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H E A T H E R Z W I C K E R 

IN THE EARLY 1990s, the D e p a r t m e n t o f M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m a n d 
C i t i z e n s h i p p u b l i s h e d a series o f j i n g o i s t i c p a m p h l e t s to e x p l a i n 
C a n a d i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l p o l i c y . G i v e n s u c h titles as Multicultural­

ism: What is it Really About'?And Canadian Citizenship: What Does It 

Mean to You?, these p a m p h l e t s e x p l i c i t l y a r t i c u l a t e m u l t i c u l t u r -
al ist c o m m o n sense. F o r e x a m p l e , the M i n i s t e r ' s o p e n i n g re­
m a r k s to Multiculturalism: What Is It Really About?states, i n par t , 

[ m ] y h o p e f o r t h e f u t u r e o f C a n a d a is f o r . . . a c o u n t r y w h e r e p e o ­

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

s t a n d i n g w i t h o n e a n o t h e r , a n d w h e r e e a c h p e r s o n r e c o g n i z e s t h e y 

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

(n.p.) 

F e w w o u l d h o p e f o r a n y t h i n g d i f f e r e n t . B u t whereas m o s t p r o ­
gressives w o u l d base s u c h h o p e o n m a t e r i a l a m e l i o r a t i o n s s u c h 
as m e a n i n g f u l e m p l o y m e n t i n t e g r a t i o n , a n e n d to p o l i c e b r u t a l ­
ity, o r the e l i m i n a t i o n o f r a c i a l p r o f i l i n g , M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m C a n ­
ada's o p t i m i s m rests e x p l i c i t l y o n a n idea l i s t c h r o n o l o g i c a l 
n a r r a t i v e o f n a t i o n a l progress . T h e same p a m p h l e t goes o n to 
assert: 

C a n a d a has b e e n m u l t i c u l t u r a l f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g . . . . It has b e e n 

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

c i t i z e n s . A l t h o u g h t h i s p r o c e s s is o f t e n s l o w a n d faces t o u g h o b s t a ­

c les , p r o g r e s s h a s b e e n steady, a n d s t i l l c o n t i n u e s . (3-4) 

T h i s u p b e a t asser t ion whi tewashes C a n a d i a n his tory , b r e e z i n g 
by n o t j u s t the g e n o c i d e o f F i rs t N a t i o n s p e o p l e , b u t a lso o t h e r 
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watersheds o f o f f i c i a l l y s a n c t i o n e d r a c i s m l i k e the C h i n e s e 
I m m i g r a n t E x c l u s i o n A c t i n e f fect f r o m 1 9 2 3 u n t i l 1 9 4 7 , o r the 
i n t e r n m e n t o f J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s d u r i n g W o r l d W a r II. E v e n 
m o r e p e r n i c i o u s is the s ta tement ' s i m p l i c a t i o n that the n e e d 
f o r o n g o i n g s t ruggle has b e e n o b v i a t e d by the i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f 
h i s t o r i c a l progress . T h e n a t i o n , a c c o r d i n g to M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m 
C a n a d a , is u n f o l d i n g as it s h o u l d , b e y o n d the b i g o t r y o f the past 
t o w a r d a b r i g h t e r , m o r e p l u r a l i s t f u t u r e . 1 

It is, o f c o u r s e , the j o b o f s u c h p a m p h l e t s to a r t i c u l a t e n a t i o n ­
alist c o m m o n sense . 2 N o n e t h e l e s s , I q u o t e s u c h p r o v o c a t i v e 
r h e t o r i c because i t i n d i c a t e s the d e g r e e to w h i c h o f f i c i a l m u l t i ­
c u l t u r a l i s m is e n t a n g l e d w i t h n a t i o n a l i s m . E n d o w e d by the state 
w i t h a m a n d a t e to c e l e b r a t e a n d a t e n d e n c y to p o l i c e , o f f i c i a l 
m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m c o n t a i n s d i f f e r e n c e w i t h i n the n a t i o n , e x t o l ­
l i n g d ivers i ty w i t h o u t a s k i n g t o o m a n y q u e s t i o n s a b o u t it . O f f i ­
c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m m a k e s i t eas ier f o r the nat ion-state to 
sweep aside t h o r n y issues l i k e c o l o n i a l i s m , i m m i g r a t i o n bars , i n ­
t e r n m e n t , a n d so o n , i n the n a m e o f p l u r a l i s t inc lus iveness . 

Japanese C a n a d i a n w r i t e r J o y K o g a w a suggestively p u r s u e s the 
q u e s t i o n o f n a t i o n a l b e l o n g i n g a n d d i f f e r e n c e i n h e r f irst two 
novels , the w i d e l y r e a d Obasan ( 1 9 8 1 ) a n d the e q u a l l y w i d e l y 
i g n o r e d Itsuka ( 1 9 9 2 ) . Obasan takes as its o c c a s i o n the evacua­
t i o n a n d i n t e r n m e n t o f J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s d u r i n g W o r l d W a r 
II. It i n t r o d u c e s N a o m i N a k a n e , w h o is a c h i l d w h e n she a n d 
h e r f a m i l y are r e l o c a t e d f r o m V a n c o u v e r to S l o c a n , B r i t i s h C o ­
l u m b i a , a n d t h e n to G r a n t o n , A l b e r t a . S e p a r a t e d f r o m h e r par­
ents, e a c h o f w h o m dies d u r i n g the war, N a o m i a n d h e r b r o t h e r 
S t e p h e n are b r o u g h t u p b y t h e i r a u n t A y a ( the O b a s a n o f the 
tit le) a n d U n c l e I s a m u , w i t h o c c a s i o n a l visits f r o m A u n t E m i l y . 
T h e story is t o l d f r o m N a o m i ' s p o i n t o f view, r e n d e r i n g the 
m a c h i n a t i o n s o f h i s t o r y i n t e n s e l y l o c a l a n d p e r s o n a l . Itsuka, a 
l i t e r a r y a n d h i s t o r i c a l s e q u e l to Obasan, f o l l o w s N a o m i to h e r 
a d u l t l i fe i n T o r o n t o , a n d the b u l k o f the n o v e l c h r o n i c l e s h e r 
i n v o l v e m e n t i n the J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n redress m o v e m e n t o f 
the 1 9 8 0 s . 3 W h e r e a s Obasan c o n t i n u e s to b e r e a d , t aught , a n d 
d i s c u s s e d t h r o u g h o u t N o r t h A m e r i c a two d e c a d e s af ter its p u b ­
l i c a t i o n , Itsuka has b e e n r o u n d l y i g n o r e d by cr i t i cs , teachers 
a n d g e n e r a l readers a l i k e . 
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W h y s h o u l d Obasan r e m a i n s u c h a c o m p e l l i n g text w h i l e Itsuka 

