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1.) Introduction

Globaistion, Multiculturdism, Pogtcolonidism
We ae living in an age of globdision, the effects of which increesngly influence
consderable parts of our life worlds. Globdisation no longer smply describes internaiond

cashflows, the semantics of the term has broadened to include other dimensions, too. Thus
globdisation refers not merely to the sphere of economics but aso draws dtention to the
colonial/neocolonid underpinnings of the wedth of the Western world and the deprivation of
the so-cdled deveoping countries. In this context, the internationd movement that has
formed agang the effects of globdisation demands that Europe's and Americas role in the
international trade must be reconddered. From its origins as a merdy descriptive term,
globdisation has become a citicd vocabulay demanding socid justice and globd
respongbility from the countries of the Western world whose wedth depended and il
depends on the exploitation of the resources of the southern hemisphere.

If the globd village disguises a globd pillage’ globalisation dso forces us to rethink
issues of culture and community. What is a dake in this context is not so much a
McDonddisation of the world or the ubiquity of CNN or MTV but the increasngly
multicultural character of Western societies. In the wake of colonidism and neocolonidism
large numbers of people dl over the world have turned their backs on ther home countries
and migrated either in order to escape persecution or poverty.’ While the large-scde
migrations from Africa, the Caribbean and the Asan subcontinent into the Anglo-American
diaspora have dtered the composition of Western societies profoundly, the changes that these
immigrants to Britain, Canada or the US have initiated have been more than sociologicd
inofar as they have dso brought with them culturd identities of ther own. The mgor
demographic, socid and culturd changes of the last decades demand a new critica
perspective that takes into account the issues of minority communities®

As will be discussed in greater detail below, multiculturdism as a new paradigm could
be sad to recognise the effects of globdisation by accounting for the migrant's culturd

1 Anthony Giddens, Entfesselte Welt: Wie die Globalisierung unser Leben verandert, transl. Frank Jakubzik
51999; Frankfurt/Main: Edition Suhrkamp, 2001) 28n.

As acommitted Marxist, Arif Dirlik understands the effects that globalisation has had on culture in exclusively
materialist terms; “Corresponding to economic fragmentation [. . .] is cultural fragmentation, or, to put it in its
positive guise, multiculturalism.” Arif Dirlik, “The Postcolonial Aura: Third World Criticism in the Age of
Global Capitaism,” Contemporary Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996)
310.

3 Cf. Eberhard Kreuzer, “Theoretische Grundlagen postkolonialer Literaturkritik,” Literaturwissenschaftliche
Theorien, Modelle und Methoden: Eine Einflihrung, eds. Ansgar Niinning and Monika Fludernik (Trier: WVT,
1998) 199.



differences. No matter which view on multiculturdism as a policy one takes, it seems beyond
disoute that a truly multiculturd perspective cannot but acknowledge that migration is a move
with far-reaching consequences for the host societies but aso, often more dragticdly, for the
individud migrant. Arguably one of the most pressng problems for those forsaking ther
homes for a new country is the condruction of a new identity. In more accesshble terms, the
centra concern for many who fed themsdves uprooted is how to make life in the diaspora
‘livedble’ My phrasng here is ddiberaidy vague. ‘Livesbl€é can refer to an atempt to
reproduce the old country in the new, however it might dso imply in some cases that the
country of origin is happily discarded in favour of the country of adoption. The implications
of what ‘livesble entalls are negotited dong a spectrum of posshilities ranging from
assimilation to a new culture to the retention of the old, or, put differently, dong a continuum
from samenessto difference.

My thess will probe the poles of the range of possble identity condructions in a
functiondis andyss of contemporay Anglo-Canadian fiction. While the aspect of
congruction implies that a sef-image does not rely on essentidist formulations but is in need
of a difference agang which to define itsdf, ‘functiond’ here means tha the kinds of
difference together with the purposes towards which difference is invoked will be andysed in
paticular. If it is understood tha identities are condructed, i.e. in principle open to
modification and change, advertisng culturad difference should not be regarded as the
overiding characterigic defining immigrant fiction, as it is frequently assumed to be. To the
extent that immigrant fiction is concerned with identity, the host culture does not necessarily
conditute the difference necessary for the projection of the sdf-image in quedtion.
Multicultural fiction does not have to accept a cultura tradition or adopt it uncriticaly. It may
well encompass dories in which protagoniss fed uneasy with their culturd tradition and
modify or even discard it. M.G. Vassanji, Nell Bissoondath and Rohinton Midlry, the three
writers with which my thess will be concerned, are cases in point inasmuch as they reflect the
complex implications of difference.

Canadas multiculturd or ethnic fiction provides a particulaly rich showcase for
exploring modes (but adso conflicts) of living together in a multiculturd society. While 1 will
devote some space to the andyss of how immigrant writers view Canadian multiculturdism,
this will be couched in a broader framework. It is crucid to perceive tha in order to arive a
an adequate undergtanding of the narratives of many Canadian immigrant authors writing
about multiculturalism, specific postcolonial experiences are indispensable contexts. Writers
like M.G. Vassanji, Neil Bissoondath, or Rohinton Mistry but dso Michag Ondaatje, Nino



Ricci, and Joy Kogawa do not only explore Canada and its multicultural society but aso
direct their atention to their respective countries of origin® What can be observed in
multiculturd  fiction holds good for postcolonid literature, too: The politics of difference is
not the only legitimate mode of podcolonid naration. Although | will not rey on
representative sources of decondructive criticism, my am is decondructive as wdl as
revidonig insofar as it implies a citigue of normative definitions of poscolonid and
multicuiturd literatures as well as of that which congtitutes Canadian literature.

It will be argued that while the works of Vassanji, Bissoondath and Midry are typicd
for immigrant fiction in that they are concerned with both multicultural as well as postcolond
issues respectively, a comprehensve andysis of their works must trest them as Canadian
writers. While Linda Hutcheon has argued that “the culturd richness that immigration has
brought to this country has changed forever our concept of what conditutes ‘Canadian
literature, ™ the works of Vassanji, Bissoondath and Mistry are not aways unanimoudy
treated as Canadian literature by critics. The scholarly debate about what the canon of
Canadian literature should indude will prove useful in pogtioning Vassanji, Bissoondath and
Migry and provide the criticd vocabulary with which their narratives are gpproached in the

andysesto follow.

The Quegtion of the Canon

Canadian literary scholarship in recent years has been interested in questions of canon
formation. Critics have noted that many writers in Canada write about their respective homes,
i.e. their respective countries of origin outsde of Canada. This has prompted questions about

the character of Canadian literature in generd: Are writers who live in Canada, who are
naturalised Canadians even, but do not ded with Canada as a subject matter, to be qudified as
Canadian writers? While acknowledging that critical inventions are needed to settle the issue
of the canon, the cases put forward so far have not dways been satisfactory. Writers have
been excluded from the canon of Canadian literature on the bass of an assumption that

4 While there seems to be a consensus that Canada may be called postcolonial with respect to the experiences of
the First Nations as well as with respect to its experience as a settler colony, for some critics Canada also
becomes a postcolonial space by virtue of the literary accounts of the country’s many immigrant writers. As
Arun Mukherjee confirms, “non-white Canadians from colonized countries are also producing a post-colonial
Canadian literature.” Arun Mukherjee, “Whose Post-Colonialism and Whaose Postmodernism?’ World Literature
Written in English 30.2 (1990): 2. Linda Hutcheon seems to agree when she argues that “the specificity of
Canadian [sic] post-colonial culture today is being conditioned by this arrival of immigrants from other post-
colonial nations.” Linda Hutcheon, “‘Circling the Downspout of Empire’: Post-Colonialism and
Postmodernism,” ARIEL 20 (1989): 159.

® Linda Hutcheon, “Introduction,” Other Solitudes: Canadian Multicultural Fictions, eds. Linda Hutcheon and
Marion Richmond (Toronto: OUP, 1990) 6.



Canada must be dedt with directly for a literature to be cdled Canadian. Such smpligtic
readings gtressng outmoded concepts of mimess overlook the multicultural nature of
literature produced in Canada. In what follows, | will sde with those critics that argue that
writers not writing about Canada ‘directly’ can aso be consdered Canadian writers.

The poet and critic Fank Davey demands in his Post-National Arguments that Canadian
literature should be gpproached without taking recourse to the concept of the nation as a point
of departure for literary andyss. The nation and nationdism are criticized by Davey as
ideologicd formations that are too homogenisng in their implications® Strikingly enough,
however, he refuses to engage in a discussion of writers who are concerned with the countries
of their origins and narate stories set outsde the borders of the Canadian nation. While it
would seem that it was precisdly such writers whose works made Canada postnational and
thus an entity less monolithic and more diversfied, the fiction of writers such as Ricdi,

Vassanji and Migtry is relegated by Davey to afootnote. Frank Davey openly admitsthat he

excludes from direct examingion some recent noves of Canadian ethnic
communities [. . .] such as Nino Ricai’s Lives of the Saints Moyez Vassanji’s The
Gunny Sack, and Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, novels which ontain
few if any significations of Canada or of Canadian polity.”

The corpus of texts that he has chosen for his study is redtricted to “books that have been
important to particular Canadian audiences and have offered some portrayd of Canada as a
samiotic fidd.”® While immigrant fiction st in a land other than Canada may have nothing to
say about Canada directly, Davey acknowledges that such fiction may be important to a
minority audience insgde Canada which might profit from the condruction of a collective
community identity in works of fiction. However, the important point to stress here is that in
his opinion such fiction is not qudified to make interventions into Canadas ‘semiotic fidd.
Taking into account that it is Frank Davey’'s am in Postnational Arguments to make his
reeders aware of “the heterogeneity of the Canadian discursive fidd,”® neglecting authors

6 Cf. Frank Davey, Post-National Arguments: The Politics of the Anglophone-Canadian Novel since 1967
gToronto: U of Toronto P, 1993) 15, 17.

Davey, Post-National Arguments, 7. Almost twenty years earlier, Davey similarly maintained that: “All the
writers discussed are of either Canadian birth or residence. Among expatriate and immigrant writers | have
excluded those whose work has been overwhelmingly about other-than-Canadian experience. [. . .] | have seen
little point here in continuing the Canadian habit of indiscriminately claiming all writers of some Canadian
residence as our own.” Frank Davey, From There to Here (Erin, ON: Press Porcepic, 1974) 10. While Davey in
Postnational Arguments concedes that writers like Mistry and Vassanji can be of considerable importance to a
specific community and that their neglect of Canadian subject matter may be read politically, the overall effect is
the same: Neither now nor then does he grant writers who write about a country other than Canada an analysisin
his publications on Canadian literature.

8 Davey, Post-National Arguments, 7.
° Davey, Post-National Arguments, 23.



writing about places other than Canada seems a best counter-intuitive and & wors a
remarkable methodologica shortcoming. Ironicaly enough, by denying immigrant authors
the status of Canadian literature on the basis of the content of their work, Frank Davey at the
same time practises the very kind of criticiam that he takes issue with in an earlier, influentid

essay of his

Themdic critics in Canada have been interested in what literary works ‘say,
egpecidly what they ‘say’ about Canada and Canadians. They have largdy
overlooked what literary works ‘mean’ — for the atempt to establish meaning
would take them outside thematic criticism. ™

By way of andogy it could be maintained that in much the same way as a discusson of a
work’s theme does not suffice for the andyss of literature because the content has been
privileged at the cost of the form, the absence of Canadian experience (as content) should not
preclude the study of awork of fiction as Canadian literature.

Chdlenging Davey's dlegedly pognationd agument, the critic Arun Mukherjee
reminds us that the “excluson [of immigrant literature about other countries] is highly ironic
given the title of Davey’'s book which declares that Canadian literature needs to be studied
beyond the confines of nationdism”'! Mukherjee demands that underlying assumptions of
what condtitutes Canadian experience should be reconsdered. While Davey’s definition of
Canadian literature gill owes to a traditiond understanding of Canadian identity connected to
place, Mukherjee maintains that the contemporary Canadian experience is often an experience
of a country other than Canada; for her atruly post-nationa approach transcends concepts not
only of the nation but dso of place. The absence of Canadian experience corresponds to a
focus on memory work, which is an important aspect of the lives of minority communities
and deserves, indeed demands, to be studied as Canadian experience, too.

Arguing dong smilar lines, Ranu Samantra dso demands the incduson of immigrant
literature that is set dsewhere. Cdling for a revison of the canon of Canadian literature, she
mantans that it is necessary to criticdly rethink the bass of Canadian identity. Taking
Rohinton Midry as an example, Samantra suggedts that the incluson of immigrant writers
into the Canadian canon ceases to be problematic once the basis of Canadian identity is no

19 Frank Davey, “Surviving the Paraphase,” Surviving the Paraphrase: Eleven Essays on Canadian Literature
(Winnipeg: Turnstone P, 1986) 3. Davey takes issue here with the kind of literary criticism practised by Frye,
Atwood and others on the grounds that it runs counter to his understanding of art as primarily foregrounding
language’s poetic function. Cf. Konrad GroB3, “Zum Problem der kanadischen ldentitdt,” Kanada: Eine
interdisziplinare Einfihrung, eds. Hans Braun and Wolfgang Kloof3 (Trier: WV T, 1994) 194.

1 Arun Prabha Mukherjee, “Writing from a Hard Place: The African Fiction of M.G. Vassanji,” Oppositional
Aesthetics: Readings from a Hyphenated Space (Toronto: TSAR, 1994) 169.
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longer sought in terms of ethnicty or multiculturdism but in one€'s identification with the
polity:

By diglacing the racid and culturd norm for nationd identity, we can
acknowledge Mistry as a Canadian, and not because he adds to Canada's
diverdty. If the netion is a politicd community and not a culturd, spiritud, or
ethicd entity, then dtizenship is a politicad affiliation. Race, origins, ethico-
culturd  life-forms:. none of these ae appropriste criteria for measuring
Canadianness. These are differences that, for judging qudifications to engage in
the public life of the nation, do not obtain. Mistry belongs to the ongoing process
that is a the very heart of the life of the nation: the making and remaking of the
nation itself. He need not be given a hyphenated classfication at dl, because his

work is Canadian literature today. 2

While Samantrai arives a a vidble conduson, she fals to base her dams on textud
evidence. Her criticd vocabulary, largdy derived from paliticd science, is not useful in the
context of my study. To clam that a writer is Canadian because he is a naturdised Canadian
while maintaining tha he is a Canadian writer because his work is Canadian literature is
tautologica and therefore fals short of an acceptable modd for our purposes.

Pursuing a smilar vein, Ajay Heble dso implicitly argues againg the purism of Davey's
point when she rgects his narow frame of inteligibility in favour of an gpproach that is
informed by a discourse of hybridity:

Indeed, the emergence in Canada of writers like Migry, Joy Kogawa, Dionne
Brand, and Tomson Highway indicates the necessty of moving beyond a
nationdig criticd methodology — where “the desire to come to terms with onesdlf
in place and time and in relation to others’ s, as David Tarras [in A Passion For
Identity: An Introduction to Canadian Sudies] suggests, “a naiond inginct” (10)
— to a cross-culturd exploraion of the discourse of hybridity as it is played out
both within and beyond our nationa borders.™

The advantage of Heble's ‘cross-culturd exploration’ lies in the fact that it dlows reading
texts as Canadian that are not concerned with Canada on the surface. However, whether such

an gpproach will aways have to be synonymous with hybridity is contigert not only on the

12 Ranu Samantrai, “States of Belonging: Pluralism, Migrancy, Literature,” Essays in Canadian Writing 57
(1995): 47. For a similar argument cf. Natalia Aponiuk, “‘Ethnic Literature,” ‘Minority Writing,’ ‘Literature in
Other Languages,’ ‘Hyphenated-Canadian Literature’ — Will It Ever Be Canadian?’ Canadian Ethnic Studies
28.1(1996): 2.

13 Ajay Heble, ““A Foreign Presence in the Stall’: Towards a Poetics of Hybridity in Rohinton Mistry’s
Migration Stories,” Canadian Literature 137 (1993): 60.



regpective definition of hybridity, i.e. syncretidicdly or poststructurdigt, but will dso have to
depend on the perspective from which aliterary text is addressed '

While Mukherjee, Samantra and Heble agree that Canada's internd ethnic diverdty as
wel as the diverdty of its literature cdls for criticd interventions in order to arive a a
broader understanding, dl three reman virtudly slent on how exactly such a literature might
be sudied. Like Mukherjee, Samantra and Heble, Rosemary Sullivan’s emphdic cdl for a
more inclusve approach to Canadian literature is indicative of the gppreciation of diversty,
too. That she is dso concerned with extending the definition of Canadian literature becomes
evident when she admits that she is “bored with Canadian being a term of exclusion; | want a
new inclusve verson of Canadian literature. [. . ] What would it mean if we defined
Canadian literatiure as the literature of a multiculturdl nation?® Reading especidly Frank
Davey's early criticd work againg the grain, Sullivan pogtulates that Canadian literature can
divided into texts concerned with ‘here) i.e. Canada, and ‘there’ i.e. the country of origin of
the respective writer:

The menta landscapes of the writers have tvo poles. there and here — but this is
not a cheap polarity of edgrass and snow, of a vapid idedlized image of a past that
is the focus only of nogdgia and a smplified dienating here. It is tougher than
that. There and here are interlocked: the work is continudly shgping and being
shaped by the need to view here as possibility. 1

Sullivan's argument does not only have the advantage of conceptuaising the different settings
and focus of the works of many Canadian multiculturd writers, she aso demands that both
gdes be seen and discussed together. In my argument | will follow Sulliven in proposng a
dexis of ‘there and ‘hereé in order to reflect the double encoding of Canadian immigrant

14 Ella Shohat warns us that “as a descriptive catch-all term, ‘hybridity’ per se fails to discriminate between the
diverse modalities of hybridity.” Ella Shohat, “Notes on the Post-Colonial,” Contemporary Postcolonial Theory:
A Reader, ed. Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996) 331.

15 Rosemary Sullivan, “The Multicultural Divide: Where's the Mosaic? It's Time to Open the Doors of the
CanLit Club,” This Magazine 22 (1988): 26. In an interview with Aja Norgaard, Neil Bissoondath pursues the
same vein. He says: “I like the term Canadian writer because it means so much. [. . .] | think once being called a
Canadian writer meant that you wrote about growing up on the prairies, but Canadian writing now has moved
well beyond that into all kinds of spheres. Because of that variety | accept the label.” Aja Norgaard, “Up-and-
Coming,” interview with Neil Bissoondath, Aurora Online, 5 March 2002
<htttp://aurora.icaap.org/archive/bissoondath.html>. Cf. also Penny van Toorn, “Building on Common Ground.
An Interview with Neil Bissoondath,” Canadian Literature 147 (1995): 132.

18 sullivan, 26.



literature” While my sudy cannot dam to be an exhausive andyss of Canadian
multiculturd fiction, it atempts to exemplify the complexity and interrdlatedness of ‘there
and ‘here in a representative fashion. M.G. Vassanji, Nell Bissoondath, and Rohinton Mistry
will be approached as Canadian writers who ded with Canada as wdl as with the countries of

their origin. Their narratives are concerned with ‘here’ and ‘there’

‘Here and ‘There

In the course of my agument the terms ‘heré and ‘there refer to more than gspatid
configurations. Extrgpolating from Sullivan's argument, it will be proposad that the trestment
of ‘heré is concened with aspects of and attitudes towards Canadian multiculturalism,
thereby accounting for the fact that immigrant writing is concerned not only with a
“recollection of the tomeland, [but dso with] [. . ] the active response to this ‘new’ world.*®
‘There’ on the other hand, roughly figures as those features of an author's work that can be
termed postcolonid.’® The treatment of ‘heré and ‘theré in Vassanji, Bissoondath and Mistry
is informed by an emphads on culturd difference, and it will be on difference as the
underlying assumption of multiculturdisn as wel as diffeerence as the centrd andyticd
category of postcolonidism that | will focusin the pagesto follow.

Behind the concern with difference is, of course, an interest in issues of identity. If it is
agreed upon that identity should not be a mater of essentidiam, then this must apply to
difference as wel. In generd, it is assumed that difference is a category which can be filled
differently. As Alois Hahn reminds us:

Fremdheit ist keine Eigenschaft, auch kein objektives Verhdtnis zweler Personen
oder Gruppen, sondern die Definition einer Beziehung. Wenn man so will, handdt
es dch be der Entscheidung, andere ds Fremde enzudufen, sets um ene
Zuschreibung, die auch hétte anders ausfallen kénnen.?°

17 See also Birbalsingh who, in the course of his discussion of the South Asian diasporain Canada, refersto “the
phenomenon of ‘here’ and ‘there.’” Frank Birbalsingh, Novels and the Nation: Essays in Canadian Literature
(Toronto: TSAR, 1995) 157. Concerned with Caribbean-Canadian writing, Dabydeen also proposes a reading
that operates with “the here, temperate Canada, where the Caribbean spirit asserts itself in the desire to forge a
wholesome and meaningful existence” and “the there, the place where one came from.” Cyril Dabydeen, ed., A
Shapely Fire: Changing the Literary Landscape (Oakville, ON: Mosaic, 1987) 20. Linda Hutcheon, too,
confirms that “doubleness [. . .] is the essence of the immigrant experience.” Hutcheon, “Introduction,” 9. For
the pioneering study stressing the psychological implications of this doubleness cf. Eli Mandel, “Ethnic Voicein
Canadian Writing,” Another Time (Erin, ON: Press Porcepic, 1977) 92.

18 Craig Tapping, “South Asia/lNorth America: New Dwellings and the Past,” Reworlding: The Literature of the
Indian Diaspora, ed. Emmanuel S. Nelson (Westport, CT: Greenwood P, 1992) 35.

19 Cf. Tapping who argues that “Indo-Canadian writing [is] also| . . .] postcolonial.” Tapping, 35.

20 Alois Hahn, “Soziologie des Fremden,” Erfahrungen des Fremden: Vortrage im Sommersemester 1992, ed.
Ruprechts-Karls-Universitét Heidelberg (Heidelberg: Heidelberger Verlagsanstalt, 1992) 23.
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In the functiondigt reading that | am going to propose, difference, dbet in various forms and
configurations, is the tertium compardionis between fictions that might otherwise be difficult
to compare. A focus on difference links the work of the single writer whose work is partly set
in Canada and patly dsawhere. | will argue tha in their treetments of difference, Vassanji,
Bissoondath and Mistry come up with comparable identity congructions ‘heré and ‘there
respectively. These diverse identity constructions should be considered, and appreciated, as a
reflection of the plurdism that lies & the heart of Canadian multiculturalism, and therefore, &
the following chapter will argue, a the centre of what it means to be Canadian.

With respect to ‘here, | will examine Midtry, Bissoondath and Vassanji as to how they
view Canada and its attitude to and trestment of culturd diversity. At the centre of interest
will be quedions of race and ethnicity, difference and assmilation. | will examine how the
Other, as represented in Vassanji, Bissoondath and Migry, fares in the face of
inditutiondised tolerance. Is multiculturalism experienced as liberation or does it provoke
racism in a more subtle form (because it may in itsdf be informed by a racid bias)? My
interest is in finding out whether the paradigm of difference underlying multiculturd models
of society is experienced as a prerequidte for a dignified exisence in the diagpora, or whether
it iIs an assumption that prevents the immigrant from opting for other modds of integration,
such as, for example, assmilaion or acculturaion. Particularly interesting in this context is
the role that other categories of difference play. For example, is home as well as hogt culture
experienced differently by the protagonists in Vassanji's, Bissoondath's and Midry’s fictions
once other categories of difference, such as age, socid class etc., are introduced? Db second-
genegration immigrants experience Canadian multiculturdism as liberetion from a colonidism
which they themsdves have not had to suffer under? How do members of former colonid
gites such as Midry’s Parss or Vassanji’'s Shamds experience the racism of lower-class
ghettoes?

At the centre of Vassanji’s, Bissoondath’'s and Midry’s naraives from ‘theré are
likewise issues of culture and identity. Operating with the vocabulary of postcolonidism, the
gquestion at the centre of interest will be the relevance of difference and to what extent the
three authors subscribe to it. My working hypothesis is that Vassanji emulates cultura
difference but eventudly trandforms it, while Bissoondath configures culturd difference in
teems of group difference agangt which he podts the difference of the sngle individua
begging to differ. Migry, findly, reflects a certan avareness of culturd difference but offers
vigas beyond postcolonidity by teking recourse to cultura exchange but aso to humanist

postions.
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An exploration on the uses and abuses of difference as wel as on the ways cultura
difference figures and/or is overcome contributes towards a more comprehensve
understanding of identity and the variety of ways in which it can be congructed. Vassanji,
Bissoondath and Mistry are comparable not only with respect to how they view Canadian
culture but adso with respect to how they corroborate their different understandings of
identity. An anadlyss of difference ‘hereé and ‘thereé presupposes a definition of identity that
transcends the borders of the nation and thus truly meets the demands of a postnationd
argument. Hence a the centre of what has famoudy been termed the Canadian ‘passon for
identity, should no longer be questions exclusively concerned with ‘here?! or interrogations
solely preoccupied by the consequences of ‘there’?? My assumption, which is aso reflected
in the dructure of my argument, is that in an increesngly multicultura Canada ‘theré
informs ‘here, and vice versa. In short, ‘here and ‘there’ can and must be seen didecticaly.

2L Cf. Northrop Frye, for whom Canadian sensibility “is less perplexed by the question ‘Who am 1?7 than by
some such riddle as ‘Where is here?” Cf. Northrop Frye, afterword, Literary History of Canada: Canadian
Literature in English, ed. Carl F. Klinck (1965; Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1973) 826. Although Frye takes great
care to draw a line between the exploration of space and the construction of a specifically Canadian identity, his
argument seems flawed from a postcolonial point of view. Frye, like Margaret Atwood, homogenises Canadian
experience at the cost of the country’s plurality of cultures. In other words, both Frye's garrison mentality and
Atwood's concept of victimisation fail to theorise the experience of Canada's first nations and immigrant
writers, Cf. Margaret Atwood, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (Toronto: Anansi, 1972).

22 “No longer does the Canadian author raise the question ‘Where is here? The immigrant writer finds Canada
an exceptionally conductive [sic] milieu for asking ‘What is there? [. . .] As Canadian literature easily mediates
between the First and Third worlds, offering immigrant writers a secure home for their peregrinations, Northrop
Frye might well ask, ‘Where is here?, but with a different and perhaps ironic tone. For the contemporary
Canadian writer, here is now an indefinable area, encompassing Canada and the world, an area with no centre
and therefore no periphery, with neither the possibility nor the need of definition. The earlier obsession with the
question ‘Where is here? has faded into distant memory, a question no longer necessary, valid, or even
appropriate. And ‘What is there? is the question so many of our writers are now raising.” David Staines, “The
State of Contemporary Canadian Literature,” Canada and the Nordic Countries in Times of Reorientation:
Literature and Criticism, ed. Jarn Carlsen (Aarhus: The Nordic Association for Canadian Studies, 1998) 28.



2.) Difference and Identity in Multicultural and
Postcolonial Discourse

a) Multiculturalism and Canada

Multiculturdlism in Canadar A Brief Higory

Hugh MacLennan's famous noved Two Solitudes can serve as a reminder that Canadian
multiculturdism is firmly rooted in Anglo-Canadian and French-Canadian biculturdism. The
dudism between the two so-caled ‘founding nations harks back to the 18" century when,
after the conquest of La Nouwvele France in 1760, the British refrained from interfering in the
culture of the francophone population. In the Quebec Act of 1774 the British, contrary to their

usud policy of assmilation, granted the French stlers the right to ther own socid order as
wel as the right to practise their faith and to spesk ther own language! Thus were lad the
foundations of the character of Quebec not only as a separate culture but as a ‘distinct
society,” a status which continues to put Canada s nationa unity in question.

While Quebec has successfully managed to congtruct a nationd (rather than merdy
regiond) identity for itsdf in the context of what is usudly referred to as Quebec’'s ‘Quiet
Revolution, Anglo-Canada, on the other hand, has faced severe problems in shgping a
satisfactory nationd sdf-image. As Wolfgang Kloof3 points out:

Ironischerweise  konnte  Neufrankreich in seiner  teritoriden und  kulturelen
Isolation ene egene Identitt und en spezifisches Nationabewuldsen
entwickeln, wahrend das englischgorachige Kanada aufgrund der  engen
politischen Bindung an das Mutterland und der — auch mit den Verenigten
Staaten — gemeinsamen Sprache niemds zu ener befriedigenden Definition sainer
|dentitét gefunden hat.

Whereas today’s Quebec was clear about the difference againgt which it wanted to congtruct
an identity, namdy Anglo-Canada, the matter was more complex for the rest of Canada
whose naiond identity, on the one hand, was dangeroudy close to that of its American
neighbour and its English mother country and, on the other hand, was faced with many
regiond identities. Defining itsdf againg the culturd difference of Quebec was problematic,
moreover, because this would pose a threat to Canada's nationa unity. The consegquence was
that Canada was and continues to be in a difficult Stuation with respect to its identity politics.

! cf. Wolfgang KloofR, “Vom Bikulturalismus zum kanadischen Multikulturalismus: Historische Grundlagen und
gesellschaftliche Implikationen eines politischen Programms,” Gulliver 22 (1987): 28.
% KlooR, “Vom Bikulturalismus zum kanadischen Multikulturalismus,” 28.
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While the Ottawa Quebec biculturdism for a long time characterised the image Canada
projected of itsdlf, such a view was not an accurate reflection of its history but a myth. As a
matter of fact, Canadas colonid history and the theft of land based on the preconceived
notion of a terra nullius, or an empty space”® excdluded the Inuit and the Native Indians, both
of which were never accorded the dsaus of a founding nation or chartered group.
Biculturdism, therefore, stood reveded as a dmplification of a more complex redity.
Moreover, when the report of the Royd Commisson on Bilingudism and Biculturdism was
published in 1967, it became clear that Canada was not so much biculturd but multiculturd
dso for other reasons. As a country with a long history of immigration,* many people in
Canada did not belong to ether of the two First Nations or were of either French-Canadian or
Anglo-Canadian descent. Therefore, subsequent to the Officid Languages Act (1969), which
made Canada an officidly bilingua country, Prime Minister Trudeau in 1971 declared that

“multiculturdismn  within a bilingua framework” not only condituted an officd
date policy but was dso the essence of Canadian identity. Though there are two
officid languages, there is no officid culture and no ethnic group should teke
precedence over any other.®

While a description of Canada as congsting of a community of communities was an accurate
reflection of the country’s historicd as well as contemporary sociologica situation,® Canadian
multicultural policy, officidly declared and entrenched in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms
of 1982 and the Canadian Multiculturdism Act of 1988, adso was a conscious atempt a
forging a naiond identity. It might be argued tha “the discourse of multiculturdism [. . ]

3 For more on the notion of empty space cf. Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson, “Introduction: The Textuality of
Empire,” De-Scribing Empire: Post-Colonialism and Textuality, eds. Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson (London:
Routledge, 1994) 5. While legally convenient, an empty space could become psychologically problematic if it
was ‘too’ empty. The vast geographical extension of Canada and the frequently inhospitable character of its
nature could easily render the legal fiction of terra nullius into a scene of ‘colonial gothic’ in which the
individual was lost and threatened. In his’her attempt at survival he/she inevitably relied on the solidarity of
others or drew on strategies of representing the land in an attempt at coming to terms with its immeasurable and
uncanny dimensions. The former lies at the heart of Frye's garrison mentality; the latter is reflected in the
Canadian obsession with charts and mapping. For more information on mapping cf. Aritha van Herk, “Mapping
as Metaphor,” Zeitschrift fir Kanada-Studien 1 (1982): 75.

4 Manitoba and Alberta, for example, have welcomed immigrants for as long as one hundred years and longer to
settle the prairies. These immigrants, who helped Canada to become the world’ s biggest producer of wheat, were
chosen with care. At first, mostly Germans, Polish and Ukrainians were selected because they were thought to
cope best with the climate. Moreover, it was believed that they would most easily match the ideal of Anglo-
conformity. Since the 1960s another wave of immigration has set in, in the course of which mostly South Asian
came to Canada. For more information on Canada's multicultural regionalism cf. Leo Driedger, Multi-Ethnic
Canada. Identities and Inequalities (Toronto: OUP, 1996) 75-98.

® Elke Winter, “National Unity versus Multiculturalism? Rethinking the Logic of Inclusion in Germany and
Canada,” International Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue internationale d’ études canadiennes 24 (2001): 177.
6 Cf., for example, Smaro Kamboureli, “Multiculturalism,” Encyclopedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in
English, vol.2, eds. Eugene Benson and L.W. Conolly (London: Routledge, 1994) 1053. See aso Grof3, 203.

14



serves as a culmination for the ideologicd congruction of ‘Canada’’ That the Canadian
government maintained that the variety of its cultures need not assmilae but, in turn,
deserved to be encouraged, supported and funded by the state® was a move which effectively
cast Canadd's neighbour America, which had long dince favoured an dternative immigration
policy, as different. As such, multiculturdism in Canada “maked the passage from
assmilationism to normaive plurdisn in Canada™ If the American understanding of
nationd identity was metgphoricaly conveyed in tems of the mdting pot, the centrd
metaphor by way of which Canadds nationd character could be symbolised became the
mosaic. Whereas American nation identity was homogeneous, Canada's identity, according to
Trudeau, was grounded in the unity of its diveraty, which was officidly interpreted as
resource rather than as limitation. While it is understood that identity depends on difference,
in Canada, if one follows Trudeau, nationd identity lay in the very difference of the ndion’'s
many cultures'® Thus both were not only inseparable from esch other but were in fact
identical — a congtruction not without its problems; as will be seen below.

Notwithstanding the accurate and perhaps well-meaning hopes tha the government
placed in multiculturalism, as a policy it was no doubt aso directed agang the secessonist
tendencies of Quebec.!! By inauguraing multiculturdisn the federd government hoped to
defuse Quebec's clams, or as a critic has it: “The unassmilable ‘others who, in therr distance
from English Canada, need to be boxed into this catch-al phrase [i.e multiculturdism] now
become the mord cudgel with which to best Quebec's separatist aspirations”? Not
aurprisingly, Quebec feared for its gpecid doatus within the Canadian federation and
intengfied its endeavours to become independent. As a consequence, the gulf between the two
so-cdled founding nations appears to be widening, and isolation rather than MacLennan's
(i.e. Rilkes) caessng solitude characterises the relationship between Anglo- and Franco-
Canada. It seems safe to suggest that at least with respect to the containment of Franco-

" Himani Bannerji, “On the Dark Side of the Nation: Politics of Multiculturalism and the State of ‘Canada,’”

Literary Pluralities, ed. Christl Verduyn (Peterborough, ON: Broadview P, 1998) 131.

8 As set down in the Multiculturalism Act of 1988, Canada commits itself to cultural difference within four
different areas of multicultural policy. These four issues pertain to (i) Race Relations and Cross-Cultura
Understanding, (ii) Heritage Cultures and Languages, (iii) Community Support and Participation, (iv) Cross-
Governmental Commitment. Also in 1988, the Department of Multiculturalism and Citizenship was created

which was to promote an understanding of multiculturalism throughout the country. Cf. Litvack, 126.

° Winter, 177.

10« Multiculturalism does not ask that we choose between our ethnicity and a national identity but that the oneis
a ‘key content’ of the other.” Myrna Kostash, “Imagination, Representation and Culture,” Literary Pluralities,
ed. Christl Verduyn (Peterborough, ON: Broadview P, 1998) 95.

™ In that Canadian multiculturalism was designed to distract attention not only from the issue of Franco-Canada
but also from the status of the First Nations, multiculturalism cannot be understood as “a sign of the collective
historical guilt (or even hypocrisy) resulting from Canada’ s earlier immigration policies.” Cf. Litvack, 131.

12 Banneriji, 130.
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Canadian separatism, multiculturaism in Canada must be regarded as a failure!® Whether in
endrining difference multiculturalism has manages to make a difference for other solitudes,
to echo two wel-known anthologies of Canadian multiculturd fiction,** will be explored in
greater detall now.

Discourses of Difference and Sameness |: The Political Debate
In generd, the uses and limitations of multiculturdism have been discussed controversdly in

terms of difference and sameness. There are two main types of argument, the one gppreciating
difference as liberation (and viewing sameness as oppression), while others maintain that
multiculturdism prevents equdity by inscribing difference. A representative of the former
school of thinking is Charles Taylor who advocates that a recognition of difference is not only
a mora but a vitd human need in that it is tied up with the process of identity-construction.
Borrowing from symbolic interactionism as well as didogism, he points out that

in order to understand the close connection between identity and recognition, we
have to teke into account a crucia feature of the human condition that has been
rendered dmog invisble by the overwhemingly monologicd bent of mangream
modern philosophy. This crucid feature of human life is its fundamentdly
dialogical character. We become full human agents, cgpable of understanding
ourselves, and hence of defining our identity, through our acquistion of rich
human languages of expression.*®

As we dl have the same clam to a ‘good life; we should respect that for some culturd
autonomy may be a core requirement for precisdy such a life. Thus for Taylor, in a move
resembling the Kantian imperative, apalitics of difference may help to foster equdlity.

Perhaps the chief representative of an opposed view, namdy that a recognition of
difference can be as oppressve as liberating, is Nell Bissoondath. Like Taylor's,
Bissoondath’'s argument hinges on the importance of culture. However, while Charles
Taylor's functiondist perspective emphasizes the dable, and therefore stabilisng, character of
ongs native culture, Bissoondath's normative definition dresses the dynamic naure of

cultures in generd. For him “no consequence of multiculturdism policy is as ironic — or as

13 Cf. also KlooR, “Vom Bikulturalismus zum kanadischen Multikulturalismus,” 31.

14 Cf. smaro Kamboureli, ed., Making a Difference: Canadian Multicultural Literature (Toronto: OUP, 1996)
and Linda Hutcheon and Marion Richmond, eds., Other Solitudes: Canadian Multicultural Fictions(Toronto:
OUP, 1990).

15 Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” Multiculturalism and “ The Politics of Recognition,” ed. Amy
Gutman (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992) 32.
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unintended — as wha | would cal the smplification of culture™® The fact that the migrant
may not want to remain Other but prefer to assmilate questions that a politics of difference is
the kind of recognition that every immigrant deems indispensable to his wdl-being and
expects from the host society. Whereas Charles Taylor warns againg non- or misrecognition
of ongs culturd difference!’” for Nel Bissoondath multiculturdlism's inscription of culturd
difference conditutes the chief migrecognition: “I am ill being judged on the colour of my
skin and not smply as a human being with srengths and weeknesses. | am 4ill, even with my
best of intentions, being viewed racialy — and that is offensive to me”*®

Teaking into account the range of postionings exemplified by Taylor and Bissoondeth,
it might be argued that difference, as multiculturdism’s underlying assumption, is a solution
to the problem of identity. On the other hand, it might be sad to cause a criSs of identity,
which, in turn, may be addressed in various ways. In order to eaborate on the dilemma
inherent in (Canadian) multiculturdism | will illustrate my point by briefly focusng on the
recent political debate before 1 go on to sketch core formulations within the literary debate in
the following section.

At the heat of the recent citizenship debate within Canada is the issue of nationa
unity and how difference fosers or impedes integration. This discusson has been
characterised by the question of “how much difference can actualy be accommodated within
a feded sysem of centraized culturd and politica authority.”*® While it is sometimes
pointed out that multicultural unity in diversty is a problematic concept for the configuration
of a nationd identity, such dams typicdly discuss multiculturdism with respect to its degree
or discad it as a policy tha should be given up in favour of assmilation, or a policy of ‘e
pluribus unum.” In trying to answer the question whether Canadian multiculturdiam has
integrative potentid or not, | will outline some arguments on the date of Canadian society
that may be seen as representative of the genera debate since 1990.

Arguing from a sociologicd perspective, Lance W. Roberts and Rodney A. Clifton
drav on socid sysems theory to explan multiculturdism in terms of the condraints of
culture on the one hand and socid sructure on the other. Culture refers to “a shared st of

symbols that identify what members of various ethnic groups beieve’ and socid dtructure

16 Neil Bissoondath, Slling Illusions: The Cult of Multiculturalism in Canada (Toronto: OUP, 1994) 82. See
also Bissoondath, 88. For a critique of Bissoondath cf. Graham Huggan, The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the
Mar gins(London: Routledge, 2001) 139-41.

17 Cf. Taylor, 25.

18 Bissoondath, 95.

19 Hutcheon, “Introduction,” 13.

17



refers to the group’'s “collective patterns of conduct.”?® Roberts and Clifton identify four
dternative dances in a multiculturd Stuation and argue thet, apart from assmilation, three
didginct types of multiculturdisn may be diginguished. Within so-cdled ‘inditutionaized
multiculturdism’ an ethnic group commands conformity in terms of thoughts and actions A
cae in point is the Hutterites. Within ‘ritudigtic multiculturdism’ the ethnic group commands
behaviourd conformity but has difficulty in indilling its vaues and bdigfs in its membes
“An ethnic groups whose members paticipate in religious ceremonies, or some politica
process unique to that group, without underganding the symbolic meaning of these activities
would be an expresson of this form of multiculturdisn”?® Fndly, within ‘symbolic
multiculturdism’ members of an ethnic group identify with the group’s vaues but do not fed
condrained in their actions by the group’'s patterns of behaviour. The policy implications for
Canada as a multiculturd date are predictable. While ‘inditutiondized multiculturdism’ is
problematic for financid but dso for reasons of naiond unity, ‘ritudisic and ‘symbolic
multiculturalisns will be encouraged by the government of a multiculturd Sate like Canada
Moreover, Roberts and Clifton dam that “symbolic multiculturdism not only is what the
federd government favours but, in many ingances, is dl tha members of ethnic groups
desire”®? Giving ‘ritudisic and ‘symbolic multiculturdism in Canada a higher profile
sarves two ends. It endows the ethnic group with an anchorage in tradition, which, in turn,
dlows to counter “meaninglessness, or ‘dienation.”®® At the same time, such a moderate
form of multiculturdism aso dlowsto imagine anationad community.

Strongly disagreeing with such an argument, Nell Bissoondath doubts whether “cultura
diversty can be presarved and enhanced when the ultimate god is, and must be, immigrant
integration.”** Rather than fostering socid cohesion, prototypical Canadian multiculturalism,
which roughly correponds to Robets and Clifton's ‘ritudigic multiculturdism, in its
emphass on culturd difference, impedes the condruction of a nationd identity. In particular,
Bissoondath criticizes the folklore celebration of culturd diverdty, which, rather than being a
solution to the dilemma of natiiona Canadian unity, has made it more difficult to arive a a
consensus  aout common vaues, which he deems indigpenssble for integration.
Multiculturdism Canadian dyle “leaves little room for the unity offered by shared
experiences, ethics, vaues. [. . .] In eradicating the centre, in evoking uncertainty as to what

20 ance W. Roberts and Rodney A. Clifton, “Multiculturalism in Canada: A Sociological Perspective,” Race
and Ethnic Relationsin Canada, ed. Peter S. Li (Toronto: OUP, 1990) 123.

21 Roberts and Clifton, 125.

22 Roberts and Clifton, 135. See also Augie Fleras and Jean Elliott, Multiculturalismin Canada: The Challenge
of Diversity (Scarborough, ON: Nelson Canada, 1992) 50-1.

23 Roberts and Clifton, 134.

24 Bissoondath, 71.



and who is a Canadian, it has diminished dl sense of Canadian values, of what is a
Canadian.”® Ceebrating culturd difference may be harmless according to Roberts and
Clifton, for Bissoondath, however, it threstens a sense of nationd identity and unity both for
those practicing it and for the larger society who toleraes it in its libidinous desre for
exoticisn.?® Bissoondath does not deny the existence of culturd difference, however, its
aticulaion in what he cdls “exhibitionisic multiculturdism’®’ should not recdive undue
atention. To him it is medy epiphenomend, i.e a second-order manifestation of an
underlying sameness. Rather than advocating unity in diversty or deep diversty, Bissoondath
argues in favour of a colour-blind sameness that renders difference in terms of race or
gthnicity as supeficid: “Canadians, because they are of so many colours, are essentidly
colourless, in the best sense of the word."?® Significantly, Bissoondath's universdist program
emphasizes tha sameness is not only a matter of rights but aso of obligations And it is
precisdly with respect to the kinds of obligations that Canadian citizenship entalls that he sees
problems with the current configuration of Canadian identity in terms of multiculturalism:

Citizenship, whether through birth or naturdization implies belonging. It implies a
basc commitment of intelectua and emotiond loyadty. It is a thing of vdue. And
yet, in recent years, the diminishing vdue of Canadian citizenship — the credtion
of the hyphenated Canadian with divided loydities [. . .] the idea that dtizenship
is a matter of rights and not of obligations — means that the opposite has dso come
to be true. Canadian citizenship is frequently seen not as a means of committing

%5 Bissoondath, 71. Bissoondath articulates a fear that in America has been recently voiced by Huntington’s
notorious argument about an impending clash of civilizations. According to Huntington, multiculturalism as a
policy is a non-sequitur for a nation interested in a stable national self-image, i.e. for any nation. With reference
to the US he holds that “a multicivilizational United States will not be the United States; it will be the United
Nations.” Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (1996; NY:
Touchstone, 1997) 306. For a convincing critiqgue of Huntington cf. Thomas Meyer, ldentitats-Wahn: Die
Politisierung des kulturellen Unter schieds (Berlin: Aufbau Taschenbuch Verlag, 1997) 65-9.

26 Cf. Bissoondath, 115.

27 Bissoondath, 87.

2 Bissoondath, 73. A similar argument is advanced by Reginald Bibby. However, while Bibby, like
Bissoondath, warns against the dangers inherent in multiculturalism, his polemic departs from Bissoondath’s in
its attack on individualism. For Bibby individualism and pluralism, as multiculturalism’s central asset, overlap in
relativism, which he regards as potentially divisive because it allegedly brings about a obfuscation of what is
right and wrong. Cf. Reginald W. Bibby, Mosaic Madness. The Poverty and Potential of Life in Canada
(Toronto: Stoddart, 1990) 43-6. Bibby’s neoliberal critique draws attention to the preliminary nature of
formulations of Canadian national identity in terms of multiculturalism: “When a country like Canada enshrines
pluralism through politics such as multiculturalism and bilingualism and the guaranteeing of individual rights,
the outcome is coexistence — no more, no less. It's a good start in building a society out of diverse people. But
there's a danger. If there is no subsequent vision, no national goals, no explicit sense of coexisting for some
purpose, pluralism becomes an uninspiring end in itself. Rather than coexistence being the foundation that
enables adiverse nation to collectively pursue the best kind of existence possible, coexistence degeneratesinto a
national preoccupation. Pluralism ceases to have a cause. The result: mosaic madness’ (103-4). Taking issue
with views that hold that nulticulturalism in Canada is a given rather than a process of becoming which need
constant efforts, Smaro Kamboureli in her most recent publication identifies populist opinions such as Bibby’s as
the symptoms of a “multicultural fatigue.” Smaro Kamboureli, Scandalous Bodies. Diasporic Literature in
English Canada (Toronto: OUP, 2000) 83.
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onedf to the country but smply as a way of abandoning it with an assurance of
gfay_zg

Like Nel Bissoondath, John Harles asks how integration can be accomplished. He
argues that in order to arive a some form of nationd integration, it needs the identification of
the members of the polity ether with a culture or an ideology. However, Canada, due to the
notorious Anglo-Canadian and French-Canadian cleavage, lacks the former and,
consequently, has been unable to formulate the latter. As a consequence, Trudeau's policy of
multiculturdiam, as an atempt & homogeniang the heterogeneous, seems the only viadle
option in a country in which assmilaion is ruled out as an “implausble integrative Srategy [.
. ] [, for] conceptudly there is little to assimilate t0.”*° Absent multiculturdism, what is left
for Canadians to identify with are the

esseentid  propositions of libera-democratic politica practice — political  authority
based on the consent of the governed as effectuated through eectord
representatives, equa  policy rights, including the equd ability to influence
political decison-making, toleration of dissent, freedom of expresson, conscience
and association.>!

However, as Harles knows, vaues such as these are not enough, not least of al because they
are not different enough, to guarantee a distinct nationa identity for Canada®® Thus while the
implementation of a multiculturd policy is underdtandable, it cannot disguise its
unsatisfactory character, for “in the interest of championing the politics of difference,
multiculturdlism actudly denudes the public sphere that makes [. . ] [a common life
possible”™® Culminating in an outright provocation, Harles arives a the conclusion that
Canadd's search for a nationd identity will never be ended “as long as Canada includes
Quebec.”3*

If Nel Bissoondath and John Harles see too much diversty and too little unity in
Canadd's multiculturd  policy, Eric Breton dams tha multiculturdism demands too much
unity while neglecting important culturd differences®® He corroborates his argument by
pointing to the fact that Canadian multiculturdism is a policy that is centred on the individud

29 Bjssoondath, 132.

30 John Harles, “Multiculturalism, National Identity, and National Integration: The Canadian Case”
International Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue internationale d’ études canadiennes 17 (1998): 227.

31 Harles, 227.

32 Cf. Harles, 227. For the author liberalism is too firmly rooted within an American tradition in order to serve as
akey element for constructing a national self-image. Cf. Harles, 228.

33 Harles, 243.

3 Harles, 242.

35 This dovetails with arguments stressing that more rather than less multiculturalism is needed in order to solve
the problems of contemporary Canada. Cf. Fleras and Elliott, 280.
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and neglects the importance of community to the Québecois, the First Nations, and some
immigrant groups>® Eric Breton thinks that

gnce the policy of multiculturdism fals to acknowledge the centrdity of
community to members of Canadd's minority nations sense of who and what they
are — and thus of ther identity as ‘Canadians — it implicitly denies the legitimacy
of their senses of ‘ Canadian-ess.”’

While muiticulturdism as a policy has been instrumentaised to baance Quebec's separatist
tendencies, Eric Breton demands that approaches to diversty should in themsaves be diverse.
Reminding us that “there ae a least three diginct multiculturd contexts in Canada
Aboriginad Peoples, Quebec and Anglophone Canada”® he demands a recognition of
different types of multiculturdism with different underlying assumptions.

Eric Breton's andyss is indebted to Will Kymlickas semind and by now amost
cdassicd discusson of multiculturd ditizenship in Canada®® According to Kymlicka, whose
arguments, in turn, owe to the writings of Charles Taylor, multiculturdism as a term “can be
confusing, precisdy because it is ambigious between multinationd and polyethnic.”® In his
terminology, multination sates refer to polities which have incorporated “previoudy odf-
governing, territorialy concentrated cultures™ who call for a specid politicd status, i.e wish
to mantain a diginct datus with respect to the mgority culture. Within Canada, Quebec and
the Firs Nations are examples for ‘distinct societies or, as Kymlicka cdls them, “‘nationd
minorities’™*? Polyethnicity, in tumn, signifies a form of culturd diversity thet is lagdy a
reult of immigration. According to Kymlicka, polyethnicity is characterised by immigrants
who

wish to integrate into the larger society, and to be accepted as full members of it.
While they often seek to greater recognition of their ethnic identity, ther am is
not to become a separate and sdf-governing nation dongside the larger society,
but to modify the inditutions and laws of the maingream society to make them
more accommodating of cultural difference®®

% Cf. Eric Breton, “Canadian Federalism, Multiculturalism and the Twenty-First Century,” International
Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue international e d' études canadiennes 21 (2000): 158.

37 Breton, 158,

38 Breton, 160.

39 ¢f. Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights (NY: OUP, 1996). For an
evaluation of Kymlicka's theory cf. Bhikhu Parekh, Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and
Political Theory (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000) 99-109.

40 Kymlicka, 17.

41 Kymlicka, 10.

42 Kymlicka, 10.

43 Kymlicka, 10-11.
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Polyethnicity within Canada refers to dl immigrants to Canada who nether belong to one of
the First Nations or to one of the two chartered groups. In his subsequent discusson of group
rights that may result from various forms of culturd diversty or multiculturdism,** Kymlicka
diginguishes three different types of rights ‘Sdf-government rights devolve power to locd
bodies and thereby grant “political autonomy or territorid jurisdiction, so as to ensure the full

and free development of [a] [. . .] culture™ °

polyethnic rights’ i.e. group-specific measures,
guarantee thet ethnic groups may be able to mantain their culturd particularity, while, findly,
‘gpecid  representation  rights  chadlenge the underrepresentation of racid and  ethnic
minorities within a country’s organs of political administration.*® While polyethnic rights will
never be dangerous to the coheson of a polity because they presuppose a willingness to
integrate, saf-government rights pose a more severe problem to nationd unity: “Demands for
sdf-government [. . ] reflect a dedre to weaken the bonds with the larger politicd
community, and indeed question it very authority and permanence”*’ As vaues are not
shared in a multinational date, socid coheson has to be condructed in a different way.

Referring to Charles Taylor’ s concept of ‘ deep diversity,” Kymlicka concludes that

the members of a polyethnic and multination state must not only respect diversty,
but also respect a diversity of agpproaches to diversty. [. . ] A society founded on
‘deep diversty’ is unlikely to stay together unless people vaue deep diversty
itsdf, and want to live in a country with diverse forms of culturd and politica
membership.*®

Richaad Sgurdson dso understands the citizenship debate in terms of divergent
concepts of belonging. The ‘liberd universdis notion of universdig dtizenship® centres on
the identification of the individua with a polity. Inequdity is to be abolished, and inequdity
concerns dso privileges based on ethnicity: “Regected as illiberd and unfar is any type of
preferential trestment based on one's racid identity or ethno-culturd heritage™® Within such
a view, specid representation rights as well as sdf-government rights are discouraged. On the
other hand, there is a ‘culturd plurdig notion of differentisted citizenship based on a

44 Kymlicka's theory balances rights and obligations of citizenship within multicultural Canada. While he points
to instances where difference must end in the name of sameness, i.e. where a ‘foreign’ culture is to submit to the
culture and values of the Canadian host society, he also takes great care to outline that group-differentiated rights
are important and do not necessarily run counter to a liberal approach. While Kymlicka's approach recognises
limits to tolerance through what he calls ‘internal restrictions,” multiculturalism should also grant ethnic groups
‘external protection.” Cf. Kymlicka, 35. For more on multiculturalism and the debate concerning rights cf.

Taylor, 60-1.

45 Kymlicka, 27.

46 Cf. Kymlicka, 30-3.

47 Kymlicka, 181.

48 Kymlicka, 191.

4 Richard Sigurdson, “First Nations, First Peoples and Citizenship in Canada” International Journal of
Canadian Studies/Revue international e d’ études canadiennes 14 (1996): 57.
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“politics of difference [which] would replace the liberd priority of the abdract individua with
an emphass on one€'s cultura or ethnic group, for it is the group which is the source of
identity.”® Sigurdson shows that, taken to ther logicd conclusion, both concept are
detrimentd to the nationa unity as the principd loydities are in neither of the two cases with
the Canadian polity. A third way between “excessive individudism and illiberad groupism”>?
seems dudve. If it can be found, then, according to Sigurdson, it lies in the identification of
the members of the Canadian polity with their politicad inditutions. “The ties that bind then,

would have to be political- constitutional, not ethno-cultural ">

Discourses of Difference and Sameness|1: The Literary Debate
While “the Canadian imagination was trapped by its colonid heritage until at lesst 19453

multiculturdism has fogtered the production of a literature that is unique in its diversty of
subject matters and different modes of aticulation. An assessment of multiculturdism in
literature would number among its chief benefits amospherica, materid and aesthetic factors.
For one thing, the dimae of tolerance <imulaed by multiculturdism (ass wdl as
postmodernism) proved beneficid for the development of various literary voices. While these
voices were often unique aestheticaly,® multiculturaism aso had an enormous psychologica
effect in that it enabled ethnic writers “to gain a more secure emotional base from which to
reinterpret and reevaluate their past.”® In the very terms rdied on in the pages to follow,
being ‘here has made working through ‘theré possible®® Secondly, an officid multicultural
policy has fostered not only a genera acceptance of immigrant literature®” but aso improved
the means of publication and didribution of that sort of literature. As Janice Kulyk Keefer
knows, in a pre-multicultura Canada

*0 sigurdson, 58.

°1 Sigurdson, 59

52 gigurdson, 74.

%3 itvack, 121.

%4 Cf. Robert Kroetsch, “Introduction: Ethnicity and Canadian Literature,” Canadian Ethnic Studies 14.1 (1982):
V.

5 Yoko Fujimoto, “Multiculturalism and Ethnic Writing in English Canada: A New Development in the
National Literary Discourse,” Nationalism vs. Internationalism: (Inter)national Dimensions of Literatures in
English, eds. Wolfgang Zach and Ken L. Goodwin (Tubingen: Stauffenburg-Verlag, 1996) 326.

°% What Fujimoto fails to theorise is that there is not only a causal link between ‘here’ and ‘there’ but also a
connection as to the treatment of difference and identity. In that sense, ‘there’ does not only presuppose ‘ here,’
‘there’ can also be said to re-enact ‘here’ with respect to an author’ s specific identity politics.

" Tamara Palmer Seiler onfirms that until recently “the literature produced in Canada by immigrants [. . ]
whose backgrounds were neither British or French has [. . .] been marginalized, that is, not viewed as being
“Canadian” literature in the same sense as the work produced by Canada’'s ‘two founding nations.”” Tamara
Palmer Seiler, “Multi-Vocality and National Literature: Towards a Post-Colonial and Multicultural Aesthetic,”
Literary Pluralities, ed. Christl Verduyn (Peterborough, ON: Broadview P, 1998) 53.
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no immigrant atig writing of a non-Anglo-Cdtic country of origin [. . .] could
hope to publish her work and have it recaived in any sgnificant way. [. . ] [Flor
immigrant experience to have taken persuasive hold of a country’s imagination [. .
] something significant must have happened to create the agency presupposed by
this “hold” This “dgnificant something,” | would argue, was the advent and
development of [. . ] multiculturaism.®®

In addition, the officid support of multiculturdism as a policy has resulted in generous
funding by the Canada Council®® and by the Multiculturdism branch of the Secretary of
State®® w0 that authors who otherwise might not have been able to afford full-time writing
suddenly were free to explore issues that preoccupied them.®?

Multiculturdism has been acclamed because it dresses that tolerance and plurdism
are ‘vaues worth advocating.®> The support of culturaly different expressons manifest in
multiculturd literature is not only a mora obligation but can be profitable for society at large.
Behind this is a sociologica argument which emphasizes that the foreign, far from being an
encumbrance, can ds0 be a resource. Literary multiculturdism may reflect an immigrant's or
a community’s right to determining hisher/its sdf-image, for example, by way of dories.
This is the mord argument. Secondly, multiculturalism can aso be of use for a society in that
it expands a polity’s store of culturd knowledge and practices. Given man's rdatively narrow
horizon of experience, dterity, in principle, dlows for a stock of dternative knowledge that a
society may draw on and borrow from. Literature may take on an important function in that it
can mediate between severa culturdly didinct traditions and offer ingght into other cultures.
In the context of such a functiondig argument, Fleras and Elliott rightfully dress that “it is
the sharing and understanding between cultures tha is crucid, not smply the promotion of

%8 Janice Kulyk Keefer, “* The Sacredness of Bridges': Writing Immigrant Experience,” Literary Pluralities, ed.
Christl Verduyn (Peterborough, ON: Broadview P, 1998) 103-4.

9 The Canada Council was founded in 1957 as a result of the findings of the so-called Massey Commission
(1949-51) which was concerned with investigating the foreign influence on Canadian culture. Cf. Litvack, 123.

60 Cf. Michael S. Batts, “Multiculturalism and Canadian Literature,” Us/Them: Translation, Transcription and
I dentity in Post-Colonial Literary Cultures, ed. Gordon Collier (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992) 44.

61 At the same time, it is worth noting that the pluralism inherent in this concept is not of necessity divisive.
While among the issues covered in multicultural writing are often explorations of the writer's respective home
cultures, this does not necessarily reduce the commitment these writers are willing to make to Canada. As
Litvack has rightfully pointed out: “Despite the sometimes ‘other-wordly’ nature of their experience, these
writers also consider themselves ‘Canadian.’” Litvack, 127. Put differently, only because the immigrant writer
does not write about Canada, he can, and often will, feel part of the Canadian polity.

62 While these values are often associated with the postmodern turn inthe humanities, Sypnovich reminds us that
the tolerance towards difference so central to multiculturalism is as much a postmodern as an Enlightenment
asset. Cf. Christine Sypnowich, “Some Disquiet about ‘Difference,’” Multicultural Experiences, Multicultural
Theories, eds. Mary F. Rogers and George Ritzer (NY: McGraw-Hill, 1996) 279. Fujimoto goes even further in
arguing that inasmuch as Canadian multiculturalism can be said to implicitly regard itself as the new norm that is
superior to European and US-American models, “it signifies a strong belief in human universality that transcends
difference.” Fujimoto, 326.
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diversity for its own sake”®® Pursling a smilar vein, Padolsky points out that multicultural
fiction illustrates and documents the dynamics of culture a work. For both writers and
readers, such aliterature may be said “to reflect or incorporate their acculturation options.”®*
Multiculturdism in literature is cetanly fodering interculturd learning and paving the
ground for intercultural understanding. However, it might aso be criticdly asked whether
multiculturdlism has not lost whatever idedis overtones it once possessed when it was
introduced in the early 1970s and become a commodity that is made to sdl. Thus cdling a
writer ‘ethnic’ might be offendve to some because he/she may fed labdled in a way that
indigtinguishable from a commodification drategy. While market pressures demand that the
exoticiam of the writer and his work is dressed, these writers may fed they are suotly
margindised once again, pointing out that ethnic is a byword usudly reserved for writers

belonging to a so-cdled visble minority. As Batts reminds us.

To speask now of “ethnic” literatures, as though “Canadian” and “Quebec” writers
possessed no ethnicity [. . .] makes even less sense, for this implies that these
ethnic literatures are somehow not Canadian, when it is precisdy the immigrant
experience, the diverdty of cultures, and the interrdationship between these
cultures that make literature in Canadawheat it is®°

In that sense, invoking ethnicity for some reflects a desire for difference, i.e. for the Other,
which might be sad to have racig underpinnings. Michad Thorpe, for example, polemicdly
contends that multiculturdism is “dmog a euphemism: an ealier generation would have
spoken of multiracism [sic].”®® To address this racism, one could opt in favour of a more
assmilaionis policy, i.e. opt for more sameness, which might render the Canadian polity
more resstant against recism as a whole (dthough this might in itsef be debaable).’
Secondly, it would dso be possble to cal for a modified form of multiculturalism, which

8 Fleras and Elliott, 58. Cf. also Hutcheon, “Introduction,” 5. Padolsky, too, opts for a pluralist vision of
Canadian literature and especially argues that minority writing offers insights into the dynamics of culture and
power. Cf. Enoch Padolsky, “Ethnicity and Race: Canadian Minority Writing at a Crossroads,” Literary
Pluralities, ed. Christl Verduyn (Peterborough, ON: Broadview P, 1998) 25. See also Enoch Padolsky, “Cultural
Diversity and Canadian Literature: A Pluralistic Approach to Majority and Minority Writing in Canada,”
International Journal of Canadian Studies/Revue internationale d’ études canadiennes 3 (1991): 114.

64 Enoch Padolsky, “Canadian Minority Writing and Acculturation Options,” Canadian Review of Comparative
Literature/ Revue Canadienne de Littérature Comparée (1989): 602.

85 Cf. Batts, 42f.. See also Bannerji, 143-4. For a different opinion cf. Francesco Loriggio, “The Question of the
Corpus: Ethnicity and Canadian Literature,” Future Indicative: Literary Theory and Canadian Literature, ed.
John Moss (Ottawa: U of Ottawa P, 1987) 55.

% Michael Thorpe, “Opposition, Multicultural Apartheid or Connection?” The Toronto South Asian Review 9.1
1990): 6.

g7 Thus Bharati Mukherjee left Canada for the US because America’'s assimilationist policy, in her opinion,
presented an alternative to Canada’ s racist inscription of Otherness in the context of multiculturalism. Cf. Bharati
Mukherjee, Darkness (Markham, ON: Penguin, 1985) 2-3.
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would have to accept the history and continuing presence of racism in Canada and make an
effort to challenge it.%®

Far from conceiving of ethnicity in terms of a confining labe, some writers, on the
other hand, regard it as a liberating stance because of its potentia to chalenge a monologic
tradition. Ethnicity for a poet like Fred Wah is a postion from which the writer may attempt
to come to terms with society as well as his own pogtion within it. When he holds that “to
write (or live) ethnicdly is dso to write (or live) ethicdly, in pursuit of right vaues, right
place, right home right otherness™®® it is evident tha ethnicity, and hence a space of
difference, is of mord rdevance to Wah. Multiculturd plurdism provides him with a space
from which a “poetics of difference’’® becomes possible, and Wah elaborates on such a

poeticsin the following way:

The gte of this poetics for me, and many other multi-racid and multi-cultura
writers, is the hyphen, tha marked (or unmarked) space that both binds and
divides. This heno-postic (Grk heno, one) punct, this flag of the many in the one,
yet “less than one and double’ [. . ], is the operable tool that both compounds
difference and underlines sameness. Though the hyphen is in the middle, it is not
in the centre. It is a property marker, a boundary post, a borderland, a bastard, a
ralroad, a last spike, a stain, a cypher, a rope, a knot, a chain (link), a foreign
word, a warning Sgn, a head tax, a bridge, a no-man's land, a nomedic, floating
magic carpet, now you see it now you don't. The hyphen is the hybrid's dish, the
mestizas whole wheet tortillas [ . . .], the Metis apple (red on the outside, white
on theinside), the happa s egg (white out, yellow in), the mulatto's café au lait.”*

In dlowing for hyphenation, Canada for Wah offers a hybrid space in which a writer may
refuse to be dther same or Other. Rather than referring to a syncretistic concept, hybridity for
Wah figures as the in-between, as theorised by Bhabha, as well as the didogic principle, as
outlined by Bakhtin. Both are stances that alow the individua to appreciate what is best in

multiculturalism and a the same time do not preclude addressing its shortcomings.

68 Cf. Marlene Nourbese Philip, “Why Multiculturalism Can’'t End Racism,” Frontiers: Essays and Writings on
Racism and Culture (Stratford, ON: The Mercury Press, 1992) 185. For Philip multiculturalism is not only
inadequate but in fact complicit with the racist assumptions of Canadian society in that it fails to implement an
effective policy of anti-racism. For a related argument cf. Bannerji who also criticizes Canada s multicultural
policy for its ideological blinkers: “Thus at the same time moment that difference is ideologically evoked it is
also neutralized, as though the issue of difference were the same as that of diversity of cultures and identities,
rather than those of racism and colonia ethnocentrism — as though our different cultures were on a par or could
negotiate with the two dominant ones!” Bannerji, 126.

 Fred Wah, “A Poetics of Ethnicity,” Faking It: Poetics and Hybridity. Critical Writings 1984-1999
gEdmonton: NeWest Press, 2000) 58.

% Wah, “Ethnicity,” 59.

" Fred Wah, “Half-Bred Poetics,” Faking It: Poetics and Hybridity: Critical Writings 1984-1999 (Edmonton:
NeWest Press, 2000) 72-3.
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As the next chapter will illustrate, issues such as ethnicity and hybridity are not only
gonificant for multiculturdism but dso for pogcolonidism which, like multiculturdism, is
informed by an emphess on difference. In paticular, pogtcolonidism, like multiculturdism,

might be conceved as a podtioning that is the result of a sruggle between discourses of
sameness and difference.
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b) Postcolonial Theory

Colonidism and Pogtcolonidism I: The Pogtcolonia Project and the Postcolonid Problematic

For socia scientists, postcolonidism as a term supersedes the older designation ‘third-
world,? while students of literature incressingly employ it to refer to the body of texts that
have previoudy been cadled Commonwedth Literature or New Literatures in English. While
the practice of naming indicates a shift of emphass, atempts to define the postcolonia have
been notorioudy difficult. Within the fidd there continue to operate very different notions of
what postcolonia should signify, depending on how one reads the ‘post’ in postcolonid.? In
this study, a broad definition has been opted for. Thus, following the authors of a standard
introduction, postcolonidism can be described as an atempt (scholarly and otherwise) to

come to terms with the disrupting experiences of colonidism.®

Together with economic exploitation and the dedtruction of traditiond societies,
arguably one of the severest consequences of colonidism was the denigration of indigenous
identities by colonid discourse® According to Leda Gandhi, “colonidism [. . ] maks the
higorica process whereby the ‘West'” atempts systematicaly to cance or negate the cultura
difference and vaue of the ‘nonWest.'”® As a matter of fact, colonidism did not Smply
refuse to acoept culturd difference but invested dl such difference with a generd
unacceptability in the context of a Manichean alegory. Thus while the colonisers did perceive
difference on the pat of the Other, they immediaidy invested such difference with a mord
inauffidency.® With the advent of postcolonidism, those formerly oppressed have tried to

1 Cf. Shohat, 322. For Marxist critics, of course, the ‘third world’ continues to be a point of reference. Cf. Fredric
Jameson, “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” Social Text 15 (1986): 69. See dso
Dirlik, 294. For a critique of Jameson cf. Aijaz Ahmad, “Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and the ‘National
Allegory,”” Social Text 17 (1987): 4, 9.

2 Cf. Kreuzer, 200.

3 “We use the term post-colonial [. . .] to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the moment
of colonization to the present day.” Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back:
Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 1989) 2. Cf. Boehmer for whom
“postcolonial [sic] literature is that which critically scrutinizes the colonial relationship.” Elleke Boehmer,
Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (Oxford: OUP, 1995) 3. Cf. adso Ania Loomba,
Colonialisnm/Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1998) 12.

4 The study of colonial discourse was pioneered by the Foucault disciple Edward Said, whose 1978 publication
Orientalism still is a semina work. Cf. Robert Young, “Colonialism and the Desiring-Machine,” Liminal
Postmodernisms. The Postmodern, the (Post-)Colonial, and the (Post-)Feminist, eds. Theo D’ haen and Hans
Bertens (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1994) 11. Underlining Orientalism’'s importance for a discipline and beyond,
Gayatri Spivak enthusiastically claims. “The study of colonial discourse, directly released by work such as
Said’s, has [. . .] blossomed into a garden where the marginal can speak and be spoken, even spoken for.”
Gayatri Spivak, “Poststructuralism, Marginality, Postcoloniaity and Vaue,” Contemporary Postcolonial
Theory: A Reader, ed. Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996) 200.

® Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (NY: Columbia UP, 1998) 16.

6 Cf. Abdul R. JanMohamed, “The Economy of Manichean Allegory: The Function of Racial Difference in
Colonialist Literature,” Critical Inquiry 12 (1985): 63.

28



recover a sense of their respective histories, languages and traditions. In order to achieve this
am, the crippling images imposed on indigenous people by the colonisers had to be destroyed
fird. At dake in the podcolonid project was to chdlenge the crippling Sef-Other
configuration in which the colonid subject was dways represented as Other. In this sense, the
‘pot’ in postcoloniad becomes significant as a “space-dlearing gesture”’ While colonid
discourse denied pre-colonid cultures ther integrity and refused to acknowledge that ther
difference cdled for a different mode of perception, i.e. a perception that granted an
indigenous culture a dignity of its own, poscolonidism demanded that the difference of the
culture it was concerned with be recognised. This is because “‘difference’ which in
colondist discourse connotes a remove from normative European practice, and hence
functions as a marker of subordination, is for post-colonia analyss the correspondent marker
of identity.”®

However, paticulaly in its initid phase® postcolonidism’'s honourable agenda was
not free from methodologica shortcomings. In particular, the postcolonid project of giving
voice to those previoudy margindised frequently rdied on dructurd principles smilar to
those coloniad discourse operated with. As can be illudrated by the example of essentidism,
i.e. “the assumption that groups, categories or classes of objects have one or severad defining

fetures exclusive to al members of that category,”°

the patterns and assumptions up for
decongtruction were often categories underlying the critique itsdf. While colonid discourse
was informed by an essentidist bias in sressing the superiority of one race and one nation
over the other, postcolonia counter-discourse often displayed the same essentidist idess in
trying to achieve a new sense of identity and dignity — only this time for the former colonised
subject. Arguments which clamed that “in different periods the employment of essentidist
ideas may be a necessary part of the process by which the colonized achieve a renewed sense
of the vaue and dignity of their pre-colonid cultures™ have been cdled (and, to a certain

extent, exculpated as) strategically essentidist by one of the leading critics within the field 12

" Kwame Anthony Appiah, “‘Is the Post- in Postmodernism the Post- in Postcolonia?” Contemporary
Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996) 63.

8 Alan Lawson and Chris Tiffin, “Conclusion: Reading Difference,” De-Scribing Empire: Post-Colonialism and
Textuality, eds. Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson (London: Routledge, 1994) 230.

° For more on the development of postcolonial literatures from an anti-colonial, nationalist to a more sceptical
phase cf. Revathi Krishnaswamy, “Mythologies of Migrancy: Postcolonialism, Postmodernism and the Politics
of (Dis)location,” ARIEL 26:1 (1995): 125-6.

10 Bjll Ashcroft, Gareths Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies (London: Routledge,
1998) 78.

1 Asheroft et al, Key Concepts, 79.

12 Cf. Gayatri Spivak, “Criticism, Feminism and the Institution,” interview with Elizabeth Gross, Thesis Eleven
10/11 (1984/85): 184. For an early argument that cautions against the dangers of essentialism as one of the
pitfalls of a national postcolonial culture cf. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (1961; Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1990) 170, 180-1.
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While there are uneasy padles between colonid and postcolonid discourse,
postcolonidism has often successfully managed to dismantle the master-discourse  of
colonidism. If colonidism operated on race as a category of difference, for example,
contemporary postcolonid theory has abandoned race in favour of ethnicity. Ethnicity
accounts for “human variation in terms of culture, tradition, language, socid petterns and
ancestry, rather than the discredited generdizations of race with its assumptions of a humanity
divided into fixed, geneticaly determined biologica types™® Influenced by the work of
Stuat Hall, Werner Sollors and others, ethnicity has been reclamed as a marker of difference
that relies on categories which are gpplied as much by the group that regards itsdf as
bdonging to a shared ethnicity as by the society at large. As it is a category that is not
imposed from without, a grest advantage of ethnicity is that it alows for “an identity that
cannot be denied, rejected or taken away by others”'* Whereas membership to an essentidist
category such as race condgned one to a particular group, ethnicity stresses that belonging to
a collective relies on dfiliation, i.e. the will to belong. Furthermore, because it is “reative to
time and place™®® ethnicity is adso a category of difference more flexible than race in that it
dlows for a dynamics. In other words, the subject is not only free in deciding to which
ethnicity, or ethnicities, he/she belongs, the very nature of ethnicity both dlows for changes of
what conditutes a particular ethnicity and for the subject changing from one ethnicity to
another. At any rate, — and this is important — the new understanding of ethnicity precludes
locating any subject, be it white or black, outsde of ethnicity.

Although pogtcolonidism cannot but criticize the crippling implications of a recidist
understanding of indigenous cultures, abandoning ethnicity in favour of race runs counter a
leest to an (drategicdly) essentidist understanding of postcolonid thinking outline  above.
From thinking in terms of such a definition of ethnicity (rather than race) it logicdly follows
that the inverson of Manichean divides can never occupy the podtion of a sne qua non for
postcolonid  identity-formation.  If  pogtcolonidism is dl  aout chdlenging Manichean
divisons, then ethnicity, as defined above, is quintessentidly postcolonid. While ethnicity
complicates the politics of difference congderably, such a complication is a gan rather than a
loss, as Manichean divisons are suddenly undercut by potentidly infinite effiligtions and
identifications. A postcolonidism informed by an awareness of the character of difference as
a pogtioning can, and indeed must, account for a variety of identity-congtructions, a point
which is hard to accept for an oppostiond postcolonid theory eager to retain an implacable

13 Ashcroft et al, Key Concepts, 80.
14 Ashcroft et al, Key Concepts, 80.
15 Ashcroft et al, Key Concepts, 81.



enmity between former coloniser and colonised!® Such an adtivist stance has difficulties with
the flexibility inherent in the concept of ethnicity because it makes generdisations untenable.
To the same extent that the concept of ethnicity empowers the subject, postcolonia clams in
the name of a collective or ideology ae if not totdly ruled out, open to criticism and
modification. Succinctly put, ethnicity cadls for a rethinking of postcolonidism; one could
dso sy tha an undedanding of ehnicity demands tha an essentidis, activig
postcolonidism is replaced by a broader, more inclusve understanding of the term. It is
towards such an understanding that the andyses put forward in the subsequent chapters want
to contribute.

