¢ APoetics of Ethnicity

FRED WAH

Stances toward writing that have arisen out of an ethnic response

demonstrate inventions of alignment and resistance. Immigrant, ethnic

and Native writers in Canada have utilized most of the available public
+aesthetics in order to create a more satisfying space within which to
¥nvestigate their particular realities. For some writers this entails an
ialignment with mainstream and traditional strategies, while for others
Zthe tactics of refusal and re-territorialization offer a more appropriate
¢tics.
¥ I'm using the term poetics here not in the theoretical sense of the study
or theory about literature, but in its practical and applied sense, as
e tools designed or located by writers and artists to initiate movement
1‘ change. “That is,” as the American poet Charles Bernstein imagines,
: "tlcs as asort ofapphed poetic, in the sense that engineering is a form
o rapphed mathematics.” The culturally marginalized writer will engi-
approaches to language and form that enable a particular restdue
tic, cultural, biographical) to become kinetic and valorized. For
ers in Canada like Joy Kogawa and Rohinton Mistry the stance is to
ate within a colonized and inherited formal awareness while inves-
ing their individual enactments of internment and migration. But
such ag Roy Kiyooka and Marlene Nourbese Philip, who are
ing from spatial allocations similar to Kogawa and Mistry, have
8N to utilize more formal innovative possibilities. This second group

RJiters seems to me to embody an approach that might properly be

ik
‘ S something like “alienethnic” poetics. This poetics, while often used
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for its ethnic imprint and frequently originating from that desire, i
certainly not limited to an ethnie, as they say, “project”; the same tacticg
could as well be used for other goals. Feminist poetics, for example, hag
arguably contributed the most useful strategies to the ethnic intention,

Margaret Atwood’s notion that “we are all immigrants to this place
even if we were bornhere” and quoted by Rosemary Sullivan in “Who are
the Immigrant Writers and What Have They Done?” seems only to
“universalize” the types, that we “many” are really only “one.” A “poetics
of ethnicity” weuld be, then, in Atwood’s and Sullivan’s view, simply the
poetics, the whole, inclusive thing. But a practical and applied “poetics”
is a singular and personal toolbox, and a writer who seeks to articulate
a distinctive ethnic and, as I shall suggest, ethical sensibility requires
particular, truthful and circumstantial poetics, the right tools.

For example, in his essay “The Ethnic Voice in Canadian Writing”
(264-265), Eli Mandel rebounds from Atwood’s claim to point to a
particular “ethnic strategy™ it is not only that as strangers we find
ourselves in a strange land, but with the burden upon us as well .. . of
living simultaneously in doubleness, that is difficult enough. To articu-
late that doubleness simply intensifies the pressure, the burden. But

there is a further step in which what Atwood calls “inescapable double.

ness”turns into duplicity, a strategy for cultural identification that [ take
to be the ethnic strategy, the “voice” I'm trying to identify.
The duplicitous voice, then, is what’s needed and gets placed in the

ethnopoetic toolbox. As indicated by Mandel (266), Robert Kroetsch - ¥

subsumes the identity question into fiction’s role, and Linda Hutcheon,
in her introduction to the recent Other Solitudes: Canadian Multicultu-
ral Fictions (5), cites Aritha Van Herk as claiming fiction as a “refuge”
from multicultural or ethnic “displacement.” Fiction’s double-dealing
hand is seen as the result of a move from the familiar to the foreign.

Inher article “Dialogism and the Canadian Novel,” Sherrill Grace lists
some of the chicanery available in the novelist trickster’s bag of: double
voicing and polyphony; refraction of words, voices, and characters;
parody; polemically coloured autobiography and confession; hybrid lan-
guages; carnivalization; inserted genres such as diaries, letters, found
documents; Kroetsch’s syncretic “provocation of the word by the word”
(121). She adds:

At first glance, it would seem that politically, geographically, and linguistically
Canada, unlike the United States, constitutes the perfect dialogistic space. T

paraphrase Bakhtin in the Dialogic Imagination, we believe that we lack a truly
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unifying mythology; we behave as if politically decentered. and we try to allow
for lar actualize) ethnic and linguistic diversity. As a result, *verbal-idealogical
decentring” should ceccur here because, as a “national culture,” we have never
had a “sealed-off and self-sufficient character” and have always thought of
ourselves as “only one among other cultures and languages.” (131-132)

Why then, asks the non-aligned writer, the fighter, does the monologic
tradition dominate in fiction? What is this longing for unity? This desire
for centres?