fails to g e n e r a t e a n y interest? T h i s essay g r a p p l e s w i t h this ques­
t i o n by e x a m i n i n g b o t h novels i n the c o n t e x t o f C a n a d i a n m u l t i ­
c u l t u r a l i s m a n d its a t t e n d a n t c o m m o n sense n o t i o n o f h i s t o r i ­
ca l p r o g r e s s . P u t s i m p l y , i t a rgues that Obasan a r t i cu la tes a far 
m o r e c o m p l e x p o l i t i c a l p r o b l e m a n d , t h e r e f o r e , a fa r m o r e n u -
a n c e d s o l u t i o n t h a n d o e s Itsuka. W h i l e o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m 
posits n a t i o n a l h i s t o r y as a c h r o n o l o g i c a l n a r r a t i v e o f progress 
d i r e c t e d t o w a r d f u t u r e p e r f e c t i b i l i t y , Obasan w o r r i e s the re la ­
t i o n s h i p o f the past to the p r e s e n t a n d w o n d e r s w h e t h e r h i s t o r y 
c a n be r e p r e s e n t e d at a l l . Itsuka is m u c h less a m b i g u o u s , per ­
m i t t i n g N a o m i o n e e x c u r s i o n i n t o the past a n d t h e n d r i v i n g 
its c h a r a c t e r s u n p r o b l e m a t i c a l l y f o r w a r d to p o l i t i c a l v ic tory . 
A l t h o u g h Itsuka does v o i c e a c o n t e s t o v e r n a t i o n a l his tory, 
i t takes p l a c e at the l eve l o f d i a l o g u e , i n the f o r m o f a n a r g u ­
m e n t b e t w e e n two sets o f charac ters o v e r w h e t h e r i n t e r n m e n t 
was j u s t i f i e d o r n o t , r a t h e r t h a n as a q u e r y o f h i s tory ' s c o n d i ­
t ions . O f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m a n d K o g a w a ' s novels b o t h u l t i ­
m a t e l y e m b r a c e a n o t i o n o f c o m p o s i t e n a t i o n a l subjectivity, b u t 
whereas this c o m p o s i t e , hyphenated subject iv i ty is b l i n d l y cele­
b r a t o r y f o r o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m a n d to a large d e g r e e Itsuka, 

Obasan presents a hybrid subject ivi ty as a m e a n s o f g a i n i n g a cr i t ­
i c a l p u r c h a s e o n the n a t i o n . 

T h e nove l s e m e r g e d i n n o t a b l y d i f f e r e n t m o m e n t s o f C a n a ­
d i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l po l i cy , a n d t h e i r contex ts m a t t e r f o r at least 
two reasons . F irs t , i t is i m p o r t a n t to c o n t e x t u a l i z e K o g a w a i n 
terms o f o n g o i n g C a n a d i a n p o l i t i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l debates be­
cause h e r w o r k is i n c r e a s i n g l y i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o c o u r s e sy l labi 
a n d debates i n A s i a n American l i t e r a t u r e at the e x p e n s e o f h e r 
status as J a p a n e s e Canadian. S u c h a b s o r b e n t c r i t i c a l moves — 
o f f e r e d , n o d o u b t , i n a s p i r i t o f g e n e r o u s inc lus iveness — b e a r 
a n u n c a n n y r e s e m b l a n c e to o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m ' s o w n h o ­
m o g e n i z i n g p l u r a l i s m . 4 S e c o n d , C a n a d a offers a p a r t i c u l a r l y re­
v e a l i n g c o n t e x t f o r the d i s c o u r s e o f m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . A c c o r d i n g 
to the Oxford English Dictionary, a l t h o u g h the adject ive " m u l t i ­
c u l t u r a l " was u s e d o n c e i n a 1941 b o o k review i n the Herald Tri­

bune, C a n a d i a n usage a c t u a l l y b r o u g h t the t e r m i n t o c o m m o n 
p a r l a n c e i n the late 1950s. S i m i l a r l y , the first use o f the n o m i n a ­
tive " m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m " o c c u r s i n a C a n a d i a n g o v e r n m e n t r e p o r t 
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e n t i t l e d The Preliminary Report of the Royal Commission on Bilingual-

ism and Biculturalism, r e l eased i n 1 9 6 5 . 5 A l t h o u g h n o t the o n l y 
n a t i o n to e m b r a c e m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m , C a n a d a , as the o r i g i n a t o r 
o f the c o n c e p t a n d the f irst to i m p l e m e n t m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m as 
o f f i c i a l state pol i cy , offers a n e x e m p l a r y c o n t e x t f o r u n d e r s t a n d ­
i n g o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m ' s m a c h i n a t i o n s a n d i m p l i c a t i o n s . 

I n C a n a d a , o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m has always b e e n e n t a n ­
g l e d w i t h contests o v e r n a t i o n a l ident i ty , a n d espec ia l ly — as the 
tit le o f the 1965 g o v e r n m e n t r e p o r t suggests — the s t ruggle 
b e t w e e n F r e n c h a n d E n g l i s h C a n a d a . 1 5 M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m b e c a m e 
o f f i c i a l C a n a d i a n state p o l i c y i n 1971 u n d e r L i b e r a l P r i m e M i n ­
ister P i e r r e T r u d e a u , w h o a r t i c u l a t e d a m u l t i c u l t u r a l p o l i c y w i t h 
f o u r object ives: to assist a l l C a n a d i a n c u l t u r a l g r o u p s w i t h the 
des i re a n d e f for t to c o n t i n u e to d e v e l o p a capac i ty to g r o w a n d 
c o n t r i b u t e to C a n a d a ; to assist m e m b e r s o f a l l c u l t u r a l g r o u p s i n 
o v e r c o m i n g c u l t u r a l b a r r i e r s to f u l l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n C a n a d i a n 
society; to p r o m o t e creat ive e n c o u n t e r s a n d i n t e r c h a n g e a m o n g 
a l l C a n a d i a n c u l t u r a l g r o u p s i n the in teres t o f n a t i o n a l u n i t y ; 
a n d to assist i m m i g r a n t s to a c q u i r e at least o n e o f C a n a d a ' s o f f i ­
c i a l l a n g u a g e s i n o r d e r to b e c o m e f u l l p a r t i c i p a n t s i n C a n a d i a n 
society. T h e p o l i c y is u n a b a s h e d l y ass imi lat ive , b u t its p o l i t i c a l 
c o n t e x t is i n s t r u c t i v e . F r a m e d as a " m u l t i c u l t u r a l p o l i c y w i t h i n a 
b i l i n g u a l f r a m e w o r k , " the p o l i c y was n e v e r i n t e n d e d to c o u n t e r 
systemic r a c i s m ; rather , i t a t t e m p t e d to appease w h i t e e t h n i c 
voters o t h e r t h a n those o f E n g l i s h o r F r e n c h d e s c e n t w h o w o r ­
r i e d that t h e i r c u l t u r e s were g o i n g to be f o r c e f u l l y a s s i m i l a t e d to 
T r u d e a u ' s v e r s i o n o f a F r e n c h / E n g l i s h ^ ' c u l t u r a l a n d M i n g u a l 
C a n a d i a n ident i ty . M w t e c u l t u r a l i s m , i n effect , f u n c t i o n e d as 
c o d e f o r a c o l o u r - b l i n d e t h n i c i t y that se rved to c o n s o l i d a t e the 
d o m i n a n c e o f C a n a d a ' s two m a j o r w h i t e c u l t u r e s . T r u d e a u ' s ap­
p e a s e m e n t w o r k e d m o r e o r less, a n d f o r the n e x t d e c a d e a r g u ­
m e n t s over C a n a d i a n divers i ty o v e r w h e l m i n g l y c o n c e r n e d the 
F r e n c h / E n g l i s h q u e s t i o n . K o g a w a w r o t e h e r f irst n o v e l i n this 
a t m o s p h e r e o f m u t e d m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . 