While taking into condderation that a return to a merdy tempord understanding of
postcolonidism would be reductive, postcoloniaism, rather than being understood as a
solution to the problems posed by colonidism, should in itsdf be concelved as a problem, or
rather, as Stephen Slemon has cdled it, a “problematic.”’ At least within the redm of
identity-congtructions, postcolonid literature and theory have come up with such a multitude
of reactions to colonidian tha one should be wary of subsuming them under a hegemonic
reading. Such a hegemonic reading could, for example, be the clam for essentidism and the
recovery of a culture' s difference. Such a hegemonic reading could dso be the contention that
the inscription of a different culture must be vaued pogtively for a literaiure to be
postcolonid. In the andyses to follow, it will be maintained that postcolonid literature offers
a space in which different readings of the difference of another culture are possble (without
the work of fiction ceasing to be postcolonia). Difference, as a necessary prerequisite for the
condruction of an identity, will be taken as a category which may be filled differently. As
identity is “not an essence but a postioning,”*® we have to ask criticaly who the Other is
agang which an identity outlines itsdf and how this Otherness, i.e. difference, is evduated.
In this thess a wide understanding of what postcolonid literature can signify with respect to
the politics of identity has been conscioudy opted for in order to account for a variety of
postionings with respect to differences Advocating difference (cf. Vassanji) as wdl as
decongtructing (cf. Bissoondath) and transcending it (cf. Midry) ae dl equdly legitimate
solutions to the problematic of postcolonid identity construction.

16 Cf. Stuart Hall, Rassismus und kulturelle Identitat, transl. and ed. Ulrich Mehlem (Hamburg: Argument-
Verlag, 1994) 22.

17 Stephen Slemon, “The Scramble for Post-Colonialism,” De-Scribing Empire: Post-Colonialism and
Textuality, eds. Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson (London: Routledge, 1994) 15. In a dlightly different context,
Peter Hulme speaks of postcolonialism as a “process [sic] of disengagement from the whole colonial syndrome,
which takes many forms [emphasisM.G.].” Peter Hulme, “Including America,” ARIEL 26.1 (1995): 120.

18 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” Contemporary Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Padmini
Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996) 113.
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Colonidism and Postcolonidiam I1: Discourses of Difference and Sameness

Prescribing the rules according to which certain issues are taked about, a discourse, as
defined by Miched Foucault, is a way of knowing as well as a means of exerting power.!® The
notion of a discourse has been influentid in theorisng colonidism because it draws attention
to the underlying politics of excluson that both colonidisn and postcolondian rdy on in
their congruction of Otherness. In much the same way as colonidism employed discourses of
sameness and difference to ingdl inequdities, pogtcolonid literature draws on  both
discourses in order to come up with a solution to the problem of sdf-fashioning after
colonidism. | would like to suggest that the very ambivaences of the discursve congruction
of Otherness with respect to difference and sameness are productive insofar as they hint at
dternative approaches towards the pressng issue of identity formation in postcolonid times.
In the following paragraphs the relevance of discourses of difference and sameness will be
discussed briefly with respect to coloniaism and postcolonidism.

The way different cultures were taked about within colonid discourse made use of
race, age and s=x/gender difference. The association of blacks with (medieaval) concepts of
evil and bedidity, and the accompanying rendering of whites as innocent and pure, helped to
jusify the “impetus to trade, plunder and conquer”®® new lands Smilaly, the culturdly
foreign was imagined as femde or as a child because both sexudity and age could be
measured againgt a male, adult standard. With respect to the covert purpose of colonidism as
exploitation, the use of gender and age difference helped to indal a hierarchy that dlowed the
centre to corroborate his postion of superiority.?> The insuffidency of the Other-as-child
cdled for the indtruction, tutelage and care of the coloniser (as adult), a case in point was the
relationship between Canada and the British Empire?? The expected obedience of the Other-
as-woman dlowed the coloniser to rule supreme by way of andogy to patriarcha discourses
circulating in Europe a that time. Guyana, according to Rdegh, ill had its maidenhead. If
cvilizing the native and educating himher was the ovet purpose of colonidiam,
colonidism’'s mord legitimisation was often questioned by the contradictions within colonid
discourse itsdf. If it is cucid to redise tha colonidisn's “fascingtion with difference

n23

competed with a reliance on sameness and familiarity,” it is equaly important to dress that

19 Cf. Michel Foucault, Die Ordnung des Diskurses, transl. Walter Seitter (1972; Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 1991)
11.

20 Gandhi, 71.

21 Cf. JanMohamed, 62. See also Gandhi, 32.

22 cf. Wolfgang KlooB, “Die englischsprachige Literatur,” Kanada: Eineinterdisziplinare Einfiihrung, eds. Hans
Braun and Wolfgang Kloof3 (Trier: WVT, 1994) 175.

23 Boehmer, 16.
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the border between the known and the unknown as well as between the homdy and the
uncanny was porous. The Other, rather paradoxicaly, was represented in ways that could
suggest difference as wel as sameness, depending on who did the defining and for what
purposes. In what follows, some of the contradictions produced by colonia discourse's
practices of Othering shal be sketched briefly for each of the categories of difference
introduced above,

For a long time the West bdieved tha the fact that some people were born with a
darker skin than others referred to polygeness, or the fact that mankind did not develop from
one progenitor. According to his mythologica interpretation the black race was fathered by
Ham, who was ridden with sin, and therefore black, because he saw his father Noah naked.
This specificdly Chrigian explanation of racid difference, however, clashed with the aso
paradigmatically Chrigian idea that dl men were created equd. Thus, if Chrigian doctrine
were taken serioudy, Otherness could never amount to more than superficid differences in
outward agppearance, and this would have rendered the colonidist enterprise immora rather
than inevitable. In addition to that, if Chrigian belief entalled the promise to wash dl men
free from gn, the bringing of Chridtianity to the colonies would necessarily lead to a washing
white and hence to a levdling of the very difference condtructed to judtify exploitation and
oppresson. Such a posshility raised the uncomfortable idea that dl racid difference was
eventualy unstable®® an idea that did not only question the colonid venture but the identity
of the colonisers as such.

With respect to age difference, suffice it to say that the colonid authorities had an
interest in discursvely edtablishing that age as a caegory of difference remained relevant in
the perception of Otherness. In an absurd and grotesque fashion, colonid regimes depended
on the eternd child-like nature of the Other in order to judtify ther rule as wdl as their system
of exploitation. As growing-up and maturation would ineviteble entall a cutting loose of the
Others from the parentd home of the colonisars, the colonisers were unwilling to admit thet
the Other would grow up. To admit the obvious, i.e. a growing up, raised the danger of a
questioning of the very dependence on the coloniser (as parent) that the metropolis advocated
in order to vel its red, i.e. materid, interest. Moreover, the universa, because biologica,
dimenson of age as a category was downplayed in favour of a difference that had to be
enshrined in order to guarantee the coloniser ardatively stable sdf-image.

24 Cf. Loomba, 105. Race became an unstable category not only with respect to a Christian discourse of
sameness but was also moulded to stabilise a concern with class difference. Thus the lower classes were
imagined in terms of other races. Cf. Loomba, 124.
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Likewise, sex/gender within colonid discourse is a conteted fiedd charged with
mutudly exclusve representations. Drawing atention to the fact that the colonid enterprise is
as much characterised by dedire as it is by fear, Ania Loomba reminds us that “if colonid
power is repeatedly expressed as a white man’'s possession of black women and men, colonid
fears centre around the rape of white women by black men”?® In the wake of the British
Mutiny, for instance, the usud gender Sereotypes were inverted so that the Other-as-femde
suddenly became a rapigt intent on ravishing white women, discursively projected as precious,
innocent and vulnerable a the same time®® The threat to the femade, which hitherto had
characterised the (mae) ndive in representations, became metonymic of the coloniser’s fear
of racid pollution and impurity and thus of a tranggresson of difference. As Loomba knows,
“the fear of culturd and racid pollution prompts the most hysericd dogmes about racid
difference and sexua behaviours because it suggests the instability of ‘race as a category.”?’
As mutualy exclusve configurations of sex/gender difference were employed to corroborate
and protect reacid difference, posshiliies to chdlenge racid difference and with it the
foundation of colonid discourse presented themselves to postcolonid critics. In other words,
because the representations of Otherness were contradictory in that they oscillated between
fear and dedre, postcolonid critics percaelved a chance of dedabilisng the truth vaue of
colonidism’s crippling system of representation. | will return to this point below.

Once attention is shifted from colonid to postcolonid discourse, pardlels and overlaps
with larger discourses of sameness and difference become evident, too. The fact that there are
not only points of divergence but dso of convergence renders impossible an understanding of
postcolonidism as a project that only relies on difference in its answer to the problem of
identity. Rather, postcolonidism is an “umbrella term”?® under which discourses of sameness,
eg. Maxism or liberation theology, and discourse of difference, eg.
poststructuraism/postmodernism, have come up with a variety of solutions to what has been
cdled the pogcolonid problematic. In their vaiety the following three didinct readings of
difference reflect in an exemplary fashion the diversty of stances with respect to difference
within podicolonid dudies today. In ther variety, they aso foreshadow, if not exactly
replicate, the diversty of functiondisations of difference reflected in my andyses of ‘there’

In the late 1980s and early 1990s postcolonia studies saw a fierce debate in the course
of which the relationship between pogstructurdism/postmodernism and posicolonidism was

%5 |oomba, 164.

26 Cf. Jenny Sharpe, Allegories of Empire: The Figure of Woman in the Colonial Text (Minneapolis; U of
Minnesota P, 1993) 67.

%" |oomba, 159.

28 MartinaMichel, “Postcolonial Literatures: Use or Abuse of the Latest PostWord,” Gulliver 33 (1993): 17.
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discussed. Materidly, posmodernism has had a beneficid effect on postcolonidism by
helping it gan acceptance, and pods, within the Wesern academia Methodologicaly,
postcolonidism can profit from the poststructurdist/postmodern impetus to decongtruct dl
meta-naratives®®  Paticularly by foregounding  difference,  poststructuralist/postmodern
postions dovetal with postcolonidism.®® Recognisng that colonidism meent “that the
naives accept a verson of the colonizers entire system of values, attitudes, morality,”3!
poststructurdism/posmodernisn  helps  postcolonidism  putting  colonidism's  crippling  and
traumatising ideology into perspective.

Pogtstructuraism/postmodernism and postcolonidism are both opposed to a discourse
that podits a universdis human nature in an atempt at oppressng those who diverge from the
norm of the metropolis® Both poststructuraism/posmodernism and  postcolonidism  are

sceptica of humanism because

the humenig vadorisstion of man is dmost adways accompanied by a barely
discernible corollary which suggests that some human beings ae more human
than others — ether on account of their access to superior learning, or on account
of their cognitive feculties. [. . .] The undersde of Western humanism produces
the dictum that snce some human bein3gs are more human than others, they are
more substantially the measure of dl things™>*

Diclogng the ideologicd nature of humanism as a specificdly Wesern episgemology, and
thus as a colonidism in disguise, postdructurdist/posmodern critics dress the irreducibility
of difference as an ontologica given and an ethicd objective of the postcolonia project. This
is an agument that, in the context of a European crids of authority, contributes to a
“quaification of monoculturd thinking.”®* As Hden Tiffin points out, “The digmantling,
de/mydtification and unmasking of European authority [. . .] has been an essentid politicd
and cultura drategy towards decolonisation and the retrieval of or creation of an independent

29 With respect to the reception of postcolonial literature, Ashcroft et al astutely suggest that postcolonialism
should side with poststructuralism/postmodernism because postcolonial literatures have too long been read
according to the principles of the New Criticism, itself a largely Western reading strategy. Far from implying
that a poststructuralist/postmodern approach to literature abandons the referential function of these texts,
Ashcroft et a hold that a poststructural/postmodern textual practice can heighten the awareness of contexts
indispensable to an adequate understanding of these texts. Cf. Ashcroft et al, Empire, 160-5.

30 For the merit of poststructuralism in helping to establish postcolonial studiesin the West cf. Gandhi, 25.

%1 Cf. JanM ohamed, 62.

32 Cf. Laurenz Volkmann, “Universal Truths or Ethnic Particularities? On Tensions Inherent in the Reception of
Post-Colonial and Minority Literature,” Intercultural Encounters: Studies in English Literatures, eds. Heinz
Antor and Kevin L. Cope (Heidelberg: Winter, 1999) 134. See also Arun Mukherjee, “The Vocabulary of the
‘Universal’: The Cultural Imperialism of the Universalist Criteria of Western Literary Criticism,” Oppositional
Aesthetics, 17 and, especialy, Arun Mukherjee, “Universals,” Postcolonialism: My Living (Toronto: TSAR,
1998) 201.

%3 Gandhi, 29-30.

34 Asheroft et al, Empire, 162.



identity.”®> Implying that homogeneity trandates as hegemony, poststructuralist/postmodern
critics cdebrate plurdism and heterogeneity as the only moraly accepteble positions® This
celebration, however, is not a celebration for the sake of ceebrating the deviant; rather it has
profound politica implications, at least for postcolonidiam.

While pogstructurdism/pogmodernisn can be hepful for pogtcolonidism in some
respects, two problems remain. First of al, granted tha colonidiam is redly over, a problem
exigs with respect to the congtructive aspect of
poststructuraism’ s/postmodernism’ gposicolonidism’s  decondruction of the old.  While
postcolonidism operates with a politicd agenda, postmodernism lacks an explicit politicd
commitment.3” Secondly, and closdly connected with the first point, the relationship between
poststructurdism/postmodernism  and  pogcolonidism  is  ambivdent  inasmuch  as  the
postcolonial  project does not only question the authority of colonid discourse but dso is
involved in gving those who have previoudy been magndised a voice |If
poststructuraism/postmodernism can help with the former, its dtitude towards the latter is
complex. Emphasizing the nature of representation as inevitably bound up with ideologica
formations, postcolonid critics with a postmodern/poststructuraist  background often draw
atention to the fact that making the Other spesk may be an impossible endeavour.3® For some
critics the Other can never be authenticaly represented but only trandated®® This may be
problematic for an activis stance but dlows a more credtive representation of Otherness for a
literary postcolonidism.

If one follows another school of thinking within postcolonia studies, the emphasis on
the irreducible difference of the Other that postcolonidism is concerned with may disguise
more than it discloses Rather than highlighting the ontologica difference between coloniser
and colonised, Marxists contend that the West and the rest are anything but ontologicaly
different. Materidist criticism, like liberation theology, dresses sameness raher than

% Tiffin, 171.

38 For a critique that stresses that poststructuralism/postmodernism are in themselves homogenising critical
practices cf. Mukherjee, “Whose Post-coloniaism,” 1,4 and Helen Tiffin, “Post-Colonialism, Post-Modernism
and the Rehabilitation of Post-Colonial History,” Journal of Commonwealth Literature 23.1 (1988): 171.

37 Cf. Hutcheon, “*Circling the Downspout,”” 150. In its reliance on a political agenda, postcolonialism is closer
to feminism than to poststructuralism/postmodernism. Cf. Gandhi, 44. However, whether postcolonialism
depends on a political agenda to such a degree once it comes to identity politics remains doubtful. As | have
contended and intend to show in the following chapters, awider understanding of postcolonialism can be useful
for theorising identity-constructions.

38 Cf. Gayatri Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?’ Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader, eds.
Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (NY : Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993) 103.

39 Cf. Claudia Kotte, “Post-Colonialism or Neo-Imperialism?’ Zeitschrift fur Anglistik und Amerikanistik 43.3
(1995): 263.



difference with respect to the nature of colonidism as well as with respect to its end*® More
precisdy, if there is mention of difference, this difference is sad to lie on a different leve. As
postcolonidity is understood as part of capitdism, it is not sO much an issue of race or
ethnicity but of socid class.

The focus on class has consequences for the use of the term postcoloniadism as well as
to podcolonid sudies in generd. Firg of dl, insofar as exploitation has not ended with the
formd end of colonid rule, the very term posgtcolonidism is of little andyticd vaue and is
by and large, rgected by these critics. With respect to literary studies, it is pointed out that
“what used to be known as ‘Third World literature gets rechristened as ‘postcolonia
literature  when the governing theoretica framework shifts from Third World nationdism to
posmodernism.”**  Behind this scathing indictment is a distinction between an ided of
‘postcolonid’ criticism and the way it is practised by those holding postions within the
Wegtern academia. The latter are denounced as bourgeois subjects who are complicit with

142

postmodernism as ‘the culturd logic of late capitdism.” If Marxists acknowledge a close
relationship between the postcolonid and the posmodern, they condemn it as ‘fdse
consciousness” An ided podcolonia criticism, i.e. a thirdworld criticism, would distance
itsdf from poststructurdism/postmodernism because its activis stance is irreconcilable with
non-materidist thinking. While podstructuraist/pogmodern critics envisage the remedy for
the postcolonid condition in the recognition of difference, Marxiss see the solution to the
postcolonid predicament in combat and overthrow. [dentifying the
poststructuraist/postmodern with the postcolonia is problematic to a Marxist critic because in
its lack of a theory of agency postsructurdism/posmodernism helps to obfuscate the very
issue a dake in pogcolonidiam, namely oppresson and exploitation. Thus, far from beng
illuminating, poststructuraism/posmodernism is consdered pat of the problem for a Maxist
and not pat of the solution. However, while Maxisn can remind us of the materid
underpinnings of colonidian as wdl as of the sdf-centredness and complacency of many
postcoloniad critics who have arrived in the Wes, it refuses to acknowledge the importance of
colonidism as a textud venture. If Marxism is out to change the world, it pays not enough
atention to the idedlogicd underpinnings of colonidism. And it is hee that
poststructuralism/postmodernism can be useful.

“% For more on Marxism and differencein this context cf. Sypnowich, 280.

41 Ajjaz Ahmad, “The Politics of Literary Postcoloniality,” Contemporary Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed.
Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996) 276. Likewise, Arif Dirlik suggests that postcolonialism is merely a
label for ascholarly interest in phenomenathat are by no means new. Cf. Dirlik, 295.

42 Ct. Dirlik, 276.
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In-between a politics of radicd difference and a yearning for sameness, postcolonia
dudies increesingly opt for a third way which chalenges the fadity of a Manichean logic
while retaining a concern for culturd difference as “Bartriere gegen die konzeptudle
Einverleibung”*® It is often pointed out that postcolonidism precludes a return to culturd
origins. As the indigenous culturd tradition that colonidism has desroyed systematicaly
cannot be recovered, nativis or essentidist attempts at recongtructing that tradition are flawed
and bound to fal. Colonidism is an aspect of a culture's history that cannot be denied and
must be taken into account. While culturd difference continues to be a vitd aspect of
postcolonid identity-condruction, it is no longer located in a reverse Manichean divide but in
hybridity.** Origindly, hybridity is a term derived from biology describing the process and
product of cross-fetilisation. That offsprings of parents belonging to two different species
were often infertile, the mule being a case in point, was an observation that colonia discourse
borrowed in order to warn againgt the degeneration that was said to be the result of a mixing
of races® However, while hybridity was negaively connotated within colonid discourse,
postcolonia studies reclamed the term and understood it in amarkedly different way.

In generd, hybridity is a heterogeneous concept. In its syncretisic sense, hybridity
foregrounds a mixing of diverse culturd influences to a more or less homogeneous new
whole. Recent arguments have stressed the dynamics of hybridity as process and thus as
infinitly cregtive as wel as potentidly frightening. Within such a view, hybridity connotes
not so much a fuson of cultures than the opportunities for an individua to draw on the best of
a multitude of worlds and thus to escgpe conceptua redrictions. Discarding the myth of
authenticity and purity, culture is not only seen as muteble and inherently diverse but dso
viewed postivdly as horizon rather than limitation.*® In this context, hybridity touches on

4 Liselotte Glage, “Strategien der Differenz; Was oder wie ist der postkoloniale Roman?’ Zeitschrift fir
Anglistik und Amerikanistik 43.3 (1995): 81.

4 Said's Orientalism was frequently taken issue with because it was said to inscribe the very difference
postcolonialism intends to deconstruct. In particular, it was questioned whether there was really no aternative to
Orientalism as a discourse and whether Orientalism was not in itself changing and mutable rather than stable and
monolithic Cf. Dennis Porter, “Orientalism and its Problems,” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A
Reader, eds. Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (NY: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993) 151-2. Said himself
seems to have acknowledged many points of critique. One of his recent publications takes into account that
imperialism and culture are often intertwined in complex formations that render the monolithic nature of colonial
discourse, as described in Orientalism, diverse and open to multiple interventions. Cf. Edward W. Said, Culture
and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993) xix.

45 Cf. Robert Young, Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (London: Routledge, 1995) 10.

46| have borrowed the concept of horizon from Bill Ashcroft who is also interested in non-essentialist identity-
formation. Stressing that postcolonialism is a project of transforming, horizon becomes a metaphor that refers to
the multiple perspectives of overcoming binary differences. A horizon is not only a potentially infinite but also
an infinitely resourceful vista of possibilities. Cf. Bill Ashcroft, Postcolonial Transformation (London:
Routledge, 2001) 186.
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diaspora as the space in which hybridity is acted out. In a way smilar to hybridity, diagpora is
aso reclamed by postcolonid critics. As Stuart Hall astutely points out:

Diaspora does not refer us to those scattered tribes whose identity can only be
secured in relation to some sacred homdand to which they must at dl costs return,
even if it means pushing other people into the sea This is the old, the
imperidigng, the hegemoniang, form of ‘ethnicity’. [ . . ] The diaspora
experience as | intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the
recognition of a necessry heterogeneity and diversty, by a conception of
‘identity’ which lives with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity.
Diaspora identities are those which are congantly producing and reproducing
themselves anew, through transformation and difference’

The critic whose writings present the most marked as well as mogt influentid departure
from a syncretistic and creodlising understanding of hybridity is Homi K. Bhabha*® Bhabha's
work can be read as taking issue with Orientalism “because it fals to accommodate the
posshility of difference within Orientd discourse™® Drawing on Lacanian psychoanayss,
Bakhtinian didogics and Deridds notion of différance, hybridity for Homi Bhabha defies
fixed identities which are ordered by binarist categories. Apart from dressing the cultura
resourcefulness of hybrid formations, Bhabha foregounds hybridity’s potentid for resstance.
Hybridity is a dsance that, far from lacking power, dlows for waywardness and cunning to
subvert a colonid authority that in a colonid Stuation needs to cooperate with the Other it
marginaises discursvely. Bhabha has shown that colonid discourse can never suppress the
Other totaly because it consistently fails to reproduce itself in a colonid moment.° In such a

gtuation

the word of divine authority is deeply flawed by the assertion of the indigenous
ggn, and in the very practice of domination the language of the master becomes
hybrid — neither the one thing nor the other. The incalculable colonized subject —
haf acquiescent, haf oppodtiond, dways untrusworthy — produces an

47 Hall, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” 119-20. See also Shohat, 329 and Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic:
Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1993) 16. For a counter-argument cf.
Krishnaswamy who warns us that “‘diaspora and ‘exile’ are being emptied of their histories of pain and
suffering and are being deployed promiscuously to designate a wide array of cross-cultural phenomena’ (128).
The effect is a “de-linking of distress from dislocation and the attendant idea of belonging everywhere by
belonging nowhere” (137). See also Gandhi, 131.

48 Cf. Monika Fludernik, “The Constitution of Hybridity: Postcolonial Interventions,” Hybridity and
Postcolonialism: Twentieth-Century Indian Literature (TUbingen: Stauffenburg, 1998) 19.

49 Gandhi, 79. See also Paul Goetsch, “Funktionen von Hybriditét in der postkolonialen Theorie,” Literatur in
Wissenschaft und Unterricht 30 (1997): 138.

%0 Cf. Loomba, 173.
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unresolvable problem of culturd difference for the very address of colonid
authority.>®

Hybridity undermines the monolithic character of colonid discourse and turns it into a form
of heteroglossa Hybridity can become a source of resstance because in its ambivalence it
precludes to draw clear-cut postions between coloniser and colonised. Seeing traces of what
is familiar in the Other as well as seeing trace of Otherness in onesdlf upsets a dichotomous
imagination that relies on difference in order to come up with political gability as wdl as a
dable new sdf-image While this makes it more difficult for the coloniser to consolidate his
identity in the colonies, it opens up posshilities for the Other. By destroying any Manichean
divide, or, more precisdy, by showing that a Manichean divide has dways been a colonid
fantasy rather than colonid redity, Bhabha draws attention to the fact that seeing in the Other
as much sameness as difference opens up possibilities of non-essentidist identity-formation.

By way of concluson, it should not be concedled that recent criticd interventions do
not unanimoudy hail Bhabha's writings. There are at least three problems with his theory. For
one thing, his idea that resstance is dways possble because it is a Sde-effect of colonid
discourse is problematic in that it overlooks materid conditions. Moreover, it impliatly
reects the vaidity of societies whose resistance relies on struggle and fight.>* Secondly, how
vidble Bhabhas dternative identity-formations redly ae for the mgority of formerly
colonised subjects remains doubtful. For not only does he amost exdusvey focus on the
figure of the migrant, itself not representative of formerly colonised societies and ther way of
chdlenging colonidism; Bhabha dso has in mind the <gpedficdly intdlectud migrant,
thereby excluding the stuation of the lower classes® Bhabha privileges the intellectud
migrant who lives in a so-called ‘third space” In-between cultures his prototypica exile is
free to engage in a form of interculturd hermeneutics® It seems tempting at this point to
accuse Bhabha of theorisng his own community membership as a Pad as wdl as his own

biography as a postcolonid critic who has made it in the Western academe.

0 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994) 33. See also Young, 27. For a critique
cf. Chow who writes: “What Bhabha's word ‘hybridity’ revives, in the masgquerade of deconstruction, anti-
imperialism, and ‘difficult’ theory, is a old functionalist notion of what a dominant culture permits in the
interest of maintaining its own equilibrium.” Rey Chow, “Where Have all the Natives Gone?’ Contemporary
Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Padmini Mongia (London: Arnold, 1996) 128.

> Cf. Loomba, 178.

%2 Cf. Ahmad, 286.

%3 Cf. Goetsch, “Hybriditat,” 143-5.



3.) Supplementing Difference: M.G. Vassanji

Moyez G. Vassanjit was born in Nairobi, Kenya on 30" May 1950 to Gulamhussein Vassanji
and Daulatkhanu Nanji. He was brought up in Dar es Sdaam, Tanzania and went to the
United States in 1970 to study physics a the M.I.T. (B.S. 1974). In 1978 he received a Ph.D.
in nuclear physics from the Universty of Pennsylvania and went to Canada. There he became
affiliated with Atomic Energy of Canada (1978-80) and with the Universty of Toronto, where
he worked as a research associate and lecturer in physics from 1980 to 1989 and published
widely. In 1982 he founded and edited the Toronto South Asian Review (TSAR), which
became the Toronto Review of Contemporary Writing Abroad in 1993. His interest in fiction
is a long-standing one. In the course of his sudies, for example, Moyez Vassanji trandated
Sanskrit poetry. He became a full-time writer in 1989, which was dso the year his first nove
The Gunny Sack was published to ingant criticd acclam. In 1990 it won the Commonweslth
Writers Prize for best book in the African region. In 1994 M.G. Vassanji won the prestigious
Giller Prize for The Book of Secrets and was chosen as one of twelve Canadians on Maclean's
Honour Roll. He has published four novels, The Gunny Sack (1989), No New Land (1991),
The Book of Secrets (1994) and Amriika (1999), a collection of short stories, Uhuru Street
(1992) as wel as a collection of essays, A Meeting of Sreams. South Asian Canadian
Literature (1985). Vassanji lives in Toronto where he writes and teaches. He is married to

Nurjehan Aziz, alaboratory researcher, and has two children, Anil and Kabir.

a) ‘Here': No New Land (1991) and the Promise of Hybridity

At the centre of Vassanji’s fiction is the Indian Shams community, his fictiond rendering of
the Shia sect of the Ismailis® Historicaly, the Ismailis were a colonid dite that supported the
British and the German colonid rule in Eagt Africa Sating out as shopkeepers and
businessmen settling on the coast of British East and German East Africa, they possessed the
necessary linguisic and political indde knowledge to assist the colonid adminidraions in
ruing an inaccessble and unruly hinterland. Ther role as magind men lent them the
flexibility to operate as culturd trandators and to function as “a buffer zone between the

! For the following account cf. “Moyez G. Vassanji,” Contemporary Authors: A Bio-Bibliographical Guide to
Current Writers in Fiction, General Nonfiction, Poetry, Journalism, Drama, Motion Pictures, Television, and
Other Fields vol. 136.

! Vassanji’s Shamsis are modelled after the Khoja Ismailis. Cf. Rhodes, “M.G. Vassanji: An Interview,” 116. For
more on the Ismailis of East Africa cf. Peter G. Forster, Michael Hitchcock and Francis F. Lyimo, Race and
Ethnicity in East Africa (Houndsmill: Macmillan Press, 2000) 76-93. The reason Vassanji invents a community
liein the greater amount of artistic freedom such a choice allowsfor.
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indigenous  Africans and the colonid adminisration”® The Ismalis identified with the

colonisers and were rewarded. As Vassanji writesin No New Land, it is not surprisng

the idea of empire was reinquished dowly in the Adan communities. [. . .] The
Asans had spawned at least two knights of the empire in their dums, they had had
Princess Elizabeth in ther midgt, gregted Princess Margaret with a tumultuous
welcome. They spoke proudly of Churchill and Mountbatten, fondly of Victoria
What a schoolboy or girl had not heard over the radio the reassuring chimes of
Big Ben before fdling adeep, or the terified voice of Dicken's Fip, the
triumphant voice of Portia, the Queen’s birthday message®

In pogtcolonid times, the podtion of the Indian communities in East Africa became
untenable. Because of thar affiliation with the former colonisers, the pogtcolonid regime
margindized the Adans of Eas Africa With the naiondisaion of rentd properties in
Uganda (under Idi Amin) and Tanzanig, the former German East Africa, the Indian colonid
elites of East Africawere forced into the international diaspora.

By narating the sory of the Shams community, Vassanji gives voice to a Canadian
immigrant experience that hitherto has not found its way into literature and public awareness,
No New Land illugrates the community’s fate in Toronto where one of the protagonists,
Nurdin Laani, emigrates with his family. Nurdin Laani, an average man, is regarded by his
father as a usdess “good-for-nothing” (19), an underachiever: “One brother making millions
in the diamond business, the other making his — so Nurdin had heard — in the black market.
Always he, Nurdin, the middle one, neither here nor theré’ (169). While he is a falure in
Africa, Nurdin Ldani is ds0 in an uneasy pogtion in the Canadian diaspora Thus No New
Land can be sad to detall “the ironies, the pathos and the hardships of having to live between
two worlds, neither of which provides the harmony of a life that the mind imagines and craves
for."

No New Land has as its centrd theme the tenson “between assmilation and
acculturation to mainsream Canadian culture, versus maintaning some kind of raciad or
cultural integrity brought over from the old land.”® Canada is a land of opportunities but at the
same time it becomes the space of cultural didocation. Already a an early stage the nove

2 Amin Malak, “Ambivalent Affiliations and the Postcolonial Condition: The Fiction of M.G. Vassanji,” World
Literature Today 67.2 (1993): 277.

3 M.G. Vassanji, No New Land (1991; Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1997) 23-4. All references are to this
edition.

“ Chelva Kanaganayakam, “Don Mills and Dar es Salaam,” rev. of No New Land, by M.G. Vassanji, Floating the
Borders: New Contexts in Canadian Criticism, ed. Nurjehan Aziz (Toronto: TSAR, 1999) 200.

® John Clement Ball, “Taboos: M.G. Vassanji,” The Power to Bend Spoons: Interviews with Canadian Novelists,
ed. Beverley Daurio (Toronto: The Mercury Press, 1998) 205.
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dludes to the troublesome complexity the Canadian experience is fraught with. Thus the snow

that Nurdin and his family encounter on entering Canada becomes metonymic of Otherness:

Snhow had fdlen, a blistering wind blew squalls on the road and, as they stepped
outdde the arport building, it made sals of ther ill-fitting second hand clothes,
which had seen better days on the backs of colonid bwanas and memsahibs on
chilly African evenings. “So this is snow,” Zra remarked. It had been cleared into
unimpressve mounds and at their feet was a fine powder blown about by reckless
guss. Toes freezing, faces patly pardysed, eyes tearing, they stood outside,
shoulders hunched. The two children were moaning and shivering, weeping,
hiding behind adult coats, creating fresh pockets and exposing fresher areas of
anatomy for the wind to snatch at. (35)

Symbolicdly, show foreshadows the emotiond coldness of the metropolis rather than the
potentiad of the unknown in readisng ambitions and dreams. Later on, the whiteness of the
sow is juxtgposed with the whiteness of the immigraion offidd’s colour of skin: “Findly
someone welcoming you, a white man welcoming you. Findly a place to lay down your
head” (34). While the hogdility of the weeather anticipates that Canada is a country causing
dienation and isolation for Nurdin and his family, the warm reception by a white man
immediatdy triggers colonid fantases and desires inherent in the psychologica dispostions
of the members of a colonid dite decolonised againg its will. Taken together, the symboalic
undercurrent suggests that Canada takes on the paradoxicd quality of a dream and a
nightmare a the same time. The Canadian diaspora is invested with desire and hope but, with
few exceptions, ddivers only disgppointments and disllusonment. While Canada holds in
dore many frudraions, Canada can ds0 be sad to offer posshilities to the immigrant.
However, one of the ironies pervading No New Land is that the nove’s protagonist fals to
ssizethem.®

A House for Mr. Laani: Accommodation and Adaptation

M.G. Vassanji's novel conveys the immigrant experience in terms of culturd retention on the
one hand and systemic margindisation on the other. After ther arriva in Canada, Nurdin and
his family have trouble finding accommodation. Eventudly they move to Don Mills where
various members of the community who have migrated to Canada before now live under
gopdling drecumdgances, cherishing the “illuson of ‘home and shdter from an dien
society.”” While Nurdin and his family continue to live in the same way culturdly and

6 Cf. Vassanji in an interview with Sushila Nasta Sushila Nasta, “Interview: Moyez Vassanji,” Wasafiri 13
(1991): 21.
" Kanaganayakam, “Don Mills and Dar es Salaam,” 201.
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socidly, they overlook that their socid networks are confined to an enclave. Culturd practices
are not trandated but smply trangplanted to a new culturd context. A case in point is the AT
shop of Dar which finds its emulation in the community’s meeting place in Don Mills (cf. 28
and 71). Nurdin's falures in the new land frequently draw him towards the familiar, i.e. the
culturd security that the Canadian smulation of the A-T shop guarantees.

It is crucid to redise that the nove suggests that Nurdin's mimicry is not merey
inauthentic but aso inadeguate in a new land. This has to do with the assumption of culture
Nurdin operates on. For the utopian potentia of the promised land of Canada to be redised it
needs the immigrant's paticipation. The familiarity of Don Mills and the retention of
indigenous culture accompanied by it may be comfortable; however, in the context of the
nove it is dso dangerous because the familiarity offered does prevent the immigrant from
making an effort to engage with (perhaps even to adgpt to) the foreign environment. An
understanding of culture as essence is thereby implicitly refuted. Acceptance and mutud
underganding among the members of the Shams community ingde the block of gpartments
in Don Mills must not supersede the culture outsde. This is a danger that adso Nel
Bissoondath cautions us against when he writes that

Vassanji's description of this community of exiles — so tight, so sdlf-contained, so
dienated from the maindream — is tha of an dmos classic ghetto. It is not an
extreme of multiculturdism but its ided: a way of life trangported whole, a little
outpost of exoticism preserved and protected.®

The security granted by the culture taken over from East Africa is redtricted to the house, (at
leest in the Wedtern literary tradition) a traditiona symbol of shelter as wdl as of psycho-
socid sanity and hygiene. While it has its advantages, the image of the house dso indicates a
limitation. The danger is of Don Mills becoming a sysem of its own, and a sysem without
permegble boundaries a that. If culture is a negotiation, then the Shamsis living in Don Mills
fal to recognise the importance of culturd exchange, and thereby run the danger of
replicating the puris dtance towards culture that characterised the community’s attitude in
East Africa (cf. 71-2). Vassanji implies that in Canada both the culture brought over (and
cherished ingde) and the culture encountered (and neglected outside) are, in theory, at the
immigrant’s disposd. In Vassanji’s eyes, however, opting for one over the other is reveded to
be a worst fatal and at best erroneous. The question as to which side to pivilege over which

becomes a pressng one for Nurdin and other members of the South-East Adan communities

8 Bissoondath, Selling Ilusions, 110.



of Toronto. It thus seems safe to suggest that at the heart of No New Land is the interrogation
of how much retention is necessary and unproblematic and how much adaptation is called for
and essentid in amulticultura context.

While | have taken the issue of accommodeation as a critique of culturd retention on an
individuad level, Vassanji's novd dlows for an dterndive reading that sees the reasons for
Nurdin's eventud falure to adapt less in individud shortcomings than in structurd limitations
of the society he has migrated to. The ghetto of Don Mills could be read as an aspect of the
undersde of Canadian multiculturdiam that cannot prevent culturd difference from taking on
the agpect of socd injudice. Canada's multiculturd policy of culturd unity in culturd
diversty may adso digguise socid guifs. Socid dass trandorms the ided of the culturd
MOsaiC into a socio-economic vertical mosaic.”

No New Land cals for a balanced interpretation. The novel enacts the tenson between
sructura/socid and individud shortcomings in the multilateral process of adaptation without
resolving them. Nurdin and his family do not want to face the new, i.e. Canadian redlity,
head-on. In that they are to be criticized. However, No New Land aso tedtifies to the new
land's sysemic flaws, something which cdls for a more complex reading of the migrant
experience in Canada. In order to determine the factors that thwat Nurdin's migrant
experience, one mug teke into account that individud and structurd shortcomings are equdly
regpongble for his falure. In Vassanji's novd no reading prevals over the other, both
interpretations are true to a cetan extent. The inscription of profound ambivaence is
Vassanji’'s mgor artigdic achievement in his second noved. It is a narative drategy that
informs many episodes in No New Land, the mogt striking of which interrogetes the relevance

of race as amarker of difference.

A Feaful Symmetry: Raciam and Racidiam

Nurdin's individud flav and the dructurd problems of Canadian multiculturdism overlgp in
that both rely on race as conceptua tool. There are two ingtances of racism in No New Land.
The firg concarns Esmail who initidly is discriminated againg and eventudly beaten up in a
Toronto subway gation (cf. 95-8). His fate attracts the attention of the media, and the nobody
Esmail becomes a celebrity, a somebody. Cynicaly enough, not until he is victimised does he
receive the recognition of his Canadian host society. Due to the racism of an dlegedly non

® Cf. The term ‘vertica mosaic’ is borrowed from John Porter who in a dated but still useful study takes issue
with the myth of Canadian classlessness and egalitarianism. He argues that ethnicity and race have impeded
social mobility in Canada, as a consequence of which immigrants are also marginalised in terms of social class.
Cf. John Porter, The Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social Class and Power in Canada (Toronto: U of Toronto
P, 1965) 70.
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racit Canada, Esmail begins to paint indigenous masks and thereby makes ethnic difference
his one and only artidic theme. Racid violence triggers a return to indigenous art as a means
of coping with aggressve Othering. Spesking about the inspiration for Esmal’s coming-out
as an atig, Jand and Nanji comment: “*‘Dar didn't do it — Canada did.” ‘By bresking his
legs, you mean'” (164).

By beng vidently discriminaed agand, the hitherto apoliticd Esmall is politicised.
He leaves Canada for the country of his birth, Tanzania, while continuing to pant. His return
to his origins is not only an aesthetic endeavour, it dso has a sociological dimendon in thet it
brings about a vaorisaion of (his) community as well as a vaorisation by his community, the
Shamgis. Not only has his at bendfitted from his return home, Esmail’s gpocdyptic sdf-
expression is aso better understood by the members d the community he belongs to then by a
Canada that rgects his works as aestheticaly inferior. When connected to their socio-cultura
context, the masks he pants acquire additiond layers of meaning because they have a
paticular culturd/ritud function within Tanzanian society. The fact that Esmal’s at has not
been understood by Canada reflects not only how impoverished his at may have appeared to
a first world audience but aso how rootless he himsdf is in North America. In this context,
his new role as an atist preoccupied with a community’s culture and collective memory aso
has athergpeutic function for himself.

Esmal ends his didocation and disorientation by giving up his druggle to make
Canada home. But it mugt not be concluded from this that his sory is therefore that of a
falure. While on the one hand his sory, due to the gructurd shortcomings of a Canadian
multiculturdl policy, is that of a thwarted adgptation, Esmall, on the other hand, succeeds
economicaly, which renders his fae ironic. As a human being, Esmall is rgected in Canada
because of his ethnic difference; as an atist in Africa, however, he is eventudly embraced by
an internationd podcolonid at higory esablishment esgerly responding to the ethnic
difference reflected in his at: “Students — American students, nice pretty girls — go and study
this at” (163). While Canadian culture has faled him by aggressvely harping on his aleged
esentid  difference, raciam proves a blessng in disguise a lee money-wise. Involuntarily,
Esmall is made to discover the culturd capitd inherent in the very difference congtructed to
margindize him,

While Canada has operated on the Judeo-Chrisian underganding of Esmal as the
acchetypd outcast, Esmal’s country of origins ceebrates him and thereby faintly echoes
(adbat for different reasons) the worshipping of his ancient namesske within an Idamic



tradition.® The dlusiveness of his name makes evident that Esmail’s fate is encoded in two
different ways which, in turn, corrdate to two different cultural frames of reference. Inherent
in his name, in other words, is the promise of a double vison guaranteed by a diaspora
experience, but the point is that this is something tha the nove denies Esmal. Admittedly,
his fate, unlike that of Nurdin, does not end in an impase in-between cultures, however, his
experience of cultura diverdty does not result in a hybrid exisence ether. Esmall’s return to
Eagt Africa as wel as his traditiondis underslanding of at may sgnd a new bedonging
beyond dichotomies and ambivdence, but within the perspective of the novd the new
awareness of difference underlying Esmal’s success is not unproblematic ether. Esmal’s
choice is the undersde of an aggressve politics of Othering that has become a beacon in its
critique of multiculturalism. Ethnic difference, enacted merdly in the redm of art, can be read
as a draegy of surviva which, in spite of its inarticulateness, spesks doquently about a
Canadian society in which the possibility of transculturdism is ousted aggressively.

While Esmail’s fate provides the dramatic climax of the plot, Vassanji dso narrates the
fates of those who experience racism on a lessr, i.e less violent, scde. A case in point is
Nurdin Laani desperately seeking employment. In spite of being sufficiently qudified (as a
sler of shoes), he is offered only menid jobs, in which, ironicdly enough, he as an Other is
discriminated againgt by other immigrants, this time of East European as wdl as of Adan
descent (cf. 86-7). Strikingly, Toronto's multicultural redlity does not fogter solidarity among
those on the margin of society but presents itsdf as competition ingead. Given the racid
discrimination experienced in multicultural East Africa, Canada cannot appear as a new land.
In addition to blatant prejudice, Nurdin also encounters a more subtle form of racism inherent
in Canadian society. The absurdity of Nurdin's humiliating quest for a job is epitomised in the
employers recurring demand for “Canadian experience’ (48). For Nurdin this is a Catch-22
Stuation. Moyez Vassanji goes to great lengths in order to outline the absurdity of his
protagonist’s endeavour to obtan something that is the prerequiste of itsdf: Canadian
experience becomes a “trump they dways cdl, agang which you have no answe™ (44).
Nurdin's search for a job becomes a low-key quest tha turns in on itsdf and becomes
circular. And it is precisely the circular trgectory of his endeavours that causes Nurdin
despair. Cynicdly speaking, Canadian experience takes on a new qudity; it does not trandate
as work experience in a new cultura surrounding but as constant exposure to recid
discrimination. This is a feature of Canadian society that makes integration a feat particularly

hard to accomplish. Nurdin's falure to find an occupation that is not beneath contempt forces

10 For Mudlims, 1smail founded the Ka bain Mekka.
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him into a vicious circle Being without a job erodes his identity as breadwinner and head of
the family; the fact tha his wife does find a job erodes his idertity as husband and father.

Thus the new land dienates him from those that have hitherto provided an antidote against
diendion, i.e. the members of hisfamily:

Out of this world Nurdin would wander in search of a job and return deected,
plunged into deeper despar. Sometimes he took daly jobs, invariably menid,
loading and unloading with felow Dar immigrants, and would come home and lie
and sy ‘filing’, until that became a joke Everyone knew what ‘filing’ meant.
Sometimes he amply refused to go out to these humiligtions, waiching game
shows and tadk shows a home, and joining the ‘A-T' crowd of idle men who met
for chitcha and tea downgdars in the lobby in emulation of Da’s famous A-T
shop. On his idle day, in the afternoons he would cleen up at home, sweeping
away evidence of any degeneracy, giving the televison time enough to cool. You
could be sure that Fatima on one pretext or another, or when you were not
looking, would detect any telltae resdud warmth on its body. And when she did
— did the girl show contempt dready at this stage. (65f.)

No New Land illudrates tha what to the racis looks like culturdly ingrained laziness is in
fact socidly indilled depresson. Regection causes dgection, magindizatiion leaves oHf-
consciousness  where  integration  should foster sdf-confidence.  Taken together the
disgppointments and humiliations that Nurdin experiences bring about an unwillingness to
adapt culturdly. He mugt remain an dien because he is profoundly dienated by a new land
that does not embrace the Other because it feels braced by the Other.

A further indicator that Nurdin's Otherness is in fact socidly produced is the second
climax of the novd. In the nove’s centra episode Nurdin is accused of having rgped a
woman whom he encounters on his way home from work:*

As he gpproached the smdl lobby facing the two eevators, he saw in front of him
a girl in blue jeans dtting on the floor, leaning againg the sde wal. Her legs were
drawvn up in front of her, her hands hung limp on the raised knees, and her head
was lowered. Obvioudy she had been crying, the blonde hair was dishevelled, the
face — what he could see of it — was puffy and red.

Indinctively he hurried towards her, parking the trolley on the way. “Madam —
Miss—is anything wrong? Can | be of any hep?’

There was no response. He looked up again, turned round, there was no one
coming. Hetried again. “Miss, shdl | cdl adoctor?’

He was dmost squatting besde her now, his hand was on her shoulder. He
redlized he had rever been so close to a white woman before. And he redized he
had become aware of her femadeness. He caught, quite strongly, the whiff of

M Nurdin’s rape was to be the subject of the short story Vassanji intended to write initially before he decided to
compose alonger prose narrative. Cf. Rhodes, “M.G. Vassanji: An Interview,” 114. Thus at the core of the novel
isthe nexus between cultural and sexual difference.
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creamy makeup. Her blouse was white, embroidered at the neck. A button was
open and he could see the curve of a breast. The skin there was pde, dmost white,
and dull. He was waiting for her to respond to his offer of help. (178)

It becomes evident that Nurdin is ill regarded as an Other; the fact that the Portuguese-
Canadian girl atempts to sue him for atempted rgpe is indicaive of Nurdin's vulnerable
datus as a vishle minority. Not only does Nurdin (as seen above) fal to accommodate to
Canada, Canada also fails to accommodate Nurdin. For Canada, Nurdin is merely a threat and
thus a burden a this point. Thus Canada, despite its multiculturdl policy, fals to redise that
Nurdin's difference is dso a culturd resource. For a land that prides itsdf on its multicultura
ethosthisis aremarkable failure.

Nurdin's skin colour becomes the target of lower-class racism propelled by frustration
and greed. Not only is the girl’s atempt a blackmall deliberatdy racist, but the reactions of
Nurdin's colleagues are characterised by ingantly establishing a connection between sexud
desre and racid difference that is nothing short of racist, too:

“I'm not going to serve this rapis!” she [i.e Nurdin's colleague] said, running
away.

“I thought in this country a man was innocent until proved guilty,” sad Romesh,
to no onein particular.

“Where he comes from, both his hands would be chopped off, announced Mrs.
Broadbent. “Yes, and -

“And his marbles, too,” added Romesh. (180)

The rape Nurdin is associated with is dlugsve in that it reflects fantases of infiltration and
digntegration drculaing within colonia discourse. In that sexud difference functions not
only as equivalent for the cultural Other but also as a Sgn of the essence of one's own culture,
Vassanji's text suggests that colonid discourse continues into  postcoloniad  times. Mrs.,
Broadbent articulates a mora panic tha establishes a connection between vigble difference
and Orientdisn.** Nurdin's racid and rdigious difference becomes suspect because it is
assumed that the Other, i.e. in this context the AfricanIndian and Mudim, is lewd a heart
and, in addition to that, cannot contain his lewdness. Ironicdly, in her clam for punishment
Mrs. Broadbent is convinced of understanding the Other on his own terms. She suggedts that
Canada is jugt in that it prevents the crimind from having to suffer traditiond punishments,
However, what she redly does is ‘understand’ Nurdin dong lines dictated by colonid/racia
discourse. The punishment that Nurdin would dlegedly have to suffer “where he comes from”

12 cf. Edward Said: “The Oriental was linked thus to elements in Western society (delinquents, the insane,
women, the poor) having in common an identity best described as alien.” Edward W. Said, Orientalism: Western
Conceptionsof the Orient (1978; London: Penguin, 1995) 207.

49



is informed by the anti-modernist prgudice of the West about Idam. Chopping off hands is
not only not the punishment that the Koran prescribes for rgpe but is something that has not
been practised as punishment for thieves for a long time'® Thus in a pefidious dbeit
unconscious, move Mrs. Broadbent's clam displays Canadian racism and not Canadian
judtice to the unjust and thus contains rather than embraces Otherness. Her blaming Nurdin is
not only inadequate; in reveding her racist assumptions it dso says more about her than about
Nurdin. The same holds true for the police who questions Nurdin and suspects him of being
responsble for a variety of other crimes, too (cf. 181). The fact that Nurdin is dmost brought
to court reflects a multiculturdism underpinned by prgudices and a desire for segregation. A
society cgpable of invoking the law to act out hidden fears of the Other is anything but
tolerant and plurd. By virtue of the variety of pressures and prgudices that the Other is
exposed to, multiculturdism rears its ugly head. It takes on an aggressive form and faces the
Other as “multivulturdlism” (111). Metgphoricaly, Nurdin fals indeed prey to a multiculturd
redity that is nothing short of voracious. One could adso say: Canadian multiculturdism feeds
on the notion of the immigrant as Other and thereby of necesdty fosters racism instead of
actively opposing it.

Vassanji’s novel endows Nurdin's gsory with an ironic twist. While Nurdin's offer for
assigance is characterised by genuine empathy, the event is aso suffused with ambivalence.
For Nurdin's initid impulse to help the agpparently injured girl is complemented by a fatd, i.e.
sexud, dtraction. Ironicaly, Nurdin's desre is in itsdf racidid. It is not or not merely the
atractiveness of the girl that fascinates Nurdin; the novel leaves no doubt that for Nurdin her
attractiveness is connected to the colour of her skin. The adjectives “white’ or “pae’ surface
severd times in Vassanji's description of the event and tedtify to Nurdin's hidden fantases
barely checked by a superego that is under congtant strain in face of an alien Canadian culture.

The nexus between sexud tenson and colour of skin is reminiscent of an event in his

father’ s life that involved a smilar encounter with a German woman in Tanzania:

One day a young fraulein sopping over a the misson came into the shop to look
for gifts for her servants in the European sdttlement of Wilhdmsatd up north,
whence she came. She carried a parasol and had the most delicate features. As she
sepped in from the glare of sunlight outside, it took a while for her presence to
materidize in the relative darkness insde the shop, where Hgi Ldani sa with his
sarvant. The girl was accompanied by one of the fathers, who Stopped a the
doorway to chat, and a servant girl who caried her shopping. As the fraulen
rased her am to point to a dring of beads hanging from a nal, Hai found

13 ¢f. Konrad Dilger, “Tendenzen der Rechtsentwicklung,” Der Islamin der Gegenwart, eds. Werner Ende and
Guido Steinbach, 4™ ed. (Miinchen: C.H. Beck, 1996) 204-8, 832.
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himsdf daring a her — she was flushed with the heet, her face lightly perspiring,

and her armpit a delicate wet patich — and he fdt the faint dirrings of a dedre

indde him. They did not go very far, in fact he would have quashed these

forbidden thoughts there and then had not his face been brought dive by a

stinging dap from the girl’shand. (14)
Nurdin is dealy unaware of this episode and its implication for himsdf as someone who has
not managed to sever his ties to his father and is thus perpetudly and sdlf-conscioudy ridden
by guilt. The irony inherent in the nove’s Structure suggedts that the ans of the father come to
haunt the son regardiess of time and place. Nurdin and Hgi are fascinated by white in a way
paadigmaticdly outlined by Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks In  his
psychoanaytica/postcolonid  andyss of the reationship between coloniser and colonised,
Fanon, who implicitly cdls for concelving the colonid encounter dso in terms of sexud
difference, writes about the relationship between the black man and the white woman: “I [i.e.
the black man] mary white culture, white beauty, white whiteness. When my restless hands
caress those white breasts, they grasp white civilization and dignity and make them mine”*
For Fanon the black man's dedre is the result of an inferiority complex. Thus dedre is
symptomatic and compensatory a the same time. Racid difference becomes sexualy
atractive precisdy because it becomes metonymic of a perceived cultura superiority that the
Other wants to partake of. For Fanon the nexus between race and skin colour is a structura
problem, and Hagi’'s and Nurdin's desre would thus be representative of any colonid
encounter between black and white in generd. By connecting culturd difference with sexud
difference Nurdin Laani displays a yearning for another culture that is clearly neurctic. So far
No New Land pursues a Fanonian reading. However, the novel adds a persond dimension by
shifting the focus away from the systemic shortcomings of a racis society towards individua
flaws, i.e. in this case towards Nurdin's traumdic reationship to his father. Nurdin's
identification with his father and his father’s view of the world impedes his identification with
Canadian culture,

Summing up, Vassanji shows that neither Nurdin nor his environment is free from an
understanding of Otherness informed by race as a category of difference. While the society is
to blame in that it does not pay atention to the individud but to hisher colour of skin, Nurdin
is dso patly respongble for his dtuation himsdf in that he operates on inadequate and
unacceptable culturd assumptions. While Canada is racigt, i.e. does not refran from even a
violent assartion of racid difference, Nurdin is a least racidig, i.e. he thinks in terms of race
even if he does not act aggressvely because of race. However, in the find anadyss, not even

14 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, transl. Charles Lam Markham (1952; London: Pluto Press, 1986) 63.
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the fact tha Nurdin's racidism remans unconscious while Canadian multiculturd  society
acts out its racist prgudices can dter the pervasiveness of ambivadence tied up with the
immigrant experience in No New Land. On the contrary, the ambivaence condituted by the
ubiquity of race as a concept indrumenta in ordering the world enhances the irony of
Vassanji’s novel. For Nurdin and Canada to draw on race as conceptua tool closes the gap
between Sdf and Other precisdly where one would not have wished for it. In other words,
race becomes the axis of a symmetry tha is fearful because it reflects the worst of both
worlds. It is a symmetry that in its fearfulness no-onein No New Land dares to frame. Unless
racism and racidism are contained, Vassanji seems to sugges, Otherness will not be (truly)
embraced.

Look Back in Guilt: Sexudity and Spiritudity
Although Nurdin's fascingtion with the Portuguese woman is racidist rather than libidinous,

there is evidence in No New Land tha Nurdin is a man harbouring repressed erotic desires.
Nurdin's eroded identity as a man amost makes him succumb to the temptation of an affar
with a woman he knows from his time in Dar. Ironicaly, his flaw as a character, i.e. lug, does
not seem to be a problem in a liberad Canada. As a matter of fact, the one relaionship with a
woman that makes him happy, because it is fulfilling, is with Sushila, a Hindu outcast girl he
knows from Dar, and not with his wife Zera His only atempt to bresk out of his miserable
Canadian existence tekes the vaue sysem of the liberd Western world for granted but is
enacted as nodalgia for the unredlised possbilities of the past, — except that they had never
been possbilities in the first place, for to marry an untouchable would have been out of the
guesion for a member of Hgi Laani’s family. Ironicaly enough, what would thus not have
been possble in Dar, i.e. to mary an outcast girl, is bound to fall in Canada, too, dbeit for
different reasons. While it fails in Dar because of socid bariers, it fals in Canada precisgly
because of the absence of any comparable socid congraints. In other words, Nurdin who is
trying to make a Wedern/Canadian experience, i.e. an affarr, happen on Shams terms is
haunted by gquilt. “With someone like her you could do anything, not be afrad to go
anywhere. He redized the illegitimacy of the thought, the hidden desre it contaned” (173).
Nurdin is plagued by guilt in the course of his affair with Sushila because he Hill operates on
the vaue system he was brought up on. As the author of No New Land himsdf hesit, “he
[Nurdin] wants to reach out, but his past doesn’t let him go.”*® Anthropologicaly spesking,

Nurdin's native culture as a st of rules for finding his way aound in his home society

15 K anaganayakam, “* Broadening the Substrata,” 24.

52



consderably complicates orientation when taken over into another society. Moreover, not
only does it practicdly preclude orientation, it will of necessty cause disorientation as well.
This disorientation results from  conflicting impulses which  prevent Nurdin  from  fully
belonging to the past and the ‘thereé as wdl as to the present and the ‘here’ Nurdin's position
is that of a displaced subject that is unable to define his pogtion in relation to place and time.
He is operating outsde clearly defined categories of spatid and tempord deixis because in his
afiliaions he is awkwardly and uncomfortably parteking of two mutudly excusve space
and time schemes in which a Canadian here and now clash with a mythical Tanzanian there
and then.

In exploring what makes for a home, it becomes evident that dienation from the
sphere of rdigion is a prominent festure of the Laanis diaspora experience. For Nurdin and
his wife, Canada is not only a segregated country but aso a secular one. Both of them are
conscious of ther actions in an dien environment that is experienced as potentidly
threatening. Because religion used to be a core aspect of the Ladanis subject satus, Canada
by way of its secular nature conditutes a danger to Nurdin's and Zera's identity. Interestingly
enough, however, both react differently to the threat Canada conditutes. While Zera becomes
increeangly inward-looking and compensates a secular universe by piety and obedience to the
community’s spiritud  leader, ironicdly cdled Missonary (cf. 138), Nurdin becomes
paranoid. He suspects sin everywhere but, in marked contrast to his wife, does not react by
taking recourse to metgphysics as an antidote against temptation. Rather his attitude towards
Canada is ambivaent in that he is dso fascinated by what he fears. Cases in point are food
(pork) and drink (alcohol) but aso, as outlined above, sexud licentiousness. All three are
traditiondly forbidden to Nurdin by his rdigious socidisation; dl three of them, however,
become temptations in the context of Canadian culture. By eroding the religious foundation of
Nurdin's culture, his own mord sandards do not amply become questionable; Nurdin's
Canada experience is characterised by consderable disenchantment because any mordity is
eventually fet to be abitray by the protagonis. Put differently, the fascination with
promiscuity indils in Nurdin the unsettling posmodern idea that every vdue system is
rlative “It was enough to dedtabilise you forever, quedion dl the inhibitions and
prohibitions of childhood and youth — do this, don't do that: who had thought them up?’ (145)

Vassanji finds an apt image for Nurdin's spiritud estrangement from his faith. On a
symbalic leve, the tower of the mosgue is replaced for Nurdin by Toronto's CN Tower, with
533 m the highest free-ganding Structure in the world. However, instead of offering spiritud

guidance, the tower becomes a symbol of secularisation as well as capitdis diendion. The



mosque as the place where Allah is worshipped is replaced by a radio and TV
communications tower with a restaurant on top. Thus the sacred is replaced by the profane.
Moreover, in contrast to the tower of a mosque, the CN Tower remains mute and merely
sends light beeps that remain a mystery to Nurdin. Hence what is worshipped in Canada
presupposes a sign system different from the one Nurdin is able to decode. Cultura Otherness
presents itsdf as an ingance of unreadability. Unreadability, however, conditutes an aspect of
siritudity thet Nurdin is not familiar with. At the same time, the CN Tower, which on a clear
day dlows to see for dmost 200km while on hazy day does not offer a view at dl, stands for
hope and yearning. '

By way of intertextud reference to The Great Gatsby,!’ the tower's lights reserble for
Nurdin what the green lights of West Egg are for Jay Gatsby. According to the nove’s

narrator,

Gasby believed in the green light, the orgagtic future that year by year recedes
before us. It uded us then, but that's no matter — tomorrow we will run fagter,
dretch out our arms further . . . And one fine morning — So we beat on, boats
against the current, borne back ceaselesdy into the past.*®

As the green light dgnds hope is not immediatedy present but spatidly and temporarily
removed. Nurdin and Gatsby, both worshippers in a secular universe, yearn for a different
time and place, and thus cherish illusons. The past that haunts them both as wel as the
dreams that both hunt render Gatsby's and Ldani’s endeavours problematic. While Nurdin
eventudly redises that what he is worshipping is a chimera, Gaisby does not stop to beieve
in the power of the past to exert its influence on the future. That is why Nurdin's story ends
on a podtive key, whereas the story of Gatsoy ends tragicdly. While Nurdin is an anti-hero
and thus precludes identification, Gaisby's potentid for the reader’s identification lies in his
unfatering belief in hisidedls, however questionable they may be.

Vassanji suggests reading his podcolonid novel as a coming-of-age story, or a
postcolonid  bildungsroman. For Nurdin the sinfulness of the Western world is a cause of
guilt. The authority that he fears is not, however, a transcendent God but his own father.

16 \/assanji himself points out that “the CN Tower represents the city. It also represents concrete, and it sends out
signals. It ssmehow represented the mystery and the possibilities of the city, a mystery that one could not
understand. [. . .] Plus, as a symbol of commercialism. It is like the daily ritual of going to a temple,
worshipping, and coming back.” Kanaganayakam, “‘ Broadening the Substrata,”” 32.

17 K anaganayakam has first drawn attention to the importance of Fitzgerald's novel as an intertext for Vassanji's
novel, without however elaborating on how exactly Vassanji’s version echoes or departs from The Great Gatshy.
Cf. Kanaganayakam, “Don Mills and Dar es Salaam,” 201. Cf. aso Kanaganayakam, “‘Broadening the
Substrata,”” 31.

18 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925; Ware: Wordsworth Classics, 1993) 163.

4



While Nanji is “done, adrift and floating” (99) because he has had too little of his parents,
Nurdin is adrift and floating because he has had too much of them. His initid falure to
edablish himsdf in the new world thus gppears as a failure to sever his attachments to the old

country. In Nell Bissoondath’s words:

Bitter-sweet descriptions of Dar es Sdaam offer a nogagic vison of the past and
make the present even darker than it redly is, emphaszing the centrd point that
there are, as the title states, no new lands, only new circumstances.'®

It is only after Missonary, the nove’s “deus ex maching”®® has managed to exorcise
Nurdin's trauma by way of a role play that he can hope for a new life in a new land (cf. 196).
Although in a sense he has merdy replaced one faher figure for another, the mock trid
presded over by Missonary wearing his father's fez has lead to a demydtification of the past
that is crucid for a regeneration of the present and a brighter view of the future “In one
dsroke that photograph on the wall had logt al potency, its once accusing eyes were now
blank, its expresson dumb. Suddenly they were here, in the modern world, laughing at the
past” (197). The exorcism of his father has led to a shedding of old culturd conventions that
is responsible for the optimistic outlook with which the novd ends?! The parameters of the
old are findly open to modification:

Before, the past tried to fix you from a distance, and you looked away; but
Missonary had brought it across the chasm, vivid, devoid of mystery. Now it was
dl over you. And with this past before you, al around you, you take on the future
more evenly matched. (207)

It is not so much culturd amnesa that is regarded as the key to successful adaptation but a
putting of the old into perspective. Vassanji revisonism suggess that Canada is no new land
not only because of racid discrimination (which the Asans of East Africa have been exposed
to ever ance they sdtled in Tanzania, Kenya, and esewhere); it essentidly resembles the old
land because of the rigidity of Nurdin's psychologica disposition. From that perspective, the
success of the immigrant in Canada depends not on Canadals multicultural policy aone;

arguably, the decidve factors are less externad circumstances than the conditions of the

19 Bissoondath, Selling Illusions, 110.

29 Malak, “Ambivalent Affiliations,” 280.

21 For a different reading that holds that the text ends on a bleak note cf. Nancy Burke, “Mixing Memory and
Desire: M.J. [sic] Vassanji and the South Asian Novel in Canada” Writing Canadians: The Literary
Construction of Ethnic Identities, eds. Martin Kister and Wolfram R. Keller (Marburg: Universitétshibliothek
Marburg, 2002) 102-3.



immigrant's psyche ingead. Once the father, dlegoricaly representing the padt, is chalenged,
No New Land can become a successful coming-of-age story for the son.

The (Ab-)Uses of Difference: Age and Margindity
It has been argued tha overcoming the law of the faher is of key importance for the

immigrant’'s successful adgptation to a new environment. In this context is crucid to percelve
that M.G. Vassanji connects immigration and generation, thereby pointing towards a
difference often overlooked in a postcolonid context. No New Land suggests that adaptation
has less to do with socid standing or race — it underlines the importance of age as marker of
difference®

Generdly gpesking, it is the young in Vassanji's nove that by shrugging off “the
resraints of ethnicity”® manage to forge out a living for themsdves in the diaspora far easier
than Nurdin and Zera While Fatimas and Hanif's parents are stuck in Don Mills, ther
children will heaed for a universty education. They socidise without visble problems and
learn to spesk the host language without any noticeable accent. Vassanji seems to be of the
opinion that immigration is a sep which does not automaticaly lead to adaptation. As the
narraor has it “We ae but crestures of our origins, and however stdwartly we march
forward, paving new roads, seeking new worlds, the ghosts from our pasts sand not far
behind and are not eadly shaken off” (9). Adaptation is a time-consuming process for people
like Nurdin and may not be accomplished a dl. While Nurdin has to druggle, those young
enough to identify naturaly will manage to adapt more smoothly and will make the system
accommodate them more readily.?*

It would be a gross digtortion of the facts to clam that adaptation for the young in No
New Land is to be had without paying a price?® Adaptation is a process in the course of
which, for example, family dsructures will be affected because the speed and ease of
integration is markedly different for the old and the young. Not only does Nurdin have to
experience how his daughter seeks and finds a new role modd in the widdy-travelled
intdllectua Nanji, a lecturer a the Univergty of Toronto, he dso has to somach that his
children turn from the community they have been brought up in/by:

22 Cf. Vassanji talking about his novel: “And there are two other younger characters who more or less have
escaped the past because they are younger and they have been educated in the West or in the western style.”
Nasta, “Interview: Moyez Vassanji,” 21. Cf. aso Ball, “ Taboos,” 206. See also Burke, 103.

23 Bissoondath, 111.

24 «They will acquire friends of various backgrounds who share their experience, sone of them will intermarry,
and most if not al will blend into the mainstream of the society around them, itself already irrevocably changed.
They will, in aword, integrate.” Bissoondath, 111.

25 Although Vassanji maintains that the price they pay is lower than the one paid by the adult characters fully
socialised within the values of the old country and with an abundance of memories. Cf. Ball, “ Taboos,” 206.
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For the crime of being her faher when he wasn't anything like what she had in
mind. She was ashamed of this little Paki-shitty-stan of Don Mills, as she cdled it.
She didn't bdong here, she would pull hersdf out of this condition: everything
about her atitude suggested that. She would rise to where they had nether the
courage nor the ability to reach. Where had she picked up this abrasveness, this
ghrillness, this hatred of her origins? (167)

For Fatima as a representative of the second generation, the emigration/immigration
experience is no longer centrdly concerned with nodagia, quilt, disorientation and memory
work. Only the descendants of the first generation manage to conform to Bissoondath's
demand that immigration is about renewd.’® Fatimas loydties are no longer with the
Shamgs, she dffiliates with Canada, which can therefore become a new land for her. Fatima
Ldani stands for “the distancing of the next generation”?’ The progress made by her
generation is that ironicdly enough she can sever the ties from her father in a way that her
father had never managed to do with his father.

That Fatima does not only turn from but even againg the Shamds becomes explicit
when she draws on racist prgudice circulatiing in Canada in order to underline her difference
from the community. Ironicdly and sadly, the drategies employed by her to sgnd her
difference from the Shamgs are identical to those used by the racigts besting up Esmall.
Compared to her father, Fatima's discourse cannot be termed racidis anymore. Clearly,
Fatima employs drategic racism in order to liberate hersdf from what she perceives as the
congtraints of the Shams community.®®

Vassanji demondrates that, in a fundamenta sense, the diaspora debases the
importance of collectives. Fatima turns againgt her community because she feds that it is no
longer her community. This is an implicit refusal of (Canedian) multiculturdism as a policy
that assumes that the notion of community is indispensable and of prime importance. Canada
for Faima is not a country where identity hinges upon belonging to a community and a
tradition. As a matter of fact, identity is concelved in a radicd different way by Fatima Laani.
Identity in Canada is dynamic for the young generdion. It is not filiaion that determines
identity; identity is a matter of construction that defies stasis®® Put differently, identity relies
on affiliations rather than a stable and unchanging tradition. Not surprisngly, this is a point on

26 Cf. Bissoondath, 111.

27 Bissoondath, 111.

28 Strategic racism is aterm inspired by Spivak’ s concept of strategic essentialism.

29 Cf. Neil Bissoondath: “It is unjust, to individuals and to the communities from which they emerged, to require
it [i.e. immigration] to be about stasis. To do so is to legitimize marginalization; it is to turn ethnic communities
into museums of exoticism.” Bissoondath, 111.
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which the generaions in Vassanji’'s novel differ. One could say: Canada is a postmodern
country where plurdism is sduted by the young as liberation and opportunity while it is
lamented as diendtion and disenchantment by the old. This cdash of opinions is ddiberately
left unresolved by Vassanji. No New Land remans ambivaent in that no unified evduation of
the Canadian diasporais possible.

While anthropologicdly the orientation provided by culture is dill flexible enough in
the young to change with a change of surroundings, the old in No New Land can only
compensate by a conscious effort. Interestingly enough, there is only one other group of
people that make it in Canada gpart from the young generation. It is those who have dready
occupied margind podgtions in the homdand that are & an advantage in the diaspora
Outsders like Jamd or Sushila ae the new magind men, i.e. those flexible enough to be
open to and eager on innovation. In the context of the novel, the margind men/women are
those who have less trouble in rgecting the culture they have been brought up on. Thus
Sushila has been able to escgpe the limitations of caste which have been particularly
redrictive for her as an untouchable. For her Canada equds freedom from community and
gender congraints (cf. 154). Life in Canada enables Sushila to pursue her dreams of acquiring
a higher education. In that respect, she emphasizes not so much the tolerance (or intolerance)
of Canadian multiculturalism but sresses the freedom of opportunities traditionaly associated
with the myth of America as a country in which everyone regardiess of (racid, socia, gender)
difference can makeit.

For Jamd, a way in the (new) world is synonymous with a career as a lawyer. Jamd can
prevent the new land from becoming the old because he radicaly privileges the new over the
old. He is unscrupulous insofar as he opportunisticaly pays atention to the conventions of the
old society only when it is to his advantage While Jamd cannot risk offending the
community’s spiritua leeder, his afiliation is only temporary and thus drategic (cf. 189). The
same holds true for his mariage. At the same time that he rgects the old, he pragmaticaly
accepts the new, i.e. his marriage to a Canadian girl, as part and parce of his will to success

and socid rise;

Firg he married a “good’ girl: respectable and educated, practical and with both
feet planted on the ground as only a Dar girl could be, with whom he could tak —
as he told Nanji — as only with a Dar girl. But she was English. Young and
average-looking, tending to plumpness (114).

His marriage is “a rite of passage’ (114) into mediocrity that is an initiation into respectability
a the same time. Loydty to the community appears as an old gstate of mind/living thet is shed.
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Ironicdly, Jamd’s wife changes her name from Nancy to Nasm (cf. 160), thereby implicitly
countering his Westernisation by Indianisation on her part. Both Jama and Nancy, however,
subscribe to notions of identity as change and negotiation. A clam to cultura essence as the
bagsfor identity is thereby refuted.

Jama can keep his distance to the Shamsis because success in Canada depends less on
belonging to a community than on individud achievements. The tragic fae of Jamd’s father
who has been odracised by the community because in his scientific publications he did not
pay atention to the condraints of the community has been ingghtful to Jama (cf. 72-3). Like
Fatima, he turns againg his community ddiberatdy, and, dgnificantly enough, the leitmotif
of racia pregudice agang the Shamss in cdling them Pekis is dso reflected in his discourse.
Referring to the Shamgs cooking in Don Mills he says “These Pekisl Cooking twenty-four
hours a day!” (71) Instances of community-congruction like remembering, sory-tdling and
keeping dive indigenous traditions are counter-productive for Jama. However, that too little
indigenous culture can be as dangerous to questions of identity is something that does not

occur to him.

Condusion: Difference and Culturd Exchange
No New Land seems equivocd in its evaluation of culturd difference. Some of the novd’s
characters, such as Faima, Hanif, Sushela and Jamd, view assmilation as entirdy posgtive.

Moreover, some of these characters, such as Nanji and Sushila, manage to assimilate without
giving offence to others, i.e. without treading on the culture and community they were born
into. That not dl of those who adgpt to a new land easly are lifted onto a higher ontologica
level is demongrated by Jama who prefers to be forgetful of the past in order to effect a
smoother adaptation. If there is a conflict in No New Land as to whether assmilaion or
cultura retention should be opted for by the migrant in a diaspora Stuation, then the nove
opts for hybridity as a third way. The evidence here is the nove’s protagonist. While the
Canadian hogt society conceptudises culturd difference as a threat to a woman's virginity,
Nurdin's sexudly charged perception of others is reductive and thus inadequate, too. Vassanji
projects identity as a process in the course of which a desre for Otherness, conveyed in terms
of sex/gender difference, has to be abandoned. As Victor Ramrg asserts, “Vassanji sanctions
efforts a assmilation and syncretism on the part of the diasporic community.”®° In that sense,
the nove is not the gloomy and depressng text dgndled by the title In fact, Nurdin
undergoes a development from a person traumatised by his persona history to a person who

30 Victor J. Ramraj, “Diasporas and Multiculturalism,” New National and Post-Colonial Literatures: An
Introduction, ed. Bruce King (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) 228.
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sees the necessty of intercultura exchange. Maintaining a fine baance between remembering
and forgetting, Nurdin at the end of the nove is free to follow Vassanji's advice of as to how

to ded with displacement productively: “You acknowledge the past and you move forward.”*

After Missonary has paved the way for a more adequate attitude towards the Canadian host
culture, Nurdin is free to face Canada as a new land. That hybridity is only a promise and not
dready a redity is not least of dl the fault of a Canadian multicultura society that has as yet
faled to address the problem of raciam and thus impedes the immigrant’'s identification with
its culture. However, in the find andyds recogniang the difficulties of identity condruction
in the Canadian diaspora does not question the fundamenta vaue of hybridity and culturd
exchange that the novel subscribes to.

31 Ball, “Taboos,” 205.



b) ‘There': Transforming Differencein The Book of Secrets (1994)

Pius Fernandes, the protagonist of The Book of Secrets is a former schoolteacher who has
worked for severd decades a a community school in the former German colony and British
protectorate of Tanzania. In 1988 Pius accidentdly gets hold of the diary of Alfred Corbin, a
British colonid officer who has saved many years in vaious East African colonies
Immediately before the outbreak of World War | he is Didrict Adminigtrator in Kikono and
Moshi. Corbin's diary interests and inspires Pius personadly as well as professondly. He sets
out to write a scholarly history of Tanzania from the end of the German colonid rule to the
end of the 1980s.

The diary introduces Pius and Vassanji’s readers to the local Indian, African and Arab
communities. It aso familiarises us with the centrd characters Mariamu and Pipa Reading
the novd, it is driking that while Pipa is given aundant scope, Vassanji denies Mariamu an
independent voice. At the same time, there is no denying the fact tha she is a the centre of
the fictional universe Vassanji crestes. In fact, she becomes an obsesson for Pius/Vassanji’'s
main character Pipa as wdl as for Pius himsdf. The secret that the title of Vassanji’s nove
dludes to refers to a gap in Mariamu’'s biography. Apparently, Mariamu on being married to
Fius is no longer a virgin. When she conceives, the question arises as to who is the father of
her child. The text, however, ressts a definitive answer to that question, just as it refuses to
shed light on the circumstances of Mariamu's death. In the course of the nove, Pius becomes
involved in the history he is about to write. We learn that he has fdlen in love with Rita who
a that time is married to Mariamu’'s son Ali. Moreover, Fius finds out that he is linked to his
historiographica project through an English friend and fellow teacher, Robert Gregory, who
isfriendly with Corbin and hiswife.

