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A 
X \ . N I M P O R T A N T P A R T o f C a n a d i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l l i t e r a t u r e 

dea ls w i t h the process o f a c h i e v i n g s e l f h o o d f o r the b e t w e e n -

w o r l d subject . M a n y o f the w r i t e r s q u e s t i o n t h r o u g h t h e i r 

f i c t i o n w h a t d e t e r m i n e s i d e n t i t y a n d creates c o m m u n i t y , s ignal 

l i n g h o w g e o g r a p h i c a l , e t h n i c , p o l i t i c a l , a n d c u l t u r a l m a k e u p 

a n d d i f f e r e n c e s serve as s i g n i f y i n g aspects o f this c o m p l e x self. 

T h e q u e s t i o n o f p e r c e p t i o n a n d the p r o b l e m a t i c aspects o f the 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f th is i n t r i c a t e se l f i n f i c t i o n has l e d to the ex

p a n s i o n o f a l i t e r a r y g e n r e e x c e p t i o n a l l y s u i t e d to t h e task o f 

a r t i c u l a t i n g a n d e l a b o r a t i n g d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s . A survey o f 

m u l t i c u l t u r a l f i c t i o n i n C a n a d a d e m o n s t r a t e s a p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f 

the s h o r t s tory cyc le , a h y b r i d f o r m that m a n y e t h n i c w r i t e r s 

have a d o p t e d a n d c u l t i v a t e d as a t o o l to e n a c t t h e i r d r a m a s . 

T h r o u g h a n analysis o f M . G . Vassanji 's Uhuru Street ( i g g i ) , this 

p a p e r e x p l o r e s the use o f the s h o r t s tory cycle as a v e h i c l e f o r 

the d e v e l o p m e n t o f C a n a d i a n e t h n i c f i c t i o n . I c o n t e n d that the 

g e n r e h i g h l i g h t s the d r a m a o f i d e n t i t y a n d c o m m u n i t y ex

e c u t e d by this wr i ter , s p e c i f i c a l l y t h r o u g h the m a n n e r i n w h i c h 

p l a c e is n e g o t i a t e d a n d a p p r o p r i a t e d , a t h e m e that r e c u r s i n 

o t h e r m u l t i c u l t u r a l w r i t i n g . 

T h e d y n a m i c s o f t h e s h o r t s tory cycle m a k e it a p p r o p r i a t e f o r 

the n e w d e f i n i t i o n o f c u l t u r a l p l u r a l i s m that i n c o r p o r a t e s i m m i 

g r a n t legacies w h i l e a d a p t i n g to the p r a c t i c e s o f the c u l t u r e i n 

w h i c h these w o r k s are c r e a t e d . F o r r e s t I n g r a m d e f i n e s the cycle 

as "a set o f stories l i n k e d to e a c h o t h e r i n s u c h a way as to m a i n 

t a i n a b a l a n c e b e t w e e n the i n d i v i d u a l i t y o f e a c h o f the stories 

a n d t h e necessi t ies o f the l a r g e r u n i t . . . [so] that the r e a d e r ' s 

successive e x p e r i e n c e i n v a r i o u s levels o f the p a t t e r n o f the w h o l e 
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s i g n i f i c a n t l y m o d i f i e s h is e x p e r i e n c e o f e a c h o f its c o m p o n e n t 

p a r t s " ( 1 5 ) . T h e t e r m " s h o r t s tory c y c l e " i m p l i e s a p r i n c i p l e o f 

o r g a n i z a t i o n , a s t r u c t u r a l s c h e m e f o r the w o r k i n g o u t o f a n i d e a , 

c h a r a c t e r s , o r t h e m e s , e v e n a d i s p o s i t i o n i n w h i c h the c o n s t i t u 

e n t n a r r a t i v e s are s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n d e p e n d e n t a n d i n t e r d e p e n 

d e n t . T h e s t r u c t u r e o f a cycle e m e r g e s f r o m the i n t e r a c t i o n o f 

the d iverse e l e m e n t s i n the re lat ive ly i n d e p e n d e n t c o m p o n e n t s 

w h i l e c o n n e c t i v e p a t t e r n s o n a l l levels d r a w these t o g e t h e r i n t o 

a tota l i ty s t r e n g t h e n e d by v a r y i n g types o f i n t e r n a l c o h e s i o n . 

T h e p r i n c i p a l a p p r o a c h e s to the necessary u n i t y t e n d to i n v o l v e 

the p r o c e s s o f d e v e l o p m e n t o f a c h a r a c t e r ; a d o m i n a n t , e x p l i c i t 

t h e m e , s u c h as a g e n e r a t i o n g a p o r s e a r c h f o r i d e n t i t y ; o r the 

d e l i n e a t i o n o f a p a r t i c u l a r l o c a l e o r c o m m u n i t y . N o n e t h e l e s s , 

as I n g r a m e m p h a s i z e s , the m o s t pervas ive u n i f y i n g p a t t e r n o f 

s h o r t s tory cycles is the d y n a m i c p a t t e r n o f r e c u r r e n t d e v e l o p 

m e n t ( 1 7 ) . T h i s affects a l l the e l e m e n t s o f the n a r r a t i v e : the 

t h e m e s , l e i t m o t i f s , sett ings, c h a r a c t e r s , a n d s t r u c t u r e s o f the i n 

d i v i d u a l stories a n d , i n c o n s e q u e n c e , the e n t i r e c o l l e c t i o n as a 

w h o l e . T h e r e p e t i t i o n o f a t h e m e f r o m d i f f e r e n t perspect ives , 

f o r i n s t a n c e , a n d its e n s u i n g g r o w t h i n d e p t h i n the m i n d o f the 

r e a d e r m a y u n i f y a cycle at the same t i m e that i t i n d i v i d u a l i z e s 

e a c h story. 

T h e spec i f i c i t ies o f the f o r m m a k e the s h o r t s tory cycle a n 

e s p e c i a l l y p e r t i n e n t v e h i c l e f o r e t h n i c fiction i n g e n e r a l . O c c u 

p y i n g a n o d d , i n d e t e r m i n a t e p l a c e w i t h i n the field o f n a r r a t i v e , 

the cycle r e s e m b l e s the n o v e l i n its totality, yet is c o m p o s e d o f 

d i s t i n c t stories. T h e e t h n i c w r i t e r ' s d e c i s i o n to w r i t e a s h o r t s tory 

cycle is e m b l e m a t i c o f a creat ive p o s i t i o n , a l m o s t a n o p t i c a l i l l u 

s i o n , b e i n g two t h i n g s at the same t i m e , a n d c r e a t i n g s o m e t h i n g 

total ly new. I n o t h e r w o r d s , the c h o i c e f u n c t i o n s as a m e t a p h o r 

f o r n e g o t i a t i o n o f ident i ty . E l i z a b e t h O r d o n e z s ignals i n this re

g a r d that t h e " d i s r u p t i o n o f g e n r e " is a c o m m o n t h r e a d that 

l i n k s v a r i o u s e t h n i c texts: "the text i tse l f b e c o m e s b o t h the m e a n s 

a n d e m b o d i m e n t o f m o d i f y i n g a n d r e s h a p i n g . . . h i s tory , myths , 

a n d u l t i m a t e l y p e r s o n a l a n d c o l l e c t i v e i d e n t i t y " ( 1 9 ) . T h e e th

n i c s h o r t s tory cycle enacts the e n i g m a o f e t h n i c i t y by f o r m a l l y 

m a t e r i a l i z i n g t h e t r o p e o f d o u b l e n e s s , p r e s e n t i n g the b e t w e e n -

w o r l d c o n d i t i o n v i a a f o r m that i t s e l f vac i l la tes b e t w e e n two 
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genres . H y b r i d i t y , a n i m p o r t a n t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f a l l e t h n i e l i ter

a r y texts, d o e s n o t i m p l y a d e n i a l o f the t r a d i t i o n s f r o m w h i c h i t 

s p r i n g s , b u t r a t h e r focuses o n a c o n t i n u a l a n d m u t u a l d e v e l o p 

m e n t . F u r t h e r m o r e , s u c h a f u s i o n o f m o d e s " i m p o s e s n e w strat

egies o f r e a d i n g i n w h i c h the m o v e m e n t f r o m o n e s tory to the 

n e x t necessitates r e o r i e n t a t i o n , j u s t as the u n e a s y r e c i p r o c i t y 

b e t w e e n p a r t a n d w h o l e c o n d i t i o n s the o n g o i n g d e t e r m i n a t i o n 

o f m e a n i n g " ( K e n n e d y , " T o w a r d s " 14) . 