P e r h a p s i r o n i c a l l y , it was T r u d e a u ' s C o n s e r v a t i v e successor, 
P r i m e M i n i s t e r B r i a n M u l r o n e y , w h o b r o u g h t m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m 
b a c k to the f o r e f r o n t o f C a n a d i a n p o l i t i c a l debate i n the m i d -
1980s. A g a i n , m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m was t i e d to C a n a d i a n n a t i o n a l i s m 
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— this t i m e to the c o n s t i t u t i o n a l debates d e s i g n e d to fores ta l l 
Q u e b e c o i s s e p a r a t i s m . W i t h the i n k n o t q u i t e d r y o n the M e e c h 
L a k e A c c o r d p r o c l a i m i n g Q u e b e c a " d i s t i n c t society," M u l r o n e y 
h a d to c o u r t c o m m u n i t i e s o f c o l o u r u n d e r s t a n d a b l y p u t o u t by 
this c o n s t i t u t i o n a l d i s t i n c t i o n o f a w h i t e e t h n i c g r o u p , a n d he 
d i d so by p r o m i s i n g i n c r e a s e d f u n d i n g f o r e x i s t i n g g o v e r n m e n t 
p r o g r a m s , a race r e l a t i o n s f o u n d a t i o n , a h e r i t a g e l a n g u a g e 
ins t i tute , the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a g o v e r n m e n t d e p a r t m e n t o f m u l ­
t i c u l t u r a l i s m , a n d redress f o r J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s i n t e r n e d d u r ­
i n g W o r l d W a r II . ' M u l r o n e y m a d e g o o d o n at least the easiest 
o f these p r o m i s e s . I n 1 9 8 6 h e c r e a t e d a c a b i n e t p o s i t i o n c a l l e d 
"Secre tary o f State a n d M i n i s t e r r e s p o n s i b l e f o r M u l t i c u l t u r a l ­
i s m , " a n d i n 1988 the C a n a d i a n M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m A c t was passed. 
M u l r o n e y ' s b o i s t e r o u s p r o c l a m a t i o n s t r e a t e d m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m 
as a n i n t e g r a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f C a n a d i a n society o u t s i d e a p o l i c y 
o f b i l i n g u a l i s m , a n d they c e r t a i n l y h a d the l a n g u a g e of d i f fer ­
e n c e — i n c l u d i n g r a c i a l d i f f e r e n c e — d o w n pat . 

H o w e v e r , the very n a m e o f the M i n i s t r y o f M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m 
a n d C i t i z e n s h i p suggests a n ass imi la t ive thrus t that s u c h l a n ­
guage o f d ivers i ty w o u l d deny . M o r e o v e r , M u l r o n e y ' s r h e t o r i c 
p r e s u p p o s e s the n o t i o n o f i n e v i t a b l e p r o g r e s s r e n d e r e d so v i v i d 
i n the o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m d o c u m e n t s that I discuss i n the 
o p e n i n g o f this essay. T h i s n o t i o n o f necessary p r o g r e s s h o l d s 
that i n spite o f h i s t o r i c a l p o l i c i e s l i k e f o r c e d r e l o c a t i o n a n d i n ­
t e r n m e n t , today a m o r e e n l i g h t e n e d C a n a d a c a n e m b r a c e the 
p e o p l e i t d ispossessed i n a gesture o f u n p r o b l e m a t i c i n c l u s i v e -
ness d e s i g n e d to u n d o the past a n d t h e r e b y s m o o t h the n a t i o n ' s 
t ra jectory i n t o the f u t u r e . A l t h o u g h M u l r o n e y ' s p r o m i s e s largely 
p r o v e d to be e m p t y , h i s r h e t o r i c e x u b e r a n t l y f a v o u r e d m u l t i ­
c u l t u r a l i s m , a n d s o m e o f that e x u b e r a n c e a p p e a r s i n Itsuka.* 

W h e r e a s Itsuka d i rec t s its e n e r g i e s t o w a r d c o r r e c t i n g the 
o f f i c i a l r e c o r d , l e a v i n g m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m ' s n a t i o n a l i s t c o m m o n 
sense a l o n e , Obasan c h a l l e n g e s s o m e o f the a s s u m p t i o n s that 
buttress n a t i o n a l h i s t o r y as i t is r e c i r c u l a t e d i n the d i s c o u r s e 
o f m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . T h e n o v e l is d i a c h r o n i c , b u t i n a c r i t i c a l 
m o d e : Obasan uses c h r o n o l o g y agains t itself, w h i c h d i s e n t a n ­
gles it f r o m a n o t i o n o f necessary p r o g r e s s . By s h o w i n g h o w 
the w o u n d s o f h i s t o r y are i n t i m a t e l y l o c a l , e v e n l o d g e d i n the 
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body, the n o v e l q u e s t i o n s w h e t h e r they c a n ever b e h e a l e d . If 
m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m is the p a n a c e a f o r h i s t o r i c a l p a i n , psychother ­
apy is the c o m m o n sense p r e s c r i p t i o n f o r d e a l i n g w i t h p e r s o n a l 
p a i n , b u t Obasan suggests that the c u r a t i v e poss ib i l i t i e s o f b o t h 
are l i m i t e d . U l t i m a t e l y Obasan d o e s n o t i m p l y that the o f f i c i a l 
h i s t o r i c a l r e c o r d c a n s i m p l y be c o r r e c t e d by the asser t ion o f a n 
u n o f f i c i a l r e c o r d ; rather , it suggests that o u r very t e c h n i q u e s of 
r e p r e s e n t i n g the past n e e d to be r e t h o u g h t . 