In what follows it will be argued that The Book of Secrets is a nove of the in-between.
It explores the border between the sdf and the Other, between giving voice and remaning
dlent, between the centre and the periphery as wel as between the pure and the hybrid.
Vassanji’'s text is located a the intersection between story and history, between the fictiona
and the factud as well as between redism and the representational character of dl at. The
Book of Secrets is a postcolonid as well as a posmodern nove,! dbet in a disinct form
desarving and demaending careful scrutiny. | will argue that while posmodern discourse is

utilised to corroborate a postcolonid concern with difference, difference is eventudly

! See also John Clement Ball, “Locating M.G. Vassanji’s The Book of Secrets: Postmodern, Poscolonial, or
Other-wise?’ Floating the Borders: New Contexts in Canadian Criticism, ed. Nurjehan Aziz (Toronto: TSAR,
1999) 90.
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transformed by way of dory-tdling. Eventudly, the emphass on culturd exchange and
hybridity renders The Book of Secrets atext that is dmilar to No New Land in its view on the

nature of culturd difference and identity-congtruction.

Posgmoderniam |: Higtoriography, Imagination and Representation
Fus hisoriographical project originates with the diary of Alfred Corbin. The fact tha the
dating-point for Pius higory is a diary is dgnificant. Firg of dl, a diay is a discontinuous

genre. It does not need markers of coheson or plotting of any kind and can display
condderable tempord gaps. A diary is not only a form of describing events, it dso is a highly
sdective and eclectic genre which credits only those events with the status of memorable facts
that the writer deems worth recording. The function of the diary is to record and order events,
and thus to discipline redity for an individud. The unity of the diary is provided by the unity
of the writing subject. It could therefore be argued that a diay lends itsdf to psychohistory
more readily than to the writing of public higory. A diary is an exploration of a person’s
character rather than ardiable access to the pagt; it is subjective rather than objective.

It should not be overlooked that while the genre of the diay as such is dways
discontinuous, discontinuity in the case of Corbin's diary figures in other respects aso. Entire
pages are missing, while others are barely legible. The diary comes upon Pius as a fragment.
He makes atempts a recongtructing the fragmented accounts in Corbin's diary by inserting
sections between two separate entries and speculating on the possble meaning of corrupt or
dliptic syntactic ructures. An extract from The Book of Secrets can servetoilludrate this:

And this was what appeared to the new ADC as he approached the town:
fleeting glimpses caught between bush and tree and anthill — a figure draped
in white, dashing from left to right, cutting across his path in the disance. It
could have been a man in kanzu but for the black har flying, the lithe
movement, the nimble step ... then a red head-cover over the har to
complete the femade figure. So amazed was he by the sght that he had
stopped to watch. She disgppeared behind an incline, where he was told lay
the settlement ...

25 March

... a mound redly, of red earth, covered sparsdy with the predominant
vegetation of the area, namdy thorn. Soon after that gpparition disappeared,
into one sde of it, as it were, there emerged from the other sde and directly
in front of us aparty lead by awhite manin sun hemet [. . ]2

2 M.G. Vassanji, The Book of Secrets (1994; Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1997) 28-9. All references are to
this edition.
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Fus, faced with a fragmented entry, narrates a length what could have happened before
Corbin has a fleeting glimpse of the veiled woman. In order to establish cohesion, the process
of reading the diay becomes insgparable from commenting on it. Thus subsequent diary
entries require Pius to infer a possible or probable connection. Corbin's entry from 3% March
1913 mentions the Mombasa club, while the entry from the previous day ends with Corbin's
ariva in Kenya (cf. 14-6). The nexus between both events has to be filled in order to enable a
coherent gtory, and it is only Pius imaginaion tha can interpolate the gaps within Corbin’'s
discourse. The need to imagine what could have happened becomes even more pressng when
entries are separated by a considerable time span. This is illustrated by the entries of 4%
March 1913 and 17" March 1913, which in their cryptic nature demand editoria intervention
(cf. 16-22). In the firgt entry, Corbin writes about a tour around Mombasa, while in the latter
we learn that he is aready posted to the smal town of Kikono. Pius guesses that in the
meantime Corbin must have met Maynard. While his textud intervention provides this
necessxy bit of information, it should not be overlooked that it does provide it in a specific
form. For Fius presents a scenic verson of Corbin's encounter with Maynard and offers ther
conversation in direct speech. In rendering a scenic presentation of their meeting, the time of
the action and the time of the narration become identica, the ultimate effect of which is the
creation of suspense.

For Pius the writing of higory is concomitant with embedding Corbin's diary. Not
only does he fill gaps meatter-of-factly, he makes use of he means of story-telling in order to
order Corbin’'s diary, too. Pius is a scholar who becomes a narrator. Put differently, he is an
editor who cannot elide that he is dso an author, i.e. a Sory-teller. Recongtructing the history
of an East African country entails condructing a possble but of necessty fictitious context
for the fragmented diary of a colonid officer. Hitorica sources demand to be engaged with
in a subjective way 0 that fact and fiction blend and become inextricably intertwined. This is
of course problematic to the traditional historian’s mind, for incorporating congtructions into a
recongruction logicdly turns the recondruction into a congtruction, too. Such kind of textud
practice condiitutes a provocation to history as a discipling, as higoriogrgphical scholarship
becomes an act of poetic imagination. Literature and historiography are related enterprises
because both rey on related metaphors and tropes and make use of Smilar emplotment
drategies. History, grictly spesking, ceases to be an expostory form of writing because on a
deep dructure historiographicad discourse can no longer be digtinguished from narrative
discourse. That this nexus is crucid for an adequate understanding of The Book of Secretsis



not leest of al underlined by the fact that Pius Fernandes is a teacher of both history and
literature.3

The close rdationship between literature and historiography has another important
implication. While both operate with comparable patterns of narrativisation, both adso share
the same bias. As textud sources which are composed by a subject both fictiond and
historiographica sources ae representations, i.e. semiotic practices that make the world
understandable and alow access to it. The diary in The Book of Secrets epitomises the notion
that any textud representation of redity is dways dready patid and never totd. The insght
that any mimetic rendering of redlity is a futile endeavour dawns on Fius only a the end of
the nove (cf. 331-2), but the reader will have redised earlier that Corbin has by no means
captured higtorical facts. The Books of Secrets questions the very notions of historicd
objectivity, fact and truth. By inscribing a multitude of versons of events, the novel makes it
evident that Corbin’s account is not the only valid one. From the point of view of the Shams
community, Corbin has, for example, distorted the exorcisng of Mariamu by describing it as
an ingant of “ill treetment a the hands of her family” (324), while Pus representation
throughout the novel dlows for the possihility of the supernaurd. The question of what redly
happened remains undecided as wdl as undecidable, as any account of the event is informed
by a particular subject postion. Alfred Corbin's postion as a diary writer, for example, is
inflected by his datus as coloniser, as upper or middle-class British subject, as mde, as
private and public man. Striving for accuracy in representing his of necessty partid account
will not only reman in van but dso become dangerous. After dl, Fus hisgory might
reincribe Corbin's digtortions of a higtorical redity, the character of which must be dubious if
indrumentdised for any totdisng metanarrative. Historiography, as it appears in The Book of
Secrets cannot pertain to objectivity or a transcendent truth any longer.

3 For the relationship between literature and historiography see also Dominick LaCapra, History, Politics, and
the Novel (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1987) 79 and Michel de Certeau, Das Schreiben der Geschichte, trandl. Sylvia
M. Schomburg-Scherff (Frankfurt/Main: Campus Verlag, 1991) 53. Hayden White argues that “the very
distinction between real and imaginary events, basic to modern discussions of both history and fiction,
presupposes a notion of reality in which ‘the true’ isidentified with ‘the real’ only insofar as it can be shown to
possess the character of narrativity.” Hayden White, “ The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality,”
Critical Inquiry 7 (1980): 10. See also Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-
Century Europe (Batimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1973) and Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative
Discourse and Historical Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987). While White discusses
specimens of non-narrative as well as narrative historical accounts, Michel de Certeau stresses that history, like a
narrative, is always produced, i.e. man-made, and not self-evident. Every acceptable historical narration for him
must be self-reflexive. Cf. de Certeau, 62. See also Horst Steinmetz, Literatur und Geschichte: 4 Versuche
(Minchen: ludicium, 1988) 32-3. Dominick LaCapra underlines that it is not only historiography that owes to
fiction but that fiction can also borrow from history. Cf. Dominick LaCapra, “Geistesgeschichte und
Interpretation,” Geschichte Denken: Neubestimmung und Perspektiven moderner europdischer
Geistesgeschichte, transl. Hans Gunter Holl (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 1988) 71. For an overview of postmodern
historiographic theories cf. Christian Simon, Historiographie: Eine Einflihrung (Stuttgart: Ulmer, 1996) 278ff.
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Postmoderniam I1: Textudity, Episemology and Truth
The fact that Fius begins his higtoriographicd project with Corbin's thoughts and thereby
atributes documentary satus to a diay not only mirrors modern historiography’s emphasis

on socid and psychologicd higory, it is dso informed by New Higoriciam's notion of the
ubiquity of discourse® Discourse is conceived as a web of multiple strands which is to be
disentagled by the culturd critic. According to this school of thought, studying culture means
to grapple with a multitude of texts from various genres, dl of which are believed to be
informed by and to contribute to the same respective discurdve formation. In practice, this
dlows the higtoriographer to dart research practicaly anywhere. Whether she consults
novels, pamphlets, contemporary histories, letters, or diaries does not matter, The discourse to
be sudied can be agpproached through a multitude of texts dl of which are thought to be
rdated in a universe conssting of texts and intertextua connections® The Books of Secretsis
a noved tha sdf-conscioudy engages with a variety of textud sources. Preparing his higtory,
Pius does not only read Corbin's diary and letters but dso his memoirs and the manuds
indructing British colonid officers in the 1910s Through his friend and former pupil, the
higorian Sona, he aso follows up on the scholarly literature on Tanzanid's colonid period as
well as drawing on Robert Gregory's poems about Dar es Sdaam and the country of his
adoption. The fiction of H.R. Haggard is familiar to Pius from his training as a teacher, and
Romeo and Juliet becomes the foil for the fate of Patani and Parviz as wel as for the
relationship between Ali and Rita

Frequently, the sources of these texts and their genres are self-conscioudy dluded to
in Vassanji’'s novel. Thus Corbin's letters are mirrored by Pus letters to Sona, Corbin’'s
memoirs are reflected by Pius notes, and Gregory’s poems from and about exile are
counterbdanced by Vassanji's fictiond rendering of his native country. Most grikingly,
ambiguity is introduced by Pius diary echoing that of Alfred Corbin. Corbin's diay may be
the books of secrets dluded to in the title, but the fact that Pius finally abandons his project
because he cannot ducidate the secret at the heart of Corbin's diary turns his own notes and
research into a book of secrets, too. Emphasizing the essentid incompleteness of every textud
manifestation, Pius evertudly regards his scribblings as a “new book of secrets’ (331) for

* For the following cf. Moritz BaRler, “Einleitung,” New Historicism: Literaturgeschichte als Poetik der Kultur,
ed. Moritz BalJer (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 1996) 7-29.

® For an overview of the various concepts of intertextuality cf. Manfred Pfister, “Intertextuaitat,” Moderne
Literatur in Grundbegriffen, eds. Dieter Borchmeyer and Viktor Zmegac (Frankfurt/Main: Athendum, 1987)
197-200. See also Manfred Pfister, “Konzepte der Intertextualitét,” Intertextualitat: Formen, Funktionen,
anglistische Fallstudien, eds. Manfred Pfister and Ulrich Broich (Tubingen: Niemeyer, 1985) 1-30.
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anybody reading them henceforth. As the only person who definitely reads Pius notes is the
reader, Pius reading Corbin’s notes also foreshadow us going over Pius’ notes®

In working through Fius recondruction of Corbin’s condruction, any clam to truth,
i.e. the reolution of secrets, is refuted by the play of intertextudity. The notion of
independent evidence is deconstructed by the complex structure of mise-en-abime,’ of diary
pointing to diary presupposng diary. This does not only permanently unsettle and decentre
notions of authorship and origindity, another fundamental ingght of Vassanji's text is that the
secrets a the heat of the diaries and the novd are essentidly unsolvable. Sona cdls it “an
inconclusve battle’ (330). While the project of traditiona historiography relies on textud
sources which are endowed with truth value by the scholar, Vassanji grants his narrator the
decondructive ingght that dl forms of textuality ae unrdigble and truth is infinitey
deferred® His research is “a book as incomplete as the old one was, incomplete as any book
must be. A book of haf lives, patid truths conjectures, and perhaps even some mistakes’
(331-2). Texts will come down to us interpolated by generations, and they will of necessity be
grounded in ideologica formations. In a textud universe, i.e in a world conceved of as a
sgn sysem, unknowability takes on the form of unreedability. What cannot be read in
Vassanji's book, The Books of Secrets is Mariamu's story which could be said to conditute
an “Unbesimmtheitsstelle™ dlowing for different possibilities of reading as the process of
filling in gaps. The practice of reading is no longer a decoding of essentidist (because
unquestioned) truths, reading has become a performative act which alows for many equdly
acceptable clamsto truth.

Vassanji's novel is obsessed with secrets and gaps. As an andyticd novel, The Book
of Secrets digplays dements of the classicd detective story.’® ‘Classic’ detective fiction (as
opposed to the hard-boiled school of Hammett, Chandler, and Wooalrich) relies on myderies
and secrets to prope the plot. In Doyl€'s and Sayers novels, for ingtance, the end of the plot

6 Cf. Shane Rhodes, “Frontier Fiction: Reading Books in M.G. Vassanji’s The Book of Secrets,” ARIEL 29.1
1998): 187.

g For on overview of miseen-abime in postmodern fiction cf. Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London:
Methuen, 1987) 124.

8 Cf. Derrida: “This was the moment when language invaded the universal problematic, the moment when, in the
absence of a center or origin, everything became discourse — provided we can agree on this word — that isto say,
a system in which the central signified, the original or transcendental signified, is never absolutely present
outside a system of differences. The absence of the transcendetal signified extends the domain and the play of
signification infinitely.” Jacques Derrida, “ Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,”

Modern Criticismand Theory: A Reader, ed. David Lodge, 10" ed. (1988; London: Longman, 1997) 110.

® Wolfgang Iser, Der Akt des Lesens: Theorie asthetischer Wirkung, 39 ed. (1976; Minchen: Wilhelm Fink,
1990) 267ff.

101t should however not be assumed that Vassanji plays off elements of detective fiction in order to bridge
popular and high-brow culture. Cf. Ledlie Fiedler, “Uberquert die Grenze, Schlieft den Graben! Uber die
Postmoderne,” Wege aus der Moderne: Schliisseltexte der Postmoderne-Diskussion, ed. and transl. Wolfgang
Welsch, 2" ed. (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1994) 57-74.
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is, roughly spesking, aso the resolution of the secret!? In contrast to that, postmodern texts
such as Augter’s City of Glass, Eco's The Name of the Rose or Pynchon's The Crying of Lot
49 ress such a nexus. Here the exhaustion of the plot does not bring about the esolution of
the secret. Frequently, the secrets are not resolved and retain thelr status as secrets, clues are
deceptive, and leads turn out to be red herrings. Posmodern fiction mimics the pattern of
detective fiction in that the disclosure of secrets iemains inconclusve and leads into an aporia
The only exploration worthwhile seems to be the exploration of sdif, and even this endeavour
does not seem to adway's guarantee success.

In pogmodern fiction the andytic Sructure of the traditional detective nove roughly
takes on the ancient form of the quest, dbet in a very different form. In medieavd verse
narative the quest involves a journey which is embarked upon in the context of a specific
setting. The setting out of a hero takes place in the context of a court culture informed by the
vaues of chivary, honour and deference. The hero's journey is motivated by an outward
dimulus, eg. adventures and romances, however, in the course of the journey, the origina
purpose turns in on itsdf and the ultimate god becomes a longing for the grace of a
metaphysica presence, i.e a Chrisian God. Posmodern novels, such as Pynchon's The
Crying of Lot 49, parody the journey motif in that adventure and love as moatives for the
journey are replaced by the execution of a will. Thus the redigtribution of wedth in a capitdist
context deflates the high idedls of a premodern society. Moreover, Oedipa Maas, recaling her
Greek namesake, is engaged in a search that findly turns into a search of her sdlf. In marked
contrast to medieavd narratives, the search for both inward and outward goas is not deemed
essentidist but reveded to be libidinous instead. Oedipa's longing for coherence and meaning
and her desire for closure provoke questions which must remain unanswered in a postmodern,
posreligious, poshistorical universe. Instead of a transcendent ggnifier addressng  the
subject in need, Oedipa is faced with a metaphysica void symbolised by an open end and the
secrets of Rerce Inverarity’s will. The Crying of Lot 49 defies any clams to truth as wdl as
any pleasure of reading for a plot. While Vassanji's novel is not as radica in parodying
traditiona literary motifs as early postmodern fiction,*? the longing of hobby historian Pius
for higtorica truth is asearch which resembles that of the detective and is equdly informed by
desire. As Pius himself admits, both are inextricably connected:

M For Roland Barthes secrets are characteristic of literature in general: “Obviously it is in the interest of every
narrative to delay the solution to the enigma it poses, since that solution will toll its death-knell as a narrative.”
Roland Barthes, “Textual Analysis. Poe's ‘Vademar,”” Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, ed. David
Lodge, 10" ed. (London: Longman, 1997) 193.

12| havein mind in particular the fiction of Thomas Pynchon, John Barth, or Donald Barthelme.
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But the story doesn't end here, of course. Questions remain. Like a snoop |
mugt follow the threads, expose them in al ther connections and
possibilities, weave them together. What dse is a higorian but a snoop? But
no, the urge is dronger. Like a bloodhound | will follow the tral the diay
leaves. Much of it is bloody; it's blood that endures. (91)

Fus will to knowledge is a lusful activity promigng the satisfaction of coheson and
coherence in a world characterised by Habermas  shibboleth of the “neue
Unilbersichtlichkeit” and the dtdemate of Gehlen's posthistoire™® However, Pius will to
knowledge is dso a will to power, for knowing the past implies having mastery over it. This
notwithstanding, Vassanji problematises Pius archaeology of knowledge by showing how the
intention of truthfully recounting the past can turn into a fetish. Like other postmodern novels,
The Book of Secrets tekes issue with the notion of truth as such and debunks its
episemological vaue. By recourse to Pius development as a character throughout the book,
Vassanji’s novel enlightens us about the delusory character of so-caled truths Digplaying an
awareness of the lesson of pogstructurdism/posmodernism, Pius a the end of the nove
redises that truth dways escgpes an andyticad grid. He gives up on his historiography of the
past by admitting to its opacity.

The Book of Secrets is not only a detective novel by way of its form or merdy a
posmodern parody of the quest in its naraor's futile desre for meaning and closure.
Vassanji’s text is dso a spy nove, which teems with agents and double agents. During the
time of World War |, Maynard spies for the British, while Hamid, and afterwards Juma, are
undercover agents for the Germans. The pedlar Abddla carries information for both sdes, the
adbino Fumfrati is a double agent spying for British and German intdligence, too. All of the
central characters of Pius representation of East Africa in the 1910s are engaged in creeting,
sling and deivering information, or in buying, probing and discarding it. Everyone is
involved in the production and dissemination of knowledge, ad the confuson this entalls for
characters and readers is deliberate. Neither the former nor the latter can distinguish between
information and disnformation, can tel gat the important from the unimportant. The spy
motif continues Pius hidoriographical  obsesson with truth. For it is truth, abet not
higoricd truth which dl are efter, and it is Sories that al come up with:

Encrusted in foul dirt, and hiding the secrets of an enemy army, these bits of
information would be sniffed a by Maynard, the Fis — what an apt name,

13 ¢f. Arnold Gehlen, “Uber kulturelle Kristallisation,” Wege aus der Moderne: Schiiisseltexte der Postmoderne-
Diskussion, ed. Wolfgang Welsch, 2" ed., (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1994) 133-44.
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because the hyena is dso an indiscriminate scavenger — who would piece
together atruth, a story, the secrets of the enemy. (154)

Obvioudy, Pius scholarly research and the spying and prying differ in that spying does not
give pleasure to the carriers of information, such as Pipa, who is forcefully recruited by both
sdes. Unlike a more famous Indian character in British literature, soying for Pipa is not “the
Grest Game’ which may entail dangers but aso offers an opportunity to prove onesdf as a
man (as wdl as an Englishman). Pipa does not have the resources to live with ambivaence,
Kim, however, magters dangerous Stuations playfully. Due to his hybrid nature, Kim can
enjoy masguerade, role-playing and the switching of identities. By virtue of his socidisation
(but dso through his genetic dispostion) is idedly suited for a podtion of the ‘same-but-not-
quite¢ (Bhabha). While Pipa and the Shamss are in-between againgt their will, Kim becomes
a go-between. The difference is crucid. If Kim is a loner who can &ffiliate with opposite Sdes
grategicaly, Pipa is atached to his community whose occupation as shopkeepers means that
they are in need of a fixed abode and the continuing support of the colonia administration
While Kim's didocated exisence makes him the ided spy, Pipa’s insecure postion makes
him inflexible Drawvn into both the British and Gemans radicd wills to truth, spying
becomes dangerous for Pipa and the community he has married into. In The Book of Secretsit
isonly Maynard who profits from working for intdligence (cf. 118).

Summing up, the futility of the desre of higtorian-detective Pius and that of spies like
Maynard to probe into secrets and to disclose truths has philosophica repercussons. In the
context of postmodernism’'s questioning of epistemologies, truth as such has become a
problematic concept. Totalisng clams as to the truthrvaue of unifying master narrdives are
discredited, and objectivity is no longer a given. Instead, the petit recits, the loca and private
higories ae moved to the centre of criticd atention, and those margindised and
discriminated agang are endowed with a voice. Higtories are no longer regarded as flawed
only because they are inflected by a particular gender postion, or discredited because they
focus on a smdl ethnic community. Indead, representations of the hitherto neglected Other
ae cdebrated. An attempt is made to see the Other in hisher own right and no longer
indrumentdise  himher for the condruction of a monolithic metropolitan, patriarchd,
copitdigt identity. This essentidly postmodern enterprise of rehabilitating difference accepts
the dilemma of representation, i.e. the imposshility of ever capturing the ‘red thing' in any
kind of 9gn system.
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Posmodernism I11: Silence, Story, History

Although Pius abandons his higtoriographical project, the possbility of writing histories is not
ruled out as such. In the absence of higorica truth, there is a choice between withdrawing to a
fadig pogtion informed by the futility of any representationd endeavour and looking for
other forms of condructing meaning. The Book of Secrets offers two dternatives of

congtructing meaning. The firg one condgts in forgetting, the second one in remembering; the

latter position is associated with Pius, the former with Rita

Intruding into other lives, discloang ther private character and arbitrarily connecting
them s0 as to arive a an dlegedly truthful story is presumptuous to Rita She holds that to
cam that it is possble to explan other people's lives is hubris, epecidly if one does not
understand one's own. Ingnuaing that Fus is latently homosexud, Rita confronts Fius with a
blank spot in his own biography. Her point is that not everything can/must be known about
one's own life as well as about the lives of others Rita advises Pius againg prying into the
lives of others and illudtrates her point metaphoricdly: Rita accuses Pius  project of
shdlowness and, by implication, of gpeculation, when she mantans that his “higory is
surface” (297). The questionable epistemologica vaue of Fus higory is underlined by the
orientationdl  metaphor of TRUTH IS DEPTH.}* Because an essentidist, i.e a solid and
reliable account of past events is precluded by the very naure of representation,
representations as such have become dubious. Thus far from ceebrating postmodern
(aunfiction,®™ Ritds function is to citicize the methodologicd shortcomings of  Pius
higtoriographical project. While Pius access to the past is likened to vison, the semictic
vaue of the picture he is congructing of the past is limited according to Rita because the parts
that the picture is made up of are in themsdves pictures which are in themsdves pictures
agan and so forth. As “each dot is infinity” (297), truth is never arrived a but deferred in an
infinite regress. Drawing on chaos theory, Rita suggests tha there is too much complexity in
red life to be ever captured in representations. The logicd concluson for her is to dispense
with representations atogether.

Fus pogtion fundamentdly differs from that of Rita While the difference of the
Other is not necessarily an obstacle impossible to overcome for Fius, for Rita it most certainly
is. While Pius comes to bedieve in the truth of the poetic imagination, Rita condemns the
imagination as speculation and as unethica because it intrudes into other people's privacy and

14 On orientational metaphors cf. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (1980; Chicago:
Chicago UP, 1994) 14.

15 Cf. Raymond Federman, Surfiction: Der Weg der Literatur. Hamburger Poetik-Lektionen, transl. Peter
Torberg (1991; Frankfurt/Main: Edition Suhrkamp, 1992).
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has the potentid to harm. While Pius narrates a story, Rita argues for forgetfulness Rita is
influenced by Pipa whose atitude towards the diary changes from worship to burid, from
voice to dlence. For Rita, the project of giving voice is immora and should be abandoned in
favour of an ethics of dlence. This ethics figures as an explicit rgection of dory-tdling: “Let
it lie, this past. The diary and the stories that surround it are mine now, to bury” (298). While
Pius believes that the past should be represented (even if it cannot be fully known), Rita draws
a diamericdly opposed concluson: “Of course the past matters, that is why we have to bury
it sometimes. We have to forget to be adle to start again” (298). Whereas Pius assumes that
his archaeology of knowledge is beneficid, Rita rgects the higtoriographicd practice of
uncovering/discovering and demands that the past be laid to rest. By way of metaphorica
consgtency it is indicated that for her the past should be removed as far as possible from the
here and now (BURIAL IS FORGETTING, FORGETTING AND BURIAL ARE DEEP,
DEEP IS REMOVED). To Rita's mind, it is more important for those about to forge for
themsdves a new life to look towards the future and not into the past. Metaphoricdly, the
new is approached from the outside, while the old should not be pried into.

Within the perspective of the novel, Pius pogtion prevails over Ritas. The past
according to Pius should be represented because it can offer meaning: “And so | would
condruct a higory, a living tapestry to join the past to the present, to defy the blistering
shimmering dusty budle of city life outdade which makes trandents of us dl” (8). The wish to
oppose trandence is a wish for transcendence; it reflects the desire to order the events in such
a way as to shape posshilities of identification. History is to provide an anchoring in tradition
and togetherness deemed indispensable in fighting dienation and isolation. In his opinion that
an awareness of the past is crucid for coping with the present and the future, Pius is seconded
by Sona, who tedtifies that he “has dways ralled — given the opportunity — againg the lack of
a sense of higory in us’ (92), but dso, for example, by Corbin who in the 1960s writes a
memoir about histimein East Africa(cf. 327).

While a mgority of characters dress the necessty of representing the past, an
interesting point in Vassanji’s novel is how exactly the past should be remembered. At the
end of The Book of Secrets Pus pogtion is characterised by the indght into the limitations of
his higtoriographica project. Making a case for ahistory of respect and dignity, he says.

What better homage to the past than to acknowledge it thus, rescue it and
recregte it, without presumption of judgment, and as honestly, though
perhaps as incompletely as we know ourselves, as pat of the life of which
wedl areapart? (332)
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As incompleteness and subjectivity inevitably shape representations, a possble solution lies,
in a kind of account which makes use of the means of fiction. Apart from the ingght into the
epigemologica doubts of research and writing that Vassanji reflects, the novel advocates the
trandformation of postmodern doubts and dilemmas in the process of narativisaion.
Furthermore, paying homage to the past rather than fixing it dogmaticaly implies that the
writing subject accepts the subjectivity of his gory. If there is a ‘truth’ to be had from a
history, it will be a subjective truth, a truth that depends on the writer's abilities, needs and
perspective. Thirdly, paying homage to the past adequately dso implies the idea of a higory
as an open text. In other words, dthough Pus initidly has a persond reason for writing his
higtory, any historiographica work according to the nove’s perspective should be democrétic
in that it dlows for various readings and interpretations. While it has been pointed out in the
previous section that the writer of a diary edtablishes an idiosyncratic order, this holds aso
true for the respective reader. For Fius and his recondruction of Corbin's diary the unity of
the writing subject is eventudly replaced by the unity of the reading subject. It goes without
saying tha the account of this reading will, like dl other so-caled objective accounts, be a
fiction. But the point is that it is a more legitimate one because it does not deny its fictiond
character. Moreover, because it is open to multiple interpretations, it subscribes to a plurdist
atitude and thereby resds incorporation into a hegemonid master-discourse. Fourthly,
higtoriography as homage to the past should not merdy be democratic in that it alows for
subjective readings. It adso should be democratic in that it includes as many voices as
possble. The plurdig vison of The Book of Secrets emphasizes the importance of including
voices that have not been represented previoudy. Giving voice to those hitherto marginaised
has particular relevance to the postcolonia implications of the nove, and it is towards these
that | will turn to in the following.

Sories, Magic, and the Body, or: Postcolonialism?

The Book of Secrets is a polyphonic novel offering a variety of dories, eg. Corbin's, Rita’s,
RPus, Ritds and Ali’'s. While Vassanji’s novd presents us with a plurdity of voices because
it has interndised an important lesson of postmodernism, i.e that only a plurdig vison can

goproximate to something like a ‘true representation, it is worth bearing in mind that the
abundance of voices presented in the novel ae overtly or covertly consructed by Pius
Fernandes. Pius textud intervention is comparaivey dight with Ritads tde, while his
editorid intruson into the stories of the other characters is greatest with that of Alfred Corbin.
Aswill be seen, thisis by no means a coincidence.
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As a formaly colonised subject, Pius Fernandes reads a coloniser’s text agangt the
grain. By filling in the ggps of the Englishman's diary Fus dismantles colonid discourse from
within. He undoes Corbin's discourse by interpreting gaps as contradictions and decentring
the text as the product of a unified subject. Pius engages in a powerful textud practice when
he drategicdly appropriates the coloniser’s voice. By way of dedroying the authenticity of
Corbin's textua manifedtation, he does to the colonisr what has been done to many a
colonised people before A dlencing of (indigenous) voice and thus a margindisation of
(ntive) culture. In this way, Pius engagement with Corbin is dso a settlement of accounts
that asserts a new culturd dominance and sdf-confidence for postcolonid Tanzania as a
nation The book of secrets is a poetic revenge directed againgt those responsble for political
injustice’® However, this is not the end of the story. For wheress Pius metonymicdly
deconstructs coloniaism by debunking one of its core tools, i.e. the book,}’ his destruction of
the surface structure of Corbin's diary results in the congtruction of a new text, a new ory.
Thisisof consderable importance for an evauation of the novel asawhole.

The reaionship between Pius and Corbin is complex. The Book d Secrets does not
only point towards the difference of the Other and the episgemologicd troubles involved in
engaging with him/her. It dso suggeds padles between the coloniser and the colonised,

which become evident once the narrative surface of the novd is taken into consderation:

He knew it to be four o'clock when the rich and rising cry of the brave muezzin
ralied agang the thick darkness. Such a desolate cry of the human soul in the
vast universe. Was there an answer, a response? And then he Shamds preparing
for their mosque. They were a hardy lot, who could maich the early Chrigtians in
their zealousness. (52)

FPius representation blurs the boundary between the comment of an omniscient narrator and
free indirect speech.!® While the missng copula (second and fourth sentence), the
interjectiond character (second sentence), the paralelism (third sentence) and the conjunction
with “and” (fourth sentence) suggest a shift from an omniscient narrator (fird sentence) to a
persond one, any clear digtinction between passages of omniscient and persond naration is
impossible. Both cannot be separated because the only criterion for determining either mode
of naraion is the use of the third person paticiple While this might condtitute andytica

18 For Rhodes, books in The Book of Secrets become the “simulacra of larger national and colonial scuffles.”
Rhodes, “Frontier Fiction,” 187.

7 On the importance of the book for the colonial enterprise and for the postcolonial challenging of colonialism
cf. Paul Goetsch, “Die Macht des Buches in kolonialer und postkolonialer Literatur,” Fiktion und Geschichte in
der anglo-amerikanischen Literatur, eds. Rudiger Ahrens and FritzWilhelm Neumann (Heidelberg: Winter,
1998) 515.

18 For adifferent reading cf. Rhodes, “Frontier Fiction,” 184.
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problems, the momentum of undecidability is, however, of consgderable attraction for literary
discourse because it creates narrative irony and ambivaence. It is precisely such an ambiguity
that lies a the heart of The Book of Secrets By employing free indirect speech, Vassanji
suggests that Pius is not only commenting on Corbin's diary; he is ds0 placing himsdf in
Corbin’'s mind and presents us with his thoughts. In other words, in the passage quoted above,
Fus imagindion dgnds tha he a least patly, identifies with Alfred Corbin. This is not
aurprisng a dl, when linked to the redevant socio-cultura context of East African societies at
that time. As a Chrigtian and as an educated man Pius in East Africa may quite possbly fed
closer to te British than to the Africans. Both Pius and Corbin share an outsder satus, which
aso links them to the isolated Shams community. As Smatel explains

Vassanji [. . .] is not interested in congtructing a discourse overtly oppostiond to
the colonial one. This certainly has something to do with the position occupied by
the Eagt Africen Adans in the recidly layered colonid sysem where they were
more part of the colonising structure than a colonised people.*®

The hybrid character of Vassanji’s novel as a colonid as well as a postcolonid text is not only
an dtempt a underganding the latter out of the conditions of the former without, however,
taking on the form of a postcolonid reckoning with the British pagt; rather it is indicative of a
paradox of postmodernism, i.e. the double encoding of culturd manifestations as both
subversive of and complicit with what they criticize?® Pius does not display an activist stance
towards a former oppressor, a postion usualy associated with postcolonidism. While he
decongtructs notions of authenticity and authorship, there can be no denying the fact tha his
engagement with a coloniser’'s diary is no decongtruction of empire?! Rather, the stance Pius
adopts towards a colonisr is ambivaent. His attitude towards Corbin and Britain is
characterised by identification and distance a the same time, thereby displaying a complexity
of fedings which is troublesome for an activist polemic or ideologicd attack agangt a former

19 Tirop Peter Simatei, The Novel and the Politics of Nation Building in East Africa (Bayreuth: Bayreuth African
Studies 55, 2001) 82.

20 Cf. Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmoder nism (London: Routledge, 1989) 142.

2L Cf. also Shane Rhodes: “We cannot say for instance that Fernandes' narrativeissimply areverse discourse, in
the Foucauldian sense, and an inversion of some slave/master hierarchy. This would necessarily ignore not only
Fernandes's particular appropriation but the special relationship that Indians in East Africa have had with the
British colonizers as being both ruled subjects but also an important part of the colonizing structure itself.”

Rhodes, “Frontier Fiction,” 182. Pius story defies categorisation as counter-discursive for another reason, too.
His identification with Corbin may in part be due to Corbin’s moderate administration in the context of the
British system of Indirect Rule, an important part of the colonising structure Rhodes refers to. For an account of
the objectives of Indirect Rule and its architect Lord Lugard cf. Wolfgang KlooR3, Die englische Kulturpolitik
und die Tragik des Kulturkonflikts in den Afrikaromanen von Joyce Cary (Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang, 1976) 74-
97.
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coloniser.?? Taking Pius Fernandes development as a character as point of departure, Pius
might be sad to mature from pogcolonidism to pogmodernism. In this context it is only
fitting that Pius, at the end of the novd, should no longer be driven by the wish to track down
agency, a sep regarded as crucid by many a postcolonid novel concerned with working
through the past in an atempt a nation-building. Abandoning the desire to remember who did
wha to whom is not only not postcolonid, it is informed by posmodernism and its distrust of
traditional modes of producing ‘knowledge' instead.

All the arguments put forth above notwithstanding, there can be no doubt that in the
find andyss The Book of Secrets does reflect sgnificant parts of the postcolonid agenda In
this context, it is noteworthy that Pius decondruction of textudity <ill comes up with (the
condruction of) a text that alows to identify concerns which are generdly linked to the
postcolonia project. For M.G. Vassanji and other writers from the former Commonwesdth
story-telling and ordity are particularly important for the postcoloniad project: “Not only must
he [the postcolonia author] recreste, he must tell [sic].”®® In accordance with the role
Vassnji assgns to the postcolonid writer, Pius aso becomes “a preserver of the collective
tradition, afolk historian and myth maker.”>* A casein point isriddles.

Riddles can be concaved as a form of ord literature orgjecting indigenous African
culture(s). Riddles are culture-specific short tdes providing entertainment and  indght.
Besdes a didactic dimendon, they display a diginct community dement in that they require
the participation of an audience with which to interact. Ther ord character makes them
flexible and mutable as well as fleeting (cf. 58). In order to save them from oblivion, they
must be inscribed into a textud manifestation, which may be the postcolonia novel. The Book
of Secrets is a good example. What is not understood because it is dien to a culture, eg. the
Great War, is made accessble by way of naraive (cf. 109-10). Riddles thus inscribe an
indigenous and therefore dterndive epigemology and become metonymic of culturd
difference. They offer a way for a culture to assert itsdf in an oppressve colonid gtuation.
Interegtingly, riddies by way of their Otherness also contribute to the centrd concern of the
nove with secrets. Riddles share an important property with secrets in that both rey on

22 assanji's novel here lends itself to a Bachtinian analysis. According to Bakhtin the novel presents us with a
multitude of voices which are orchestrated in a dialogical relation to each other. Ideological formations are

countered by the subversive force of voices not totally under the artist’s control. Thisis precisely what happens
to Pius when trying to write a history that is really a piece of fiction. He fails to (re)construct an ideological,

because monoalithic, history of Tanzania because the voices he includes refuse to be subordinated under the logic
of his history/story. Cf. Michail Bachtin, Die Asthetik des Wortes, ed. Rainer Griibel, transl. Rainer Griibel and
Sabine Reese (Frankfurt/Main: Edition Suhrkamp, 1979) 165.

23 \/assanji, “The Postcolonial Writer,” 64.

24 \/assanji, “ The Postcolonial Writer,” 63.
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something which is not known but is subject to a desire to know on the part of those faced
with either of the two. In contrast to secrets, riddles are posed and suggestions as to their
possble solution meet with an answer by the person posing the riddle. While secrets are
characterised by the wish to retan information by the parties involved, story-telers posing
riddies usudly only defer the solution in order to creste sugpense. Attempts at disclosing
secrets as well as the posing of riddles are stories. The latter, however, are stories informed by
a sene of community, which is cruciad to many a postcolonid atempt a recovering lost
origins.

Riddles are not the only genre by way of which Vassanji inscribes indigenous culture,
The Book of Secrets adso foregrounds proverbs and myths as ways of making sense of the
world. The outbresk of World War |, for example, is not only talked about in terms of riddles
in order to underline the cryptic qudity of warfare on that scde, the uneasy postion of the
indigenous African and Indian cultures, among them the Shamds is dso epitomised by the
metaphorica speech of proverbs. “How do the little people fare in a war between big powers?
In answer, the Swahili proverb says, “When two dephants fight, it is the grass that suffers’
(149). Pus representation of indigenous African and Indian redity accounts for the
mythopoeic qudity of dternative ways of dructuring redity. Mythopoeic means tha the
dtories told tend “to create or recreate certain narratives which human beings take to be crucid
to their understanding of the world”?®> An example of how the Shamss tak about German
British hodtility can serveto illudirate my point:

The German man-of-war Konigsberg prowled the ocean from Lamu to
Kilwa with its fearsome guns, appearing like a specire in the mis and
destroying British warships. The terible German demoness Bibi Madkia
went around with a troop of her own, gppearing from behind hills and trees
to wresk havoc on British forces, leaving hacked, mangled bodies behind,
especidly of the white settler troops. (150)

Indigenous riddles, proverbs, and other stories in The Book of Secrets explain the world in a
way which is dien to a European or American readership. The terror of warfare is understood
in the terms which are a the digposa of the indigenous culture, in this case the world of
goirits and demons. Needless to say that the indigenous belief in an animidic universe is
radicaly different from Western approaches towards the world; in an act of subverson,

Vassanji’'s novel inscribes different culturad  practices in order to counter the rationdist

25 |_awrence Coupe, Myth (London: Routledge, 1997) 4.
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rationde of colonid discourse. Other voices, which are dso voices of Otherness, undermine
the hegemonic discourse and preclude an unproblematical reading of the world.

Smilar to the aundance of foreign words and indigenous terms which the text is
replete with, magic in The Book of Secrets becomes an indicator of cultura difference.
Comparable to foreign words that are indicators of resstant and wayward Otherness in that
they cannot be trandated adequatdly, magic in Vassanji’s novel points to a culturd resource
which cannot be mastered by colonid discourse®® When Corbin  complains  that
“adminigration’s dl right [. . .] but how the devil do you ded with another culture's ghosts?’
(72), he reflects the complexity of other/Other epistemologies the coloniser is faced with and
confused by. The diachronic perspective of the text reveds that he has not managed to ded
with them effectivdy a dl. Corbin's rationdigic adminisration and the traces British
colonidism have vanished and not left a mark on Tanzanian society, while the power of
magic has prevalled and continues to exert a strong influence on people. A case in point is
Feroz, for whom the supernaturd is unfdteringly strong and continues to be a vitd and
envigorating agpect of indigenous East African culture (cf. 95). A case in point is dso Pius
textua intervention in Corbin's diary detalling a passage about the Englishman’s recovery
from a serious fever. Corbin's assessment of his own illness is characterised by Western
rationdism. After he has come down with blackwater fever, the mukhi and an exorcist
compete with a loca doctor and Mrs. Baley for Corbin's recovery. For Corbin himsdf the
exorcist has had no share in his cure: “I did not believe in his powers, of @urse” (82). For
Pius, however, the madim is the one who redly saves Corbin. The exorcist prays over the
brandy, while Mrs. Baley is aisent and mimics praying over the water during the time she is
present in the room. Mrs. Bailey, who does not trust the madim, throws away the water, while
Corbin drinks “the brandy, with its promise of recovery” (83). Pius representation of the
event draegicaly mentions the maalim's trick a the end, thereby relying on the discourse's
end weght principle in order to indnuate the redity of magic in Corbin's life. Corbin's
recovery can inscribe magic as trait of indigenous culture in such a powerful way because
Corbin does indeed survive the fever, which, given the seriousness of his illness, is something
0 unlikely that it borders on the supernatural. Moreover, Pius underscores the truth value of
Alfred Corbin's magic recovery/recovery by magic by suggesting that he has independent
evidence. Countering the novel’s poststructuraist doubts about the rdiability of textudity, it
is the body that becomes proof of the existence of magic.

26 That iswhy reading magic psychologically, as Ball does, misses Vassanji’s point. Cf. Ball, “Locating,” 92.
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The body as a register of experience conditutes an dternative way of knowing that
runs counter to the Enlightenment tradition o influentid in the Western world. The
physcdity of the body as sensor indicates immediacy and thus suggests evidence beyond
rationdist categories. In the example aove, it is only Pus representation of Corbin's
recovery which suggests the success of the madim’'s cure. Playing off Clifford Geertz notion
of culture as texttextum,?’ Vassanji's dso reveds the pitfdls of the interpretative turn in
cultura  anthropology. Culturd  anthropology’s paradigm  of the reedability of culturd
manifestations as bass for an understanding of the Other is reflected criticdly in The Books of
Secrets As the body of the Other is a Sgn which can be read in more ways than one, the body
becomes as much a source of underdanding as of misunderganding, hence even a ‘thick
description’ might misfire. The body of Mariamu, for example, both ethnic and sexua Other
for Pius, escapes definite interpretations: Who has murdered her? Who has reped her? Has she
redly lost her virginity prior to marriage (after al there is a trickle of blood)? Is blood an
indicator of the proper consumption of a marriage? (cf. 121) If she had an dffair, did she have
it with Corbin or with someone ese? Did Mariamu become pregnant from Corbin and would
thus have born Ali as the representative of a new, hybrid generation?”® Is Aku's dlegedly
lighter skin colour a rdigble indicator for an affar of his mother with a European? All of
these questions are raised because the body conditutes a sgn that demands a reading.
However, as any answver is of necesdty speculative, only agpproximations to the ‘truh’ can
ever exid. Harking back to an earlier argument, one could also say that in its resstance to
definite readings the body is a secret (and not ariddle).

The supernaturd is not only insrumentdised agangt the former British colonisers
Fus imagnes Maiamu as a spirit communicating with Pipa after she has died. Whether
Mariamu redly exigs as a spirit is far less centrd than the fact that even as a spirit Mariamu
refuses to yield her secret to Pipa, who asks her the (to him) al-important question “to which
she would give no answer” (212). The supernaturd in The Book of Secrets does not Smply
sgnd culturd Otherness, it dso suggests that intercultural understanding might be impossible
because underganding the Other is put into question in generd. In that sense, magic functions
as a reminder of the epigemological differences between different cultures. The impossibility

of ever knowing the Other serves a postcolonid am insofar as it strengthens another culture's

27 ¢f. Philip Smith, Cultural Theory: An Introduction (Malden: Blackwell, 2001) 198-201.
28 Cf. Simon Lewis, “Impossible Domestic Situations: Questions of Identity and Nationalism in the Novels of
Abdulrazak Gurnah and M.G. Vassanji,” Thamyris 6 (1999): 226.
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reslience againg acts of appropriation. A radicdly posmodern episemologica critique is
thus applied to postcolonia usage®

There is no denying that The Book of Secrets explores the intricacies of knowing. If it
has been implied above that the body provides episemologica certainty to the person
experiencing with hisher own body, this assumption requires qudification now. While
Mariamu’'s body conditutes an instance of the unreadability of the Other for Fipa, the nove
adso rases the question whether the body truly enables a knowledge of the sdf. As Rita
suggests a the end of the noved, Pius does not know himsdf and thus should not presume to
know othergOthers. Neglecting to teke issue with the didectic that Rita advocates for an
epistemology of the Other, The Book of Secrets suggedts that she is not completely mistaken
in her judgement of Pius. The quaity of the reationship between Pius and Gregory cannot be
specified by Pius Fernandes when he remembers an evening at his friend’ s house:

Of that moment | remember a feding of didocation, a sense of empathy; a
feding of beng utterly done, with another human being in my ams The
sound of wavesin the distance. An occasiona car on the road outside.

It was the next morning when | |eft; he was ill in bed; fast adeep. (310)

While Pius remembers that both have “reconciled and touched” (311), he is not sure what to
make of it, i.e. how to interpret the Sgns registered on his body: “Was it because | was afraid
of what more there was, or could have been? | honestly don't know” (311). Vassanji's
scepticism and  didrust of conventiond methods of ‘knowing’ is so pervasve that even the
certainty granted by the body is questioned. In Pius case the body only registers Gregory’s
touch, but he does not clarify his feding for him. At this point, even the body cannat fill in dl
the gaps. A Freudian reading would have no trouble in identifying Corbin's behaviour as an
indance of represson. In other words, while the body sgnds Pius that he finds Gregory
atractive, the super-ego exerts its influence on Pius faculty of reason s0 that mords and
conventions (which Gregory does not have to pay atention to in the colonies) preclude giving
in to the indlinaions of the body. It is driking that the most important part of the account of
his night with Gregory is missing, something which is indicated typographicaly by the text's
paragraphing. Pius fades out the experience of the body and subconscioudy veils the ‘truth’
about his sexua orientation to others but dso, and this is crudd, to himsdf. Thus it is fitting
that he should describe his rdationship to Gregory as a “a long friendship that 1 could never
quite explain” (233). While for the most pat The Book of Secrets subscribes to the importance

29 |n contrast to this, Ball thinks that magic cannot be read as an element which throws into question the text’s
postmodern implications. Cf. Ball, “Locating,” 92.
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of the body as counter-discursve device in the context of a postcolonid writing back,
ironicaly, in Flus s caseit is mind over matter once again.

The andyds has thus come full cirde Stating out with Pius textuad practice in his
attempt a recongtructing Corbin's diary, the analysis has returned to the narrator of Vassanji’s
novel. His gender orientation dlows the concluson that his wel-meaning interpolation of
Corbin's diay cannot be exclusvey explaned by the effiliation of a colonid with a British
colonid adminidrator. Both his nationd identification as wdl as his sexud inclingtion are not
reflected upon. Possbly, Pius political project of writing a postcolonid history is undermined
by an identification which is of an entirdy privaie naure. This, of course, would question a

reading of Vassanji’s nove as postcolonia in the conventional sense.

Higtories, Communities, and the Diaspora, or: Pogtcoloniaism

The poststructuralist doubts expressed a the beginning and end of The Book of Secrets affect
the reading of the main pat of the book, i.e. Pius atempt a naraing Tanzanias hisory
from the beginning of the Great War to the end of the 1980s. While it is true that the middlie
pat of the novd does not digplay authorid interruptions and sef-conscious reflections

metefictiondly laying bare the novd’s dructure as wel as the process of its congruction, the
frame of The Book of Secrets does not dlow the reader to forget the premises of Pius
higtoriographical endeavour. After the authenticity and rdiability of dl textud manifesations
have been undermined beyond recuperation, Pius verson of Tanzanias colonid and
postcolonid  history cannot aspire to universa truth any longer but is characterised by the
particularity of any writing subject. This is underlined by the fact that Fius is confronted with
the intruson of his biography into the higory of Tanzania, which he st out to research
conscientioudy and objectively:

There are many paths to choose from. And no one path is quite like any
other, none of them will return to quite where it began. The path one tekes is
aurely in large messure pure accident; but in equa messure, it must be
determined by predispostion. And 0 | know, am forewarned. Ultimately
the story istheteller's, it smine. (92)

Reflecting the postmodern truism that the private and the political are interchangegble, the
nationd higory he is about to write infringes on his persona higory. The naraing subject
becomes himsdf narrated and the novel describes a circular trgectory. What began with
Corbin's diay, ended with Corbin's and Gregory's letters, both of which are text types
characterised by ther personad and intimate naure. Thus what dated out as
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biography/autobiography and continued as public history eventualy ends up as autobiography
agan. lronicaly enough, the middle pat of the nove naraing Tanzenias higory is a sory
without references, while the private dories of those margindly involved in its shgping are
exceptiondly well documerted, even if the documentary Staus of these sources is in itsdf
questionable.

But while the exploration of the diay has confronted Fus with episemologicd
uncertainty, the middle sections of the nove are narated in a markedly different way. One
ghould emphasze that they are narrated, which means that having accepted the impossbility
of higoricd truth, the only way of establishing coherence and, by extenson, meaning, is for
Pius to rey on the means of gory-tdling. If The Book of Secrets can be called a postcolonia
novel despite the posistructurdist scepticism it displays, then this is due to the fact that at this
dage of the nove sdf-conscious postmodern narration gives way to a more ‘reaist’ mode of
narration, without, however, subscribing to the assumptions of totdity, mimess and truth
traditionally bound up with the concept.*°

The action of the novel oscillates between British East and German East Africa,
thereby indicating that postcoloniad Tanzanian identity is grounded in a double colonisation.®!
This double colonisation, or, if one were to put it more pogtively, Tanzania's culturd as wdl
as multiculturd history, is presented by Vassanji in a way that displays affinity to the nationd
dlegory, which Jameson regards as the predominant mode of postcolonid narration.?
Although not subscribing to that form of (postcolonia) writing to such a degree as Rushdi€'s
Midnight's Children for example, The Book of Secrets certainly does provide instances that
ae characterigic of alegorica representation. A case in point is Pipas and Mariamu's
marriage. Both do not come from pure repectively respectable, family background,
Mariamu's mother is a Shamd, Rashid, her gepfather, is not (cf. 50). Pipa is dso a child
whose father has disappeared; the shame of a child without a father is added to by a mother
who is a progtitute (cf. 127-9). Moreover, Pipa comes from German East, while Mariamu
from British Eag Africa; ther union is an dlegory of the hybrid nature of the postcolonid
nation-state.>® It is tempting to read Pipa's death dlegoricaly aso. He dies a the very same
day that the sociadist government of Tanzania nationdises its (rental) properties and thus robs
the Adan communities of ther income. Deprived of the foundation of his living, Pipa the

30 Cf. “Realism,” The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory, 1991 ed.

31 As Ball points out, “the broad historical sweep of [. . .] [ The Book of Secrets'] recuperative, referential project
can be seen as paradigmatically postcolonial.” Ball, “Locating,” 96.

32 Cf. Jameson, 69.

33 For Tirop Peter Simatei and for Simon Lewis The Book of Secrets is of relevance only for a community, not a
nation. Cf. Simatei, 77-103 and Lewis, 217. For adifferent reading cf. Ball, “Locating,” 99.
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representative of the Shams community, dies (cf. 312). At the same time, his death is
indicative of the fact that the modus vivendi of the various communities in multiculturd East
Africa has become obsolete.

Although The Book of Secrets is topicd in tha it dludes to German rule in Tanzania
from 1890 until 1918 as well as to its Satus as a mandate under British adminidration from
the 1920s onwards, Vassanji’s nove is not a higorica nove in the drict sense of Lukécs
definition.®* It does not make use of characters as background materid to demonstrate the
dynamics of higory, rather it employs sdected events of Tanzanids and Kenyds history
snce World War | as backdrop to foreground the biographies of two characters, Pius
Fernandes and Nurmohamed Pipa, neither of whom meets the demands of Lukacs idea hero:
Socidly, both are not of middle standing, while they are not sufficiently removed from the
time of the action to grant a neutra and objective access to the past. In this context, it is
noteworthy in particular that the narrated time catches up with the narrator. As pointed out
before, objectivity is not what Vassanji has in mind a dl. This can be concluded from the
mode of narration that the plot is presented from. To employ Stanzd’s influentid didinction,
the narrator Pius involuntarily becomes a reflector.®® Needless to say, the latter does not lend
itsdf to an impatid andyds of higory, i.e as an exanple to demondrate its character.
Vassaji is not interested in giving us a panorama of Kenyan or Tanzanian society. Unlike
Scott in Waverley, for example, the scope of The Book of Secretsis ddiberately limited. Both
Fipa and Pius occupy somewhat uncomfortable and insecure postions on the fringe of the
society they live in. Pius podtion as an Indian living in the African diaspora ethnicaly
inflects his perception of Tanzania It could be sad that he approaches the representation of
the country of his dfiliation from a magind perspective. As a Goan, Pius comes to the
former German now British colony of Tanzania from a smdl Portuguese colony in India He
does not belong to one of the Indian communities who have settled in East Africa, and there
can be no doubt that he is to some extent an outsider.

The Book of Secrets is not interesed in teling an authoritative, officid, grand
narative of the nation but, in a way not untypica of postcolonid narraives, presents nationd
higory as community hisory. For example, the issue of boundaries is illuminated on less

34 Cf. Georg Lukacs, The Historical Novel, transl. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell (1937; Boston: Beacon, 1963)
30-63. As far as the realist historical novel is concerned, Scott is still regarded as the authoritative source, Cf.
Harold Orel, The Historical Novel from Scott to Sabatini: Changing Attitudes toward a Literary Genre, 1814-
1920 (NY: St. Martin’s P, 1995) 6. A useful study of historical writing after Scott that defines historical novels
as “works in which historical probability reaches a certain level of structural prominence” while acknowledging
that there history has not exclusive claim to ‘truth’ is Harry E. Shaw, The Forms of Historical Fiction: Sir Walter
Scott and His Successors (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1983) 22.

35 Franz K. Stanzel, Theorie des Erzahlens, 7" ed. (1979; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 2001) 81-5.

82



from a nationa perspective than from the point of view of the Shams community,®® which is
separated by the border between Kenya and Tanzania (cf. 150-1). What historically appears as
the hybrid character of nationa identity, takes on the rm of divison and displacement, when
looked a from the angle of a particular community.

The Shamds ae Vassaji's fictiond rendering of the lsmalliss a Mudim community
which migrated to East Africa from the North-West of India in the 19" century.®” The Ismailis
are a Shiite community that converted from Hinduism to Isam, more precisdy, to Shiitism.*
Vassanji does not portray the Ismalli community directly but clearly has them in mind when
recredting the Indian experience in the African diaspora®® He engages in a narraive form of
community-congtruction while paying dtention to postmodern doubts a the same time. That
means that in accordance with The Book of Secrets grounding in postmodern thought,
Vassanji does not make a clam to ‘truth’ in writing the Other. On the contrary, his ethno-
graphy does not deny the limits of representations and its inherent epitemologica intricacies
but explores the possbility of gpproximations to ‘truth’ by offering a portrait which is dmost
the same but not quite.

The Shamss, as they appear in The Book of Secrets are a tightly-knit community with
its own channels of communication (cf. 158). The close ties between its members ae
indicative of srong bonds of solidarity, which have aso characterised the brotherhood of the
lsmailis historically.*® The Shamss hdp and assist esch other with materid support or with

36 ¢f. Ball, 98. In Brian McHale's terminology, adding to history’s store of knowledge in such a way is called
“apocryphal history.” McHale, 90.

For an account of the history of the Ismailis and their beliefs cf. Werner Schmucker, “Sekten und
Sondergruppen,” Der Islam in der Gegenwart, eds. Werner Ende and Udo Steinbach, 4" ed. (Minchen: C.H.
Beck, 1996) 667-74, JN.D. Anderson, “The Khoja Ismailis of East Africa Middle Eastern Studies 1 (1964):
21-39, and Charles Ponnuthurai Sarvan, “Ethnicity and Alienation: the African Asian and His Response to
Africa,” The Journal of Commonwealth Literature 20.1 (1985): 101-10. See aso the following two web pages
(both of which were accessed on 15" August 2002): <http://www.muslimindia.com/comu.htm> and
<http://www-personal-umich.edu/~vika/TeachPort/islam00/esposi to/chapt2.html>.

38 The difference between Sunni and Shiia Islam lies in the different belief as to who was to follow the prophet
Muhammad as spiritual leader of the umma, i.e. the community of Muslims. While the Sunnites contend that the
caliph, literally for Muhammad’ s successor, is not directed by God in his doings, Shiites believe that the leader
of the umma is guided by God directly if it is a member of Muhammad’s family. As this was only the case for
Ali, the majority of the Shiites regard the leaders of the umma as usurpers, which renders the Shiite view of
power and government pessimistic. In contrast to the large Shiite communities in Iran and Irag, the Ismailies
believe that the seventh Imam currently lies in hiding. With his eventual reappearance, however, he will solve
the contradiction between the outward and inward side of the Koran. The Ismailis, who are also called Sevener
Shiites, do not believe that the Koran is unalterable in its entirety. They distinguish between “zahir,” i.e. the
obvious meaning of the revelation, and “batin,” i.e. the mystic essence and eternal truth of the revelation which
can be made evident through interpretation. While “batin” is eternal, “zahir” is mutable and temporary. Such a
view is considered as heretical in the eyes of many an orthodox Muslim. Cf. “lsmailiten,” Islam-Lexikon:
Geschichte — Ideen — Gestalten, 1991 ed. See aso Werner Ende, “Der schiitische Islam,” Der Islam in der
Gegenwart, eds. Werner Ende and Udo Steinbach, 4" ed. (Miinchen: C.H. Beck, 1996) 70-89.

39 Vassanji explains that he invented a community in order to have the aesthetic freedom to slightly change the
traditions of the Ismailis when necessary. Cf. Rhodes, “Interview,” 116.

40 Cf. schmucker, 669.
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finding suitable maritd patners. An example is Pipa who is maried to Mariamu. The
Shamsis adapt easly and welcome outsders. The friendliness of the Shamss as wdl as ther
indde knowledge of the country and the lingua franca Suahdi make them vdudble for the
British. By supporting the colonisers in many ways, the lgmalis and other Indian
communities settling in East Africa are accorded privileged datus by the British. They
eventudly acquire the datus of a colonid dite because “they had learned the colonid game
well” (267). In the context of the colonid system of Indirect Rule, which for pragmatic more
than ideologica reasons attempts to leave indigenous power dtructures intact, the Indians
prove indispensable as culturd trandators** The Asians may not be important politicaly, but
they are of consderable importance for the economic sructure of the region. Coming to East
Africa in order to supplement Britain's workforce as indentured servants*? the diligent and
ambitious Indians acquire wedth quickly once their contracts have run out. In the East
African countries of Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania they are an economic power to be reckoned
with and thus attain condderable palitica influence:

Powerless though the individud Indian is besde a European, as a
community they have a voice that is heard [. . .] more than three-quarters of
the country’s business passes through ther hands, in towns just as smdl as
this one. And no less a personage then Mr. Churchill has supported their
cause publicly. (49)

One of the things Vassanji achieves by giving the Ismailis a voice is to disclose the economic
underpinnings of British colonid discourse. The lamalis and other Adan communities in the
coadtd region of East Africa were not only tolerated by the British; the British needed them
desperatdly. Churchill, himsdf undersecretary for the colonies at an early stage of his career,
was wiser than East African rulers to come. How much damage to the colonid economy
could be caused by antagonising the Indians of East Africa became evident in the early 1970s
when Uganda's Idi Amin provoked a severe economic depresson by nationaising renta
properties and thus letting racism and greed prevall over tolerance and economic/politica far-
sSightedness.

In demondrating the importance of Adan co-operaion with the British colonid
adminidration, Vassanji underlines the potentid powerfulness of indigenous resstance. While
the English naturdist Henry Johnson requires a cook and porter, the Shams sect sends Jama
Dewiji to spy on the coloniser: “In his country he may be king [. . .] but here | trust nobody”

41 cf. Ball, “Locating,” 99.
42 They frequently worked as railway builders and plantation workers. Cf. Charles Ponnuthurai Sarvan, “The
Asiansin African Literature,” The Journal of Commonwealth Literature 11.1 (1976): 160.
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(26). Another case in point is Fumfratti who is to lead Corbin’s expedition (but turns out to be
a Gaman agent). Smilaly, the Unsworths give tesimony to the importance of ndive
assisance in coping with the colonid redity: “That's Omar Khan,” sad Anne. “He€'s from
South Africa and absolutdy indispensable in this town” (62). The concluson to be drawn
from the evidence the text provides is clear: Any Manichean divison between coloniser and
colonised becomes a projection of wishes which is ultimatdy refuted by the complexity of
everyday colonid redity. Colonid discourse's underlying desire for purity and for separation
aong borders is contradicted by The Book of Secrets emphasis on cross-culturd empathy
(Corbin and the mukhi), cross-cultura mariage (Fipa and Mariamu, Jama and Khanoum,
Parviz and Patani), cross-culturad breeding (Corbin and Mariamu) and homoeroticism across
culturd and racid divides (Pius and Gregory). Corbin may go local besdes degping with
Mariamu (cf. 59-60), Maynard goes native and becomes a savage, Gregory dfiliates with the
postcolonia nation-state, Pipa becomes a Shamd, Pius identifies with Corbin whose story he
narrates and with Gregory whom he latently loves, — dl these ingtances serve to show that
Vassanji’'s novel decongtructs the very notion of borders and/or compartmentdisations. While
it sets out to show that the colonid redlity was never clear-cut, The Book of Secrets advocates
border crossings and hybridity as a Srategy for coping with the postcolonia predicament.

Fius narrates how the Asans in East Africa have dways been in an insecure postion.
Needed by the Germans, they have dways had to sruggle for forma rights and recognition
nevertheless. Despite ther riches, they remain mere colonia subjects regardless of what they
achieve

However rich an Asan merchant, to the Germans he was a ndive because
he could not observe German civil law. This greatly offended Asans among
whom colour racidian was deeply engraned. Ther chief politicd am
throughout German times was to secure a higher legd datus than Arabs and
Africans®®

Under the British the Asans are trested with more respect and become British subjects,
dthough they 4ill occupy a somewhat awkward podtion. However, from insecure and
uncomfortable the fate of the Adans in East Africa deteriorates to untenable in 1972, With the
advent of the naiondisation of properties in the context of Tanzanids socidist phase, many

43 John lliffe, A Modern History of Tanzania (Cambridge: CUP, 1977) 140. Referring to Vassanji’s work as a
whole, Birbalsingh agues with respect to the struggle of the Shamsis: “This is Vassanji’s achievement: that he
objectively shows the Shamsis|. . .] to be preoccupied mainly with survival and therefore not greatly with moral
niceties.” Birbalsingh, 165.
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members of the Shams community migrate once more. The refusd to exchange ditism for
Socidis mediocrity forces the community to migrate into the US or Canadian diaspora

The notion of the diaspora is a recent term in pogtcolonid studies. While colonidism
has suppressed the assartion of indigenous identities, postcolonidity has not automaticaly led
to the reclamation of that identity. Recent postcolonia literature and theory has advocated the
futility of nogtdgicaly looking towards origins and roots. The postcolonid condition is sad
to be inevitably characterised by hybridity, thereby denying that there is an unbroken native
tradition and a pure cultural essence to lay cdam to. For some postcolonid critics, diaspora
has become a concept which describes nonressentidist identities, i.e. identities which, for
example, do not depend on higtory, tradition and place. The globa migraions taking place
with the advent of pogicolonidity make issues of diagpora, place and identity particularly
pressing questions**

Not least of dl because of the attention paid to the issues of migration and identity can
The Book of Secrets be labeled postcolonia.*® Every mgjor character in The Book of Secrets
migrates a least once. While Corbin, Maynard and Mariamu are displaced, the three most
interesting instances of deterritoridisation in Vassanji's novel are Pipa, Pius and Gregory.
Pipa, born in Maoshi, moves between Moshi, Tanga, Dar es Sdlaam and Kikono. He migrates
to escgpe shame, to marry, to escgpe German and British agents, to forget Mariamu, and,
findly, he aso migrates for economic reasons. Pipa is not only a restless character but dso a
homeless one. Interestingly, home does not trandate as place for Pipa but figures as a location
that becomes home only by virtue of his recognition by the society he lives in: “His given
name was Nurmohamed — Pipa was the nickname given to the family by the neighbourhood,
and it had stuck. It made him fed a lack: of respectability, of a place that was truly home’
(127). Pipa longs for status and respectability in his hometown Moshi, something that he has
not been born with. His doubtful origins are psychologicaly crippling: The fact that his father
leaves his family behind is experienced as a “hidden deformity” (127). Because he is “dmply
an Indian” (127), i.e. an Indian without a community and with a mother who is a prodtitute,
economic rise and dtatus do not come easy within the conventions of the society Pipa is born
into. His dlegedly inferior socid background is respongble for the fact that ingrained in his
persondity is an inferiority complex which becomes manifet as “guilt a his inadequacy”
(129). Pipa’s rise in the world is not conceivable without the support and protection of the
Shams community. The new respectability the Shamss endow him with dlows him to rise

economicaly and to acquire socid datus:

44 Cf. dso Lewis, 223.
45 Cf. dlso Ball, “Locating,” 97.



Whether he was of the Shams community or not, Pipa could not say with
certainty. Like many others before him, he accepted the Shamss and the
rewards that followed: a job and a place to Say; eminent men to vouch for
him; and, if he wanted, a bride. So he could become the camd who a last
stopped his endless journey and found a home. (133)

Eventualy, it is status and not a place that eventualy becomes an approximation of home for
Pipa He atempts to go back to Moshi severd times but has to find out that “leaving home
had been easy, not o the return”® (134). Pius wanderings, ending in Dar es Sdaam and not
in Moshi, illudrate that the recuperation of home as essence is a futile endeavour. Home, as a
meatter of fact, has become a psychological category.

Vassanji’s narrator is confronted with the diaspora, too. Although Pius Fernandes is a
man with a universty educetion, this does not protect him from racism. Paradoxicaly, he is to
train colonid subjects but is himsdf traned on the premises of colonid discourse “The
African servant, like the Indian, we learned, did not have a sense of ‘mine€ and ‘yours”
(238). His training, informed by colonid discourse, has consequences when Pius and his
fdlow teachers leave India in the early 1950s with hopes for freedom and modernity. Pius
colonid education has crippled him psychologicdly insofar as ingrained in his persondity is a

hatred of his own culture: ’

We were sdling to freedom: freedom from an old country with ancient
ways, from the tentacles of dinging families with numerous wants and
myriad conventions, freedom even from oursaves grounded in those ancient
ways. (239)

If a colonid inferiority complex prompts Ali and Rita to exchange East Africa for an
dlegedly more sophigticated London (cf. 252), Pius moves because of the political ingtability
and economic crigs in his homdand. Like Pipa, whose name he echoes phonologicdly, he is
disoriented and has logt his sense of belonging. Like Pipa, moreover, he is dso surrounded by
culturd difference trandating as discrimination. As a colonid subject he migrates to a place
where he cannot hope for an adequate recognition of his subject status. From the position of
one formdly colonised he moves to that of an in-between in Tanzania However, unlike Pipa
his margind satus dlows him to understand those who are in a comparable Stuation. Thus
the shared experience of displacement links Pius and the British, despite the fact that their
vay different experience of colonidism should dienate them from each other. Although

46 See also Lewis, 220.
4T Cf. Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 16, 18.
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essentially on opposite sides of the divide, Pius, Corbin and Gregory are in the same gStuation
in East Africa For each of the three a change of place raises questions of identity. This is
what induces Pius to fed empathy fbr Corbin. Moreover, that might possbly be what attracts
him to Gregory, one of the mogt interesting charactersin the nove.

By giving up his British passport a the time when Tanzania becomes independent in
1961, Gregory, like Pipa, subscribes to the notion that home is a place of afiliation rather
than of origin: “‘I've lived here most of my life, now,” he said. ‘This is home” (305). While
this is a crucid sep for a postcolonid subject like Pipa because it transcends a way of
thinking that sees place as an essence impossible to recover, Vassanji, strikingly enough,
credits a coloniser, and not a (post)colonid subject, with such an ingght. One reason for
privileging Gregory in that way might be that he deviates from the usud characteridics of a
member of the British Empire, such as rigid discipline and a 4iff upper lip. Rather his
queerness makes him receptive to other kinds of Otherness or, put differently, his
homosexudity likens him to the ethnic Other. It is no wonder then that Gregory has gone
local. He has identified with Dar es Sdaam, literdly ‘heaven of peace’ to such an extent that
the colony has become a haven for him. It is on the margins of empire that Gregory has found
agpace of rest from migration and displacement as well as from discrimination and preudice.

Furthermore, Dar es Sdaam, culturdly different from England as wdl as interndly
diversfied, has dso become a source of artigtic inspiration to Gregory as the gendered Other.
His poetry collection ‘Havin' a Piece does not merdly echo the English trandaion of Dar es
Sdaam (‘Haven of Peace), and employs phonologicdly amost homophonous sounds in
order to testify to the influence of the foreign city on Gregory’s imagination. The title of his
collection adso suggests that Gregory encourages his reader to immerse into the culture of the
Other by way of at. Reading his poems becomes a way of partaking of his pergpective on
Otherness (cf. 317). Where the body fals, Vassanji seems to suggest, at can be of
epigemologicd vaue. Poetry becomes a means of bridging culturd gaps, a way of
transcending culturd boundaries. After the dangers and pitfdls of culturd trandation, i.e. the
implications of agppropriation, have been disclosed by Vassanji's fiction, the title of Gregory's
fiction reminds us of the benefits of trandating culture. After the posmodern lesson of The
Book of Secrets, it goes without saying that, while offering a piece of the Other, the process of
trandation aso incudes the trandator. ‘Havin' a Piece’ not only portraysinterprets another
culture, it aso projects the identity of its writer, i.e. Gregory. In this way, the book of poems
reflects the private nature of Gregory's book of secrets as represented in Vassanji’'s The Book
of Secrets



Condluson: Postmodernism, Postcolonialism and Transformetion

In a semind essay John Clement Bal observes a divison of the novd into a metafictiona and
a redig/higoriciss pat and identifies both with the postmodern and the postcolonid
respectively.”® In the course of his argument, however, he neglects postmodern passages while

smultaneoudy stressng those parts of the text dlegedly offering a more mimetic rendering of
the historica facts®® In contrast to such a reading, | have argued that it is not aceptable to
downplay the postmodern aspects of The Book of Secrets while a the same time highlighting
the postcoloniad ones®® When Ball assigns the poststructuralist considerations of the first part
of the nove the status of a topos without repercussion in the main body of the book,>! i.e.
without relevance to the postcolonia aspects of the text, he fails to take account of the nove’s
complexity. Even if it is granted that Pius higtory is indeed topica and narrated in a way more
draightforward than the account of Pius engagement with Corbin's diary, it should not be
forgotten that the main body of The Book of Secrets is ill a congtruction and not the history
of Tanzania An adequate response to Vassanji's novel cannot fall to take notice of the fact
that the nove is not a document but an artefact. What more, not only does the novel demand
to be read as something that is ‘made’” The Book of Secrets dso metafictiondly includes the
process of writing in the course of its dory. In other words, the narative frequently
foregroundsiits narration.

While Bdl acknowledges that Vassanji offers two ways of working with texts, he
overlooks that both are of equa importance to the novel as a whole. Rather than playing off
one discourse againg the other, Vassanji’s novel must be understood in the context of both
postmodernism and postcolonidism. The key to an adequate understanding of The Book of
Secrets is to redise that firmly anchored at the centre of Vassanji’s narration is the ingght into
the importance of difference, which is the andyticd paradigm that both postmodernism and
postcolonidism partake of. Both postmodernism and postcoloniaism assume that difference
isnot only (i) an ontologica but dso (ii) an epigemologica category.

(i) The postmoden emphess on plurdism, origingting from the ingght into the
ubiquity of difference, finds its gpplication in postcolonidism with its dress on the counter-
discursve. The postmodern ideas of tolerance and respect are reflected in a modified form n

48 cf. Ball, “Locating,” 90, 92.

49 Cf. Ball, “Locating,” 94, 101. Simon Lewis, while acknowledging the presence of both postcolonial and

postmodern discourse in The Book of Secrets, argues a diametrically opposed case. For him Vassanji’snovel isa

postmodern rather than a postcolonial text. Cf. Lewis, 224. He calls The Book of Secrets “misleadingly

Eg)sthl opial ngi s, 227. . . ' . '
This is a point even more strongly argued by Tirop Peter Simatel than by John Clement Ball. Cf. Simatei, 73-

101

®1 Ball callsthe poststructuralist doubts of The Book of Secrets “derigeur.” Cf. Ball, “Locating,” 94.
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postcolonidism and its assartion of the subject’s culturd/ethnic difference. Ontologicdly, the
postmodern indgght into the constructedness of the subject can, however, be problemetic for
postcolonid  studies. While postmodernism denies any ontologica essence, postcolonidism
frequently rdies on a drategic essentidism that podts the former Other as the new
sf/aubject. The rgection of any subject postion, which posmodernism ceebrates as a
liberation, is liberating for postcolonidism only conditiondly, i.e only if the decondruction
of the subject concerns the former oppressor. The own subject position cannot be given up,
othewise colonidism's denigration of (native) voice would smply be continued, dbet by
different means. Thus it seems safe to suggest that an activis postcolonid narrative could
hardly be a full-fledged postmodern text. The Book of Secrets is postmodern in that Fius is not
only criticd of colonidiam but dso complicit with what he criticizes His identification with
Corbin precludes any reading of The Book of Secrets as activist. Moreover, in Pius Vassanji
embodies posmodernism's lack of a theory of agency, which is a centrd concern for old-
school postcolonidism.

(i) Postmodern about The Books of Secrets is dso its distrust of epistemologies.
Vassanji is concerned with how to understand ethnicity, i.e. “human variaion in terms of
culture, tradition, language, socid patterns and ancestry.”®? While Vassanji suggests that to
know an Othe might eventudly be a futile endeavour, epigemologicd difficulties are
enforced in The Book of Secrets insofar as they indude the subject, t00>® Thus
postcolonidism employs the postmodern attention paid to the different ways of knowing in
other cultures as indances of redgace. Agan, such a form of resdsance is not
unproblematic. By decondructing their crippling image in the eyes of the Wesern world,
many postcolonid writers have overlooked that operating with a postmodern epistemological
critique ultimatdy makes any epistemology questionable.