G e r a l d L y n c h has a n a l y z e d extens ive ly the a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s 

o f the s h o r t s tory cycle f o r the c o n c e r n s o f C a n a d i a n w r i t e r s 

i n t e n t o n p o r t r a y i n g a p a r t i c u l a r r e g i o n o r c o m m u n i t y , its his

tory, its c h a r a c t e r s , its c o n c e r n s . H e p o i n t s o u t that even s u c h 

ear ly cycles s u c h as D . C . Scott 's In the Village of Viger ( 1896) a n d 

S t e p h e n L e a c o c k ' s Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town ( 1912) por

tray the s truggles o f s m a l l c o m m u n i t i e s f o r c o h e r e n c e a n d sur

vival u n d e r c o n t r a r y pressures f r o m m e t r o p o l i t a n i s m a n d 

m o d e r n i t y i n a f o r m that m i r r o r s the s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n c o h e 

s i o n a n d a k i n d o f e n t r o p y , o r b e t w e e n s o l i d a r i t y a n d f r a g m e n t a 

t i o n , b e t w e e n t h i n g s h o l d i n g t o g e t h e r a n d t h i n g s p u l l i n g a p a r t 

( 9 3 ) . A l t h o u g h the subjects o r t h e m e s o f cycles are n o t l i m i t e d , 

o n e r e p e a t e d l y d iscovers that t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y cycles t e n d to 

be p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h i s o l a t i o n , d i s i n t e g r a t i o n , i n d e t e r m i n a c y , 

the r o l e o f the artist , a n d the m a t u r a t i o n process ( M a n n 13-14). 

M o r e speci f ical ly , the b e t w e e n - w o r l d s i t u a t i o n leads the w r i t e r 

to e n g a g e i n a n i n t e n s e r e w o r k i n g o f q u e s t i o n s s u c h as 

o p p o s i t i o n a l i t y , m a r g i n a l i t y , b o u n d a r i e s , d i s p l a c e m e n t , a n d a u 

t h e n t i c i t y : a process that r e q u i r e s c o n s t a n t v a r i a t i o n a n d review. 

T h i s p r o c e s s d o e s n o t d i f f e r f r o m that i n v o l v e d i n the a p p r e c i a 

t i o n o f a s tory cycle , i n w h i c h the e v o l u t i o n a n d g r a d u a l u n f o l d 

i n g o f the t h e m e s , a d i s c o v e r y o f u n i t y i n d isuni ty , integrates the 

essence o f the f o r m . F u r t h e r m o r e , i n s i s t i n g o n a u n i t a r y i d e n 

tity c a n be a way o f o p p o s i n g a n d d e f e n d i n g o n e s e l f f r o m 

m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n . T h e fact that s h o r t s tory cycles exist i n a l l the 

d i f f e r e n t e t h n i c l i t e r a t u r e s i n C a n a d a also s ignals the a p p r o p r i 

ateness o f the f o r m to p o r t r a y s i m i l a r e x p e r i e n c e s . R a c h n a 

M a r a ' s Of Customs and Excise ( ì g g i ) , S h y a m S e l v a d u r a i ' s Funny 
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Boy ( 1 9 9 4 ) , D i a n n e M a g u i r e ' s Dry Land Tourist ( 1 9 9 1 ) , 

R o h i n t o n M i s t r y ' s Tales From Firozsha Baag ( 1 9 8 7 ) , a n d W a y s o n 

C h o y ' s The Jade Peony ( 1 9 9 7 ) are a s m a l l s a m p l e o f r e c e n t e t h n i c 

s h o r t s tory cycles. B e c a u s e i t is a f o r m that has n o t b e e n f a v o r e d 

i n the d o m i n a n t c u l t u r e s , it a l lows w r i t e r s to w o r k w i t h subver

sive i r o n y . A s s u c h , the s h o r t s tory cycle m a y be v i e w e d as a for

m a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f the p l u r a l i s t i c c u l t u r e that creates a n d 

n o u r i s h e s it. 

It is c lear, t h e r e f o r e , w h y C a n a d i a n w r i t e r s m a y r e g a r d the 

s h o r t s tory cycle as a p a r t i c u l a r l y flexible a n d r e s i l i e n t m e d i u m 

f o r r e c o r d i n g t h e i r i m p r e s s i o n s o f a c h a n g i n g l a n d s c a p e . T h e 

d e f i n i n g character ist ic o f the C a n a d i a n s h o r t story cycle b e c o m e s , 

t h e n , n o t str ict ly a m a t t e r o f p l a c e , b u t r a t h e r a m a t t e r o f c o n 

sc iousness ; s o c i a l a n d c u l t u r a l d e t e r m i n a n t s o f a s p e c i f i c a l l y 

C a n a d i a n k i n d c o n t i n u e to i n f o r m the stories, w h e t h e r the set

t i n g is L o n d o n o r T o r o n t o , g i v i n g the w o r k s o f C a n a d i a n wr i ters 

i m m e n s e s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t e r m s o f i d e o l o g i c a l a n d l i n g u i s t i c dif

f e r e n c e ( R e g a n 1 0 8 ) . T h i s is the t e n s i o n r e f l e c t e d i n Vassanji 's 

Uhuru Street, w h i c h , a l t h o u g h n o t p r i m a r i l y set i n C a n a d a , is a 

p o s t c o l o n i a l m e d i t a t i o n o n the i m m i g r a n t ' s w o r l d . I n this nar

rative, w h i c h focuses o n the e v o l u t i o n o f a p a r t i c u l a r p l a c e , there 

is the r e c o g n i t i o n that the " c u l t u r e " o f a n a t i o n is s h a p e d by the 

c o m p l e x processes o f m e m o r y a n d l a n g u a g e as w e l l as by i d e n t i 

fiable h i s t o r i c a l events. U h u r u Street itself, the o r g a n i z i n g c o n 

cept a n d u n i f y i n g p r i n c i p l e o f the cycle, f u n c t i o n s as b o t h a socia l 

s t r u c t u r e a n d a c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s a n d m e m o r y , 

subject to h i s t o r i c a l c h a n g e a n d p s y c h o l o g i c a l d i s t u r b a n c e , p r o 

f o u n d l y af fect ing those w h o live there , those w h o leave, a n d those 

w h o r e t u r n . 

Vassanj i 's p r i n c i p a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f b o t h the i m m i g r a n t ' s 

d o u b l e p e r s p e c t i v e a n d h is o w n i n s i g h t o n b i n a r y c a t e g o r i e s o f 

b e l o n g i n g c o m e s t h r o u g h i n his e m p h a s i s o n g e o g r a p h i c a l p o 

s i t i o n . A s L i n d a W a r l e y has w r i t t e n , p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h s e t t i n g 

has p a r t i c u l a r v a l e n c y f o r p o s t c o l o n i a l subjects s i n c e t h e i r h o m e 

l o c a t i o n s have b e e n h i s t o r i c a l l y c o n s t r u c t e d as p e r i p h e r a l : " A t 

stake h e r e is m o r e t h a n l o c a l c o l o u r , p a i n t i n g i n w o r d s a l a n d 

scape against w h i c h the T c a n a u t h e n t i c a l l y figure" ( 2 5 ) . A m a j o r 

feature o f C a n a d i a n l i t e r a t u r e is the c o n c e r n w i t h e i t h e r deve l -
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o p i n g o r r e c o v e r i n g a n a p p r o p r i a t e i d e n t i f y i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p be

t w e e n self a n d p l a c e because i t is p r e c i s e l y w i t h i n the p a r a m 

eters o f p l a c e that the p r o c e s s o f subject iv i ty c a n be c o n d u c t e d . 

" P l a c e " is c h a r a c t e r i z e d , first, by a sense o f d i s p l a c e m e n t i n those 

w h o have m o v e d to the c o l o n i e s , o r the m o r e w i d e s p r e a d sense 

o f d i s p l a c e m e n t f r o m the i m p o r t e d l a n g u a g e , o f a g a p b e t w e e n 

the e x p e r i e n c e d e n v i r o n m e n t a n d the d e s c r i p t i o n s the l a n g u a g e 

p r o v i d e s , a n d , s e c o n d , by a sense o f the i m m e n s e i n v e s t m e n t o f 

c u l t u r e i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f p l a c e ( A s h c r o f t 3 9 1 ) . Vassanji 's 

s t o r y cycle b e g i n s by e s t a b l i s h i n g set t ing . E n g a g e d i n a p r o j e c t 

o f i m a g i n a t i v e possess ion o f p l a c e , the f o r e w o r d locates U h u r u 

Street as b o t h a p h y s i c a l p l a c e a n d a c o n s t r u c t w i t h i m a g i n a t i v e 

l i fe i n the m i n d s a n d hearts o f those w h o b e g a n l i fe t h e r e . 

