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D E S P I T E I T S F L A T T E R I N G reputat ion i n the T h i r d W o r l d , C a n ­

a d a , l ike a n y other c o u n t r y where races have m i n g l e d , has h a d its 

due share of r a c i s m . 2 T h e indigenous I n d i a n has k n o w n this f r o m 

the b e g i n n i n g . T h e Chinese whose l a b o u r c o n t r i b u t e d essentially 

to the m a k i n g of the t ranscont inenta l r a i l w a y , the N a t i o n a l D r e a m , 

have little p a r t i n Pierre Berton's " e p i c " accounts : it has been 

estimated that three t h o u s a n d Chinese d i e d d u r i n g the r a i l w a y 

construct ion. I n 1907, B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a n s , d is turbed b y the steady 

flow of o r i e n t a l i m m i g r a n t s , f o u n d e d a n As ia t ics E x c l u s i o n League . 

I n 1914, the K o m a g a t a M a r u i n c i d e n t d r a m a t i z e d the r a c i a l l y 

d i s c r i m i n a t o r y laws w h i c h t u r n e d b a c k " the t u r b a n n e d t i d e , " some 

f o u r h u n d r e d potent ia l i m m i g r a n t s of East I n d i a n o r i g i n . T h i s was 

q u i c k l y overshadowed b y the outbreak of the F irs t W o r l d W a r a n d 

l itt le remembered u n t i l a whi te C a n a d i a n p l a y w r i g h t , S h a r o n P o l ­

lock, p u t o n her p l a y at the V a n c o u v e r P layhouse i n 1976. 3 T h e 

I m m i g r a t i o n A c t of 1923 kept A s i a n s o u t ; this was repealed i n 

1947, i n w h i c h year those w h o h a d l o n g been i n B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a 

first got the vote. H o w e v e r , the i n f l u x of A s i a n s w a s effectively 

s temmed u n t i l i m m i g r a t i o n laws were re laxed i n the 1960s. W i t h 

the outbreak of the Second W o r l d W a r , J a p a n e s e - C a n a d i a n s , 

m a n y b o r n i n the country , were deported to camps, euphemist i ­

cal ly ca l led " I n t e r i o r H o u s i n g Projects ," i n the B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a n 

backwoods . T h e i r property was l i q u i d a t e d a n d rest i tut ion p u t off 

u n t i l 1987. T h i s episode is treated i n her n o v e l Obasan ( 1981 ) b y 

J o y K o g a w a , w h o as a c h i l d experienced such d i s c r i m i n a t i o n b u t 

depicts i t w i t h b a l a n c e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g : " W e c a m e , " writes the 

n a r r a t o r , " f r o m C a n a d a , this l a n d that is l i k e every l a n d , filled 

w i t h the wise, the fear fu l , the compassionate, the c o r r u p t " ( 2 2 6 ) . 

ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature, 22:1, J a n u a r y 1991 
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Nevertheless, there is also the necessary voice of the narrator ' s A u n t 

E m i l y , w h o kept a j o u r n a l of the harsh 1940s a n d r e m a i n s deter­

m i n e d to delve for a n d preserve the t r u t h : 

" L i f e is short," I said sighing, "the past so long. Shouldn' t we 
turn the page a n d move o n ? " 

" T h e past is the future," A u n t E m i l y shot back. (42 ) 

T h i s apt ly echoes P o l l o c k ' s N o t e to her p lay , The Komagata Maru 

Incident : " I feel that m u c h of o u r history has been misrepresented 

a n d even h i d d e n f r o m us. U n t i l we recognize o u r past, w e cannot 

change o u r f u t u r e " ( n . pag . ) . 

T h a t future is the present of more recent C a n a d i a n i m m i g r a n t s , 

m a n y of w h o m cannot c l a i m k i n s h i p w i t h the t w o " f o u n d i n g 

peoples" (so-called) a n d be long to "v i s ib le m i n o r i t i e s . " I n the 

past, a l l minor i t ies have suffered m o r e t h a n is generally rea l ized : 

as M i r i a m W a d d i n g t o n has recently recorded i n her Apartment 

Seven ( 1989 ) , a n t i - J e w i s h prejudice was r i fe i n T o r o n t o of the 

1930s, w i t h separate sororities at the U n i v e r s i t y for J e w s a n d G e n ­

tiles a n d the sign " N o Jews A l l o w e d " c o m m o n p l a c e . I n short, the 

f a m i l i a r E u r o p e a n prejudices have never been m i r a c u l o u s l y shed 

i n C a n a d a , whatever the hopefu l i m m i g r a n t m a y expect. R e c e n t l y , 

this has been crudely i l lustrated b y the controvers ia l l a p e l p i n 

( m a d e i n T a i w a n ) p o p u l a r i n A l b e r t a : i t shows a t u r b a n n e d 

S i k h , a n or ienta l i n a coolie hat, a n d a barefoot b l a c k h o l d i n g a 

spear s u r r o u n d i n g a n d star ing at a c r i n g i n g w h i t e m a n w e a r i n g a 

business suit. A c a p t i o n asks, " W h o ' s the m i n o r i t y i n C a n a d a ? " 

C a n a d a Customs, a d m i t t i n g the p i n , r u l e d i t d i d not constitute hate 

p r o p a g a n d a . 