What about The Book of Secrets then in the context of an analyss of discourses of
difference? M.G. Vassanji seems to argue a case in favour of a postcolonid literature that has
vigas to offer for the future as wel as something to say about/aganst the past. Its
decongtructive impetus has to be complemented by a condructive dement; in other words,
decongtruction must be understood as de-congtruction. In order to arive a some form of
culturd assertiveness, Vassanji’'s pogtcolonid literature, while implementing a critique of the
colonid pas, transforms its episemologicad doubts. The impossbility of knowing, which, on

a narratologica level, rgects mimeds, draws on congructions, i.e. the means of poiess, to

52 Asheroft et al, Key Concepts, 80.

%3 If one follows Julia Kristeva's psychoanalytical analysis then even the self is made up of Others. Cf. Julia
Kristeva, Fremde sind wir uns selbst, trand. Xenia Rajewsky (Frankfurt/Main: Edition Suhrkamp, 1990) 12.
Thisisapoint also underscored by others. Cf. Hahn, “ Soziologie des Fremden,” 24.
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make possible a more congructive trestment of past and present. From a postcolonia vantage
point this means that the decondgruction of any history will have to be supplemented by the
condruction of dories. A radicd critique of the old is insufficient, what is cdled for is dso a
new gory. Hence the way out of the epigemologicd and ontologicd dilemmata lies in
subscribing to the imaginaion. Although the Other cannot be known objectively, atempts can
and must be made to know him subjectively. Ethnography, women's history, the history of the
body, the writing of the naion, magic — al may and have to be narativised. It is in-between
the affirmation of gory-teling and post-structurdist doubts that The Book of Secrets oscillates
between reveding and re-veling>* Although in generd dl difference (in The Book of Secrets)
is irreducible, The Book of Secrets manages to narrate the irreducibility of difference and thus
transforms it into something that can be understood. What can be known about object and
subject is that not much can be known about them, if ‘knowledge trandates as essentidist
truths. Debunking the myth of essentidist truthvknowledge, <tories conditute a way of
bridging the gulf of difference in Vassanji’'s nove without closing it. On a naraologica leve
Vassnji thus argues a point he aso arived a in No New Land. Succinctly put, this point
concerns the possibility as well as necessity of hybridity and culturd exchange.

54 Lewis, 227.
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4.) Deconstructing Difference: Neil Bissoondath

Neil Devindra Bissoondath® was born in Arima, Trinidad, on 19" April 1955 to Crisen
Bissoondath, a merchant, and Sati Naipaul, sster to Shiva and V.S, Napaul. Exposed to
Wedern influences from an early age onwards, Nell Bissondath attended a Presbyterian
primary school, founded by Canadian missonaries, and a Caholic high school in Port of
Spain. When he was seven years old, Trinidad became independent. The departure of the
British in 1962 brought about army rebellions, violence and riots. However, as a member of a
comparativdy wedthy, dthough politicdly underepresented minority  within - Trinidadian
multicultural society, Nel Bissoondath did not experience Independence as an improvement
of his opportunities. Thus after he graduated from high school in the early 1970s, he decided
to move to Toronto to attend university. From 1973-77 he studied French a York Universty,
completing a B.A. four years later. From 1977-85 Nel Bissoondath taught English and
French as a second language in Toronto, while devoting his spare time to writing. His firgt
collection of dories was completed in 1982 and published in 1985 as Digging Up the
Mountains. Three years later A. Knopf launched his firg novel A Casual Brutality. Another
volume of short gories, On the Eve of Uncertain Tomorrows (1990), as well as three novels
have appeared ever since, The Innocence of Age (1992), The Worlds Within Her (1999),
which was short-listed for the Booker Prize, and Doing the Heart Good (2002). Nelil
Bissoondath aso is the author of Sdlling Illusions. The Cult of Multiculturalism in Canada
(1994), a best-=ling essay on Canadian multiculturd policy dready referred to in grester
detail above. At the moment, Neil Bissoondath lives in Quebec City. He is married to lawyer
Anne Marcoux, a former ESL student of his, and has one daughter. He teaches literature and

cregtive writing (in French) at Lavd Universty.

a) ‘Here': Multiculturalism and its Discontents, or The Innocence of Age
(1992)

Bissoondath's second novel The Innocence of Age is concerned with multiculturdism and its
problems. Interestingly enough, the novd, dthough written by an immigrant, is narrated by a
member of the dominant ethnicity. The fact that Bissoondeth writes multiculturdism from
such a pogtion can be understood as a reflection of his ingght into the possbility, perhaps
necessty, of switching ethnicities in a diagpora Stuaion. Consdering himsdf a Canadian
rather than an immigrant, Bissoondath refuses to let hiswriting be restricted to stereotypes.

! For the following cf. Penny van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” Canadian Writers and their Works: Fiction Series,
eds. Robert Lecker, Jack David and Ellen Quigley (Toronto: ECW Press, 1996) 25-36.

92



The Sounds of Slence: The House as an Allegory of Multiculturalism

The Innocence of Age taks about multiculturaism in an dlegorica way by taking recourse to
the motif of the house. Houses and metgphors of housng abound in Nel Bissoondath's
second novel and become instrumental in making a point about the way people live together
in a multiculturd society. In an interview, Nel Bissoondath admits that writing about
multiculturdism resembles

writing about a beautiful manson, a glittering place — a place of music and joy,
and people in the living room spping champagne. That's dl very wonderful, but
what interests me as a novdig is the foundation of the house, what's happening
down there. And if there are termites egting at it, that attracts me.*

Bissoondath imagery suggests that what he is interested in is what kegps a multicultura
society together and what drives it apart. As such, he is concerned with the centripetdl as well
as centrifugdl forces at work in Canadian society.

The centrd importance of the house as a metgphor is dready illustrated by the
occupation of one of its protagonists, Danid Taggart, who works for Mr. Smmons, a red-
edate agent in Toronto. In the course of the narrative, Danid is to refurbish a flat for Mr.
Smmons but the task of renovating the house according to his employer's wishes proves
difficult. Danid lacks the inspiration to megt Mr. Smmons demands because the parts of the
house refuse to become agood gestat in his mind:

Danny sat in the darkness and listened to the slence. [. . .] The house was 4ill
resding him, defeding his efforts to draw it fully into his imaginaion, the vison
he had pieced together dtting incoherent in his mind, like pieces of different
jigsaw puzzles forced together [. . .] The work shouldn’t have been so demanding.
All the dements had been handed to him. He had only to arange them in the
desred order to achieve the dedred effect. But something mischievous — he
couldn't tdl what — was playing with him, digplacing one piece when he was
occupied with another.?

Underlying Danid’s reflections is the nexus between the foundations of the house and the
foundetion of multiculturdism. More precisdy, the difficulty of renovating Smmons house
adso indicates that Canada’'s multiculturd policy is in need of rethinking and reform. The
troubles Danid has with refurbishing the flat are not only conceptudised by a visud metaphor

1 Araminta Wordsworth, “Novel shuns Toronto's ‘world-class’ hype,” rev. of The Innocence of Age, by Neil
Bissoondath, Financial Post 26 Oct. 1992: S8.

2 Neil Bissoondath, The Innocence of Age (Toronto: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992) 230. All references are to this
edition.
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but dso by referring to Danid’s sense of hearing. The house ressts Danid not only in terms
of its gedat but dso by virtue of its persgent slence. If it is understood that the house
symbolises the Canadian polity, the dlence pervading the house hints a an unnaturd
amosphere under its roof. In particular, the slence of the house is closgly connected to the
dlence of its (illegd) tenant Sita, a nineteen year-old girl from the Caribbean who is sexudly
exploited by Smmons. It is her presence that makes the house unheimlich, i.e. both unhomey
and uncanny. The consequence is that on overhearing how Sta is being rgped by Smmons,
Danid feds*“asif the houseitsdf were smothering him” (235).

Within the perspective of the novd, the dlence Sta involuntarily imposes on the
house is less indicative of her culturd margindision than of her margindisstion as an
individua. This point is crucid for an undersgtanding of the text in terms of its trestment of
cultural difference. Failing to perceive her essentiad humanity, Smmons treats her as an Other
that can be exploited sexudly as wel as financidly. It is not that her essentid culturd
difference were not recognised in the context of the text's alegorica representation of
Canadian society; on the contrary, Sita experiences too much of a recognition of difference
and that in a problemetic form. The Innocence of Age, rather cynicdly, presents the
acknowledgment of difference as an Othering that has fatal consequences for the subject.

To the same extent that Sita is reduced to her commodity vaue and disregarded as a
ful-fledged human being, Danid’s refurbishment of the house, which hints & a reform of
Canadian multiculturdism, is doomed to fal. Put differently, a fallure to accommodate Sita
reflects a falure to accommodate the immigrant in hisher sameness raher than in hisher
difference. The house, and, by extenson, Canadian society cannot be invested with
ingoiration and spirit until the Other is integrated, or rather until race and gender as categories
of difference cease to be the dl-informing matrix underlying Canadian multiculturdism. If
Sta's uncanniness makes itsdf fdt as “the demons of Mr. Smmons's housg’” (237), then the
only posshility of exorcigng these ghodts lies in a politics of articulaion that dlows Sta to
speak. However, in contrast to a specificaly postcolonia concern, giving voice is not part of
an endeavour to recover an indigenous identity here. The inhumanity of Simmons conssts not
0 much in his falure to acknowledge Sita's culturd identity but in his cdlous and crud
treetment of her as a human being. And it is as a human being rather than as a subject
determined by racid/ethnic and sex/gender difference that Sita wants to be heard.



The Heart of the Matter: The Family as a Decondructive Device

The Innocence of Age dludes to Edith Wharton's famous novel The Age of Innocence. By
way of changing the pretext’s title, the novel indicates a switch from issues of socid cdlass to
age as a marker of difference. Bissoondath offers a glimpse into family dructures and the
difficulties of maintaining family ties® caused by the dash of generations within two families
respectively.? In the following, | want to argue that the family in The Innocence of Age is a
narrative device employed to write against an obsesson with racid difference. The nove may
be read as a polemic againg multiculturdism in that it replaces the digolacement fdt by the
immigrant cut off from his community, hisory and tradition with the diengtion of a family,
i.e. of a father from his son and vice versa. In other words, Bssoondath subverts the genre of
migrant writing by trangposng the migrant's obsesson with space onto the generdtion gep
between Pasco and his son 0 that travels in space figure as travels in time. The result is that
Bissoondath “universdizes] the experience of migration.”® By having father and son inhabit
two different worlds, live in different emotiond environments, and spesk two different
languages® Bissoondath ethnifies members of the dominant group in Toronto society and
demydtifies the irritation and dienation experienced by the immigrant. Within his universdigt

3 Thisis also confirmed by Espinet in her unfavourable review of the novel. Cf. Ramabai Espinet, “The Old and
the New,” rev. of The Innocence of Age, by Neil Bissoondath, Floating the Borders: New Contextsin Canadian
Criticism, ed. Nurjehan Aziz (Toronto: TSAR, 1999) 210. However, she fails to perceive that the use of the
family is put to aspecifically deconstructive use.
4 Whereas | argue that Bissoondath, in contrast to Wharton emphasizes age over innocence, Margery Fee
suggests a different intepretation. Cf. Margery Fee, “Introduction,” Lecker et a, 13. Concentrating on the
shortcomings of the society as depicted by Wharton, she links the title of Bissoondath’s novel with the old, more
innocent, and the new, rather corrupt, Toronto. However, she overlooks that rather than being a proper rewriting
of Edith Wharton's classic novel of New York city life, The Innocence of Age is a variation on several of its
themes. For one thing, Wharton, like Bissoondath, explores the interrelatedness of community and individual.
Newland Archer and Madame Olenska, although interested in each other, both eventually conform to the old
New York code of behaviour and social conduct. While Wharton is sympathetic to her characters' desires,
Bissoondath takes issue with the norms of society and community and writes in favour of the individual more
radically than Wharton, although she also raises uncomfortable questions about the old New Y ork. Secondly,
The Age of Innocence can be read as the story of afailed assimilation, and as such becomes a negative foil for
Bissoondath. Madame Olenska, Polish immigrant into America and outsider within New York upper-class
society, wants “to cast off all my old life, to become just like everybody else here” (87). She “hate[s] to be
different!” (88) She desires for a place where she and Newton are “simply two human beings who love each
other, who are the whole of life to each other” (238). Cf. Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence, ed. Cynthia
Griffin Wolff (1920; NY: Penguin, 1996). In contrast to The Age of Innocence, The Innocence of Age, while also
including stories like that of Sita, does not generally rule out the possibility of switching ethnicities. A case in
EOi nt is Montgomery’s son.

Cf. Penny van Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath: Post-Colonial, Multicultural and National Formations.”
New Literatures Review 27 (1994): 87.
6 van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 64-5. For Giangrande, the novel’s central conflict is merely that of the “old
genteel Toronto,” represented by Pasco, and the “new multicultural city of cold glitz and destitution.” Carole
Giangrande, “Urban Logos,” rev. of The Innocence of Age, by Neil Bissoondath, Books in Canada 22.1 (1993):
43.



stance both become part of the human condition.” Furthermore, by enacting a rapprochement
between father and son, Bissoondath aso implicitly makes a point about the posshility of
bridging culturd differences, to the extent that they become irrdlevant.

There can be no doubt that father and son are quite different characters. In accordance
with his pragmatis outlook on life, problems for the ambitious Danid, in contrast to his
father, appear as opportunities rather than obgtacles. What presents itsdlf as innovation for
Danid, is in fact an invason for Pasco; Danid embraces the new, his father retains the old. If
Pasco’'s son merdy has his career in mind, Pasco displays dtruism when he serves prodtitutes
and the homeless medls for free. Moreover, while Danid calculates the red-estate value of his
father's house, the house dso has a sentimental vaue for his father, for it is his wife Edna's
spirit that Pasco finds access to only in the house that both inhabited once. Danidl even counts
the cogs of a one-night stand, and he, in contrast to his father, is unable to form a laging
relaionship because he is unable to love Danid’s maeridism and his caculating manner
contrast negetivdy with Pasco's idedisn. Whereas Danid’s socid  contacts  remain
superficid, Pasco's socid life is characterised by genuine affection. That father and son are
dienated from each other, is aso underscored by the use of names. When Pasco cals his son
“Danny,” he fails to notice that his son prefers to be addressed as “Danid” (cf. 10).2 Thus
while Danid fails to perceive the importance of Pasco's meetings with his friends, Pasco fails
to make an effort a learning what sort of a person his son is. There can be no doubt that at
that Stage in the nove ther respective views of each other are incompatible and that this is a
cause for gtrife and quarrdl between them.

Danid does not only work a refurbishing Mr. Smmons flat, he is dso keen on
renovating his father's house. Significantly enough, the one job proves as tough as the other,
which is underlined by the fact that both tasks involve the troublesome overcoming of a
dlence. If Smmons house remans dlent for Danid because Sital's presence has not been
accounted for, his father's house is dlent for his father because he has not come to terms with
the death of his wife Edna (cf. 69). From the perspective of the novd, both father and son are
to be citicized for not chdlenging the slence lying a the heart of their problems. Pasco's
extended period of mourning becomes problematic because it prevents him from geiting on
with his life, which, in turn, affects the rdationship to his son. Likewise, Danid is seen in a

" Cf. van Toorn: “By writing an ethnic novel centring on people customarily perceived as nonethnic, he
implicitly ‘ethnifies’ the dominant cultural group. The Innocence of Ageis, in fact, Bissoondath’s most concerted
attempt to date to break out of the migrant or ethnic stereotype.” Penny van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 64.

8 Although sometimes, “whenever he impersonates the powerful, wealthy, entrepreneurial self of his fantasies,”
he calls himself Nathaniel Price. Penny van Toorn, “Positioning,” 88. The fear of belittlement and a consequent
challenge to his self-aggrandisement is also why Daniel dislikes Mr. Simmons calling him ‘Dano.’
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negative light in that he identifies too reedily with the vadues of Smmons, which, within the
perspective of the text, are nothing short of inhumane.

Danid’s gtuation is elaborated on by way of intertextud reference. The Innocence of
Age ingnuates that Danny resembles the biblicadl Daniel, who is cast into the lion's den for
worshipping a wrong dety. Thus implicitly Danid Taggat's job & Smmonss company is
viewed as a punishment for worshipping the wrong god, i.e. Mammon. Danid Taggat is
trgpped in a capitdist and egotist world view that is represented by Mr. Smmons whose first
name is Leon, i.e literdly, the lion. His danger and greed is dso underlined by his reputation
as a “money-making maching’ (57). While Pasco and his friends display empathy and warmth
towards others, Smmons is associated with a machine or, complementarily, with a nature that
isbarren:

Viv has pointed out to Danny that the dais on which the statue stood — large and
round, the sides tiled, the plywood surface swethed in green carpeting — had ance
been a fountain. Sd, prattling on one day, told him tha Mr. Smmons had
intended it to be a wishing wel, figuring that over time the vdue of the coins
tossed in would not only pay for the work and materids but provide a continuing
profit, too. However, the pennies had clogged the pipes so frequently, and the
plumber's bills had grown so astronomicd, that Mr. Smmons had ordered it
sedled up. (83)

As the dried-up fountain in the lobby of his office building illusraes, Smmons world is
doomed. That Danid Taggat's life world fdls short of the pogtivey vaued organic quality
of his father’s atitude towards life is corroborated by the withered and stunted orange tree he
has been given by Simmons (cf. 40). The aridness of a plant becomes indicative here for the
emotiona digtance and coldness concomitant with Danid’s capitdidt, Socid Darwinist vison
of life “*If you don’'t becomealion —* * —you'll become hisfood'” (169).

While Smmons end conditutes a kind of poetic judice badancing his rape of Sita,
Danid a the end of the nove changes and disances himsdf from the values of his boss
Sta's rape is cetanly indicative of a socid mdase, but it dso has concrete effects on
Danid’s relaionship to Pasco. In an epiphany triggered by Sitds ragpe, Danid begins to
undersand his father. When Daniel has to overhear what Smmons does to Sita, the words
that he has addressed to his father in a conversation about ther repective views of the world
surface once again, this time, however, with a difference in tha they reved tha his cynicism
has given way to pity and remorse: “Everything’s a product, Dad. Everything can be bought
or sold. Even people. The words maeridized by themsdves in Danny’s mind, risng without

warning” (237). Questioning both Smmons as well as Danid’s association of love with sex
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and of sex with race (Simmons) or money (Danid), the novel dlows Daniel to experience to
which ends his philosophy can be applied. Thus after Sta's revenge on Smmons, Danidl
helps her to return to her Caribbean home. His change as a person is signalled by the fact that
a the end of the novel he helps the homdess in much the same way as his father does. One of
the punch-lines of The Innocence of Age is that the text no longer disinguishes between
homelessness in a socid and homelessness in a culturd/ethnic sense of the word. Danid, a
the end of the novel, has learnt to look a people as full-fledged human beings, which is dso
the process of learning that Bissoondath wants to initiate in his readers. In tha sense, his
prose may be called didactic.

The Ace of Race: Multiculturdism and Raciam as Strateqy

The nove re-enacts Pasco's problems with his son in those that Montgomery has with his
daughter Nutmeg. But while the generational conflict between Pasco and Danid ends happily,
the very same conflict ends tragicaly in the case of Montgomery and Nutmeg. By showing
that generation conflicts are not peculiar to a paticular ethnicity, Bissoondath deconstructs
race as the sole explanation of human behaviour. Despite Montgomery’s hope that Nutmeg
“can't be 0 different from her family” (15), his daughter proves him wrong. Changing her
name from Nutmeg, the family’'s term of endearment, to Spice, she underlines tha as a
persondity she conscioudy decides to defy her family. Structurdly, Nutmeg is a foil for Sta
While Sita may be forced to proditute hersdf, Montgomery’s daughter runs away and
becomes a progtitute of her own accord. If Nutmeg's age strongly suggests that her decison is
to be undersood as the rebdlion of a teenager, it is dgnificant that within the nove the
dructurd condraints influencing her are not socid. More precisdy, whatever determines her
course of action, it is not racism.

In his trestment of multiculturdism, Bissoondath shows that socid relations cannot be
captured by race as a conceptud tool, and that conflicts between different ethnicities cannot
aways be described exhaudively by racism. As will be shown, this is a trenchant critique of
multiculturdism as a view of society that reduces the complexity of life to matters of
ethnicity. By keeping condant the same phenomenon for two ethnicities, The Innoncence of
Age defies (racid) difference as conceptud frame for understanding human behaviour.
According to Bissoondath, individud complexity should replace the smplifying labe  of
ethnic difference: “Pasco had to admit to himsdf that, with some shame, that he hadn't been
able to look past the colour of the forest to see the individuality of the tree’ (13). A superficid
view of a human being as belonging to an ethnic group prevents an active engagement with



the individual under the label of a group. Moreover, it may lead to socid tensons because if
(recid) difference remains the sole bass of socia discrimination, a society becomes prone to
the invocation of racism, rather than to racism proper.®

Although society in The Innocence of Age is accused of being racig for killing
Montgomery, one must not overlook that in a way it is Montigomery himsdf who haes faled
and not the society tha has faled him. This is a departure from the more ambivdent trestment
of the immigrant predicament in Vassanji's No New Land. Montgomery dies in the course of
an att of sdf-defence by Kurt, a young and overly nervous police officer who, ironicaly
enough, in an ealier episode of the novel has actively fought racid violencel® The poaint of
this episode is that not every quarrel between people of different skin colour can be explained
by a racid logic. This is dso made explicit by Montgomery’s son.*! In fact, the one person

who might have areason for bearing a grudge articulates a moderate view:

These people, they won't leave us aone. They see a racist under every bed. One
of ‘em even told my gster tha having white skin automaticaly means you're
racis. Guilty until proven innocent. Well, just saying tha is rad, if you ask me.
They say they’'re on our Sde, but thereé's only one sde as far as | can see, and
that's their 9de. If they didn't have us, | don’'t know what they’d do. They'd be
nobodies. Wédll, | want no part of it. | have alifeto live. (306)

Racism occupies a prominent pogtion in the works of Nell Bissoondath, but, as the passage
quoted above demondrates, his pogtion is provocative. Montgomery’s son  becomes
Bissoondath’'s mouthpiece in demanding that racism is a term that should be used sparingly
because it is too often invoked in order to compensate for a weak subject postion that relies

on a problematic notion of (racid) difference in order to congtruct an identity. Elsewhere Nell

° Bissoondath admits that he is “fearful of people over-reacting: screaming racism simply because the two people
involved happen to be of difference races or different colours.” While he regards racism as a problem, he argues
against giving it privileged status: “We always have to worry about racism, as we do with any social problem.”
Moreover, while racism is troublesome, invoking it too easily has the effect of rendering harmless what truly
deserves to be called racist: “I’'m afraid of people overusing the word. | got tired of the screams of racism. I'm
very wary of that because there are truly racist incidents — but if you cry wolf often enough, people will not pay
attention anymore, and racism is such a powerful charge, it's got to be reserved for when it clearly is needed.”
Aruna Srivastava, interview with Neil Bissoondath, Other Solitudes: Canadian Multicultural Fictions, eds.
Linda Hutcheon and Marion Richmond (Toronto: OUP, 1990) 315.

19 Kurt here defends an old Ukrainian lady against a number of skinheads. While Ramabai Espinet criticizes “the
long arm of coincidence” that is “disconcertingly present” in the novel, she overlooks that what smells of
narrative improbability is, in fact, functional. Bissoondath makes apoint by having a black man being killed
accidentally by a white man who is emphatically non-racist, as the incident with the Ukrainian lady testifies. Cf.
Espinet, 208.

M That Bissoondath has a black character make this point has irritated critics. Ramabai Espinet’s claim that
“Montgomery’s son” [is] a Ryerson engineering student and also an unmistakable nerd” is not only predicated
upon speculation but also so besides the point that one wonders whether she is out to find faults with the
character of Montgomery’ s son because she cannot tolerate his argument. Cf. Espinet, 210.

9



Bissoondath eaborates on this point from a dightly different angle. By way of concluson, a
look at Bissoondath's frequently anthologised short story “Dancing” may prove ingghtful.

By Way of Condusion: Strategic Racism and Multiculturalism in “Dancing” (1985)*2

In the West Indies, long and boisterous parties, on the whole, inconvenience
no one. They are held a houses, both ingde and outsde. Neighbours tend to
be invited; children degp where they fdl. Food and drink are in plentiful
supply, music is loud and lively, meant not as background filler but as
foreground incentive to dance. There is nothing sedate about the archetypd
West Indian party. So centrd is “a good time’ to the West Indian sense of
sdf that someone — not a West Indian — once wryly commented that she had
the impression that parties, and not caypso and reggee, were the great West
Indian contribution to world culture. Booming musc, the yelp and rumble
of excited voices, the tramp of dancing feet are accepted as an integra part
of the region's culturd life. Trandfer this to, say, Toronto or Vancouver —
not a house surrounded by an extensive yard but to an gpartment hemmed in
by other apatments. Trandfer the music, the dancing, the shouting —
everything but the fact tha the neighbours, unknown and uncommunicative,
are unlikdy to be invited. It takes little imagination to gppreciate the tenson
that may, and do, arise™®

“Dancing” features a black sarvant woman migrating from Trinidad to Toronto, where she
experiences racism as the underside of “ethnic separatism.”* However, provocatively enough,
it is not the dominant Canadian ethnicity that is racig in “Dancing” but the Caribbean
immigrants. If The Innocence of Age holds that racism is often an inadequate, Smplistic way
of describing conflicts, “Dancing” decondructs racism by showing that it is not exclusvey
relied upon by the dominant ethnicity. As Bissoondath has it, “this is a dory that says not
only whites are racist. The fact is that non-whites can aso be racist.”*®

While The Innocence of Age charts how people unconscioudy draw on racism in order
to explan socd conflicts between two different ethnicities, in “Dancing”  racism is
conscioudy opted for by the Caribbean immigrants®® Thus wheress racism in The Innocence
of Age is a mater of undersanding socid interaction too smplisicaly, “Dancing” primarily

projects racism as a mord problem characteriang the immigrant’s attitude towards the

12 “Dancing” was published in Bissoondath’s collection of short stories Digging up the Mountains (1985). In
1986 it won him the McClelland and Stewart Award for Fiction at the Canadian National Magazine Awards. The
CBC later decided to turn it into a full-length film for which Bissoondath himself wrote the screenplay. Cf.
Andrew Garrod, “Neil Bissoondath,” Speaking for Myself: Canadian Writers in Interview, ed. Andrew Garrod
(St. John: Breakwater Books, 1986) 55.

13 Bissoondath, Selling Illusions, 135.

14 yvan Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath,” 84.

5 Srivastava, 319.

16 This renders Bissoondath'’s texts markedly different from Vassanji’s No New Land which also concerns itself
with an unconscious form of racism.
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Canadian host society. Raciam in “Dancing” figures as a subtle drategy on which the
immigrant community relies in order to manipulate the dominant socid paradigm, i.e
multiculturdism. More precisdly, racism can be used to exploit a socid policy in which
tolerance towards other ethnicities is inditutiondised and in which any violaion of this policy
can be made to pay. While racism on the pat of the ethnic mgority is nonexigent in
“Dancing,” those dlegedy magindised in the Western metropolis discover the finendd
potentia of “the constant assertion of culturd difference”*’

Wheress there are obvious differences between racism as depicted in “Dancing” and in
The Innocence of Age, there are driking Smilarities once it comes to the andyss of its root
causes. Both “Dancing” and The Innocence of Age reflect a view of Canadian
multiculturdism as a policy tha in its liberdism and tolerance foders rather than impedes
raciam. As Syl, an immigrant character of “Dancing” reveds in a conversation with the
protagonist Shella “We have every right to be here [i.e. in Canada]. They [i.e. the Canadiang]
owe us. And we [i.e. the Caribbean immigrant community] going to collect, you hear me?''®
If The Innocence of Age criticizes the dmost universal gpplicability of racism as a labd for
any dissgreement or conflict involving different ethnicities, “Dancing” reveds that those
Trinidedians who clam to be discriminated agang may dso display the very racidis
thinking they accuse the ethnic maindream of. Not surpringly, Bissoondath criticizes such
functiondisations of difference as cynical.

Almogt dl of Bissoondath's narratives argue a case agang the condraints of
community which prevent the individud from exerting his free will. An essentid part of on€'s
free will is the right to change, i.e to leave behind a culture that subjectively is not deemed
worthy of dinging to. This is an issue in “Dancing,” as a dory that is aso centrdly concerned
with cultural expressons of the Caribbean immigrant community. As it turns out, for Shela
caypso, limbo, and reggae do not have an inherent value, as a matter of fact, the story’s
protagonist regards the songs played by the Caribbesn community as “old and stae”*®
According to her, carying the old culture over into the new country merey digorts the
essence of that culture. Thus “the centra paradox of ‘Dancing’ is that the Trinidadians efforts
to make Canada ‘just like Trinidad® [. . ] fasify the culture they seek to preserve® For
example, dancing in “Dancing” is not viewed as an assartion of Caribbean culturd specificity;
decontextualised from its Caribbean enviroment it becomes a farce. Forced to dance by the
expdriate Trinidadians in an atempt a cdaming her for a dubious community identity,

17 van Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath,” 84.
18 Neil Bissoondath, Digging up the Mountains(1985; NY: Viking, 1986) 208. All references are to this edition.
19 van Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath,” 85.
20 yian Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath,” 85.
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Shellds dancing in “Dancing” is not characterised by the rdease and ecdasy that the
Caribean culture is sad to provide for the other immigrants. Metaphoricaly spesking,
Shellds dance becomes indicative of the vertigo of a ghetto mentaity both inhumane and
oppressive in its denid of individudity. Shella does not fed like dancing once her fdlow
immigrants from Trinided have displayed precisdy the kind of culturd chauvinism that she
initidly wanted to escape by leaving the Caribbean but she has no choice:

Then Syl grab me and shout, “Somebody put on the musc. Turn it up loud-loud.
For everybody to hear! This whole damn building! Come, girl, dance. Dance like
you never dance before.”

And | dance.

| dance an dance an dance.

| dance like | never dance before. (209)

Tragicaly enough, it is in Canada tha Shella, by way of an involuntary and, in fact, violent
initiation into a community no longer her own, becomes, or rather is made, West Indian.?* The
means employed to this end congds in a ritud that for Shella is separaed from its relevant
time and place and therefore has logt dl of its Sgnificance as a meaningful culturd practice.
While Canadian for Bissoondath trandates as the chance of redefining onesdlf, Sheilg, like so
many other protagonists of Bissoondath's novels, is made to succumb to the condraints of the
old community and its culture. For Sheila, Caribbean culture as practiced by the community
in Toronto does not preserve tradition but ossifies it. Measured against her search for a rew
identity, Caribbean dance in Canada, as it is portrayed in “Dancing,” is nothing short of a
danse macabre, a dance of death.

21 Cf. van Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath,” 85.
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b) ‘There |: An Area of Darkness. A Casual Brutality (1988)

Nell Bissoondah's firg nove is set on the fictive Caribbean idand of Casaguemada. Partly
for materidis and partly for idedist reasons the protagonit’'s Rg Ramsingh returns to the
idand of his birth. He experiences again the culture he has been brought up on, or rather, he is
faced to force the culture from which he has sought to distance himsdf. Rg’s unease on
Casaguemada proves to be prophetic, for his stay in the Caribbean ends in a catastrophe
cuminating in the violent deaths of his wife and his son. Throughout the nove, the
representation of the idand is deeply disurbing. Its portrayd is one of “decay and
disntegration, and the recurrent images in the novd ae those of brutdity, insengtivity,
forlorness and annihilation.”*
Nell Bissoondath’'s evauation of difference and sameness. As will be outlined below,

Bissoondath's treatment of ethnicity and community difference renders A Casual Brutality a

Ra’'s portrayad of his Caribbean origins provides an ingght into

controversd text that has much in common with The Innocence of Age.

In what Dllows, Rg's view of Caribbean nature will be examined as an example of his
dienation from his country of origins fird. His view of naure, which indirectly reflects his
culturd assumptions, finds its objectification in an andyss of the politicd dStuation, which
will be andysed subsequently. For Bissoondath and his dter ego Rg Ramsingh
Caribbear/Casaquemadan  society  becomes guilty of imposing a collective identity on the
individud. It excudes diverging opinions or individud tranggressons discusvely or
punishes them by inflicting violence. In the context of the novd it seems not exaggerated to
clam that community constraints and violence reflect the underside of a culture best avoided.

By naraing the story from the perspective of a character tha is in the process of
switching a Casaguemadan ethnicity for a Canadian one, Bissoondath makes a point about the
arbitrariness, and indeed arrogance, of an obsesson with community difference. In an attempt
to invest his characters with complexity, Nel Bissoondath finds he must dso write back to the

former colonised rather than to the former colonisers soldy. In writing againgt the counter-

! Birbalsingh, 163. Kureishi calls this “a bad case of Naipaulitis: there is decay, corruption, sordor, filth and
revolution everywhere.” Cf. Hanif Kureishi, “Retum to Casaquemada,” rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Nelil
Bissoondath, New Statesman and Society, 16" September 1988: 42. As a matter of fact, A Casual Brutality has
been frequently compared with the works of V.S. Naipaul. Lanchester and Morris see parallels between
Bissoondath’s first novel and Naipaul’s A Bend in the River. Cf. John Lanchester, “Foreigners,” rev. of A Casual
Brutality, by Neil Bissoondath, London Review of Books 5 January 1989: 22, and Mervyn Morris, “Going to
Extremes and Other Tales of the New World,” rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Neil Bissoondath, Washington Post
Book World 22" January 1989: 4. Keneally, on the other hand, thinks that Bissoondath's first novel is not
indebted to Naipaul’s work but is a piece of art in its own right. . Thomas Keneally, “Home is Where the
Death Squads Are,” rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Neil Bissoondath, New York Times Book Review 26" February
1989: 14. For an argument that balances Bissoondath’ s indebtedness to his uncle with the originality of hisart cf.
Boyd Holmes, “Didlocations,” rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Neil Bissoondath, and Swimming Lessons and
Other Sories from Firozsha Baag, by Rohinton Mistry, Fiddlehead 162 (1989): 109.
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discursgve charecterigic of much of postcolonia fiction, Bisoondath displays “a very different
agenda from that of Caribbean writers who conscioudy participate in a postcolonid ‘writing
back’ to the centres of coloniad power.”?> Wha nevertheless qudifies him as a postcolonia
writer is his atempt to come to terms with the disrupting experiences of colonidiam and its
aftermath. While his naratives are st againg politicad and higoricd events, it is redly the
characters and the way they cope that Bissoondath isinterested in.® Asacritic hasit:

Among South Adan Canadian writers from the Caribbean, Bissoondath may be
regarded as the most perceptive and skilled commentator on characterigtic themes
of disorder and persecution leading to flight or displacement, and ultimately to
uncertainty or inner disorder.*

The Rejection of the Other: Culture and the Culture of Nature
In A Casual Brutality nature is viewed as a chaotic force in need of contanment.

Containment, however, presupposes a will to order and as such a human endeavour. A case in
point for such an endeavour can condst in the building of houses, which become
representative of culture. Casaguemada's nature is an untamed nature which imposes itsdf on
man’'s habitation againg his will. Thus Wayne's house, “myderious in the grip of vegetation
[. . ] [] seemed forever on the verge of vanishing into an embrace of leaves and branches™
Nature clams the essence of human culture by destroying its Igns. On Casaguemada, literaly
the idand of the ‘burnt house (‘casa quemadd), culture becomes ddicate insofar as it is
exposed to the threat of a destructive nature.

The containment of nature can adso condgt in gardening, which has for Rg an dement
“of holding off jungle, of bedting back an indgtent interloper” (64). However, generdly
speaking, gardens on Casaguemada are in a pitiable state:

My grandfather’s garden, the little plot of land in which he had laboured so long
and 0 intensdy, showed no sgns of ever having been cultivated. Its weeds were
thick, its flowers clustered with an amost ddiberate disorder. Banana trees
reeched their long, floppy leaves into the lower branches of a centrdly placed

2 van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 31.

3 Many critics have accused Neil Bissoondath of his treatment of (colonial) Caribbean history. Cf. Marlene
Nourbese Philip, “Immoral Fiction,” 190, and Hena Maes-Jelinek and Bénédicte Ledent, “The Novel since
1970, A History of Literature in the Caribbean, ed. A. James Arnold, vol. 2 (Amsterdam: John Benjamins
Publishing Company, 2001) 167.

4 Birbalsingh, 164. In contrast to Birbalsingh, Marlene Nourbese Philip, in her review of the novel, thinks that
“Bissoondath ignores the exploration of powerful themes such as exile and alienation to pander to the insatiable
appetite of North America for ‘Third World' violence.” Marlene Nourbese Philip, “Immoral Fiction,” 193. For a
different opinion cf. Kenealy, 14.

® Neil Bissoondath, A Casual Brutality (1986; Toronto: MacMillan, 1988) 63. All references are to this edition.
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pomme-cythere tree, which, tal, dense and spreading, effectively blocked out the
sun while, behind it, in the greater gloom, the narrow saks of papaya trees
merged hazily into each other. Under my shoes, the ground was soft and damp,
springy with dead vegetation. (115-6)

According to van Toorn, “the garden of Rg’s grandfather, once an epitome of controlled
cultivation, erupts into a wild profusion of anarchic growth”® While Wayne could make an
attempt to impede nature's growth, he is forced to use his cutlasses to defend the lives of Ry
and his family when a state of emergency is dedlared.” At this point it becomes obvious that it
is no longer a vaue-free struggle againgt the ream of the organic that Bissoondath presents us
with. Rather the nove suggests tha both culture and nature are endowed with politica
overtonesthat are worth exploring in greater detall.

Emblematic of the process of taming nature is dso the congruction of roads. It is a
“narrow asphat road that seemed [. . .] the only line of defence from the forest that sat, dense
and sullen, on the other Sde’ (62). In this context, a road can symbolise man's will to explore
and probe the unknown, of which the forest is indicative® A road is part of an infrastructure
that attempts to shape the amorphous, as such it is a cultura manifestation demongrating
man’s inventiveness in making nature subject to his needs. The asphdt road Rg has in mind
becomes symbolic of human civilisation. One could aso say, it becomes metonymic of man's
achievement in paving the way for culture®

The road is viewed as a (culturd) means taken agangt the dangers of naure
represented by the forest. The forest is not merely a redistic description of a Caribbean
topography; psychoanayticaly, a forest symbolises the unconscious'® which, for Freud, is
the locus of the suppressed. Man's super-ego is sad to defy moraly ambivaent, and hence
culturdly unacceptable, desres and to relegate them to the sphere of the unconscious. One
could say that Freudian psychology conceives of the suppressed as a resdua of the naturd.

Asaredm where existentia dangers lurk, the forest is dangerous and a site of the uncanny.

6 van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 59. For Patricia Harkins the garden of Raj’s grandfather also “becomes a
symbol of the neglect the entire island is suffering.” Patricia Harkins, rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Neil
Bissoondath, Caribbean Writer On Line [sic] 5 March 2002
<http:www://thecaribbeanwriter.com/volume4/v4p109.html>.

" Cf. van Toorn, 59-60.

8 cf. “Wald,” Worterbuch der Symbolik, 1991 ed.

® Etymologically as well as semantically culture is a complex word. It can mean several things, depending on
context and time of usuage. Here the term culture is to denote building and agri-culture in particular. The
religious dimension of worship that the Latin root word ‘cultura’ also entails is reflected, too, albeit later and
only indirectly — in the reverence cultural artefacts and efforts at cultivation deserve in the eyes of a Raj who is
alienated from indigenous Caribbean nature (cf. 17). For on overview of the various definitions of culture cf.
Klaus P. Hansen, Kultur und Kulturwissenschaft, 2™ ed. (1995; Miinchen: Fink, 2000) 11-19.

10 cf. “wald,” Worterbuch der Symbolik, 1991 ed.
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In generd, the noved suggests that culturé's power to contain the chaos of nature is
limited. Whereas culture is perceved to be dable, nature is fet to be dangeroudy dynamic.
Casaguemadan nature is not characterised by variety, it is characterised by its growth. In other
words, Caribbean nature in Rg’s eyes is forever growing but never changing, a fact that
obsesses Ry because it has dgnificance for his andyds of the dass and inetia of the
political Stuation on Casaquemada a large. Rg’'s country of adoption, Canada, contrasts
favourably with Casaguemada in terms of nature:

Besde it, in black ink and in the nestest hand | could muster, | wrote “Toronto”
and the date, hoping, by capturing a splinter of the beauty, to preserve strokes of
the excitement | fdt a what was happening around me: a the rapid interplay of
cloud, a the freshening of the ar, the rusting of the trees, the brittle crinkling of
dried leaves underfoot on the sdewak. At this display of a nature that was not
datic, of anature that was spectacle in itsinconstancy. (164)

Both Canadian nature and nature on Casaguemada are dynamic. But whereas Canada’s is
samply an organic nature, Casaguemadan nature is demonic. Rg’s view of the landscape
equates excessive growth with the femae and sexudises wha he fears! In much the same
way as Casaguemadan nature can never be cultivated, Rg ressts Casaguemadan culture as a
place to which he cannot become naturaized in its profusion and voluptuousness.'?

It goes without saying that to argue that nature and cuture are pitted against each other
is not to say that Rg’'s perception of nature is not profoundly culturd, too. Of necessity, the
way he describes nature is dso based on a condruction that is informed by culturd
assumptions.  However, in his case they ae no longer the assumptions operating
unconscioudy in the mind of a Casaguemadan gone Canadian. The naturalized Canadian Ry
experiences the clash between two cultures, a Canadian and a Casaguemadan one. As he is
increesingly operaing on the culturd premises of the Western world, Caribbean nature

1 By charging the island’s nature with sexual overtones, Raj’s depiction becomes reminiscent of colonial

discourse which often imagined the culturaly alien as sexual Other. Some critics have labelled A Casual

Brutality aracist text, and thisisindeed one of the few instances of the novel where the narrator Raj acts the part
of the coloniser. For Bissoondath’'s alleged racism cf. Marlene Nourbese Philip, “Immoral Fiction,” 198. See
also Penny van Toorn, “Positioning,” 78-9. For a diametrically opposed reading stressing that Bissoondath’s
novel is anything but racist see Thorpe, “‘ Turned Inside Out,”” 9 and van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 5.

12 While Marlene Nourbese Philip admits that “Bissoondath’s treatment of landscape, though limited, is
significant,” she blames the novel’s protagonist for the underlying assumptions informing his representation of
nature: “This, of course, al of a piece with a character who has no attachment to the land of his birth, from
which he is completely alienated.” Marlene Nourbese Philip, “Immoral Fiction,” 195. She refuses to
acknowledge that such an attitude is perfectly in order for a literary character. She is more interested in what the
novel leaves out than what it presents us with. In her eagerness to look for socio-historic factors she overlooks
that Rgj’s attitude towards his native country is at the centre of the novel. Methodically, her deconstructive
impetus reduces her ability to ‘understand’ the novel (in the hermeneutic sense of the word). A Casual Brutality
isno national alegory but primarily aprivate story. Cf. also Morris, 4.
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conditutes at best a sort of interference and a worst an impediment. Whereas culture to him
trandates as civilisation and refinement, (Caribbean) nature becomes a force beyond control,
which, by way of its chaos, defies the Enlightenment bass on which Western culture is
founded, subjectivity: “It was the kind of vegetation, deceptive in its beauty, that could
svdlow you whole, a vison of green annihilaion into which a man could, unnoticed,
disgppear without a trace’ (141). Leaving a trace is, of course, a quintessentidly human desire
informed by the wish to make life meaningful, and it is culture that can address this need.
Succumbing to a nature that erases the traces of culturd artefacts is the ultimate chaos
conceivable in this context. Nature becomes an dement that threatens to uproot man’'s order
on Casaguemada as wdl as the order of man in generd. On an idand where the dgns of
materid culture (eg. a house) merit no investment because they are likey to be destroyed
anyway, “escape [. . .] becomes the only rationa option.”** As such, “the name Casaguemada
vindicates Rg’s abandonment of the idand: anyone who fals to leave a burning house is
obvioudy out of his or her own mind”** Bissoondath departs from postcolonia activism (but
not necessxily, as Marlene Nourbese Philip argues, from postcolonidism as such) in that he
has his protagonist leave his place of birth and shed his Caribbean ethnicity. Bissoondath’'s
novd is concerned with a reckoning with pogtcolonidity and not with the uncriticd
afirmation of ehnic difference sometimes proclamed by it. The implications of this
reckoning become more pronounced when exploring in greater destil the politicadl dimensions
of the novel.

A Postcolonid Reckoning: Palitics and the Body Politic
Nature in A Casual Brutality is a fraught concept. While the previous section set out to show
how nature symbolised Rg’s uneasness with Casaguemadan culture, nature aso becomes a

repostory of images that aludes to Casaguemada’s politicd gStuation. Three cases in point
ae paticulally ingghtful in the context of a discusson of the politicad implications of the

novd.

13 yan Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 59.
14 yvan Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 58.
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That Casagquemada is an idand deprived of hope™ is conveyed by reference to stars
and star-gazing. While these are traditiond symbols of transcendence and hope as well as the
longing for it, in A Casual Brutality hope is ruled out for Rg and his family, as the following
piece of didogue corroborates. “‘Look,” | sad, ‘how much more dearly you can see the stars
here’ ‘Yes' she replied. ‘But that only means that the night is darker” (345). Asha
corroborates that the future for Rg, Jan and Rohan is blesk. When, in an ingance of
foreboding she warns Rg of lightning (cf. 189), she intuitively feds that nature is not merey
indifferent to their fate but is out to harm them. It is important to redise that whereas both the
lack of stars and the threat of lightning on the Caribbean idand of Casaguemada are endowed
with ggnificance for the individua, both ultimatdy aso pertain to the public sphere for it is
the latter that brings about the former. Life on Casaguemada is depressng and ridden with
lethd dangers because the political Stuation is too ingtable to provide its population with hope
and security. It thus seems adequate to describe the plot of the novel metgphoricaly in the
following way: Jan's and Rohan's deaths are caused by (the darkness of) a postcolonidism
that is anything but a light a the end of the tunnd (of colonidism). Rg, Kayso and Jan are to
be blamed insofar as they have not avoided this darkness in the first place: “*You tel me, Rg.
What the hell are [s¢] you doing here? Why the hdl did you come back? Didn't anyone ever
tell you the new motto of the place — If you're out, Say out; if you're in, get out?” (209)
Tragicdly, Rg’s digpostion prevents him from reading the sgnds of warning. He is not
sengtive enough to follow the subtle clues that his environment has provided for an accurate
evduation of the dtuation. Eventudly, it needs Greppler's politicd andyses and the
immediate experience of the revolt for him to fully comprehend the aavisic naure of
Casaguemada’ s culture.

The sniger character of Casaguemadan culture is underscored by an intertextud
reference that has hitherto not been commented on exhaustivdy.’® When Rg reviews the
catagtrophe that clams his wife and son and ponders that “this is how the world shetters, with
a peep a the soul” (367), he dludes to T.S. Eliot's famous poem “The Hollow Men” in order

15 In this context it is a misunderstanding that Bissoondath “represents phenomena such as violence,
displacement, cultural breakdown, sexual and economic exploitation as universal human themes and
experiences,” as Penny van Toorn summarises the critical evaluation of Bissoondath’s work. Penny van Toorn,
“Positioning,” 78. Cf. also Morris, 4. However, at least with respect to violence and A Casual Brutality
Bissoondath is quite specific, although his specificity may not be politically correct: Violencein hisfirst novel is
closely linked to the Caribbean setting of Casaguemada. While Canada may also be racist, it certainly allows for
more political and existential stability and security.

16 ¢f., for example, David Richards, “Burning Down the House: Neil Bissoondath’'s Fiction,” Narrative
Strategies in Canadian Literature: Feminism and Postcolonialism, ed. Carol-Ann Howells (Milton Keynes:
Open UP, 1991) 59.
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to refer to Casaguemada’s political as well as existentia crisis'’ On a par with the hollowness
and shallowness that a podt-religious modernity brings for Eliot, Bissoondath detects culturd
and moral degeneration as well as a lack of authenticity within Casaguemadan postcolonid
society. Modernity and postcolonidity overlgp in that they are conceptudised as wastelands
by Eliot and Bissoondath respectively. Furthermore, both the hollow men of modernity and
the hollow men produced by the postcolonid experience on Casaguemada have in common
that they do not expect a grand finde a the end of the world. Although both Eliot and
Bissoondath's Rg imagine it as an anticlimax, the world, according to Eliot, ends “not with a

bang but a whimper,”*®

whereas Bissoondath grants Ry a (admittedly) limited epiphany, i.e. a
“peep a the soul,” a the very moment that his private world shatters. While the end of the
hollow men in Eliot’s poem is not apocayptic in the Biblical sense because it does not
provide the hope (of resurrection) that world downfdl dso entalls, Bissoondath envisages a
source of hope for Rg in the possbility of a new beginning, athough such a new beginning is
not to be envisaged on Casaguemada. As Casaguemada is seen as a place that drains the
subject of substance, hope for Rg can only lie in migration. In order to survive, but aso to
preserve its essence as a human being, he has to shed his old ethnicity and escape. He “flees a
Caribbean world of nothingness, fear, and insecurity.”'® At the end of the novel Rg reasons:
“I go like my forebears, to the future, to the chalenge that lies dsawhere of turning nothing
into something, far from the casud brutdity of collapse, far from the ruins of falure, across
thousands of miles of ocean” (378). Displaying traits of the postcolonid migrant as theorised
by Bhabha and others, Rg leaves with a podtive outlook which even the possbility of not
finding a permanent home cannot alter.?°

A closer look at Rg’'s epiphany into his life and the true nature of Casaguemada reveds
that his ingght is conveyed by way of a description of nature, too. “As darkness closed over
me, inky and inexorable, | thought: | have spent my life polishing shadows. It was the only
truth, in that moment of extinction that occurred to me’ (370). Nature becomes indicative of
the episemological agenda aso & stake in Bissoondath's novel. While the colour of the sky
in Toronto is described as “a fine, high, glazed blue, pure and insubstantia, with the clarity of

7 Eliot himself relied on afamous pretext that interpreted hollownessin apolitical context, Shakespeare’ sJulius
Caesar. (cf. 1V.ii.23).

18 T.S. Eliot, “The Hollow Men,” The Norton Anthology of English Literature, eds. M.H. Abrams and Stephen
Greenblatt, 7" ed., vol.2 (NY: Norton & Company, 2000) 2386.

19 Michael Thorpe, “‘ Turned Inside Out, " 8.

20 « After settling in the Caribbean for one hundred and fifty years, Indians may be forced to emigrate, in which
case the Caribbean would have to be regarded just as a stop-over for them, on their journey from Indiato other
destinations.” Birbalsingh, 162. While Birbalsingh’'s diagnosis as to the necessity to move is accurate, he
arguably thinks too much in terms ethnic collectives. Raj merely represents himself and not his community; heis
alienated from his community aswell as from the notion of conmunity and what it entails.
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cysd” (154), Casaguemada's nature is chimerica. While Canada is a place where lucidity of
thought is possble, even if it involves a certain element of “chilliness and dispassion,”* the
Caribbean appears as a place that is deceptive. At the end of the noved, Ry redises:

Not only to have trusted as redlity the distracting sdeshow of sunlight dancing on
primary colours but to have coddled it, fostered it, to have wanted it to be the
redity; to have ligened without chdlenge to dl those could-have-beens and
should-have-beens, dl those sorrowed expressons of hope lost and possbility
shattered: it was life svimming in ddusion, life shimmering in fantasy, life in
which the dope was flat and the swamp solid. (372)

In marked gpostion to Canada, the Caribbean is a place where illusons acquire the status of
facts and certainties become ambiguous. What is disturbing in its radica critique is that for
Bissoondath the Caribbean is a smulacrum precisdly because the (postcolonid) subject
congtructs the object reality according to his needs and desires. The arbitrariness of perception
is S0 pervasive on Casaguemada that redlity becomes unreliable. The effects of a perverson of
redity are disorientation, confuson and indability, which can be fdt on many leves It
becomes an issue with respect to the private sphere, in which Lenny, for example, betrays
Rg’s family and becomes respongble for Jan's and Rohan's death (cf. 362). Furthermore, it
holds true for the economic sphere, an example of which is the brief oil boom that the idand
has enjoyed in the recent padt:

The oil money, so easly acquired, flowing to the idand not from effort but as a
consequence of digant events, had given Casaguemada cosmopolitan tastes. We
came to prefer the frozen to the fresh, paper to ped. Crysta was imported from
Itay, glassware from Germany, lesther goods from Brazil. The roads became
clogged with Fords and Chryders, Mercedes Benzes and Rolls-Royces, Toyotas
and Hondas, Suzukis and Hiaces. Fortunes soared. Women flew to Miami for day-
long shopping trips. Champagne was bought not by the bottle but by the case. (75)

The oil boom erases the traits of locd culture. Globdisation makes culture on Casaquemada
inauthentic and derile. It becomes second-hand and thus second-rate, to borrow from
Napaul’s diagnoss of Caribbean culture in The Mimic Men. Most importantly, however,
Casaguemada is chimericd in terms of its politicd dtuation a large (cf. 359). This is
underlined by the sudden outbresk of an Emergency, which brings dong anarchy, violence

21 Kenedlly, 14.
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and destruction.?? Chimericd means that Casagquemada is not merely deceptive but willingly
0. As Grappler pinpoints, Casaguemada does not merely forget to question itself but
conscioudy refuses to do so. The difference is of utmost importance, for Casaguemada's
conscious self-deception is not merdy irresponsible, it dso is deeply immorad.?® The most
driking example of this kind of policy is the way in which the murder Kayso of is received by
Casaguemadans. “Truth was completely irrdevant. The man was dead, and the manner of his
deeth had importance now only in its entertainment value® (344).

Drawing on an ancient concept, Bissoondath dso employs the symbol of ar in order to
make a point about society and politics. The qudity of the ar becomes symbolic of the
politicd amosphere on Casaquemada and in Canada respectively. Casaguemada's ar is
mostly stale contrasted with Toronto’s fresh breeze (cf. 164, 314). Whereas the former is
confining, the latter dgnads freedom. In paticular, Canada guarantees freedom to the
individud, a notion informed by a liberd-humanis line of thought. Metaphoricaly, while
Canada lets the individud bresthe, Casaguemadas repressve amosphere is asphyxiating.
Even the most fundamentad rights, i.e. human rights, are not recognised, as the example of
Kayso demonstrates.

Kayso's return to Casaguemada is informed by a sense of obligation to the country of
his origins (cf. 156). The responghility for his community is inflected by the liberd education
he received in Canada as a lawyer. However, fighting for equd judtice and pleading human
rights in a court is a mordigtic stance he is not gratified for on Casaguemada. On the contrary.
Grappler, commenting on his death, holds that:

On the idand of Casaguemada, life was worth less than a house or a car; it could
not be bartered for anything; it could not be graced with monetary vaue. It was, |
thought, the find blow of colonid heritage life as financd transaction. It was

22 Bissoondath himself points out that Casaguemada’s situation has relevance for the Caribbean at large:
Casaquemada is a “mixture of Guyana, Trinidad, Jamaica, Grenada.” Cf. van Toorn, “Building on Common
Ground,” 130. Thorpe, on the other hand, suggests that Bissoondath’ s Casaquemada is a thinly veiled account of
Trinidad in the early 1970s. Cf. Michael Thorpe, “Making Waves Against the Mainstream,” 140. His argument
isimportant in that it counters claims which denounce Bissoondath as racist and forgetful of history and context.
However, while Bissoondath, according to Thorpe, does reflect contemporary Caribbean history and society in
his novel, the most important context for the text is said to be autobiographical. Within such a reading Rgj
becomes Bissoondath’s alter ego. See also van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,” 30. Similarly, C6té emphasizes that
the novel is by no means oblivious of political circumstances but too complex to be captured by partial readings.
Cf. Marc Goté, “Hopes or Illusions,” rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Neil Bissoondath, Canadian Forum Feb.-
March 1989: 31.

2 Marlene Nourbese Philip identifies several flaws in Bissoondath’s text, the most severe of which is said to be
its lack of socio-historic specificity. It is this social amnesia renders the novel immoral for her. Cf. Marlene
Nourbese Philip, “Immoral Fiction,” 190. However, it is doubtful whether her reading does justice to the text.
While it is not true that the novel fails to contextualise — apart from the fact that it veils its account of
Trinidadian postcolonial policy by naming its setting Casaquemada — immorality for Philip lies in Bissoondath
artistic treatment of (immoral) actions!

11



why Kayso, spesking of human rights, of life as having an intrindc vaue of its
own by the mere fact of its existence, was seen a best as odd, a worst as a
publicity seeker. It was why, too, in the end, a man such as he had to be ridiculed,
his legecy vilified. He had come demanding competence and honesty and effort in
an idand that no longer, if it ever had, cared about such things. He had chalenged
too many deeply held prgudices. He had chdlenged a rgpe of the land colonid in
its actions and dtitudes. He had, in the end, chdlenged history, and in this he
could not be the winner. (345)

Kayso becomes a casudty of his own illusons about Casaquemada. His vison of reform is
thwarted by a Caribbean not interested in betterment. Human rights and Casaguemada clash
as two different worlds, Kayso's humanism is hopelessly a odds with Casaguemada's greed
and corruption. Most importantly, however, it is a odds with Casaguemada's tribdism. For,
ironicadly, it is precisdy the sense of obligation Madera demands from Rg that is behind the
murder of Kayso. Kayso's underestimation of such an obligation is tragic, and Maderas
harping on community ties gppears cynical.

On a metgphoricd level, A Casual Brutality aludes to the palitica, socia and culturd
crigs on Casaguemada in terms of illness and disease. Drawing on the metaphor of society as
body, Bissoondath describes Caribbean society in terms of an organism suffering from an
illness that is nealy fad: “‘All idess of Hflessness and service took a plane out of
Casaguemada years ago. It's one of our diseases” (219). The advanced date of nationa
degeneration cdls for a cure; as the name of the city of Sdmondla indicates, the body politic
in Bissoondath's nove is sck and in need of trestment. Because the society at large suffers
from gructurd problems, the individud living in that society becomes prone to illnesses, too.
That place and atmosphere seem especidly detrimental to mentd hedth is underlined by
Surein, who suffers from parancia, and Jan and Rg, who both develop claustrophobia
Surein’'s paranoia exemplifies a problematic identity congruction. He “needed something to
fear, he needed someone to hate, and it was only through these passions, their sir and thelr
consequence, that he could fashion an image of an unassalable sdf” (88). Surein is too wesk
a persondity to dispense with a prgudiced view of an Other; he needs an enemy aganst
whom he can condruct an acceptable sdf-image. In this sense, Othering becomes a
compensgtion for the shortcomings of his persondity. Claustrophobia is another telling
symptom of the disease of the body politic. It becomes indicative of the personad arrest the
individua has to face on Casaguemada: “Small places, places of limited €ope, of bruta past,
hedtant present and uncertain future, offer but scanty posshility, offer & best a life
proscribed” (142; cf. dso 143). In addition to that, claustrophobia aso refers to the absence of
res in a country that demands congtant vigilance and wariness. “She [Jan] looked out again a
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the passng fences, the near lawns, the shuttered houses, and her chest rose and fel as she
fought the touch of caugtrophobia she had acquired not long after our ariva in
Casagquemada’ (81; cf. aso 173). The thought of a society that comes to haunt the individua
with its problems (cf. paranoid) proves as disturbing as the thought of a society that offers no
space to withdraw to (cf. claustrophobid). In each case, the individud displays a compulsory
neuross, which manifests itsdf in an obsesson with control: “Where did it come from, and
why, this sense of life as running water, turbulent, and beyond control?’ (325) Whereas
Surein develops an afinity to wegpons, Rg begins to survey his property and hres Wayne as
a bodyguard.

It is no coincidence that Bissoondath has turned Rg into a doctor. As with any doctor,
his power of heding illnesses and the diseases of the body poalitic is limited. His reflections on
the fatdity of termina cases point towards a politicad gtuation that is imagined to be
incurable: “The pogtive patient puts up a better fight than the patient who, deprived of hope,
cahnot raly his resources’ (19). The politicad stuation of Casaquemada is equaly critica.
While Rg suggests that there remains only one chance of cure, i.e. letting the illness run its
course and trust the body palitic to hed itsdf, Grappler’s diagnosis suggests a therapy more
radicd. To his mind, Casaguemada is rotten, corrupt and sdlf-deceptive. It is a ration thet is
not multicultura a heart but merdy celebrates the “carnival of intolerance” (201). The lack of
tolerance is accompanied by a lack of commitment to the nation (cf. 210), i.e
Casaguemadans, in Grappler's eyes, are unwilling to bring sacrifices for their country. At the
same time, intdlectuds ae engaged in “a politics of blang’ tha is backwards and
unproductive in its victimisation (cf. 202). Furthermore, Grappler accuses Casaguemadans of
immaturity; the idand's “faled expeiment in nationhood” (203) is due to a politica
irrespongbility that marks Casaguemadans as children in need of (colonid) guidance (cf.
203). In his eyes, Casagquemadans avoid hard work (cf. 206) and have not learned to accept
criticism (cf. 203). As pogcoloniad Casaguemada is dismissve of his (neo-) liberd credo
emphasizing <olidarity and core vdues, Grappler’s cynicd assessment of a pdient
disregarding his advice demands “to cut out the cancer” (211). Less metaphoricaly, Grappler
cynicaly suggests that the impending coup and the posshility of a military dictatorship are
not only what Casaquemada deserves but adso what it is in need of: “And if we're payols, with
payol problems, then maybe we need payol [dc] solutions’ (211). Grappler argues that
postcolonia  Casaguemadan  identity merdly mimics colonid mentdity. For  Grappler,
Independence has come to sgnify “the right to do nothing” (138) as wdl as “the right to loot
oursdves’ (199). As the following section will show, the independence of the nation will
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often be buttressed by the discourse of community and community difference, which in its
deterministic logic proves fatd to the independence of the individud.

Claming the Individud: Community and Community Condraints
Nell Bissoondath is concerned with as well as about the power that the notion of community
can exat on the individud. In A Casual Brutality the impact of community on questions of

difference and sameness is examined in greater detail with respect to society and race, and the
family.

In A Casual Brutality Rg's encounter with the past dso entails an encounter with a
former schoolmate of his. Doug Madera, in contrast to the protagonist of Bissoondath's first
novel, has not left Casaguemada for a career esewhere. The congtdllation Re-Madera is not
only indicative of two different ways in the world but is of crucid importance for an adequate
understanding of Bissoondath’'s text, too, because the centrd conflict between Rg (as the
protagonist) and Madera (as the antagoni<t) is aso the centrd issue of the novel asawhole.

Casaguemada is a society that is portrayed as raciaist and racist. Caribbeans of African
American, Eagt Indian and European descent co-exist in a way that is representative of the
socid  dtuation in the Caibbean a lage. The “theorem of race” (88) informs the
segregationist  character  of  society.  Metaphoricadly, Casaquemada dgnds tha the
architecture of a multicultura society has been st on fire One of those respongble for
burning down the house, i.e for the falure of multiculturdism on Casaguemada, is Surein,
who wants “to do something to keep the niggers out” (81). Another case in point is Madera
who does not merely believe in the ubiquity of racid difference on Casaguemada but aso
underlines its usefulness as a dructuring device. Put differently, for Madera racid difference
is a crucid factor in determining on€'s culturd identity. Rg, on the other hand, cannot deny
the humanist idedls underlying his professond training as a doctor. Jus as medicine€s view
on man acknowledges no essentia difference between different races and ethnicities, Ry
denies any dlegiance to a collective. His wish to save lives sharply contrasts with that of
Madera, who used to torture pupils as a teenager and since that time has become involved in
organised killings. For Ry the plot of the nove becomes an exercise in knowing himsdf.
Maderd's flaws are undterable because he does not perceive them as faults as such. Whereas
R4 undergoes a development as a character, Madera remains tied to an irrationd and fanatic
logic of violence. The trgectory of the nove’s argument dlows for the concluson that this is
s0 for the ample reason that violence to him gppears a good and necessary thing and is not
recognised as unethicd. While Rg’'s midakes have repercussons on his family
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unintentionally, Madera conscioudy harms other people. His aggresson agangt others is
judtified in the name of acommunity ideology profoundly a odds with Rg’s humaniam.

Interestingly enough, both Rg and Madera have essentidist ideas about the relaionship
between the individua and the community. Succinctly put, for Madera there is a close
connection between the individud and the community into which he was born. For Doug
Madera the human being is not an individua qua essence but merdy comes into exisence as
a member of a collective. In more accessble terms, for him group identity overrides persond
identity. For Rg, this is an argument that is unacceptable. Just as for hm growing up together
does not mechanicaly make Madera and him friends, so does their common place of birth not
automdticdly lead to the same community dlegiance. In effect, Rg’s rgection of racid
dlegiance results in a reshuffling of Sdf-Other dichotomies. In his radicd denigration of the
individuad in the name of an essentidis idea of community belonging, Madera becomes an
Other for Rg. His denid of the individua runs counter to Rg’s notion of a human essence
overriding community identity as well as difference between communities. Despite the fact
thata Madera feds suppressed and victimised by colonidism, pogtcolonidism and neo-
colonidism, there can be no doubt that in Rg’s eyes he becomes a new suppressor resembling
the old in the use of his means Thus Bissoondath’'s firsd novel naraes the story of a
politicaly incorrect postcolonid Othering. As a matter of fact, A Casual Brutality is a
reckoning with postcolonidity that is not postcolonid a dl, if postcolonid is to signify more
than the place of birth of an author and a point in time when a piece of literature has been
published.?*

As was argued with Vassanji's The Book of Secrets closay connected to the idea of
bdonging in A Casual Brutality are the reasons for belonging. To think about reasons is
necessty because belonging, a least for Rg, is dynamic. Ethnicity is a matter of afiliation
and does not conditute an irreducible ontological divide. According to Rg it is possble to
switch ethnicities; according to Madera it may be possble but not acceptable. To switch
ethnicities qudifies as a betrayd of the community one was born into and consequently
deserves odracizing, which is envisaged as the greatest caamity conceivable. The difference
inherent in the different forms of belonging is an ethicd difference once again. For Rg,

24 David Richards argues that A Casual Brutality is a postcolonial novel informed by the postmodern insight into
the unreliability of representations. While A Casual Brutality isarealist novel for van Toorn, Richards suggests
that the novel is mock-realist but eventually rejects mimesis and totality. Thus Raj looks at maps but cannot
position himself spatially. Furthermore, the novel’s structure suggests that the postcolonial subject cannot be
located by way of (colonial) history. The novel questions realism ex negativo by enacting an epistemological
crisisin its protagonist. Cf. Richards, “Burning Down the House,” 56. See also van Toorn, “Neil Bissoondath,”
40 and David Richards, “‘A History of Interruptions': Dislocated Mimesis in the Writings of Neil Bissoondath
and Ben Okri,” From Commonwealth to Post-Colonial, ed. Anna Rutherford (Sydney: Dangaroo Press, 1992)
74-5.
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shifting effiliations is not immord because one commits onesdf to on€s sdf and not to a
collective. While betraya is dso what Ry theorises, it is a betrayd of the individud and not
of a community that he thinks of (cf. 90). Rg’s attitude is that of a liberd humanism, whereas
Doug Madera's ided is communitarian, or rather totditarian, i.e. a commitment to the spirit of
the community and the wefare of the collective. In this context, the individud is irrdevant. It
is important not to overlook that both Rg and Madera represent idedlist positions. However,
the means employed to implement ther respective idedism vary greatly. Rg’'s liberdism may
appear unethica to Madera — but Rg does not harm others. At the same time, Madera's
commitment may be idedis (cf. 262) — but the means he rdies on to redise it are
unacceptable within the perspective of the novel. For Madera's vison infringes on others and
cams lives Espinet beng a case in point. In marked oppostion, Rg's podtion proves the
moraly more acceptable aternative.

Madera's as well as Surein’s assessments of Ry tedtify to the fact that on Casaguemada
any deviaion from a culturd norm is interpreted as betrayd (cf. 257 and 87), and hence, at
leest implicitly, as a crime. Deviation becomes a violation of order dso in the context of the
family as the second mgor indance where a community lays cdam to the individud: “Family.
A big word in a smdl place, a word that went beyond mere legdity, mere blood rdationship,
to a kind of caming, a cocoon that comforted and confined a the same time’ (196). While
the family dso seems to provide for, it is the demands it makes on the individud that are
emphasized in the text. Comfort and condraints prevent the invidua from finding hisher own
way or prevent himher from pursuing a way of higher own. Once Rg has redised the
problematic nature of the family collective, its depiction becomes increasingly demonic: “The
hole was beginning to gape, and in the widening aperture the viper couched in the heart of
comfort was coming clear” (214).

A Casual Brutality contains severd ingances in which the detriments of the inditution
of the family ae fully discosed. Family in Bissoondath's novel is characterised by
dishonesty; it demands “the affectation of affection” (79). Rg’s family does not even refran
from economic blackmall in order to foder loydty and fathfulness to its norms. “Give me a
kiss or | not leaving you anything when | die [9c]” (111). The family is a collective that
imposes its culturd assumptions and traditions on the individua. This incudes the new role
Jan is expected to play as the daughter-in-law (cf. 129). However, it aso entails a rgjection of
individuals of different socid sanding and race. Not only does Rg’s grandmother complain
about his dark colour of skin (cf. 40), she aso indsts on Rg maintaining his distance to ther
black servant Wayne (cf. 66) and feds uncomfortable when Rg plays with the black
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Presbyterian girl Angela (cf. 69). Ironicaly, it is only through disobeying his grandmother’s
family ideology and by approaching Wayne without prgudice tha Ry a least temporarily
succeeds in protecting his family. Ancther case in point underlining the danger the family is
capable of exerting is Surein, whose unannounced vidts to Rg and Jan underscore the culturd

relativity of privecy:

It was to Jan an intrusion, this privacy that held aways a public dement, while to
the Casaguemadans, to my family and friends, it was a right they could not
imagine being denied. Jan a fird made no secret of her fedings, accepting with
equanimity the inevitable unpopularity that her frankness atracted. Mine, with the
possible exception of Grappler, was not a family that appreciated honesty; it was
one that demanded games. (78)

Due to a diffuse obligation fet towards his family, Rg & first does not dare to intervene in the
curtalment of his privecy (cf. 90). He has not sufficently matured yet in order to resist the
clam to a collective identity he does not redly wish to identify with. What Surein takes for
granted on the bass of a sameness percelved to be essentid and inalienable becomes a cause
of complant for Rg only in the course of the noved. What is a socid cohesve on
Casaguemada becomes an ingtance of disuption and dienation for the protagonist of A
Casual Brutality. Rg learns that, in the redm of ethnicity, difference and sameness are
matters of conscious choice. Even family ties do not have to be binding if the individud
refuses to be bound by them. Sameness, or difference for that matter, are not inherent in the
socid micro-/macro-sructure of the fictiond universe of Bissoondath's firs novel. That the
antagonigs in A Casual Brutality cam they are is something Bissoondath's first novel shares
with virtudly every narrative he has published to dete.

Rg’s family operates on a myth of racid purity. Rg defies his grandmother and her
fear of miscegenation by marrying a white woman (cf. 123). The trgectory of Jan's and Rg’s
unhappy marriage seems to support Grandma's segregationist credo, but thelr maritd crigs is
no velled criticism directed againg racid intermarriage. The novel leaves no doubt that Ry’s
and Jan's maitd problems have nothing to do with the different racia background that both
come from. Bissoondath’'s novel argues that just as marriages do not function of their own
accord because of the racid identity of the partners, so marriages do not automaticdly fall
when member of different races marry. On an abstract plane, race ceases to be of relevance as
a problem as well as a solution, what counts is the individua not the community. Jan and Rg
face an unhappy mariage because they refuse to recognise the lack of communication thet
characterises their relaionship. As Rg has it on looking back: “So tha Jan and | moved
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forward, more by event and the passage of time than by decison and the exercise of choice,
less in a life together than in lives pardld” (318; cf. dso 47). As individuds they are
responsible for their problems, just as only they asindividuas could have solved them.

An analogous case can be condructed for Rg and his Grandmother's long-time
savant Wayne. While the example of Rg and Jan shows how individud difference can be
more of a barrier than racid/community difference, Rg and Wayne demondrate how empathy
between members of different races can dide the difference of community. The fact that
Wayne helps Rg defend his property a the dawn of the coup seems to be indicative of an
interracial understanding between East Indians and Africar Americans®® However, while this
is a reading that is not necessarily fdse, it does not go far enough in its implications. For
Wayne makes it clear that it is out of a persond obligation to Ry that he heps him and his
family (cf. 310). His hep is not primarily a solidarity transcending racid divides but to be
understood in the context of a give-and-take between two individuads who accidentaly were
born with different colours of skin. Thus, rather than being a relationship transcending racism,
theirs is a relaionship that transcends race as a category. The concerted efforts of Wayne and
Rg to hold back brutdity and violence is less illuminating as an indance of two
representatives of different communities working together than as an underganding between
individuals who fed that they represent more than their respective community membership. In
its complexity, theindividud resists any definition based on race done.

Society’s indsence on the communitarian is the other Sde of its disdan for the
individud. On Casaguemada, individudity is maked as deviance from a way of life
condructed as the norm. This norm is connected to the notion of community membership and
the culturd practices prescribed by it. Those who deviate from the norm are discursvely
margindized as eccentrics and, subsequently, excluded as madmen (cf. 177). A case in point
in the nove is reading, which for Casaguemadans is said to be the ultimate in eccentricity: “In
Casaguemada reading was consdered a best antisocid” (107). In this context, the death of
Rg’s mother, a woman who loves to read (cf. 41), may have been an accident, but it is
certanly no coincidence. Reading is an indicator of culture in A Casual Brutality, just as the
lack of a dedre to read Sgnifies the opposte. Moreover, by virtue of its cultura implications,
reading becomes a form of traveling. If it is argued by Rg tha the only hope for the
postcolonial  Casaguemadan subject is migration, one can aso escgpe by way of one's
imagination (cf. 107, 108).

25 Malak takes this as an indicator that “the racial conflict does not totally polarize the novel’s characters.” Amin
Malak, “Postcolonial Anguish,” rev. of A Casual Brutality, by Neil Bissoondath, Canadian Literature 128
(1991): 198.
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Semanticaly, eccentricity sgnifies being outsde of a centre. In the context of the nove,
this centre has been reclamed for a postcolonid Casaguemadan identity in a problematic
way. The notion of a monalithic identity entails that those who refuse to be encompassed by
the collective ideology of postcolonidity cease to be postcolonid in the eyes of those who
regard themsdves as prototypica postcolonia or politicaly correct.?® Under Casaquemada’s
“ethnic eyes’ (230) a palicy of incudon/excluson is inditutiondised that becomes manifest
in “racid camaraderie’ (153). Not only does Bissoondath make a point here about the
continuing influence of binariams, he dso points out the flawed logic of a school of
posicolonia thinking which cdams difference in the redm of ethnicity but demands sameness
on an individud levd. Nel Bissoondath shows tha ethnic difference is a Srategy which
inddls difference between communities while condructing sameness within a community.
Bissoondath emphasizes that the “racia brotherhood” (192) springing from such a politics is
operdting on racidist assumptions. It is “a form of racism, not one that rgjected but one that
camed” (162). While sameness is argued to be an essential by postcoloniad Casaquemadans
who harp on “the brotherhood of skin and race’ (230), Bissoondath questions precisdy such
an assumption by pointing to its congtructedness. For him it is not an essentid but a discursive
formation congructed in order to reduce a complexity that is uncomfortable. The invocation
of community is for Bissoondath a smplification of a redity that is too complex to be
understood in other than individuad parameters. Thus it is no surprise that the protagonist of
hisfirst nove eventudly finds himsdlf “coveting the lack of community” (163) in Canada:

| had not come to Toronto to find Casaguemada, or to play the role of ethnic,
deracinated and costumed, drawing around himsdf the defensve podures of the
land left behind. And this display of the rakish, this attempt a Third World
exoticism, seemed to me a trap, a way of seding the persondity, of rendering it
harmlessto dl but theindividud. (221)

A yeaning for community and the communitarian is reveded as a compensation for an
inadequacy, be it the drill-sergeant who joins the army, Madera who joins the police, Nadan
who joins a monagtery, or the members of a family who live by the law of the family. Because
man is a redity too complex in its individudity, Casaquemadan (but dso parts of Canadian)
society relies on the collective. As was argued in greater detall above, it is not only colonid
discourse but dso multiculturdism that Bissoondath understands as atempt a subjecting the
individua by emphasizing the collective.

28 The arguments put forward against A Casual Brutality are also levelled against Neil Bissoondath personally.
For an overview cf. van Toorn, “Positioning Neil Bissoondath,” 78 and Maes-Jelinek and L edent, 167.
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The Enforcement of Community: Violence and Violaion

Like Vassanji, Bissoondath in A Casual Brutality is concerned with two kinds of difference.
However, not only are the types of difference Bissoondath plays off aganst each other
sructurdly different; his underlying concern is dso diametricaly opposed to that of M.G.

Vassnji. As a matter of fact, Bissoondath decongtructs collective differences while arguing a

case in favour of the difference between individuds?®’ A good example for this is the Cricket
game that Surein and Rg discuss. While Surein deplores that the West Indian team does not
have enough Indian players to make it West Indian, Rg maintains that the team may have
been sdected on the bads of the class of the individud player and not according to
community/racid criteria (cf. 88). Multiculturdism in Casaguemada (and Canada) is a policy
informed by the importance of community, while it neglects the role of the individud. On
Casaguemada, individud differences ae not tolerated but fought. The battle aganst
idiosyncrasies relies on two draegies, discursve margindizing and physicd represson. In
other words, the fight againg the individud is concomitant with a violation of rights and the
violence used to enforceit.