Dar es Salaam is a city on the east coast o f Africa, a coast that over 
the centuries was visited by Arab, Indian and European: traveller 
and merchant, slave trader, missionary and coloniser. Some 50 miles 
away on the Indian Ocean lies the former metropolis and slave 
market o f the area, the isle of cloves, Zanzibar, barely visible on a 
clear day by some accounts . . . . Once upon a time U h u r u Street was 
called Kichwele Street. The change marked a great event in the 
country. U h u r u means "independence." This street of independence 
ran through the city. It began in the hinterland of exclusively African 
settlements, came downtown l ined by Indian shops, and ended at 
the ocean. Here , where ocean liners came from distant lands, where 
a German ship was sunk to prevent a Brit ish warship from coming 
up close, where dhows once brought traders f rom C u t c h and 
Kathiawad and O m a n when the Trade Winds allowed, where the 
new quays were named after Princess Margaret after the o ld ones 
were destroyed by fire, U h u r u Street met the world, (xi-xii) 

Nostalgia tinges Vassanji's evocation of this particular place, a 
disappearing world. For the author, Uhuru Street is a collection of 
short stories which deals with a view to recreate Dar es Salaam where 
I g rew u p , d u r i n g a spec i f i c p e r i o d . A n d what I t h o u g h t 
of doing was just to basically turn off and turn on lights, in a manner 
of speaking, one by one so each short story would be a flicker of 
l ight and then you w o u l d have a whole street emerg ing . . . . 
[Essent ia l ly that's what I was trying to do as that street and that life 
wil l in a few years be almost non-existent. ("Interview" 2 1 ) 

J a q u e l i n e B a r d o l p h has suggested that the t it le o f the story cycle 

m a y have its o r i g i n i n C . F. Cavafy's p o e m " T h e C i t y , " w h i c h also 

gave Vassanji 's n o v e l No New Land a t i t le: 
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You tell yourself I ' l l be gone 
To some other land, some other sea, 
to a city lovelier far than this . . . 
There's no new land, my friend, no 
New sea; for the city wil l follow you, 
In the same streets you ' l l wander endlessly. (83) 

T h i s i n s i g h t i m p l i e s that the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f p l a c e i n the 

cycle involves the n e g o t i a t i o n o f a p r e s e n t c o n d i t i o n , m o r e t h a n 

m e r e l y the r e c o l l e c t i o n o f the past. T h e n a r r a t i v e b e c o m e s the 

a u t h o r ' s c h a n c e to i m m e r s e h i m s e l f i m a g i n a t i v e l y i n the w o r l d 

o f D a r es S a l a a m . I n p a r t i c u l a r , h e focuses o n the players i n the 

h i s t o r y o f the d o u b l e m i g r a t i o n o f S o u t h As ians: o n the o n e h a n d , 

the I n d i a n M u s l i m s w h o m a d e t h e i r first voyage to East A f r i c a i n 

the late n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y as p a r t o f the l a b o r m o b i l i t y w i t h i n 

the B r i t i s h e m p i r e , w o r k i n g as s e m i - s k i l l e d l a b o r e r s , s m a l l t r a d 

ers, a n d j u n i o r c o l o n i a l f u n c t i o n a r i e s . O n the o t h e r h a n d , h e 

recreates the s e c o n d voyage that b e g a n i n the 1960s w i t h the 

t ide o f i m m i g r a t i o n f r o m p o s t c o l o n i a l A f r i c a t o w a r d E u r o p e a n d 

N o r t h A m e r i c a . 

C h a r a c t e r p o r t r a y a l i n Uhuru Street c o r r e s p o n d s to the t r a d i 

t i o n a l c y c l i c p a t t e r n o f the g e n r e ; those p e r s o n a g e s w h o a p p e a r 

i n m o r e t h a n o n e s tory o f the cycle r a r e l y o c c u p y the c e n t r e o f 

the a c t i o n i n a l l the stories. W h i l e s o m e s h o r t s tory cycles are 

u n i f i e d by a s i n g l e p r o t a g o n i s t , o t h e r s c o n t a i n a series o f dif

f e r e n t p r o t a g o n i s t s o r a n e v o l v i n g p r o t o t y p e . T h e g r a d u a l rev

e l a t i o n o f c h a r a c t e r t h r o u g h a p p a r e n t l y r a n d o m g l i m p s e s 

e m p h a s i z e s the i d e a o f a p e r s o n a l a n d c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y as a c o l 

lect ive self, s h a r e d by p e o p l e w i t h a c o m m o n h i s t o r y a n d ances

try, p r o v i d i n g a c o n s i s t e n t f r a m e o f r e f e r e n c e a n d m e a n i n g . 

E t h n i c i d e n t i t y is, m o s t o f t e n , "a m a t t e r o f ' b e c o m i n g ' as w e l l as 

o f ' b e i n g . ' It b e l o n g s to the f u t u r e as m u c h as to the past. . . . 

[ I J d e n t i t i e s are the n a m e s we give to the d i f f e r e n t ways we are 

p o s i t i o n e d by, a n d p o s i t i o n ourse lves w i t h i n , the n a r r a t i v e s o f 

the past" ( H a l l 2 2 7 ) . A s s u c h , the act o f a m a l g a m a t i o n r e q u i r e d 

f o r the u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e s h o r t s tory cycle c o r r e s p o n d s to 

that n e e d e d f o r the c o n s o l i d a t i o n o f the e t h n i c i d e n t i t y p o r 

t r a y e d . A b o u t h a l f o f the stories i n Uhuru Street are n a r r a t e d i n 

first p e r s o n , e m p h a s i z i n g p e r s o n a l d r a m a s o f i d e n t i t y ; the re

m a i n d e r are r e c o u n t e d m a i n l y f r o m a t h i r d - p e r s o n v i e w p o i n t , 
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e x p a n d i n g the r a n g e o f subject a n d c o n s c i o u s n e s s to give a 

m a n y - t o n e d p o r t r a i t o f the s t r e e t — t h i s , p e r h a p s , to f u l f i l l the 

a u t h o r ' s d e s i r e "to w r i t e a k i n d o f p e o p l e ' s h is tory , b u t m a k e it 

p e r s o n a l " ( S m i t h 2 9 ) . A s A r u n M u k h e r j e e p o i n t s o u t , the sto

ries i n Uhuru Street are n o t f o c u s e d sole ly o n a n i n d i v i d u a l ' s p r i 

vate l i fe o r a p e r s o n a l l e a r n i n g e x p e r i e n c e b u t o n the i n d i v i d u a l 

e n m e s h e d first w i t h i n the f a m i l y a n d t h e n w i t h i n the l a r g e r 

A s i a n c o m m u n i t y w h o s e i n t e r a c t i o n s w i t h the A f r i c a n a n d E u r o 

p e a n c o m m u n i t i e s are severely l i m i t e d d u e to the h i e r a r c h i e s o f 

t h e c o l o n i a l o r d e r ( 1 6 5 ) . 

T h e s h i f t i n g o f n a r r a t o r i a l p o s i t i o n i n the d iverse stories si

m u l t a n e o u s l y p r o v i d e s object ive a n d subject ive perspect ives o n 

t h e r e c r e a t i o n o f p l a c e , a l t e r n a t i n g b e t w e e n a n o p e n i n g out

w a r d a n d a t u r n i n g i n w a r d . T h e r e is a g r o u p o f stories that out

l i n e s , i n B a r d o l p h ' s w o r d s , "sensual r e t r a c i n g o f m o m e n t s o f 

c h i l d h o o d " ( 8 5 ) . T w o o f the p r o t a g o n i s t - n a r r a t o r s are y o u n g 

boys, a n d t h e i r v i e w p o i n t p r o v i d e s e n r i c h i n g g l i m p s e s of t h e i r 

m u l t i f a r i o u s w o r l d , as they try to u n d e r s t a n d the r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

b e t w e e n the p e o p l e o f U h u r u Street: r i c h a n d p o o r , A f r i c a n s 

a n d A s i a n s , C a t h o l i c G o a n s a n d M u s l i m s , o r even v a r i o u s M o s 

l e m g r o u p s . A w h o l e way o f l i fe is e v o k e d f o r the r e a d e r as the 

c h i l d n a r r a t o r s w a t c h the n e i g h b o r s across the r o a d , the f a m i l y 

u p s t a i r s , the s h o p k e e p e r s at the e n d o f the street. U h u r u Street 

b e c o m e s a stage that " p r o v i d e s narrat ives a n d c o m m e n t s o n its 

o w n h i s t o r y : l e g e n d s are s h o w n i n the m a k i n g as goss ip c i r c u 

lates, j u d g m e n t s are passed, r e t r i b u t i o n i n e x a m i n e d . T h e street 

d o e s n o t k n o w it, b u t it is t h e n busy c o n s t r u c t i n g its o w n m y t h , 

even i n the f o r m o f s n i p p e t s w h i c h f o r m the c o r e o f e a c h p i e c e " 

( B a r d o l p h 8 5 ) . T h e e x p e r i e n c e o f d i s c o v e r y a n d the o b s e r v a 

t i o n o f var iety are essent ia l to a l l the stories , e v e n those n o t re

c o u n t e d i n first p e r s o n . E a c h s t o r y i l lustrates c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f 

the ac tors i n the d r a m a o f U h u r u Street , s tress ing p e r s o n a l ten

s ions a n d s truggles , s o m e c o m i c , m a n y p o i g n a n t i n t h e i r d e p i c 

t i o n o f t h e w o r k i n g s o f b i n a r y c a t e g o r i e s o f j u d g m e n t a n d 

b e h a v i o u r . 