T h e C a n a d i a n i m m i g r a n t w r i t i n g I shal l consider is that b y 

S o u t h A s i a n writers, one of several t r i b u t a r y streams i n c l u d e d i n 

the Canadian Encyclopedia's " E t h n i c " entry (the m a i n s t r e a m be­

i n g real ly t w o p a r a l l e l streams, E n g l i s h - C a n a d i a n a n d Q u e b e c 

F r e n c h , w h i c h constitute 75 per cent of the p o p u l a t i o n ) . C a n a d i a n 

S o u t h A s i a n w r i t i n g is b y i m m i g r a n t s either direct ly f r o m S o u t h 

A s i a o r indirect ly , b y w a y of the C a r i b b e a n to w h i c h I n d i a n s 

c a m e as i n d e n t u r e d labourers f r o m 1845 o n to replace the e m a n ­

c ipated blacks. I shal l quote f r o m i n d i v i d u a l w o r k s p u b l i s h e d 
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since the early 1970s a n d f r o m The Toronto South Asian Review, 

w h i c h , f o u n d e d i n 1982, is b o t h a c r i t i c a l a n d creative f o r u m . 

I t is not officially expected of n e w C a n a d i a n s , writers or not, 

that they w i l l assimilate — as i n the A m e r i c a n " m e l t i n g p o t , " los­

i n g o r s u b m e r g i n g their distant origins, characteristics, i d e n t i t y : 

unoff ic ial ly that m a y be expected ( " I f y o u d o n ' t l i k e i t here . . . " ) . 

H o w e v e r , on ly one n o n - E n g l i s h d o m i n a t e d " d i s t i n c t society," 

Q u e b e c , is defined i n the abort ive M e e c h L a k e A c c o r d . F o r the 

rest, the prescr ipt ion is m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m : theoretical ly, this a l lows 

i m m i g r a n t s to reta in a n d practise their e thnic i n h e r i t a n c e w i t h i n 

the n a t i o n a l " m o s a i c " — a favouri te figure for many- in-one . H o w ­

ever, o u r previous m e t a p h o r , of the stream, is l ivel ier ; thus, George 

W o o d c o c k has looked f o r w a r d to a m u l t i c u l t u r a l future character­

ized b y " d y n a m i c h a r m o n y " ( " L e o p a r d ' s " 51 ) — t h o u g h M . G . 

V a s s a n j i , edi tor of The Toronto South Asian Review, wonders i n 

the same issue as that c o n t a i n i n g W o o d c o c k ' s essay whether m u l t i ­

c u l t u r a l i s m m a y be a n elaborate p o l i t i c a l device for i n c l u s i o n , that 

is, ass imilat ion ( " E d i t o r i a l " 1 -2 ) . 4 W i l l the m a i n s t r e a m engulf a n d 

absorb the tr ibutaries , or w i l l a new, m o r e r i c h l y b l e n d e d stream 

emerge? H o w far shal l the i m m i g r a n t w r i t e r trust i n that m i g h t y 

river of the future, or c l i n g , i n a t rans i t ional t i m e of rejection, 

prejudice, a n d uncerta inty , to k n o w n l inks w i t h the w o r l d s a n d 

cultures left b e h i n d ? Does a n A s i a n i m m i g r a n t w r i t e r s t i l l be long 

rather to the T h i r d W o r l d — is i t va luable , not react ionary, that 

he keep that al legiance al ive i n C a n a d a ? 

I n the w r i t i n g I shal l survey, there is no u n i f o r m response to such 

questions: motives for e m i g r a t i o n , a n d experiences, v a r y greatly, 

as i n e v i t a b l y d o these writers ' w o r k a n d attitudes. T h e most clear-

cut motives for e m i g r a t i o n are to escape rac ism a n d injustice i n 

one's nat ive country (the I n d i a n s f r o m East A f r i c a o r G u y a n a ) , 

p o l i t i c a l c o r r u p t i o n a n d disorder ( I n d i a , P a k i s t a n , parts of the 

C a r i b b e a n ) , a n d c i v i l w a r ( S r i L a n k a ) . H o w e v e r , p r o b a b l y the 

most c o m m o n m o t i v e is economic , a n d i m m i g r a n t s so d r i v e n , w i t h ­

out large m o r a l expectations, m a y readi ly assimilate, w h i l e idealists 

m a y become q u i c k l y disenchanted for, as K o g a w a says, C a n a d a is 

" a l a n d l ike every l a n d " ( 2 2 6 ) . 

F o r i m m i g r a n t writers, it m a y prove impossible to m o v e b e y o n d 

expatr ia t ion . T h e y w i l l wr i te nostalgia o r grievance : " I f y o u have 
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to w o n d e r , i f y o u keep l o o k i n g for signs, i f y o u w a i t , surrender ing 

l itt le bits of a re luctant self every year, c l u t c h i n g the souvenirs of 

a n ever-retreating past — y o u ' l l never belong, a n y w h e r e " (Dark­

ness 2 ) . T h u s says B h a r a t i M u k h e r j e e , i n her i n t r o d u c t i o n to 

Darkness, l o o k i n g back to her departure f r o m C a n a d a , where she 

h a d l i v e d , as a c i t izen, f r o m 1966 to 1980, for the U . S . A . , where 

she c la ims " i m m i g r a t i o n " became at last possible. 5 I n C a n a d a , 

where she h a d felt d r i v e n to a d o p t the protective i r o n y of the ex­

patr iate w h o belongs nowhere, she wrote Naipaulese . " I t ' s very 

diff icult i n C a n a d a , " says M . V . , a t h i n cover for M . G . V a s s a n j i , 

i n N a z n e e n Sadiq ' s Ice Bangles, " Y o u have to be a N a i p a u l " 

( 186 ) . T h i s is the N a i p a u l w h o writes of loss, w i t h o u t compensa­

tory g a i n ; for such i m m i g r a n t s b e c o m i n g " o t h e r " is i m p o s s i b l e ; 

t rans lat ion elsewhere w i l l not " t a k e " s p i r i t u a l l y ; they are v i c t i m s 

of the "great u p h e a v a l . . . the great explorations, the u n n a t u r a l 

b r i n g i n g together of people w h o c o u l d achieve fu l f i lment only 

w i t h i n the security of the ir o w n societies a n d the landscape h y m n e d 

b y the ir ancestors" ( 3 2 ) . 

