lo, 

“Dis/orientations” 53). Chinese Take Away celebrates and depicts the negotiation between the 

Asian and Australian components of the performer’s identity. Moreover, the diversity of 

theatrical techniques, narratives and languages employed in this play cast light on the cultural 

encounters between Australia and Asia. 

 

In Chinese Take Away, Yen opens up her narrative to include the stories of her mother and 

grandmother, conveying the collective memory of one family. In so doing, she depicts the 

influence of diasporas in constructing identities forged from multiple histories. By acting the 

roles of the female members of her family, she retrieves their voices and foregrounds the 

primacy of the performer’s body as a prime site of resistance to dominant stereotypes of the 

Chinese woman as well as patriarchy and male violence in both Australia and Hong Kong. 

Yen also challenges assumptions about fixed and authentic identities, contained within 

distinct boundaries. Another instance of resistance is evident in the story of “The Other Anna 

Yen,” in which Yen critiques the perception of the female Orient as submissive and as a site 

of sexual attraction. The use of characters sharing the same family name “Yen” is another 

way of subverting stereotypes and confining the Asian and “Orient” female within one fixed 

image and locality. While portraying Yen’s espousal of her cultural heritage, the play 

demonstrates her personal growth as an Australian playwright and performer who enriches 

the Australian repertoire with new stories and techniques. Further, by incorporating hybrid 

cultural techniques like storytelling, circus skills, languages, and (hi)stories on the Australian 

stages, Yen, like other playwrights from migrant or Asian backgrounds, demonstrates the 

diversity of cultural practices on Australia’s national stage. 
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