Violence and vidlation figure as theme, symptom and leitmotif in A Casual Brutality.
They feature in Rg’s Caribbean experience as wdl as in the course of his say in Canada
Surein’s threat of using violence againg Rg (cf. 85) is mirrored by Andy’s aggresson againgt
Rg in Canada (cf. 169f.). Surein's disrespect of Jan's need for privacy is reflected by Joey
and Andy’s intruson into Rg’s apatment in Canada (cf. 225f.). Although violence and
violation are of a lesser qudity in Bissoondath's representation of North America, the co-
occurrence of the casua (associated with cadm and peace) with brutaity (associated with
destruction and aggression), prove no less digurbing ‘heré than ‘there’ Both violation and
violence appear as transgressions to the humanist Rg. What appears as transgression to Ry
and Jan is in fact culturdly acceptable to Casagquemadan society; what is impalite to Jan is
polite to Surein; what might gopear an indance of devidion is, in fact, the norm in a
Caribbean society that Rg is gradudly dienated from. Once the culturd ggp between the
Caribbean and Canada is redised/fet by the centra characters of the nove, Jan cannot help

27 While Richards also identifies individualism as one discourse of difference in A Casual Brutality, it is
postmodernism and its epistemol ogical critique which constitutes the second discourse of difference in the novel.
Although two discourses of difference were revealed to be inscribed by Vassanji in The Book of Secrets, too, the
function towards which they were employed was fundamentally different. For Richards in A Casual Brutality
individualism merely correlates with the representational crisis of realism: “Thus isolated from his socia role,
his class and his community, the individual can neither control the representations language throws up nor
embraceits history.” Richards, “Burning Down the House,” 59.
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but fed “fucking helpless in this place” (140), while Rg deplores the lack of control by
imagining atime when “everything had at least seemed manageable’ (33).

The ubiquity of violence in Nell Bissoondath's fird novel is dready indicated by the
tile A Casual Brutality “augurs the bleskness of life in the postcolonid Caribbean’?® by
literdly teeming with casudities of casud brutdities The earliest ingance of a pairing of the
harmlessness and cold-bloodedness of ‘casud’ with the violence and aggresson of ‘brutdity’
is the threat advocated by Espinet: “But, of course, that was what had been intended: a velled
promise of violence deivered with carefully weighed cdculation, an offering softly spoken of
a casud brutdity” (23). The pervasveness of casud brutdities in the text indicates that
Espinet is endowed with a sgnificance that transcends the individud. In a society where hope
is replaced by illusons the seemingly oxymoronic becomes paradoxica, i.e eventudly
explicable despite its seemingly contradictory character. For what appears unnatura — the
connection between casud and brutd — is in fact, naturdised as a different norm within
which violence, and, by extension, the inhumane, become culturd.

Bissoondath posits an essentid humanity that the Caribbean fals to live up to. For
Kayso and for Rg, violence is the absolute Other of a libera/humanist frame of reference. By
virtue of their secondary socidisation in Canadian academia as medicd doctor (Rg) and
lavyer (Kayso) both partake of a discourse that emphasizes anthropological congstants. While
Rg is aware that the human body suffers from the same illnesses regardless of ethnic
difference®® Kayso believes in the same rights for anyone regardless of different ethnic
dfiligions. For both, violence and culture exclude each other. Rg’s and Kayso's definition of
culture is not only informed by culturd anthropology, which poses a set of rules providing
orientation in a given surrounding, but aso by a humanigt tradition that dresses the morad
implications of a normaive concept of culture i.e. cdvilisstion and refinement. In the
postcolonid Caribbean such a normative notion of culture seems not to be binding, instead
“arson and assassination become norms”*® As culture on Casaguemada is chiefly understood
as a cognitive matrix, violence and vengeance are not inherently inacceptable. For migrants to
the Caribbean such as Rg, Jan and Kayso, on the other hand, violence becomes the locus
where two definitions of culture cdash. It is for this that both Kayso's as wdl as Rg’s

28 Malak, “Postcolonial Anguish,” 198.

29 In an interview Bissoondath testifies to his belief in universalism: “Well yes, there are universal themes. The
universality of human emotion in the end will inform all of my writing. The writer in Afghanistan whose son is
killed by a Russian bullet, she feels the same pain as the mother in Latin America whose son is killed by an
American bullet. That pain isthe same. [. . .] And thisis the universality. When you strip away all the exoticism
of different societies, you come down to the same basic naked emotions.” van Toorn, “Building on Common
Ground,” 133.

30 Malak, “Postcolonial Anguish,” 198.
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encounter with the idand of ther birth must end tragic. Jan, Kayso and Rg become
protagonists in an archaic sory. While their hamartia conssts in a willingness to be clamed
by a tradition they are dien to or dienated from, it takes the climactic scene of Jan's and
Rohan’s murder to bring about a peripetia. Rg recognises that the return to the Caribbean has
been a fad migake. His anagnoriss makes an escape from the Caribbean inevitable and a
return unlikely.

Vidlence is tragic in that Rg’s wife and child die, but it is useful in hdping Rg come
to terms with his own postion in the world. The unnaturdness of casud brutdities makes the
Caribbean culture Rg has been brought up on drange to him. Rg’s Caribbean identity is
foregrounded by Bissoondath and thus made dtrange, to echo the Russan Formaligts, and sdf-
conscious. In the context of the novd, this is a first step in freang himsdf from his Caribbean
ethnicity thet is increesngly fdt to be a burden by Bissoondath's protagonist. The function of
casud brutdities lies in objectifying Rg’s conflict between Canadian and Caribbean culture.
Violence musgt thus be understood in the context of a persond crigs, the implications of which
are by definition ambivdent. Violence orders the chaos of Rg’s identity and reduces the
complexity of his situation by re/drawing a boundary between Sdf and Other3! Journeying to
the idand of his birth takes on the qudity of a journey into the heart of darkness. The postive
effect of that journey is that it triggers off a process of learning tha is vaduable as wel as
irreversble. In experiencing the dark sde of Casaguemada as the violence of the Other (as
well as the Other as violence), any dlegiance to origins will findly be shed for good. Ry will
not return to Casa-quemada, the place of scorched earth and the burnt house, the place where
multiculturdism proves to be searing, i.e hurtful but dso cauterizing and thus purifying. As
Rg experiences the hurt and heding involved in any purification, SO does Casaguemada at
large. The impending coup appears as a punishment for the ans of the recent past in that it
clams casudties. The end of the nove thus confirms Rg’s private reflections on a public
level. The illness of the idand's society mugt run its course with the ritudigic qudity of a
mordity play and the fatdity of a Greek tragedy.

3L For adifferent reading cf. Richards, “Burning Down the House,” 59.



In terms of genre, A Casual Brutality comes across as a non-linear, discontinuous
bildungsroman oscillating between two layers of time3? The water-crossing involved in Rg's
trip from Canada to the Caribbean dgnds an initiation. In his journey from innocence to
experience, the lesson to be learned concerns the deixis of time and place. Rg has to
recognise that the past and the Caribbean as his place of origin can be crippling and that any
kind of nogtdgia (cf. Kayso) or exoticism (cf. Jan) is migplaced. Only after Rg has redised
that community, family and roots arest the development of the individual, does he reach a
higher ontologicd levd. A dmilar case can be made for Casaguemadan society a large.
Multiculturdism on Casaguemada suffers from recid as wedl as cdass tenson, and
Bissoondath’s implies that this state of affairs is dangerous, as socid/racid antagonisms can
give way to politica ingability. As clinging to one's people impedes overcoming divison and
drife in a society characterised by prgudice and segregation, Bissoondath suggests that
multiculturdism can be remedied by fodering individudism. As the rdationship between
Wayne and Rg exemplifies, didogue and interaction, communication and consensus on a
one-to-one bass can save the project of multiculturdism, which is deemed essentid for the
running of Caribbean (aswedl as Canadian) society at large.

32 While for Marc C6té it is precisely the “shifts in tone from innocence to experience’ that make A Casual
Brutality a first-class novel, Holmes takes issue with the time structure of the novel. Cf. C6té, 31 and Holmes,
111. Penny van Toorn, reviewing the criticism on Bissoondath’s first novel, points out that the novel’s time
structure and its point of view display an affinity with the dramatic monologue. Cf. van Toorn, “Nell
Bissoondath,” 56. However, while the style of the novel is often lyrical and its effect ironic, a first-person
narrator who narrates the action on looking back is hardly sufficient to justify such an assessment. While van
Toorn is accurate in pinpointing the irony of Bissoondath’s novel, thisirony seemsto be less a matter of its mode
of presentation than of the detached attitude of its speaker, the latter of whichis, of course, not exclusiveto the
dramatic monologue.

123



c) ‘There Il: Hurt and Healing in The Worlds Within Her (1999)

Paying off two narratives againg each other, The Worlds Within Her, in contrast to A Casual
Brutality, is a polyphonic text. Shakti is an ederly woman born in the Caribbean but living in
Canada at the time she tells the story of her life to a comatose friend, Mrs. Livingston. The
centre of consciousness in the remainder of the text is Yasmin, Shakti’'s daughter, who
journeys to her native country in order to fulfil her mother's lagt wish. Shakti, who has died
by the time the second part of the novel sets in, wants her ashes to return to the Caribbean
idand she was born on. While Shakti merely recounts experiences from ‘here Yasmin, out of
a sense of persond obligation, travels ‘there’ The nove reegates the deixis of place to a
deixis of time, for in journeying to the Caribbean Yasmin aso pays homage to the past.
However, as the ensuing andysis will attempt to show, her journey should be understood not
s0 much as a pilgrimage than as akind of exorcism.*

Both protagonists of The Worlds Within Her are survivors. Shekti has endured
odracism by her mother-in-law, betrayd by her husband and margindisation in the diaspora
Whereas she is victimised by both private and politica circumstances, Yasmin's concern is of
an entirdy persond naure. While she is trying to come to tems with the desth of her
daughter Ariana, who died in a traffic accident, her identity and the roots and traditions of her
parents are in need of darification, too. In Yasmin, Nel Bissoondath presents us with an
identity congtruction, or rather an identity re-congruction, in progress. The development she
undergoes as a character in the course of the nove ironicaly mirrors that of her mother in that
it is dso connected to a criss of ethnicity. The rdaionship to her Caribbean family
contributes to the consolidation of her sdf-image, dbet ex negativo. Rather than presenting a
point of identification, the Caribbean becomes the difference againgt which a diaspora identity
can be outlined. Thus, paradoxicaly enough, Yasmin's cridgs, which will be a the centre of
this chapter, istriggered off aswdl as resolved by an encounter with ethnic difference.

As a matter of fact, The Worlds Within Her inscribes difference on severd leves. It
reveds a concern with class difference (cf. Amie and Myra as opposed to Ram'’s family), age
difference (cf. Yasmin as opposed to Shekti), racid difference (cf. Ram’'s and Adh's poalitical
ideas) and sex/gender difference (cf. mde vs femde characters, cf. Cyril vs Penny). While
supeficdly recid difference seems to figure prominently in The Worlds Within Her,

Bissoondath’'s narrative aso might be read as a feminig novel concerned with postcolonia

Y In that respect, The Worlds Within Her displays striking similarities to Graham Swift's Booker Prize winning
novel Last Orders, in which the motif of returning and scattering the ashes of a fiend also leads to
remembrances that force the protagonists to criticaly re-evaluate their self-images. Cf. Graham Swift, Last
Orders (London: Picador, 1996).
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issues®> One could say that Bissoondath combines an orthodox feminism with an unorthodox
postcolonidism. While adopting a feminig agenda, Bissoondath's posicolonidism is not
soldy directed againg the former colonisers. In fact, Neil Bissoondath plays off both
discourses of difference agang each other in order to ingdl a notion of difference that is
more traditiona, namey individudism. Bissoondath, in an indance of de-congruction, posits
individud difference as an Archimedean point from which to criticize collective difference,
The individua becomes the anchor of a new, neo-humanis metanarrdive thet is a odds with
mandream pogmodernisn as wdl as mangream pogcolonidism, both of which ae
celebrated in The Book of Secrets. As the following sections will examine in greater detal,
Bissoondath, a a confirmed universdist,® cannot but be suspicious of an  orthodox
understanding of postcolonidism.

Difference Unbound, or the Ogtentation of Community |I: Postcolonid Politics and the Nation
That the setting of The Worlds Within Her lacks any historicd specificity beyond the fact that
is has been an English colony is not necessarily an atigtic flaw. By virtue of the very

vagueness of its portrayd Bissoondath ingnuates, firgt of dl, that the here and now should be
emphasized over a diachronic perspective, and, secondly, that the politicd circumstances on a
vaiety of Caribbean idands can be generdised. The idand in The Worlds Within Her, like
tha of A Casual Brutality, becomes representative of the Caribbean condition at large,
problematic as that may be. On the other hand, it could aso be argued that the setting remains
deliberately vague because Bissoondath is not interested in the Caribbean as such. His text
might be taken as a parable of the rdativity of ethnic difference and its relevance to individua
identity-congtructions. Such an approach does not rule out the posshility of context, anadyss
and diagnoss but shifts the focus of analyss. In other words, in Bissoondath's revisonism the
downplaying of indigenous hidory, colonidism, and, to a cetan extent, sociology, is
concomitant with the highlighting of the individud. The former ae only of interest insofar as
they ducidate the condition of the laiter. Bissoondath proceeds didecticdly in deriving his
gopreciation of the individud from the aguments of podcolonid essentidigs, of which
Vernon ‘Ram’ Ramessar in The Worlds Within Her isa prime example.

Shakti’s husband and Yasmin's father Ram is a palitician whose ambition is to lead
the people of an anonymous Caribbean idand into what appears a bright post-Independence
future. Ram’'s commitment to the idand of his birth is characterised by a radicd politica

2 According to Linda Hutcheon, both feminism and postcolonialism are intent on tracking down agency. Cf.
Hutcheon, “‘ Circling the Downspout of Empire,’” 150.
3 Cf. van Toorn, “Building on Common Ground,” 133.
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activiam that the novel portrays as mordly ambivdent. Although his commitment is by no
means unidedlidic, it is depicted as problematic. Ram’'s political involvement seems
misplaced because it neglects his wife and family in favour of the wefare of the naion: “So
you see what | mean about being exotic, my dear. It means you are never a the centre of
things, and the centre was where my husband adways wanted to be. He used everything, even
our wedding, to get there’ (34). Not the unsdfishness of his activism is emphasized but his
egocentrism. “I knew my husband to be in some ways a monger” (163), says Shakti when
Ram, having barely escaped death by assassnation, does not worry about her but of the fate
of hispalitical program first.

Ram’'s neglect of Shakti is a consequence of his politicd work which is understood in
terms of a reationship competing with his mariage. The nation is anthropomorphised by
Shekti and imagined as a woman whom Ram has an afar with. His politicd commitment is
endowed with sexud overtones and understood as illicit because Ram's catering for the
collective is abetrayd of the persond obligations to hiswife:

And | thought that his dreams, which went well beyond the posshilities we had
been brought up to expect, could accommodate the big We and the little we. What
| didn't redize was that the big We would prove to be a demanding mistress. She
fed his appetite and in so doing made it larger. (241)

Ram's behaviour displays characterigtics of addiction and monomania. He is a dave to what
he perceives as his misson. For Shakti, Ram is not smply having an &ffar; he is having an
affar with an overly demanding midress, the dubiousness of which ingnuaes that she is ds0
a proditute. The femde dlegory of the nation proditutes hersdf by sdling the ‘big We/
which, in the context of the novd, trandates as the addictive drug of tribdism and the
confining condraints of community. Capitaisng on the collective, Ram abandons individud
concerns in an egoism disguised as unsdfisness and dtruism. For him the larger entity of
‘his people’ overrides the individua needs of his wife and his children. Not only does the
collective absorb the needs of the individud, it dso satisfies sdfish desires. Employing sexud
metaphors, Bissoondath’s protagonist compares Ram's politicd  activism to  measturbation:
“Gedticulations of caution and exhortation, the pumping fists of the passon that is, let me be
blunt, a kind of masturbation” (243). Ram is not even conducting a ‘proper’ illicit affair with
(the femde dlegory of) his people. He is not interacting with a partner but merdy satisfies his
own ego by eroticising the politica aswdl as politiciang the erotic.

Ram's podtion as a politician is obsessed with the idea of a postcolonia reckoning
with the former oppressors. Obsessed with the history of colonidism and its trestment of
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humans as Others, Ram intends to indrumentaise the past for a politics of blame. He argues
in the name of ‘the people’ thus advocating himsdf as the spokesperson of a collective. In
gened, Ram's palitics is nothing short of amplidtic, for dugering individuds to a collective
violates redity by abdracting from it. He employs a theory of agency that eventudly turns out
to be more crippling than liberating, for it categoricdly rules out blaming members of the
postcolonid collective for faults of their own which may wel have contributed to the socid
and politicd crigs of the Caribbean. A liberd vison of postcolonid politics would advocate
an unprgudiced view towards those indde and outsde of any kinds of community, and it is
such a view that Bissoondath offers Bissoondath's individudism is more complex and thus
more ethicad than Ram’'s community spirit because it does not spare postcolonid subjects the
(necessary) recognition of faults of their own in governing the podcolonid nation state.
Bissoondath writes againg the blind spot of postcolonid poaliticians like Ram who argue an
undifferentiated politics of victimisation and thereby exempt the postcolonid subject from
being prosecuted for higher perpetration on the basis of a misunderstood political correctness.
Such an exemption can neither be a true sdvaging from colonidism nor a protection from
neocolonidism. Within the perspective of the nove it merdy is an exercise in sdf-dduson
that eventudly proves a Phyrric victory for postcolonidism with its promise of a new dawn. If
“dawn follows midnight [9c]” (163), Ram remains ignorant that postcolonidity might have to
wrestle with amord darkness of its own.

In an ironic inverson of colonid discourse, the politicd dawn Ram imagines for the
young nation is symbolised by a torch (cf. 163). While the torch may have dgnificance as
pecificdly Hindu symbol, it involuntarily ironises Ram who beieves that unless he carries
the light, i.e leads the way paliticaly but dso culturdly, the postcolonid future will be blesk.
The dakness he fears for in a pogtcolonid future without him is complemented by a
missonary spirit Smilar to imperid discourse’s torch symbolism. While the implications of
Ram's imagery ae no less emblemaic of arogance than those of colonidism/imperidiam,
Bissoondath blames him for the fact that he makes himsdf the mouthpiece of ‘his people’
whereas a closer look reveds that Ram's politicd idess, like those of the former colonisers,
are paticularisic and by no means beneficid to everyone. There can be no denying the fact,
for example, that Ram is a racist and intends to carry his prgudices into society a large. As a
descendant of Indian indentured servants, he primarily caters to the demands of the powerful
East Indian lobby of the idand. By highlighting his ancestry, Ram ogentatioudy emphasizes
his difference from both the former British colonisers and the descendants of former daves.
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Ram's egoigwsexism as wdl as his racian ae dde-effects of his paliticd
commitment for ‘his nation. Such an ‘imagined community’* can be particularly troublesome
because of the casudties it produces. One victim of Ram’'s mordly ambivaent lobbying is his
sser Penny who, like Shakti, suffers from/for his politicdl commitment. Penny sacrifices her
love to the black Zebulon Crooks for her brother’s segregationist vison of Caribbean society
(cf. 336-7). By dlowing those who clam to epresent a larger collective to dominate her life,
Penny becomes a victim of an ideology that deserves criticism in the context of Bissoondath’'s
individudig vigon of life Ram's podcolonid commitment does not medy resemble
colonidign/imperidism in that he is imbued with a missonary pirit; not unlike colonid
discourse he dso excludes the Other. Tha Ram's politicd vison continues the racid
segregation of colonid times is not only a falure to take into account Caribbean societies
multicultral  compostion but a crude way of deding with that redity dso. Smilar to the
discourse of colonidism, Ram's pogtcolonid palitics is an overamplification in its emphads
on the collective over the individud. Pretending to cary the light of progress for dl
postcolonid  subjects is not an Enlightenment vison in Ram's cae. The light of
Enlightenment he has in mind may result in freedom for some but, as the represson of
otherg/Others such as Zebulon Crooks and the treatment of women characters prove, within
the imagined postcolonial community some are more equd than others.

It should not be forgotten that because the novd’s space of enunciaion is a femae
one, Ram is never dlowed to aticulate his own verson of events It is not Ram who is given
voice but Shakti who spesks. Her account decongtructs the politicad by emphaszing the
private repercussons of events. Moreover, she decongructs the collective by referring to the
casudities of community and by pinpointing the individua needs of its characters. The
Worlds Within Her does not show palitics in the making but undoes politics by tdling it to
pieces. By way of naraing Caibbean politics from the point of view of a woman,
Bissoondath, in fact, subtly trandates pogtcolonidism. Mediating Ram’'s political ideas by
interpolating and inflecting them from a femde space of aticulation edablishes a powerful
counter-discourse to a discourse amed at countering colonidism. By pitting both againgt each
other, Bissoondath reflects the exclusonist effects of postcolonid (Caribbean) discourse.

The shgping of a pogtcolonid nationd identity seems in need of Others againg which
to outline a new sdf-image. Furthermore, the novel could be sad to suggest that the more
Others are invoked to shape the Sdf, the more the Sdf remains in need of Others in order to
resssure itself about its identity. If this is agreed upon, The Worlds Within Her details a severe

4 Cf. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities; Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (1983;
London: Verso, 1991).
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crigs of nationd identity. This crigs is reflected in Ram's argument in favour of community,
which tekes issue with three Others, thereby multiplying difference in order to condruct a
more solid, yet dubious spirit of sameness. The Others postcolonia discourse, as depicted in
Bissoondath's novel, tries to write agans/exclude are the metropolitan centre, racid
minorities, and women. In other words, the discourses of difference that his novel orchedtrates
pertain to race/ethnicity, sex/gender and age.

Difference Unbound, or the Ogtentation of Community |1: Race and the Family
Bissoondath’'s nove reflects a concern with those margindised by discourses of difference

and with those who engage in a practice of Othering. As indicated above, there are three
different kinds of collectives that preoccupy Bissoondath in The Worlds Within Her, the
nation, race and the family.

While Ram's politicdl and nationa arguments have been discussed in the previous
chapter, it is the young Ash who in The Worlds Within Her aso claims to be representative of
a lager racid collective. This collective defines itsdf, i.e its sdf-image, by drawing on
higory and ancedtrd tradition. Hindu fundamentalism in The Worlds Within Her advocates an
unbroken tradition to an Indian ‘homeand’ from where many of today’s Caribbeans of East
Indian descent had come in search of work.> Ash and his fdlow fundamentdists read the
Hindu scriptures anachronidticdly, i.e. according to ther whims, theréby misunderstanding a
postmodern epistemological critique in order to come up with a story of origins (cf. 369).°
Ash evidently overlooks the condtructivist character of his credo, which becomes the more
ironic because it is employed to construct a story that becomes the reference point for dubious
condructions of identity. From the outside, the notion of origins and the history of Hinduism
as an uninterrupted history does not gppear as a disnterested scholarly finding but as a partid
(and dubious) reading elevated to the dtatus of fact. However, what is labelled ‘fact’ by some
characters cannot disguise its mythic character in the context of the novel’ s perspective.

While it becomes obvious tha Hindu fundamentaism crculaes myths, the nove
reminds us that these myths are dso indrumentdised for a cetan purpose. Adh's ‘facts
become ideologicd in two distinct ways. First of dl, the idea of an ancient, highly-developed
Hindu civilisstion is desgned to demondrate the culturd superiority of India over the
Caribbean. However, this, in turn, diminishes the commitment Ash is willing to make for the
Caribbean as his actud place of abode. He refuses to actively engage with the Caribbean

® For a critique of the myth of the ‘homeland’ cf. Salman Rushdie, “Imaginary Homelands,” Imaginary
Homelands: Essays and Criticism 1981-1991 (London: Granta, 1991) 19.

® For more on postmodern epistemologies cf. Richard Tarnas, Idee und Leidenschaft: Die Wege des westlichen
Denkens, trandl. Eckhard E. Sohns (1991; Frankfurt/Main: Zweitausendeins, 1997) 500.
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multicultural and socid redity precisdly because he does not regard it as his home, the very
notion of which is fiercely contested in the text. For Ash, home is an essentidist redity; it s a
fixed and stable entity and not a matter of affection. Home might only be said to be where the
heart is for him because his heart has not stopped being with and beating for a mythic India
that does not exist anymore, or never existed at al. Thus Ash's homdand/heartland is truly a
no-man’s land. India is no concrete place but becomes a space of projections and chauvinist
fanteases. Secondly, Hindu fundamentdist hisory, by virtue of its manipulaive potentid,
infringes on the sovereignty of the individud and hisgher free will to determine whether or not
to belong. As Ash hasit:

“All that humiliatin’ hisory. We have to get rid of it, you know. We 4ill in chains
— His fingers jab a his chest — even if we an’'t know it. Even if we think we made
it big somehow. Here’ — his gaze sharpens & her — “or in other people land.”
(236)

Ash wants to cdam Yasmin for his view of higory as a dory of racid oppresson. In that
respect, he resembles Ram who argues an analogous case for the collective of the nation.
Adh's (as well as Ram's) dory is a meta-nardive in its dlegedly dl-informative charecter.
However, Yasmin refuses to have her life incuded in an undiscriminating history of
colonisation. Higtory for her trandates as lived experience and individua remembrance rather
than community tradition and collective memory. While Ash prefers the mysique of
traditionadism with its myths of purity and authenticity to the redity of fird-hand knowledge
(cf. 273), higory for Yasmin is only vaugble as pdtit récit. Radicd revisonist postcolonid
history according to her (and, by extenson, to Bissoondath) can be dangerous because
indgting on victimisation as well as ceasdesdy assating the dlegedly irreducible essence of
(community) difference is pardysng. It aress persond growth and thus fosters culturd
inetia and derility. Moreover, in demanding sacrifices from the individud in the name of a
larger collective, it sacrifices the individud.

Not only with respect to the congruction of a homeand is essentidism an important
marker of identification for Ash and the fundamentaist organisation he is a member of. In the
context of a higoricd continuum between then and now, Ash not only implies that culturd
authenticity is to be cherished, he also dams tha racd purity is a redity and of intrindc
vadue. While Hinduism is less than a rdigion for Shekti, Hinduism is more than a reigious
fath for Ay, it becomes a soiritud privilege to which one is entitted solely by birth. Not
merdy is Hinduism sad to have a characteridtic core essence, if one follows Ash, members of

other ethnicities will never be ale to completdy understand its nature. According to the
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fundamentdidt, the epistemologica gep between object (Hinduism) and (uninitiated) subject
is too wide to bridge. Indirectly, coming to terms with Otherness is discredited as futile. The
ideology of Hindu fundamentdism ingnuates tha belonging is a quedion of blood, and
difference is a logicd outcome of beonging. This means that an individua, according to Ash,
can only belong to one community at the same time. This is not only an idea refuted by recent
ressarch into the nature of ethnicities and subcultures but aso by Bissoondath's fictiond
explorations. In Yasmin, for example, Nel Bissoondath showcases that identity is not
monoalithic. The nation of worlds in The Worlds Within Her sgnds tha the individud may be
pat of many ethnicities that can overlap, or be orbits hermetically separated from each other.
Yasmin's development as a character is indicaive of man's ability to integrate many
influences. Where Yasmin acknowledges complexity, Ash is unable to come to terms with a
multiplicity of life worlds. Adv's credo is a reduction of the complexity of life, which is
tempting but eventudly immora because it is blatantly fdse in its digortion of redity. In an
atempt to teke issue with any ampligic vison of life, Nell Bissoondath dresses the
importance of the individua in a postcolonid context obsessed with the fetish of community.
The freedom of the subject, i.e. hisher judgement and free will, is irreconcilable with an
esentidis notion of home and belonging advocated by Ash. Culture, according to
Bissoondath, cannot be concelved of as datic or monalithic. As the examples of Shakti and
Yaamin illustrate, Adh's purid, traditiondist, essentidist view of life is flawed and profoundly
mistaken.

The ‘brotherhood of race is not the only collective that infringes on the individudity
of the subject in The Worlds Within Her. Ancther group in the nove that demands dlegiance
by virtue of beonging is the family. As previoudy pointed out, Penny submits to the rigorous
discipline of the family and abandons love for dubious bonds of blood. Shakti, too, has to
auffer from family ties that unfortunatey are made to bind. As punishment for her solidarity
with a femde servant, who is not adle to cope with the amount of work she is in charge of,
Shakti's mother-in-law  publidly odracizes her for interfering with the power imbalances
within the family. As the family hierarchy forbids a member of the family to asss a servant
in higher duties, Shekti’'s humanist concern for Myra is severdly punished; in order to wean
her from her humanist concerns, she is burdened with doing the washing for Cyril’s wife
Cdlia Thereby Ram’'s mother ddiberately destroy the friendship between the two outsders in
the family, Cdia, British by birth (and Caribbean by affiliaion), and Shakti, Caribbean by
birth (and British by &ffiliation). Shekti comments upon the mutud recognition which had
characterised ther firg meeting in the following way: “We shook hands when my husband
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introduced us, and she hdd my hand a touch longer than shed held the others, as if taking a
little refuge. | fdt then that she recognized me — a sgter-in-lawv married into the family — as a
fdlow dien . . " (49; cf. dso 58). Humiliating Shekti by forcing her to do the laundry for
Cdia and embarassing Cdia by forcing her to have her laundry done by Shakti is pefidious.
For those who fully belong by birth (Shakti) as well as for those who will never fully belong
gua mariage (Cdia), the family becomes a collective that demands submisson and subjects
the subject’s longing for individudity. The hierarchy of the famly does not tolerate deviance
and its effects ae genedly devasating. While Penny betrays hersdf and Zebulon by
uncritically perpetugting the tradition of the family and the lies of its collective mystique,
Cdia commits suicide and thereby adso succumbs to the condraints of the family. On the
other hand, those who survive migrate, or rather only those who migrate survive. While
Shakti emigrates for England and Canada, Amie is left with the escagpism of an inner e
migration.

The family in The Worlds Within Her is depicted as a community that relies on an
esentidist  concept of belonging. For Penny, her brothers, and her mother, family
membership is determined by blood. Not surprisngly, employing genetics as the decisve
marker of condructing difference is a notion which is criticized by Bissoondath. The
absurdity of a belonging solely dependent on kinship is underlined by the fact that Yasmin's
red mother is the servant girl Amie. The hermetic character of the two dories that Shakti and
Yasmin tdl/experience, prevent Yasmin and Shekti's rdaions from ever fully recognisng the
charecter of their family and what ‘family’ as a concept may encompass. In the eyes of her
Caribbean rdations, Yasmin fully belongs by blood, whereas Shakti and the reader know that
this is only partly true. Whether Yaamin, as the illegitimate child of Ram and the servant
Amie, would qudify as a family member seems doubtful. However, for Yasmin her dleged
identity (of whaose true nature she is not informed in the course of te nove’s plot) transpires
as a productive misunderganding. In the course of the nove she gains an indght into the
accidenta nature of family membership and learns that relaionships are not inherently cordid
but ae invested with intimacy ingead. Socid rdationships ae no less incidentd and
congtructed than casua ones. Who is a ‘mother’ is not determined by who one was born to but
depends on who has cared for one a an early stage of on€'s life. When Shakti says that
Yasmin “is my daughter — but she is not my child” (383), what could have become a tragedy
proves to be ablessing in disguise for Yasmin.

To concude, Bissoondath argues in favour of afiliation, which dlows the individud
to pogtion himsdf more fredy in rdaion to a group. While he is opposed to the passve
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incluson and excluson of the subject in the name of essentidis community ties, he promotes
the individud’s freedom to include as well as to exclude himsdf according to his own choice.
It is precisdy the conflicting impulses between the ogtentation of community difference and
the individud’s right to manifold and shifting ffiliations that The Worlds Within Her enacts
againg the background of postcolonidity as well as postcolonidism.

Undoing Difference: Race, Age and Sex/Gender

While The Book of Secrets invokes one discourse of difference (i.e. postmodernism) in order
to corroborate and stabilise another (i.e. postcoloniadism), The Worlds Within Her employs a
multitude of differences towards a decondructive am. Bissoondath’s second but last nove
discusses three markers of difference, racia/ethnic difference, sex/gender difference and age
difference.

The Worlds Within Her subverts the nexus between racid and sexud difference that
colonia discourse made use of. The West's ‘legitimation’ to colonise the New World was
discursvely congructed by recourse to naturd law, according to which the mde was
consdered superior to the femae by virtue of a gendered culture-nature dichotomy: While
culture was identified with the made, the femae was consdered a pat of naure. As the
indigenous people of colonies like America or the Caribbean were thought to be in a date of
nature, and thus were gendered as feminine, subjugation could be veled as cultivation, i.e
avilisstion. This is adso the reason why colonid encounters were often represented as
encounters between man and woman, why discovery was imagined as uncovering, and why
exploration was frequently depicted as penetration. In The Worlds Within Her Bissoondath
travesties this trope of colonia discourse by establishing an andogy between England and the
Caribbean on the one hand and Ram and Shakti on the other. Suggesting that Ram patronizes
his wife as the ‘mother’ country patronizes her ‘child-like colonies, Bissoondath transposes
colonisation onto a persond level in order to decondruct it. The fact that Ram treets his wife
as a Western man could have treated his; the fact that he does not accept Shakti as a full-
fledged human being; the fact that his attitude prevents him from acknowledging her as an
individud — al of this serves Bissoondath to make a point about the prominence of inequdity
and oppresson outsde of colonia discourse proper. If colonidism relied on gender in order
to understand cultura difference and to judify oppresson, Bissoondath severs this
epistemological nexus by demondrating that in a colonia/postcolonid context the oppresson
of a sexud Other can operate beyond issues of culturd difference. This in itsdf would be
band were it not dtuated in a postcolonid context resonant with chdlening colonid
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discourse's denigration of culturd difference. What used to have episgemologicad vaue as one
thread of a discourse designed to make colonisation understandable/representable to the West
is destroyed by Bissoondath in a way that superficidly appears to be typicd of postcolonia
fiction with its emphass on the counter-discursve. However, within the perspective of the
novel, postcoloniaism gppears as a discourse which displays uneasy pardlds to colonidism
in its excdlusonig prectice of Others. The ingght that not everyone is freed from every kind of
oppresson demydifies a visonary notion of postcolonidity as a new era in which, in Ram's
words, freedom from oppressionwill be redised for dl.

Only if the relationship between man and wife is understood to be colonidist in nature
can The Worlds Within Her be interpreted as concerned with issues of decolonisation. If
decolonisdtion is taken to imply a psychic/psychiatric dimenson dso, the exploration of
colonidism in The Worlds Within Her is nether restricted to gender issues nor to issues of
cultural difference soldy. That Bissoondath is convinced of the necessty of ‘decolonisng the
mind® in more ways than one becomes evident once it is understood that Ram’'s and Shakti’s
rdaionship is imagined in terms of a third caegory of difference, age. The novd dludes to
colonid discourse's andogy between the metropolis and the colonies as children: “We loved
it — and we hated it, because that very mgesty was what kept us, in thelr eyes and ours,
childlike. England would aways teke care of us — but it would dso aways tdls us what to
do” (175). Discursvey, the ‘mother’ country’s right to rule the Other was dso mordly
corroborated by emphasizing the duty and obligation of ruling the Other-as-child. In generd,
‘understanding’ the Other as child dlowed to ‘know’ him/her in familiar terms. Absurdly
enough, the colonies were usudly not imagined as cgpable to grow up, and the
epigemological nexus between age and the culturdly foreign proved resgant. The
consequence was that the Other was locked in a podtion that was not merdly inferior but
eterndly inferior, too. While colonid discourse employed both gender and age difference to
underline that the dien does not match the known as wdl as to judify a discourse of
exploitation and oppresson, Bissoondath is once again more interested in the ingtances of
colonisation teking place within a private sohere. There can be no doubt that Ram treats
Shakti in much the same way as England has trested the Caribbean, i.e. not merdly as a
woman but aso as a child. But eventudly Bissoondath’'s critique of such an inscription of
etend inaufficiency canot be understood in teems of postcolonidisn’'s  (drategic)

afirmation of racial/ethnic essence.

® Cf. Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (London:
James Curry, 1994). Although the concept has specific reference to an (East-)African context, the term has
become a catch-all phrase of postcolonial criticism.
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Rather than drawing on sex/gender in order to understand race/ethnicity, as colonid
discourse used to do, Bissoondath conceptualises sex/gender againgt the backdrop of the
postcolonid and multicultural Caribbean world. The Worlds Within Her can be read as a
feminig text playing off the aguments of Ash and Ram agang those of the women
characters.  In  Bissoondath's fictiond universe, women come to terms with culturd
complexity better than the made characters’ For example, Cdia was born English but
becomes Caribbean, while Shakti was born Caribbean but becomes Canadian (because she is
not alowed to become English). Yasmin, on the other hand, has become Canadian and does
not want to become again what she was born, i.e. Caribbean. By virtue of their inner resources
for coping with diversty and redaivity, women are more mature and responsble than men. In
genera, women are better equipped to face the archetypd condition of life, which, in
Bissoondath’s eyes, is change.

While women in Bissoondath’'s novel are associated with the fluidity of culture and
the flexibility of bedonging, it is manly men, such asa Ram and Ash, who represent
problematic opinions about race, culture and community membership. Interegtingly, there
seem to be two exceptions. On the one hand there is Penny who maintains that you can never
belong to a community if you are not born into it. Like Ash and Ram, belonging for her is a
question of hirth. For her brother, on the other hand, the matter is different. In fact, it is
diametricdly opposed, for, in contrast to Ash, Cyril beieves that nothing is less important
than race (cf. 106). In contrast to Ram, Penny and Ash, Cyril holds that the only prerequisite
to belonging is the will to belong. Bedonging thus ceases to be a question of blood and
becomes a matter of affiliation and identification. The examples of Penny and Cyril do not
invdidate the argument but, in fact, corroborate it. Penny and Cyril only seemingly deviate
from this pattern because their sex is mistaken for their gender, and it is their gender that is
important here. In the context of the nove, the sendtive Cyril is more ‘feminin€ than the
dominant Penny whose gender is mae. As a matter of fact, Penny does perceive Cyril’'s
difference but migtakes it for mere effeminateness when she ridicules him for urinating like a
woman. While openly advocaing essentidig  postions, Penny  involuntarily and ironicaly
subscribes to non-essentidist gender positions.

If the racid Other has been locked in a discursive prison that draws on essentidist
notions of sex difference, the decondruction of sexua difference in favour of gender

difference ds0 agues a case agang essentidist racid difference and underscores the

"It iscrucial to notice that Bissoondath’s feminism, contrary to Hutcheon’ s observation, is not interested in who
did what to whom. Shakti’s and Y asmin'saccounts are autobiographical accounts whose confessional overtones
resist essentialist agendas.
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character of difference as a congruction. The hermetic separation of (life) worlds is thus
collapsed in the area of sexud/gender as well as in the reddm of racid difference. The insght
into the condructivis nature of both patriarccha and colonid discourses precludes the
discurgve ingdment of any power hierarchy between whoever is Sdf and whoever is Other
on the badis of inherent differences. While there can be no doubt that differences are a redity,
the point for Nel Bissoondath is that only few differences are inherent. In his fictiond
cosmos, the essentidist underpinnings of community differences are decondtructed in order to
pave the ground for an gpotheoss of difference-as-idiosyncrasy. This cash of different
understandings of difference finds its gpplication in the context of migration and diasgpora in

particular.

The Nature of Culture: Migration, Diaspora, and Change
The Worlds Within Her is concerned with postcolonia politicd activism, as represented by

Ram, only insofar as it decondructs it in favour of an dternative approach. While the novel
may fal short of beng pogtcolonid in this respect, The Worlds Within Her is definitdy
interested in those agpects of postcolonigism which concern individud identity constructions
after colonidism. Of dgnificance in this context are migration and the diaspora experiences.

In Bissoondath's text it is specificaly women who migrate, or temporarily return from
their country of adoption in order to visit the country d their birth. Cases in point are Shakti
and Yasmin. Shakti leaves the periphery of a Caribbean ridden by racism and sexism for
England. At fird, she enjoys England because life in the diaspora as the wife of a paliticd
refugee is not confining but liberating to her. If it does not provide tota freedom from the
regtrictions imposed on Shakti by her husband, it nevertheless alows her to escape the regime
of her mother-inlaw as well as the dominant mordity of Caribbean society. England makes
sdf-fashioning possble and as such initidly dlows Shakti to counter the arrest of persond
growth that the inditutions of family and community thresten her with. The fact that Shakti
does not fed she belongs by virtue of an essence is a cdamity only to the essentidis, and it is
precisely such an essentidist position that Shakti implicitly countersin her account:

Perhgps it was my displeasure a being forced to leave a land to which | was
findng mysdf more and more atached — precisdy, | think because of its
srangeness, because of my lack of naturd attachment to it. Nothing was expected
of me, you see, and s0 | could make it dl up as | went dong. | suppose it was
inevitable, waan't it — that | would fdl in love with a land that gave me such
freedom. (218)
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While the name ‘Shakti’ dludes to powerfulness, sources of energy and divine procregtive
potentials within a Hindu tradition® in the context of the novel Shakti draws on a strength
other than a reigioudy inspired one. She manages to survive by virtue of her individudity.
While Shakti’s biography underscores contemporary theories of diaspora experience which
downplay its limiting and indeed psychologicdly crippling implications in favour of new
horizons and perspectives, it should not be overlooked tha within Bissoondath's individudist
vison dienation rather than dterity is the problem for her. The point is that Shakti takes less
issue with the strangeness of England than with Ram’'s estrangement from hersdf. In England,
Shakti feds a foreigner in the relaionship to her husband, the fact that she was born in a
culturdly dien environment never is an issue of sorrow or nodadgia That it is in a diaspora
Studion that Bissoondath has his protagonis modify her sdf-image is podcolonid; that
Shakti downrightly switches ethnicities is a provocation to postcolonidism, which, however,
isin accord with Bissoondath decongtruction of racial/ethnic difference.

Whereas the Caribbean poses a threat to Shakti with its political ingability and the
community condraints of the family, England seems to provide freedom. For Shakti, the lack
of higory and tradition of the Caribbean is compensated by the rich culture of the metropolis.
Moreover, the encounter with a different culture entails for Shakti a change of paradigms of
what culture means in generd. Her switch from one culture to another is concomitant with a
switch from one definition of culture to ancther. More precisdly, the very moment Shakti fedls
more British than Caibbean, a (psychologcad) notion of culture-as-cognitive-matrix
providing orientation gives way to a (normative) concept of culture-as-refinement, and
culture-as-civilisation.®  Provocatively enough, Shekti moves from a vaue-free understanding
of culture to a vaue-laden definition. At the same time, however, the nove emphasizes the
dynamic and flexible nature of culture, in the relm of which -phobe and -phile are reveded to
be ultimately matters of conscious choice and deliberate affiliation (cf. 76).

However, Shakti’s experience of England, while initidly promisng, quickly becomes
disgppointing. Due to her Caribbean nationa/racid community membership, Shekti is not
dlowed to live her British ethnicity in Britan and is exiled on the bass of a percaved
gmilaity with othergOthers. While she is not forbidden to stay on account of her individud
persondity, the English, ironicaly enough rgect her for precisely the same reason she hersdf

8 Cf. “Shakti,” Lexikon der Indischen Mythology: Mythen, Sagen und Legenden von A-Z, eds. and transl. Michael
Gorden and Hans Christian Meiser (Wien: Seehamer Verlag, 1997).

® For an overview of the psychologically and normative definitions of culture cf. Alfred L. Kroeber and Clyde
Kluckhohn, Culture: A Critical Review of Concepts and Definitions (New York: Vintage, 1963) 101-2, 105-8.
Kroeber and Kluckhohn state that a psychological definition that sees culture merely as a problem-solving device
is inadequate because it is unable to theorise that culture itself might become a problem (cf. 110). This is
precisely what happens to Bissoondath’ s protagonists.
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had rgected the Caribbean in favour of Britain before. Even more ironic is tat Shakti is not
only anglophile where Ram was anglophobe; as a matter of fact, her love of English culture is
adso arguably more British than that of the British themsdves. In the eyes of the British,
however, her Caibbean origins outweigh her identification with the metropolis because
belonging is wrongly assumed to rely on blood. Thus Britan may eventudly be seen to
operae on essantidist ideas of identity in very much the same way as the postcolonid world,
i.e in a draegic way. Poscolonid Britain as wel as the postcolonia Caribbean rely on
essentidism as a means of exduson; both make use of Sdf-Other divisons in order to
dructure ther world, i.e to police the boundaries of their identity. Binarist thinking sill
abounds in an atempt a holding complexity a bay. Ultimately, it is irrdevant tha Ram rdies
on essentidist notions of community belonging that are diametrically opposed to the ones of
Britain, for exduding the posshility of &filiaing with an ethnidty remains immord for
Bissoondath. The Worlds Within Her (and A Casual Brutality) detalls how the individud,
whose worth Bissoondath holds supreme, is overridden by various discourses intent on
heightening the importance of a paticular community. Pogtcolonidiam (in its essentidist
form) may be the most prominent of these discourses, dthough it is by no meansthe only one.

In the find andysis it is Canada that grants both Shakti and Yasmin a greater degree
of individudity than ether Britan or the Caribbean. In marked oppostion to the uneasy
paralels between England and the Caribbean, the Canadian diaspora is welcomed as a blank
dae onto which immigrants truly can inscribe themselves. It is a country where the individud
can find a space within which he/she can reinvent himsdf beyond the racist essentidism, of
which neither the Caribbean nor England are free. In this respect Canada becomes a utopia
because it alows

being true to the centrd philosophy [. . .]: that individuds should have the
freedom — from the culture and circumstances into which they are born — to shape
themsdlves in the image and likeness of their choice™*

While the nove shows that individuds, especidly women, have often had merdy subdtern
datus in colonid as wel as pogtcolonial times, be it because they do not fully belong (cf.
Cdia) or are subject to rigorous family discipline (cf. Shakti), Canada offers a space from
which the subaltern can speak. At the same time, it dso dlows those who are displaced and
deterritoridised to make a new dat and find equa opportunities irrespective of ther
respective genders. In contrast to Vassanji's baanced andyss, Bissoondath views the

11 Celia Sankar, “Neil Bissoondath: Hungering For An Imperfect Homeland,” interview with Neil Bissoondath,
Sunday Guardian 25 Feb. 2001, 5 March 2002 <http://www.nalis.gov.tt//Biography/NeilBissoondath.htm>.
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Canadian diaspora in entirely pogtive terms. Canada provides a vave and an escape as well
as a posshility to grow by facing the foreign, which becomes metonymic of change
Implicitly, change is not associated with discontinuity and disruption but vaued as credtive
and regenerating. Canada is a space in which the cdam of collective is disclosed as
impediment to the dynamics of culture. One could aso say, culture and identity in Canada
rgect the usgfulness of rigid boundaries and replace them by thresholds, which ggnify
permeshility.

Apat from Shakti, Yasmin profits from migration insofar as it taches her rdativity and
helps to clarify issues she is preoccupied with. Before the journey to the Caribbean can
contribute to the consolidetion of her identity, Yasmin is confused and puzzled firs. Yasmin
does not fed comfortable in the Caribbean, however, in contrast to Shakti, she is not an dien

as a consequence of aienation, or a stranger due to estrangement:

And yet the feding persgs tha she is among srangers with whom conversation
does not come easly; with whom, in the uneasy game of picking from the
storehouse of memory, the rules are not defined, the traps not marked. She feds
hersalf defenceless before words whose weight she cannot gauge. (98)

Despite dlegedly belonging by blood, the nove makes it abundantly clear that Yasmin does
not share an ethnicity with Cyril, Penny and Ash. The disorientation she experiences in the
Caribbean is due to the lack of attachment to people and place, and no essentialist concept of
identity can dter this fact: “There is to her no point in comparing the thickness of blood and
water: with time, with distance, with no network of shared experience, blood might as well be
water” (45). The cognitive matrix of Caribbean culture remains dien to Yasmin; in her
Caribbean ‘home she remans a dranger in a strange land. While Yaamin traves from her
country of adoption to her country of origins, it is in her Caribbean ‘home that she feds
displaced. In an ironic reversd of what is a widespread motif in postcolonid literature, the
diaspora in Bissoondath’'s novel becomes a relaive concept contingent on the definition of
what conditutes home. For Yasmin her journey to the Caribbean becomes a diaspora
experience because Canada has become her home. In making an essentiadist notion of home
srange, Bissoondath paves the way for perceiving the diaspora in less essentidist ways, too.
Put differently, what is familiar and what is foreign only depend upon each other and not upon
ashared tradition.
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In this context, it is illuminating that Yasmin Summerhayes kegps thinking about the
myth of lcaus thereby dluding to her journey intertextudly.’? There are two distinct
paralels between Bissoondath's novel and the story of Icarus. For one thing, both are stories
of a parent-child relaionship. Moreover, and more interesting for our purposes, the myth of
Icarus ds0 is the sory of an escape. While Dedalus and Icarus leave behind the labyrinth of
Minos of Crete, Shakti and Yasmin escgpe from the psychologicdly dienating and crippling
maze of the Caribbean. In the Greek myth as well as in the Canadian nove, escgpe and
travelling are not without risks. Icarus dies because he disregards his father's advice, he
overreaches himsdf and thus succumbs to his own hubris rather than to externd
circumgances. For Yasmin the metter is different: “She thinks of Icarus, condemned for the
arrogance of overweening ambition when his only fault had been inadequate preparation” (9-
10). The myth of lcarus is not s much an dlegory of migration for Yasmin than an account
of a persond fae Of course, the question remains, for reader as well as for Yasmin hersdf,
why she associates the myth at dl. Only at the end of the novel does it become evident to the
reader as well as to the protagonist of Bissoondath's novel that the sory of Icarus firg
fascinated her in a children’s book. While the book becomes indicative of a process of
socidisation Yasmin has undergone, the story of Icarus does not become a master-text for her
life suggedting that migration of necessty fals The Worlds Within Her, while subscribing to
the influence of the pag, intertextudly corroborates that its influence is not to be conceived of
as determinist. As the novel succinctly puts it, Yasmin acknowledges a past she is influenced
by but she refutes any suggestions that this past dooms her to a blesk future. Yasmin may be
influenced by many worlds, but she is not the product of them.

For the novel as a whole the myth of Icarus aso reminds us that in The Worlds Within
Her journeying is a drategy of heding, the usefulness of which is only recognised by women.
While Canadalthe Canadian diaspora congtitutes a resource rather than an encumbrance for
Yasmin and Shakti, it dgnifies something fundamentdly different for the mde figures. For
Adh, for example, the notion of diaspora is a source of strength only because it unites those
who (dlegedly) suffer from displacement. From the perspective of the novd, however, Adh's
understanding of diaspora is an dibi to re-enact the the drama of victimisation and practice
the politics of blame. In its gerility Ash's treatment of the past dso is an unproductive and

12 Shakti's also refers to an intertextual foil for her migrant existence, namely The Wizard of Oz “Dorothys live
in places called Kansas, and they get swept up by things called twisters. They are tossed hither and yon [. . .]
Now Dorothys— Dorothys have their lives turned upside down these twisters. They find themselvesin situations
that make no sense in your world. They meet, and must accept, tin men and cowardly lions. They encounter
beings both good and evil, and sometimes they triumph, sometimes not. And sometimes, when the twister has
returned themto their world, they have no idea which way things have gone” (8).

140



baren way of deding with the future Diaspora thus figures as a posshility of easy
identification with what is dlegedly known and not as an opportunity to interact with the
potentials of the unknown. From the perspective of The Worlds Within Her migration can hed
because dterity is not a threat but a chdlenge that helps its protagonists to grow as persons.
Otherness is perceived to be vitd to culture rather than lethad to it. The diaspora is not a
combat zone but a “contact zone” i.e. a “socid pace [d¢] where disparate cultures mest,
clash, and grapple with each other.”*® The ‘contact zone' of the diaspora becomes an area of
transculturdism and intercuturd underganding, an example of which is food and eeting. For
Cyril, food becomes indicative of the dynamic nature of culture:

“This food we edting,” Cyril says, “is not redly Indian food. Is West-Indian [dc]
Indian food. So far from India, the people couldn’ aways get the same spice, they
had to make do. Is history, is change, thisfood.” (106)

Sonificantly enough, it is the sendtive, ‘femining Cyril who points a way out of the
dereotypicd notion of diaspora advanced by Ash by arguing that the new is a chadlenge that
demands an active engagement. Food becomes emblematic of the crestive potentid of the
new and his improvised cuisne envisages migrant man as the agent of culture rather than its
object. West-Indian food does not mimic Indian cuisine but draws on Caribbean cooking to
become something entirely origind. What people like Ash and Ram deplore is thus reveded
to be a blessng in disguise in the context of the novel’s perspective, which Cyril voices here.
The diaspora experience does not have to be barren and erile, it can be productive indeed.
While it may well be a space where the sat of unconscioudy operating rules informing an
gthnicity are suddenly made conscious, such sdf-consciousness does not have to be
cdamitous, as the example of Cyril suggests Depending on the individud’s creativity and
resources, the initid distance from both the old and the new can eventuadly turn out to be
fruitful because in a diagporic context the individud may emphasize the loss of the old as
much as the potentid of the new. Like Shakti who refuses to celebrate Chrigmas the English
way (cf. 341-2), Cyril reflects the embrace of transculturdism as a cregtive way of deding
with the diaspora His nonessentidist understanding of culture embraces the fluid and

dynamic nature of culture, of which migration becomes emblemdtic, too.

13 Cf. Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturalism (London: Routledge, 1992) 4.
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The Hedling Power of the Sdf: Stories, Journeys, Memory and Narrative Structure
If The Worlds Within Her outlines the problems of the postcolonid predicament for the

individud, it dso envisages remedies to come to terms with them. The protagonists of the
nove learn how to counter margindisation and grief o tha The Worlds Within Her ends on a
much more podtive key than A Casual Brutality. Nell Bissoondath’'s last novel but one
negotiates the posshilities of heding the hurts of community condraints in-between the
necessity for remembering and the bliss of amnesa

One of the drategies the protagonists of Bissoondath’'s text employ is story-tdling.
Paticularly interesting in Shekti’s case is the question as to the text type or genre of her
account. She narrates a story the character of which bears traces of a confession as well as a
tesimonio. Although it may be understandable that Shakti has something to onfess, given the
lie she has lived with repect to the identity of Yasmin's (biologica) mother, the postcolonid
context suggest paralels between her account and the testimonio.’* However, if Shakti's ord
account lacks the religious implication of a confesson, it dso discards the politica overtones
of the testimonio. In other words, her tory is nether informed by a wish for expiation nor an
urge to accuse perpetrators in the public sphere. If it digplays properties of a confesson, there
is only a woman lying in a coma to ligen and to absolve her. If it resembles a tesimonio, it
lacks the legd implications of a tesimony in a court trid, which would of course be of
paticular use for an activis podcolonidian intent on tracking down ageny and colonid
injudice. If Shakti’s account is amost a confesson and a testimonio but not quite, the issue
remains as to the red character of her story. A way out of this impasse might be to focus on
the fact that Bissoondath polemicizes against postcolonial issues and drategies by investing
Shakti’s account with private importance solely. In other words, the relaionship of her tde to
the genres according to which it is moddled is ironic rather than serious. Nell Bissoondath
parodies the genre of the testimonio by presenting Shakti’s account as a (spiritud) biography,
i.e. as a text type that focuses on the individud soldy, and that in a much more radicd way
than would fit the moulds of ether confesson or testimonio. That Shakti tells her own dory is
ggnificant as an attempt at ordering her life, and the coherence of her sdf-naration is manly
informed by a thergpeutic drive. Narating her own dory, i.e. purging her biography of

14« A testimonio is a novel or novella-length narrative told in the first person by anarrator who is also the actual
protagonist or witness of the events she or he recounts. The unit of narration is usually alife or asignificant life
episode, such as the experience of being a prisoner. Since in many cases the narrator is someone who is either
functionally illiterate, or, if literate, not a professional writer or intellectual, the production of a testimonio
generaly involves the recording, transcription and editing of an oral account by an interlocutor who is a
journalist, writer or social activist.” Ashcroft et al, Key Concepts, 230.
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sdected events while highlighting others a the same time, is a means of rendering her life
meaningful. And meaning in lifeiswhat Shakti desresmog in old age.

While Shekti narrates, Yasmin travels. If Shakti’'s account terminates with her deeth,
Yasmin's journey initidles a new dat for her in life, which is dready anticipated by the
archetypica symbol of the water-crossng her trip to the Caribbean involved. As the burid of
the past overlaps with an archaeology of the sdf, her journey to the Caribbean becomes a
journey into her own persondity which, in turn, provides inspiration for the larger journey of
life. For Yaamin the circularity of her depresson, manifex in a compulsory disorder thet
involves going over the death of her daughter Ariana time and again, is resolved by the
linearity of a journey into a different world, which becomes a prerequisite for making possible
the journey (of life) into the future. Less metgphoricaly, it is a journey into the past that
brings about darification and provides momentum for the future, whereas hitherto only dasis
has characterised the present. In that sense, Yasmin's journey is no less therapeutic than
Shakti’s story. Although she does not redise it a the outset of her journey, Yasmin will find
new meaning in her life subsequent to the encounter with her roots. The progress of a journey
(cf. Yasmin) resembles the progress of telling a sory (cf. Shakti) in its impogtion of order.
And it isorder that Y asmin desres mog at this point in her life.

It is of course a commonplace that migration raises memories. If Yasmin's burid of
her mother’s ashes can be interpreted as a buriad of her past, Shakti lays to rest the past as a
source of unrest endangering the quiet and satisfied mind she yearns for. Both Yasmin's and
Shakti’s urge to see the past rest in peace hinges on the willingness to dissect it into pieces, a
point underlined by the fragmented structure of the nove. In order to bury the past, a full
excavation of it is necessary. Memory work proves eementa in evoking the past and coming
to terms with its traumdtic effects on Shakti and Yasmin. Memory as the common feature of
both Shakti's and Yasmin's drategies of heding fulfil an important function in what amounts
to an exorcdan of the demons of the pas. Remembering dso implies forgetting, and a
quintessential part of Yasmin's and Shakti’s exorcism is the attempt to leave the past behind.
Eventudly the rituds of narating and traveling prove successful and both Yasmin and Shakti
acknowledge the past by facing it. In fact, both evoke the past only to be better equipped to
discard it in the interest of shaping a future. That is the reason why Yasmin's journey and
Shekti’'s tale are not only unique but sngle affairs. Both cavwill not have to be undertaken
and recounted again.

Shekti comments on her daughter’s journey without knowing about it. From a
different time and different place she advises Yasmin to see the journey as sdf-hdp. It is a
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fine irony of the nove that this is an indght that Shakti has interndised, while Yasmin has yet
to become aware of it. In that sense, Yasmin travels not merdy into her past but aso in
Shakti’s direction, i.e. towards her podtion as the more informed one. It is the nove’s
dructure that is paticularly illuminating in this context. Both Shakti’s and Yasmin's accounts
are fractured, and the pieces of their stories are played off againg each other. Chronology as
wel as linearity are disrupted, the purposes of which are diverse. On the one hand, the
dructure of the nove could be sad to reflect the inner life of its protagonists. The
fracturedness of the narration would then mirror the fragility and fragmentariness of life as a
whole. In contrast to typicaly postmodern fiction, however, the notion of a decentred
universe is less a cause for rgoicing than a cause of complaint that triggers off an urge for
order. Yasmin'sjourney isamed at finding hersdf; it isamed at ordering her sory, too.

On the other hand, the structure of the novel might be interpreted as drawing to the
reader’s dtention parales and differences between the young and the old woman. Shakti’'s
sdf-conscious ord tae is told on looking back while Yasmin as the centre of consciousness
regigers events more immediately. The fact that Yaamin is experiencing the very chaos of the
Caribbean that Shakti tries to order retrospectively is an ingance of dructurd irony. Also
ironic within what looks like an exploration of the nature of representation is that an over-
eager concern with the past is deemed usdess. Immediate access to the past can never be
ganed, and dgriving for truth is disclosed as an ultimately futile obsesson. Truth is an
abstraction that is foundllost in the interstices of potentialy infinite versons that cdlash.™
However, what seems an exercise in posmodern polyphony and epistemologicd critique is
not a license to enact the ambivadence of différance poeticdly. Unlike Rita in Vassanji’'s The
Book of Secrets Bissoondath ingnuates that epistemologica uncertainty corresponds to an
undead past that demands to be exorcised and buried.!® While Vassanji’s character accepts
dlence, Bissoondath's authorid voice a the very beginning of the novd mantains, and in fact
complains, that “some dlences vibrate with a voicdess chaos fdt but unheard” (3). As
slence can have a pardysing and crippling effect, what is caled for in The Worlds Within Her
is an acknowledgement of the past s0 tha it does not have a determining on the individud in
his’her persond growth any longer.

15 An example for this is the over-determined and contradictory picture we get of Myra in Shakti’s and Penny’s
accounts (cf. 91-94).

8 Therefore, strictly speaking, Jin David Kim is wrong in arguing that “under the guise of merely interring her
mother Shakti’s ashes, the three-day hgj is the return of a culturally-starved daughter of Trinidad, ajourney of
rediscovering her roots.” As Bissoondath confirmsin the same publication, it is not so much a matter of yearning
for a homeland than coming to a realisation that home is elsewhere. Cf. Jin David Kim, “The Worlds Within
Neil,” interview with Nell Bissoondath, Varsity Saff 24 July 2001, 5 Mach 2002
<http://www.varsity.utoronto.ca/archives/119/oct29/review/the.html>.
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Condusion: Difference, Complexity and Essentidlism

Neil Bissoondath evokes colonia discourse and its tropes not merely in order to invert them

but to destroy them. He is criticd of dichotomous approaches towards understanding socid
and psychologica phenomena. Sdf-other divisons are not merely identified as a congtruction,
they are dso disclosed as a discursve practice more crippling than comforting. Bissoondath
regards binarisms as a reduction of a redity that is al too complex to be captured in smplistic
teems. The very irrespongbility of binarig thinking makes him equdly criticd of colonid as
well as activis postcolonia discourse. He suggests a third way beyond the confines of ether
racid discrimination or post-Independence strategic counter-discourse by opting for an
appreciation of complexity, the locus of which isthe single individud.*’

Both The Worlds Within Her and A Casual Brutality conditute attempts at countering
postcolonid counter-discourse. The novels set ‘there’ overlgp with The Innocence of Age and
“Dancing” in enacting the druggle between an emphass on community and collective
difference on the one hand and individudism and individua difference on the other.!® As the
former is percaved to be reductive of complexity, Nell Bissoondath’'s writings emphaticaly
intervene in favour of the later.!® Bissoondath, who admits to “fear the automatic assumption
of racid dlegiance”®® points out that those stressing the ‘racia brotherhood,” abeit in a move
of drategic essentidian, mug redise tha the underpinnings of their clam ae profoundly
racidig. As harping on community ties and tradition is an overamplification of a redity
infinitely more complex, Bissoondath's narratives are directed againg colonid/postcolonid
activiam as wdl as agang a supefidd multiculturdism. For Bissoondeth any form of
Othering, whether it be well-meaning or ddiberately denigrating, is a discursve drategy that
isimmord, and thus unacceptable, in its digtortion of aredity infinitely more complex.

171t can hardly be overemphasized that for Bissoondath thisis a call for a balanced stance and not a neocolonial
position that preaches humanism only to practice racism.

18 As such, Bissoondath’ s novels also work towards demystifying the deceptive attraction of communitarianism,
which falsely accuses individualism of atomism and blames it for the erosion of the ties that hold society
together. Implicitly, reecting an equation of individualism with a-socia egoism, Bissoondath clarifies
og)positions by pitting individualism against collectivism/communitarianism and not against altruism.

19 Structurally, Bissoondath’s position resembles that of Victorian writers such as Elizabeth Gaskell or Charles
Dickens. Concerned with social class as a category of difference, Gaskell and Dickens in their industrial novels
also side with the individual and not with the collective. Cf. Herbert Sussman, “Industrial,” A Companion to
Victorian Literature and Culture, ed. Herbert F. Tucker (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1999) 250. In Hard Times, for
example, Dickens working-class protagonist refuses to join a trade union. The reason he is sympathetically
presented is precisely because he values individual difference over collective difference and acts accordingly.
While in Hard Times individual difference is linked to a (Christian) humanism, the collective is associated with
violent aggression and revolution

20 yian Toorn, “Building on Common Ground,” 132.
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Perhgps the reduction of complexity, or stereotyping, is pat of the human condition,
i.e is a necessay evil for man to survive. But if smplifying the world and dispenang with
any endeavour to engage with its complexity is precisdy the function stereotypes fulfill, not
al characters in Bissoondath's fiction rely on dereotypes to the same extent. With the
possble exception of Jan in A Casual Brutality, women in Bissoondath's fictiond universe
are less dependent on stereotypes than men. Women, or men like Cyril, whose gender defies a
clichéd masculinity, seem to be better equipped to come to terms with (culturd) complexity
than Rg, Ram or Ash. The women in The Worlds Within Her display an ability to live and
actively practice transculturdism.

As a mater of fact, Bissoondath repeatedly makes women the protagonists of his
gories and novels. In the context of a gender as well as a racid dimenson, Bissoondath,
comparable to Rudy Wiebe, rgects the political implications that his ventriloquizing of Others
has been charged with. Any accusation on the grounds of gppropriating voices is regarded by
Bissoondath as unfounded® For him such a dam reflects the assertion of community
excdusvity that denies the individuad the freedom to &filiste higher own free will with an
ethnicity of higher choice. Nell Bissoondath makes the point that if an appropriation of voice
were by definition unethicd, then those marching agangt gpatheid were not making a stand
against racism but would in fact support the very ideology thet they are attacking.?? It is the
atidic treatment of a subject and not the subject of at as such that can render a text
problematic. To redise the former opens up the opportunity of a critique beyond the
ideologicd shackles of political correctness, to argue the oppodte is nothing short of
advocating censorship.

Bissoondath’'s chdlenging of absolute and irreducible difference is aticulated as a
critique of essentids that works towards an undoing of sereotypes. If Vassanji maintains that
the recognition of community difference is a gain resulting from the concerted political efforts
and common intellectud indghts of both postmodern and posicolonid discourse,
Bissoondath's redicd individualism contends that (collective) difference is of limited vaue as
an andyticd tool in colonid and postcolonid discourse as wdl as in the context of sexud

politics precisely because it is so ubiquitous as to lose its explanatory vaue. He departs from

2L Thisis a point confirmed by Frank Davey when he writes: “The concept of cultural appropriation has strong
political appeal, being founded on analogies of theft and invoking the exploitation of the weak by the strong.
However, it has weak epistemological grounds. Cultures are not essences to be stolen (or even, for that matter,
essences to be ‘preserved’ by multiculturalism legislation), but complexes of activity continually constructed in
language and action.” Frank Davey, “The Literary Politics of Canadian Multiculturalism,” Multiculturalismin
North America and Europe: Social Practices, Literary Visions eds. Hans Braun and Wolfgang Kloof3 (Trier:
WVT, 1995) 109.

22 «Those who would keep voices apart in literature are the ones who want to bring them together by getting rid
of apartheid.” van Toorn, “Building on Common Ground,” 133.
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Vassnji in denying that community difference is complementary with individuad complexity;
the former should be subordinated under the latter, not vice versa. Nell Bissoondath
subscribes to the irreducibility of ontological but not to the irreducibility of episemologicd
difference. Although his understanding of culture as transculturdism dlows for a change of
ethnicity and thus dso for a change of identity, it is change that Bissoondath posits as
achaypicdly human. Ontologicaly irreducible for him is the individud’'s ability to change,
which must not be curtailed by denying the individua the very right to dlter.

Difference in Nell Bissoondath’'s texts is decondructed from a pogtion that lies
between essentidism and nonressentidism. The later mantans that there is nether an
absolute identity nor difference between people from various cultures because there is no
detic identity that can be fixed. Because identity is aways dready in flux, the logicd
foundation for an irreducible ethnic difference is lacking. Identity is reveded to be a matter of
afilistion and dlegiance rather than of skin colour, history and tradition. That means that the
subject takes an active part in the process of identity-formation. At the same time, identity for
Bissoondath is not a product of externa factors because he has not abandoned the category of
the subject in favour of subjectivities. The individud is not subject to shaping forces such as,
for example, language; rather there is a core essence of what man is condituted by, and this
anthropological congant is grounded in a libera-humanist frame or reference. Bissoondath
believes that for human beings there is the potentid of drawing on a common essence that
makes intercultural hermeneutics possible but may aso render it obsolete.

For Neil Bissoondath only one kind of difference remains fundamental, and thet is the
right of the individuad to be different from whoever wants to forcefully indude himvher in a
collective. His is a cdlam for free will and agang determinism. If difference is something that
the individud activates or not, there may wel be sameness and not difference that the
individud prefers to dress in his pogtioning towards an  ethnicity.  Identification and
afiligtion in Nel Bissoondath's texts goring from a perceived sameness, a common ground.
‘There’ (as wdl as ‘here’) Bissoondath writes in favour of the difference between those who
want to beong to a community and those who do not want to belong. Once belonging is
understood as affiliation, community difference is no longer charged as an essentidist dne
gua non for postcolonid activism. If difference is relegated to the individud and private
phere, the clam to difference made by collectives and communities in the public relim loses
its mora legitimation together with its usefulness as a heurigic concept. If one follows Nell
Bissoondath, then postcolonid activism is prgudiced in (perhaps deiberately) overlooking
that community difference is in truth an ideology while individudism is truly an ethics If
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difference is understood to be operating within a sngle ethnicity, too, it is no longer
politically incorrect to pinpoint the sameness of members of different ethnicities. In other
words, if intra-group differences are vehemently denied, to categoricdly rule out inter-group
sameness becomes a non-sequitur.

It is important to recognise that Bissoondath writes againg postcolonia reductionism
but not agang pogtcolonidiam as such. For him both individudism and podcolonidism ae
not mutudly exclusve, as a school of podcolonid criticiam argues that stresses the
importance of community over the individud. For Bissoondath paying closer atention to the
individua would make possible a modified postcolonidism thet does not stop a exploring the
caamities of colonidism in order to construct a postcolonia identity.>®> On a par with such a
sf-criticdl dance is an atidic vison which dlows for shifting affiliations and the full scope
of reaionships between human beings who refuse to be primarily defined/determined as
members of communities “l indgt on that dways that my characters are individuds unto
themsdves. They are not representative of any group, any race, any culture, any more than
any of us is”™* Writing against the nexus between postcolonidism and community does not
mean that Bissoondath fals to take into account postcolonid phenomena If the term
postcolonidism is understood as a problemetic rather than a term of radical empowerment,
Bissoondath’ swork can, in fact, be called quintessentially postcolonid.

2 grivastava, 315.
24 yian Toorn, “Building on Common Ground,” 134.
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5.) Transcending Difference: Rohinton Mistry

Rohinton Mistry! was born in Bombay on July 3" 1952 to Behram Mistry, employed in an
advertisng agency, and homemeker Freni, born Jhaveri. Midry was raised in Bombay,
Indiads most cosmopalitan city, where he attended the Villa Theresa Primary School and St
Xavier High School. Migtry, who a one point in his life had been thinking of professons as
dverse as a veeinaian and mudcian, eventudly decided to sudy Economics and
Mathematics a St. Xavier's College, University of Bombay, where, in 1975, he completed a
B.Sc. The same year he married Freny Elavia, a teacher. Likewise in 1975, one month after
the Indian Emergency was declared, Mislry decided to emigrate. Since England was in the
mids of race riots and America was not paticularly aitractive because of its military
intervention in Vietnam, Migry opted for Canada. He followed Freny to Toronto, where she
had relaives. Rohinton Migtry became a clerk at the Canadian Imperid Bank of Commerce,
Toronto. In 1978 he decided to enrol a the University of Toronto where he began to study
Literature and Philosophy part-time and received a B.A. in 1984. In 1983, one year after he
had begun to write regulaly, he won the Hat House Literary Contest with the story “One
Sunday.” On the jury was Mavis Gdlant, at that time writer-in-resdence a the University of
Toronto. She recognised Midry’s tdent and encouraged him to continue writing. In the
following year ancother gdory of his, “Auspicious Occadon,” received the Hat House Prize
once again. In 1985 a grant enabled Migry to give up his job a the bank and to commit
himsdf to writing full-time. The same year he won the Canadian Fiction Magazine's Annud
Contributor's Award. In 1986/87 he spent a year in Long Beach, Cdifornia, where Freny
taught a a high school. In 1987 Tales from Firozsha Baag (1987) appeared, a collection of
sories that was short-liged for the Governor Generd’s Award for best fiction in 1988.
Rohinton Midry’s reputation as a taented writer was confirmed with Such a Long Journey
(1991), which was short-listed for the prestigious Booker Prize (1991), was awarded the
Governor Generd’s Award for best fiction (1991) as well as the Trillium Award and both the
Commonwedlth Writers Prize (1992) and the Smith BooksBooks in Canada award for first
novel (1992). In 1998, Such a Long Journey was adso turned into a mgor film. Rohinton
Midry’s next novel, the bestsdler A Fine Balance (1995), was even more successful. It won
the 1995 Giller Prize, the Royd Society of Literatures Winifred Holtby Memorid Prize, the
1996 Los Angeles Times Book Award for Fiction and the 1996 Commonwedth Writers Prize.
It was given an award by the Danish Literacy Council and was short-liged for both the

! For the following account cf. Martin Genetsch, “Rohinton Mistry,” Dictionary of Literary Biography: 21%
Century Canadian Writers, ed. Christian Riegel [forthcoming].
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IMPAC Dublin Literary Award and the 1996 Booker Prize. In 2002 Family Matters, Mistry’s
most recent novel, was published.

a) ‘Here': TowardsaHybrid Identity in Tales From Firozsha Baag (1987)

The mgority of Rohinton Midry’s pieces in his fird mgor work of fiction, the collection of
short stories Tales From Firozsha Baag (1987),! are et in India, more precisely in a block of
flats (‘baag’) in Bombay. The inhabitants of Firozsha Baag are mogdly Parss, a fact that has
not escaped critica attention. Thus while prasng Midry’'s dories for thar universdism,
critics dso emphasize that they are resonate with Pars culture? In their cultura spedificity,
Mistry's tdes “chdlenge and resigt the totdization of the dominant culture within India”® As
a matter of fact, the setting of Tales From Firozsha Baag inverts the dtuation of the Pars
community in contemporary India While the Parss conditute a tiny minority in demographic
decline within the multiculturd mosaic of the South Asan’'s subcontinert, the community for
once constitutes the mgjority in the microcosm of Mistry’ s fictional Firozsha Baag.*

Three out of the collection's €even dories ae concened with  the
emigraionimmigration experience of members of the Pars community who have previoudy
lived in Bombay's Frozsha Baag. In a process of negotisting the implications of
adaptation/assmilation to the radicdly new environment of Canada, the question whether
difference is a useful drategy or an obsolete and counter-productive way of deding with the
Canadian multiculturd redity becomes a pressng one. The three dories discussed in this
chapter, “Lend Me Your Light” “Sguatter” and “Swimming Lessons” reflect diginct and
complex atitudes towards cultural difference.

1 As the stories are thematically interlinked, some critics treat Tales From Firozsha Baag as a novel. Cf. Robert
Ross, “Seeking and Maintaining Balance: Rohinton Mistry’s Fiction,” World Literature Today 73.2 (1999): 240.
However, Ross not only overlooks that the short story cycleis agenrein its own right but also that it becomes
functional for Mistry. It helps him study “a community caught in a cycle of restrictive traditions, economic
needs, racial and religious tensions, as well as inner psychological conflicts.” Amin Malak, “The Short Stories of
Bharati Mukherjee and Rohinton Mistry,” Short Fiction in the New Literatures in English: Proceedings of the
Nice Conference of the European Association for Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies, ed.
Jacqueline Bardolph (Nice: Faculté des Lettres & Sciences Humaines de Nice, 1988) 190.

2 The (Canadian-) Indian critic Uma Parameswaran argues. “The themes — of boyhood initiations, of everyday
frustrations and of nostalgia — are universal but the details are essentially Indian, indeed essentially Parsi.” Uma
Parameswaran, “Landmark,” rev. of Tales From Firozsha Baag, by Rohinton Mistry, Floating the Borders: New
Contextsin Canadian Criticism, ed. Nurjehan Aziz (Toronto: TSAR, 1999) 184.