C o n n e c t i v e s t rands serve to d r a w the i n d i v i d u a l s o f any s h o r t 

s tory cycle i n t o a s ingle c o m m u n i t y . T h e s e b o n d s m a y r a n g e f r o m 

f a m i l i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s to f r i e n d s h i p , to b e l o n g i n g to the same 
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t o w n , e t h n i c g r o u p , o r g e n d e r . H o w e v e r this c o m m u n i t y m a y be 

a c h i e v e d , it u s u a l l y c a n be s a i d to c o n s t i t u t e the c e n t r a l c h a r a c 

ter o f a cycle ( I n g r a m 2 2 ) . I n the e t h n i c s h o r t s tory cyc le , w h a t 

we k n o w o f as c o m m u n i t y a c q u i r e s a s y m b o l i c f o r m a t i o n r a t h e r 

t h a n a n a t u r a l essence, e x i s t i n g i n s o f a r as the p e o p l e w h o m a k e 

u p that c o m m u n i t y e x p e r i e n c e it as m e m b e r s . T h e passage f r o m 

a p p r e c i a t i o n o f i n d i v i d u a l stories to the w h o l e p r e s e n t e d i n the 

cycle also m a r k s the shift f r o m i n d i v i d u a l to c o m m u n i t y ; a n d it 

c o n s t a n t l y sets the i n d i v i d u a l against the s o c i a l g r o u p to w h i c h 

h e o r she b e l o n g s . Spec i f i ca l ly , the g e n r e d e m o n s t r a t e s a r e s e m 

b l a n c e to the f o r m a t i o n o f a c o m m u n i t y i n its d y n a m i c s truc

ture o f c o n n e c t i o n a n d d i s c o n n e c t i o n . T h e c o n n e c t i o n s that 

n e e d to b e e s t a b l i s h e d w i l l t h e r e f o r e y i e l d w h a t K e n n e d y has 

c a l l e d the " d e f i n i n g e x p e r i e n c e " o f the s h o r t s tory cycle: a v i 

s i o n o f u n i t y o r c o m m u n i t y , a c c u m u l a t e d by the r e a d e r ' s dis

c e r n m e n t o f m e a n i n g s i n h e r e n t i n the c o m p o s i t e s c h e m e , as 

w e l l as the d i s c o v e r y o f p a r a l l e l s o r r e c u r r e n t t h e m e s (Modern 

American 1 9 6 ) . I n g e n e r a l , the stories i n Uhuru Street m a y be 

d i v i d e d i n t o t h r e e t h e m a t i c categor ies , a l l c o n c e r n e d w i t h the 

c r e a t i o n a n d p r e s e r v a t i o n o f the g r o u p : s tor ies that e x p l o r e 

i n t r a c o m m u n i t y d e a l i n g s , o t h e r s that cast l i g h t o n i n t e r r a c i a l 

r e l a t i o n s , a n d those that go b e y o n d the b o u n d a r i e s o f U h u r u 

Street to d e p i c t the p r o c e s s o f i m m i g r a t i o n a n d a d a p t a t i o n to 

a n o t h e r w o r l d . 

Uhuru Street ce lebrates the p u r i t y a n d the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f the 

I n d i a n i d e n t i t y t h r o u g h d e s c r i p t i o n s o f the c u s t o m s , f o o d , a n d 

m a n n e r s o f the g r o u p . T h e u n i t y o f the e t h n i c assemblage is 

e m p h a s i z e d by the c l e a r b o u n d a r i e s e s t a b l i s h e d . T h e c h i l d nar

rators l e a r n the n o r m s o f the c o m m u n i t y , the basis u p o n w h i c h 

the S o u t h A s i a n s — M u s l i m s , H i n d u s , a n d G o a n s — share s o m e 

a s s u m p t i o n s o f l i fe a n d l ive a c c o r d i n g to e s t a b l i s h e d c o d e s . P o r 

traits o f c h a r a c t e r s o u t s i d e the g r o u p stress the i n v i s i b l e b o r d e r s 

m a i n t a i n e d by a c o m m u n i t y that d e c i d e s w h o b e l o n g s a n d w h o 

d o e s n o t . T h e i d e n t i t y o f the I n d i a n i n h a b i t a n t s is a p e r m a n e n t 

c o l l e c t i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n , as they p l a c e e a c h o t h e r a c c o r d i n g to 

class o r nat ive v i l l a g e a n d i n t r o d u c e themselves by t r a c i n g t h e i r 

g e n e a l o g i e s : "She b e g a n by g i v i n g h i m h e r h is tory . S h e t o l d h i m 

w h i c h f a m i l y she was b o r n i n , w h i c h she h a d m a r r i e d i n t o , h o w 
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she h a d r a i s e d h e r k i d s w h e n o u r f a t h e r d i e d . C o m m o n re la

t ions w e r e d i s c o v e r e d b e t w e e n o u r f a m i l i e s " ( 7 5 ) . 

F o r the S o u t h A s i a n s i n A f r i c a , the s u s t a i n i n g o f the c o m m u 

n a l c o c o o n b e c o m e s a strategy f o r s u r v i v a l i n a l a n d that is n o t 

the irs . T h e i r I n d i a n n e s s is k e p t al ive by f r o n t - b e n c h a f t e r n o o n 

goss ip a n d the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n s a n d world-views. T h e 

i d e a o f k i s m e t , for i n s t a n c e , is a r e p e a t e d mot i f : " b i r t h , m a r r i a g e , 

a n d d e a t h w e r e p r e o r d a i n e d , as [ M o t h e r ] o f t e n sa id . Y o u h a d 

m a n y c h o i c e s i n l i fe : b u t n o t w i t h these t h r e e " ( 2 5 - 2 6 ) . T h i s 

system o f be l ie fs o r g a n i z e s the c h a r a c t e r s ' p o s s i b i l i t i e s a n d m a n 

n e r s o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g the w o r l d a n d t h e i r p laces i n i t , establ ish

i n g the c o m p l e x s o c i a l s p h e r e o f U h u r u Street . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , it 

affects the n a r r a t i v e t ra jec tory i n s u c h a way that Vassanj i pre

sents b i f o c a l i m a g e s o f pr ivate d r a m a s w i t h i n c o m m u n a l crises 

( M a l a k 2 8 0 ) . Severa l stories e m p h a s i z e the p r e f e r r e d i s o l a t i o n 

o f a g r o u p as w e l l as its i n n e r d i v i s i o n s . E v e r y s u b g r o u p gener

al ly k e e p s its b o u n d a r i e s c l o s e d to the o t h e r I n d i a n e t h n i c i t i e s : 

"the P e r e r a s w e r e G o a n s a n d t h e i r affairs o f l i t t le i n t e r e s t to the 

rest o f u s " ( 2 0 ) . L o y a l t y to o n e ' s e t h n i c g r o u p is e v i d e n c e d over 

a n d over a g a i n , d r a w i n g a t t e n t i o n to the d i f f e r e n c e s i n p e r c e p 

t i o n e v e n w i t h i n the S o u t h A s i a n c o m m u n i t y . T h i s is s h a r p l y 

d r a m a t i z e d i n the c o n t r a s t i n g r e a c t i o n s o f the b o y n a r r a t o r a n d 

the G o a n A l z i r a t o w a r d s T e m b o - m b i l i , " o n e o f D a r ' s several 

crazies, a s m a l l , t h i n , G o a n m a n , " w h e n the m a n is a l m o s t b e a t e n 

u p by a m o b b u t is r e s c u e d by A l z i r a ' s b r o t h e r . 

T h e stories that c e n t r e o n the I n d i a n s c o v e r the m a g n i t u d e o f 

l i fe e x p e r i e n c e s , f r o m f a m i l y crises to the c e l e b r a t i o n o f festi

vals, f r o m the d i s c o v e r y o f the myster ies o f l i fe to the c r u e l t y o f 

poverty, a l l h a v i n g U h u r u Street as t h e i r c e n t r e p o i n t . T h e r a n g e 

o f styles a n d t h e m e s i n the d i f f e r e n t stories s ignals the l i m i t l e s s 

p e r m u t a t i o n o f e x p e r i e n c e . T o n e varies , a n d w i t h e a c h story 

t h e r e is a n e w r e v e l a t i o n o f the i n t r i c a c i e s o f h u m a n b e h a v i o r . 

F o r the s tudents r e t u r n e d f r o m L o n d o n f o r h o l i d a y s , U h u r u 

Street b e c a m e "a stage . . . a n d we w o u l d s t rut u p a n d d o w n its 

dusty p a v e m e n t s p a r a d i n g overseas fash ions , o u r newly a c q u i r e d 

ways" ( 1 0 4 ) . B u t the street is d e s t i n e d to be m o r e t h a n m e r e l y a 

t r a n s i t o r y aspect o f t h e i r l ives, as the n a r r a t o r o f " T h e L o n d o n -

r e t u r n e d " d iscovers w h e n h e fal ls i n love o n e s u m m e r : 
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Kismet, our elders called it. You could walk to the end of the world 
and not find the r ight partner, they told you, un t i l your kismet 
opened up for you. A n d when it d id , as surely and beautifully as a 
flower, no amount of reason could dissuade you from your choice. 
In our case it sought to bridge our two worlds. A n d where else should 
it strike but on Independence Avenue where these two worlds met. 

(106) 

E t h n i c divers i ty is a m a j o r c o n s t i t u e n t o f the space i n w h i c h 

t h e a c t i o n t r a n s p i r e s , a n d t h e p r o b l e m a t i c n e g o t i a t i o n o f 

t r a n s c u l t u r a l d e a l i n g s b e c o m e s a r e c u r r i n g t h e m e i n the cycle. 