A t first Obasan l o o k s l i k e a c o n v e n t i o n a l c h r o n o l o g i c a l n a r r a ­
tive. C h a p t e r O n e is set p r e c i s e l y i n t i m e , r i g h t d o w n to the 
m i n u t e : " 9 : 0 5 p . m . A u g u s t 9, 1 9 7 2 " (1) . R e f e r e n c e s to t i m e i n 
the rest o f the chapter , however , thwart a t tempts to p i n the ac­
t i o n so exactly. T h e l a n d s c a p e is p r i m o r d i a l ; N a o m i a n d U n c l e 
Isamu's visit , h a b i t u a l . I n the m i d s t o f d e s c r i b i n g this 1972 visit , 
K o g a w a cuts to t h e i r f irst visit , i n 1 9 5 4 — a s y n c h r o n o u s n a r r a ­
tive m o v e across t i m e w i t h i n the same space . D u r i n g the e a r l i e r 
visit , U n c l e p r o m i s e s that " s o m e d a y " h e w i l l t e l l N a o m i w h y they 
r e t u r n a n n u a l l y ( 3 ) . W e r e t u r n to 1972, b u t n o w the p r e s e n t 
that l o o k e d so neat ly p i n n e d d o w n has b e c o m e a n i n d e f i n i t e 
m o m e n t o f d e f e r r a l b e t w e e n the secrets o f the past a n d t h e i r 
f u t u r e r e v e l a t i o n . It is n o t j u s t a c t i o n w i t h i n the n o v e l that is 
i m b u e d w i t h this sense o f d e f e r r e d s i g n i f i c a n c e , b u t also the re­
l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n readers a n d the story: n o t u n t i l the e n d o f 
the n o v e l d o we rea l ize this first scene c o m m e m o r a t e s N a o m i ' s 
m o t h e r ' s d e a t h as a resul t o f the b o m b i n g o f N a g a s a k i . 

T h e b r e a c h o f c h r o n o l o g y i n t r o d u c e d i n the first c h a p t e r is 
s u s t a i n e d t h r o u g h o u t Obasan. T h e narra t ive " n o w " o f the n o v e l 
o c c u p i e s the three days b e t w e e n U n c l e ' s d e a t h a n d h is f u n e r a l , 
b u t the story spans t h i r t y - o n e years, i n t e r c u t b e t w e e n past a n d 
present . T h e n o v e l j u x t a p o s e s d e s c r i p t i o n s o f i n t e r n m e n t w i t h 
d e s c r i p t i o n s o f the lives its surv ivors have l e d s inc e that h i s t o r i ­
ca l m o m e n t . K o g a w a ' s m o s t o b v i o u s p o i n t is that the past p r o ­
d u c e s the p r e s e n t , w h i c h , i n t u r n , does n o t m a k e sense e x c e p t 
t h r o u g h its h is tory . Less obvious ly , the d i s r u p t i o n s o f l i n e a r 
narra t ive suggest that r a c i s m — the k i n d b e h i n d i n t e r n m e n t 
— c a n n o t be c o n s i d e r e d m e r e l y a n i s o l a t e d i n c i d e n t . T h o u g h 
there are spec i f i c acts i n i d e n t i f i a b l e m o m e n t s that are c lear ly 
racist , t h e i r effects reverbera te , m a k i n g the past a n d the p r e s e n t 
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b l e e d i n t o o n e a n o t h e r . W h e r e a s the d i s c o u r s e o f n a t i o n a l 
progress re l ies o n u n e q u i v o c a l m o v e m e n t f r o m the past to the 
present , Obasan suggests that h i s t o r y is n o t so s i m p l e , because 
the past n e v e r q u i t e stays p u t . 

T o r e i n f o r c e this p o i n t , K o g a w a portrays h e r p r o t a g o n i s t ' s 
o w n l i fe a c c o r d i n g to the same t e m p o r a l l o g i c . A l t h o u g h Obasan 

is a fictional a u t o b i o g r a p h y , it c h a l l e n g e s , r a t h e r t h a n assumes, 
the c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n l i n e a r t i m e a n d progress . T h e narra t ive 
moves b a c k a n d f o r t h b e t w e e n N a o m i at thir ty-s ix a n d N a o m i as 
a c h i l d . T h e n u m b e r o f years that i n t e r v e n e b e t w e e n any two 
t imes o f the narra t ive s igni fy the inev i tab i l i ty o f c h r o n o l o g y : 
N a o m i has cons is tent ly g r o w n o l d e r . H o w e v e r , the d i s t i n c t i o n 
b e t w e e n N a o m i as a w o m a n a n d N a o m i as a c h i l d loses its edge 
i n the p e r c e p t i o n s o f o t h e r p e o p l e . T o h e r fami ly , w h o k e e p se­
crets f r o m her , she is n e v e r o l d e n o u g h : " W h a t e v e r [ U n c l e ] was 
i n t e n d i n g to te l l m e ' s o m e d a y ' has not yet b e e n t o l d . I s o m e ­
t imes w o n d e r i f h e real izes m y age at a l l . A t thir ty-s ix , I ' m h a r d l y 
a c h i l d , " N a o m i c o m p l a i n s ( 3 ) . S h e is also i n f a n t i l i z e d by h e r 
s tudents , w h o serve as s y m b o l i c representat ives o f the G r a n t o n 
c o m m u n i t y . H a v i n g e s t a b l i s h e d that N a o m i is u n m a r r i e d , o n e 
s t u d e n t v o l u n t e e r s , " M y m o t h e r says y o u d o n ' t l o o k o l d e n o u g h 
to b e a t e a c h e r " (6). N a o m i h e r s e l f a r t i cu la tes the n a t i o n a l a n a ­
l o g u e to the u n c e r t a i n t y o f h e r p e r s o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t : " T i m e 
has s o l v e d few myster ies . W a r s a n d r u m o u r s o f wars, r a c i a l 
hatreds a n d fears are w i t h us s t i l l " ( 7 8 ) . D e s p i t e the years that 
have passed, progress is n o t "steady," as M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m C a n a d a 
w o u l d have it , a n d c e r t a i n l y n o t i n e v i t a b l e . 