P've noticed, in the jockeying for the position of voice debate, that the
term ethnic has been shunned as “incorrect” or “unusable” as a descrip-
tion of non-mainstream, visible/invisible minority, marginalized, race,
origin, Native, or otherwise “Other.” Linda Hutcheon, for example,
argues for the use of the term multicultural as a more inclusive term

" instead of ethnic, which “always has to do with the sacial positioning of
the ‘other,’ and 1s thus never free of relations of power and value” (2). To
~me, her rationale is similar to Atwood'’s view of a generic immigrant
- experience. Hutcheon admits that the issues associated with the term
ethnic are, in fact, “the very issues raised by the structure of this book,
wellas by the individual voices within it” (2). Though Hutcheon claims
" fo want to challenge “the hierarchy éf social and cultural privilege,” (2)
her apparent contradiction threatens to nullify the move.
. But for me, this Greek-Indo-European term has provided significant
poetic accommodation. The etymon eth surfaced for me many years ago
hen [ struggled with the notion of earth and ethos. Here's the poem that
provided me with a set of lasting keywords.

Eth means why any one returns

very one all over the place they are in

itwined into the confluence of the two rivers

nto the edges of & genetic inscription

nd our homes and loves now night

preads out up the valleys

o the many-forgotten messages and arrangements
ed there the character sticks

ger (n.p.)

S? the tools of “place,” “genetic inscription,” “home,” “love,” “message”
'f.lu.nger” have clung like dirt to those roots.

This is also, of course, the Deleuze/Guattari term of re-territorializa-

h seen by Barbara Godard in Lola Tostevin’s “The Place becomes
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Writing. ..” and Smaro Kamboureli’s gloss on Tostevin's language as “the
graph of place” (Gedard, 160) and her own writing as “dealing with the
self as ‘the place of language™ (Williamsen, 34). The “nomadology”
(Deleuze and Guattari)ofthe ethnic writer, that is, the figuring out where
she is, where to go, how to move, not just through language but actually
in the world, is an investigation of place, as well as of placement in said
place, For some, thisisa reclamation project, and who could blame them,
the Natives. Jeannette Armstrong calls it the “Blood of My People”

(Telling It, B7Y).

forward aredliquid stream thatdraws

ground upward that shakes earth and dust to move
tomove alongline before settling

quietly back into soil

Because here she’s writing within English and not the purity of her

own Okanagan Salish, that “gap” in Armstong’s poem is reflective of the .

nomadic cut and refusal tosettle into English's placement of the syntactic

morphology, and more basically and politically, both the imaginary

nation and actual geo-morphology.

Furthermore, “place” is “home” or “cave™ proprioceptive, propriusy

proper to one’s self, the cave of self. But that ethos-ethnos leads to “ethi

— right way. As I came to it in a prose-poem, 2 lot of my old keywords,

tumbled forward.

Music at the Heart of Thinking Ninety

On the weekend I got into anger talk about landscape and the hungerofnarra i
to eat answer or time but space works for me because place ‘
spiritual at least last felt now this watery genetic I suspect passions like ai
suprafixed to simply dwells Imean contained as we speak of it believe me I'd kg
to find a new word-track for feeling but Janguage and moment work out simpyi
as simultanscus cecurrences so 1 den’t think you should blame words’Bi
time-lapse tropism eg ethics is probably something that surrounds you like yois
house it's where you hve,

Ethnie, ethic. A kind of anagogical exegesis of text that is a poeticii
reading writing and is particularly attractive to the ethnic sensibi
because of the continuous movement, nomadically, as well BS_A.:
world-sense of Truth-slash-El Dorado Quest for and including trig
tional notions of value, Idealism, Positivism, Moralism and eveng
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pre.sent pt?liti-cal/re]igiOUS economism. That’s a mouthful but what I

trylpg .to. 1nd}cate is that the truth-track for the poetics u; “t.“l“ _.m_
ws-a-wf its sister dangling root, ethic, that is, “where 01: [l?v e“r‘ﬂ‘nikllf}w
“Other, a‘larger pOQtjcs term PartiCuIarly atiractive t); e, 18 1 :-L'
ethnopoetlcs_ Octavio Paz writes: contemporiary

di : .