Vassanj i ' s c h a r a c t e r s — w h e t h e r i n A f r i c a , E u r o p e , o r N o r t h 

A m e r i c a — are h o u n d e d a n d h a u n t e d by r a c i s m , r e a l o r per

c e i v e d ; i t h i n d e r s t h e i r p r o g r e s s a n d c r i p p l e s t h e i r e m o t i o n a l 

a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l g r o w t h , m a k i n g t h e m give survival a n e x c e p 

t i o n a l p r i o r i t y i n t h e i r l ives ( M a l a k 2 8 0 ) . I n t e r r a c i a l r e l a t i o n 

ships , the s e c o n d p r i n c i p a l c a t e g o r y o f t h e m a t i c d e v e l o p m e n t 

i n the n a r r a t i v e , f o r m a v i ta l p a r t o f the d y n a m i c s o f Uhuru Street. 

A m i n M a l a k c l a i m s that the a p p e a l o f Vassanj i 's w o r k res ides i n 

its i r o n i c r i d i c u l e o f the c l a i m o f e t h n i c o r r e l i g i o u s pur is ts : half-

castes, m i x e d ancestr ies , syncret ic i d e o l o g i e s a n d be l ie fs , a n d 

c r o s s - c u l t u r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s o r m a r r i a g e s p r e o c c u p y h is n a r r a 

tive w i t h v a r y i n g d e g r e e s o f p r o m i n e n c e ( 2 8 1 ) . I n " F o r a S h i l 

l i n g , " the n a r r a t o r ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the p o p u l a t i o n o f h i s street, 

" [ t] he crazy w o r l d o f o u r d a i l y associat ions — o f A r a b s , A f r i c a n s , 

A s i a n s a n d assor ted half-castes" ( 3 5 ) , i l lustrates the divers i ty as 

w e l l as its c o r r e s p o n d e n t p r i v i l e g i n g a n d p r o b l e m s . T h e c u l t u r a l 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f race are the p r i n c i p a l c a t e g o r i e s o f j u d g m e n t i n 

the stories , c o n s t r u c t i n g the s o c i a l space w i t h i n w h i c h the char

acters l ive . S k i n c o l o u r , l a n g u a g e , a n d s t e r e o t y p i c a l i m a g e s o f 

the o t h e r g o v e r n the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n a n i m 

p l i c i t l y d e s i g n e d m a n n e r . A s the I n d i a n n a r r a t o r o f the first story 

a f f i r m s , "We a l l have a n a m e h e r e . T h e y t h i n k I d o n ' t k n o w they 

c a l l m e ' B l a c k . ' B e c a u s e I ' m d a r k , a l m o s t a n A f r i c a n . T h e y have 

to give m e a n a m e , a n d w h a t b e t t e r n a m e t h a n s o m e t h i n g so 

o b v i o u s . B l a c k " ( 2 ) . N o n e t h e l e s s , t i m e c o n f i r m s the t r a n s i e n t 

n a t u r e o f this c r i t e r i o n . E u r o p e a n s , r e m n a n t s o f a n i m p e r i a l age, 

a p p e a r s u p e r i o r ; the A f r i c a n s are b e n e a t h the I n d i a n s i n p r e -

i n d e p e n d e n c e T a n z a n i a , a l t h o u g h the ro les are r e v e r s e d after 



M . G . V A S S A N J I ' S " U H U R U S T R E E T " 17 

i n d e p e n d e n c e . T h i s ro le-reversa l , e n a c t e d i n several stories, fur

t h e r suggests the i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f the d e p a r t u r e o f the I n d i a n s 

f r o m T a n z a n i a . 

T h e c h a r a c t e r s ' o b s e s s i o n w i t h t h i n g s E u r o p e a n attests to the 

p e r v a s i v e n e s s o f t h e i r c o l o n i a l m e n t a l i t y . I n " A l z i r a , " t h e 

n a r r a t o r ' s m o t h e r c lose ly o b s e r v e s w h i t e w o m e n i n o r d e r to 

i m i t a t e the f a s h i o n s f r o m the West: " A n y E u r o p e a n w o m a n w h o 

c h a n c e d by o n o u r street was the subject o f M o t h e r ' s d e e p e s t 

scrut iny , as she w a t c h e d o u t f o r n e w p a t t e r n s " ( 2 1 ) . H u s s e i n is 

c a l l e d " G e r m a n " by the n e i g h b o r h o o d boys b e c a u s e h e says, h e 

c a n speak G e r m a n . I've h e a r d h i m say two t h i n g s , " M e i n H e r r , " 

a n d " M e i n G o t t , " w h i c h I p r e s u m e are G e r m a n . H e was s t i l l a 

y o u t h w h e n the G e r m a n s were h e r e , a n d w h e n he 's i n the m o o d 

he c a n s p i n q u i t e a y a r n a b o u t those t imes . (2-3) T h e establ ish

m e n t o f r a c i a l genealogy, " p e d i g r e e s i n q u e s t i o n " ( 6 0 ) , b e c o m e s 

a n e n g r o s s i n g c o n c e r n . " E n g l i s h L e s s o n s " i l lustrates this t h r o u g h 

s p e c u l a t i o n s o n the o r i g i n o f M r . Stuart , the assistant h e a d m a s 

ter: " H e l o o k e d n e i t h e r E u r o p e a n n o r A s i a n . H e s o u n d e d E n 

g l i s h , b u t n o t q u i t e . T h e c o n c l u s i o n was that h e was a E u r a s i a n , 

p e r h a p s even a c a m o u f l a g e d G o a n " ( 5 9 ) . S t u a r t h i m s e l f m o c k s 

the I n d i a n teachers f o r t h e i r l a c k o f c ivi l i ty , a n d shows his dis

taste f o r F l e t c h e r , " o n e o f the n e w e x p a t r i a t e t e a c h e r s f r o m E n 

g l a n d , scruffy a n d e c c e n t r i c " ( 6 0 ) . R e t r i b u t i o n w i l l c o m e i n the 

f o r m o f his p a i n w h e n the s tudents d i s c o v e r the t r u t h a b o u t h is 

h o m e l i fe , f o r c i n g h i m to leave the s c h o o l . 

I n g e n e r a l , the stor ies o u t l i n e negat ive aspects o r d i f f i c u l t i e s 

i n the v a r i o u s i n t e r r a c i a l a s s o c i a t i o n s p r e s e n t e d . T h o s e that 

c e n t r e o n r a c i s m evoke a c l o s e d w o r l d a n d t e n d to have t r o u b l e d , 

i n d e t e r m i n a t e e n d i n g s . T h o u g h r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f d e p e n d e n c e 

m a y be e s t a b l i s h e d , b o u n d a r i e s are k e p t clear, n e v e r to be tres

passed. T h i s is w h y A l i , the servant , is d i s m i s s e d i n the e p o n y 

m o u s story. T h e boy 's c r i m e is n o t , u l t i m a t e l y , s p y i n g o n the 

n a r r a t o r ' s o l d e r sister as she showers , b u t h is c o n f i d e n t d e c l a r a 

t i o n "I w i l l m a r r y h e r " ( 19) ; the i n a d m i s s i b i l i t y o f this a m b i t i o n 

is a m e t a p h o r f o r t h e w e d g e that separates the S o u t h A s i a n s 

f r o m the A f r i c a n s o f U h u r u Street . I n t e r r a c i a l m a r r i a g e s are 

i n c o n c e i v a b l e , a n d a n I n d i a n m o t h e r d e f e n d s th is p o s t u r e 

b e f o r e a d a u g h t e r i n love w i t h a n A f r i c a n : " W h a t d o y o u k n o w o f 

h i m ? . . . W i t h a n A s i a n M a n , e v e n i f he ' s e v i l , y o u k n o w w h a t to 
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e x p e c t . B u t w i t h him?" ( 8 7 ) . T h i s e m b l e m a t i c s t a t e m e n t stresses 

i g n o r a n c e a b o u t t h e o t h e r as the p r i n c i p a l f o r c e i n the u n e a s y 

a l l i a n c e b e t w e e n the two g r o u p s . T h e a m b i v a l e n t r o l e o f I n d i 

ans i n A f r i c a is b r o u g h t o u t c l e a r l y i n " T h e D r i v e r . " I d i , the A f r i 

c a n dr iver , is u p s e t a b o u t h a v i n g to " u r i n a t e aga inst the s t a i n e d , 

y e l l o w b a c k w a l l " (52) because h is I n d i a n e m p l o y e r ' s wife for

b i d s h i m to use the h o u s e h o l d toi let : "Wai t , h e t h o u g h t t h e n , 

s m a r t i n g f r o m the i n s u l t . W e ' l l have o u r d a y " ( 5 2 ) . H i s p e r s o n a l 

r e v e n g e is a s i m p l e m a t t e r o f s w i t c h i n g the s u c c u l e n t t e m p l e 

o f f e r i n g w i t h the m i s e r l y p o r t i o n m e a n t f o r h i s e m p l o y e r ' s sis

ter. A m o r e h a r r o w i n g r e v e n g e is e x a c t e d i n the i r o n i c a l l y t i t l e d 