Obasan g r a p p l e s n o t j u s t w i t h the n o t i o n o f h i s t o r i c a l 
progress , b u t w i t h w h e t h e r h i s t o r i c a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n is even pos­
s ib le . T h e n o v e l addresses this v e x e d q u e s t i o n t h r o u g h a d e b a t e 
b e t w e e n s p e e c h a n d s i l e n c e , figured, respect ively, by N a o m i ' s 
two aunts , A u n t E m i l y a n d A y a O b a s a n . A u n t E m i l y , the aca­
d e m i c w h o lives o u t i n t e r n m e n t i n T o r o n t o , a r t i cu la tes the 
c o m m o n sense p o s i t i o n that t a l k i n g is g o o d , that it lessens p a i n 
a n d a ids h e a l i n g . H a b a k k u k 2:2, " W r i t e the v i s i o n a n d m a k e i t 
p l a i n , " is h e r s l o g a n ( 3 1 ) . A g a i n s t E m i l y ' s O l d T e s t a m e n t c r e d o , 
the i n t e r n e d c o m m u n i t y , r e p r e s e n t e d m o s t e l o q u e n t l y by the 
n e a r l y d e a f O b a s a n i n h e r w o r l d o f s i l e n c e , re l ies o n the f o r g i v e ­
ness p h r a s e o f the L o r d ' s Prayer : " F o r g i v e us o u r trespasses as 
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we f o r g i v e those w h o trespass agains t u s . " N a o m i , i n c o m i n g 
to terms w i t h h e r m o t h e r ' s absence , is f a c e d w i t h two m a t e r n a l 
f igures , E m i l y a n d O b a s a n , w h o r e p r e s e n t s p e e c h a n d s i l ence , 
respect ively . 

Severa l c r i t i cs r e a d the n o v e l i n t e r m s o f N a o m i ' s p r o g r e s s 
f r o m s i l e n c e to s p e e c h , a n d thus see the text as a n a r g u m e n t , 
u l t i m a t e l y , f o r s p e e c h o v e r s i l e n c e . 8 S u c h r e a d i n g s have f o u r 
s i g n i f i c a n t d r a w b a c k s . T h e y m a s k the m o d e l o f ( a d m i t t e d l y l i m ­
i ted) res is tance that A y a O b a s a n enacts ; they s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 
o v e r s i m p l i f y a n d o v e r e m p h a s i z e the pos i t ive effects o f expres ­
sive s p e e c h ; they e l i d e the r o l e o f l i s t e n i n g i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
o f s p e e c h to s i l ence ; a n d they n e g l e c t K o g a w a ' s s u g g e s t i o n that 
b o d i e s , a n d espec ia l ly b o d i l y p a i n , are i r r e d u c i b l e a n d resist 
t r a n s p a r e n t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n l a n g u a g e . W h i l e I agree that 
Obasan c r i t i c izes c e r t a i n k i n d s o f s i l e n c e , 1 " I w o u l d a r g u e , w i t h 
K i n g - K o k C h e u n g , that i t s i m u l t a n e o u s l y asserts the s i g n i f i c a n c e 
of o t h e r k i n d s ; f u r t h e r m o r e , because o f the c lose a t t e n t i o n i t 
pays to w h a t l ies b e y o n d l a n g u a g e , the n o v e l sustains d e e p reser­
vat ions a b o u t the poss ib i l i t i es o f l a n g u a g e . 

T h e n o v e l o p e n s to two s i g n i f i c a n t s i lences , the " s i l e n c e that 
c a n n o t speak" a n d the " s i l e n c e that w i l l n o t s p e a k " ( n . p . ) . 
A c c o r d i n g to the p r o e m , the " s p e e c h that f rees" e m e r g e s f r o m 
the "sensate sea" b e n e a t h the " s i l e n c e that w i l l n o t speak" ; f o r 
N a o m i , u n c o v e r i n g this s i l e n c e d s p e e c h is a m a t t e r o f t e l l i n g the 
story that f o l l o w s , l e a r n i n g the f a m i l y ' s secrets, a r t i c u l a t i n g h e r 
h i s t o r y ( n . p . ) . B u t n o n e o f this t e l l i n g breaks t h r o u g h the " s i ­
l e n c e that c a n n o t speak , " best r e p r e s e n t e d by O b a s a n a n d the 
i n t e r n e d Issei. U n i v e r s a l i z e d as "every o l d w o m a n i n every h a m ­
let i n the w o r l d , " A y a O b a s a n "is the b e a r e r o f keys to u n k n o w n 
d o o r w a y s a n d to a n e t w o r k o f a s t o n i s h i n g t u n n e l s , " b u t these 
h i s t o r i c a l passageways are b o u n d to r e m a i n " u n k n o w n " because 
" ' e v e r y t h i n g is f o r g e t f u l n e s s ' " (15, 16, 2 6 ) . O b a s a n k n o w s that 
there are m a r k e r s o f h i s t o r y i n the att ic , b u t because she c a n n o t 
r e m e m b e r w h e r e they are , they are l o s t / d e a d (as K o g a w a p o i n t s 
o u t , the w o r d f o r b o t h is the same i n J a p a n e s e ) , a n d there­
f o r e c a n n o t speak. O b a s a n ' s s i l ence is the resu l t o f t r a u m a be­
y o n d l a n g u a g e : " [ t ] h e l a n g u a g e o f h e r g r i e f is s i l e n c e . S h e has 
l e a r n e d i t w e l l , its i d i o m s , its n u a n c e s . O v e r the years, s i l ence 
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w i t h i n h e r s m a l l b o d y has g r o w n large a n d p o w e r f u l , " N a o m i 
observes ( 1 4 ) . In its s u g g e s t i o n o f t r a u m a t i / a t i o n , A y a O b a s a n ' s 
s i l e n c e p o i n t s to the severity o f i n t e r n m e n t ' s effects, but it a lso 
i m p l i e s a nascent res istance: O b a s a n is the o n e c h a r a c t e r i n the 
n o v e l w h o "does n o t d a n c e to the m u l t i - c u l t u r a l p i p e r ' s t u n e o r 
r e s p o n d to the racist 's s l u r " ( 2 2 6 ) . 