ta o e vy T el begin by seying that the conero 1 e s

: that contemporary saciety tries to impos o us

l[]Andrif;eio}r:ehas sgu‘i: la véritable existence est ailleurs. Thaé?ﬁzzj}{n‘:r}li:

eret'h herg' l'fl"‘-a'al--1 In this moment. Real [ife opposes neither theH uc“l ii‘u:

nor the e life;it is the perception of the spark of the atherness (C];lrk l \1 '111
ss. {0 e, 13

T.o x}:f:‘lte (or liv'e) ethnically is also to write (or live) ethically. in pursuit
of right value, right place, right home, otherness. Himani Bannerji's

L edlt]fm claim t_}‘;ﬁlt “her ethic of individual responsibility, counterpointed
. by her recognition of external forces which imprison, is the coherent

,]:g:zt;:dp;g;ns treating suc}'f topics as the cultural construction of
tfe, . . . and the immigrant’s vibrant connection te her

2 land” (Shakti’ . ;
pomeland” ( ¢tis Words, xi). The poem they're referring to 15 a

pwerful indict i it i

ey ment of apartheid that Bannerji intervenes as “apart-
t ;:?fael Tléorpe, 1n a rfzcent assault on.Arun Mukherjee’s Towards an
tcslc()if pposition, is bothered by a poetics of the “Other.” He -1‘-!(:

giby would anyone not driven by material necessity . . . emigl;ate tL‘T 1 nli‘

ainina i . . .
. n alien country and society in which they feel condemned to

: y_;_- a posture of opposition?” (4). Professor Thorpe, and many others

'ai!:hit::ﬁt?d ;:odpc;tiogs;f alignment and “shared common valutes”
eel disturbed by a poetics of differ ite
! di : . For the writer
fressing an ethnicity directed at oth the }re
poooing an eth other values, the naming and re-
T l:lilza,tlon is fundam‘ental to creative action, and so an; 312:'9 fo
a re-found territory requires this other-side-of-the-tracks

i 'l:tsii:zfﬁeihr_eaéemng to Fhe “f)ther” other-side-of-the-tracks
debate on “ o ° ?p;ile of John A. MacDonalds eye — the
- national unity.” The moral exegesis of place-poetics

B> 85 Myrna Kostash d
) thernessﬂ: oes, for example, for a named and correct
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) i selfentered inthe _Oxfoz'_d'Cvom}})’amon

I hadthe very O‘Fld exfer;e:ﬁ‘igirtf;ﬁ,g HPJIB;rrna. See: Ukrainian I\\;lt\lr;zgr;lagsc};
b Canad?an thErat ufne that over some 20 years of' writing s;dbertan 2
e tiors e Dt as an ethnic but as a wpmamfemlmst, aﬁa Hberta t,he
e o JPStionist organization activist, teacher — \: ¥ ;me? ol
Canad.la_ﬂ, a non-fic ¢ ofE’lH this activity be the one to charac ,emzmean Od,
“Ukljal?l'lialgl fan\jszr;eircliea what “Ukrainian writi r;g’hls Suiffi;if&eme ‘Nha{
T i 1 English-spe : .
case; I write only in }E:ng:és%jcr;iédgrecsjnjzﬁangwriter, a contrzguto:dit;na;;d
o E?i'th d:zsf 1élatr:::‘Liet if not books written in C;?caisathzy:nglj.réeltic ang

ractitione Lit, 00 itten in © .
I(J]amu:]ians'? (?Ould tt l:«::, Eh:;;d%;:i}e:g; coriidered to belong lie.-ct:a.?;eclaxgeaint
Franco founding natio w’hen the naming took place? That CanLit i 2 menga;g
A th?beg}:_l}nlﬁgd and held captive by a very e;(clusnée; gang
ancz‘nizflv'val:zl:fl cg;ce from the right side of the tracks? (18-1
wo