3 Nilufer Bharucha, “*When Old Tracks Are Lost’: Rohinton Mistry’s Fiction as Diasporic Discourse,” Journal
of Commonwealth Literature 30.2 (1995): 59.

“ The baag functions as a microcosm in much the same way as K hodadad Building does in Such a Long Journey
and theflatsdo in A Fine Balance and Family Matters.

° Despite all their eloguence the stories of Rohinton Mistry certainly do not “speak so eloquently for
themselves,” as Robert L. Ross suggests, but are in need of critical interventions. Ross, 241.
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“Squatter” : Difference as Encumbrance or Resource?
“Squatter” features Sarosh who decides to emigrate and leaves Bombay for Toronto. The

nardive focuses on the implications of migration, outlining the ways in which immigration
can fal but aso suggeding draegies by which it might succeed. While the usefulness of
ethnic difference, i.e. the persstence of old conventions, is interrogated by Sarosh in Canada,
the frame of the dory remans within an Indian setting as wel as within a Non-Western
tradition that in its reliance on dory-telling and ordity emphaesizes difference as a tool for
culturd survivd. It will be agued that “Sguetter” confirms raher than undermines
conventional assumptions of postcolonialism with respect to cultural difference. It does not ®
much detal the negative Sdes of retaining culturd difference but foregrounds the postive
effects of apalitics of difference explicitly (Nariman) as wdl as ex negativo (Sarosh).

Sarosh, a Pas who dters his name to Sid once he arrives in Toronto cannot use a
toilet in the conventiond (Western) way.® Being unable to sit on a toilet seat, Sarosh can only
guet like an Indian once he feds the urge to reieve himsdf: “Morning after morning, he had
no choice but to climb up and smulae the squat of our Indian latrines. If he sat down, no
amount of exertion could produce success.”’
crucid to “consider the socid and culturd ramifications of [. . ] [Sarosh's inability.”® In
Midry's treatment of the immigration experience in “Squaiter,” toilet habits become
metonymic of Otherness® The implied Western reader of “Squater” learns that there is no
sngle way of atending to one's bodily functions. While defecating is naturd and universd,

For an adequate underdtanding of “Squatter” it is

the ways to defecate are culturd as well as culturaly specific. Squatting becomes the sign of a
different culture, a culture, moreover, in which gtting (rather than squetting) becomes the

® Amin Malak who concludes that “Sarosh [. . ] is transformed into Sid on arrival in Toronto” overlooks the
story’s central concern, for “Squatter” is really about Sarosh’s inability to transform. The change of names,
which he himself rather than his friends opts for, reflects his desire to become Canadian but does not make a
point about whether his rebirth is successful. As a matter of fact, it is not. Although Sarosh becomes Sid in
Canada, his assimilation eventually fails. Amin Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views on Belonging,” 192. See also
Amin Malak, “Images of India,” rev. of Tales From Firozsha Baag, by Rohinton Mistry, Canadian Literature
119(1988): 101.

" Rohinton Mistry, Svimming Lessons and Other Stories from Firozsha Baag (1987; NY: Vintage, 1997) 153.
All references are to this edition.

8 Ajay Heble, “A Foreign Presence in the Stall’: Towards a Poetics of Cultural Hybridity in Rohinton Mistry’s
Migration Stories,” Canadian Literature 137 (1993): 52. Malak speaks of Sarosh’s/Sid’s “symbolic inability to
perform his normal bodily functions.” Malak, “Images of India,” 101. See also Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views
on Belonging,” 193.

® For a discussion of metonymy as a central strategy of postcolonial literatures cf. Ashcroft et al, Empire, 53.
Although Ashcroft et a are mainly concerned with linguistic metonymy and argue that untranslated words
inscribe cultural difference, their argument is nevertheless illuminating in our context. Despite the fact that the
title of the story may carry a word that the common English reader is familiar with, it is the concept rather than
the vocabulary that isforeign to the Western reader. A squatter in Mistry’ s story isno (illegal) settler or protester
but a person engaging in a specific cultural practice the average reader is arguably unfamiliar with, i.e.
defecating Indian style. Relying on homonyms, Mistry deliberately confuses the reader and defies a too narrow
view of the semantics of the English language in adifferent cultural context.
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marked case, i.e the unusud way of defecating.’® It could be argued that in “Squatter,” by
way of a postcolonid counter-discurdve move, the exception becomes the norm and the
culturd periphery the new centre. Midry questions Western assumptions by making strange
what the Western reader takes for granted. Thus what has been denigrated and devaued as
eccentric/ex-centric is invested with new dignity in the context of an gppreciaion of
Otherness.

Or s0 it would seem. For dthough Midry’s literary techniques resemble postcolonid
drategies, it is essentid to redise that if one takes as a darting point for an interpretation
Saros's subject pogtion, then “Squatter” departs from postcolonidism in an important
aspect. In marked oppostion to the srategic vaue postcolonia critics accord to metonymical
inscriptions of Otherness for the portraya of other cultures, difference is not celebrated by
Sarosh as liberating but conceived as impediment ingtead. This is reflected in the persstence
of old toilet habits aswdl asin Sarosh' s fallure to change his name to Sid.

In “Squetter,” names seem representative of different cultures in much the same way
as toilet habits do. Saros's dedire to cease to be Sarosh and to become Sid signifies a desire
to become Canadian and thus a desire to erase the traces of his cultura difference. A Smilar
case can be made with respect to toilet habits: For Sarosh a falure to defecate Western style is
equivdent to a falled immigration process. A new name and the wish to defecate like a
Canadian express Sarodh's yearning to die a symbolic death as an Indian as well as a wish to
be reborn as a Canadian.™*

In Saros'9Sid's eyes, the processes of dtering one's name and one's toilet habits are
not equaly essly accomplished. Changing the former is regarded to be easer than usng a
toilet Western style. The protagonist of “Squatter” projects defecating as a culturd practice
more essentid than naming. SarodVSd identifies toilet habits with on€'s core identity, while
names corredate to more periphera aspects of identity. Thus defecating and naming
correspond to aview of identity that condgsts of an ingde and an outsde image of the sdlf.

Eventudly “Squetter” decondructs both names and toilet habits as valid indicators of
identity. Part of Sarosvg/Sid’'s problem is that he overestimates the effects of renaming, while
smultaneoudy underesimating its dangers. By renaming himsdf, Sarosh assumes he has
made progress in his assmilaion to Canada The new name indicates the will to a new
identity, and thus to a sdf-image that is stable and fixed. However, while there is no clue that
the name Sd is rgected in Canada, the new name Sarosh has given himsdf in a new land

19 | nterestingly enough, as his toilet habits indicate, Sarosh’s ethnicity is broadly Indian rather than specifically
Parsi.
11 Rebirth is also the central preoccupation of “Swimming Lessons,” which will be discussed below.
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does not gick in the old. Nariman, the dorytedler of “Squatter” refuses to acknowledge
Sarodh's new identity and continues to cdl him Sarosh: “This Sarosh began cdling himsdf
Sd after living in Toronto for a few months, but in our story he will be Sarosh and nothing
but Sarosh, for that is his proper Pars name’ (153). Nariman, who is connected with a
different time and place, does not accept his protagonist’s new name, thereby rendering
guestionable the change of names/identities from Sarosh to Sid, i.e. from Indian to (Sarosh's
limited notion of what it means to be) Canadian in the fird place. Renaming as wdl as
dtering on€'s toilet habits correspond to a condruction of a new identity that is not truly
lived, and thus will not be stable. Whereas the failure to defecate like a Westerner prevents a
successful assmilation in the eyes of the protagonist, renaming proves especialy deceptive.
Misunderstood as a labd rather than as a truthful reflection of on€'s identity, renaming
uggeds an easy trandtion to another culture when in fact no subgantid change has taken
place. Sarosh's fate demondrates that Mistry’s metonymicd mode of naration is farcical.
The story sees one superficid cultura practice, i.e. renaming, as compensation for another
superficid culturd practice, i.e. defecating.

Implicitly, SarodVSid wants to shed his old identity because he regards a change of
identity as a prerequisite for getting ahead in Canada. As the double entity Sarodv/Sid makes
evident, the shedding of his identity is unsuccessful, the result of which is dienaion and
isolation. Culturdly, he is dienated from the old without being able to adapt to the new. This
is underlined once again by toilet habits “There had been a time when it was pefectly natura
to squat. Now it seemed a grotesquely aberrant thing to do” (162). The congtant failure to use
a toilet seat in an authentic Western way reults in fedings of shame and guilt: “Wherever he
went he was reminded of the ignominy of his way. If he could not be wedernized in dl
respects, he was nothing but a falure’ (162). Guilt and shame, which will dso be of reevance
in “Lend Me Your Light,” indicate that for SarodV/Sid, culturd difference is not a resource
but an encumbrance “He remaned dependent on the old way, and this undterable fact,
drengthened afresh every morning of his life in the new country, suffocated him” (154).
However, SarodvSid's view is not that of the story as a whole. “Squatter” does not rule out
the posshility of a more pogtive perspective on difference but plays off the fae of its
protagonist againgt the perspective of the story’ s narrator.

Overlapping with the perspective of the story, Nariman's narration overrides Sarosh's
view and, in diametrical oppodtion to the sory’s protagonist, advocates difference not as
encumbrance but as resource. When Nariman interprets Sarosh'Sid's endeavours as the wish
to adapt (cf. 154), he is in fact mistaken. Sarosh does not want to become adapted, he wants to
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become assimilated,'* hence the wish to become Sid. Assimilation, however, is a odds with
the theoretical formulations of Canadian multiculturdism thet envissge unity in diversty and
dlow the immigrant to redefine himsdf on the bass of what he dready is. In other words,
multiculturdlisn does not demand that Sarosh erases his old identity; in order to become
Canadian, assmilaion is no prerequiste. On the contrary, Saros/Sid could have preserved
his culturd difference and would have fully qudified as Canadian. SarodvVSid overlooks that
in a nation built by and congding of immigrants, difference conditutes the essence of
nationd identity. By staying the way he had been, Sarosh would dready have been as
‘Canadian’ as he could possibly become.

We learn more about Canada and multiculturdism through the dtory’s narator. As a
matter of fact, Nariman's angle on the multicultural society of Canadian is diricd; it is
Swiftian in its grotesqueness®® Sarosh leans through his Immigrant Aid Society tha his

dilemma could be resolved operationaly. As Dr. No-1lasz explans.

‘A amdl device, Crappus Non Interruptus, or CNI as we cdl it, is implanted in the

bowe. The device is controlled by an externd handheld transmitter Smilar to the

ones used for automatic garage door-openers — you may have seen them in

hardware stores” [. . .] “You can encode the handheld transmitter with a persona

ten-digit code. Then dl you do is pogtion yoursdf on the toilet seet and activate

your transmitter. Just like a garage door, you bowe will open without pushing or

grunting. (160)
In employing metaphoricd speech in order to illudrate the process of becoming Canadian,
Nariman (as wdl as Midry) quesions a purely mechanigic view of identity-formation. The
Canadian Dr. No-llaaz, who, ggnificantly, has not fdt the necessty to change his name on
ariving in Canada, does not recommend the operation because he knows that the CNI will not
turn the Pard/Indian Sarosh into a Canadian Sd overnight. Defecating Western style signifies
an underganding of Canadian identity no less questionable than a mere change of names.
Although the CNI can hdp Sarosh modify his toilet habits, it does not meke him less
different. The irreversble implantation of the CNI will make him more Canadian only on the

surface, while definitdly making him less Indian a heat. As Dr. No-llasz puts it: “You will

12 Ajay Heble writes that “his [Sarosh’s/Sid’s] goal is clearly assimilation.” Heble, 54. While Sarosh/Sid has
assimilation in mind, Nariman speaks of adaptation.

13 Mistry’s narrative treatment has attracted some attention. Malak argues that in “ Squatter” “humour prevails.”
Malak, “Images of India,” 102. Tapping reads “ Squatter” as a story employing scatology for reasons of pleasure
solely. Tapping, who also points out Mistry’s closeness to Swift, remarks that “the scatological visions of
Jonathan Swift were never such unabashed fun.” Craig Tapping, “South Asia/North America. New Dwellings
and the Past,” Reworlding: The Literature of the Indian Diaspora, ed. Emmanuel S. Nelson (Westport, CT:
Greenwood P, 1992) 45. Both readings do not go far enough. “Squatter,” as an allegory of
emigration/immigration, makes use of bodily functions in order to make a case for cultural difference, which
precludes understanding Mistry’s story as one that indulges in breaking taboos merely for the sake of breaking
them.
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be permanently different from your family and friends because of this badc internd
modification. In fact, in this country or thet, it will st you apat from your felow
countrymen” (161).

For Sarosh difference does not become a tool for congtructing an identity. Identity is
not predicated by difference because the very character of difference is misunderstood by the
protagonist of Migry’s gory. For even without having the CNI implanted, difference for
Sarod/Sd trandates as dienation wherever he migrates to. “Squatter” describes a circular
trgectory that eventudly makes SarosVSid emigraeimmigrate again, this time from Toronto
to Bombay. At the end of the story, Sarosh, who has cdled himsdf Sd in Canada, wants to be
Sarosh again in India. But, as the narrator points at, a return is impossble “The old pattern
was never found by Sarosh; he searched in vain” (167). Although Sarosh has not become a
Sid, he neverthdess is no longer the man he used to be. This is to say, he has unlearned to be
an Indian Sarosh. Emigration/Immigration have led SarodvVSd nowhere and made him a
casudty of “a problematic rdlationship between interlocking cultural landscapes™* Instead of
offering a new pergpective, migration has only brought about displacement, uprooting and
“culturd didocation.”™® Forssking India with the hope of finding a new home, SarosVSid has
favoured assmilation over adgptation. This is a misake he pays for dearly by becoming
permanently Other, unable to turn any environment into home® Instead of having access to
the best of both worlds, he no longer fully belongs to ether of them. That SarodvSid dways
remains dienated wherever he settles down is underscored once again by his toilet habits.
Only when he has boarded the flight home is he able to defecate while dtting on a toilet seet.
In other words, only on the plane i.e. technicaly neither in Canada nor in India, does he
succeed in doing what he has tried to accomplish in vain for ten years. The solution to his
problem is located in a space that is nether ‘hereé nor ‘there’ Thus eventudly the dilemma of
the in-between is only resolved in the in-between, i.e. for Sarosv/Sid not resolved at all.

SarodV/Sid can be regarded as a tragic hero, which is underlined by the intertextua
reference that the story ends with (cf. 168). Like Shakespeare's Othello, SarosVSid is unable
to postion himsdf in relaion to a new environment!’ While Othdlo cannot interndise the
vaues of Venice, SarodV/Sid fals to cope with what he assumes to be the culturad conventions

 Heble, 52.

1> Heble, 52.

16 Malak is inaccurate in claiming that it is merely the “dizzying world of Toronto” that irritates Sarosh/Sid.
Malak, “Images of India,” 102. For India has ceased to provide orientation, too.

17 cf. Malak, “Images of India,” 102. As a matter of fact, Othello surfacestime and again in Mistry oeuvre, Such
a Long Journey and Family Matters being cases in point. A possible reason for the attractiveness of the
Shakespearean intertext might be its universal applicability, as Vikram Kapur in Family Matters argues:
“Shakespeare is like Bombay. In them both, you can find whatever you need — they contain the universe.”
Rohinton Mistry, Family Matters (London: Faber and Faber, 2002) 295.
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of the Canadian diaspora. By dluding to the requirements of classcd tragedy, i.e. tragic flaw
and dilemma, Midry implicitly dso suggeds that SarodvSid is to blame for his falure to
make it in Canada as wdl as in India It is neither Canada nor India that fail SarosvSid but he
himsdf that feds a falure on account of a digtorted image of what both countries expect of
him.

Summing up, “Squatter,” athough coming across as a report, is not a redist depiction
of the immigrant experience but displays dlegoricd features. Nariman is not only the narrator
but dso the author of Sarosh's story, which is presented as a story within a story. Nariman
tells “the sad but indructive chronicle of his [i.e. Sarosv'g recent life” (153) for a didactic
purpose. The centrd insight he wants to convey to Kers, Viraf and Jehangir, i.e. those youths
of Frozsha Baag most eager to emigrate, does not pertain to the imposshility of finding
happiness abroad.*® It concerns culturd difference, as the predicament of the immigrant thet
cannot be denied because it is written on the body. Any attempt a trying to erase this
difference will result in disorientation and uprooting. The point is that essentid difference, i.e.
difference written on the body, as expressed by the story’s protagonist, is no tragedy; truly
tragic is only the attempt to lose d9ght of one's difference in a new land. Nariman invents a
Sarod/Sd in order to caution those leaving their homdand againgt trying to lose sght of who
they redly are. The reason why for SarosvSid “‘life in the land of milk and honey was just a
pain in the pogterior” (168) is that he has attempted to erase his identity as a Pars: “Sarosh
seems to want to forget his ethnic padt, to efface his origins and to lose his sense of identity
by immesng himsdf in the Westen hegemonic culture™® Metaphoricaly conveyed,
mistaking adaptation for assmilation has proved fatal because SarodVSd, in the course of
immersng himsdf in Canadian culture, has drowned in his wish for sameness. The attempt to
be like others in Canada prevents SarosvVSid from percelving that which distinguishes him
from others. The desre to be identical to others erodes his identity as the unity of his sdf-
sameness. A passon for (a mistaken because homogeneous conception of Canadian) identity
overrides the fact tha his identity is inevitably tied up with an awareness of difference.
Nariman's interpretation of culturd retention differs from Sarosh'dSid's in an important
aspect. He regards culturd difference as resource rather than as an encumbrance, as liberating

18 This is the moral of the story-within-the-story especially designed to warn hislistenersin the frame story from
taking emigration too lightly. Nariman's verdict on Canadian multiculturalism and American melting-pot is
scathing. However, such a reading does not exhaust the complexity of “Squatter,” for Nariman conveys a point
that is of relevance not only to those of his listeners eager to leave India. The success stories of Veraand Dolly,
preclude reading “ Squatter” as a warning against going abroad in general. It isthe way that life abroad isled that
isimportant and that isthe real concern of Mistry’s story.

19 Heble, 54.
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rather than redrictive. As will be explored in more detall below, in Midry's other stories
about Canada the immigration experience is trested somewhat differently.

“Lend Me Your Light”: Hybridity Without Double Vision

“Lend Me Your Light” is concerned with dienation, too. The Parss Jamshed, Percy and his
brother Kers are close friends until Kerd and Jamshed immigrate to North America While
Jamshed goes to the US, Kers immigrates to Canada. Life in India, America, or Canada puts
into question the characters attitude towards culturd difference as a marker of identity that

can ether be rgected, or accepted, or result in confuson as to how to lead on€e's life in a
diaspora dtuation. While “Squetter” tells the story of a character who atempts to erase his
Indian identity in order to assmilate, “Lend Me Your Light” details a broader spectrum of
ways to act in a new land. More precisdy, “Lend Me Your Light” explores a continuum of

three ways of coping with difference. In the words of Ajay Heble:

Jamshed, who, scornful of his native India, leaves for the Promised Land of
America, and Percy, who adamantly stays in India to hdp villagers in their fight
agang exploitation, the story finds its focus in Kerd, the narrator, who comes to
represent the struggle between the two extreme positions.?°

That Jamshed assmilates to America eadly is not surprisng once it is taken into account that
he is dready dienaed from India while living there?* For Jamshed India is a backwards
country ridden by corruption and crime and unable to change for the better. It is his conviction

that the problems of India are tied up with the country’ s so-caled “ghati mentdity”:

In the particular verson of redity we inherited, ghatis were dways flooding
places, they never just went there. Ghatis were flooding the banks, desecrating
the sanctity of inditutions, and teking up al the coveted jobs. Ghatis were even
flooding the colleges and universties, a thing unheard of. Wherever you turned,
the bloody ghatis were flooding the place. (176)

When Jamshed taks about ghatis, i.e. @bout the members of a lower caste, the chaos
asociated with them hints a his paranoid fear of an ensuing class druggle. The water
imagery, 0 aptly ironised by Kers above, suggests that the upper-class Jamshed associates
the socid Other with a lumpenproletariat intent on depriving him of his riches In much the

same way as the individua is drowned in the mass, those who ae wdl-off are threatened by

20

Heble, 57.
21 For Heble, Jamshed is a “proponent of assimilation theory. As an immigrant in the United States, he has
willingly renounced his ethnic heritage and taken on the values of Americans. As far as he is concerned, he has
become one of them” Heble, 57.
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lower cadeslthe working class. In that light, it is possble to argue tha Jamshed
accommodates to America s0 smoothly because the difference that he is afrad of is
cade/class raher than race or culture. While caste/class are unmarked within US
multiculturaism, it is money that enables him to assmilate to a capitdist America

While Jamshed is ill preoccupied with ‘ghati mentaities as an adult, both Kers and
Percy, on growing up, cease to take part in his complaints. The different development of the
three of them with respect to ther views on cade is tdling in its irony. While Jamshed
congtantly accuses India of its backwardness, the story reveds that he has not matured as a
person and thereby ingnuates that it is not India that is outsde of time, progress eic. but he
himsdf.??> While Kers sees through the snobbery of Jamshed's rhetoric in retrospect but fails
to act, it is Percy who commits himsdf to chdlenging socid injudtice within India Percy, as a
character that remains behind and does not emigrate, implicitly tedtifies to the fact that India
is not eterndly depraved and corrupt but that things in India can be changed. Fighting the
rurd system of money-lending, Percy Boyce is not only the most courageous character in the
dory but aso the one who practices the solidarity towards his fellow human beings indicated
in the story’s epitaph by Tagore “ ... your lights are dl lit — then where do you go with your
lamp? My house is dl dark and lonesome, - lend me your light” (173). Both Jamshed and
Percy want to erase differences in ther lives but they configure them differently. While for
the capitalis Jamshed it is America that overrides ethnic as well as cagte/class difference, the
Marxist Percy works towards amdiorating the socid gulfs within India and thus actively
fights socid and cdlass difference. Put differently, for Jamshed money and capitdism
conditutes sameness, for Percy (as well as for Tagore) humanity is the centrd bond between
individuals.

The dash between Jamshed's cyniciam and Percy’s idedism is mirrored in the conflict
of vaues within Kers.>® The protagonist and narrator of “Lend Me Your Light” experiences
emigration and diapora as sources of guilt, which become manifet in two ways?*
Comparing his gtuation to that of his brother, he reflects with a bad conscience “There you
were, my brother, waging battles againg corruption and evil, while | was watching stcoms on
my rented Granada TV” (184). Kers’s migration has resulted in diengtion from his brother,

whose activism contrasts favourably with Kers’s paralyss. Apat from a bad conscience due

%2 For Heble, Jamshed's continued use of the Indian word ghati signals his continuing affiliation with India, and
thus his reliance on what he pretends to hate. Following Ashcroft et al, Heble reads Jamshed's discourse as
metonymically employing terms that inscribe ethnic difference. Cf. Heble, 59. She does not make explicit,
however, that in Jamshed’ s case signalling Othernessisironic because it is the opposite of what Jamshed intends
to project.

2 Cf. Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views on Belonging,” 194, or Malak, “Images of India,” 102.

24 On the central importancein “Lend Me Your Light” cf. Bharucha, “‘When Old Tracks Are Lost,” 60.
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to his passvity, Ked dso experiences a feding of guilt towards the culture he has left
behind. A conseguence of his guilt may be that the attempts by way of which Kerg tries to
dfilite with the new country merdy mimic his behaviour in the old. Thus the Zoroadtrian
Society of Ontario that Kers joins dso draws on that scapegoat and conversationd dummy so
cherished by Jamshed, i.e. the ghati caste and its mentdity (cf. 182-3). His effort to recover
the culture he has left behind proves to be unsatisfactory. We observe Kers in the middle of a
process of adaptation. He lacks the distance to India in order to come to terms with what he
has left behind. The consequence is that “Kerd inhabits the ambivdent space between
cultures”® He is in-between cultures, a situation he does not experience as liberating but as
crippling: “Kers sees his hybridized identity as the ste of a struggle between opposing sets of
cultura values”®® Implicitly, he is need of a Nariman Hansotia ordering his life for him and
turning the muddle of migration and diasporainto a coherent story.

That the diaspora does not offer Kers a new vison but constitutes a serious handicap
is ds0 underlined by the gtory’s intertextua reference to Greek mythology. Before leaving for
Toronto, Kerd, suffering from conjunctivitis, likens himsdf to the blind seer Tiredgas “I,
Tiresas, blind and throbbing between two lives, the one in Bombay and the one to come in
Toronto” (180). The future tense with which Canada is associated dlows the conclusion that
Kerd does 4ill hope for a hybrid identity that would enable him to sdectively draw on the
best of severd worlds. Towards the end of the story, however, the tone of his discourse has
become more pessmigtic and notably blesker. Eventudly, Kers characterises himsdf in the
folowing way: “lI Tiredas, throbbing between two lives, humbled by the ambiguities and
dichotomies confronting me’ (192). The story’s intertextudity reflects Kerg's falure to adapt
and to cope with a fundamenta conflict of vaues in the Canadian diaspora. While the firs of
the two references to Greek mythology framing “Lend Me Your Light” ill spesks of hope,
the |atter quotation merely registers that hopes have been thwarted 2’

So far criticism has overlooked that Mistry does not quote Greek mythology directly. In
“Lend Me Your Light” the inscription of intertexts is medisted and thus acquires additiona
complexity. It is important to redise tha Rohinton Midry dludes to Greek mythology by
teking recourse to T.S. Eliot?® who in the third section of The Waste Land has Tiresias spesk
the following words:

%5 Heble, 57.

%% Heble, 58.

27 Many critics have called “Lend Me Your Light” “unmistakably tragic” for this reason. Heble, 57. Cf. also
Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views on Belonging,” 194, or Malak, “Images of India,” 102.

28 Cf. Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views on Belonging,” 194, or Bharucha, “*When Old Tracks Are Lost,” 60.
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I, Tiresas, though blind, throbbing between two lives,
Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see

At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives
Homeward, and brings the sailor home from seg, [. . ]*°

Quoting Eliot, Mistry renders Kers’s comparison to the ancient seer as inadequate. Kers is
no second Tiresas because his blindness does not result in a new kind of vison that would
enable him to predict the future*® Although Kers Boyce may lead two lives, the result is not
a double vison but schizophrenia, falure to adapt and, in fact, blindness. As a man
temporarily displaying characteristics of both sexes as well as moving between the world and
the underworld, Eliot’s Tiresas is a man of the in-between who has receved the gift of
prophecy as compensation for the blindness he has been struck with. In fact, his hybridity is
0 vauable for the gods that they endow him with the ability to see into the future. Kers on
the other hand, merdy suffers from his hybridity in the mundane, pos-religious sphere of the
diaspora. He cannot make out the salor coming home (i.e. Ulysses) whom Tiredas in Eliot's
poem speaks of, for he himsdlf is on an Odyssee, i.e. sentenced to wander the earth in search
of a home. Kerg's falure to perceive the salor is a falure to evduate his Stuation in Canada
as someone who is essentially homeless!

In the context of the dory’s intertextudity, the symbolisn of “Lend me Your Light
adso acquires an additiond layer of meaning. For the light imagery of “Lend Me Your Light”
does not only dlude to Jamshed’'s mord darkness juxtaposed to Percy’s qudlities as light-
bringer; “Lend Me Your Light” dso employs light imagery to underline its concern with
vison and seeing. Thus the request for light sgndled by the title is not only a demand for
solidarity and humanism but aso a desre and a will to truth. While the homeand in “Lend
Me Your Light” grants Percy the satidfaction of finding meaning in life by helping others with
a “non-usurious lending of light,”?
sght' needed to come to terms with his hybrid exigence: No “lucidity of thought” (186), no
“clearness with which [. . ] [ to] look & things’ (186), “the epiphany would have to wait for

the diaspora does not dlow the migrat Kers the ‘in-

29T S, Eliot, The Waste Land and Other Poems, ed. Frank Kermode (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1998) 62-3.

30 Alternatively, it could be argued that Kersi/Tiresias has lost the gift of prophecy. For the Tiresias that Kersi
likens himself to is a debased Tiresias that, in accord with Eliot’s vision in The Waste Land, is wasted and
exhausted (cf. ‘wrinkled [. . .] breasts'), old and merely a shadow of his former self. Possibly, Kersi compares
himself to the dead Tiresias, who lives as a shadow in Hades and can only predict the future under special
circumstances. Cf. “Tiresias,” Lexikon der antiken Mythen und Gestalten, 1993 ed.

31 | eckie disagrees that Kersi's blindness does not enable him to see. For her seeing is tied up with memory:
“Emigration, and the postcolonial experience itself, may give rise to certain forms of blindness (autobiographical
or not), but it is out of this blindness that memory, rewriting, and refiguring the trope of blindness itself emerge.”
Barbara L eckie, Rohinton Mistry and His Works (Toronto: ECW Press, 1996) 4.

32 Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views on Belonging,” 194, or Malak, “Images of India” 102. Leckie reminds that
light in Mistry’ s story also puns on the protagonist’s need to lighten his heavy moral load. Cf. Leckie, 31.
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another time’ (192). How Kers eventudly arives at an epiphany that sheds light on how an
acceptable Canadian identity might be envisaged, is detaled by Midry in “Swimming
Lessons,” the find and most interesting story of his collection.

“Swimming Lessons’: Difference and Digance
At the centre of “Swimming Lessons” the most complex story of Rohinton Mistry’'s Tales

From Firozsha Baag,®® is Kes Boyce agan. Initidly, his postion in the new world is
characterised by his dfiliation with the old. Living in Toronto, Bombay is nevethdess
condantly on Kers’s mind. This dichotomy informs the dructure of the dory as one
dternating between ‘here and ‘there’®* However, in the course of the story, Kers undergoes
a trandormation from an immigrant obsessed with the past and the culture left behind to
someone who makes a conscious effort to come to terms with the socid redity of Canada™®
Shedding older notions of culture, identity and difference, he becomes able to give up the
distance he has hitherto maintained towards Canadian society.

Not unlike Nel Bissoondath, Rohinton Midry explores multiculturdism by drawing on
the image of the house as microcosm reflecting the dtuation of Canadian society at large.
“Swimming Lessons’ is st in a block of flats in Toronto that resembles Bombay's Firozsha
Baag. Both buildings are inhabited by a variety of ethnicities. In Bombay, Mudims and Goans
live among Parsis®® in Toronto Scottish, Savic and India/Pars immigrants live together.
However, their co-exisence, abet peaceful, is not free from friction. What is striking about
the block of flats in Toronto (in contrast to Firozsha Baag) is that Kerd, on the whole, does
not know anyone of his neighours by higher name. The people living 9de by sde with him
ae merdy “the old man” (229), “the old man's son” (243), “the Portuguese woman”, or
“PW’ (230), “Berthe's hushand” (237), “two women” (232), one of them identified by her
Scottish accent (cf. 242). Not only does Kers refer to people by way of their language®’ he

33 An indicator that signals the central importance of “Swimming Lessons’ within Mistry’s collection is that in
1989 an American publishing house decided to publish Tales From Firozsha Baag as Swvimming Lessons and
Other Sories from Firozsha Baag.

34 |n this context, Bharucha's claim that “Swimming Lessons” is“set fully in Canada’ is agross distortion of the
plot. Bharucha, “*When Old Tracks Are Lost,”” 61.

3 Thus “Swimming Lessons” is concerned with a theme similar to that of “Squatter,” except that at the end of
“Swimming Lessons” there remains hope that the immigrant may succeed in settling down in Canada.

3 Mistry’s employs the microcosm of the baag in order to make two points. On the one hand, he inverts the
social reality of the Parsis with a postcolonial agenda in mind, creating a world in which the iny and
demographically dwindling community of the Parsis constitute the majority and the dominant group. Secondly,
he also details the problematic aspects of the baag as “ghetto-like Parsi world” with a “siege-mentality” or an
“insular world” whose close network ties often prevent an active engagement with the larger social reality.
Bharucha, “’When Old Tracks Are Lost,”” 59.

37 Cf. Kersi about Berthe: “It’'s exciting to listen to her, her words fall like rocks and boulders, and one can never
tell where or how the next few will drop” (237).
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adso refers to them by way of ther function, eg. PW as the disseminator of informetion, “the
communicator for the gpartment building” (230), or their outward appearance. Thus the
womean that he fancies during one of his swimming lessons is merdy “the pink one-piece suit”
(238). Kers Boyce does not acknowledge the individudity of the persons around him; he
merdy refers to them metonymicdly. However, teking recourse to metonymy and
synekdoche is indicative of an amount of anonymity within his life that is worrying. Not only
does it make a point about the lack of solidarity among immigrants in Toronto, which can dso
be observed in Vassanji's No New Land, it dso reveds Kerd’s problematic attitude towards
his host country. As McElwain points out:

His multiculturd neighbors symbolize Canadds multiculturdism, and  his
distance from them symbolizes his distance from his adopted country. L . .] His
failure to get to know his neighbors reflects hisfailure to get to know Canada*®

That Kerd’s image of Canada is reductive is adso corroborated by the following passage
in which heimagines

a gorgeous woman in the dass for non-swimmes a whose sght | will be

ingantly aroused, and she, spying the shape of my dedre, will look me draight in

the eye with her intentions;, she will come fome with me, to taste the pleasures of

my deectable Adan brown body whose drangeness has intrigued her and

unleashed uncontrollable surges of passon indde her throughout the duration of

the swimming lesson. (235-6)
Ked sexud fantasy is interesting for two reasons. Firg of al, sexudity here and dsewhere in
the dory is not connected to love or desre but is related to deception. Illuson and
disllusonment both result from varying degrees of digance tha the protagonis Kers
maintains towards the objects of his fantasy.>® The greater the distance, the more probable it
generdly is that the object of his desre spawns another fantasy in his mind. The farther awvay
and the more removed Kers feds, the more sexist do his sexua fantases become. Reducing
disance, on the other hand, brings about disllusonment and thus a more redis dance

3 Gregory McElwain, “Paddling Away From the Past: Alienation and Assimilation in Rohinton Mistry’s
‘Swimming Lessons,’” Kobe College Studies 41.2 (1994): 18. McElwain's article is the most comprehensive
study of Mistry’sstory that is available so far.

39 Cf. the following passage in which two women are observed by Kersi from a relatively great distance: “Two
women are sunbathing on the stretch of patchy lawn at the periphery of the parking lot. | can see them clearly
from my kitchen. They’re wearing bikinis and I'd love to take a closer look. But | have no binoculars. Nor do |
have a car to saunter out to and pretend to look under the hood. They’re both luscious and gleaming. From time
to time they smear |otion over their skin, on the bellies, on the inside of the thighs, on the shoulders. Then one of
them gets the other to undo the strings of her top and spread some there. She lies on her stomach with the straps
undone. | wait. | pray that the heat and haze make her forget, when it’s time to turn over, that the straps are
undone” (232).
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towards people and society. With respect to socid reaions, “Swimming Lessons’ could be
sad to move from more to less distance. Thus at the end of the story Kers will have learned
that “you can't see things clearly until you get close to them.”*°

Secondly, the red perversty of Kers's fantasy quoted above is not so much his
sxigm but the fact that he imagines himsdf as the exotic and sexudly potent Asan. He
downplays his culturd difference as a Pad while smultaneoudy foregrounding the
stereotypicd image of the Easterner in the eyes of the West.*' The identity Kers projects,
relies on a racidis understanding of Otherness that discards the complexity of the individud.
As such, Kers’'s sdf-image reflects an inferiority complex that is Fanonian in its dimensons,
His sexudity displays traits of neurosis because his sdf-image is distorted.*? It might be said
that his sdf-image has been unsettled because he has been victimised as Other. Evidence for
this is provided by the plot of “Swimming Lessons” While Kers himsdf does not reflect on
the implications of his racidig sdf-image, the story juxtgposes his fantasy with an ingtance of
blatant racism. The dlegedly liberd and tolerant Canada draws on dereotypes in its
underganding of difference, when Kers is discriminated agangt by three youths “Peki, Peki,
sndl like curry. The third says to the firs two: pretty soon dl the water's going to taste of
curry” (238). As a matter of fact, the racism of the boys only complements Kerg's racidist
«f-image. The quesion is whether Midry sees both indances of an inadequate
undergtanding of identity aslinked in any way. Thereis evidence that he does.

For “Snvimming Lessons’ as a dory detaling the confuson of the immigrant by
repeatedly referring to a confuson of cause and effect,®® the implication is that there is a
connection between Canadas racism and Kes's racidism. His sdf-imege is distorted
because Canada does not alow for difference beyond stereotypes. In other words, athough
Kers is to be blamed for the inordinate distance he maintains towards the inhabitants of his
house and, by extenson, to Canada in generd, he dso suffers from a multiculturdism thet

displays shortcomings. So far, so No New Land. Kers's fate in the new world is characterised

40 McElwain, 19.

41 For acomprehensive study of the West' simage of the East cf. Said, Orientalism, 38-9.

42 McElwain mistakes Kersi's fantasy for a serious aspect of his “Indian heritage.” He overlooks the neurotic
aspects of Kersi’ s sexuality when he suggests that “the phrases the narrator uses to refer to himself —he'sa‘non-
white immigrant’ with an *Asian brown body’ — indicate that his Indian heritage is a crucial part of hisidentity.”
McElwain, 18.

43 Cf. the following quote: “Mummy used to take good care of Grandpa, too, till things became complicated and
he was moved to the Parsi General Hospital. Parkinsonism and osteoporosis laid him low. The doctor explained
that Grandpa's hip did not break because he fell, but he fell because the hip, gradually growing brittle, snapped
on that fatal day. That's what osteoporosis does, hollows out the bones and turns effect into cause. It has an
unusually high incidence in the Parsi community, he said, but did not say why. Just one of those mysterious
things. We are the chosen people where osteoporosis is concerned. And divorce. The Parsi community has the
highest divorce rate in India. It also claims to be the most westernized community in India. Which isthe result of
the other? Confusion again, of cause and effect” (230).
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by a complex didectic that does not defy causdity as such but resists any kind of monocausa
nexus. Kers does not adapt because he maintains his disgance, and he maintans his distance
because he is discriminated againgt and because he wants to be different. That he does not
want to adgpt is not only reveded by the anonymity that characterises his life world. It

becomes apparent, too, during one of his swimming lessons

This indructor is an irrespongble person. Or he does not vaue the lives of nor
white immigrants. | remember the three teenagers. Maybe the swimming-pool is
the hangout of some racis group, bent on diminating dl nonwhite swvimmers, to
keep their waters pure and their white sisters unogled. (239)

While Kers has been discriminated againgt by the racism of the three boys his ingtructor
clearly does not have racism in mind when he rdies on moderate pressure in trying to teech
him to swim. Symbolicaly, Kers’s fear to adgpt to Canada figures as fear of water. However,
in an act of overcompensation the ingructor is blamed by Kers for his own falure to adapt to
Canada. Kerg's inability to cope with difference is digolaced onto Ron and the inability to
cope with difference he is unjusily accused of. Racism is invoked because Kers is unable yet
to think beyond a notion of differencethat is not racidist/racis.

Learning how to swim trandates as learning how to cope in new surroundings.
“Svimming is a metgphor for assmilaling in the gory, and both his fear of waer and his
dwindling efforts in his lessons symbolize his unwillingness and ingbility to commit to
Canada”** Water tedifies to the complexity of the emigrantimmigrant experience by
symbolisng death and rehirth.*® The emphasis is on movement,*® the difficulties experienced
in leaning to smvim meaphoricdly dlude to the difficulies of getting ahead in an
environment that is as dien to the non-swimmer as the dement of water is to the dement of
eath. While swimming and water are charged with symbolic sgnificance in Midry’s tae, the
representation of his falure to swim is symbolicd, too. Kers has not become Canadian
because he has faled to pogtion himsdf with respect to those surrounding him in a
multicultura  Toronto. Metaphoricdly spesking, he has not learned how to swim.*” At the

same time, Kerd's falure to adapt results from “ties to the past too strong to enable him to

4 McElwain, 20.

4> Craig Tapping's reading of the symbolism of “Swimming Lessons” seems reductive, He suggests that water,
apart from offering Mistry an opportunity to let his protagonist engage in sexual fantasies, mainly alludes to
“overwhelming tides (of migration) or waves (of immigrants).” Tapping overlooks the existential quality that
water imagery in “ Swimming Lessons* is charged with. Tapping, “ South Asia/North America,” Reworlding, 46.

46 Gregory McElwain has characterised the story as one of constant movement. Cf. McElwain, 17. In that
respect, “ Swimming Lessons” strongly resembles“Lend Me Y our Light.”

47 “He needs to learn to swim, so to speak, so he can stay afloat in Canada.” McElwain, 17

164



connect with the present”*® He is obsessed with the past and is preoccupied with
remembering and comparing. As a maiter of fact, his remembrances of his time in Frozsha
Baag abound: The ‘old man’ reminds Kers of his grandfather (cf. 230), Rustomji of “An
Auspicious Occason” (cf. 230) and Jaskaylee of “The Ghost of Firozsha Baag” (cf. 230). In a
sf-conscious meditation on writing and imagery, Kers remebers Naiman Hansotia of
“Squatter” (cf. 234) and compares PW to Ngama of “One Sunday” (cf. 236). The obsession
with ‘theré consumes too much of Kerd's time in order to enable him to concern himsdlf
with ‘here’ in aserious fashion.

The digance towards the new is merdy the other Sde of a past that haunts the
protagonist. Two examples may corroborate this. Frat of dl, Kers’s distance towards the new
becomes evident when he is unable to identify trees other than maples (cf. 241), thus
testifying to a rather theoretical knowledge about Canada that seems to be learned by heart for
an interview with the Canadian immigration authorities Kers’s notion of Canadian identity is
not only purely academic but aso superficid as wel as clichéd. Knowledge about his host
country remans within the relm of the symbalic, the explanatory vaue of which is low.
Secondly, Kers’s dffiliation with the old becomes obvious when in the course of a
commotion in the court of his block of flats he involuntarily associates the old country:
“Maybe the old man is not well, it's an emergency. But | quickly scrgp that thought — this
isn't Bombay, an ambulance would have arrived’ (242). Bombay is gill so much of a redity
thet it surfaces time and again in the mind of Kers when things in the outsde world cal for
an explanation. As McElwain suggest: “Geographica separdion intendfies memories, it does

not lead to emotiona separation,”*°

something which is dso underscored by the form of the
gory.

The form of “Swimming Lessons’ mirrors Kerd's continuing relaionship to India
The dructure of the story as one dternating between Toronto and Bombay is sgnificant for an
interpretation of “Swimming Lessons” While in Toronto, Kers remembers Bombay, his
parents in Bombay worry about him in Toronto because they fear that he will become
dienated from his culturd roots (cf. 236). On the one hand, Kers’s parents wait for his letters
and read wha he writes about Toronto. Eventudly, they receive dtories instead of letters, a
medium that conveys Kers’s experience in Canada in less supeficid terms and tedtifies that
he has not forgotten India a al. His ties to his homeand are arguably too drong, and
difference seems an impediment in his process of adaptation to Canada. On the other hand, we

never obsarve Kers read what his parents write. Thus the communication with his parents &

48 McElwain, 17.
49 McElwain, 18.
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not only delayed and indirect, it dso gppears one-sded and asymmetrica. This means that the
ties to India, dthough dill intact, are no longer characterised by an active engagement with
the country of his origins. It is only memories that connect him to the past. Kers, who has not
adapted to Canada yet, is not fully part of India anymore ether. He is in-between cultures, i.e.
he does not fully belong to either the new or the old world.

“Swimming Lessons’ is Midry’'s most complex narative in an aesheticaly raher
traditiond oeuvre. In paticular, the complexity of the dory condss in its playing off
postmodern thought. “Swimming Lessons’ becomes an autobiographical story when one day
Kerg’'s parents are sent a collection of short stories that urns out to be Tales From Firozsha
Baag (cf. 241). Thus in a sdf-conscious move the digtinction between writer and narrator is
lifted and Kers is identified with Rohinton Mistry.° Kers like Mistry attempts to ded with
the past by remembering it. While the reader is in the same postion as Kers's parents and
needs to make sense about his immigrant experience by reading about it>* both Kers and
Misgtry come to terms with the past by writing about it.

Writing is an important activity in “Swimming Lesons” Partaking of postmodernist
discourse dso in other regpects, “Swimming Lessons’ displays characterigtics of metafiction,
i.e fiction that sdf-reflexively makes the conditions of its production and reception part of the
act of naration.>? Thus Kers's parents constantly engage in poetologica speculations about
remembering and artidic digance. In this context they aso mimic an argument often voiced
by critics of Canadian immigrant literature: Canada is indispensable in laying to rest the past
and is needed as a space removed that enables the writer to work through his experiences in a

colonia/postcolonia land.>® Observe, for example, Kers’s father lecturing on literary theory:

*0 The ontological divide between author and narrator as an invented character seems artificial to many a
postmodern writer because it is reminiscent of the conventions of realism that postmo dernism regards as dubious
and attempts to overcome. George Bowering, for example, argues against the realist fetish of distance between
character, author and reader and proposes a self-reflexive fiction that lays bare the process of writing.

Questioning traditional Aristotelian concepts of mimesis, the only ethically acceptable position offered to the
reader for identification is the author who intrudes into his own work: “In the post-modern novel you do not
identify with the characters. If you are to identify with anyone it islikely to be the author, who may lay his cards
on the table & ask for your opinion or even help in finishing the book.” George Bowering, The Mask in Place:

Essays on Fiction in North America (Winnipeg: Turnstone P, 1982) 30.

®1 Kersi's parents make sense of the present by reading Kersi’ s stories. According a new importance to the reader
as part of the aesthetic endeavour, postmodernists also challenge traditional assumptions of a unified meaning
conveyed homogeneously by calling for multiple interpretations formed by different readers. This postmodern
turn is reflected in “Swimming Lessons” when Kersi’s mother demands that different readings be respected as
equally valid: “ She would read them her way and Father could read them his’ (246).

52 Cf. Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London: Methuen,
1984). See also Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988; London: Routledge, 2000) 105-24.

%3 David Staines speaks of “the immigrant vision, using Canada as a point of departure.” For him “Canada
functions as apoint of arrival, which becomes, immediately, a point of departure” Staines, “ State,” 25-6.
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Father explained it takes a writer about ten years time after an experience before
he is able to use it in his writing, it takes that long to be absorbed interndly and
understood, thought out and thought about, over and over again, he haunts it and it
haunts him if it is vauable enough, till the writer is comfortable with it to be able
to use it as he wants, but this is only one theory | read somewhere, it may or may
not be true. That means, said Mother, that his childhood in Bombay and our home
here is the most vaduable thing in his life just now, because he is able to remember
it dl to write about it, and you were 0 hitterly saying he is forgetting where he
came from; and that may be true, sad Father, but that is not what the theory
means, according to the theory he is writing of these things because they are far
enough in the past for him to ded with it objectively, he is ale to achieve what
critics cdl artistic distance, without emotions interfering. (246)

Writing is of specid relevance for a discusson of difference in “Swimming Lessons” too.
The digance that is so problematic for Kers because it dlegedly impedes his adaptation to
Canada proves usgful in one important respect: It benefits the production of
fiction/literature> According to Kers’s father it is crucid for Kers as a writer not to lose his
cultura difference because this difference will produce the aestheticdly different:

The lagt gory [i.e “Swimming Lessons’] they liked the best of al because it hed
the mogt in it about Canada, and now they felt they knew at least a little bit, even
if it was a very little bit, aout his day-to-day life in his gpatment; and Father sad
if he continues to write about such things he will become popular because | am
sure they are interested there in reading about life through the eyes of an
immigrant, it provides a different viewpoint; the only danger is if he changes and
becomes so much like them that he will write like one of them and lose the
important difference. (248)

While Kerg’s father argues that aesthetic difference will be vaued as atigtic origindity and
thus sdl, Kerd's dory dso tedtifies that culturd difference outsde the ream of literature is
psychologicaly as wdl as socdologicdly troublesome Although the form of “Swimming
Lessons’ with its fragments dternaidy st in India and Canada might be read as a vauable
reflection of Kers's difference™ the story’s oscillation between ‘thereé and ‘here’ i.e its
dichotomous imagination, could adso be read as mirroring the protagonis’s uprooting and
disorientation.®® The irony of “Swimming Lessons’ would then be that at and life beg to
differ about the ussfulness of culturd difference and socid distance.

% For McElwain Kersi's distance to Canada is the result of time spent in writing the collection of stories. He
overlooks that we never observe Kersi write, yet we do observe him act in a way that does anything to prevent
adaptation/assimilation. Cf. McElwain, 24-5.

5 And thus testifies to the “cheering side” of the immigrant experience that is privileged because it “draws on
two cultural heritages, without being inhibited or committed to either one of them.” Malak, “Insider/Outsider
Viewson Belonging,” 189.

%6 And thus testifies to “the crisis of the writer’s preoccupation with belonging.” Malak, “Insider/Outsider Views
on Belonging,” 189.
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Difference, understood as unwillingness to engage with society, is a shortcoming on
the protagonist’s part that is not successfully grappled with until the very end of the Sory.
Maintaning “the important difference” as Kers’'s father demands, is not an dternative
categoricdly ruled out by the dtory; it is the way difference is lived that is a the centre of
“Svimming Lessors’ and tha the dtory criticizes in its protagonist. The end of Migry’s dory
sees the conflict between (difference/distance in) at and (difference/distance in) life about to
be resolved. As the cycle of seasons in the (symbolic) time scheme of “Swimming Lessons’
indicates, the winter of discontent gives way to a spring tha indicates spiritua regeneration.
That some form of regeneration, or rebirth, as the water imagery of the story insnuates, has
been accomplished is signdled by Kers Boyce's new attempt at learning to swim as wdl as
by the fact that he asks his fdlow inhabitants for ther names and mekes an effort a
identifying more trees than maples (cf. 248-9).

“Swimming Lessons’ implies that Kers's dtered attitude towards Canada results from
his having worked through his past atidicaly. While at and life have different views of
culturd difference, both are connected. Life needs at to become livesble. The artistic
exploration of the sdf is a prerequiste to Kerd’s introspection sgndled by his bathtub
baptism: “The world outsde the water | have seen a lot of, it is now time to see what is
ingde’ (249). In accord with Mistry’s extended water metaphor, being able to see underwater
dgnds a willingness to engage with Canada and a new vison of its multiculturd society. At
the end of the story, Kers Boyce sees life in “dud perspective”” Henceforth he will make a
new effort a overcoming solipssn and inwardness in life and exchange a supeficid and
half-hearted attitude towards multiculturdism for genuine culturd  interaction.  Ethnic
difference does no longer figure as didance and passvity, the emphass is not on
relinquishing but on “integrating his ethnic difference into the sameness of a Wesern culturd
mainsream.”*® Kers can become a full-fledged Canadian once he “unsettles the terms of
saneness and difference, ingging on his full citizenship even while he explodes the idea of
national belonging.”®°

By virtue of the fact that the gtory is drategicaly podtioned a the end of Tales From
Firozsha Baag, dl the other stories may be read as preiminary attempts of Midry searching
for a new sdf-image in a new land. Writing a cyde culminaing in the autobiographica
“Svimming Lessons” it is Rohinton Midry himsdf who méekes an emphatic dam for a
baanced dtitude towards identity congruction in the (Canadian) diasgpora. In its

57 Bharucha, ““When Old Tracks Are Lost,’” 61.
%8 Heble, 60.
%9 Samantrai, 48.
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authoritativeness “Swimming Lessons’ therefore overrides the pessmism of “Squater” and
“Lend Me Your Light” Displacement can be chdlenged by complementing culturd
difference and indigenous tradition by a generd openness to new culturd influences. The
openness towards the new that “Swimming Lessons’ is resonant with a the end can dso be
identified in Migtry’s narratives set ‘there!’
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b) ‘There’ |: Cultural Difference and the Struggle for Meaning in Such a
Long Journey (1991)

Rohinton Mistry’s oeuvre partakes of two discourses. On the one hand, his narratives can only
be adequatdly understood if their locd and historicd specificity is taken into consideration.
On the other hand, Migtry supplements the anchoring of his narratives in Indian contexts by
dlusons to humanism/universdlism as a discourse of sameness. In what follows, | will first
detal the rdevance of culturd difference in Mistry’s novel before | go on to illustrate how
difference is supplemented by references to a humanigt tradition of thought.

Smilar to Nel Bissoondath, Migry’'s works ae concerned with difference as
community difference. The community Migry deds with in grester detall in Such a Long
Journey is his own, the Pard community. It will become gpparent that the postcolonia
implications of Such a Long Journey hinge on the responghbility Migry tekes on as
representative and mouthpiece of the Pars community. To redise how the postcolonid
condition affects the community’s identity, the centra aspects of Pars identity have to be
claified. Apat from redigion, the mgor factor shaping the collective identity of the Pars
community is its higtoricd awareness. This is dso acknowledged by the critic Arun
Mukherjee who argues that “to do full justice to Such a Long Journey, it is important to know
the history of the Pars community.”*

Context: A Brief Higory of the Pargsin India
The higtory of the Parss is rooted in the pre-Idamic history of Persa. In the wake of the Arab

conquest of Iran, Zoroadrianism “became deadily margindized, and oppresson and
persecution of its followers became ever more acute”? Seeking freedom of worship, a small
group of Zoroastrians decided to emigrate® In 936 A.D. the Parsis, named after the Persian
province of Pars (or Fars),* settled near Gujarat in North-West India Not unlike the Pilgrim
fahers journey from a hodile England towards what they hoped would become a New
Jerusdem, the Pars migration from Pars to Gujarat has been subject to mythologising.®> As

1 Arun Prabha Mukherjee, “Narrating India: Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey,” Oppositional Aesthetics:
Readings from a Hyphenated Space (Toronto: TSAR, 1994) 147.

2 John R. Hinnells, “Parsi Zoroastrians in London,” Desh Pardesh: The South Asian Presence in Britain, ed.
Roger Ballard (London: Hurst & Company, 1994) 252.

% However, some scholars claim that the Parsis were not hindered in the practice of their religion. According to
these critics, the Parsi emigration was a reaction to the tax (‘jazia’) imposed upon them by the Muslim invaders.
Cf. Eckehard Kulke, The Parsees in India: A Minority as Agent of Social Change (Miinchen: Weltforum Verlag,
1974) 5.

4 Cf. Hinnells, 251 and Kulke, 13. Stausberg maintains that the name derives from the word Persia. Cf. Michael
Stausberg, “ Zoroastrismus,” Die Religionen der Gegenwart Geschichte und Glauben, ed. Peter Antes (Miinchen:
Beck, 1996) 161.

® Cf. Hinnells, 253.
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Sausberg knows “Im kulturdlen Gedéachtnis der Parss ig ihre Andedlung in Indien ds
gezidte Flucht vor der Unterdriickung seitens der iranischen Muslime prasent.”® In particular,
therr arivd in Sanjan and the ensuing negotiations with the locd Hindu rgah Jadhav Rana
have become one of the most widely circulated stories about the community.” The Parsis were
granted the right to settle on the coast of Gujarat provided they would not be disruptive to
society and be willing to acculturate. The locd rgah expected them to explain ther reigion to
him, to henceforth adopt Gujarati as their native tongue, to dress according to loca customs,
to digpense with weapons dtogether and to practice their fath only after nightfal so as to
avoid giving offence to the locd Hindu mgority.2 As the Parsis complied with the rgah’s
conditions, they were alowed to sdtle in Sanjan and since that time have proved loyd to their
respective rulers®

The trgectory of the Pards since early modern times is impressve. Starting out as a
rurd community condgting predominantly of famers, weavers and capenters, the Parss
quickly became wedthy merchants and indusridiss’® As a matter of fact, their rise as a
community is closey connected to the British penetration of India Pars knowledge of trade
and country became a crucid ingrument in the British development of the Indian market. The
community made a name for itsdf by serving the colonisars as cultura trandators. The British

(aswell as other European powers)

preferred to transact their busness with the Indian hinterland through Parsee
agents and ‘brokers’ who, on the one hand, had at their disposa the necessary
knowledge of land and language, but whose minority role in Indian society, on the
other hand, gave them the necessary flexibility in commerce with foreigners™

When the British shifted ther centre of trade from Surat to Bombay, the Pards, as ship-
builders and industrious merchants, were encouraged to seftle there!? They played an

6 Stausberg, 165. Cf also Tanya Luhrmann, The Good Parsi: The Fate of a Colonial Elite in a Postcolonial
Society (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1996) 78. Hinnells points out that the Parsis’ narrativization of their fate as
that of a persecuted community in search of a new home also displays distinct parallels to the self-image of the
Jews. See Hinnells, 253. This is also confirmed by Luhrmann, 47. Kulke reminds us that “the Parsees were
frequently called Jews by the Portugese.” Kulke, 30.

" The followi ng is recounted in a more recent Parsi novel. Cf. Boman Desai, The Memory of Elephants (L ondon:
Sceptre, 1990) 24.

8 Cf. Kulke, 28-9.

° For Kulke, loyalty towards the government, close community ties, and a cautious al beit assiduous preserv ation
of their faith in adverse circumstances have since that time become quintessentially Parsi. Cf. Kulke, 28-9.

10 Cf. Jer Randeria, The Parsi Mind: A Zoroastrian Asset to Culture (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal
Publishers, 1993) 19. See also Luhrmann, 83.

M Kulke, 32.

12 Cf. Kulke, 33. The British were eager to settle Bombay quickly because they expected the Portugese to
reclaim the city which they had given to the British crown in 1661 as part of the dowry of Catherine of
Braganza. See also Luhrmann, 86.
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important part in the devedopment of Bombay whose dockyard they built and owned for a
long time!® As a consequence of their entrepreneurid success'® the Parsis became India's
most urbanised and most prosperous community. With their assstance, Bombay developed
into the centre of Indian economy and industry and became the focd point of Pars life and
culture®®

It has been noted that the Pards were a colonid dite. Pardleling the case of the Sikhs,
who proved indispensable in overthrowing the mutiny of 1857, the British took a liking to the
smdl community of the Parsis'® whose identification with Western ideas corresponded to the
‘Brown Sahib’ that Lord Macaulay longed for in his infamous ‘Minute on Indian Education’
of 1835.1" Macaulay was obsessed with the thought of training “natives who were ‘Indian in
blood and colour’ to become ‘English in taste, in opinions, in mordas, and in intdlect.” These
people would condtitute a class who would protect British interests and help them rule a vast
and potentidly unruly land”*® By way of their loydty and ther weltanschauung, the Parsis
qudified as Macaulay’s ided mimic men. Only through affiligtion with the British were the
Pards adle to rise in the colonid hierarchy, and the community was eager to acculturate
indeed: “Keine andere Gemeinschaft Indiens hat einen derat engen Kulturkontakt zu den
britischen Kolonisatoren gepflegt, wie die Pard, die von der britischen Herrschaft zu
profitieren wulden.”*® They adopted the idiom of colonid discourse and supported Britan's
imperid wars. Pard co-operdion with the British presupposed “a familiarization with
European norms and attitudes” Identification with the British and their life-style led to an
extraordinary degree of Westernisation among the Parss. They developed a taste for Western
music and became fanatic Cricket players®® Furthermore, they took to eating with knife and
fork’? and frequently even regarded English as their mother tongue® Pars anglophilia dso
led to the foundation of clubs moddled on the Victorian gentleman’'s favourite place of
recregtion.?* Members of the community began to dress in a distinctly Western way and

13 Cf. Hinnells, 253.

14 According to Kulke, the Parsis introduced to India the new type of the modern entrepreneur. Cf. Kulke, 128.
See a so Luhrmann, 90.

15 Of an estimated number of circa 100.000 members world-wide, the number of Zoroastrians/Parsis living in
Bombay today amounts to 50.000. Cf. Stausberg, 161. These figures are confirmed by Dorothee Wenner in a
recent newspaper feature. Cf. Dorothee Wenner, “ Je weniger, desto lustiger,” Die Zeit 23¢ May 2002: 54.

16 An indicator for this is that three out of the four baronetcies conferred upon Indians prior to Independence
went to Parsis. Cf. Hinndlls, 259.

7 Luhrmann, 49.

18 |_oomba, 85.

19 Stausberg, 167.

20 Kulke, 248.

2L Cf. Luhrmann, 42 and 119.

22 Cf, Hinnells, 258.

23 Cf. Luhrmann, 113.

24 Cf. Luhrmann, 42-3,
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surrounded  themsdves with Western  furniture®® They vaued privacy and  encouraged
women's liberation.?® Moreover, the Parsis felt a close finity to the British because they
were committed to a monotheistic faith.?” In order to count as ‘English in teste, in opinions, in
mords, and in intdlect; the Pars dite status dso hinged on issues of education, or rather
Western education, which became available to the Parsis in the 18205 and has remained a
central asset of the community in postcolonid times, t00.2°

While the role the community had played under the British was disproportionate to
ther number,®® the Parss were margindized in postcolonia times The community lost its
privileged pogtion in the emergent Indian nation state. They had not been happy with the end
of colonid rule and had not actively supported ‘Quit India i.e. the Home Rule movement.!
Their “loydty and commitment to colonid ideds were not paticulaly adaptive in
postcolonid India™? Many members of the community fet tha an acceptable positioning
within Indian society would become increesngly difficult and decided to leave India for the
internationa diagpora®® For those who stayed on, there remained the possibility of afiliating
themsdves with the young nation. ‘Pargs had been in India a thousand years, they count as
Indians,’ one argument ran. On the other hand, there were dso those who suffered from the
Indian pogtcolonid redity and took refuge in a glorification of the Pard achievements of the
past®® a wdl as to an uncriticd nostagia of everything British. This process of “cultural
inverson"*® becomes evident in Dinshawji’s complaint about the change of street names in
Such a Long Journey which will be discussed now.

25 Cf. Luhrmann, 110.

26 Cf. Luhrmann, 111ff.

27 Cf. Hinnells, 258.

28 Cf. Hinnells, 253.

29 |n Such a Long Journey Gustad’ s daughter Roshan attends a Catholic convent school which is supposed to
provide a superior education.

30 Cf. Ross, 240.

3L Cf. Luhrmann, 124

32 |_uhrmann, 99.

33 A case in point here is Maneck Kohlah who immigrates to Dubai in A Fine Balance. As amatter of fact, Parsis
have frequently opted for emigration in order to receive a better education at a North-American university, or to
find a better-paid job. As such, their motives for leaving India have been economic, and have had less to do with
identity politics. Since the 1960s, many have Parsis immigrated to North America where today between 5000-
7000 adherents of the Zoroastrian faith live. Approximately 6000 Zoroastrians live in England today; tiny
communities can also be found in Australia, Hong Kong, Y emen and East Africa. Cf. Stausberg, 172ff.

34 ¢f., for example, the building of Bombay, the founding of the Indian National Congress, Parsi philanthropy,
Dadabhai Naoroji and hisdrain theory, or Homi K. Bhabhba and his concept of hybridity.

35 Paul Wilson, “Giving Free Rein: Paul Wilson speaks with Rohinton Mistry,” Books in Canada March 1996: 3.
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Inscribing Difference |: Postcoloniad Indian Lanquage Politics

In comparison to M.G. Vassanji and Nell Bissoondath, Rohinton Migtry is a writer for whom
India is important as a subject matter. India, or, more specificaly, Bombay, is a resource for
Migry that he draws on in every piece of fiction he has published to date. Bombay as the
place where he was born is not only a city that he knows intimately; Bombay, as indicated
above, is ds0 the city that is home to the Pars community, and it is sofe to suggest that
becomes to Mistry what Dublin was to Joyce and Jefferson to Faulkner.

The Bombay of Such a Long Journey is shaken by the rise of the Shiv Sena, a locd
party with consderable influence in Maharashtra. Founded in 1966, the party Started out as a
gnd| faction advocating the reservation of jobs in the lower ranks of white-collar workers.
The name of the party trandates as ‘Army of Shiva’ a name drawing attention to its radical
religious moativation. The Shiv Sena is a right-wing Hindu organisation that openly advocates
racist goas and agitates aganst South Indian immigrants, mogly from Tamil Nadu, who are
blamed for the scarcity of jobs in Bombay. As Bharucha points out, “the Sena raised the
bogey of ‘the othe’ — the reigious other, the Mudim, the linguigic other, especidly Tamil
speakers, and the regional other, those who came from other parts of India.”3®

Mistry shows that Indian nationd identity condruction relies on a drategy of Othering
thet thregtens to victimize the Parss. The Shiv Sena in Such a Long Journey is resented by the
characters as a very red threat to a diginct Pard identity. Dinshawji, the protagonis’s
confidante, fears that the Shiv Sena “won't stop till they have complete Maratha Rg” with
ther “Maratha for the Maharashtrians nonsense™’ Remembering how followers of the Shiv
Sena abused members of the Pars community as “Pars crow-eaters’ (39), thereby mocking
the community’s burid rites, Dinshawji fears that the Pards might become “second-class
citizens’ (39) in the near future.

Of centra importance to the Shiv Send's agitation are issues of language and language
planning. The paty advocates a trandation of English road names into Marathi and overlooks
the effects that such a sep has on the former colonid €elite of the Parss. Responding to
Gugtad' sremark “What'sin aname’ (74), Dinshawji argues.

“Names are 0 important. | grew up on Lamington Road. But it has disappeared,
in its place is Dadasaheb Bhadkhamkar Marg. My school was on Carnac Road.
Now suddenly it's on Lokmanya Tilak Marg. | live a Sleater Road. Soon that will
dso disgppear. My whole life | have come to work a Flora Fountain. And one

38 Bharucha, “‘When Old Tracks are Lost,”” 62. For more on the Shiv Sena cf. Jayant Lele, “ Saffronization of
the Shiv Sena: The Political Economy of City State and Nation,” Bombay: Metaphor for Modern India, eds.
Sujata Patel and Alice Thorner (Bombay: OUP, 1996) 185-213.

37 Rohinton Mistry, Such a Long Journey (1991; NY: Vintage, 1992) 73. All references are to this edition.
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fine day the name changes. So what happens to the life | have lived? Was | living

the wrong life, with dl the wrong names? Will | get a second chance to live it dl

agan with these new? Tel me wha happens to my life Rubbed out, just like
that? Tell mel” (74)

In order to condruct a postcolonia Indian identity, the British street names so important to
Dinshawji have been dtered by the Indian adminigration in what amounts to a reckoning with
British colonid rule in India Having identified with British culture and vdues, the formerly
formaly colonised Pards lament the departure of the colonisers. Thus Dinshawiji, raised and
socidlised within an anglophile tradition, severdy attacks the Shiv Send's re-appropriation of
dreet names and takes issue with its psychologica consequences. The change of names does
not only lead to problems of spatid orientation but dso refers to the troublesome implications
that the building of the Indian nation-dtate has for a distinct Pars identity. For inasmuch as the
names of the streets and places change, the place of the community in contemporary India is
on the agenda, to the same extent that the old names of places vanish, the Parss fed dis-
placed. Thus Dinshawiji, according to David Williams, “experiences the rewriting of the map
of his neighbourhood as an interruption in his self-presence.”3®

Both the Shiv Sena and the Parss redise tha the druggle for language is important
because it is tied up with issues of identity. If Dinshawji discusses language to express his
worries for the future of the Pars community, Gustad Noble, the novel’s protagonist, reflects

on the community’ s precarious status, too:

What kind of life was Sohrab going to look forward to? No future for minorities,
with dl these fascig Shiv Sena politics and Marathi language nonsense. It was
going to be like the black people in America — twice as good as the white man to
get hdf as much. (55)

For one critic, this passage betrays the Pars community’s “little fears and anxieties™° This
asessment is problematic, as it patronizes and therefore digtorts the scope of Gustad's
foreboding. If the Shiv Sena manages to achieve its goas and puts its plans into practice,
Sohrab's future in Bombay will become insecure indeed. A closer look reveds that Sohrab's
dtuation is characterised by a dilemma and that his postion might become dangerous if he
remans in Bombay. Therefore, given the openly racist attitude of the party, Gustad seems to
imply that the only way out for Sohrab is emigration. However, pointing out the condition of

%8 williams, 57.
39 Avadesh Kumar Singh, “ The Sense of Community in the Parsi Novels.” The Literary Criterion 32 (1996): 33.
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Others who have to be “twice as good as the white man to get haf as much” (55), migraion
and diaspora are at the same time rejected as viable opportunities for a‘good life’

Inscribing Difference |1: Pard Higtory

Such a Long Journey patekes of a rdativis frame of reference dso by virtue of its
metahistoricd  exploration of late 20" century Indian history. 1971, the year in which the
novel is s, saw Indias Prime Miniger Indira Gandhi in politicd trouble. Ved Prakash
Malhotra, then chief cashier of Indids State Bank, clamed to have had a phone cdl from
Indira Gandhi ingructing him to pay 6 million Rupees (~ 33000 pounds) for the Bangladeshi
freedom movement to a courier who would identify himsdf as ‘Bangladesh ka Babu' (i.e
‘gentleman from Banglades'). The man turned out to be Rusom Sohrab Nagarwala, a Pars
and former Army captain, who had worked for Indian Intelligence. The cashier complied but
went to the police later on. Nagarwaa was caught shortly afterwards and later claimed to have
mimicked Indira’'s voice. After a hasty trid of three days, he was sentenced to four year's
imprisonment and died in jail in 1972 under mysterious circumstances.

Midry’s debut sheds a different light on the so-cadled Nagarwda affair, and tha in a
paticular way. Ingead of reproducing maingream hisgory, Such a Long Journey presents
what Brian McHae has caled “secret history.”®® Suggesing a reading from the margin,
Midry's secret higory finds Indira Gandhi guilty of corruption and murder. In the novd,
Jmmy Bilimoria, dias Mgor Uncle, is the factiond rendering of Sohrab Nagarwala The text
thus narrates the events of 1971 from the perspective of a member of the Pars community.
That Such a Long Journey inscribes dternative knowledge, or the historicad ‘truth’ of events,
from the point of view of a minority community is of significance for the postcolonid agenda
of Migry’s firs novel. Rohinton Midry “atempts to make sense of actud historical events by
nardivizing them, by extending them beyond the curtan of slence in which the officd

discourses have tried to enshroud them.*!

His emplotment drategy picks up ordly
trangmitted dories about the Nagawaa affar which have been excluded from the officid
higtoriographicd representation of events. On the one hand, Midry’s inscription of ord
sources makes a clam for the vaue of indigenous culturd practices. The preservation of the
community’s culturd memory, on the other hand, dlows the Pards a point of identification
because it works as a counter-discurgve drategy chalenging the hegemonic discourse of
postcoloniad  Hindu higtoriography. By laying bare the exclusons of the condruction of

postcolonid Indian nationa identity, Midry mekes a sand agangt the Hindu mgority’s

40 McHale, 91.
41 Mukherjee, “Narrating India,” 145.
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dfimation of esentid difference®® This politics of induson/exdusion is of centrd
importance for Midry. His fiction partly relies on a drategy of underscoring Pars specificity
that collides with the sdf-image of the podcolonid Indian nation as Hinduis. Thus Migry
writes agang one kind of difference (i.e. a Hindu one) in the name of another (i.e a Pars
one). While the Pars community is threstened by the exclusonig politics of Hindu
nationalism, writing againg the mainstream seems to be an option for a minority faced with
extinction and margindization.

Inscribing Difference |11: Zoroagtrianism

While language and history play an important pat for the condruction of the community’s
sdf-image, the novd adso pays close atention to another pillar of Pard identity, i.e reigion.
The Parsis have been described as an “ethno-rdigious minority,”*® an assessment which
tedtifies to the fact that within Zoroadrianism religion and ethnicity as markers of difference
intermingle and eventudly become indiginguishable. As “Midry’s discourse does revolve
aound the dealing of Pars identity,”* the relevance of the Zoroastrian faith deserves
mention not only as a mgjor influence on many world religions™ but aso as a shaping factor
for the characters of Such a Long Journey.

It is repeatedly emphasized that Zoroagtrianism is a matter of birth, not of affiliaion. It
is not acquired by way of socidisation but consdered an integra pat of on€'s genetic
heritage: “Die Mehrheit (auch der gegenwartigen) Parss betrachtet den Zoroastrismus as ihre
geradezu genetisch vererbte (iranische) Religion.”*® Among the adherents of the Zoroastrian
religion, the teachings of Zoroaster occupy an exceptiond postion. Zoroaster is the author of
the five Gathas (‘chants) which are an integrd pat of Zoroastrianism's sacred scriptures, the
Avedta. In the Gathas, Zoroaster proclaimed a sole, omnipotent, and eternal God by the name
of Ahura Mazda (‘Wise Lord'). According to Zoroaster, Ahura Mazda or Ormazd, as he is
later called, crested the world and will presde over a find judgement on doomsday. He

42 Despite Nehru's ostentation of India’s secular character, Indian national identity in postcolonial times was not
conceived of in multicultural terms but was constructed along lines laid down by religious difference. India was
what Pakistan was not, i.e. Hinduist.

43 Kulke, 13. See also Bharucha, “*When Old Tracks are Lost,” 59.

44 Bharucha, “*When Old Tracks are Lost,’” 59.

5 |t has made a considerable impact on Judaism and Christianity as well as on Islam. Judaism adopted from
Zoroastrianism the idea of a supreme God, the belief in the coming of a Messiah and an adherence to a strict
code of behaviour entailing a spiritual dimension (e.g. purity laws). There are also parallels as far as the binary
vision of Heaven and Hell and a great judgement on doomsday are concerned. Islam derived from
Zoroastrianism the emphasis on regular prayer, the belief into Heaven and Hell, the end of the world and the idea
of a great judgement at the end of all days. Strikingly similar are also Zoroastrianism’s and Islam’s rejection of
images and the emphasis on charity and ams-giving. Cf. Stausberg, 161, Wenner, 54 and Mary Boyce,

Zoroastrians: Their Religious Beliefs and Practices (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979) 77, 148.

46 Stausberg, 165. See also Hinnells, 265-6.
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represents the Good Principle and rules over the Spenta Mainyu (‘good spirits). Ahura
Mazda and the Spenta Mainyu are opposed by the AngraMainyu (‘evil spirits).’

The Zoroadtrian world view is binarig. It digtinguishes between the present world and
eternity as well as between heaven and hell and the spiritud and the materid world*® Life
according to Zoroastrian doctrine presents itself as a clash between the principles of good and
evil that is acted out in this world*® Binarist thinking dso influences the angle Zorastrianism
has on man. The Gathas digtinguish between two kinds of people, those following the God of
order (‘ashd) and those following the principle of disorder, wickedness or the lie (‘dryj’).>°
Everyone is cdled upon to pogtion himsf in rdaion to this dichotomy. The humen
individud “participates in a batle between good and evil in which his or her own fredy
chosen actions determine the battle's outcome. It is usualy accepted that God will ultimately
win the war, but only through human initiive™! Recommended human initigtive, i.e
support of the principle of ‘asha’ consdts, firg of dl, in a commitment to purity. This has led
some critics voice the view that “in some sense Zoroadrianism is no more than a ritudigic
commentary upon purity and pollution”®® Others argue that “das Bekenntnis zur
‘mazdaverehrenden Rdigion’ is [. . .| ene Kampfansage an die Damonen, die die Wdt

verunreinigen.”>3

Whatever opinion one shares, for a Zoroadtrian dead matter, e.g. corpses, or
any subgtance leaving the body, eg. breath, spit, excrement, sperm and blood are
contaminated.>* The dements, especidly water, eath and fire, are divine emanations, and
have to be kept pure from defilement. The so-caled ‘Towers of Slence were erected in order
to grant the purity of these dements. On top of these buildings the Parsis have their deceased
eaten by vultures®®

The individud’s contribution to the fight between good and evil eventudly dso entals
a mora choice ‘Asha implies truth, honesty, loyalty, courage and charity.®® Following the
principle of ‘ashd is an ethicd commitment. Man is to care for himsdf and his fdlow human
beings as creations of God.>’ The obligation for every Zoroastrian to abide by ethicaly

47 Cf. Kulke, 17.
“8 Cf. Kulke, 17.
49 Cf. Kulke, 17.
%0 Cf. Stausberg, 163 and R.C. Zaehner, The Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism. 2™ ed. (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1975) 36-7.
>1 |_uhrmann, 69.
52 |_uhrmann, 101.
>3 Stausberg, 164.
>4 Cf. Stausberg, 164. In accordance to that, orthodox Zoroastrians also avoid menstruating women. How strict
the ban on them actually is can be observed in a classic Parsi novel. Cf. Bapsi Sidhwa, The Crow Eaters
gMinneapolis Milkweed, 1978) 65-6.
> A casein point is Dinshawji’s funeral.
%6 Cf. Boyce, 8.
57 Cf. Randeria, 13.
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acceptable behaviour is summed up by the formula ‘manashni, gavashni, kunashni,” i.e. ‘good
thoughts, good words, good deeds.’®® The emphasis on ethics dso means that for a believing
Zoroadrian deeds will dways spesk louder than words. “Man cannot help the world and
himsdf to sdvation through sacrifices or magic prayers, through rites of atonement, but only
through correct behaviour”™® In other words, for the Parsis, “whose reputation for honesty
and propriety is a byword,”®® truthfulness and charity are more important than regularly going
to a fire-temple to worship. This explans why the role of clergy within Zoroastrianiam is on
the whole negligible®® Priests and theologians are seldom required as mediators between God
and man.®? With the exception of burid, marriage and initiation rites, the mgjority of rituas to
be peformed can be ceebrated a home. The most important ritud in Zoroadtrianism is the
‘kudti, a prayer in the course of which the threads of a praying bdt (‘kudti’) are tied and
untied in a specia order.®®

The Zoroadrian fath in Such a Long Journey becomes a chief example of Migtry’s
grounding in a poscolonid frame of reference. The podcolonid agenda of Such a Long
Journey rdies on rdigion in the context of a process of community-construction. Mistry does
not comment on the problematic aspects of Zoroadrianism in Such a Long Journey (as he
does, for example, in Family Matters). Tdling a dory previoudy untold in (Canadian)
literature, his narration is motivated by enriching his readers collective memory. Because the
Pars community is on the verge of extinction, the Zoroadrian faith is in danger, too. This
means that with respect to Zoroadrianism memory work and representation rather than
critiqgue and decongruction are of centra relevance. The ethnographic thrust of the nove is
closdy connected to the writing of the Other. Religion becomes relevant in this context as an
ingance of the text's inscription of culturd difference. That religion in Such a Long Journey
is important not only in ethnographic but dso in sociologica terms will be explored in greater
detall in a later section. For the moment, suffice it to say that religion, like language and
higory, is an important marker of identity that Mistry inscribes into his novd in order to

underline a concern with culturd difference.