W h i l e O b a s a n ' s s i l e n c e is c r u c i a l to the n o v e l , K o g a w a e m ­
p h a t i c a l l y does n o t a r g u e f o r a passivity that s i m p l y " d o e s n o t 
r e s p o n d " to r a c i s m . B u t to m y m i n d , a r g u m e n t s that have s p e e c h 
v a n q u i s h i n g s i l e n c e i n the n o v e l are e q u a l l y t r o u b l i n g . T h e cr i t ­
ics w h o r e a d i n Obasan the v i c t o r y o f s p e e c h o v e r s i l e n c e m a k e 
the n o v e l a r e c o r d o f p s y c h o t h e r a p e u t i c recovery , the c o m m o n 
sense, express ive l o g i c o f w h i c h h o l d s that p r o b l e m s c a n be re­
s o l v e d by f i n d i n g a v o i c e w i t h w h i c h to u n d e r s t a n d a n d r e p r e ­
sent the past, w h i c h o t h e r w i s e w i l l r e t u r n f r o m its r e p r e s s i o n i n 
d i s t o r t e d a n d des t ruc t ive ways. T a l k i n g cures , i n b r i e f . M a r i l y n 
Russe l l Rose , f o r i n s t a n c e , says that N a o m i e m e r g e s " f r o m that 
c o c o o n o f s i l e n c e i n t o h e a l i n g s p e e c h " ( " H a w t h o r n e " 2 9 5 ) ; 

s i m i l a r l y , E r i k a G o t t l i e b c l a i m s that A u n t E m i l y ' s " d i a g n o s i s is 
c o r r e c t , " a n d that " [ o ] n l y t h r o u g h a r t i c u l a t i n g the p a i n o f the 
past w i l l [ N a o m i J f i n d h o p e f o r l i b e r a t i o n , h e a l i n g , a n d renew­
a l f o r h e r s e l f a n d h e r p e o p l e " ( 3 7 ) . S l i d i n g i n t o a s l ight ly d i f fer ­
ent m e t a p h o r , G a r y W i l l i s calls N a o m i ' s e m e r g e n c e i n t o s p e e c h 
a " c o n v e r s i o n " b u t n o v e l - w r i t i n g is s t i l l a " t h e r a p e u t i c p r o c e s s " 
( 2 4 2 ) . " T h e s e c l a i m s are part a n d p a r c e l o f A u n t E m i l y ' s p r o -
s p e e c h p o s i t i o n . A u n t E m i l y , p a r a p h r a s i n g the p s y c h o t h e r a p i s t , 
tells N a o m i , ' " D o n ' t d e n y the past. R e m e m b e r e v e r y t h i n g . If 
y o u ' r e bi t ter , be bi t ter . C r y it o u t ! S c r e a m ! D e n i a l is g a n g r e n e ' " 
( 5 0 ) . 

M u c h o f the n o v e l shows N a o m i d o i n g exact ly w h a t E m i l y cal ls 
f o r : o v e r c o m i n g h e r resistance to r e m e m b e r i n g , e x p r e s s i n g p a i n 
a n d b i t terness , b r e a k i n g o n e k i n d o f s i l e n c e . F o r N a o m i , this 
process is a m a t t e r o f p i e c i n g t o g e t h e r the p a i n f u l story o f i n ­
t e r n m e n t ' s effects o n h e r family . T h e p ivota l a n d most i n t i m a t e 
m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f this h i s t o r y f o r N a o m i — i n d e e d , f o r the e n t i r e 
N a k a n e f a m i l y — c o n c e r n s the loss o f N a o m i ' s m o t h e r . Jus t as 
the o p e n i n g scene c o m m e m o r a t e s h e r d e a t h , so does the revela­
tion o f h e r d i s f i g u r e m e n t f u n c t i o n as the novel ' s c u l m i n a t i o n . 
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S i l e n t b u t e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y s i g n i f i c a n t , absent b u t always p r e ­
sent i n that absence , N a o m i ' s m o t h e r f u n c t i o n s as the e n i g m a 
a r o u n d w h i c h Obasan t u r n s . Obasan is n o d i f f e r e n t f r o m a n y 
o t h e r p s y c h o t h e r a p e u t i c fab le o f n e g o t i a t i n g loss i n s o f a r as the 
n o v e l descr ibes N a o m i f i n d i n g h e r s e l f b y t r a c i n g the lost mater ­
n a l . W h e r e it d e p a r t s f r o m c o n v e n t i o n is i n its spec i f i c m a c h i n a ­
t ions : K o g a w a b r e a k s d o w n the p s y c h o t h e r a p e u t i c d i c h o t o m y 
b e t w e e n s p e a k i n g p a t i e n t a n d s i l e n t hea ler , a n d r e n d e r s the ex­
p l a n a t i o n s f o r N a o m i ' s lost m o t h e r u n e q u i v o c a l l y s o c i a l . 1 2 

A l t h o u g h N a o m i ' s m e m o r y a n d r e t e l l i n g o f the past c o n s t i ­
tute a v i t a l process t h r o u g h w h i c h N a o m i ga ins s o m e m e a s u r e 
o f h e a l i n g , that process is finally i n s u f f i c i e n t w i t h o u t its c o r o l ­
lary, l i s t e n i n g . T h e c h a l l e n g e N a o m i faces is h o w to i n t e r p r e t 
h e r m o t h e r ' s s i l e n c e . 

S i l e n t m o t h e r , y o u d o n o t s p e a k o r w r i t e . Y o u d o n o t r e a c h t h r o u g h 
t h e n i g h t to e n t e r m o r n i n g , b u t r e m a i n i n t h e v o i c e l e s s n e s s . F r o m 
t h e e x t r e m i t y o f m u c h d y i n g , t h e o n l y s o u n d t h a t r e a c h e s m e n o w is 
t h e s i g h o f y o u r r e m e m b e r e d b r e a t h , a w o r d l e s s w o r d . H o w s h a l l I 
a t t e n d t h a t s p e e c h , M o t h e r , h o w s h a l l I t r a c e t h a t wave? (241) 

I n o r d e r to h e a r h e r m o t h e r , N a o m i has to b r e a k the p a r a ­
d i g m o f t r a d i t i o n a l p s y c h o t h e r a p y , m o v i n g f r o m the p o s i t i o n o f 
s p e a k e r to the p o s i d o n o f l i s t e n e r . 1 3 T h i s is a d i f f i c u l t m o v e that 
r e q u i r e s e f for t , f o r l i s t e n i n g is n o t j u s t the absence o f s p e e c h b u t 
a w i l l e d act i n its o w n r i g h t . " M o t h e r . I a m l i s t e n i n g . Assist m e to 
h e a r y o u , " N a o m i asks ( 2 4 0 ) . W h a t N a o m i hears i n the "a t ten­
tive s i l e n c e " a n d a d o p t s is n o t the c o n v e n t i o n a l story o f mater­
n a l a b a n d o n m e n t t o l d i n h e r m o t h e r ' s s i n g u l a r v o i c e b u t 
the p o l y v o c a l a r t i c u l a t i o n o f his tory, w h i c h tells her , t h r o u g h 
g o v e r n m e n t d o c u m e n t s , letters, c o n f e r e n c e p a p e r s , a n d d iar ies , 
that h e r m o t h e r c a n n o t r e t u r n because the laws o f C a n a d a 
k e e p h e r o u t a n d because the b o m b i n g o f N a g a s a k i has d i s a b l e d 
h e r . 1 4 N a o m i ' s p s y c h o t h e r a p e u t i c quest arr ives , t h e n , at a n ex­
p l a n a t i o n that is n o t the same as recovery : h e r m o t h e r r e m a i n s a 
d i s f i g u r e d absence that n e v e r speaks. 