g e Ot it ‘p as She
th pOaIthn Of the Otellt
E;]l.e t. eI 0es 0N tO I g 1ate fOI‘ e X
i t the attempts at aSSImﬂatI(}n frDm the ]Ilultlcultural Tlg]]t Slde‘.
rejects

of the tracks. The exclusion, she points out,

it is i “i tices” of cultures that we ha
i i iting, for it is in those “inters e
Sk agiisre an%?xxoctlli:\:;gwords we may not wish to belong t;)ntdhzlil‘sewes ; ¥
' - ’ .
b?come Iv‘r,lt?:‘ih tension and distress. We may wish to rf}.rlz; S o
Wlséh o 1t}elat we live on the wrong side of the tracks, on
and over,

. . red
Kostash is indicating the position of applied, chosen, desi

=} es t]allgelllellt th.at ]Ias become a rimar unlt Of COIHPOS t /
necessa

- itorialize inheried
: i they seek to de-tern 1 5
Canadian writers as . friction.
f?tr TZ? n%orms and language, as they seek a heat thr 0;1 §};j,ljl‘arles O
o o{etics of paradox. “Our disgraces are our gl:ace ’ourselves by &
o adpto remind us in his seminar on poetics. We know A
use -
resistances. ‘ t forward, but inall the directigiK
i P redes:‘AndImove...no. - to rem
Mﬂag:(‘::nsatake me. I move tentatwely,_hanng ah:z):ome i
my qﬁ'et;at surrendering to my confusion will lead me .
myse
ity (Fireweed, 77). o ) olos’s
tas:jo;)hism, of embracing antithesis, pOl-arlty’ Cons:ry implem
E? n as the day-to-day household harm_OI’IY: 15a necels-ratives-
aII[‘)t that looks for new organizing principles, hew na

i

e i X ear [n.p.).
J m he Ismail' “Read thlS bOOk from right to lef't, 1eader d a
a :
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Himani Bannerji: “A whole new

disruptions, and with self-conscioug and critiea] reflectio
right. .. [there’s that “ethic”at werk]....C i . »engaging
inexercisesindramatic plot creating, simplymake cultural brokers, Propagators
of orientalism and selfireifics tionists out of ys. My attempt here has been to
develop a form which is both ﬁ'agmentaryand coherent in that it 1s both creative
and critical — jts self-reﬂexivity break

ing through self-reification, moving to-
wards a fragmented whole” (Fireweed, 134) [1talics mine].

And, appropriately this week, we might hear Edward Saig:

Apart of something is for the foreseeah
Fragments r wheles, Restless nomadic activit

- The Palestinian as self-consecicusness na

! ents and consumey appetites. The heroism ef anger over
thebqggﬂ?g bowl. ---Todo as others do, but somehow to stand apart. Ty tell your
Iy I pieces, as it is, (150)

dience, running away,
ut}, recalling it again out of the darl,
Dlating, lf.-aving it. sometimes it's like a glaw running throy
% aura,sometimesit’s Jjke g scar,
tze it as g suitcase | dra

coming back,
killing it of,
gh me, around
throbbing, on mysleeve,

& around with me, centuries old,
Jolc . Crs0me, my people’s words, handcufﬁng me, binding me, & then
B 1 open it in a new place & it’s filleq wi

ponite hymns capn 1)

urre . erries, & all the children,
amily. i hate having to choose between my inherited tdentity

nnonite versus contemporary Canadian woman writer,
net fly apart? { Proirie Fire, 183;
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Of course this is still part of the ethos, the right place, the “community.” Apart-hate

This is Wednesday morning in Calgary, 27 February. External Affairs

Minister Joe Clark phones me and asks me to participate ina discussion In this white land

he’s holding with some other artists on Saturday night in Calgary
vis-a-vis “national unity.” What he wants is our “ima

gination,” our Image

skin is fingered like pelt
skin is sold and the ivory of her eyes

Nation. He says he’s concerned about the body of much of the discussion the eategory human h ;
on “national unity” drifting too heavily toward “laws” and “legislation” when spoken in Whiteas [0 meaning

and such “business.” While he talks to me I keep thinking, Why ism’t he
peace in the Mid-East? Why isn't Apart-hate
? And just

somewhere else doing something about

he busy deconstructing Canada’s surreptitious arms economy
before he phoned, 1 was reading Himani Bannerji’s poem “Apart-Hate”
(Shakti’s Words, 13-14). It’s only a page, let me read it to you.