N a i p a u l has, of course, frequently s h o w n h o w s u c h fu l f i lment 

has been denied — i n the " w o u n d e d c i v i l i z a t i o n " of I n d i a o r the 

corrupt ions of C a r i b b e a n independence. T h e fiction of his nephew, 

N e i l B issoondath, w h o emigrated to C a n a d a f r o m T r i n i d a d at 

eighteen to study at Y o r k U n i v e r s i t y , reflects a N a i p a u l e s q u e d u a l ­

ity. T h e i m m i g r a n t flees a C a r i b b e a n w o r l d of nothingness, fear, 

a n d insecurity ( a w o r d that he employs as the title of a story i n his 

Digging Up the Mountains) : " . . . o u r history doesn't l ead any­

where. It 's just a b i g , b l a c k hole. N o b o d y ' s interested i n a book 

about a h o l e " ( 9 2 ) . T h i s is the observation of a fa i led h i s t o r i a n , 

w h o " h a d seen the B r i t i s h , n o longer masters a n d bare ly respected, 

leave the i s l a n d i n a state of independence. A n d he h a d seen that 

e u p h o r i c state q u i c k l y degenerate i n t o a c a r n i v a l of radica ls a n d 

m a d m e n " ( 7 0 ) . 

H o w e v e r , e m i g r a t i o n to C a n a d a solves n o t h i n g , engender ing 

displacement, not n i r v a n a : 

" . . . you mustn't think you can become C a n a j u n . Y o u have 
to become West I n d i a n . " 

" W h a t you mean, become West I n d i a n ? " 
" I mean, remain West I n d i a n . . . " 
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She shake her head slow-slow a n d say, " Y o u stil l ain't ketch on. 
L o o k , Canajuns like to go to the islands for two weeks every year 
to enjoy the sun a n d the beach and the calypso. B u t it's a different 
thing i f we try to b r i n g the calypso here. T h e n they doesn't want 
to hear i t . . . " (197) 

L a t e r i n this story, " D a n c i n g , " a n u g l y c o n f r o n t a t i o n develops 

between p a r t y i n g T r i n i d a d i a n s i n a n a p a r t m e n t b l o c k a n d a diff i­

dent whi te m a n w h o asks t h e m t o t u r n the ir m u s i c d o w n ; it 's a n 

o p p o r t u n i t y to reverse the insults of w h i t e racists, i n d u l g i n g the 

h u r t of c o l o n i a l resentment : " W e have every right to be here. T h e y 

owe us. A n d w e g o i n g to c o l l e c t . . . " I n v a i n , the new i m m i g r a n t 

n a r r a t o r pleads, " I a i n ' t come here to fight" ( 2 0 8 ) . 

Bissoondath's first novel , A Casual Brutality, has been attacked 

as a negative N a i p a u l e s q u e r e p u d i a t i o n of C a r i b b e a n origins 

w h i c h panders to w h i t e prejudices. A s w i t h N a i p a u l , it is m o r e 

c o m p l e x a n d self-searching. T h e East I n d i a n protagonist , R a j , 

measures his people's shortcomings i n the fictional C a r i b b e a n is­

l a n d of C a s a q u e m a d a : 

T h e urge to work, to education, to wealth, came couched beside 
notions of race, of hierarchy, of caste, that w o u l d colour more and 
more over the years our view of ourselves and of those around us. 
Blacks we wrote off as lazy, Chinese dirty, Moslems malicious, 
mulattoes impure. W e retained an idea of ourselves as racially 
s u p e r i o r . . . . (313) 

J u s t as the H i n d u s ' crossing the " b l a c k w a t e r " to become p l a n ­

t a t i o n l a b o u r has been "less of a choice t h a n they real ized at the 

t i m e " ( 3 1 3 ) , so R a j ' s further e m i g r a t i o n to C a n a d a is faced as 

" the chal lenge," s i m i l a r to the task of his peasant forebears " o f 

t u r n i n g n o t h i n g i n t o s o m e t h i n g " ( 3 7 8 ) — a stage i n a c o n t i n u i n g 

m i g r a t i o n that leads to R a j ' s a d m i t t i n g : " I a m , b y b i r t h , a C a s a -

q u e m a d a n ; b y necessity disguised as choice, C a n a d i a n " ( 3 4 ) . 