T o r e a d the n o v e l i n terms o f the v i c t o r y o f s p e e c h over si­
l e n c e , t h e n , is to o v e r s i m p l i f y it . B u t there is also a m o r e ser ious 
p r o b l e m w i t h r e a d i n g the n o v e l as a fab le o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l h e a l ­
i n g . I n o r d e r to h e r a l d t h e r a p e u t i c expressiveness as a c u r e , s u c h 
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r e a d i n g s re ly o n d i s p l a c i n g p a i n f r o m the b o d y to the psyche — 
a b i n a r y that Obasan refuses to u p h o l d because i t insists that 
p h y s i c a l a n d p s y c h i c p a i n are i n s e p a r a b l e . T h i s d i s p l a c e m e n t , 
g e r m a n e to E m i l y ' s r h e t o r i c , c o m p r o m i s e s the s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e 
that b o d i l y p a i n plays i n the text. I n u r g i n g N a o m i to r e m e m b e r 
the past, she speaks i n m e d i c a l m e t a p h o r : ' " Y o u are y o u r his ­
tory. If y o u c u t any o f i t o f f y o u ' r e a n a m p u t e e , ' " she says ( 5 0 ) . 

N a o m i , however , e x p e r i e n c e s the process o f r e m e m b e r i n g as 
invasive surgery : 

A u n t E m i l y , a r e y o u a s u r g e o n c u t t i n g at m y s c a l p w i t h y o u r f o l d e r s 
a n d y o u r filing c a r d s a n d y o u r i n s i s t e n c e o n k n o w i n g a l l? T h e m e m ­
o r y d r a i n s d o w n t h e s ides o f m y face , b u t i t i s n ' t e n o u g h , is it? It's 
y o u r h a n d s i n m y a b d o m e n , p u l l i n g t h e g r o w t h f r o m t h e l i n i n g o f 
m y w a l l s , b u t b r i n g b a c k t h e a n a e s t h e t i s t t u r n o n t h e e t h e r c l a m p 
d o w n t h e gas m a s k b r i n g o n t h e c h l o r o f o r m w h e n w i l l t h i s o p e r a ­
t i o n b e o v e r A u n t E m ? (194) 

B e g i n n i n g w i t h the sca lp — or , m e t a p h o r i c a l l y , the m i n d — the 
passage moves i m m e d i a t e l y to g y n e c o l o g i c a l i m a g e r y — para ­
d i g m a t i c , f o r w o m e n , o f the i r r e d u c i b l e b o d y . T h e passage sug­
gests that the t u m o r o f r e p r e s s i o n m u s t be r e m o v e d f r o m 
N a o m i ' s w o m b b e f o r e she c a n b e f e r t i l e , b u t the passage's i n v o ­
c a t i o n o f o b s c e n e nuc lear -age r e p r o d u c t i o n m a k e s i t u n s u r p r i s ­
i n g that N a o m i n e v e r has c h i l d r e n . N e i t h e r , f o r that matter , 
does A u n t E m i l y , a n d A y a O b a s a n gives b i r t h o n l y to two s t i l l ­
b o r n i n f a n t s . T h e n u m b e r o f c h i l d l e s s w o m e n i n Obasan i n t i ­
mates that the b o d y s i m p l y c a n n o t b e a r to r e p r o d u c e h i s t o r y . 1 5 

R e f e r e n c e s to b o d i l y p a i n a n d the d i f f i c u l t y o f e x p r e s s i n g i t 
i n l a n g u a g e r u n t h r o u g h Obasan. G i v e n the n o v e l ' s res is tance to 
r e p r o d u c i n g his tory , i t is n o t s u r p r i s i n g that N a o m i ' s m o t h e r 
m o s t c l e a r l y d e m o n s t r a t e s the i n a d e q u a c y o f l a n g u a g e to r e p r e ­
sent b o d i l y p a i n . R e p r e s e n t e d o n l y i n b l a c k a n d w h i t e p h o t o ­
g r a p h s , the d i s f i g u r e m e n t o f N a o m i ' s m o t h e r is b o t h l i t e r a l 
( that is, phys i ca l ) a n d l i t e r a r y (she is n o t figured i n the n o v e l ) , 
yet w i t h h e r c h a r r e d s k i n a n d m a g g o t - i n f e s t e d w o u n d s , she e m ­
b o d i e s the t r a u m a o f W o r l d W a r II i n a way that A u n t E m i l y ' s 
c o n f e r e n c e p a p e r s a n d g o v e r n m e n t d o c u m e n t s c a n n o t . N a o m i 
h e r s e l f r e c o g n i z e s that the b o d y thwarts r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n l a n ­
g u a g e . W h e n E m i l y presses h e r f o r de ta i l s a b o u t l i f e i n G r a n t -
o n , N a o m i says, "I c a n n o t te l l a b o u t this t i m e , A u n t E m i l y . T h e 
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b o d y w i l l n o t t e l l " ( 1 9 6 ) . T h e p h y s i c a l h a r d s h i p o f w o r k i n g i n 
the beet fields has d e s t r o y e d even the w i l l to h i s tory : o n e o f the 
m o s t devas ta t ing aspects o f the w o r k is d o i n g i t day af ter day i n 
the h o t s u n a n d " n o t even w o n d e r i n g h o w this has c o m e a b o u t " 
(195)-

T h a t " n o t h i n g c a n soak u p the seepage" f r o m the " d o u b l e 
w o u n d " to b o d y a n d m i n d s h o u l d n o t be s u r p r i s i n g : a n o v e l at­
t e m p t i n g to c o m e to terms w i t h the e n d o f h i s t o r y c a n h a r d l y be 
a n o v e l o f p e r s o n a l h e a l i n g ( 2 4 3 ) . I n d e e d , m o d e l s o f loss a n d 
r e c o v e r y p o s i t e d w i t h respect to h i s t o r i c a l a n d a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l 
k n o w l e d g e e x t e n d f r o m a n i d e o l o g y that asserts w h o l e n e s s as 
p r e c o n d i t i o n a n d i d e a l , i n o r d e r to a d v a n c e ( o f t e n i m p e r i a l i s t ) 
vers ions o f h i s t o r y as t h o u g h they were c o m p l e t e . P u t a n o t h e r 
way, h e a l i n g is n o t the same as w h o l e n e s s , f o r at the h e a r t o f 
h i s t o r y r e m a i n s i r r e c o v e r a b l e loss. 