in this white land
Where I wander with scape-goats
there are laws

Apart-hate
In this whiteland

racks blackhands gold and diamond
bload cozes from the mouth

Apart-hate

In this whiteland

Chinese coclies, black slaves, indian indentures
immigration, head tax, virginity tests
Apart-hate

Qudden attacks in the dark

in the dawn with cops and dogs
White Cop plays with her mouth — resuscitates

London Pretoria Toronte

Apart-hate

Reagan extends his whitehand from the whitehouse
fingers cash sells arms

the shop smells of blood, vomit and gunpewder
“divestment hurts the blacks”
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You can imagine the resin in m i inati

ou can 1 Y own lmagination at t i
fg]‘-ﬂ innipegil:;alzr;{c:;ﬁlnately, } dbe at a conference on mu?fict:ﬁz;';lt'dd
1 wish, in some wavslnlg;:?l?lrclitl;g: tt}:j;:r Ong-tIhaPPrECiate beine aSl:ZZln

e Vs, , mouthing my o ]

.::1 -1;[ b fj;r;s;ct;cieoi‘ezzﬁrg. I wonder if [ would be fble}t(o t:?kiﬁi?:: tt}id
ammeswaran’s os et- nimty; Kogtash’s deep need for opposition; U .

arames waran .qRes ion (Shalkti’'s Words, 66) at the end of word,
‘ ger; Roy Kiyooka’s “unwelcome but salutary sei‘l’gnlyc:sr.ord;

d] tied tongue” (West C ;
A . .
th becomos / te throivas/ Line, n.p.); Gerry Shikatani’s

1 becomes  t all weapons / into o !
Tﬁg?:i’oﬁf :‘i]:ni(fll.m‘?ars’s Carnival of Longif:; I::; idiolfj’g‘?‘rds
p e face of versjzn ), ]'_\I/[S r.nuseum of mirrors on the far side oftov?ra,l:
o roce g e T r}t, arte Anharte Baker’s racing “to write [ w ?
it Tace why do L v r1be ab-out race | must erase all trace of my ;ra::‘1 ?
b mcticn e ne racing myself embracing”; Marlene Nourb -
lmUSie?’,(lg)' o, o one smgs t.he note / between the silence / T
e 1Bk ecommunity in Sky Lee’s Dis 2
r b]:’]’.l;?;; JQrarnmar of the Heart”
iyl i him Wong-Chu “Jost e
itade o . - .,1’ on earth / above the bone
| b “ancthe, tfiCkiECLnodunifalg men .(21); Lee Maracle’s trickiisf
B ot o trick ed within her wings”; Daphne Marlatt’s “yo ]
R o 2 thiltlage ];:hat sounded strange, stranger yoursell?
b e corperns (Bsp(; e what.you knew” (94); David Arnas s
Bl one domes 2o o’: er Crossmgs); Phyllis Webb’s “Leani o
'} Ly e :;';1 Z hf:u‘izqntal ," the.whole eulture leanig. N ,}’,
v creou sl here | tilted n his tranded ark | blind and

le B
TOS s i
; sard’s “intention,” she says
3

; s
sappearing Moon Cafe;
- “How here to say the
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... was to make trouble, to be a troublemaker in regard to language but also wity,
values of my own embodied by a writing practice that was ludic (playing wity
words), experimental {(trying to understand processes of writing), and expley,
atory (searching). You see, it brings us back to my values: exploration {whieh
provides for renewal of information and knowledge), intelligence iwhich provideg
the ability to process things), and pleasure (which provides for energy apg
desire). (77}

Well there’s the rub, Joe. The tactical imagination of a “national unity”
1s, for some writers, a “disunity.” And the ethnopoetics toolbox isn’t evey
only “ethnic,” at least in the sense of racial. These tools are shared, jt
seems, by writers who are marginalized, invisible, experimental, politj.
cal, in short, in need of any tool that might imagine, as the poet George
Oppen believed, the unacknowledged world.
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