S u c h bleak honesty is rare, its m e a n i n g , as w i t h V . S. N a i p a u l , 

u n a c k n o w l e d g e d b y some whose T h i r d W o r l d sympathies prevent 

the ir seeing beyond Bissoondath's cr i t ique of the independent 

C a r i b b e a n . T h o u g h choosing C a n a d i a n ident i ty , at least c o n d i ­

t ional ly , m a y be supposed to be easier i n a m u l t i c u l t u r a l context, 

that m a y create a feel ing of e x p a t r i a t i o n rather t h a n of i m m i g r a ­

t i o n — a n d strengthen, because i t need not be rejected, v a l u a t i o n 
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of w h a t has been left b e h i n d , feeding a nostalgia that i n h i b i t s new 

c o m m i t m e n t . T h e simplest f o r m is to pi le u p every exotic m e m e n t o , 

such as v o o d o o a n d s t ick-dancing, as i n C y r i l D a b y d e e n ' s i r o n i c 

story, " T h e C o m m i t t e e . " T h e response to the quest ion " W h a t is 

its c o n t r i b u t i o n to C a n a d a ? " always seems to b e : " I t ' s p a r t of o u r 

i d e n t i t y " ( 5 8 ) . M o r e seriously, i t m a y lead only to a l i m b o sense 

of displacement, b e l o n g i n g to neither w o r l d — i n a figure often 

v a r i e d i n C a n a d a , " C r u s h e d / Between the snow a n d the s u n " 

( S u g u n a s i r i 55 ) . M a n y c o u l d identi fy w i t h the S u n - M a n persona 

e m p l o y e d b y the poet R i e n z i C r u s z , f r o m S r i L a n k a , i n his earliest 

publ i shed w o r k , Elephant and Ice. T h e harsher i m p l i c a t i o n s are 

caught i n D a b y d e e n ' s phrase, " m u d b o u n d i n m e m o r y , " f r o m a 

p o e m entit led " N e w L i f e . " 

I t is not on ly nostalgia : the emigrant has dues to pay. L o o k i n g 

b a c k f r o m a distant, albeit flawed, security m u c h w r i t i n g is c o n ­

cerned w i t h problems left b e h i n d , not w i t h o u t g u i l t : r a c i a l a n d 

sectarian enmity , caste, d o w r y m a r r i a g e , poverty, a n d feudal i sm. 

R a r e l y does this m e a n r e t u r n i n g w i t h one's overseas perspective, 

l ike the T r i n i d a d i a n heroine of V . R a m s a m o o j Gosine 's " N o b o d y ' s 

P u p p e t , " a schoolteacher w i t h her B . A . i n E n g l i s h a n d H i s t o r y , 

w h o leads a courageous struggle against c o r r u p t l o c a l pol i t ic ians 

to get p i p e d water instal led. R e a l i s t i c a l l y she fa i ls ; change comes 

"s low, s l o w " ( 2 2 5 ) at best. M o r e characterist ic is the distant 

l a m e n t : 
o l d paint defaces the towns 
the villages are decrepit shelters 
where the o ld dream of yesterday 
and yesterday and of their chi ldren 
fled T o r o n t o - L o n d o n way 

( I twaru 171) 

F l i g h t , however, has been described as exile c o m p e l l e d b y "eco­

n o m i c necessity" ; i f so, there is also the possibil i ty of a m e l i o r a t i n g 

the lot of those left b e h i n d — a sacrifice for s u r v i v a l . I n her i r o n i c 

invers ion of B u d d h a ' s search for enl ightenment , s h u n n i n g w e a l t h , 

the P u n j a b i poet Surjeet Kalsey ' s S i d d h a r t h a seeks " the other sal­

v a t i o n " i n N o r t h A m e r i c a a n d promises : 

I ' l l come home very soon 
or apply for your immigrat ion 
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very soon 
so that w i t h your o w n eyes 
you can touch that holy tree 
under w h i c h doing penance 
I've found the path to salvation 

from hunger. 
(49) 

Y e t this m a y be, despite its i r o n y , too i d e a l a v i e w : K a l s e y herself 

asserts : " i t is not the starving, after a l l , w h o e m i g r a t e " ( 49 ) . I r o n y 

is, i n d e e d , the inevi table w a y to cope w i t h the rea l i zat ion that one 

m a y have c o m p r o m i s e d one's tradi t ions a n d values, to cut oneself 

loose w i t h n o m o r e exalted mot ive t h a n the o l d w h i t e colonist. 

Within the n e w w o r l d , f a c i n g the need to come to terms w i t h i t , the 

i r o n i c stance is not easily m a i n t a i n e d . O n e of the most successful 

i r o n i c stories, " T h e i r F e a r , " is b y A s g h a r W a j a h a t , a N e w D e l h i 

w r i t e r not himsel f a n i m m i g r a n t , w h o trave l led i n N o r t h A m e r i c a . 

H e describes a l o n g car t r i p w i t h four M u s l i m i m m i g r a n t s w h o , 

shut i n their sealed m a c h i n e , exchange their anxieties a n d self-

contradict ions beneath the n o n - c o m m i t t a l observer's eye : 

" H e r e there is a lot of money," M r . A s a d said to me, "but there 
is no spiritual peace." 

I looked at h i m closely. D i d n ' t he know before he came here 
that spiritual peace — if there is such a th ing — wouldn ' t be found 
here? I decided to go along w i t h h i m and said, " Y o u ' r e right. T h a t 
you can only find i n I n d i a . " 

" B u t what are we to do, we can't go back to I n d i a ! " he said, as 
i f he really wanted to go back . . . (66) 

T h e n a r r a t o r continues : 

" I think I should go back," M r . A h m a d broke the silence i n a 
feeble voice. 