" W h a t G o o d T i m e s W e H a d , " as a n A f r i c a n b a n k c l e r k avenges a 

r a c i a l i n s u l t t h r o u g h the b r u t a l r a p e a n d m u r d e r o f a C a n a d a -

b o u n d I n d i a n w o m a n . I n h e r last t rag ic m o m e n t s , the w o m a n 

r e v i s i o n s the r e l a t i o n s h i p s she has h a d w i t h A f r i c a n s , r e v e a l i n g 

t h a t she has u n d e r s t o o d n o t h i n g o f t h e i r l ives , f e e l i n g s , o r 

d r e a m s : 

A n d she thought of all the black men she had presided over almost 
all her thirty-seven years with scorn. The houseboys, the tailors, the 
customers, the hawkers, who came with the dawn, subservient, and 
disappeared into the night. W h o no more belonged to her commu
nity of men and women than the flies on the walls. . . . Was this 
revenge, or plain avarice? (95) 

Vassanji offers a pos i t ive v i s i o n o f c o n t a c t b e t w e e n I n d i a n s 

a n d A f r i c a n s i n the p r o m i s i n g " B r e a k i n g L o o s e . " T h e a t t r a c t i o n 

b e t w e e n Y a s m i n a n d the A f r i c a n p r o f e s s o r A k o t o is a n a n a l o g y 

o f the l i m i t s o f e t h n i c i t y a n d a u t h e n t i c i t y i n a p l u r a l i s t i c society: 

" H e h a d a t h e o r y a b o u t A f r i c a n l i t e r a t u r e . 'It is at p r e s e n t d i g 

g i n g u p the r o o t s , ' h e s a i d . A n d that 's w h a t h e was t r y i n g to d o . 

D i g . ' S o y o u c a n u n d e r s t a n d m y obsess ions w i t h a u t h e n t i c i t y . 

E v e n m y n a m e is a b u r d e n , a n i m p o s i t i o n ' " ( 8 5 ) . T h i s c h a l l e n g e s 

h e r to find o u t m o r e a b o u t h e r o w n e t h n i c past: 

India was not just the past, or the community, or even the jealous 
communities of Dar. India was a continent, a civilisation, a political 
entity in the world. On ly recently had it emerged from a long struggle 
for independence. Dur ing the holidays Yasmin discovered her world. 
She read avidly about India, quizzed her father about it. India came 
as a revelation. Here in Africa she was an Asian, an Indian. Yet she 
had been a stranger to even the most recent Indian history. (88) 
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T h e d i s c o v e r y o f h e r u n i q u e c u l t u r a l p o s i t i o n o p e n s u p possi

b i l i t i e s : T h e w o r l d s e e m e d a s m a l l e r p l a c e w h e n she w e n t b a c k 

to the Univers i ty . S m a l l e r b u t e x c i t i n g ; t e e m i n g w i t h p e o p l e strug

g l i n g , f i g h t i n g , l o v i n g : s u r v i v i n g . A n d she was o n e o f those 

p e o p l e . P e o p l e , b o u n d by t h e i r o w n h i s t o r i e s a n d t r a d i t i o n s , 

s e e m e d to h e r l i k e p u p p e t s t i e d to str ings: b u t t h e n a n e w m u 

tant b r o k e loose , a n event o c c u r r e d , a n d lives c h a n g e d , the w o r l d 

c h a n g e d . S h e was, she d e c i d e d , a n e w m u t a n t . ( 8 8 ) K n o w l e d g e 

o f h e r c u l t u r a l past offers Y a s m i n the p o s s i b i l i t y o f m a n i p u l a t 

i n g h e r p l a c e i n the w o r l d , c h o o s i n g h e r p o s i t i o n , to "break away 

f r o m t r i b a l i s m " ( g o ) , e n a c t e d p r i m a r i l y i n the d e c i s i o n to e n t e r 

i n t o a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h A k o t o , i n o p p o s i t i o n to f a m i l i a l a n d c u l 

t u r a l n o r m s . 

T h e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the i m m i g r a n t ' s w o r l d is the t h i r d the

m a t i c c o m p o n e n t o f the cycle . T h e s e t t i n g o f the w o r l d o f the 

A f r i c a n I n d i a n s n e v e r r e m a i n s c l o s e d , as they l o o k b a c k to I n d i a 

f o r c u l t u r a l a f f i r m a t i o n , a n d to E u r o p e o r N o r t h A m e r i c a f o r 

e c o n o m i c p r o s p e r i t y a n d a n e d u c a t i o n a l f u t u r e . C u l t u r a l i n f l u 

e n c e f r o m the o u t s i d e is e v i d e n t f r o m the first stories, a n d U h u r u 

Street is d e p i c t e d as a c r o s s r o a d s o f i n f l u e n c e s . T h e servant b o y 

i n " A l i " tel ls the y o u n g n a r r a t o r stories f r o m b o t h t r i b a l l e g e n d 

a n d W e s t e r n c o m i c b o o k s : tales o f z e b r a s a n d h y e n a s a n d enact

m e n t s o f S h a n e a n d R o y R o g e r s , i l l u s t r a t e d w i t h a " c h a r c o a l f u l l -

l e n g t h s k e t c h o f t h e c o w b o y i n f u l l r e g a l i a " ( 1 6 ) . V a r i o u s 

c h a r a c t e r s s tudy a b r o a d , a n d the i m m i g r a t i o n o f m a n y o t h e r s is 

a l m o s t a n inevi tabi l i ty . M a l a k has t e r m e d " a m b i v a l e n t a f f i l i a t i o n " 

this i n d e f i n i t e n e s s o b s e r v e d a n d u n d e r s t a n d a b l e i n Vassanj i 's 

c h a r a c t e r s : T h e i n s t a b i l i t y o f d o u b l e m i g r a t i o n — h o p p i n g c o n 

t inents , t r a d i n g c u l t u r e s , a n d n e g o t i a t i n g m a r g i n a l i t y — has pre

v e n t e d t h e m f r o m e s t a b l i s h i n g r o o t s . . . . It is n o t t h a t t h e 

i m m i g r a n t o r the e x i l e d o e s n o t d e s i r e a f f i l i a t i o n , b u t o f t e n he 

o r s h e d e s i r e s i t o n c o n v e n i e n t t e r m s ; a n d e v e n t h e n t h e 

s o c i o p s y c h i c s i t u a t i o n is s u c h that h e o r she c a n n o t ful ly, firmly 

b e l o n g . N e i t h e r d o e s s u c h a n e q u i v o c a t i o n r e p r e s e n t a r r o g a n c e 

o r c o w a r d i c e , b u t r a t h e r a f o r c e d p h e n o m e n o n o f h u m a n rea l 

ity. ( 2 8 0 ) A s s u c h , m a n y o f the stories i m p l y that the w o r l d i n 

w h i c h the c h a r a c t e r s l ive is d o o m e d to e n d , e v e n as the n a r r a 

tors h i g h l i g h t u t o p i e aspects o f l i fe . 
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A t the seashore we dr ink coconut water, the o ld man buys peanuts, 
and we stroll for a while watching kids playing in the sand, boats 
bobbing up and down on the water, steamers coming into or leaving 
the harbour. We wave at the passengers when they wave at us and 
we wonder from what world beyond they cou ld be coming , what 
country the ship's flag represents. (8) 

" R e f u g e e , " f o r i n s t a n c e , p r e s e n t s a s y n o p t i c r e p o r t o n the v io

l e n t c o n d i t i o n s after i n d e p e n d e n c e , i m p l y i n g the n e e d to flee 

f r o m the h o r r o r : 

Now there were daily queues for bread and sugar; mi lk came in 
packets from the new factory, di luted, sometimes sour. There were 
rumors that boys would be recruited to fight Idi A m i n , the tyrant to 
the nor th . A n d others that A m i n would send planes to bomb Dar 
. . . . The body of an Asian woman had been found on the beach, 
mutilated, hanging from a tree. Another, an elderly widow, had been 
hacked to death by robbers in her flat. (122) 

In " W h a t G o o d T i m e s W e H a d " the e m i g r a t i n g p r o t a g o n i s t , be

f o r e h e r m u r d e r , i r o n i c a l l y c o n t e m p l a t e s the w r e t c h e d fate o f 

the A s i a n c o m m u n i t y i n A f r i c a : " L i f e wasn ' t easy w h e r e she s o o n 

w o u l d be [ C a n a d a ] b u t i t c o u l d n ' t be so b a d . T h e r e was a p r i c e 

f o r e v e r y t h i n g h e r e . A n d after a l l that , t h e r e was n o p e a c e to be 

h a d e v e n at n i g h t t i m e f o r fear o f r o b b e r s . T h e y l i v e d o n the 

e d g e , n o t k n o w i n g i f they w o u l d be p u s h e d o f f the p r e c i p i c e the 

n e x t day-or i f the h a n d o f p r o v i d e n c e w o u l d l i f t t h e m u p a n d 

t r a n s p o r t t h e m to safety" ( 9 3 ) . T h e r e are m a n y a c c o u n t s o f de

p a r t u r e s f r o m U h u r u Street f o r d iverse reasons . " R e f u g e e " a n d 

" L e a v i n g " p o i n t to s e p a r a t i o n f r o m the s t a r t i n g p o i n t as a r e q u i 

site c o m p o n e n t o f l i f e , m o m e n t s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by h o p e f o r n e w 

b e g i n n i n g s . 