%8 Cf. Mistry, “Swimming Lessons,” 236.

%9 Kulke, 254.

%0 Sidhwa, 24.

61 Cf. Kulke, 260. Luhrmann characterises Zoroastrianism as “asolitary religion.” Luhrmann, 36.
62 Cf. Stausberg, 178.

83 For details cf. Stausberg, 180 and Luhrmann 268n.
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Transcending Difference |: Initiation, Alienation and the Loss of Meaning

A supeficid reading of Such a Long Journey seems to corroborate Bharucha's and
Mukherjee's point that the novel portrays a mae world. It dmost exclusvely focuses on its
(mae) protagonist Gustad Noble®® and the representation of its femde characters is
accurately described as one-dimensond indeed®® However, while such an assessment is
doubtless true, it is dso somehow besde the mark, for Migtry is not concerned with (culturd
or gender) difference soldly but dso interested in what transcends it. Following Barbara
Leckie, | want to argue that “Midry promotes a universd paradigm with respect to mord
ideas™® in his firt (as wel as in his second and third) novel. While some dritics explicitly
reect the archetypd and universd focus a stake in Mistry’s first novel, others overlook it.6’
However, it seems safe to suggest that Gustad represents nore than the male gender or the
Pars community.®® He is an Everyman who stands for mankind as a whole® Put differently,
Gustad does not represent a man but represents man as such. The novel does not primarily
advocate a gender agenda; it rather is an experiment probing and exploring fundamentd
human experiences, i.e. death or the fragility of socid rdationships. At the centre of the nove
is Gustad Noble, “in whose life and suffering a large rhythm of universd pattern is carved
out.””® This ‘universd pattern’ can be specified as the struggle for meaning that informs much
of Migtry’sfiction.

In order to understand why the protagonist of Mistry’s nove is forced to generate
meaning, it is necessary to gragp that meaning in Gudtad's life is fragile and flegting. As many
critics have pointed out, one of the centrd themes of Mistry’s first novel is loss* Loss in
Such a Long Journey must be understood in a broad sense of the word. The novel explores

64 Cf. Nilufer E. Bharucha, “From Behind a Fine Veil: A Feminist Reading of three Parsi Novels” Indian
Literature 39 (1996): 138.

85 Cf. Mukherjee, “Narrating India,” 150. For Ekelund, Mistry’s novel is flawed because it does not grant its
female figures development as a character. While the male characters progress from archetypes to humanity, the
women remain flat characters and thus are denied humanity implicitly. Cf. Gordon Ekelund, “Left at the Station:
The Portrayal of Women in Mistry’s Such a Long Journey,” The Toronto Review of Contemporary Writing
Abroad 14.1 (1995): 7, 9.

66 |eckie, 38. Hilary Mantel seems to agree with Leckie when she speaks about the “ human decency” of Mistry’s
fiction. Hilary Mantel, “ States of Emergency,” India: A Mosaic, eds. Robert B. Silvers and Barbara Epstein (NY::
The New York Review of Books, 2000) 179. For Gordon Ekelund, Such a Long Journey invites us to “discover
shared values and a common humanity.” Ekelund, 6.

67 ¢f., for example, Mukherjee, “Narrating India,” 148-9.

8 Many critics, in fact, argue that the Parsi community is the true hero of Such a Long Journey. Cf. Avadesh
Kumar Singh, “The Sense of Community in the Parsi Novels,” The Literary Criterion 32 (1996): 30, and
Mukherjee, “Narrating India,” 146.

%9 Cf. Alberto Manguel, afterword, Such a Long Journey, by Rohinton Mistry (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart,
1993) 416. Amrijit Singh suggests a middle course. Discussing Rohinton Mistry’s collection of stories, she
arguesthat Mistry “frames a slice of the human experiencein all its Parsi specificity.” A. Singh, 211.

O'M. Mani Meitei, “Such a Long Journey and its Critical Acclaim,” The Fiction of Rohinton Mistry: Critical
Studies, ed. Jaydipsinh Dodiya (L ondon: Sangam, 1998) 74.

" Cf. Adams, 124. See also Williams, 61.
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implications of loss on a literd as well as on a metgphorica level. The scope of loss probed in
Such a Long Journey encompasses the loss of materid possessions as wel as the loss of
people by desth or edrangement. Gustad Noble is faced with his family’s impoverishment in
the course of his father’s bankruptcy. However, he dso has to cope with the deaths of his
friends Jmmy, Dinshawji and Tehmul. Moreover, loss for Gustad dso entals a feding of
dienation of friends and dissatidaction with the present. The semantics of loss imply a
dispossesson agang the subject's will, the result of which can be poverty, isolation,
confuson, digllusonment and disenchantment. In what follows, | will atempt to detal the
causes and effects of loss making itsimpact on the protagonist of Such a Long Journey.

The past is of specid relevance to Gudgad in Such a Long Journey. Two events are
dgnificant in this context: His father's bankruptcy and a childhood experience & Matheran
involving a broken bowl. Gusad associates sensud qudities with the memory of his father’'s
bankruptcy. Not only does it have “the sound of a deadly virus’ [emphass added] (101), it
adso feds “cold as a chisd” (6). The destructive character of this event is not merely conveyed
by sound and touch, however. The chisd as a tool indrumentd in tearing down buildings dso
desarves mention in this context. Yet the bringing down of a building should not be
interpreted  literdly in this context: What temporarily succumbs to the “clutches of
bankruptcy” (6) is Gudad's plan of attending universty, something which would enhance his
career prospects considerably. Metaphorically spesking, what seems to be torn down by the
‘cold chisdl’ is the architecture of Gustad's dreams. The bankruptcy is a ‘dis-rupting’ incident
indeed.”? 1t (momentarily) thwarts Gustad's hopes for a promising future and radicaly
changes the course of his life. Ingdead of being able to focus on his degree in rdative materid
security, Gudtad is forced to earn money in order to finance his sudies.

The bankruptcy sees Gustad's family a the receiving end of fae€s whims. Such a
Long Journey illusrates how the vagaries of life can invert postions of control. This is
corroborated by the notion of ‘clutching’ that the text refers to. The verb ‘to clutch’ denotates
not only a holding tight; it aso plays off connotations of power, control and influence over
things and persons. However, whether the bankruptcy in Such a Long Journey is
anthropomorphised (“the clutches of bankruptcy,” 6; “How swiftly moved the finger of
poverty, soiling and contaminating,” 8) or the agent of the bankruptcy dehumanised (“the

2 This is a point which is also acknowledged by others. Cf., for example, Amin Malak, “The Shahrazadic
Tradition: Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey and the Art of Sorytelling,” Journal of Commonwealth
Literature 29 (1993): 109. Dan Coleman departs from a humanist reading by pointing out that the disruption has
to be contextualised by Gustad's community membership. According to Coleman loss and bankruptcy have to be
understood in connection with the decline of the Parsi community. Cf. Dan Coleman, Masculine Migrations:
Reading the Postcolonial Malein ‘ New Canadian’ Narratives (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1998) 141.
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clutches of the vulturous bankruptcy bailiff,” 22) does not make a fundamenta difference. Of
relevance is tha the bankruptcy event is endowed with subhuman atributes (the bailiff's
‘voracity’) and superhuman power (swiftness and tightness/'strength). It is imagined as a blow
of fate too powerful to take measures againgt.

Apat from the bankruptcy, the broken bowl of Matheran points to a second ingtance
where a source of meaning in Gustad's life becomes questionable. Gustad remembers how at
the end of a childhood holiday a Matheran an edible pudding bowl is broken and esten by the
manager of the hotd. This a firg gght, trivid incdent resurfaces frequently in Gudad's
remembrances:

And then, the bowl was broken and eaten. There was something so find and
terrible about the act. [. . .] And when the bookstore was bankrupt and the bailiff
arived, | remembered the broken bowl. [. . .] The men continuing ther task,
dismantling Pappa’s life, bresking it up into little pieces [. . .]. And | remembering
the dinner-table in Matheran, the crunching down of the broken bowl — such a
terrible, find act. (242-3)

The bresking of the bowl (as wel as the bankruptcy) dgnifies a boy’s first encounter with
dedruction and lifés complexity. Gudtad's indght indicates an initiation into adulthood. The
intrusion of the redity principle into an ided childhood world leads to disenchantment. In this
context, the broken bowl becomes a reminder of lifé's contingency and fragility for Midry's
protagonist.

As a matter of fact, bresking is a leitmotif throughout the novel. The bresking of the
bowl is indicative of the workings of dedtructive forces on humans. It is for example, not
merdy his father’s busness that is reduced to “the shambles of what had once been the finest
bookstore in the country” (101); due to the shock, Gustad's father “fals [dc] to pieces’ (101),
too. He cannot disguise a “broken manner” (101). A breakdown of the materiad foundations of
exigence induces a backlash on individud condructions of meaning. In the wake of the
bankruptcy, human resources are sapped. The breakdown of the conditions and routines of
everyday life has far-reaching consequences for the subject. An indicator for the ramifications
of this fundamenta drain of meaning is provided by one of Gudad's flashbacks & an early
sage of the novel:

Sep was no longer a happy thing for him then, but a time when al anxieties
intengfied, and anger grew — a drange, unfocused anger — and helplessness;, and
he would wake up exhausted to curse the day that was dawning. (8)
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It is noteworthy that Gustad is not able to conceptudise his emotions exactly. His anger
appears “drange’ and “unfocused,” the consequence of which is a feding of “hdplessness”
Something similar can be observed in the account of his memories of Matheran: “There was
something so terrible and find about the act” (243). Vagueness of diction as wdl as Gustad's
helplessness to reflect on his emotiond Sate is symptomatic of a precarious subject pogtion.
This deplorable date is brought about by the breskdown of sysems that have made life
meaningful. The collgpse of his childhood world and the breskdown of the socid system of
hisfamily have introduced confusion and meaninglessness to Gustad' s life.

Such a Long Journey is a narative about the importance of memory. Matheran
becomes an “Erinnerungsort’”® for Gustad, i.e a place where an individud or a collective
hisory is subject to discontinuity and fragmentation. In the context of the bankruptcy,
attention should be paid to one aspect of the Structure of memory in paticular, i.e. the aspect
of asociaion. When Gudad vidgts Jmmy in Dehi, he recdls his father's bankruptcy. When
he remembers his father’s bankruptcy, he remembers that he remembered the broken bowl of
Matheran. The working of his memory formdly ressmbles a Chinese Box or the
podistructurdigt notion of a deferrd of meaning brought about by a potentidly infinite chain
of referents. The issue a dake is not primarily a sructura one though. It is not so much the
working of memory that is examined by the text but the pardlds and differences of the
contents of the respective memories. The reader is asked to compare the two layers of the
remembered past. Gustad draws analogies between the two events in such a way that the
memory of a childhood experience & Matheran can be sad to provide a foil for the
experience of the bankruptcy. The experience of the bankruptcy, in turn, comes to haunt
Gudgad when he vidts Jmmy in New Dehi and meets a certain Mr. Kashyap who “had metd
cleats on his heds, and his steps rang out on the stone floor” (266). He reminds him of the
bankruptcy bailiff: “The cleats on [. . ] [hig shoes [werg] clattering brazenly on the stone
floor” (243). The effect of his remembrance is “a feding of profound loss and desolation, of
emptiness’ (266). Matheran, the bankruptcy and the vist to Dehi have something in common
in that they have not been overcome by Gustad. They have to be understood as traumatic
experiences insofar as both develop a dynamic of ther own that lingers and remains active in
the protagonist’s mind. They dl are unpleasant incidents haunting the past and present idylls
of Gudad's life with the threst of disntegration. The bankruptcy and Matheran represent
poverty and disenchantment for Gustad Noble and, as such, are respongble for the loss of “the

3 Aleida Assmann, “ Erinnerungsorte und Gedachtnislandschaften,” Erlebnis— Gedachtnis— Sinn: Authentische
und Konstruierte Erinnerung, eds. Hanno Loewy and Bernhard Moltmann (Frankfurt/Main: Campus Verlag,
1996) 16.
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innocence of a happy childhood.””* For David Willians they congitute the “‘origind’ loss in
Gustad'slife” ™

Transcending Difference |I: Betraya, Desth and the Loss of Meaning

Gustad's friends do not belong to the socio-culturd magority of Bombay. None of his socid
rdaions ae Mudim or Hindu; mogt of his friends bdong to the Pars community, the only
exception being Madcolm Sddanha Like Jaskaylee in Midry’'s gory “The Ghost from

Frozsha Baag,” Mdcolm is a Cathalic from Goa, (like Bombay) another former Portuguese
colony. He and his family helped Gusad after his father's bankruptcy, but in the course of
time the two of them have drifted gpat. When Gudtad and Macolm meet again after a long
time, Gustad seems to find hope in ther renewed friendship. However, multiple ironies
undermine his expectations, for Macolm turns out to be in charge of tearing down the
compound wal so important to Gustad and the privacy he cherishes. Ironicaly enough, the
dleged good and trusted friend Macolm is ingrumentd in bringing down the wal which
grants the Nobles a refuge of privacy in the midst of Bombay's noise and turmoil. As a
consequence, Gustad's and Macolm’'s long spatid separation seems doomed to be replaced
by a far deeper dienation shortly after their reunion after severd decades. However, while
Mdcolm may be in charge of the tearing down of the wal, he is eventudly not responsble
for the implementation of the road-widening scheme in a legd sense. As Macolm Sddanha
only carries out the order of an anonymous municipa bureaucracy, it could be argued that he
is a much a victim of the unpredictabilities and vagaries of life as Gustad. Unable to keep
separate the occupationd and the private spheres characterisng socid life, he blames
Macolm for dedroying their friendship. The effects are dramatic in tha Gudtad gpparently
loses fath that an eroson of meaning, due to fas and seemingly deatory change, can
efficiently be opposad by the socid system of friendship. It seems to him tha the individud is
thrown back onto himsalf, and that he has to cope with loss and londiness done.

Being thrown back onto himsdf aso seems to be what Gudtad's friendship with Jmmy
Bilimoria can be reduced to. Although we mest him only briefly, Jmmy is virtudly
omnipresent in Gustad's and Ghulam’'s memories and anecdotes, his physical absence does
not preclude his narraive presence. The character of Jmmy Bilimoria is closdy connected to
Gustad' s yearning for a better past:

"4 Williams, 59.
7S Williams, 59.
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Jmmy Bilimoria had been more than just a neighbour. At the very least, he had
been like a loving brother. Almost one of the family. A second father to his
children. Gustad had even consdered gppointing him as their guardian in his will,
should something untimey hgppen to himsdf and Dilnavaz. A year dter the
dissppearance, he ill could not think of Jmmy without the old hurt returning.
(14)

Mistry especidly dresses the persond implications of his verson of the Nagawda affar.
Thus when Gustad is drawn into the politica scandd surrounding Bilimoria the emphess is a
leest as much on fedings of betrayd as it is on the margindisation of the Pard community
and the gdories of Indian history they circulate. Gustad's friendship to Bilimoria, who “killed
trust, love, respect, everything,” (178) is drained because solidarity agppears unrdigble.
Gusted feds

that some vital part of him had been crushed to nothingness. Years of friendship
swam before his eyes and filled the piece of paper; it taunted him, mocked him,
turned him into a gigantic canvas of lies and decait. What kind of world is this,
and what kind of men, who can behave in such a fashion? [. . .] Jmmy Bilimoria
hed trapped him, robbed him of volition. If | could let the rotten world go by,
spend therest of lifein thischair. (141)

The indifference and and latent pardyss manifest in the passage quoted above sgnd a
persona criss. Gustad experiences an eroson of faith that Alberto Mangud has described as
the “treachery of the spirit”’® In Gustad's opinion, Jmmy has violated a universd code of
behaviour that confronts Gustad with a decay of vaues. These vaues, epitomised by the
eponymoudy named Noble, are solidarity, faith, loydty and jusice. The fact that Gustad's
neighbours, the municipaity of Bombay and the government of India do not seem to share
these values is bad ewough; worse, however, and dmost unbearable for Gudtad, is that Jmmy,
who admost counts as a member of the Noble family, causes an eroson of meaning by
dlegedly subscribing to lies and decet. Betraya thus hurts Gustad the more because it
originates from a privileged site of meaning and solace, i.e the family.””

Whereas the friendship between Gustad and Mdcolm has been eroded by aienation,
Gugad's friendships to Dinshawji and Tehmul are eventudly ended by desth. Responsible for
a loss of meaning in this context is not the falure of friendship but death, i.e. something
Manguel cdls the “treechery of the flesh””® Death is ontologicaly as wel as archetypicaly

8 Manguel, 417.

" On an intertextual level, the theme of trust and betrayal is conceptualised by way of reference to Shakespeare's
Othello. Cf. Leckie, 44. As lago exploits Roderigo for his scheme of betrayal, so does Jimmy abuse the loyalty
of hisfriend Gustad.

8 Manguel, 417.
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chaotic, for, as Gustad redlises, it cannot ultimately be warded off: “Hearses can be impeded
by cars and barricades, he thought. But desth. Desth gets through every time. Desth can
choose to be prompt or fashionably late’ (243). Spesking with EMM. Forgter, Dinshawji as
well as Tehmul can be described as flat characters. They represent idess rather than complex
psychologica dispostions, and might be read dlegoricdly. Put bluntly, Dinshawji’s desth
comes to dgnify the end of comic rdief, whereas the degth of the childlike, retarded Tehmul
in Such a Long Journey can be understood as the desth of innocence. In the course of the
novel, Dinshawji risks his job for Gugtad by opening and closng a bank account with illegd
money, while Tehmul provides meaning as a surrogate son to Gustad after Sohrab has moved
out. Their death is not only ashock but alasting impoverishment of Gustad' s life.

Equdly important for an undersanding of the eroson of meaning in Gugtad's life as the
implications of his friendships is the dienation from his edest son Sohrab. Sohrab’'s decison
not to sudy Engineering & the Indian Inditute of Technology (I1T) but to stay in Bombay and
complete a B.A. in Literature indtead is taken as a persond offence by Gustad. His reaction
towards his son’'s plans is reflected by an intertextual reference to King Lear, a play which
Sohrab had staged as a child. Mistry appropriates the Shakespearean play as a pretext in order
to echo the pervasive theme of a problematic relationship between a father and his child,” and
it is nothing short of ironic that Gustad Noble, who apparently has a high esteem of the arts,
interprets Sohrab’s decison as “filid disrespect and ingratitude’” (122). He is disgppointed
that the plans for his son’s career will not be redlised:

How many years have | watched over Sohrab and waited. And now | wish | was
back a the beginning, without knowledge of the end. At the beginning, a lesst
there was hope. Now there is nothing. Nothing but sorrow. (55)

Due to Sohrab’'s waywardness, Gudtad's “Erwartungen an Geborgenheit und Sinnbestétigung
in den familiZren Interaktionen’® ae momentarily thwarted. Sohrab's deviation from

Gudad's expectations seems to make life meaningless “How to make him redize what he

9 Cf. Leckie, 44. In an excellent analysis, Dan Coleman discusses Such a Long Journey in psychological terms.
He holds that Mistry’s debut should be read against the “romance of family progress,” a narrative pattern that
“responds to disillusion through the construction of a family fantasy.” The family fantasy is, of course, the IIT,
which for Gustad becomes symbolic of the community’s ability to make it to the top during a (postcolonial) time
in which the Parsis no longer have the influence they used to have. As Sohrab opts for arts over science, the
romance of family progress seems to fail. Cf. Coleman, 131. However, Coleman overlooks that Such a Long
Journey does come up with a romance ending after all. Significantly, it is the son who as an arts student re-
invents the family romance by effortlessly displaying the humanism that Gustad struggles to approximate to.
Therefore, Mistry’s first novel can still be read as a romance of family progress, provided one is willing to admit
that it isthe son, rather than the father, who definesits terms.

8 Jirgen Kriz, Chaos, Angst und Ordnung: Wie wir unsere Lebenswelt gestalten, 2" ed. (Géttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998) 34.
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was doing to his father, who had made the success of his son's life the purpose of his own?
Sohrab had snatched away that purpose, like a crutch from a cripple’ (55). However, the
gopropriation of the vocabulary ‘crutch’ is particularly interesting in this context because
Gugad's choice of words reveds tha he is angry a his son for egoistic reasons.
Metaphoricaly spesking, Gustad's injury becomes more pronounced once he is robbed of his
‘crutch’. He does not primarily want the best for Sohrab by sending him to IIT; rather Gustad
wants Sohrab to attend IIT because he has dreamt of such a career himsdlf. Therefore, Gustad
Noble betrays questionable motives when he reasons. “All | wanted was for him to have a
chance at a good career. The chance wrenched away from me” (178). Gustad Noble does not
unsdfishly complain that Sohrab is deprived of a unique chance in life he rather feds
betrayed because he himsalf is deprived of a source of meaning.

Transcending Difference I11: Making Meaning, or: Faith and Solidarity
While the previous two sections have atempted an analyss of the implications of a loss of

meaning in the life of the protagonis of Such a Long Journey, the drategies by way of which
new meaning is congructed also deserve a closer look in the context of those aspects of the
text that transcend a postcolonia concern with cultural difference. | will argue thet in the find
andyds Midry's fird nove demands to be read as a text vauing idedisn over pragmeatism,
humanism over materidism, and dtruisn over egoism. Two factors become especidly
indicative of Midry’s program, rdigious fath as well as togetherness and solidarity exerted
between human beings.

In Such a Long Journey religion is not only rdevant as an aspect of the text’s grounding
in Pard culture. In the course of the nove, Midtry’s analyss of Zoroadrianism broadens to
include other faiths in what could be cdled a functiondigt reading of religion. Rdigion as a
metgphysca concept is a sysdem which potentidly concerns “dle Bereiche der Wirklichkalt
gleichermalen”®! It entails, for instance, a rejection of arbitrariness as the governing principle
of life, and offers a solution to the “Sinngebungsproblem fir Phdnomene wie Leid und
Tod.”® As such, it may remedy the eroson of meening in life A rdigious faith offers a
possibility of finding meaning by transcending maris contingency as well as the confusons
and vagaries of life in the infinity, condancy, wisdom and detachment of a spiritud being.
According to Viktor Frankl, reigion becomes an important psychohygienic and

81 Nikolaus Wenturis, Walter Van Hove and Volker Dreiser, Methodologie der Sozialwissenschaften. Eine
Einfuhrung (TUbingen: Francke, 1992) 95.

8 Hahn, Religion, 87. Pursuing a similar argument, Vivelo speaks of the “Psychologische
Verstéarkungsfunktionen” inherent in a religious belief. Frank Robert Vivelo, Handbuch der
Kulturanthropologie: Eine grundlegende Einflihrung, transl. and ed. Justin and Erika Stagl, 2 ed. (Stuttgart:
Klett-Cotta, 1995) 257.
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psychothergpeutic insrument. It offers man “eine Geborgenheit und eine Verankerung [. . .,
die e nirgendwo anders fande, die Geborgenheit und Verankerung in der Transzendenz, im
Absoluten.”® Rdigion in Such a Long Journey is sgnificatt & a means of generding
meaning in a world that is felt to be deprived of it. Such a reading becomes the more plausble
because the proximity of Zoroadrianiam to other kinds of religious fath is explictly
emphasized throughout the text. While Zoroadrianiam may be “dble to give its adherents
purposeful and satisfying lives™* the pavement artist, himsdf an important figure, as will be
seen shortly, suggests that the potentid of giving meaning is not redricted to the Zoroastrian
religion but that dl forms of faith have the power of giving meaning:

You see, | don't like to wesken anyone's faith. Miracle, magic, mechanica trick,
coincidence — does it matter what it is, as long as it hdps? Why andyse the
drength of the imagination, the power of suggestion, power of auto-suggestion,
the potency of psychological pressures? (289)

Thus a private mythology is deemed as potentidly poweful a drategy of congructing
meaning as the rituas and ethics of Zoroadtrianiam, or any other kind of faith. A specificaly
postcolonid stress on religion as marker of culturd difference is thereby complemented by a
functiondist reading of ardigious faith as insrumenta in making life meaningful.

While friendship may be temporarily invested with unrdiability by Gustad, togetherness
and solidarity are powerful ways of making meaning within the novd for which there is no
adequate compensation. In Such a Long Journey harmonious relationships to other people are
“dne Quele des Gliicks, Bestandteile eines gelungenen Lebens”® Togetherness as a form of
transcendence guarantees meaning: “Das Erlebnis von Sinn [. . ] gdlt Sch en, indem wir uns
in grofiere  Zusammenhénge enbinden. Die né&chdliegende Mdoglichkat hiefir ig  die
Vebindung mit anderen”®® Eventualy, it is togetherness that enables Gustad to draw
meaning from a form of human solidarity removed from economic compstition and politicd
insecurity. Friendship is a private sphere of meaning opposed to a public redm entalling the
threat of an eroson of meaning. It is crucid to undersand that much of Gustad's worries
soring from the fact that both spheres intermingle. The boundary between what warrants trust,
i.e. the private sphere, and the public, which is felt to be the locus of treachery, blur, thereby
making impossble a didinction between wha is rdidble and wha is unrdiadle for the

83 Viktor E. Frankl, Der Mensch vor der Frage nach dem Sinn: Eine Auswahl aus dem Gesamtwerk (M inchen:
Piper, 1979) 73.

8 Boyce, 12.

8 Jirgen August Alt, Wenn Sinn knapp wird: Uber das gelingende Leben in einer entzauberten Welt
(Frankfurt/Main: Campus Verlag, 1997) 129.

8 Alt, 17.
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protagonist of the novd. This holds true for Macolm as wdl as Jmmy and Tehmul. Once this
nexus is fully grasped by Gudad, he maiures as a persondity by learning from his friends who
eventualy represent ideds transcending a world characterised by particularities. Dinshawiji’s
irony and humour, Mdcolm’s dtruism and Jmmy’s sense of judice are vaues which Gustad
can identify with, and which he adopts. This becomes evident when at the end of the nove
Gustad

dipped one am under Tehmul’s shoulders and the other under his knees. With a
gangle mighty effort he rose to his feet, cadling the dill-warm body. The
bandaged head lolled limply over his forearm, and he crooked his ebow to
support it properly. [ . . .] He began waking down the compound, away from
them dl [. . .]. They looked in slence now, too ashamed to follow. (335)

Gudad caries Tehmul, the tragic victim of the march, in a way smilar to how he himsdf was
caried by Jmmy after his traffic accident. This is not merdy indicative of the ethicad impetus
inherent in Zoroadrianism; it dso is a fand for solidarity and friendship as vaues that count.
By offering unconditional support and solidarity to Tehmul, Gustad does for his friend what
Jmmy Bilimoria did for him. Far from merdy being Gudad's double, Tehmul Lungraa is
transfigured as a Christ-like figure and Gustad becomes as a “Pars Pieta”®’ His grief for
Tehmul’s degth is more than the grief for a friend; it dso makes a generd dam for mora and
respectful behaviour in life. Arguably, it is Gugtad's mord code, rather than Mrs. Kutpitia's
magic, tha makes possble the unexpected reunion of his family. “Sohrab gazed after his
father with fear and admiration” (335) and learns to respect his father anew through his
father's respect for others Through Gustad's grief for Tehmul, “his dmost foster son,”®®
Sohrab, the Prodigd Son, returns home and makes possble a regeneration of the family as a
new source of togetherness and meaning.

Boundary Negatiations |: Compound Wall, Blackout Paper and Exclusion

Such a Long Journey is concerned with discourses of sameness and difference not only on a

literd but dso on a metaphorica level. Boundary negotiations dructure the nove in two
ways, i.e. with respect to the problem of making meaning and as regards the issue of cultura
difference and identity politics In what follows, | will discuss the implications of excluson
for both issues.

87 williams, 69.
8 Manguel, 418.
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In order to prevent Khodadad Building from becoming a potentid target for the
enemy’s ar dgrikes, the windows of Gustad's flat are covered with blackout paper.
Grotesquely enough, the blackout paper is not removed for years, dthough the danger has
long ceased to be imminent: “Gustad had put it up nine years ago, the year of the war with
Chind’ (9). For his wife Dilnavaz, the blackout paper becomes a “target of [. . .] frudration”
(12), as it collects dirt, and, more importantly, reduces the amount of daylight in the flat to a
consderable extent (cf. 11). For Gustad, however, the paper is a mechanism of defence
holding chaos, i.e. an eroson of meaning, a bay. The everyday redity of 1971, together with
the psychologica redity of his traumas, is unplessant and threatening for the protagonist of
Midry’s fird novel. Both have the power to unsdtle the microcosm of his world. Ther
potential to erode meaning in Gudad's life is conveyed symbolically by the image of light.
Light represents the redity principle which Gustad atempts to withdraw from.®° His fear of
light is complemented by an obsession with darkness “It was pitch dark but he did not switch
on the light, for the darkness made everything seem cler and wel-ordered” (6). Darkness
discloses the escapist character of Gustad's private idyll. There can be o doubt that this idyll,
characterised by the excluson from the politica redity of the war of 1971 and the excluson
of painful events of the padt, is a congruction. For Gustad’'s memory exclusively concentrates
on the better times before his faher's bankruptcy: “Once again, the furniture from his
childhood gathered comfortingly about him. The pieces stood like parentheses around his
entire life, the sentinds of his sanity” (6). As becomes evident, Gustad's introgpection
depends on a careful selection.®

The blackout paper is not the only boundary erected and defended in Such a Long
Journey in order to exclude an dlegedly hodile environment. The compound wadl of
Khodadad Building becomes a line of defence agang the road widening scheme which is
feared by Gudtad. As an enclave of peace and respite, the compound provides the Nobles and
their neighbours with a refuge from the noise and turmoil of Bombay. Not only is it an idand-
like space where the retarded and innocent Tehmul can live a protected life. The compound
ads is a space where Gugtad can derive meaning from practisng his rdigion in comfortable

sdugon:

8 Cf. Bharucha, “When Old Tracks are Lost,” 63, and Bharucha, “From Behind aFine Veil,” 139.

% ¢f. Brundik: “Ob und woran wir uns erinnern kénnen, hangt in erster Linie davon ab, woran wir uns erinnern
wollen.” Micha Brumlik, “Individuelle Erinnerung — Kollektive Erinnerung,” Erlebnis — Gedachtnis — Sinn:
Authentische und Konstruierte Erinnerung, eds. Hanno Loewy and Bernhard Moltmann (Frankfurt/Main:
Campus Verlag, 1996) 34.
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With the increase in traffic and population, the black stone wal became more
important than ever. It was the sole provider of privacy, especidly for Jmmy and
Gudad when they did their kudis a dawn. Over sx feet high, the wdl ran the
length of the compound, shdtering them from nonPars eyes while they prayed
with the glow spreading in the east. (82)

Moreover, the compound is a pace fraught with reminiscences, for it is here that Gustad used
to do his kusti prayers together with Jmmy Bilimoria. The fal of the wall desroys a source
of refuge and meaning for the future because it destroys the memory of the past: “For the
briefest of moments he fdt the impending loss cut deeply, through memory and time the
collgpse of the wall would wreck the past and the future” (329). A reduced awareness of time
and place, i.e the loss of spatid and tempora deixis, Sgnifies a severe threat to the resources
of meaning in Gudad'slife.

The ingde of what could be caled Gustad Nobl€'s paradise is in danger of succumbing
to the forces outsde. Etymologicaly, the word paradise, which is Persian word for ‘garden, **
is derived from the Avestan word ‘pairidaeza, trandaing as enclosure® In much the same
way as an enclosure depends on a boundary, Gustad's ‘paradise,’ i.e. the enclosure of the
compound, depends on a border, too. In the course of the novel, the boundary of the
compound wdl is affected by two factors. Firg of dl, it is threatened (and eventudly torn
down) by the municipdity in the course of the road-widening scheme. Secondly, the vaue of
the wal for Gustad is reduced consderably by “urinators and defecators’ (183). Not aly is
the wall soiled, mosquitoes and flies are dso dtracted by the stench and haunt Gustad's
paradise. The wal as dividing line no longer guarantees absolute protection but offers merdy
relative shdter from the environment, i.e. the world outsde. When Gustad decides to fortify
his defences by having the pavement atigt paint the wal with Indian deties, he appropriates
at to turn a profane wall into a sacred place of worship. His plan of protecting his garden by

semanticising its boundary as a place of pilgrimage turns urinators into worshippers.

Wha an amazing contrast to the wal of old, he thought. Hard now to even
imagine the horrid shit-and-piss hdl it was. Dada Ormuzd, You are wonderful.
Instead of flies and mosquitoes buzzing, a thousand colours dancing in sunlight.
Instead of the dtink, this glorious fragrance of paradise. Heaven on earth. [. . ]
What a miraculous trandformation. God is redly in His heaven, and dl is right
with Khodadad Building. (286)

%1 Cf. Boyce, 77.
92 Cf. “Paradies,” Worterbuch der Symbolik, 1991 ed.
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Gustad confronts the passers-by with their own religions. For the pavement artist the wal as a
whole presents rdigious unity in diversty. It becomes a dgn of atisic as wel as rdigious
gyncretism. The atig himsdf says “‘But | dways like to mix them [i.e different deties] up,
include a variety in my drawings. Makes me fed | am doing something to promote tolerance
and understanding in the world” (182). Given the character of the paintings, abusing the wall
becomes a taboo for most passers-by, whose respect for religious matters outweighs their
disrespect of private property. Gustad Noble has managed to ward off an erosion of meaning
for a while by endowing the wal with spiritud content for others. It is questionable whether
the murds are “the embodiment of Gustad's own belief, springing from a sort of humanidtic
theism, that dl rdigions are equa.”®® Rather they are a pragmatic means to an pragmatic end.
Gudad fights the loss of meaning in his life by turning it into a source of meaning for others.

"% seams to be the function of the

This, and not the promotion of “religious tolerance,
paintings on the wall.

Khodadad Building, like Firozsha Baag, can be reed as a microcosm of the Pag
community in India®® The wal provides Gustad's prayers with a space apart from an
dlegedly secular India® As such, the loss of the wall reflects an exposed postion of the
Pards on a metaphorica level. The wal guarantees the Pards a privileged space apat, a
gpace, moreover, that many members of the community in the novel deem essertid to the
practice of their culture, religion being a case in point. Notwithstanding such an interpretation,
criticism of Midry’s firg novel has emphasized that the protection of the wal has less of a
postive effect on Gustad and the Parss. It is said to minimise the contact with Indian redlity,
something which is regarded as inherently problematic. Within such a reading, the ussfulness
of the wal becomes rather ambivaent and figures as a “protecting/imprisoning wal.”®’ If the
wdl is ingrumentd in presarving “the Pars in his sdf-sameness and hierarchicd  privilege,
and to protect him from the threst of difference, of Otherness itsdf”® this is in itslf not
necessxrily an advantage. For in the eyes of the sdf-centred Pard community the outsde
world becomes an Other who is excluded rather than actively engaged with. Spesking from a
view of sysems theory, the wal takes on the qudity of a boundary reducing the complexity
of life to binary oppostions, i.e. indde/lus vs. Outsde'them. Psychologicdly, turning a blind

93 Lucasta Miller, “Heart Land,” rev. of Such a Long Journey, by Rohinton Mistry, New Statesman and Society
22th March 1991.: 46.

% Meitei, 81.

9 Cf. Shah, 97. For Khan the wall with its advantages and disadvantages represents the complexity of India. Cf.
A.G. Khan, Canadian Literature and Indian Literature: New Perspectives (New Delhi: Creative Books, 1995)
21

% Cf. A. Singh, 210.

97 Bharucha, “When Old Tracks are Lost,” 63.

%8 Williams, 60. See also Leckie, 40.
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gye to the unplessant redity of a postcolonid India, which has done away with the
community’s privileges, is an indance of represson. Sociologicaly, the reiance on difference
advocated by the tiny, endogamous Pars community barters short-time security for (long-
term) terility.®® Wall and blackout paper signify not merely protection; both can be seen as
boundaries which eventudly prevent an active engagement with Indian redlity. In this context,
the plurdiam of reigions advocated by the wal can be read as a means to a rather egotistica
end. In a way, redligious tolerance is overidden by the desre that Parssm might continue to

rule supreme.

Boundary Negotiations I1: Journey and Inclusion
The lagt section has outlined how difference in Such a Long Journey is constructed through

mechanisms of excluson. Incduson as a remedy for the politics of identity as wel as the
problem of making meaning is chiefly argued dong metgphoricd lines, too. Such a Long
Journey dludes to the ancient tradition of life as a journey. The rdationship between life and
journey can be characterised by two aspects. Journey and life can both be understood as, first
of dl, entaling a linear movement towards a dedtination. The notion of life-as-journey,
secondly, implies continuous change. Both the notion of the journey as process and of journey
as change can be made fruitful for the nove’s preoccupation with the problem of making
meaning on the one hand and the problem of culturd identity onthe other.

Quedtioning whether life is endowed with a telos, and deploring that there is no hope

"100 &5 one Mistry’s

and only sorrow in life, Gustad Noble echoes “The Journey of the Magi,
centrd intertexts. The lyrica | of T.S. Eliot's poem vividly as well as wearily remembers the
duration of the journey, when he ponders on the amount of energy mustered “for a journey,
and such a long journey”!®! at that. The poem is concerned with the experience of weariness
and suffering on the traveller,'®® who becomes representative of man on the journey of life
Behind this univerdig as wel as exigentdit notion operaing in Migry’s (as wdl as
Eliot's) text is the thought that life does not reward the endeavours of the living, i.e the
thought that “this was dl fally."t°®* The Magus doubts are repested dmost literdly by Gustad

who wonders. “Would this long journey be worth it? Was any journey ever worth the

% The endogamous marriage policy of the Parsis might result in the eventual extinction of the community.

190 pharand reminds us that Eliot is not the only intertext Such a Long Journey makes use of. Mistry also
consciously alludes to Tagore and, most importantly, to Firdausi Shahnameh, the ancient Persian epic. Cf.
Michel W. Pharand, “The Road to Salvation: Mythological and Theological Intertextuality in Rohinton Mistry’s
Such a Long Journey,” Open Letter 8 (1994): 109-11.

101 T 5 Eliot, The Waste Land and other Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 1990) 65.

102 ¢f, peter Ackroyd, T.S. Eliot, (London: Penguin, 1993) 164.

103 Fjot, 65.
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trouble?” (259). Gustad causdly links the success of the journey to the achievement of an
outward am. Put differently, Gustad mekes the point that life is not deemed worth living
without a purpose.

Misgry’s novel and Eliot's poem dlude to the mediaevd tradition of the quest.
Usualy, the superficia objective of a quest is to find an object or a person, or accomplish a
certan feat, like Frodo who is in search of the ring, Marlow who is in search of Kurtz, Ahab
who is in search of the whae, or Percevd who is in search of the gral. The quest in Such a
Long Journey seems to be of a lessr dimenson. Gudad a an ealy point in the novd
imagines his son's career as a qued, the purpose of which is a university degree. He envisons
the IIT as “the home of the Holy Grail” (66). Eventuadly, however, it is Gustad, not Sohrab,
who embarks on a quest in Midry's firg novel. Postioning Migry and Eliot within a quest
tradition implies that the motif of the journey is employed with a particular empheds. For the
(Arthurian) quest is only superficidly concerned with the achievement of an extend god. It
is not the achievement of a superficid am that is important, it is the way the traveller acts and
behaves during the journey that determines the overdl success of the quest. Thus a quest is
dways dso a mysicd journey, in the course of which the traveller comes into his own.'%*
One could argue that it is the subject and not the object that is the ultimate objective of any
quest.

Both Migry and Eliot reflect the idea of the quest as a mydticd experience. For the
Magi in Eliot's poem, the journey is more than a physcd journey; its implications are deeply
siritud.2® As a result of travdling, the lyricd | changes and does not fed comforteble
among his fdlow bdievers and indeed among the living anymore He is “no longer a
ease.”'% Eliot's poem negotiates questions of birth, desth and rebirth within a Christian frame
of reference!®’ Critics dso agree that Gustad Noble, the “tragic hero"®® of Such a Long
Journey, is on a “metaphysica quest.”*%° Extrapolating from these assessments, Such a Long
Journey can be read as a novel about the struggle of its protagonist eager to redlise his idea of
a meaningful life. On a symbalicd levd, Such a Long Journey therefore not only aludes to
the notion of life-as-journey (i.e. the tradition of The Odyssey) but dso to the tradition of life-

104 ¢cf. Sandra Ness |hle, Malory's Grail Quest: Invention and Adaptation in Medieval Prose Romance
(Madison: The U of Wisconsin P, 1983) 69.

195 “The journey of the three wise men to the birthplace of Jesus Christ is not merely an ordinary physical
journey; it is symbolic of man’s spiritual quest.” Anita Myles, " Thematic Concerns in Such a Long Journey,”
The Fiction of Rohinton Mistry: Critical Studies, ed. Jaydipsinh Dodiya (London: Sangam, 1998) 86.

106 Fijot, 66.

107 ¢f. Ackroyd, 164.

108 Manguel, 416. For M. Mani Meitei, Gustad is “an individual depicted as a classical tragic hero,” too. Meitei,
73.

109 eckie, 42. David Townsend agrees that “the book’ s ultimate concerns are deeply spiritual.” Townsend, 62.
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as-gruggle (i.e. the tradition of The Iliad). Fusng these strands of different literary traditions,
Gustad can then be seen aslife's “embattled traveller."**°
His struggle, however, despite childhood fantases in which he imagines himsdf as a

“Pard Sant George, cleaving dragons with his trusty kusti” (5), is not conceptudised as an
archac, heroic fight in order to fight evil forces and win the favour of roydties. Rether,
Gudgtad's dtruggle takes on the quadlity of a search for meaning in human exigence, figuring as
fathfulness, rdiability and condancy. Gudtad has to learn that these vaues are difficult to
redise permanently, as too many factors turn out to be incaculable and uncontrollable for the
subject in the context of secularisation, fragmentation and ontologica chaos. However,
redising that permanence is, like the god of any quest, eventudly “unattainable”!! does not
mean that the attempt to congruct meaning is not worthwhile as such. Rather, Gustad has to
modify his idea of meaning. It is through the “sittliche Bewshrung’*'? confronting him in his
dedlings with Jmmy and Tehmul that he proves worthy of his quest and that the quest proves
to be worthwhile for him.

Inherent in the idea of life-as-a journey is dso a negotiation with atered circumstances.
The relevance of this point for ressing an eroson of meaning is illusrated by the pavement
atig. Futility and change face him in “the vicisdtudes and vagaries of dreet life [which]
randomly dispossessed him of his crayoned creation” (212). The pavement artis has to
experience that “impermanence is the one dgnificant certainty governing his work” (212). He
embodies the ingght that loss and dispossesson are centrd to life, and that the only constant
in lifeisitsincongtancy. Opting for a nomadic exisence, he

learned to disdain the overlong sojourn and the procragtinated departure, for they
were the progenitors of complacent routine, to be shunned a dl costs. The
journey — chanced, unplanned, solitary — was the thing to relish. (184)

The pavement artist redises that lifé's vagaries cannot be opposed effectively by permanence.
Discarding material possessions, the artist relies on the dtitude of a traveller on the journey of
life. This endbles him to fight the cheotic gde of life by adapting to its badc fesatures, i.e
“mutation and metamorphosis™®® It dso offers him an indght into the naure of culture
which becomes manifest in the syncretistic character of his murds.

An dtitude which is protective of place, such as the one displayed by Gustad until the

very end of the novel, has a negative influence on the atist. He renounces his usud way of

110 Manguel, 416.

11 Manguel, 416.

112 ¢f. “Parzival,” Stoffe der Weltliteratur: Ein Lexikon dichtungsgeschichtlicher Langsschnitte, 1998 ed.
113 Malak, 108.
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life and for a short time exchanges traveling for setling down: “The wadl and the
neighbourhood were reawakening in him the usud sources of human sorrow: a yearning for
permanence, for roots, for something he could cdl his own, something immutable’ (184). The
pavement atit’'s wish for ‘something immutable ggnifies a longing for materid possessions,
such as, for ingtance, a permanent place of abode. This tendency becomes manifest in the
atig’s dtered dyle of panting. Ingead of working with crayons, he now begins to paint in
oll: “*From now on, no more crayons. All pictures in oil and enamed only. Completely
permanent. Nothing will spoil them'” (212f.). Gustad's and the artist’s wish for permanence is
reveded to be an illuson with respect to making meaning but dso with respect to the nature
of culture. The compound is eventudly diminished, and the wdl with the atig’s oil paintings
is ironically brought down at the end of the novel. Such a Long Journey identifies the longing
for permanence, epitomised by the blackout paper and the wal, as a source of cultura Serility

and human sorrow. '

Concluson: Incluson over Exdusion
Erecting boundaries is a problematic way of fighting an eroson of identity as wdl as
congructing an identity. At the end of the nove, the process of learning that Gustad has

undergone mekes him dispense with blackout paper, and the wrecking of the wal proves a
blessng in disguise Both ingances suggest that Such a Long Journey eventudly questions
the validity of categoricad excluson as a means to condruct a sdf-image as wdl as to
generate meaning. Both issues, i.e the novd’s identity politics and the problem of making
meaning are affected by the ingght that boundaries are inadequate as enclosures and should
be reconfigured as thresholds. On the one hand, Mistry proposes incluson, i.e culturd
exchange, as a more acceptable way of condructing a new undersanding of the sdf in
postcolonid times. In this respect, Such a Long Journey corresponds to what has been arrived
a programmaticdly in “Svimming Lessons” Midry’s key dory ‘here’ At the same time,
Rohinton Midry suggests that making meaning is a project that is best achieved by stoiciam
and tolerance, in short, by a generd openness of which the motif of journeying becomes
emblematic. As another of the novel’s epithets argues, “where the/old tracks are lost, new
country is reveded with its wonders” Reying on metgphoricd as wel as literd
understandings of both journey and country, these lines from Tagore's Gitanjali express an
undiminished hope for finding new sources of meaning in the face of chaos, while a the same

114 Cf. Leckie, 40.
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time reflecting a podtive atitude towards culturd exchange and the posshility of coming up
with anew culturd identity.
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b) ‘There Il: Cultural Difference and the Sruggle for Meaning in A Fine
Balance (1995)

A Fine Balance, like Such a Long Journey, is concerned with life worlds deprived of
meaning. In two ways can A Fine Balance be said to present a departure from the agenda of
Migtry’s debut novd. Firg of dl, Migry's second novd is narrated in a more traditional way.
If Such a Long Journey displays dements of magic redism, A Fine Balance is a traditiona
redig novel. Secondly, the scope of Migtry’s second novel is broader. While his debut is in
the man concerned with the Parss of Bombay, A Fine Balance transcends the narrow
confines of the Pard community and festures Pards, Hindus Mudims as wel as Skhs.
Fndly, while A Fine Balance underlines the centra importance of tolerance and solidarity,
thereby echoing Such a Long Journey, Midry’'s second nove enacts transculturdism and
interculturd understanding as ways of condructing an identity and as remedies agang a
redity that isfdt to be deprived of meaning.

In the subsequent sections, | will proceed in a way dmilar to the andyss proposed in
the previous chapter. Firg those ingtances of the text which can be read as inscriptions of
Otherness within a podtcolonid frame of reference will be pointed out. Afterwards, | will
argue that A Fine Balance cannot be understood by recourse to culturd difference solely.

Inscribing Difference |: Pogtcolonid Indian History
A Fine Balance fdls into Lukécs paradigm of the historicd nove.® Historicd events of the
recent past are presented from the points of view of characters of average standing in life? A

Fine Balance is not meredly a family saga but narrates key events of 20th century Indian history
from the perspective of the Pars as well as the Hindu Chamaar community. This means that A
Fine Balance, like Such a Long Journey, presents history from the margin.® Mistry offers
versons of higorica events inflected by the community membership of its protagonists. Two
events are crucid in this context: Indias Independence (1947) and the time of the Indian
Emergency (1975-77), during which most of Mistry’s nove is set.*

India becomes independent on 15" August 1947.> While the mgjority of Indians initialy
welcome the departure of the British, the colonisers leave behind a politicd and military

! For an overview cf. Hugo Aust, Der historische Roman (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1994) 42.

2 cf. Lynnevan Luven, Rev. of A Fine Balance, by Rohinton Mistry. Quill and Quire 61 (1995): 65.

3 Cf. AK. Singh, 37.

4 Also significant in this context is the epilogue of the novel which is set during four days following Indira
Gandhi’ s assassination on 31% October 1984. For an overview of the events cf. Inder Malhotra, Indira Gandhi:

A Personal and Political Biography (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1989) 22-3.

® For an overview of the events leading to Indian Independence cf. Dietmar Rothermund, Delhi, 15. August,
1947: Das Ende kolonialer Herrschaft (M Unchen: dtv, 1998) 9-21.
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vacuum, which has serious consequences. Especidly ethnic or religious minorities that have
prospered during the time of the Rg, such as the Parss or the Skhs, complain that the British
have left (too early). As portrayed in A Fine Balance, they fail © cope with the conditions of
modernity (eg. accderdion, indudridisation, etc) and poscolonidity and compensate by
daly meeting for teartime and yeaning for times past. Skhs, usudly retired soldiers, and
Pards cdebrate the British rule as a time “when life proceeded in an orderly fashion, without
daily being threstened by chaos”® Nostdgia for bygone times congitutes an attempt a
ordering aconfusing redlity:

Consolation, as dways, was found in muddled criticism of the colonizers who,
lacking the stomach for proper conclusions, had departed in a hurry, though the
post-mortem was tempered by nostalgia for the old days. (209)

In the aftermath of 1947, India is split into two separate nation dates, following Jnnah's
dam tha India hes always dready conssted of “two nations” i.e Hindus and Mudims’
Whereas the newly-formed Pekidan is to provide the Mudim community with a home, the
Indian nation-state is dominated by the Hindus. However, a conflict ensues between India and
Pakistan over areas on the border, and A Fine Balance sheds light on severd of its aspects. As
a famer living in the north of the country, Maneck’s father Farokh Kohlah, for example, finds
himsdf “trapped by higory” (205) when he has to give up a large pat of his estate and
becomes a poor man with only a smdl shop left: “A foreigner [i.e. Mountbatten] drew a
magic line on a mgp and caled it the new border; it became a river of blood” (205). Farokh
complains about the abitrariness of Mountbatten's decision,® which leaves him sruggling
agang an anonymous bureaucracy in his fight for his log land. At the same time, Farokh
Kohlah fights for more than materia advantages, he dso druggles for the preservation of
nature as the most important source of meaning in his life. His sruggle to presarve an idyllic
nature as a source of meaning d<o is a fight againg the ramifications of chaos brought about
by Partition.

Mountbatten’s borderline does not only provoke the loss of land of those living on the
border; it dso leads to violence and aggresson “when communa daughter a the brand-new
border ignited riots everywhere, and sporting a fez in a Hindu neighbourhood was as fad as

® Rohinton Mistry, A Fine Balance (1995; London: Faber and Faber, 1997) 209. All references are to this

edition.

" Cf. Dietmar Rothermund, Mahatma Gandhi: Eine Politische Biographie, 2" ed. (Mtinchen: Beck, 1997) 404.

8 In fact, Mountbatten deliberately left India and Pakistan in doubt as to where the new border was to be. He
hoped (in vain) that the confusion resulting from this would prevent organised massacres and reduce acts of
violence to a minimum. Cf. Hermann Kulke and Dietmar Rothermund. Geschichte Indiens: Von der Induskultur
bis heute, 2" ed. (Miinchen: C.H. Beck, 1998) 386-7.
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possessing a foreskin in a Mudim one’ (87). In Bengd, and especidly in the Punjab, the
massacres between Hindus and Mudims reach the dimenson of a civil war (cf. 122). In A
Fine Balance, Narayan and Ishvar experience the warfare during their gpprenticeship. The
new home they have found with the Mudim Ashraf Chacha is in danger of being destroyed by
intercommund  drife (cf. 129-30). The precariousness of ther Stuation becomes manifest in
the discourse of raciam circulating everywhere “‘Better to drive out the Mussulman menace
before we are burned dive in out huts. For centuries they have invaded us, destroyed our
temples, stolen our wedth'™” (123).

While Farokh struggles with the consequence of the loss of his land, and the Hindus
ae faced with racism and violence, Dina experiences higory differently. Her family’s
comfortable material pogtion dlows for a withdrawa from the public sphere so that Dina is
not confronted with the effects of Independence and Partition directly. However, significantly,
the public events have private consequences for her. Sentenced to remain within the domestic
sphere, Dina is forced to face her brother's tyranny. Independence/Partition becomes
responsible for an eroson of meaning in the life of the fourteen year-old because she is forced
to remain indoors and to face her brother's despotic regime: “But a few days later riots Sarted
in the city, in the wake of Partition and the British departure, and Dina was stuck a home
with Nusswan” (25). Drawing dtention to the fact that the public and the private are
inevitably intertwined in A Fine Balance, Mistry appropriates hair as a leitmotif.® Dina cannot
remove the plaits which she so detests and which her brother requires her to wear after she has
got hesdf a new (shorter) haicut. The length of Dinas har symbolises the amount of
freedom she is entitled to; the longer the hair, the less freedom she is dlowed to enjoy. After
the violence and aggresson ends, Dinas orded is miraculoudy lifted. Nusswan explicitly
tedtifies to the link between the public and the private sphere explicitly when he says “‘The
curfew is over, and your punishment is over. We can throw away your plaits now,” he sad,

adding generoudly, ‘Y ou know, short hair does suit you'” (25).

° For example, Dina learns to cut hair (cf. 58), her friend Zenobia works as a hairstylist, and Rajaram is a hair-
collector as well as a barber. The Sikhs are not allowed to cut their hair or trim their beard. Shankar dies in an
accident because he refuses to have his hair cut. Om keeps breaking combs (cf. 5, 160, 331), and Mrs. Gupta
invariably makes her appearance at the hairdresser’s. During the time of the Emergency “atypo in atop-level
memorandum had the Beautification Police down as the Beautician Police, and now they were tackling hair as
crudely asthey had tackled slums® (482).
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One of the centrd figures of 20" century Indian history is Indira Gandhi. The events
surrounding the Indian Emergency 1975-77 are closdly linked to Nehru's daughter.’® The
Emergency has preoccupied many Indian artists of recent times. The fact that Rushdie, Mistry
and others revigt the trauma of the Emergency tedifies to “the drong socio-historica
awareness of the continent’s novelists”**

In 1975, a nationd court finds Indira Gandhi guilty of having manipulated the eection
of 1971.12 She is to give up her mandate in Parliament, which would have dso meant to step
down as Prime Miniger. However, Indira declined to resgn and declared a state of interna
emergency, in the course of which she retroactively changed the law according to which she
had been sentenced for eection mapractice. Fundamental rights were suspended, the press
was censored, and srikes were forbidden. The forthcoming General Election was postponed,
and dissdents were incarcerated. As pat of an atempt to counter the growth of the
population, a mass derilisation scheme was launched, which, officidly, was designed to keep
a bdance between the growth of the population and the economic growth of the country.
While Mrs. Gandhi gpparently feared that the Indian economy was outpaced by a population
explosion, it was the poor of North India who suffered from violent derilisation agang ther
will in paticular® The Emergency meets with undivided criticism and, for the first time, the
opposition in Parliament spesks with one voice!* The intdlectuds are unanimoudy of the
opinion that the country is “‘decaying from the top downwards,’” (561) as Vasantrao Vamik
hasitin A Fine Balance.

In A Fine Balance, “the Emergency intrudes obtrusvey into the lives of dl of [. . ]
characters leading to their eventuad loss and destruction.”®® The Emergency violently ends
friendships. Thus Om and Ishvar lose Ashraf who is besten to desth in the course of a police
action, and Maneck loses Avinash, a student leader, who disappears and is tortured to death
because of his criticd atitude towards Indias officid policy. Moreover, with Ashraf dead,
Nawaz denunciated and Dina too protective of her independence at first to offer them shelter,
Om and Iswva ae eventudly down-and-out in Bombay. Due to the government's
beautification programme, the two of them are not dlowed to degp an the pavement, and their
hut in a jhopadpetti (i.e. a dum) is destroyed in the course of the cynicd vison of a more
beautiful Bombay. In this light, the government's parole “THE NATION IS ON THE

10 For an overview cf. Malhotra, 165ff.

1 Dennis Walder, Post-Colonial Literature in English: History, Language, Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999)
89.

12 Cf. Kulke and Rothermund, 405.

13 ¢f. Kulke and Rothermund, 405.

14 ¢f. Kulke and Rothermund, 406.

15 Bhatnagar, 102.
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MOVE" (302) acquires an ironic qudity: For the tailors, ‘moving does not sgnd a spiritud
depature or an Enlightenment meta-narrative of progress, in the context of the nove
‘moving’ comes to Sgnify mass-scale homelessness.

The Emergency curtails any kind of individud freedom: “*Wha kind of life, what kind
of country is this, where we cannot come and go as we pleasg” (541). It develops a dynamic
of its own which cannot be impeded. Adhraf, for instance, cdls it an “evil doud’ (521),
thereby referring to its demonic power and chaotic impact on the common man. According to
Om, poor people like himsdf and his uncle are “less than animas’ (540) to the government.
They ae, however, dso looked down upon by the rich who &ffiliate themseves with the
government.*® A casein point is Nusswan Shroff who defends the beattification scheme:

Counting them [i.e. the homeess] as unemployment datistics year after year gets
us nowhere, just makes the numbers look bad. What kind of lives do they have
anyway? They st in the gutter and look like corpses. Desth would be a mercy.
(373)

That Nusswan regards the Emergency as being inspired by “‘a true spirit of renaissance”
(371) is nothing short of cynica. For the values associated with the Renaissance are of course
diametricaly opposed to those characteristic of India under the Emergency. Instead of
supporting the cause of humaniam, liberdism and the ats, mid-70s Indig, as it is (fathfully)
depicted in the novel, dislays corruption, stark socid injustices and anarchy: “*With the
Emergency, everything is upsde-down. Black can be made white, day turned into night'”

(299). According to a minor character “‘slly things like evidence are not necessary anymore.
Nowadays we have nice things like the Emergency’” (570). The effect of the Emergency is
not only a loss of fath in the government but dso an eroson of meaning which dooms the
search for a ‘good life’ As a man in a derilisation camp reasons. “*When the ones in power
have logt their reason, there is no hope” (535). When the very person in power eventudly
delivers a speech about the country “being threstened from insde’ (5), Indira Gandhi,
ironicdly, is unaware of the fact that for the mgority of the population she hersdf is

responsible for the threat she so urgently cautions againg.

Inxcribing Difference |l: Caste

The Hindus Omprakash and Ishvar Darji occupy prominent postions in A Fine Balance
inofar as both are crucd in illugrating the nove’s centrd concern of how to make life

liveable under unfavourable conditions and adverse circumstances. Apat from the fatd

16 Many Indians applauded the Emergency in itsinitial phase. Cf. Mahotra, 173.
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impact of politica forces during the Emergency, one aspect is of particular importance in this
context: “India’s crudllest socia congtraint,”*’ caste.

Any discusson of the effects of caste on Ishvar and Om must necessarily include their
family background. The Hindu family saga of A Fine Balance originates with Dukhi Mochi,
Ishvar’'s father and Omprakash’'s grandfather. Dukhi Mochi belongs to the Chamaar caste of
tanners and leather-workers. This is ggnificant, for, as V.S. Naipaul mints out, “the worker in
leather is among the lowest of the low, the most tainted of the tainted.”'® Together with the
other chamaars in the village, Dukhi lives on the carcasses of dead animds, the hides of
which he receives in order to produce sandas and harnesses. His sociad datus is that of an
untouchable. As such, he does not formaly belong to any of the four main castes of Hindu
society, i.e. Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas (warriors), Vaishyas (traders and peasants) and
Shudras (craftsmen and servants).’® Untouchability is a stigma; other castes avoid contact
with Dukhi because he is deemed impure.?°

Hinduism explains caste by recourse to the concept of karman: “Als wer und wo
jemand nach dem Tod wiedergeboren wird, ist keineswegs zufdlig. Qudité und Ort der
nachsen Exigenzform werden besimmt durch das Kaman, das Naturgesetz von der
Kausdfolge der “Taten” (karman).”?! The Hindu bedieves that his postion within the caste
sysdem is determined by his behaviour in a previous incarnation. A reincarnation as a
Brahmin, for indance, is taken as a dgn that one has acted in accordance with his duties as a
representative of his respective caste. In generd, one can say: “Kastenkonformes Handeln
fihrt aufwérts, kastenwidriges nach unten.”?> However, unlike dass, the system of caste is not
a meritocracy: “Class is a system of rewards. Caste imprisons @ man in his function.”>® The
sydem of cagde podpones socid mobility to a future incarnaion. A future incarnation,
however, will only bring about a rise to another sratum if the individud conforms to his
present caste status. Thus the socid satus quo is not to be questioned; paradoxicaly, it better
be dfirmed if the individud wants to improve his sanding in life. As Schumann points out:
“Es gibt keine Ungerechtigkeit in der Wdt, denn es is die Wetmechanik, die den Menschen

" Ross, 243.

18 /.S, Naipaul, An Area of Darkness (1964; Basingstoke: Picador, 1995) 60.

19 Originally, casteis not areligious concept but a reflection of a division of society according to function. From
2000 BC onwards, however, the caste system has been increasingly associated with Hinduism. Cf. Hans
Wolfgang Schumann, Die groRen Gétter Indiens: Grundziige von Hinduismus und Buddhismus 2'° ed.
(Minchen: Diederichs, 1999) 30.

20 cf. Anthony Giddens, Sociology (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991) 207.

2L schumann, 13.

22 schumann, 27.

23 Naipaul, 88.



in hohere und niedrige telt. Wer es besser getroffen ha, muld gegentber den sozid
Schwécheren kein schlechtes Gewissen haben.”?*

It is crucid to redise that Midry's portrayd of Hindu culture is not an impartid
ethnographic account of Indian society. He suggests that stark injustices are inherent in the
practice of cage. The inhumanity of untouchability is severdly criticized as a contributing to
an eroson of meanng in the lives of Dukhi, Narayan, Idwar and Om. An example for the
cruelty and arbitrariness that characterises their trestment by their betters is illustrated by the
following quote:

For waking on the upper-caste side of the street, Sita was stoned, though not to
death — the stones had ceased at first blood. Gambhir was less fortunate; he had
molten lead poured into his ears because he ventured within hearing range of the
temple while prayers were in progress. Dayaram, reneging on an agreement to
plough a landlord's fidd, had been forced to eat the landlord's excrement in the
village square. Dhirg tried to negotiate in advance with Pandit Ghanshyam the
wages for chopping wood, instead of settling for the few sticks he could expect a
the end of the day; the Pandit got upset, accused Dhirg of poisoning his cows, and
had him hanged. (108-9)

After his sons Ishvar and Narayan have been beaten up for entering the village school, Dukhi
gppeds to Pandit Ldluram because he has fath in the Brahmin priest of whom it is sad that
“even an untouchable could receive judtice at his hands’ (112). However, Dukhi has to redise
that justice is a concept which he as an untouchable does not have a clam to. Being outsde
society, Dukhi is aso congdered outsde the scope of judtice. Midry's portraya satirises
Pandit Laluram as an unmannered, gluttonous reactionary who is not interested in justice for
dl:

Relying on this legendary reputation for judice, Dukhi sat a Pandit Ldluram’'s
feet and told him about the beeting of Ishvar and Narayan. The learned man was
reting in an amchair, having just finished his dinner, and belched loudly severd
times during his vidtor's naration. Dukhi paused politdy a each eructation,
while Pandit Ldluram murmured ‘Ha Ram’ in thanks for an dimentary tract
blessed with such energetic powers of digestion. (112)

The injustice done to Ishvar and Narayan and their futile apped to judtice deprive Dukhi of
meaning and satisfaction with the life he leads as an untouchable. Because the system
disregards his hope of transcending himsdf in his children, Dukhi, for the firg time in his life,
questions his identification with the order of caste. He revolts, and eventudly transgresses the

24 schumann, 31.



redrictions of caste, a reaction that becomes manifest in the decison to remove his sons from
the immediate impact of discrimination.

Like Maneck, Narayan, Ishvar and Om are displaced. Maneck’s father forces his son to
move to Bombay for a better education, Ishvar and Narayan migrate to the city where they are
gpprenticed as tailors. In contrast to Ishvar, who remains in the city, his brother Narayan
returns to the village after his gpprenticeship, and turns into a radica politicd activis. While
his father opposed occupational redrictions based on caste, Narayan fights for the
congtitutionally guaranteed political participation of untouchables in the dection process?®
Although his father warns him that he will risk his life, Narayan complains about a life not
worth living. He tedtifies to an eroson of meaning when he laments that “‘life without dignity
is worthless” (144). By teking on the fight agangt the corruption and the nepotism of the
parliamentary eections, Narayan takes on the fight againg an existence deprived of dignity.
Narayan's fallure and his tragic deeth in the course of a futile attempt to fight the caste system
and its politica practice are foreshadowed in an early passage:

By and by she [Radha, Narayan's wife] brought a lamp to the porch. Within
seconds it attracted a cluster of midges. Then a brown moth arrived to keep its
assignation with the light. Dukhi watched it try to beeat its fragile wings through
the lamp glass. (143)

The moth’s futile attempt to reach the light is symbolic of Narayan's endeavour to bresk with
traditional caste regulations. Narayan disregards the invisble boundaries of caste in a way
resembling the moth that does not redise that there is a boundary between itsdf and the
light.2

For Ishvar, Narayan's deeth and the subsequent extinction of his family means that,
like Nusswan for Dina, he is now respongble for his next-of-kin. Ishvar takes on the role of
father for his nephew Omprakash. When Om is subsequently cadtrated by Thakur Dharamg,
in the meantime risen in the hierarchy of the Congress Party,?’ Ishvar has, in fact, failed as a
replacement father because the family line cannot be perpetuated anymore: “‘I have let down

% Historically, the struggle against the discrimination of the untouchables is connected to Dr. Ambedkar and
Mochandas Gandhi. For a survey cf. Rothermund, Gandhi, 314ff.

% Mistry’s first novel employs the moth as metaphor, too. For Alberto Manguel, it conveys the “idea of
impermanence, the realization that nothing will last, that everything, human beings and societies, have in the
universal computation, the life span of a moth.” Manguel, 418-9. For Ramachandra, also concerned with Such a
Long Journey, the moth signals “the predicament of frail, fragile man caught in the flux and illusion struggling to
complete the endless cycle of his karma [sic].” Ragini Ramachandra, “Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey:
Some First Impressions,” Literary Criterion 29 (1994): 30.

27 For the historical accuracy of Mistry’s representation cf. Malhotra, 180-1. For adifferent fictional rendering of
the events surrounding the sterilisation scheme during the Emergency cf. Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children
(1981; NY': Penguin, 1991) 522-3.
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your dead father! Our family name will die without children, it's the end of everything —
everything is los!"” (535). Because Iswar fals to fulfill his culturdly preordained function,
hislifeisdso drained of meaning.

A Fine Balance demondrates three things with respect to caste: Firg of al, the nove
explores the effects of untouchability on individuds. For Dukhi and his children it is
respongble for despar and an eroson of meaning in ther lives, which is only delayed and not
successfully countered by a transgresson of caste redrictions. A Fine Balance explores the
injustices of caste and probes the implications of defying it. While Narayan opts for politica
resstance, Om and Ishvar suffer from escgpe and exile. Secondly, A Fine Balance makes
cler that while loydty and trugt in the socio-culturd system of rdigion are undermined,
Hinduism is not necessarily affected by this. Although caste has logt its potentid to Structure
life in a way that guarentees meaning, Hinduism remains a mgor point of reference for some
of the novd’s characters, Ishvar being a case in point. Thirdly, the gruesome practice of caste
as a culturd system is more prevdent in a rura context than in an urban one. Although the
conditution of 1949 defines the Indian nation as “secular,” untouchability has not been
practicaly abolished country-wide. Alreedy Mahatma Gandhi in the 30s and 40s fails to
convey the message tha “*
milk’” (107). In his wake, the Congress Party has been too wesk to implement the non
discrimination of untouchables nationrwide. As one travels far emough from the metropalis,
the notion of untouchability ill remains a redity. A Fine Balance illudrates the fact tha the
father away from the centre of power one travels, the weeker the influence of that centre

becomes.

untouchability poisons Hinduism as a drop of arsenic poisons

Inscribing Difference 111: Displacement and Diaspora

As the previous section has demondrated, A Fine Balance is concerned with characters on the
move. While it is redly dl “four man characters of this novd [who] suffer from a sense of
rootlessness”?® Maneck occupies a specia position in the text in thet the effects of migration
ae made most explicit in his gsory. Maneck Kohlah experiences two ingances of
displacement. Like Om and Ishvar, he is forced to migrate to Bombay, and thereby moves
from a rurd to an urban region. In acordance with his community’s capitalist ethos, Maneck
afteewards leaves Bombay for Dubai. While the reasons ae pecuniary, the “Petroleum

28 Novy Kapadia, “The Politics of Survival and Domination in A Fine Balance,” The Fiction of Rohinton Mistry:
Critical Studies, ed. Jadipsinh Dodiya (London: Sangam, 1998) 128. Hilary Mantel reminds us that it is “the
exigencies of displacement” that bring the main characterstogether. Mantel, 183.
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29 is not viewed favourably by Maneck as a country offering a lucrative job.

Diaspord
Describing Dubai to a Skh taxi drive® in the Epilogue, Maneck characterises it by
mentioning “‘lots of big hotels. And hundreds of shops sdling gold jewdlery and stereos and
TV’'S” (585). Ingead of imagining the dollar paradise of Duba as a place guaranteang a
comfortable income and thus materid security, Maneck emphasizes the supeficidity of the
place. Money and glamour in a “clean and gleaming Duba” (592) are reveded as a shdlow
facade depleted of substance and meaning. Despite a generous salary, Maneck fedls “trapped”
and “exiled” (584).

Maneck's dtudtion in Duba can be understood dmost exclusvely by referring to his
homelessness. The vocabularies of ‘trap’ and ‘exil€ indicate that Duba is regarded at worst
as a punishment and at best as a place to be stuck in. In marked contrast to his year spent in
Bombay, Maneck does not mention any friendships able to lend meaning to his life. In fact,
after eight years he does not even know the country of his adoption in any detal: “He
searched his mind and redized he did not know the place, didn't want to. The people, their
customs, the language — it was dl as dien to him now as it had been when he had landed eght
years ago” (585). Duba is a place thaa Maneck has not identified with, and which,
consequently, has not transformed into a home for him. Duba merdy contributes to a
confuson of Maneck's sense of identity by prolonging his displacement: “His uprooting
never seemed to end” (585). Unlike Om and Ishvar, Maneck lacks the ability to adapt to his
environment, a shortcoming which resultsin his eventua suicide.

Maneck’s time in Duba can be read dlegoricdly as man's (futile) druggle to find
meaning in life. His occupation is Sgnificant in this context. Maneck has received a diploma
in ‘Refrigerdtion and Air-conditioning.” “Supervisng the refrigeration of the hot desart ar”
(581), however, is more than a description of his job; it dso represents the endeavour to invest
life with meaning. Maneck’'s overdl pessmism is conveyed metaphoricdly by the
refrigeration of hot desert air, a task which does not offer a perspective of prevalling over the
loss of meaning in his life His lot suggests that in the end an eroson of meaning cannot
ultimately be done away with but will aways make its impact on man. Implicitly, Maneck
imagines himsdf as a modern Sisyphus concerned with a chore which cannot be completed.
This is the quas-mythologicad background for his view of human exigence as life “in the
unrefrigerated world. Where everything ended badly” (504).

29 Bharucha, “When Old Tracks are Lost,” 59.

30 The novel suggests aparallel between Maneck’ s and the taxi driver’s homelessness. The Sikhs feel deprived of
ahome; their claim for a Punjabi nation state has been refuted on the grounds that the postcolonial Indian nation
state projects a secular identity. Cf. Robin Jeffrey, What's Happening to India: Punjab, Ethnic Conflict, Mrs.
Gandhi’s Death and the Test for Federalism (NY: Holmes and Meier, 1986) 101ff.
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Maneck’'s pessmigtic view is further elaborated on by taking recourse to physics. He
describes life as ultimately hopeless, and repeatedly argues that “‘everything ends badly. It's
the law of the universe” (466). In order to draw atention to the isomorphism of his fate and
the dlegedly fatd course of the world, Maneck dludes to the second law of thermodynamics,
which predicts that a sysem will dways atempt to reach date in which it is most stable. The
most dable dtate, however, is by definition the date characterised by the lowest levd of
energy, which, in turn, is the coolest dae of a sysem, as warmth/energy will inevitably pass
from the warmer to the cooler state until equilibrium is reached. According to this theory, the
world will return to a state of cosmogonic chaos in which life becomes impossible®* Maneck
dludes to this scentific theory in order to illusrate his pessmig/fadis view of the
meaninglessness of existence. Life is draned of meaning as it is emptied of an acceptable
teleology. Any tdos lending meaning to life is replaced by the inevitable, mechanicd
causdlity of physica lawsleading to chaos

Maneck Kohlah frequently remembers the mountains and his family while he is in
Dubai: “Not one day had passed during his long exile thet he did not think about his home and
his parents’ (584). Memory, however, is far from being a solace. Already a an earlier stage,
Maneck feds he is made to “bend under the familiar weight of despar” (317) inherent in his
remembrances. He even goes 0 far as to equate memory and meaninglessness: “No more
remembering, no more suffering” (337). The remembering only concedls that Maneck is, in
fact, out of touch with his native country. He does not know anything about the “tragedies and
farces’ (581) of India in his absence. This expresson is indicative of the fact that Maneck
Kohlah's image of India has become blurred. ‘Tragedies and ‘farces seem to suggest the
serious and important as well as the petty and trivid events of private and public Indian
history between 1976 and 1984. The important point to stress, however, is that Maneck
characterises India in terms of a Stage-play, thereby suggesting that it has become unred to
him in his asence. Life in India is reduced to a spectacle watched from a distance. It is
neither a lived nor a livesble redity. While the ties to his country of origin are inevitably
severed, the country of his adoption does not provide him with ersatz ties. Emigration has
brought about isolation. Isolation, however, must be regarded as the quintessentialy diasporic

experience.