Suddenly D r . T a h i r flared up, " I ' d rather drive a cab i n this 
country," he said sharply. "Sweep floors even. B u t I w i l l stay i n 
A m e r i c a . What 's so great about India? Where scientists commit 
suicide? Where even engineers can't find jobs. It's a d a m n depress­
ing place, that's what I n d i a is. H e r e at least I don't have to worry 
about c o m m u n a l riots. A b o u t getting k i l l e d . " 

N o one felt l ike contradict ing h i m . 
"Yes, we must stay here. A n d from here try to improve the 

conditions i n I n d i a , " said M r . M a s o o r . . . (68) 
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T h e conversation then turns to daughters : 

M r . A s a d said, " W h e n my daughter S h a m a gets to be eleven or 
twelve I intend to send her to India , to her grandparents." 

" T h a t ' s not a bad idea," commented D r . T a h i r . " B u t do you 
think your in-laws w o u l d look after her education as wel l as you 
do now? . . . It may even be bad for her "psychology." B u t I guess 
you ' l l have to do i t . " 

N o one spoke for a long time. A t least three persons h a d been 
frightened by the vision of their daughters going to bed w i t h A m e r ­
ican boys. M r . A h m a d was h u m m i n g some tune. H i s daughter was 
i n India . She cannot go to bed w i t h some A m e r i c a n . B u t how 
could he be sure she wasn't sleeping w i t h some Indian? M r . 
A h m a d , however, d idn ' t believe i n wasting his t ime on such far­
fetched ideas. (69) 

W a j a h a t ' s poised h u m o r o u s insight c a n come readi ly to few 

emigrants , w h o c a n rarely rat ional ize the ir choice so u n e q u i v o c a l l y 

as the P a k i s t a n i novelist, Z u l f i k a r Ghose : " I c o u l d not l ive i n I n d i a 

because I a m a M u s l i m ; a n d I cannot Uve i n P a k i s t a n because I 

have n o interest i n b e i n g a M u s l i m " ( 1 5 ) . " F r o m here ," says 

W a j a h a t ' s M r . M a s o o r , " t r y to i m p r o v e the condi t ions i n I n d i a " 

( 11 ) — a n d thus a l lay one's gui l t , feed one's nostalgia, appease 

one's self-division? T h e a m b i v a l e n t attitudes this d i l e m m a creates 

have meant , a c c o r d i n g to U r n a P a r a m e s w a r a n , that "most of us 

w h o have emigrated to C a n a d a [tend] to m a g n i f y the mote i n 

his [sic] neighbour 's eye" ( " R e v . " 6 6 ) . R e v i e w i n g Tales from 

Firozsha Baag, for w h i c h R o h i n t o n M i s t r y w o n the G o v e r n o r G e n ­

eral 's F i c t i o n A w a r d i n 1987, she is m a d e uneasy b y a story part ly 

set i n C a n a d a , " L e n d M e Y o u r L i g h t . " T h i s focuses o n the a m ­

biva lent posi t ion of the nar r ato r , K e r s i , whose brother P e r c y stays 

b e h i n d w h e n he leaves for C a n a d a to devote himsel f to a move­

m e n t to support the peasants against the landlords . A f r i e n d of 

theirs, J a m s h e d , has previously emigrated to N e w Y o r k , b u t re­

turns to B o m b a y to revile i t , v i n d i c a t i n g his departure a n d ridicul­

i n g Percy 's h u m a n i t a r i a n efforts. P e r c y becomes al ienated f r o m 

J a m s h e d , a n d K e r s i fo l lows suit, t h o u g h he st i l l returns to the easier 

o p t i o n of T o r o n t o . H e compares himself w r y l y to E l i o t ' s Tires ias i n 

The Waste Land, " t h r o b b i n g between t w o l ives ," free i n a n d of 

nei ther . 6 P a r a m e s w a r a n ' s o w n unease, i n r e v i e w i n g the story, stems 

f r o m her c o n v i c t i o n that, w h i l e Percy 's rejection of the crassly 



S O U T H A S I A N W R I T I N G I N C A N A D A 13' 

mater ia l i s t ic J a m s h e d is understandable, K e r s i has less r i g h t " to 

reject J a m s h e d for rejecting I n d i a " : this she finds u n c o m f o r t a b l y 

t y p i c a l of "most of us w h o have i m m i g r a t e d to C a n a d a " ( " R e v . " 

66 ) . I n rejecting J a m s h e d , K e r s i is b o t h quest ioning a n d e v a d i n g 

the m o r a l challenge his brother 's election to stay a n d struggle poses. 

A n o t h e r story of personal re turn, " S o a p B u b b l e s " b y M a t t h e w 

Z a c h a r i a h , is a finely p o i n t e d , condensed d r a m a t i z a t i o n of the 

a l ienated encounter. T h o m a s , fifteen years a C a n a d i a n , returns to 

D e l h i a n d meets a n o l d school-fr iend w h o has become a J u n i o r 

M i n i s t e r . T h e i r i n i t i a l w a r m t h g r a d u a l l y dissipates, as they ex­

change experiences, i n a deep real izat ion of distance. P a d m a n , the 

M i n i s t e r , has recently lost his on ly son, r u n d o w n b y a careless 

t r u c k - d r i v e r ; he is inconsolable ; T h o m a s , seeking to share a n d 

lessen his sorrow, asks: 

" P a d m a n , didn' t they convict the dr iver?" 
P a d m a n looked quietly at his fr iend. 
" Y o u have been away too long, Thomas. Y o u have forgotten 

how things work over here. T h e lorryowner's insurance company 
came to see me. T h e y said the police had decided not to prosecute 
the driver. T h e y offered me five thousand rupees i f I promised not 
to take h i m to court. Five thousand rupees for my son. I told them 
to go away. B u t you, my C a n a d i a n friend, wouldn ' t understand 
that now, w o u l d y o u ? " (52) 

L a t e r , T h o m a s tries to offer i n exchange his barely comprehensible 

story of loss, d ivorce after ten years' m a r r i a g e : there was no-one 

else, n o adultery, merely " the death of a r e l a t i o n s h i p " ( 5 3 ) . F o r 

P a d m a n , t h o u g h he too offers sympathy, u n d e r s t a n d i n g is di f f icult : 

Padman's face revealed his confusions. T h e r e was compassion 
there also. It asked a lot of questions : C a n ' t you go and see her? 
C a n ' t you pick up the 'phone a n d talk to her? 