L i f e c h a n g e s f o r those w h o leave D a r es S a l a a m . G e o g r a p h i 

ca l d i s t a n c e al ters p e r c e p t i o n s a n d m o d i f i e s a t t i tudes . T h e sto

ries that te l l o f i m m i g r a n t lives e m p h a s i z e the n e e d to reva l idate 

a n d a c c e p t , o r reject, w h a t h a d b e e n l e a r n e d at h o m e . T h e i m 

m i g r a n t s t u d e n t s i n " T h e L o n d o n - r e t u r n e d " q u i c k l y r e a l i z e 

" h o w f r a i l o u r d e f e n c e s , h o w easily cast as ide w h e n the t i m e 

c o m e s . N o t h i n g c o u l d have b e e n m o r e n a t u r a l . Yet n o t h i n g 

c o u l d have s h o c k e d m o r e , c a u s e d g r e a t e r p a i n , i n a d i f f e r e n t 

set t ing . H o w easy i t was to j u d g e a n d c o n d e m n f r o m t h e r e . Yet 
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n o s o o n e r w e r e y o u h e r e t h a n a layer o f r i g h t e o u s n e s s p e e l e d 

d o w n f r o m y o u r b e i n g " ( 1 1 4 ) . T r a n s m i t t e d va lues m u s t be ana

l y z e d , p r o m i s e s c o m p r o m i s e d , t r a d i t i o n s l i v e d against o d d s . 

N o t h i n g stays the same. B u t p h y s i c a l s e p a r a t i o n d o e s n o t i m p l y 

d e t a c h m e n t f r o m the past. T h i s s t o r y d e s c r i b e s the fate o f i m m i 

g r a n t s c o n d e m n e d to re-create t h e i r b e g i n n i n g s w h e r e v e r they 

are . A s u p e r f i c i a l o p e n n e s s to o t h e r s is the m o v i n g f o r c e i n the 

" t h i n a n d m a r g i n a l w o r l d i n T o r o n t o " w h e r e the n a r r a t o r a n d 

A m i n a l ive , " [ b j a r e l y w i t h i n a c o m m u n i t y w h o s e a p p r o v a l we 

c r a v e d , by w h o s e s t a n d a r d s we j u d g e d ourse lves the él i te; the 

c h i c a n d e d u c a t e d . O u r f r i e n d s we c o u n t e d o n o u r fingers-and 

we p r o u d l y n u m b e r e d E u r o p e a n s , A s i a n s , N o r t h A m e r i c a n s . 

F r i e n d s to ta lk a b o u t , n o t b r i n g t o g e t h e r ; p o i n t s o n o u r s o c i a l 

a c h i e v e m e n t s c o r e " ( 1 1 1 ) . B u t l i fe o n the m a r g i n s is n o l i fe at 

a l l , the c h a r a c t e r s s e e m to i m p l y . A n d the o n l y p l a c e they be

l o n g i n is a street across the sea. A m i n a ' s s u r v i v a l i n s t i n c t leads 

h e r to find a s o l u t i o n : "She 's b a c k i n the b o s o m o f U h u r u 

Street . O r r a t h e r t h e c o m p a n i o n s h i p that 's m o v e d u p U h u r u 

Street a n d i n t o the s u b u r b a n d e v e l o p m e n t s o f T o r o n t o . . . . A n d 

it b l o o m e d o n c e m o r e , that o l d c o m r a d e s h i p o f U h u r u Street 

w i t h A m i n a at t h e c e n t r e — first h e l p i n g t h e m to settle a n d 

t h e n b e i n g w i t h t h e m j u s t l i k e o l d t imes . Slowly, T o r o n t o , t h e i r 

T o r o n t o b e c a m e l i k e D a r , a n d I was o u t o f i t " ( 1 12) . 

S i n c e s h o r t s tory cycles d o n o t u s u a l l y r e q u i r e the type o f e n d 

i n g e x p e c t e d o f a t r a d i t i o n a l n o v e l , its t y p i c a l c o n c l u d i n g sec

t i o n t e n d s to s i m p l y r o u n d o f f t h e t h e m e s , s y m b o l i s m , a n d 

w h a t e v e r p a t t e r n e d a c t i o n the cycle possesses. I n this m a n n e r , 

t h r o u g h the d r a w i n g t o g e t h e r o f the t h e m e s , m o t i f s , a n d sym

bols , the a u t h o r places the finishing t o u c h e s o n the p o r t r a i t b e i n g 

c r e a t e d . W h i l e the f u s i o n o f the stories i n the r e a d e r ' s i m a g i n a 

t i o n g e n e r a l l y creates c o m m u n i t y , the a c t u a l fact o f the stories ' 

i n d e p e n d e n c e , t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l c l o s u r e a n d c o m p l e t i o n , m a y also 

suggest the i n c a p a c i t y to f o r m c o m m u n i t y . T h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

o f d i s c r e t e events a n d ideas m u l t i p l y m e a n i n g s to the p o i n t that 

t h e i r e x t e r n a l a m b i v a l e n c e b e c o m e s a n o u t w a r d s i g n o f i n t e r 

n a l d i s p l a c e m e n t . T h e s h o r t s tory cycle , t h e r e f o r e , is u n i q u e also 

f o r t h e way i n w h i c h i t o f t e n ref lects "the failure o f p l a c e a n d 

c h a r a c t e r to u n i f y a w o r k that r e m a i n s t a n t a l i z i n g l y w h o l e yet 
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f u n d a m e n t a l l y s u s p i c i o u s o f c o m p l e t e n e s s " ( L y n c h 9 6 ) . T h e r e 

f o r e , the c o n c l u d i n g stories o f cycles p r e s e n t the m o s t s e r i o u s 

c h a l l e n g e s to r e a d e r s a n d c r i t i c s , as they b r i n g to f u l f i l l m e n t the 

r e c u r r e n t p a t t e r n s o f the cycle , f r e q u e n t l y r e i n t r o d u c i n g m a n y 

o f the m a j o r c h a r a c t e r s a n d c e n t r a l i m a g e s , r e s t a t i n g the the

m a t i c c o n c e r n s o f the p r e c e d i n g stories. M a n y o f these are c a l l e d 

" r e t u r n s tor ies" a n d t h e i r c o n c e r n is the passage o f t i m e , c h a n g e 

a n d i d e n t i t y ( L y n c h g 8 ) . 

T h e n a r r a t o r o f " T h e L o n d o n - r e t u r n e d " also r e c o u n t s the last 

story, a p h y s i c a l r e t u r n i n g to U h u r u Street , s u g g e s t i n g the possi

b i l i t y o f a c y c l i c a l n a t u r e to m i g r a t i o n . T h i s c h a r a c t e r has b e e n 

p o r t r a y e d a k i n d o f p e r p e t u a l h o l i d a y v i s i t o r to t h e city, as m o s t 

o f h i s l i fe has b e e n l i v e d i n b o a r d i n g s c h o o l i n E n g l a n d . I r o n i 

cally, at the e n d , h e r e t u r n s to D a r es S a l a a m w h e n e v e r y b o d y 

has left. " A l l W o r l d s A r e P o s s i b l e N o w " tel ls o f h i s r e t u r n a n d h is 

despair , h i s r i t u a l o f r e c l a i m i n g , a n d h is b i t t e r d i s c o v e r y that the 

o n l y t h i n g f o r h i m to r e c o v e r is the street, w i t h o u t the p e o p l e 

( K a n a g a n a y a k a m 3 4 ) . H i s a t t e m p t s to m a k e a n e w l i fe f o r h i m 

sel f h e r e are s h a d o w e d by h is a m b i v a l e n t m o t i v a t i o n s : "I re

t u r n e d , I s u p p o s e , b e c a u s e I always r e t u r n e d , ever s i n c e those 

s t u d e n t days I s p e n t a b r o a d . B u t a b r o k e n h o m e also p u s h e d m e 

o u t as d i d c o n c e r n f o r a p a l s i e d f a t h e r s p e n d i n g his last years 

a l o n e . T h e r e was a n e l e m e n t o f escape i n m y r e t u r n as t h e r e was 

o n c e i n m y l e a v i n g " ( 1 3 0 ) . 