31 As Valentine in Tom Stoppard’s Arcadia has it, “it'Il take a while but we're all going to end up at room
temperature.” Tom Stoppard, Arcadia (London: Faber and Faber, 1993) 78.
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Maneck's diaspora experience chalenges the arguments of postcolonid theorists who
celebrate homelessness and displacement as sources of credtivity.>? As indicated in chapter
two, recent postcolonia critiques atempt to reclam the concept of diaspora as a promising
because potentidly liberating date of mind. In paticular, it is argued that the concept of
diaspora is reevant to “anti-essentidist accounts of identity-formation.”®®* Paul Gilroy, for
example, writing from a postmodern and postnationd postion, has the following to say about
the idea of diagpora as avista of opportunities:

Diaspora can be used to indantiate a different modd, closer to those we find in
‘chaos  theory, in which shifting ‘strange attractors (Hawkins 1995) are the only
points of fragile dability amidd socid turbulences and culturd flux. The
importance of these nodd points is misunderstood if they are identified as overly
fixed locd phenomena They dlow us to perceve identity in motion — drculating
across the web or network that they conditute. Where the word diaspora becomes
a concept, they can mak out new understandings of sdf, sameness and
solidarity.3*

Paul Gilroy conceptudises the idea of diaspora by taking recourse to the idea of sdf-
organisation. He draws an andogy to modern scientific discourse in order to argue that there
is order hidden within chaos. However, this certainly does not hold true for Maneck. Identity
for him is not a free-floating posmodern sgnifier sdectively afiliating with his environment.
Maneck’'s subjectivity, in fact, reflects a traditiond, essentidis notion of identity, which
precludes the possihility of cdebraing his displacement. His identity remains tied up with the
idea of home as a concrete place, and his story render the notion of diaspora as a
psychologicd entity problematic. The Pars protagonist of Midry's latest nove suffers from
the conditions of the diaspora; his biogrgphy is no ceebration of the migrant condition.
Displacement is not valued as a chance or as freedom from condraints;, from the point of view
of sysems theory, migraion is conceptudised as the loss of socid sysems which have
endowed an individud’ s life with meaning and psycho-socid stahility:

Geht man von da aufgezeigten funktiond-strukturdlen Systemtheorie aus,
velassen die Migranten den umfassenden Sinnzusammenhang  ihrer  soziden
Handlungen im Herkunftskontext, der ihnen bisher be ihrer Sdektion, Interaktion

32 Cf., for example, the writings of Homi Bhabha and Paul Gilroy. See also lain Chambers, Migrancy, Culture,
Identity (London: Routledge, 1994) 14. For a balanced account cf. James Clifford, Routes: Travel and
Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP) 257.

33 paul Gilroy, “Diaspora and the Detours of Identity,” Identity and Difference, ed. Kathryn Woodward (L ondon:
Sage, 1997) 334.

3 Gilroy, “Diaspora,” 334-5.



und Erlebnisverarbeitung Orientierung gegeben hat. Sie lassen damit die gesamten
Sinnbeziige hinter sich.*®

Anthony Giddens, arguing from a rdated point of view, places the quaity of displacement as
a “‘disembedding”%® to the foreground. With reference to Om, Ishvar corfirms that “‘it's not
good to go far from your native village. Then you forget who you ar€” (108). Trying to
explain why Maneck refused to recognise the talors in the Epilogue, Ishvar suggests thet it is
because “‘he went so far away. When you go so far away, you change. Digance is a difficult
thing” (614). Ishvar maintains that “‘places can change people, you know. For better or
worse” (157). Similarly, Maneck's mother tedtifies knows that “disance [. . ] [ig a
dangerous thing” (223). Maneck spends more than hdf of his life avay from a place he could
cdl home At the age of deven, he changes the village for a secondary school in town.
Between seventeen and eghteen he attends college in Bombay. After receiving a university
certificate, he leaves Bombay for Duba in 1976. When Maneck commits suicide in 1984, he
is 27 years old. Rather than being “homesick” [emphasis added],>” Maneck is homeless. For
being homesck would logicaly presuppose a home that one could return to. Maneck,
however, has logt his home and with it his roots. His life can be described as disembedded
indeed.

Transcending Difference |: Alienaion, Betraya and the Loss of Meaning

A Fine Balance pardlds Such a Long Journey in that the loss of meaning experienced by the
characters is centrd to an understanding of the text. While Midry inscribes ethnic difference
into his novel and demondrates how higstory, caste and the diaspora can have fatd
consequences to people, the eroson of meaning as the overriding theme of his fiction can be
located esewhere, too. More precisdly, it surfaces in dtuations which can be understood
without taking recourse to culturd difference, and it is such ingtances that will be examined in
gregter detall in the following.

In this section, | will concern mysdf with Maneck again and argue that it is not only
displacement that leads to Maneck’s problematic “In-der-Wdt-Sain” (Heidegger). Maneck
Kohlah's life is emptied of meaning to the degree by which his socid rdationships are
affected by death or edrangement. Such an argument can hep to explan why Maneck's
suicide is not cryptic but smply a reflection of his disstisfaction with human existence and,

35 Petrus Han, Soziologie der Migration (Stuttgart: Lucius und Lucius, 2000) 182.
38 Anthony Giddens, Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical Politics (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) 83.
37 van Luven, 65.
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as such, logicaly follows from his blesk outlook on life® Of prime importance in this context
isManeck’s problemeatic relationship to his father.

Farokh Kohlah owns a shop in the mountains of North India Maneck, his son, attends
the loca school and helps his father in the evenings. He identifies with the rurd area and his
father’s job and wants to continue his father's busness after his retirement. Initidly, his wish
is not met with impediments, for Farokh agrees that “‘nowhere dse can Maneck have better
expectations for his future” (210). Maneck’s life in the mountains is described by Midry in
terms of an Arcadian idyll.3® Innocent love (to Suraiya), unspoilt nature, the regular pattern of
life, and a harmony between the generations characterise the cosmos of Maneck’s childhood:
“His days were rich and full — school in the morning and afternoon, the Genera Store after
that, followed by a wak with his father, late in the evening” (210). The pastord world of his
childhood is a perfect world. Within this redlm, meaning does not have to be condituted by a
conscious effort because it is dready there. The bliss experienced during his childhood
becomes an important point of reference for Maneck throughout the nove; the more so
because, metaphoricaly spesking, Maneck is discarded from the Garden Eden of the
Himdayas. Although Farokh Kohlah only wants the best for his son, i.e. a better education
than the village school can offer, his decison to send him to a boarding schoal is a
catastrophe for Maneck, asthe following quoteillusirates:

The boarding school they sdlected was eight hours away by bus. Maneck detested
the decison. The thought of leaving the hill-station — his entire universe — brought
him to a gate of panic. “I like my school here” he pleaded. “And how will | work
in the shop in the evening if you send me away?’ (211)

Maneck feds an “ache of betrayd” (211) when he learns of his father’s plans for him. He
feds cheated by a father assumed to be rdiable and loving. His father’s breach of faith, as
well as the loss of satisfaction hitherto gained from working in the shop, contributes to the
collapse of the ordered universe of his childhood. As a consequence, Maneck is faced with
“despair,” “rgection and londiness’ (213), dl of which result in an diendtion from his
family.*°

That the dienation from his father leads to a faid eroson of meaning in Maneck’s life
becomes particularly obvious in the Epilogue of the novd. Here Maneck accuses his mother

38 | disagree with Mantel who finds that Maneck “has nothing to commit suicide about.” Mantel, 191. Maneck
failsto maintain the necessary balancein hislife.

39 Cf. “Arkadien,” Motive der Weltliteratur: Ein Lexikon dichtungsgeschichtlicher Langsschnitte, 1999 ed.

40 Cf. Vinita Dhondiyal Bhatnagar, “‘ And everything ends badly’: A Reading of A Fine Balance,” The Fiction of
Rohinton Mistry: Critical Studies, ed. Jaydipsinh Dodiya (London: Sangam, 1998) 107. Cf. also Ross, 243.
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of having exiled him: “*You sent me away, you and Daddy. And then | couldn't come back.
You lost me, and | lost — everything” (591). Bearing in mind the importance of place for an
individud’s identity, the loss of a familiar environment affects Maneck fadly.
Metaphoricaly, the loss of home/identity is conveyed by the notion of the dippage of a house.
On returning to the mountains in 1984, Maneck feds as if his parents house, whose
foundations are tethered to the rock of a mountain by sted cables, has shifted (cf. 595). A
house traditionadly symbolises a secluded area which endows human life with a centre and
offers shelter and security.** Maneck’s discourse refers to the house as an image for man*
when he reflects tha “everything was losng its moorings, dipping away, becoming
irrecoverable’  (595). The threat here is tha of an existentid “Unbehaustheit”®® On a
symbolica leved, being without a house thus indicaes an identity criss. As socid
psychologists argue, the loss of meaning, imagined as the absence of a house or as being
unsheltered, means that the modern “ldentititsgehduse seine Pa¥orm fir die aktuele
Lebensbewdtigung verliert”** Maneck’s sdf has lost touch with his surroundings, something
which becomes evident when in an epiphany a the end of the novel he reates the loss of
meaning in his life to the misary characterisng his father's life by refaring to a ‘dippage':
“Now he fdt the despar his faher had fdt as the familiar world dipped from around him”
(595).

Maneck does not redise that he is not the only one whose world is deprived of
meaning. Farokh's world is abruptly changed, too, by the intruson of multinationd
companies® The ensling competition with foreign products destroys his soft-drink business
eventudly, Kohlah's cola cannot prevall over Coca-Colal's marketing strategy. Moreover, the
growing industridisation leads to the “ecological denudation of the Himaayas™*® and destroys
the pastoral nature of the hillsdes. As a consequence, Farokh, too, is faced with a loss of
meaning: “Returning home through the gloom, he decided there was no meaning in going for
waks from now on. If meaning there was, it was too new and terifying for him to explore’
(219). Farokh is confirmed in his belief that there is no future for his son in the mountains,
gther: ““The dow coach gets left behind,’ he answered. ‘And | don't want the same thing to
happen to Maneck’” (221). Consequently, he does not want his son to return to the village
after secondary school but is determined to send Maneck even further away. While Farokh is

41 Cf. “Haus,” Worterbuch der Symbolik, 1991 ed.

42 Cf. “Haus,” Knaurs Lexikon der Symbole, 1994 ed.

43 Heiner Keupp, Thomas Abhe and Wolfgang Gmiir, |dentitatskonstruktionen: Das Patchwork der Identitéten
in der Spatmoder ne (Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1999) 55.

4 Keupp at a, 55.

45 Cf. Bhatnagar, 106.

46 Bhatnagar, 106.
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afraid that Maneck could become a ‘dow coach, Maneck eventudly ends his life by throwing
himsdf in front of a train, thereby tedifying that Farokh has tragicaly migudged his son and
his needs. It is ironic that whereas the eroson of meaning in Farokh's life has an ‘objective
corrdative in the modern condition of rurd India in the early 70s, the chaos characterisng
Maneck’s life is the result of a misundersanding of his father's intentions for him. In other
words, a loss of meaning for Maneck is chiefly based on his assumption that Farokh Kohlah
“* cares more about his stray dogs than his own son’” (280).47

Transcending Difference |1: Dependence, Death and the L oss of Meaning

A Fine Balance, like Such a Long Journey, suggests that a loss of meaning at the time of the
action is often closdy related to experiences in the characters past. Dina is a case in point.
She loses two beloved people, her father, when she is ill a child, and her husband, when she
is a young woman of 24 years of age. These traumatiSng experiences determine the
dispostion of her character as an adult. | will briefly focus on the ramificiaions of her
father's death and afterwards discuss the implications of her husband's fatd accident. Both
ingances underscore that the loss of meaning as the centrd issue in A Fine Balance mugt not
be sought in events of culturd specificity solely but dso demands to be accounted for in terms
of archetypd experiences.

Dina Shroff feds a grong affinity to her father, a philanthrope whose “fervour to ease
auffering” (15) eventudly leads to his desth in the course of a medical campagn into the
interior of the country. Ingtead of trying “to seize the deadly sckles or, a the very lesdt, to
blunt them” (15), Dr. Shroff dies of a cobrals bite. While his grieving widow grows listless
and apathetic (cf. 17), Dina “misses [9c] her father dreadfully” (17). After his desth, Nusswan
presdes over the household, whose persondity represents the antithess to his father's
character. Whereas Dr. Shroff actions are motivated by idedisn and dtruism, Nusswan has
internalised a businessman’s pragmatisni'® together with an obsession for power and control.
His behaviour as replacement father is hard to ssomach for his sster. Not only is she forced to
neglect school because she is burdened with the entire household work, her brother aso
rediricts her persond freedom because he is convinced that his Sster needs a strong hand. His
pedagogic ided, however, is grounded in a mistaken notion of his father's character: “He had

4’ Robert Ross is mistaken in claiming that Maneck’s problems are “more invented, than real” at this point.
Maneck’s problems are not less ‘real’ for him, even if they may indeed be “self-imposed or a result of his
overdrawn sensitivity.” Ross, 243.

48 Rushdie reminds us that the name ‘ Shroff’ translates as banker, which, not surprisingly, is the occupation
Nusswan opts for. Cf. Salman Rushdie, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (London: Jonathan Cape, 1999) 19. See
also Kulke, 51.
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adways percaived his father to be a drict disciplinarian; he had stood in awe of him, had even
been a little frightened of him. If he was to fill his father's shoes, he would have to induce the
same fear in others’ (20). Nusswan's persondity is too weak to tolerate a teenager’s harmless
devidion from an adult's norm: “Dinds defiance, her stubbornness, was driving him crazy”
(20). Arguably, a dronger and more mature character than Nusswan would have met his
younger Sder’s provocative behaviour with indulgence. Nusswan, however, discloses the
shortcomings of his own persondity by establishing an authoritarian family regime based on
aurvellance (“The little devils needed monitoring”; 21) and corpord punishment (cf. 23).
Nusswan's attempts to conform to the role of a pater familias do not only prove disruptive to
the family but aso severdly affect his sster’s peace of mind. If he turns into a despot in order
to compensate for the shortcomings of his character, Dina is a the recaving end of his
whims. As a consequence, meaning for Dina becomes scarce in an autocratic Ssystem
characterised by redtriction and tyranny.

The effect of the misary suffered under her brother's guardianship is that Dina
becomes obsessed with the idea of persond freedom. Already in the Prologue of A Fine
Balance it becomes evident that she holds independence in high esteem. Taking about her
talloring busness, which eventudly dlows her to quit seeing her brother for money, she says
“No need now to vigit her brother and beg for next month’s rent. She took a deep breath. Once
again, her fragile independence was preserved” (11). For Dina, there is a close connection
between one€'s materid conditions and the question of meaning in a person’s life Having to
rely on Nusswan's money means losing her freedom; giving in to her brother's rule equals
giving up her independence. Therefore, Dina's smdl talloring business is not lesst of dl an
atempt to escape the sphere of her brother’s influence®® One could dso say: Dina relies on
male career patterns of entrepreneurship in order to leave behind a male sphere that prevents
her from coming into her own as a modern woman.

With Om and Ishva working in her flat, the sruggle for independence eventualy
becomes a sruggle for control. Dina decides to maintain her distance in order not to lose
control: “‘I have nothing agang them, but they are tallors - my employees. A distance has to
be maintained’” (293). She locks them in when she leaves the house, thereby relying on drict
boundary maintenance. Her decison is motivated by the fear of losng both control and
independence a the same time. Dina is anwxious to lose her intermediary pogtion in the
process of manufacturing and sdling dresses “‘The talors will put me out of busness if |

don't lock them in'” (285). She assumes that control guarantees economic success which, in

49 Cf. Ross, 243.
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turn, is to guarantee independence from Nusswan. Following Mrs. Guptas advice, Dina's
relationship to the tailors is (a firs) characterised by a grict form of control, which she feds
she has to exert in order to be economicaly successful. It could be argued that Dina draws on
the modd of her brother’s rule precisdly in order not to have to suffer from her brother’s rule
agan.

Dina Shroff's fear of dependence is only one aspect of the impending eroson of
meaning in her life. The second mgor factor threstening her subject postion is deasth and
loneliness. Both her fear of dependence and of loneliness are anchored in a second traumatic
experience, the loss of her husband Rustom. Rustom’s desth haunts Dina's mind, and it seem
that it cannot be compensated. His demise confronts Dina with isolation and londiness,
concomitant with which is an eroson of meaning in her life. Isolation, londiness, and loss (of
meaning) are conceptudised in terms of a void: “When the human weight did not materidize,
she awekened to emptiness, relearning the loss in the darkness before sunrise’ (47).
Emptiness has to be understood both on a literd and a metgphorica leve. It sgnifies a space
unoccupied by a person as well as a hallowing out of a bdief into a meaningful life and an
ordered cosmos. The fear of an erosion of meaning is thus imagined as a horror vacui.

It should not be omitted that Dina Shroff is exposed to two conflicting impulses, i.e
her fear of isolaion and her misgivings about dependence. While both impulses pose a threat
to the source of meaning in her life, fighting one necessarily favours the other. By fighting
isolation, i.e. by invesing into socid contacts, Dina has to make a commitment which will
affect her independence. Fighting dependence, i.e mantaining d&bsolute persond
independence, on the other hand, might very wel thwat any hope of finding soulmates.
Exerting control over her employees means that she has to kegp up a distance, which will
preclude a friendship from developing. In the long run, however, Dina cahnot have it both
ways. Only one source of chaos can be fought, only one kind of order can be indtitutionalised.
In the course of the nove, Migry emphasizes human company as the overiding necessty.
Dina longs for a socid life because the effects of isolation and londiness thregien her with
disntegration. When Dina accepts Maneck as a lodger, and Om and Ishvar spend the day in
the flac sawing, the implications of londiness are reflected explicitly. She reacts with jedousy
to the gradudly developing friendship between Maneck and Om because she harsdf is
“longing for company” (277). The evenings become the time when “the emptiness of her own
life appeared starkest” (193). She feds londy when Om and Ishvar have Ieft the flat: “Soon
the evening gloom would materidize, infect the fibre-filled ar, drgpe itsdf over her bed,
depress her from now till morning” (274).
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Transcending Difference |11: Making Meaning, or: Text(ure)s

If hitherto only sources of a loss of meaning have been explored, Migry’s vison in A Fine
Balance is by no means bleak. There are severd instances where he points out possbilities of
countering a loss of meaning in life and a chief example is Dina Shroff, who sews a quilt that
becomes an extended metaphor for the way in which the eroson of meaning in life might be
fought. As the following paragrgphs will illustrate, quilting becomes not only emblematic of
connecting and remembering but aso advocates dory/story-tdling as a means of identity-
congtruction.

A pachwork quilt is a piece of coth combining various paiches of cloth of digtinct
texture and colour. As a matter of fact, weaving quilts is a wide-spread activity in many parts
of the world. It was introduced into the United States, for example, in the early years of
colonisation because of the scarcity of cloth. Apart from an economic motive, quilt-weaving
is dso a form of representation with often subversive politica content.>® Moreover, as a form
of representation it is frequently tied up with questions of identity, more precisdy, femade
identity. Quilting is traditiondly associated with women. It is not surprisng that it is Dina
Shroff, the female protagonist of A Fine Balance, who engages in quilting.

Structurdly, the quilt can be identified as an important leitmotif in the novd. The vests
which the tallors sew for Dukhi and Roopa (cf. 120-1), for example, alude to a patchwork as
wel as the huts in the dums which Ishvar and Om move to in Bombay (cf. 161, 379).
However, more important than its function as a latmoatif is the symbolic qudity of the quilt.
The dructure of the quilt becomes an image of human exigence, or, more precisdy, is
becomes a projection of the ‘good life’ Thus Om “*would cut out al the bad parts. Snip out
the scary nights and stitch together the good parts, to make time bearable. Then | could wear it
like a coat, dways live happily’” (310). Although Om longs for a life characterised by
abundance and bliss, life dways adso entals the opposte. He has to learn that life is
essentidly ambiguous. “‘Some things are very complicated to separate with scissors. [. . . ]
Good and bad arejoined like that.” He laced hisfingerstight together” (311).

The image of the quilt is not only a metaphor of life; its sructure dso suggests a way of
coping with an eroson of meaning in life. It is no coincidence that Rohinton Mistry has three
of his four protagonists engege in taloring. The three survivors in A Fine Balance, Dina, Om
and Ishvar, produce textiles. Etymologicdly, the word textile is derived from the Latin word
‘textum’ which means fabric or texture. The root of the word ‘textil€ is cognate with the

%0 Cf. Bettina Aptheker, Tapestries of Life: Women's Work, Women's Consciousness, and the Meaning of Daily
Experience (Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 1989) 68ff.

216



source of the lexeme ‘text.” As such, a text as well as a piece of doth is something which is
woven. The quilt in A Fine Balance not only aludes to a garment as fabric, it so points to
the structure of stories and story-tdlling and thus acquires a metafictiond quality:

She [Ding redized that dthough Mr. Vamik depicted life as a sequence of
accidents, there was nothing accidental about his expert narration. His sentences
poured out like perfect seams holding the garment of his story together without
cdling attention to the titches. Was he aware of ordering the events for her? [. . .]
The lawyer’'s tde reminded her of her languishing patchwork quilt. [. . .] And Mr.
Vamik had his own fragments to fashion his ord quilt. (565)

As Dina Shoff redises, there are driking pardlds between the activities of talloring and the
telling of a dory. Both reflect a congruction which could dso be understood as a weaving:
““‘A gory factory, that's what it [i.e Bombay] is, a spinning mill’” (383). The process of
congruction'weaving is characterised by principles of coheson and coherence. In order to
produce a quilt or a text the principles of linearity and cohesion have to be observed. One
paich is connected to another as one sentence follows another. Cohesion can bring about
coherence, or as Ishvar has it: “It dl seems meaningless bits and rags till you piece it
together” (403). To produce a coherent whole, both the maker of a quilt and the writer of a
text (or the teller of a story) dso engage in a process of sdection: “‘What to sdect, what to
leave out — and which goes next to which’” (273). Both the making of a quilt and the teling
of agtory impose a structure.

The quilt can be regarded as an image which epitomises the congdruction of identity via
story-tdling. It becomes what sociologists term a representation, namdy “the dgnifying
practices and symbolic sysems through which meanings are produced and which postion us
as subjects. Representations produce meanings through which we can make sense of our
experience and of who we are”! Dind's quilt can be interpreted as illustrating the process of
identity congtruction. More precisdy, one might read the paichwork quilt as an image of a
patchwork identity.>?> In much the same way as the quilt homogenises the heterogeneous, the
process of identity-construction is understood as a “Passungsarbeit”™®® between different and
sometimes  contradictory  aspects of an individua subjectivity. The most aot way of
condructing a coherent identity, and thus of enabling a meaningful exigence, are stories and
narratives. As the psychologist Helko Erngt hasiit:

>1 Woodward, “Concepts,” 14.
%2 Cf. Keupp et al.
>3 Keupp et d, 28.
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Erzéhlungen und Geschichten waren und blelben die enzigatige menschliche
Form, das eigene Erleben zu ordnen, zu bearbeiten und zu begreifen. Erst in ener
Geschichte, in e@ner geordneten Sequenz von Ereignissen und deren Interpretation
gewinnt das Chaos von Eindricken und Erfahrungen, dem Jeder Mensch téglich
unterworfen ist, eine gewisse Struktur, vielleicht sogar einen Sinn.>*

The indght that meaning can be condituted by taking recourse to naraive/naraing is
reflected explicitly in the novd: “Perhgps the very act of teling created a naturd design.
Perhaps it was a knack that humans had, for cleaning up their untidy existences — a hidden
survival weapon, like antibodies in the bloodstream” (565). Narratives as psychohygienic
means are important for at least three characters in A Fine Balance, for Dina Shroff, Ishvar
Daji and Vasantrao Vadmik. On remembering her time with the tallors, Dina a the end of

Misiry’ s second novel

covered hersdf with the quilt and took to recounting the abundance of events in
the tightly knit family of petches, the fragments that she had fashioned with
needle, thread and affection. If she sumbled aong the way, the quilt nudged her
forward. The dreetlight through the open window was just bright enough to
identify the motley of its making. Her bedtime story. (573)

Dina feds an urge to remember the past because it can explan who she is. The quilt reflects
her effort to unify “die unterschiedlichen Lebensphasen ds Momente ener snndiftenden
Einheit der Biographie”® Her paichwork quilt alows her to regard her own dlegedly chaotic
life as ordered and thus functions as away of making meaning.>®

Vasantrao Vadmik, whose name echoes that of Vadmiki, the doryteler of the
Ramayana, dso emphaszes the importance of dory-tdling for individud identities Like
Dina, he argues againg forgetfulness. It can lead to a loss of meaning in life, as one might
lose the awareness of who one redly is. The gory of on€'s life is a crucid aspect of one's
core identity. It is, as Vamik explains to Maneck, “‘extremely important because it helps to
remind yoursdf of who you are. Then you can go forward, without fear of losng yoursdf in

%4 Heiko Ernst, Psychotrends: Das Ichim 21. Jahrhundert (Miinchen: Piper, 1998) 202.

%5 Hahn, Religion, 116. A biography is acoherent narration, i.e. astory displaying various emplotment strategies.
As Alois Hahn has pointed out elsewhere, there is an important difference between a‘Lebenslauf,’ i.e. one’svita
or the sum of one's life as flux, and one’s biography. The ‘Lebenslauf’ existed at all times, a biography,
however, is a relatively recent way of ordering an individual life. A biography is a selection of events, and, as
such, a construction. Moreover, it is a reflexive approach which thematises life by way of a deliberate looking
back. It is a narration which is an act of giving meaning by going beyond the mere enumeration of events and
dates (characteristic of the ‘Lebenslauf’). Hahn writes in this context: “Die Biographie verhélt sich gegentiber
den Sinngebungsprozessen der ihr vorausliegenden ‘naiven’ Lebensfiihrung reflexiv, ist also eine Sinnbildung
zweiten Grades.” A biography thus amounts to more than the sum of events of an individual life. This is
mirrored in the structure of the patchwork quilt: “The whole quilt is much more important than any single
square’” (490). Alois Hahn, “Sinn und Sinnlosigkeit,” Sinn, Kommunikation und soziale Differenzierung, eds.
Hans Haferkamp and Michael Schmidt (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1986) 158-9.

%6 Cf. Aptheker 68-9 and 74.
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this ever-changing world” (604). Ishvar argues an andogous case. He wants “‘to teach Om
his higory, remind him of his own community’” (401). Vadmik's and Ishvar’'s emphass on
story-telling is informed by an awareness of the story’s power to become “a regiser and
repository of our experiences.”®’
dance. By naraing the dories of the individud, officid higory is chdlenged. The multiple

dories of a nation may supplement as well as contradict the great narratives of officid history.

Story is both a form of remembering and a subversve

Vasantrao resembles the postcolonid writer who, endowed “with a commonwedth of
language’ (230) narraes the dtories of those previoudy margindised. It is the narraion of
dories that guarantees a presence, or, as Robert Kroetsch points out in an interview with
Margaret Laurence, “in a sense we haven't got an identity until somebody tdlls our story. The
fiction makes usred.”®

Vamik is particularly concerned with the aspect of communicating one€'s (life) story
to others. His indght that “‘to share the story redeems everything'” (604) theorises what
Ishvar and Dina practice (cf. 384). Vadmik redises that identity is a negotiation between sdf-
image and the image others have of onesdf: “In diesem Snne i Identité en offener Prozel3
des Aushandeins zwischen dem Sdbsthild, das der Einzelne von sch entwirft, und dem Bild,
das sch sdne soziden Handlungspartner von ihm machen”® Furthermore, Vamik dso
testifies to the power of verbd art as a means of transcendence. Whereas Dina can “forget the
troubles of this world” (30) and fed “the ectasy of completion” (30) by lisgtening to classca
music, Vasantrao Vamik emphasizes the potentid of words to function as a source of hope.
According to one critic, Vamik advocates the benefit of story and story-tdling as “a worry-
defedting, life-embracing vehicle that confirms confidence and indtills hope by holding out
not only the posshility of surviva but dso a quas-creative reward of teling a wise, enduring
story to onesalf and others”®® At the end of the novel, Vamik is in charge of Bd Baba's
mal-order service where he cregtes “fiction after fiction, which will become more red in the
recipients lives than dl ther sad redities’ (604). His doquence and rhetoric thus have a
beneficid effect on others. His writings are not art for art’s sake but attempt to be of relevance
to an audience. As such, they offer solace to those for whom life with its “sad redity” has
become meaningless. They oppose a loss of meaning brought about by socid margindisation

or persord loss by offering entertainment as well as transcendence in togetherness.®?

" Malak, 116.

8 Robert Kroetsch, “A Conversation with Margaret Laurence,” Trace: Prairie Writers on Writing, ed. Birk
Sproxton (Winnipeg: Turnstone Press, 1986) 30.

%9 Meyer, 29.

60 Malak, 116.

61 The importance of story-telling and the social obligation of the writer to tell a story are reflected upon by
Mistry in an early interview. Cf. Hancock, 150.
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Transcending Difference IV: Human Solidarity and Intercultural Understanding
Apat from remembering and dory-teling, Rohinton Midry aso advocates the “integrative
power"® of human solidarity and interculturd understanding as instrumental in constructing

meaning and as vaues overiding paticularities, cultura and otherwise. A superficid glance
a his novd reveds tha many of Migry's characters, even the dubious ones like Rgaram and
Beggarmedter, display solidarity towards their felow human beings. In a dum in Bombay,
Rgaram, for example, spoends his last money on food for the children of his neighbour who is
an dcohalic (cf. 181). In the epilogue, Maneck offers two Hindus to drink as they look
“darved [. . ] for ordinary kindness’ (8). Shirin Aunty and her husband offer their help and
affection to the widow Dina “She felt therr love pour over her like something papable’ (53).
Findly, Dina Shroff forgives Ibrahim, the former rent-collector who used to harass her and
gives him money (557).

For the four protagonists of Midry’s second novel solidarity and togetherness are
primarily exerted within the redm of friendship. Friendship has the power of endowing
human existence with a means of transcendence. Ishvar, for instance, “watched contentedly,
amiling with happiness. In spite of everything, life was good, he thought. How could he
complan when Om and he were blessed with the friendship of people like Ashraf Chacha,
and Dinabai, and Maneck” (529). On the surface, friendship provides the four of them with a
ubditute for the family they al have logt (cf. 369). Friendship transposes the familiar
principle of connecting onto the level of human relations. The developing friendship between
Dina, Maneck, Om and Ishwar is interpreted in andogy to the structure of the quilt: “*And
what happened is, our lives have been joined together.” ‘Like these patches’ said Om” (491).
Harmony and mutud understanding experienced by Dina in her rdationship to Maneck and
the tailors find expresson in clothes as an extended metgphor. Thus their friendship takes on
the qudity of a “wdl-cut dress’ (388), where “the four of them [arg] fitting together without
having to tug or pull to make the edges meet. The seams were straight and neat” (388). With
ther friendship the tailors are “wrapping her in the mantle of kindness and generosity” (388).

The reservetion initidly digplayed towards the tailors by Dina is a repercusson of her
experience with her brother. Ironically enough, a former colonid’s trestment of two formerly
fellow colonids is informed by colonid discourse. For the Pars Dina a first regards the
Hindu tallors Om and Ishvar as liars (cf. 276), lazy (cf. 288), undisciplined and irresponsible
(cf. 272), chronicdly late for work (cf. 270), as dcoholics (cf. 272), dirty (cf. 302) and

62 Cf. Pramod K. Nayar, “The Text of Cruelty: Power and Violence in A Fine Balance.” The Fiction of Rohinton
Mistry: Critical Sudies, ed. Jaydipsinh Dodiya (L ondon: Sangam, 1998) 122-3.
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promiscuous (cf. 305). Control over the tailors does not only seem reasonable in order to be
economicaly efficent and, eventudly, independent; deeply ingrained into Dinds persondity
is dso the fear of the Other. When Dina reminds Maneck that “‘there is a difference, and you
cannot pretend there is't — ther communities, their background” (293), she advocates a
segregation between the representatives of the two communities on the grounds of ethnic
difference. The decison to take them is a sign of her “affection bresking barriers”®® The
relationship between Om, Ishvar, Maneck and Dina is characterised by a gradualy developing
mutud trust providing Dinawith a new source of meaning. She asks whether she could

describe for Zenobia the extent to which Maneck and Om had become
inseparable, and how Ishvar regarded both boys like his own sons? That the four
of them cooked together and ate together, shared the cleaning and washing and
shopping and laughing and worrying? That they cared about her, and gave her
more respect than she had received from some of her own rdatives? That she had,
during these last few months, known what was a family? (550)

Proof for the mutua trust between Dina and her lodgers can be found in the amount of sharing
between the four of them in Migry's novd. Sharing as a new paradigm of socid interaction
transcends ethnic barriers and dlows reading A Fine Balance as a novel that advocates
interculturd  understanding. The “universdly gppliceble dements of the gpatment
community”®® question the relevance of culturd difference as a determining influence on
socid relaionships. Difference is reveded to be a mater of condruction and not an
essentidist category. That Other is who is perceived to be Other is undermined by one of
Dukhi’s friends who is of the opinion that “‘the Mudims have behaved more like our brothers
than the bastard Brahmins and Thakurs” (123). Cultural differences cease to matter in the
goatment community which is not only a subgitute for a family but a family in its own
right %

%3 Mantel, 184.

64 Moss argues that the eventual disruption of the apartment community overrides its importance as shelter. Cf.
LauraMoss, “Can Rohinton Mistry’s Realism Rescue the Novel ?” Postcol onizing the Commonwealth: Studiesin
Literature and Culture, ed. Rowland Smith (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier UP, 2000) 163. Moss overlooks that
notwithstanding the fact that at the end of the book the apartment community no longer exists, the “temporary
supportive unit in the flat” (Morey, 181) has initiated a friendship between Dina, Om and Ishvar that provides
them with a source of meaning beyond the end of the flat community and the end of the novel’s plot. | would
like to suggest that Mistry, preoccupied with ways of countering the loss of meaning in life, has envisaged a
mildly positive ending. While Moss takes issue with the novel’s realism, it is in fact Mistry’s realism that
prevents him from ending in a sentimental tableau.

8 Cf. van Luven, 65. See also Ball who argues that “over time her [i.e. Dina's] new household becomes a
moderately happy and prosperous ‘family.”” John Clement Ball, “Taking the Measure of India's Emergency,”
rev. of A Fine Balance, by Rohinton Mistry, Floating the Borders: New Contexts in Canadian Criticism, ed.
Nurjehan Aziz (Toronto: TSAR, 1999) 236.
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The four of them eventudly grow together because everyone is willing to learn from the
other, who thereby ceases to be an Other. Ishvar and Dina, for example, try out different ways
of brushing ther teeth: “Ishvar offered her a bit of charcoa powder to try, and she squeezed
haf an inch of Kolynos on his finger” (cf. 386). Maneck benefits from Om's knowledge about
chappds, i.e. sandas which turn out to be footwear more adequate for the climate of Bombay
(cf. 283, 474). At the same time, Om also learns from Maneck:

Sowly but surdy, Om had reinvented himsdf in Maneck's image, from hardyle
to sparse moustache to clothes. Most recently, he had made flared trousers for
himsdlf, borrowing Maneck’s to trace the patern. He even amdled like Maneck,
thanks to Cinthol Soap and Lakmé Tacum Powder. (474)

In the microcosm of Dinas flat dl prior hierarchies and ethnic prejudices have ceased to be of
relevance. This is dso demondrated by the semiotics of food. As sociologists point out, food
offers a system of signs which dlows people to project who they are®® Food, in other words,
is an important marker of idertity. Not only does the food shared in A Fine Balance between
Dina, Ishvar, Om and Maneck promote the interculturad exchange between the protagonists,
more fundamentdly, it aso is a socid event which brings people together regardiess of ther
ethniaty: “Eating together lies a the heat of socid redions a meds we create family and
friendships by sharing food, tastes, values, and oursdlves.”®’

The four protagonists of A Fine Balance have four things in common with respect to
food. They, fird of al, share manners. Dina redises that the talors are not used to using
cutlery. As a consequence, she uses her fingers, thereby underlining their equa datus (cf.
396). Secondly, Dina shares her beloved china with the tailors (cf. 388-9). This event, itsdf
anticipated by an andogous episode between Maneck and his father (cf. 212-3), underlines
the new datus between Dina and the talors. By shaing the cups which have hitherto been
reserved for her, she does away with a privilege of hers and inaugurates a new equdity
between hersdf and her lodgers. Thirdly, the four of them take turns cooking and share food.
Eventudly, they cook together, an indicator for the newly established harmony. Cooking and
dinner exemplify the sense of community fdt by the four of them. The med is an ingance of
what Wierlacher cdls a ‘Solidarmahlzeit’, i.e a med that connects “die Essenden in ener
unio mystica berechnungsfreler Liebe [. . ], die Lelb und Sede fir den Interaktionsmoment

% \Woodward, “Concepts,” 31.

67 Carole M. Counihan, The Anthropology of Food and Body: Gender, Meaning, and Power (London:
Routledge, 1999) 6. For a similar argument see also Alois Wierlacher, Vom Essen in der Deutschen Literatur:
Mabhlzeiten in Erzahltexten von Goethe bis Grass (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1987) 41.
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des Mitdnanders in festlich metaphysischer Versshnung zussmmenhdt”®® The shaing of
food in A Fine Balance alows for transcendence in togetherness, which has the power of
fighting the lack of meaning in the character’s lives. For Dina, for example, her flat no longer
reminds her of Rustom’s presence and her own londliness and isolation: “What a change she
thought — from the saddedt, dingiest room in the flat, the kitchen was transformed into a bright
place of mirth and energy” (400). Fourthly and findly, Dina and her lodgers share the same
ardl:

In the WC, the tailors urine smdl that used to flutter like a flag in the ar, and in
Dind's nose, grew unnoticesble. Strange, she thought, how one gets accustomed
to things. Then it struck her: the scent was unobtrusve now because it was the
same for everyone. They were al edting the same food, drinking the same water.
Sailing under one flag. (399)

The consumption and digestion of the same food becomes indicative of an dtered relationship
between Dina and her lodgers. Obvioudy, Dina has undergone a transformative process from
difference to sameness. In the passage quoted above this is corroborated by the symbolic
overtones of the word flag which is used twice. However, whereas it merdy sgnds the
fleetingness of a sensud impresson in the firg ingtance, the second occurrence of flag is
richer in dlugons. In the latter case, flag evokes a set of metgphors surrounding saling. In
accordance with traditiond symbolism, which interpretes a ship as an image of man on the
journey of life, the microcosm of Dinds flat is a driking pardle to the notion of a ship as a
secluded cosmos of its own. The common flag becomes symbolic of the mutua identification
of Dina and her lodgers who have established a “Sinngemeinschaft”®® Food and its
consumption illustrate an dtered status of the members of the flat community.”® The newly
developing friendship between the four of them becomes instrumentd in countering a loss of
meaning by solidarity and sharing, which, in this case, is ds0 an indance of interculturd
hermeneutics.

Transcending Difference V: Bdance and Tragic Joy

As seen above, A Fine Balance enacts the loss as well as the process of meaning in various
ways. But in addition to that, Mistry eaborates on his theme on a philosophicd leve as well
as on a intertextua level. The rdevance is once again not O much on culturd difference but

on universas.

%8 Wierlacher, 118.
%9 Wierlacher, 58.
70 Cf. also Ross, 243.
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Suggesing a remedy againg the loss of meaning in life, Vasantrao Vadmik, “the noved’s

philosopher,”*

points out that “‘sometimes you have to use your falures as stepping-stones to
success. You have to maintain a fine balance between hope and despair” (231). Achieving a
balance requires an attitude of acceptance: “‘ Some things cannot be changed, you just have to
accept them’” (82-3). Baance as acceptance is a stance that can accommodate death and
loneliness as wdl as change and loss In fact, “loss is pat and parcd of that necessary
cdamity cdled lifeé” (565). However, in the context of the nove baance means more than a
patient suffering of what destiny has in store. Balance presupposes an effort, i.e. a drawing on
sources of hope in order to juxtapose them to sources of despar. In that sense, baance
gructurdly resembles the concept of journey in Such a Long Journey. The principle of
baance vaues induson over excluson, which is precissly Vadmik's point when he demands
““You cannot draw lines and compartments, and refuse to budge beyond them’” (231). Far
from amounting to fatdism, bdance, like the journey, is an attitude that takes chaos into
account. In other words, because a loss of meaning cannot be contained, it has to be
integrated.

A Fine Balance insnuaes tha Dina, Om, and Ishvar survive because they act
according to Vamik's advice that “‘there is dways hope — hope to balance our despair. Or we
would be lost™ (563).”2 As illustrated in the previous section, Dina, Om and Ishvar can cope
with the cdamities of human existence because they are able to muster persona resources and
juxtapose them againgt the chaos characterising their lives’® Unlike Dina, Om and Ishvar,
Maneck cannot compensate his nihiligtic outlook on life by sources of hope. Put differently,
Maneck fails to counter successfully the bad by connecting it to the good in his life, or as
Peter Morey has it: “Maneck’s own falure to sustain the connections becomes the book’s
find tragedy.”’* Connecting the good and the bad in a process resembling that of quilt-
weaving would provide Maneck with a more baanced view; however, having failed to
achieve an equilibrium between good and bad, Maneck succumbs to despair and commits
suicide”™ He is unable to live according to the philosophica truth that A Fine Balance
advocates and which Iris Murdoch describes in the following way: “Live close to the panful
redlity and try to relate it to what is good.”’®

"L Ross, 244.

2 |n that sense it is inaccurate to argue that in A Fine Balance everything ends badly for the main characters. Cf.
Bhatnagar, 102.

3 Cf. Ross, 243-4.

" Peter Morey, Fictions of India: Narrative and Power (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2000) 177.

75 Cf. Ross, 243.

8 Murdoch, 503.
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The implications of the concept of badance are dso reflected on an intertextud levd. In the
course of the nove, Vasantrao Vamik makes references to the poetry of William Butler
Yeats. In the context of A Fine Balance, “Easter 1916,” “The Second Coming” and “Lapis
Lazuli” ae of paticular rdevance. In order to underdand how Vamik dludes to Yeds in
order to corroborate his cdam for baance, this section will conclude with an extended
digresson.

In many of his poems, W.B. Yess is concerned with issues of higory and political
druggle. Yeats developed a private concept of history which he outlined in the programmetic
A Vision. His theory of higory hinges on the idea of the gyres and their movement, i.e. two
interlocking cones which spin in opposite directions and which, according to Yeats, symbolise
the movement of history.”” As Smith lucidly explains

Every moment in time moves through these opposing spirds. Any one moment
thus contains two antithetica, interpenetrating movements, for one cone is
widening as the other, whirling in the oppodte direction, narrows. These spirdling
motions are the gyres. The times of maximum higtoricd turbulence are those
where the gyres reverse their motions. These great historica reversals occur every
cycle of two thousand years [. . .| a those moments where the previoudy
expandi ngg cone begins to contract and the previoudy contracting cone to

expand.”

Higory for Yeats proceeds in an antitheticd way. One cycle of hisory gives way to another;
the era of the Greeks, for example, is eventudly superseded by Christendom. Around the year
2000, Yeats expected the end of the era dominated by Chrigianity and the advent of
something new and, in fact, diametricaly opposed. In “The Second Coming,” composed
during World War 1, Yeas describes the impending new era in greater detaill. Superficidly,
the poem is concerned with the end of a civilisstion. Anarchy, arbitrariness and aheism
prevail at he higoricd moment when a reversa of the movement of the cones is taking place.
The “widening gyre’’® is a reference to the impending antithetical period of history. This
moment of history is concomitant with political chaos as astate in which “thingsfall apart.”®°

7 Ct. Daniel Albright, “Introduction,” W.B. Yeats, W.B. Yeats: The Poems, ed. Daniel Albright (London: JM.
Dent & SonsLtd., 1990) xxxviii.

'8 Stan Smith, W.B. Yeats: A Critical Introduction (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990) 107.

S William Butler Y eats, Selected Poetry, ed. Norman Jeffares, 4" ed. (London: Pan, 1976) 99.

8 yeats, Selected Poetry, 99. This line also provided Chinua Achebe with the title for his debut novel. His
appropriation has aroused the interest of postcolonial critics. For Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin the turning of the
gyres as the moment of greatest chaosis configured as a turning of the tablesin the former colonies. Within such
a reading the “rough beast” of Yeats poem signifies the former colonies who haunt the metropolis with the
threat of vengeance. Cf. Ashcroft et al, Empire, 158.
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Vamik uses Yeas “The Second Coming” as a mythologicd foil for Indias fae
during the Emergency. The diagnosis of contemporary Indian history and politics that Vamik

comes up with is full of “‘dories of misery, caste violence, goverrment calousness, officid

arogance, police brutdity’” (229). While his assessment seems hopeless, it is crucid to
redise tha Vamik quotes the poem in order to counter Dinds clam tha “everything ends
badly” (566) and to suggest less fatdistic ways of coming to terms with an eroson of
meaning in life. As a matter of fact, YeatS poem does not merdy eaborate on the vison of
world downfdl; it dso offers an gpocdyptic vidon, which is by definition ambivdent in that
fear is coupled with the expectation of the new and hope for regeneration. Although the poem
flouts the expectation of the return of a Chrisian God by offering its antithess in a surredist
image of a sohinx-like monder, it is evident for Yests that history is not a an asolute end.
Although the vison outlined in “The Second Coming” is frightening, man is not to despair,
for “at the end there is nothing for it but to accept the great scheme and to remain true to that
ddlight in life which has been the guiding principle dmost from the first.”®! Yeats as well as
Vamik emphaszes the importance of ‘delight in lifé as a potentid source of meaning. What
is cdled for is an acceptance of events, a “digpassonate quality which [. . .] [sees beyond the
immediate devastation.”®?

What critics have cdled a “digpassonate qudity” figures as tragic joy or tragic gaety
within Yeat's philosophy. While references to this concept can be found in the 1919
collection The Wild Swans at Coole (eg. “Upon a Dying Lady” or “An Irish Airman foresees
his Deeth”), it is more prominent in the works of the later Yeats. In New Poems (1938), Y eats
outlines the notion of tragic joy paradigmaticaly in poems like “Lapis Lazuli.” By way of
dluding to Yeas “Lapis Lazuli,” Vdmik puts forward an argument that identifies tragic joy
as an atitude of baance which enables the individua to cope with the miserable date that the
world is perceived to bein.®®

“Lapis Lazuli” was written in July 1936 under the impression of political turmoil.3* In
the year of the poem’'s compostion Hitler moved his troops into the Rhindand, Mussolini
dlenced the Ethiopian resstance with poison gas and the outbresk of the Spanish Civil War
provided the Legion Condor with a testing ground for the impending world war. Yeats poem
regponds to this hidoricad dtuaion by offering a scenario informed by the threat of

81 SB. Bushrui and Tim Prentki, An International Companion to the Poetry of W.B. Yeats (Gerrards Cross: Colin
Smythe, 1989) 58.

82 Bushrui and Prentki, 58.

8 Cf. W.B. Yeats: The Poems, 769.

84 Cf. R. Jahan Ramazani, Yeats and the Poetry of Death: Elegy, Self-Elegy and the Sublime (New Haven: Yale
UP, 1990) 89.
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dedtruction, anarchy and metaphysca uncertainty. During a time of war and dedtruction
“hystericdl women” are “sick of the palette and fiddle-bow,/Of poets that are aways gay.”®
In the poem there is a contrast between different reactions to the externd threat. The gaiety of
the artist is pitted againgt the overreaction of others, and the poem sets out to argue the case of
tragic gaiety.

“Lapis Lazuli” advocaes tragic gaety as a means of transcending the caamities of
life. Tragic joy or tragic gaiety is an oxymorort® rather than a paradox, as it does not atempt
to unify the (seemingly) contradictory. As will be seen, the digtinctness of leves is crucid.
Tragedy and joy refer to quite distinct concepts and thus do not contradict each other. First of
al, tragedy primarily refers to a form of verba at. Tragedy dgnifies a spectacle concerned
with the cadamities of life and ther effects on characters. Tragedy s not an emotiond State but
describes a Stuation. Thus one can find onesdf in a Stuation which is tragic, but one does not
fed the tragic implications of that gStuation. Joy, on the other hand, draws attention to an
affective reaction towards a dtuation. Taken together, tragic joy or tragic gaiety describes an
euphorious response towards a tragic Stuaion. Tragic joy is an dtitude of rgoicing in the
face of a tebula rasa situation. As “ddight in an apocalyptic view of things’®’ it can become a
means of transcending hopaessness and thus condtitutes a form of baance in Vamik's sense
of the term.

The concept of tragic joy has been identified with the sublime® Immanue Kant, for
example, diginguishes between ‘Vedand, ‘Venunft and the faculty of the
‘Einbildungskraft, i.e the imagination.®® Wheress the beautiful correlates ‘Einbildungskraft
and ‘Verdand', the sublime balances ‘Einbildungskraft and ‘Vernunft.” The sublime presents
itsdf as a mixed feding of threat and plessure® These o responses come to bear on man's
experience of naure, which is what Kant is primarily concerned with in his anadyss. For the
sake of andyss, the sublime can be broken up into two stages® Fird, the individuum is

8 Y eats, Selected Poetry, 181.

8 Cf. Ramazani, Yeats and the Poetry of Death, 87.

87 Smith, 106.

8 Cf. R. Jahan Ramazani, “Tragic Joy and the Sublime,” PMLA 104 (1989): 163. For an overview of different
concepts of transcendence cf. Thomas Weiskel, The Romantic Sublime: Studiesin the Structure and Psychology
of Transcendence (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1976) 3-33. See also Andrew Ashfield and Peter de Bolla,
eds., The Sublime: A Reader in British Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Theory (Cambridge: CUP, 1996).

8 For the following account cf. Christine Priest, ed., Das Erhabene: Zwischen Grenzerfahrung und GréRenwahn
gWei nheim: VCH, 1989) 8ff.

% Friedrich Schiller, who closely follows Kant' s ideas on the sublime, argues that the sublime is “ein gemischtes
Geflhl. Esist eine Zusammensetzung von Wehsein, das sich in seinem hochsten Grad als Schauer aufert, und
von Frohsein, das sich bis zum Entziicken steigen kann.” Friedrich Schiller, “Uber das Erhabene,” Vom
Pathetischen und Erhabenen: Ausgewahlte Schriften zur Dramentheorie, ed. Klaus L. Berghahn (Stuttgart:
Reclam, 1977) 87.

91 Weiskel distinguishes between three steps. Cf. Weiskel, 23-4.
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overwhdmed by naure. The massf of a mountain, the height of a tree or the vastness of the
ocean, for example, make excessve demands on the faculty of the human imaginaion which
is deemed finite. Man's capacity to process sensud impressons is overloaded. In contragt to
the beautiful, man cannot conceptudise his impressons anymore by bresking them up into
parts. As a consequence, man's subject position becomes precarious. In a second step, the
subject redises that the vastness of nature is smdl, and thus negligible, in comparison to the
infinity of his faculty of reason, i.e his ‘Verdand’ Man is therefore safe from the threat of
nature because he can preval over nature due to his faculty of reason. As the threat thus
proves less red, it can be trandformed into pleasure. The relationship between threst and
pleasure, which conditute the sublime, is not conceived of by Kant as a linear process. It is, in
fact, a didecticad rdationship which happens quickly within the mind of the respective
subject.

A comparison between tragic joy and the sublime is ducidating. On the one hand,
Kant's and Yeats ideas of the sublime and of tragic joy refer to forms of transcendence.
Transcendence in both cases can be conceved as a didectics negotiating two seemingly
contradictory impulses®® Tragedy and joy as well as threst and pleasure are categories not
easy to reconcile Eventudly, both tragic joy and the sublime remain essentidly ambivaent
reponses to a spectacle of ovewheming nature but aso, and this is important for a
discusson of Mistry, to historica forces threatening the subject.®® Closely connected to this is
a second point of convergence. The dudisms of rgoicing and despairing (tragic joy) as well
as of pleasure and fear (the sublime) refer to two distinct stances adopted by the subject:
Involvement and distance. As man is cast into a tragic Stuation or experiences fear of, for
example, thunder and lightning, he is involuntarily involved in Stuaions posng a threst. Joy
and the operations of reason, however, both imply disance. Thus transcendence is
accomplished by a ddiberate distancing of the subject from the circumstances he has become
involved in.

There are, however, differences between Yeats and Kant's concepts that make clams
as to thear identicd naure quedionable The mgor difference lies in  different
conceptualisations of distance as the key to transcendence. For Kant, reason transforms fear
into pleasure, for Yeds the transforming potentid lies on ancother leve. Yeas indght tha
men is not only implicsted but dso eventudly removed from worldly chaos is not the

92 Ramazani sees the link between tragic joy and the sublime in a“conversion of affects from defeat and terror to
freedom and joy.” Cf. Ramazani, “Tragic Joy,” 164.

9 Cf. Rolf-Peter Janz, “Die asthetische Bewaltigung des Schreckens: Zu Schillers Theorie des Erhabenen,”
Geschichte als Literatur: Formen und Grenzen der Repréasentation von Vergangenheit, ed. Hartmut Eggert
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 1990) 155-6.
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outcome of man's inherent faculty of reason but the concluson drawn from his concept of
history. With respect to higtory, the sublime can be subversve of as wel as complicit with
power. Tragic joy, on the other hand, is quietist and fatdist. Thus for Yeats hope in the face of
higorical cdamities, such as, for example, the Indian Emergency of 1975, lies in the fact tha
destruction will be followed by recongruction: “All things fdl and are built again/ And those
that build them are gay.”* Informed by history’s regenerative potentid and the idea of an
eternd recurrence® tragic joy suggests displaying serenity in the face of anarchy and terror.
In that it pits hope againgt despair, it conditutes a form of baance. Displaying joy in face of
tragic Situation results in an atitude of detachment, i.e an atitude of “what maiter?’® that is
aptly described by Yeats in “The Gyres’: “Hector is dead and ther€'s a light in Troy;/ We that
look on but laugh in tragic joy.”®” As Smith explains “The only attitude to take towards dll
this tumult is to ‘laugh in tragic joy, accept and rgoice in whatever is coming, and stand
aboveit.”%

By Way of Concluson: Family Matters (2002)

The works of Rohinton Migsry are preoccupied with the problem of making meaning in a
world in which meaning has become scarce. The function of culturd difference is complex in
this in this context. In Such a Long Journey, Midry is, a least to a certain extent, interested in
inscribing Pard culture into his text in order to familiarise his readers with a culture that is on
the verge of extinction. While such an ethnogrgphica project is certainly less prominent in A
Fine Balance, whose broader scope shifts the focus away from a sngle community to a
vaiely of communities within multiculturd India, the sociologicd interest in how people
congtruct meaning in world otherwise impossble to bear remains congtant throughout dl of
Midry's naratives. While in Such a Long Journey aspects of cultural difference such as
language, hisgtory and religion may be sad to contribute to an underdanding of Pard identity,
in Migry's laer publications culturd difference is often viewed more criticaly, ie a a
source of an erosion of meaning, rather than as remedy agang it. Despite a sometimes
scathing indictment of Indian culture and communities, the kind of identity that Midry writes
in favour of is a hybrid one dressng culturd exchange and interculturd understanding.
Mistry’s most recent novel Family Mattersis no exception in this context.

%Y eats, Selected Poetry, 182.

% Cf. Ramazani, “ Tragic Joy,” 168.
% Y eats, Selected Poetry, 180.

7Y eats, Selected Poetry, 180.

%8 Smith, 106.
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The plot of Family Matters is smple. Yezad and Roxana, a young couple, and their
two sons Murad and Jehangir live together in a smdl fla. The routine of family life is
radicdly chenged by the arivd of Roxanas father Nariman Vaked, whom his step-children
Coomy and Jd try to dispose of once his hedth deteriorates. Roxana decides to nurse her
faher, an act of pity and solidarity reminiscent of Dina Shroff's decison in A Fine Balance to
take in the down-and-out talors Ishvar and Om. If solidarity in A Fine Balance leads to quas
familid bonds, in Family Matters family demands tha the bonds of blood become manifest in
concrete acts of solidarity.

In accordance with Mistry’s tendency “to emphesze what is universd in human
experience,”®® Family Matters can be read as a nove partaking of a universdist discourse
concerned with the loss of as wdl as the subsequent struggle for meaning. Yezad is affected
by the loss/desth of his friends in much the same way as Gudad who loses Jmmy and
Dindhawji in Such a Long Journey, or Ishvar and Om who lose Adhraf in A Fine Balance. In
order to have the money ready that is needed to care for Roxand's father, Yezad indirectly
attempts to blackmail his boss Vikran Kapur by having friends act as gangders. As an
indirect consequence of his plan, his friend and employer dies. Likewise Dinshawji in Such a
Long Journey dies in the course of Gudad's efforts to hdp his friend Jmmy Bilimoria by
laundering dirty money.

While “the narrative hub within [. . ] [A Fine Balance's] urban fabric is a domegtic
space,"1%° Family Matters is dmost completdly set within four walls, too. More precisdy,
Family Matters has as its setting two flais, Yezad's and Roxana's as well as Coomy’s and
Jd’s. While Coomy and Jd cast their father out, Yezad regards the old and disabled man as an
invader and thus as an unwelcome presence, too. Roxana's husband is reluctant to dispense
with the hermetic qudity of his flaa dthough Nariman, due to the scarcity of space in the flat,
makes it necessary for family routines to be reorganised. Thus in much the same way as Dina
Shroff in A Fine Balance is forced to give up her egoism and solipssm once the tailors move
in, Yezad is cdled on to digplay flexibility and kindness in order to accommodate his father-
inlaw.

By virtue of its sdtting, Family Matters continues the discusson of boundaries begun
in Tales From Firozsha Baag, Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance. At stake in Midry’s
most recent novel is the interrogation of how many boundaries are useful in order to reduce

the erosion of meaning and how many bariers are detrimental because they prevent the most

% Leckie, 3. Hilary Mantel also testifies to Mistry’s “aspirations to universality,” although she views them rather
criticaly. Mantel, 193.
100 Bal|, “Taking the Measure,” 235.



effective means agang a loss of meaning in life, i.e. human interaction and understanding.
The same quedtion is implicitly posed with respect to the issue of culturd identity. It seems
safe to suggest that the usefulness of boundaries in reducing an eroson of meaning in life and
in congructing/maintaining a sAif-image is disputed throughout the text.

Due to the “muddle life had become” (189), i.e. because of the caamities that have
befalen Yezad outside the cocoon of his flat,!% the protagonist of Family Matters, like
Gustad Noble in Such a Long Journey, prefers excluson over inclusion. In both texts, such an
atitude is reveded to be problematic. However, while Gustad in Migry’s debut nove
changes from intolerance to forgiveness and understanding and thereby implicitly comes to
privilege indudon over exdusion, Family Matters ends on a more pessmigic key. Migry’s
most recent work inverts the pattern of growth exemplified by Gustad Noble's in Such a Long
Journey. In Family Matters the initidly secular, liberd and tolerant Yezad becomes a
reigious fundamentalis. While at the beginning of the plot his wife encourages him in van to
pray and participate in the Zoroadtrian rituas, Yezad in the course of the nove, due to the loss
of meaning in hislife, completdy identifies with ardigion he was dready adienated from.

The once secular Yezad relies on religion for the condruction of an identity. His dress
on religion as maker of difference is informed by a notion of impenetrable boundaries and
rigid borders. Like other members of the Pars community (portrayed in Such a Long Journey,
for example), Yezad fals to percalve the necessty of openness and incluson as fertile ways
of coping with the postcolonid condition. Like the members of his community, Yezad does
not redise that a stress on essentidiam that opts for purity over hybridity will inevitably result
in padyss and derility. Asin Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance, boundaries play an
important role in Family Matters in tha they ingrumentdise difference in order to congtruct a
paticular identity. In Such a Long Journey Gusad Noble's exclusonig way of fighting an
eroson of meaning by way of compound wall and blackout paper becomes metonymic of the
Pas community’s troublesome secluson. The community’s sdf-centredness, i.e. its
obsesson with difference, dgnifies sass and solipssm rather than splendid  isolation.
Smilaly, in Family Matters Mistry does not merely interpret the Pars community’s fear of
incest biologidticaly, he aso foregrounds incest as a form of degeneration both spiritudly and
culturdly.

Family métters in a paticular way in Family Matters. It is not merdy a Pars family
that Midry is ultimatey interested in but the family of man. By way of intertextud reference
to Shakespeare’'s King Lear, the cast-out Nariman becomes a test case for the humanity and

191 For example, his friend and employer dies, his attempt at Matka fails and his immigration into Canada does
not come to pass.
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solidarity of others. The plot of the novd can be understood as detailing the ramifications of
Yezad's family’'s attempt to accommodate the “unaccommodated man” King Lear), exiled by
his ungrateful children. It is a test that every member of Yezad's family passes except the
head of the family himsdf. So far, s Such a Long Journey. Yezad's religious zed is reveded
to be a compensation for his fdtering belief in compasson, solidarity and sharing. This is a
shortcoming that the author of Family Matters takes issue with. Yezad is criticized for losing
his faith in humanism and for replacing it by a reliance on essntid difference as a dubious
goproach a making meaning. While Vikram Kapur emphasizes the ided of “the community
rediscovering human bonds’ (222),1%? Yezad's development from secular to fiercdy religious
is not dmply a psychohygienic drategy; his fanatism is adso a psychotic overreaction
informed by communia bigotry and problematic in its treetment of others.

Paticularly with respect to the previous point, Yezad contrasts unfavourably with his
employer Vikram Kapur. Vikram provides Husain, the traumatised victim of intercommuna
violence, with a job in his shop. In spite of having suffered himsdf from Mudim violence in
the course of the 1947 patition of India, the Hindu Vikram practices forgiveness and
solidarity to his felow human beings. By accepting Husain as an employee, he actively fights
bigotry, narrow-mindedness and intolerance between the Hindu and the Mudim community
and becomes representative of a humanist utopia It is people like Vikram that make
multiculturdism within India work, and it is Vikran tha Migry empahises with when he,
like Dina and her lodgers in A Fine Balance, emphasizes the importance of sharing: “*You see
how we two are gdtting here, sharing? That's how people have lived in Bombay. That's why
Bombay has survived floods, disease, plague, water shortage, bursting drains and sewers, al
the population pressures’ (154). Vikram Kapur underscores a philosophy that is implicit in
Migry's other works, too. Discussng the powerfulness of stories and story-tdling as ways to
condruct meaning in a meaningless world, he subscribes to universdism: “In fact, no matter
where you go in the world, there is only one important story: of youth, and loss, and yearning
for redemption. So we tell the same story, over and over. Just the details are different” (221).

Humaniam in Family Matters does not only figure as solidarity but is dso drongly
associated with literature and men of letters. Vilas Rane, for example, arguably Midry's
mouthpiece, a scribe and minor character reminiscent of the proof-reader Vasantrao Vamik in
A Fine Balance, stresses the necessity b mantan and foser communication between family
members by reading and writing letters (cf. 133ff.). For him family matters are matters of
interaction enacted within letters. Thus Vilas is “writing and reading the ongoing drama of

192 gtrikingly enough, he associates this rediscovery with food and drink, too. Thusit is “over acup of tea” (222)
that acommon ground between human beingsis found.
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family maiters, the endless tragedy and comedy” (136). In a fictionad universe that depite its
specific setting and culturdly distinct grounding adso talks about the conditio humana, Migtry
relies on figures tha function as spiritua guides. These guides may be a role modd in the
way they act (cf. Vikram). They lead in tha they ‘read, for in the same way as Vasantrao in
A Fine Balance ‘reads the natiom®® and wha makes it fdl apart, Vilas in Family Matters
‘reads the world and learns what holdsit together.

Asociated with humanist concerns is dso Nariman Vaked, professor of English
literature and like Mr. Biswas, Nurdin Ldani, or Sta in search of a house. But in contrast to
Mr. Biswas or Mr. Laani, the house is not a metaphor for an identity criss. Nariman needs
shdlter, i.e. the pity and solidarity of his family. Now during old age he needs the help he gave
to others in the past. It is important to redise, however, that Nariman's character is not only
juxtaposed to that of Yezad, his tolerance and openmindedness dso contrast favourably with
that of his parents. Expecting Nariman to terminate his reaionship to the Goan girl he loves,
Nariman's parents, in a presumptuous gesture of dleged authority, decide over his life on the
bass of the Pard community and its endogamous marriage policy. In a move resembling the
works of Nel Bissoondath such a practice is depicted as a highly problematic aspect of
indigenous culture. The collective interferes with the individud’s freedom of choice and
becomes directly responsble for Nariman's unhgppiness, Lucy’'s madness and her eventud
desth by suicide. By thwarting his mariage to Lucy, Naiman's parents vehemently opt
agangd an incluson of Otheness. Placing undue importance on culturd purity, an
intercultura union with a dark-skinned Goan is out of the question for the members of the
Pars community, who pride themsdves on ther ‘Englishness and regard the family as a
closed socid sysem. Implicitly, Family Matters disinguishes between two kinds of families.
The ided family for Midry is not a mater of birth but of caring, solidarity and humanity.
Thus family ceases to be Yezad's essence and becomes a congruction defined on the basis of
empathy and dtruism. In that Migtry’s most recent work of fiction strongly resembles the way
family is imagined in his magterpiece, A Fine Balance. It aso resembles Bissoodath's The
Worlds Within Her in its trestment of family as it becomes manifest and how it should idedly
be.

Family in Family Matters matters in another way that is dso familiar from Such a
Long Journey: It can be a resdua of meaning in a chaotic world. However, depending on the
individud cheracter, the family matters of Family Matters are as much a blessing (in disguise)

as a curse. Nariman's function is that of a catayst producing different reactions and yieding

103 ¢f. Morey, 176.



quite different results. His presence helps the members of Yezad's family come to a deeper
understanding of themsdves. Sharing and opening up enriches the lives of Roxana and her
children. For Yezad, however, family matters become an encumbrance — not only with respect
to his father-in-law but dso with respect to his son. That he is unable to modify his boundary
policy from one that favours borders to one that acknowledges thresholds becomes evident
when taking into account his reection towards Murad's new girl friend. By forbidding Murad
to seeagirl that isno Parg, Yezad acts like Nariman’s parents did before him.

A source of hope in an otherwise blesk novd is that hisory probably will not repeat
itself. Murad may resemble Nariman, but he no longer feels obliged to obey his parents. In the
context of the noved, the waywardness of Murad, as a representative of the young generation,
represents a chance for the endangered Pars community. While Family Matters resembles
Such a Long Journey and A Fine Balance in their belief in human solidarity and compassion,
in Murad Family Matters also emphasizes what Tales From Firozsha Baag demands, Such a
Long Journey theorises and A Fine Balance enacts. Interculturd understanding and hybridity.



6.) Conclusion

Identity and Difference: The Works of M.G. Vassanji, Nell Bissoondath and Rohinton Mistry

(1) I have tried to eaborate on a reading paradigm for Canadian multicultura fiction that takes
as its darting-point the generd obsarvation that the immigrant imaginaion is dichotomous.
Drawing on the concepts of ‘here and ‘there; established by Frye and Atwood and developed
by Birbasingh, Dabydeen and others, | have maintained that the double focus on Canada as

setting and subject matter on the one hand, and the respective writer’s country of origin on the
other should not lead to an excluson of writers such as M.G. Vassanji, Nell Bissoondath and
Rohinton Migry from the canon of Canadian literature. These writers can be regarded as
Canadian writers not only because they live in Canada, are naturdized citizens or identify
with the Canadian polity but because their work presents postnational arguments that enrich
our underdanding of the plurdity of Canadian identities. | have argued in particular that if a
canonisation of the works of immigrant writer is unproblematical with respect to ‘here’ it
would be a non-sequitur to exclude from the canon ther writings st ‘there’ This is because
for each writer the works set ‘there and the work set ‘here€ present a smilar congtruction of
identity. Once it is understood that ‘hereé and ‘thereé are redly variations on the same theme,
it follows that ‘heré and ‘there must be read together and demand equd attention from the
literary critic interested in Canadian (multiculturd) fiction.

M.G. Vassanji in No New Land presents integration as a two-way process. On the one
hand, he demands that Canada chdlenges the racism tha runs through its society. On the
other hand, the immigrant is caled upon to meke an effort a identifying with the country of
his adoption. The Book of Secrets underscores a clam for hybridity, too, abet on a
naraologicaly more sophidicated, sdf-conscious manner.  While  difference  becomes
manifest on an epigemologicd as wel as an ontologica level, Vassanji eventudly writes in
favour of abridging of differencesin the context of an intercultura hermeneutics.

In contrast to Vassanji, Nell Bissoondath’'s works present an argument which holds that
the community and the group, both of which are crucid to some forms of postcolonidism as
wel multiculturdism, are impediments to the individud trying to find higher pogtion in a
new land. Bissoondath is manly interested in a specificdly persond kind of identity and sets
some of his narratives in a Caribbean ‘thereé only to level a polemic diatribe agangt place and
tradition. For him these ae essentidist categories which are not negligible but harmful for
individud identity-constructions, postcolonia and otherwise.

Rohinton Migtry’s underganding of identity can be located in-between Vassanji and
Bissoondath. Set ‘here’ “Swimming Lessons” the key story in his firds mgor publication,
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eloquently speaks of the need to open up to a foreign environment in a way reminiscent of
Vassnji's No New Land. The explicit demand for hybridity can be fet in Such a Long
Journey, A Fine Balance and Family Matters, too. However, it is crucia to perceive that gpart
from culturd exchange, Midry dso writes in favour of an exchange between human bengs
that focuses not only on cultura difference but aso draws on transculturd sameness. Through
Migry’s texts, in other words, runs the more or less explicit bdief in a humanian that
overides the particulaities of culturd difference. While it may seem paradox that both a
rdaivis as wdl as a universdig frame of reference can actudly co-occur, the apparent
contradiction can be reconciled by once Midry’s obsesson with the sociologicd problem of
making meaning is given the critica atention it merits.

(i) As identity presupposes a difference againgt which to outline itsdf, functiondisations of
difference of necessty occupy a centrd podgtion within my argumert. Once it is understood
that identities are congtructed, it becomes evident that difference aso is a category that alows
for and indeed demands a postioning and hence is a congruction, too. Thus a concern with
difference does not necessaily imply that a writer inscribes difference uncriticaly. For
Vassnji, Bissoondath and Midry, as pogtcolonid/multicultural  writers,  difference is a
problemdtic that triggers individud responses rather than a sine qua non whose afirmeation is
de rigeur for the immigrant writer. As Deepika Bahri confirms, multiculturd and postcolonid
fiction may well trest difference differently:

The oppogte of reading only in terms of difference is not necessaily reading in
teems of homogenization; good reading should dways be about noting the
paticular — problems arise only when difference is produced as a totdizing
frama/l/ork. The quest for “sameness” in fact, might offer surprigngly rich
yields.

For M.G. Vassanji difference trandates as culturd difference, which is implicitly valued
in his fiction as an integrd pat of a plurdig view of life. Culturd difference in The Book of
Secrets, for example, is buttressed by postmodernig thought which shares an interest with
posicolonidism in giving voice to those previoudy margindised. But the Other, in this case
Mariamu, ressts aticulation so that ontologicd difference is underscored by episemologica
difference. Vassanji makes a point about culturd difference as well as about the problems
involved in coming to terms with Otherness from a perceptual and conceptud vantage point.

To that purpose he utilises one discourse of difference (i.e. postmodernism) in order to

! Deepika Bahri, “Once More with Feeling: What is Postcolonialism?’ ARIEL 26.1 (1995): 75-6.
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dabilise another (i.e. postcolonidiam). While it is true that Vassanji eventudly argues for the
necessty of bridging differences, no matter how preiminary and subjective such an atempt
might be, there can be no doubt that he stresses the importance of difference as fundamenta
to multiculturdism and postcolonidism.

If Vassanji employs discourses of difference in order to convince the reader of the
importance of cultura difference, dbat in a hybrid rather than an essentidist form, the noves
of Nel Bissoondath pit two ideas of difference aganst each other in order to deconstruct a
paticular form of culturd difference. In his work, culturd difference figures as group or
collective difference in particular. Nel Bissoondeth is criticd of such an understanding of
difference because it ultimady quedtions the freedom of the individud. Difference for him is
vaid only inesmuch as it dlows the individud to be different from whoever wants to cdam
him/her. Nell Bissoondath decondructs culturd difference in the name of a much more
important difference, i.e. that of the individud. Among other things, this dso means that he
dismantles one kind of essentidism only to ingtdl another.

Whereas Vassanji  affirms  difference as ethicd and  Bissoondath  deconstructs
difference as immora, Rohinton Mistry seems divided between the uses and abuses of a
politics of difference. If Vassanji writes pogtcolonid difference by way of postmodern
difference and orchestrates two discourses of difference, and if Bissoondath deconstructs
postcolonid  (collective) difference by way of liberdism as a discourse of (individud)
difference and essentidist sameness, Midry inscribes a postcolonial discourse of  difference
and a universdig discourse of sameness in a didogicd manner. While Such a Long Journey
disolays familiar posgtcolonid pogtions in its endeavour to employ higtoriography and
metahistory to a counter-discursve am, the novd a the same time draws on
humanist/universaist  thought in order to interrogaete the importance accorded to culturd

difference by postcolonia counter-discourse.

From Diasporic Fiction to Canadian Literature

The few criticd sources on Vassanji, Bissoondath and Mistry usudly subsume these writers
under the labed of the South Asian diaspora® According to William Safran, the concept of
diaspora, while having logt its higoricd reference to the Jews and their exile, necessarily
involves a common experience of displacement, a myth of the homeand, a feding of
dienation and isolation in the respective country of adoption and, findly, the wish to return to

2 Cf. Chelva Kanaganayakam, “South Asian-Canadian Literature,” The Oxford Companion to Canadian
Literature, eds. Eugene Benson and William Toye (Toronto: OUP, 1997) 1084-5. See also Suwanda Sugunasiri,
“The Literature of Canadians of South Asian Origins: An Overview,” Canadian Ethnic Studies 17.1 (1985): 2.

237



the country of origin that is regarded as the true home® If we accept Safran’s claims, then
Vassanji, Bissoondath and Mistry are not only not part of a South Asian diaspora but are not
even writers of diasporic fiction a dl.* While the three of them share the experience of
internationa  dispersd, they do not look nostagicdly towards their homeand. Moreover,
there is no sngle homdand for dl three of them and certainly no wish on ther part to return
to ther respective country of origin. This opens up the question how to classfy Vassanji,
Bissoondath and Midry as writers of fiction. If some critics continue to use ‘South Asan
Canadian’ as an umbrdla term, it seems useful instead to dmply conceptudise Vassani,
Bissoondath and Mistry as writers of Canadian literature. By way of a reading of difference
and identity ‘heré and ‘ther€ it is possble to find points of convergence between Vassanji,
Bissoondath and Mistry that alow, perhaps demand, to read them as Canadian writers.

Forty years ago, John Porter wrote that the typicad Canadian has two loyadities, one to
Canada and one to one's country of origins. Porter drew two conclusions® For one thing, he
implied that every Canadian was an immigrant. Secondly, while the double loydty of the
prototypical Canadian may have been beneficid in the past in dlowing for a sdf-image that
contrasted neatly with Canada's southern neighbour, the Canadian's plit loydities were
debased as consarvative in contrast to assmilation as the dlegedly more progressive,
American dternative. Whereas the firsg concluson arguably remains vdid today, the second
has become hopelesdy obsolete. Given the fact that today countries such as America learn
from Canada in how to live peacefully together in a multiculturd society, the Canadian angle
on the issue has arguably proved the more fruitful one. The works of M.G. Vassanji, Nall
Bissoondath and Rohinton Mistry are not only Canadian literature in that they reflect Porter's
double loyaty, which | have conceptudised as the dichotomy of ‘here and ‘there] but aso in
that they represent a wide range of identity-constructions that are made possble by Canada
and the plurdism of its multicultura society. If one tekes the promise of multiculturalism
serioudy, and this is what | suggest we must do despite dl of its shortcomings as a policy,
then the works of Vassanji, Bissoondath and Migtry provide us with indghts into the lives of
other Canadians (rather than Other Canadians). In their writing they offer case sudies of
postnationa Canadian identities and the ways in which they may be congtructed.

3 Cf. William Safran, “Diasporasin Modern Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return,” Diaspora 1 (1991): 83.

For arguments that do not see the wish to return to ahomeland as an essential part of diaspora consciousness cf.
Ramrgj, 215. See aso Clifford, 249-50.

4 Cf. Arun Mukherjee takes issue with the homogenising implications of the category South Asian Canadian
writing. Cf. Mukherjee, “How Shall We Read South Asian Canadian Texts?” Postcolonialism: My Living, 38-9.
This also admitted by Frank Birbalsingh, who nevertheless retains the label as an umbrella term. See also Frank
Birbalsingh, “South Asian Canadian Novels in English,” Vassanji, 58-9 and Kanaganayakam, “South Asian-
Canadian Literature,” 1083.

® Cf. Porter, 71.
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