. . . how could [Thomas] explain divorce as a f o r m of death to 
his fr iend who had never left India? T o someone who takes for 
granted that marriage is a l i felong m a t t e r . . . . 

T h e n P a d m a n said slowly, i n a measured voice : 
"So, you've become a true Westerner, T h o m a c h a ? Y o u marry, 

you divorce, you remarry. H o w is that l ike the death of m y son?" 

(53) 
T h i s is a n unbridgeable g a p : as T h o m a s sadly leaves his fr iend's 

office, street-urchins b l o w i n g bubbles f r o m " a dented, soot-lined 
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a l u m i n i u m p a n " ( 5 4 ) seem to m o c k his i l l u s i o n of r e t u r n a n d 

renewed contact ; he has become C a n a d i a n , b u t at w h a t cost? 

I t is, one supposes, easier to accept e m i g r a t i o n as exi le, c o m ­

pel led b y flight f r o m manifest danger o r injustice, l ike Y a s m i n e 

Gooneratne 's "gone a w a y b o y " for w h o m the headlines a n d news-

reels of S r i L a n k a b u r n i n g a l ive are reassurance " t h a t T o r o n t o is 

quite r o m a n t i c e n o u g h / for his purposes" ( 1 ) . T h e V i e t n a m e s e 

boat-people, asy lum achieved, suffer displacement but rarely, one 

imagines, regret: i t is soon, as yet, for the ir writers to represent 

t h e m . A character i n the A n g l o - I n d i a n L . G . Danie ls ' s " C a n a d i a n 

E x p e r i e n c e , " w h o has k n o w n a n " a l l - c o n s u m i n g h a t r e d " between 

H i n d u a n d M u s l i m , sees C a n a d a as " a l a n d that 's closest to per­

fect ion and C a n a d i a n s don ' t even k n o w i t " ( 26 ) . 

T h i s , however, is a rare positive extreme. M o r e temperately 

c o m m i t t e d is U r n a P a r a m e s w a r a n , w h o , i n t w o substantial works , 

affirms the potent ia l i ty of a t ransplanted l i fe w h i l e a l l o w i n g scope 

to the f a m i l i a r i m p e d i m e n t s a n d contradict ions . H e r p lay , " R o o t ­

less B u t G r e e n A r e the B o u l e v a r d T r e e s , " is essentially a d r a m a for 

voices; n o c o m p l e x relat ionships o r situations are c a r r i e d t h r o u g h , 

but t y p i c a l opposi t ion a n d d i l e m m a s are a ired t h r o u g h dialogue. 

It presents the "rootless b u t g r e e n " lives of a n I n d i a n f a m i l y i n 

W i n n i p e g , f o r e g r o u n d i n g conflicts between the generations ( w h i c h 

is b o u n d to become a n e v o l v i n g theme ) ; enl ightened parents p a ­

t iently seek to br idge the gap, the m o t h e r especially speaking for 

adaptation. T h e angry y o u n g have some bitter lines o n assimilat ion 

a n d m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m : 

V I T H A L Assimilate my a s s . . . . W e have to stay separate f r o m 
them [the whites] a n d stay together w i t h i n and we've got to 
show them that we have as m u c h right to be here as the pissed-
off whites who've bul l ied their way into this country these last 
three hundred years. We've got to stay apart, stay together, 
that's the only way. 

D I L I P . . . B u t what's the point i n being i n ghettoes? 

R A J E N G o o d w o r d , yaar. B u t that's called mult icul tural ism out 
here. E a c h group stays together a n d once a year there's a three-
r ing circus, a zoo called F o l k o r a m a where everyone visits every­
one else's cafe . . . 

V I T H A L We've got to stand tal l . A n d by G o d we shall. W e shall 
b u i l d our temple at the confluence of the R e d and Assiniboine 
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a n d then we shall say Okay, we are ready to assimilate. N o t here 
not now. N o w i t ' l l be bootl icking, apple polishing. (80-81 ) 

" N o t h e r e " : a n echo of A z i z ' s last w o r d s i n A Passage to India. 

A n d we s h o u l d note that " the conf luence" is a s y m b o l i c c h o i c e : 

i t is where the first p ioneer ing settlement that l e d to the f o u n d i n g 

of W i n n i p e g was p i t c h e d . 

F o r the present, a l l are l ike T r i s h a n k u , the m y t h o l o g i c a l k i n g 

suspended upside d o w n between heaven a n d e a r t h : this corre­

sponds to O r i o n , P a r a m e s w a r a n ' s p o e m Trishanku b e i n g a c o n ­

stel lation of the m a n y I n d i a n voices, of exile, e x p a t r i a t i o n or 

i m m i g r a t i o n — a n d , appropr ia te ly , she tells herself : 

Begin w i t h here 
N o t w i t h there 

Begin w i t h the w o r l d that is 
T h o u g h the worlds that were 
A n d the worlds that w i l l be 
G l a m o u r and hammer 
T o enter. 