T h e c o n c l u d i n g s tory is a n e x p o s i t i o n o f the loss o f h o p e , o f 

the e m p t i n e s s i n U h u r u Street , " this o n c e b e l o v e d street that 

l o o k s so n a r r o w a n d s m a l l n o w " ( 131 ), w h e r e "the s h i p s that 

pass h e r e n o l o n g e r c a r r y p o r t e n t s o f faraway, i m p o s s i b l e w o r l d s " 

( 1 3 0 ) . T h e p r o t a g o n i s t - n a r r a t o r , a b s o r b e d i n a n exerc ise o f def i 

n i t i o n o f h o m e , finds that h is steps have l e d h i m b a c k to w h e r e 

e v e r y t h i n g b e g a n . H i s c o n v e r s a t i o n s w i t h t h e v a r i o u s c h a r a c t e r s 

revea l a g e n e r a l i z e d o b s e s s i o n w i t h that t h e m e : U h u r u Street 

has b e e n h o m e f o r m a n y lost souls , the o n l y h o m e they h a d 

k n o w n , i n spite o f L a t e e f ' s j o c u l a r p r o c l a m a t i o n that "the w h o l e 

w o r l d is o u r h o m e . It's a g l o b a l v i l l a g e " ( 1 3 5 ) . D i s t a n c e h e i g h t 

ens the sense o f root lessness , the t h r i l l o f t ravel a n d a d v e n t u r e is 

f l e e t i n g : "Yes, w h e n i t c o m e s d o w n to i t , t h e r e is o n l y a p l a i n 

l o n g i n g f o r h o m e , a p e r m a n e n c e " ( 1 3 9 ) . T h e e n d i n g o f th is 
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story a p p e a r s to b e l i e the p r o m i s i n g t i t le , w h e n the n a r r a t o r , 

w i t h a v a n q u i s h e d air, c a n o n l y c o n c l u d e : " m y g a m e is u p . F o r 

m e n o w the p e r m a n e n c e o f th is weekly r i t u a l , this breath less 

e m p t y r e c l a m a t i o n o f the streets i n s t e a d " ( 1 4 1 ) . H i s des t iny is 

to r o a m the street i n a fut i le a t t e m p t to f i n d h i m s e l f , o r his p lace . 

S e v e r a l e l e m e n t s u l t i m a t e l y u n i f y the d iverse stories o f Uhuru 

Street. H i s t o r y , the m o v i n g f o r c e i n the c r e a t i o n a n d establ ish

m e n t o f p l a c e a n d r e l a t i o n s h i p s , c l e a r l y plays a m a j o r r o l e i n the 

cycle . B a r d o l p h suggests that "the c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n the sto

ries is e s t a b l i s h e d t h r o u g h the h i s t o r i c a l events that i n c r e a s i n g l y 

shape p e o p l e ' s desunies: I n d e p e n d e n c e , the i n v o l v e m e n t o f some 

A s i a n s i n the n e w social ist g o v e r n m e n t o f T a n z a n i a , the first fears 

t r i g g e r e d by events i n U g a n d a , the e x o d u s " ( 8 4 ) . S h e f u r t h e r 

c l a i m s that the b o o k has a t h e m a t i c u n i t y b e c a u s e i n the appar

e n t s tabi l i ty a n d i n n o c e n c e o f the c h i l d i s h w o r l d c a n be per

c e i v e d the flaws that w i l l a c c e l e r a t e the b r e a k - u p a n d d i s p e r s a l 

o f the c o m m u n i t y ( 8 8 ) . I n spite o f the c l e a r r e l e v a n c e o f h i s t o r i 

c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s to the c o l l e c t i o n , the o u t s t a n d i n g r o l e o f p lace 

as the u n i f y i n g f a c t o r o f the cycle c a n n o t be d i s r e g a r d e d . U h u r u 

Street is t h e o n l y e l e m e n t that b r i n g s t h e c h a r a c t e r s o f a l l the 

stories together , d i v i d e d as they are by r e l i g i o n , e t h n i c o r i g i n , 

l a n g u a g e , a n d p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n . It r e m a i n s a s u p e r f i c i a l u n i t y 

f o r the c h a r a c t e r s d o n o t — c a n n o t — f o r m a c o m m u n i t y . T h e 

forces that separate t h e m — h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s , c u l t u r a l 

specif ic it ies, a n d p o l i t i c a l changes — are u l t i m a t e l y s t ronger t h a n 

that w h i c h u n i t e s , that is, p l a c e . T h e t e n u o u s e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f 

the c o m m u n i t y o f U h u r u Street , w i t h its u n w r i t t e n laws o f a l i e n 

a t i n g b o u n d a r i e s , is u t t e r l y d e s t r o y e d i n the f i n a l story. T h e sig

n i f i c a n c e o f Uhuru Street arises f r o m its e m p h a s i s o n the inevi table 

f r a g m e n t a t i o n b r o u g h t a b o u t by the e x p e r i e n c e s o f c o l o n i z a 

t i o n a n d i m m i g r a t i o n , a b r e a k that c a n n o t be m e n d e d . P r i v i l e g 

i n g p l a c e is n o t v a l i d f o r a l l e x p e r i e n c e s , i t s e e m s , b u t i t 

n o n e t h e l e s s r e m a i n s the o n l y s u r v i v i n g l i n k to a u s a b l e past. 

Vassanji 's s h o r t s tory cyc le , c e n t r i n g o n the c r e a t i o n o f p l a c e 

as s t a r t i n g p o i n t to the n e g o t i a t i o n o f i d e n t i t y a n d c o m m u n i t y , 

p o i n t s to t h e n e e d to r e e v a l u a t e t h e t o u c h s t o n e s f o r these 

p o s t c o l o n i a l t h e m e s t h r o u g h l i t e r a t u r e . T h e r o l e o f the w r i t e r 

b e c o m e s d o u b l y i m p o r t a n t w h e n , as i n this case, the c o m m u n i t y 
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has b e e n scat tered by h is tory . A s Vassanj i e x p l a i n s , "the w r i t e r 

m u s t w r i t e i f o n l y to recreate that lost w o r l d — f o r w h a t e v e r rea

s o n — w h i c h s o o n e x i s t s n o w h e r e b u t i n h i s m e m o r y " 

( " P o s t c o l o n i a l W r i t e r " 6 6 - 6 7 ) . T h e wri ter , h e i m p l i e s , m u s t be 

c o n s c i o u s o f h i s r o l e 

as a preserver of the collective tradition, a folk historian and a 
myth maker. H e gives himself a history; he recreates the past. . . . 
Having reclaimed it, having given himself a history, he liberates 
himself to write about the present. To borrow an image from phys
ics, he creates a field space — of words, images and landscapes — 
in which to work with, and install the present. (63) 

T h i s s h o r t s tory cyc le , as a d i s c o u r s e o n p o s t c o l o n i a l self-defi

n i t i o n t h r o u g h r e c o l l e c t i o n s o f a c o l o n i z e d past a n d the i m m i 

g r a n t e x p e r i e n c e , d e m o n s t r a t e s the s t r o n g c o l l e c t i v e i m p u l s e 

that has c h a r a c t e r i z e d m u c h e t h n i c fiction. U s i n g the para

d i g m s o f s t o r y t e l l i n g to e m b o d y the d r a m a o f h o m e a n d a d a p t a 

t i o n , M . G . Vassanj i weaves t o g e t h e r the sources o f m e a n i n g to 

see i f h e c a n e n s u r e the s u r v i v a l o f the g r o u p , t h r o u g h ref lec

t i o n s o n the p l a c e o f b e g i n n i n g a n d i n d i v i d u a l e x p e r i e n c e s o f 

b e l o n g i n g . T h e w r i t e r t u r n s to l o c a l r o o t s — fami ly , c o m m u n i t y , 

a n d e t h n i c i t y — as sources o f p e r s o n a l i d e n t i t y a n d creat ive ex

p r e s s i o n . N a r r a t i v e s that a r t i c u l a t e i n d i v i d u a l stories answer 

q u e s t i o n s a b o u t s e l f - r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , c r e a t i n g a n d m a i n t a i n i n g 

c o m m u n i t y t h r o u g h l i t e r a r y d i s c o u r s e . A s H e r t h a W o n g argues , 

s t o r y t e l l i n g as a n act o f s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n a n d c u l t u r a l c o n t i n u a n c e 

c a n be e m p o w e r i n g because i t h e l p s create c o m m u n i t y a n d 

b e c a u s e stories are a l l we have to c o u n t e r the " g r a n d m e t a -

n a r r a t i v e s " o f h i s t o r y ( 1 8 4 ) . T h e m a n n e r i n w h i c h Vassanj i has 

a p p r o p r i a t e d the s h o r t s tory cycle as a m e t a p h o r f o r the frag

m e n t a t i o n a n d m u l t i p l i c i t y o f e t h n i c l ives is i tse l f a n e x p o s i t i o n 

o f the b e t w e e n - c u l t u r e p o s i t i o n a n d the c o m p l e x p r o c e s s to

w a r d s s e l f - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . A s s u c h , the i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c p e r s p e c 

tive a n d f r a g m e n t a t i o n o f p l a c e a n d p e o p l e e m p h a s i z e the 

subject ivity o f e x p e r i e n c e a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g . T h e s u b s e q u e n t 

n a r r a t i v e , a r e f l e c t i o n o f a t e n d e n c y towards a h y b r i d f o r m , p r o 

v ides e n r i c h i n g g l i m p s e s o f a society i n the p r o c e s s o f transfor

m a t i o n a n d g r o w t h . 
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