(6) 

A s i n P a r a m e s w a r a n ' s p lay , a wife a n d mother , C h a n d r i k a , sensi­

t ive to others' tr ials a n d indignit ies , is the psychic centre of the 

p o e m . T h e p o e m apt ly closes u p o n a celebrat ion of her a n d her 

husband's twentieth w e d d i n g anniversary i n a temple whose b u i l d ­

i n g has become a s y m b o l of h a r d - w o n c o m m u n i t y u n d e r pressure. 

H o w e v e r , as i n "Root less B u t G r e e n A r e the B o u l e v a r d T r e e s , " the 

younger generation, themselves C a n a d i a n i n e d u c a t i o n , feel m o r e 

urgent ly the p u l l of ass imi lat ion. 

A n u n c o m p r o m i s i n g a n d e m o t i o n a l l y seductive answer to the 

complexit ies of a d a p t a t i o n , ass imilat ion or tenuously sustained 

ident i ty is sheer opposi t ion — the i m m i g r a n t w r i t e r as postcolonial 

gadfly, a subversive agent of the T h i r d W o r l d . E n c o u n t e r s w i t h 

r a c i s m , m e a l y - m o u t h e d pieties towards " e t h n i c " identities or "v is­

ible m i n o r i t i e s " — pr ivate or official — are clear targets. T h u s re­

sponds M a a r a H a a s : " I t takes great disc ipl ine o n m y p a r t not to 

v o m i t w h e n I hear the w o r d ethnic . M y reflex ac t ion is to spit o n 

the w o r d that was spat o n m e . . . " ( 136 ) . A c o m b a t i v e cr i t i c , 

A r u n M u k h e r j e e has, i n a series of broadsides, most ly i n The To-



16 M I C H A E L T H O R P E 

ronto South Asian Review, col lected as Towards an Aesthetic of 

Opposition, erected this i n t o the needful stance, a lmost a myst ique. 

I h a v e argued elsewhere 7 the narrowness of h e r react ion w h i c h at 

worst becomes a sterile anti-racist r a c i s m , i n such poets as H i m a n i 

B a n n e r j i w h o , t h o u g h she c a n dea l strongly w i t h w o m e n ' s issues, 

stereotypes b lack-whi te opposit ions i n s u c h w o r k s as " L o v e i n 

B l a c k a n d W h i t e " a n d A Separate Sky. B a n n e r j i ' s p o l i t i c a l poetry 

exemplifies that s q u i n t i n g leftism w h i c h beats W e s t e r n e v i l w i t h a n 

idea l i zed "soc ia l i s t" a l ternative (lately m u c h e r o d e d ) . A t best, 

M u k h e r j e e has d r a w n attent ion to certain n o n - m a i n s t r e a m writers, 

such as C y r i l D a b y d e e n a n d R i e n z i C r u s z (less noted t h a n the 

" c o s m o p o l i t a n " M i c h a e l O n d a a t j e ) whose "voices . . . are i m p o r ­

tant . . . because they report o n C a n a d i a n society f r o m a vantage 

po in t that is not avai lable to a wel l-adjusted, n a t i v e - b o r n , ' invis­

ib le ' C a n a d i a n " ( A . M u k h e r j e e 9 8 ) . 

C r u s z , the most del icately n u a n c e d of such voices, uses his to 

b a l a n c e a history, a role, a n d a diff icult d isplacement : 

D a r k I a m , 
and darkly do I sing 
w i t h mucus 
i n m y throat 

(90) 

B y contrast, Crusz ' s o r i g i n a l l y S r i L a n k a n c o m p a t r i o t , M i c h a e l O n -

daatje's i n e v i t a b l y g o o d seller, Running in the Family, indulges 

i n or ienta l exot ic ism, d i v e r t i n g his W e s t e r n readers rather t h a n 

substantiat ing the d a r k e r self-image he c l a i m s : " I a m the for­

eigner. I a m the p r o d i g a l w h o hates the fore igner" ( 7 9 ) . R i e n z i 

C r u s z , l ike the W e s t I n d i a n poet D e r e k W a l c o t t , w i l l not i n d u l g e 

i n s impl i f ied opposi t ion, whether of language, cul ture , or c o l o u r : 

A Portuguese captain holds 
the soft brown h a n d of my S inhala mother. 
It's the year 1515 A . D . 
when two civilizations kissed and merged, 
and I , burgher of that hot embrace, 
write a poem of h i s t o r y 8 . . . 

( "S ing ing" 42) 

Y e t , inev i tably , i n the racist's eye, he remains the absolute other 

a n d the S u n - M a n needs a strategy to w i t h s t a n d that b y language 

a l o n e : 
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W h o , b r o w n a n d strolling 
down a T o r o n t o street, 
came u p against these black v iny l jackets 
w i t h mouths h u r l i n g their P A K I P A K I words l ike knives; 
Froze, then quickly thawed to his notebook : 
'Co lor of offender's eyes : hazel, blue, blue. 
H a i r : A l l long, l ike Jesus, down the nape. 
Estimated educational background : T V ' s "Pol ice Story" 
Starr ing A n g i e Dick inson. 
H o m e Address: Paradise B l v d . , T o r o n t o 
Possible motives : K i c k s 
So m u c h poetry i n the trajectory of crow sounds.' 

( " S i n g i n g " 65) 

S u c h encounters defy connect ion, of course, b u t that, however 

diff icult , is the only w a y f o r w a r d , as C y r i l D a b y d e e n — elected i n 

1985 Poet L a u r e a t e of O t t a w a — shows i n his p o e m " P a t r i o t " : 

I remind myself that I a m 
tropical to the bones 
I blend w i t h a temperate 
carapace 
hard lines form 
across my face 
I a m anxious to make C a n a d a 
meet i n me 
I make designs 
al l across 
the snow. 

(Islands 29) 

C r u s z a n d D a b y d e e n , t h o u g h c o m p e l l e d b y the ir " v i s i b l e " oth­

erness to react i n such ways, r e m e m b e r that they fled nat ive c o u n ­

tries far more i n i m i c a l t h a n C a n a d a to i n d i v i d u a l v i s ion . T h e i r 

positive impulse is to come to terms b e y o n d the d o m i n a t i n g , po­

tent ia l ly st i f l ing, themes of i m m i g r a t i o n a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i o n , w i t h 

a n alternative society they have chosen — self-exiled a n d open-

eyed — a n d i n the m a r g i n of f reedom gained there to be a wr i ter , 

w r i t e of " the e x p a n d i n g consciousness" (Islands 6 ) . T h e i r " v a n ­

tage p o i n t , " to use A r u n M u k h e r j e e ' s phrase, is not then only that 

avai lable to a "v is ib le m i n o r i t y , " b ut shares, or aspires to share, 

b e y o n d ethnici ty , a b r o a d e r h u m a n i t y w i t h her " ' invis ible ' C a n a ­

d i a n " ( 9 8 ) . 
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E a s t a n d West , F i r s t a n d T h i r d W o r l d (the S e c o n d r a p i d l y 

c r u m b l i n g ) are sterile polarit ies i f w e believe i n t h e m too l i t e r a l l y : 

" i n o u r c o l o n y , " recalls the T r i n i d a d i a n cr i t ic J o h n R a m s a r a n , 

" w e cu l t ivated the t w i n sensibilities of E a s t a n d W e s t " ( 38 ) . R a m -

saran's — alas — old-fashioned c i v i l i z e d a p p e a l for m u t u a l under­

s tanding a n d respect for the ethos of the other i n a m u l t i c u l t u r a l 

society is not easily answered where the " o t h e r " is diverse, e n c o m ­

passing greatly d i f fer ing beliefs a n d practices a n d ant ipathies of 

race or creed b e y o n d s imple b lack-whi te oppos i t ion. S u c h is the 

case w i t h the R u s h d i e affair i n E n g l a n d : he is h imsel f a n i m m i ­

grant f r o m P a k i s t a n , c o n d e m n e d by other A s i a n i m m i g r a n t s w h o , 

i n endors ing K h o m e i n i ' s death sentence, are M u s l i m before they 

are B r i t i s h . J u d g i n g b y the s i m i l a r react ion of m a n y C a n a d i a n 

M u s l i m s , they are M u s l i m before they are C a n a d i a n . T h e r e w i l l 

surely be m o r e s u c h breaking-points for the m u l t i c u l t u r a l i d e a l . 

A l t h o u g h i t has c o m m e n d a b l y been said that there is " o p p o r t u n i t y 

. . . i n C a n a d a to invent a cul ture that reflects a n d respects diver­

s i ty" ( C o r b e i l 1 4 ) , one c a n envisage n o q u i c k or easy solutions to 

the divis ions a n d tensions of our n e w m u l t i c u l t u r a l societies, b u t 

i n C a n a d a S o u t h A s i a n w r i t i n g w i l l have a n increasingly large 

a n d responsible role to p lay . F o r " L i t e r a t u r e " — it seems A t t i n g to 

give S a l m a n R u s h d i e the last w o r d , f r o m his recent H e r b e r t R e a d 

M e m o r i a l L e c t u r e — " is the one place i n any society where we 

c a n hear voices t a l k i n g about everything i n every possible w a y " 

( i n ) . 

N O T E S 

1 " T u r n e d inside out / language a n d feelings" ( Parameswaran, Trishanku 
5 ) . T h i s article is essentially the text of a paper delivered at the A s i a n 
V o i c e s in E n g l i s h Symposium, H o n g K o n g University, A p r i l 1990, a n d the 
Institute of C o m m o n w e a l t h Studies, University of L o n d o n , M a y 1990. F o r 
an article of allied interest, see T h o r p e . 

2 See Woodcock, Canada and the Canadians, a n d C r a i g , w h o says: " T h e 
attempts i n every way — militari ly, politically, economically, a n d i n litera­
ture — by E n g l i s h - C a n a d i a n s to dominate C a n a d a a n d make it one ho­
mogenous state modelled after B r i t a i n , are perhaps the most significant 
internal events i n its history. A t least until W o r l d W a r T w o m a n y E n g l i s h -
C a n a d i a n s viewed these attempts as a racial struggle" ( 140). 

3 F o r a balanced, if dry historical account of the K o m a g a t a M a r u incident, 
see Johnson. 

4 See also Vassanji A Meeting of Streams. 

5 See also Mukherjee, " A n Invisible W o m a n . " 
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6 Eliot 's phrase is used by F u l f o r d i n a welcoming article on The Toronto 
South Asian Review a n d picked u p as a " r o m a n t i c notion of South A s i a n 
writers" i n Sadiq's Ice Bangles. It is ironically adopted by her aspiring 
writer, N a i l a , who finally rejects the temptation it offers "to m i l k her 
difference" ( 181 ). 

7 See T h o r p e . 
8 I n S r i L a n k a , "burghers" are of m i x e d racial descent. 
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