W h i c h y e a r s h o u l d we c h o o s e f o r o u r h e a l i n g ? R e s t r i c t i o n s a g a i n s t 
us a r e r e m o v e d o n A p r i l F o o l ' s Day, 1 9 4 9 . B u t t h e " o l d s o r e s " re­
m a i n . I n t i m e t h e w o u n d s w i l l c l o s e a n d t h e scabs d r o p o f f t h e h e a l ­
i n g s k i n . T i l l t h e n , I c a n r e a d these n e w s p a p e r c l i p p i n g s , I c a n t e l l 
m y s e l f t h e facts. I c a n r e m e m b e r s i n c e A u n t E m i l y ins is ts t h a t I m u s t 
a n d r e l e a s e t h e f l o o d gates o n e b y o n e . I c a n c r y f o r t h e f lutes t h a t 
h a v e c r a c k e d i n t h e d r y n e s s a n d c r y f o r t h e p e o p l e w h o n o l o n g e r 
s i n g . I c a n c r y f o r O b a s a n w h o has t u r n e d t o s t o n e . B u t w h a t t h e n ? 
U n c l e d o e s n o t r i se u p a n d r e t u r n to h i s b o a t s . D e a d b o n e s d o n o t 
take o n f l e s h . ( 1 9 8 ) 

W e are b a c k o n c e a g a i n at the " s i l e n c e that c a n n o t speak , " 
o r the i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f r e p r e s e n t i n g his tory . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , i t is 
this very i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f h i s t o r y that b e c o m e s the c o n d i t i o n o f 
its p o s s i b i l i t y — it is af ter a l l a " s i l ence that c a n n o t speak , " the 
d e a t h o f U n c l e , that p r o p e l s the n a r r a t i v e . " ' S u c h i n e s c a p a b l e 
s i lences a b o u t the past p o i n t to the necessity o f h is tory , m a k i n g 
it p a r t i c u l a r l y u r g e n t . T h e c r u x is this : h i s t o r y is i m m a n e n t i n 
the b o d y b u t n e v e r c e r t a i n o f a r t i c u l a t i o n because the b o d y ex­
ists b e y o n d l a n g u a g e . C o n s e q u e n t l y , h i s t o r y m u s t be t o l d , e v e n 
t h o u g h that t e l l i n g is i n e v i t a b l y p a r t i a l , i n b o t h senses o f the 
w o r d . 1 7 K o g a w a ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n to this n o t i o n o f h i s t o r i c a l neces­
sity is to d r a w a t t e n t i o n to the i m p o r t a n c e o f l i s t e n i n g for , 
n o t j u s t t e l l i n g , h i s tory : " W h a t the G r a n d I n q u i s i t o r has n e v e r 



JOY KOGAWA'S AMBIVALENT ANTIPHONY 159 

l e a r n e d , " she wri tes , "is that the avenues o f s p e e c h are the ave­
n u e s o f s i l e n c e " ( 2 2 8 ) . 

T h e c o m p l i c a t e d i m b r i c a t i o n o f s p e e c h w i t h s i l e n c e that 
K o g a w a char ts t h r o u g h o u t Obasan s tands i n d i r e c t cont ras t 
to the i m p l i c i t l y universalizing c o n v e n t i o n that l ies b e h i n d the 
d i s c o u r s e o f m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s t h i s tory : the c o m m o n sense n o t i o n 
that stories , even i f h i d d e n t e m p o r a r i l y , c a n be d r e d g e d u p f r o m 
s i l ence i n t o s p e e c h to b r o a d e n a s h a r e d h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e , 
a n d c a n be t o l d , c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y , because e v e r y o n e o c c u p i e s the 
same t e m p o r a l i t y . T h i s is prec ise ly the p l u r a l i s t i m p l i c a t i o n o f 
r e a d i n g Obasan as a narra t ive o f recovery . If c h r o n o l o g y m a r k s a 
d r i v e t o w a r d h i s t o r i c a l u n i v e r s a l i s m , the r u p t u r e s o f l i n e a r i t y i n 
Obasan m a k e e v i d e n t the p r o b l e m s w i t h it . By i n t e r c u t t i n g di f ­
f e r e n t m o m e n t s i n the past w i t h the narra t ive present , K o g a w a 
c h a l l e n g e s the un iversa l i ty i m p l i e d by l i n e a r c h r o n o l o g y . F u r ­
t h e r m o r e , the n o v e l calls a t t e n t i o n to s i lences n o t s i m p l y to 
a r g u e f o r i n c l u s i o n i n a n a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g h i s t o r i c a l n a r r a t i v e , 
b u t to c h a l l e n g e any view o f h i s t o r y that does n o t m a k e r o o m f o r 
what is not r e p r e s e n t e d . In p l a c e o f i n c l u s i v e h i s tory Obasan pos­
its a h i s t o r i c a l narra t ive that m u s t always r e m a i n o p e n , u n f i n ­
i s h e d , subject to r e f o r m u l a t i o n . 

S u c h a v iew o f h i s t o r y is, I w o u l d a r g u e , d e e p l y r o o t e d i n the 
e s c h a t o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the S e c o n d W o r l d W a r w h i c h , i n 
its p o t e n t i a l f o r tota l a n n i h i l a t i o n , m a d e t h i n k a b l e the e n d o f 
h is tory . M o r e i m p o r t a n t , the c o n c e p t i o n o f h i s t o r y i n Obasan, 

based as it is o n a c h a l l e n g e to l i n e a r i t y a n d a cr is is i n h i s t o r i c a l 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , e n a b l e s a shi f t i n the sense o f " p o s t c o l o n i a l i s m " 
f r o m i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s t o w a r d w h a t H o m i B h a b h a cal ls 
" the o t h e r n e s s o f the p e o p l e - a s - o n e " ( 3 0 1 ) . T h e d o m i n a n t p e d ­
agogy o f the n a t i o n re l ies o n g a t h e r i n g its c i t i zens i n t o a s h a r e d 
t e m p o r a l i t y . A s B h a b h a puts i t , 

F o r t h e p o l i t i c a l u n i t y o f t h e n a t i o n c o n s i s t s i n a c o n t i n u a l d i s p l a c e ­
m e n t o f its i r r e d e e m a b l y p l u r a l m o d e r n s p a c e , b o u n d e d by d i f f e r ­
e n t , e v e n h o s t i l e n a t i o n s , i n t o a s i g n i f y i n g s p a c e that is a r c h a i c a n d 
m y t h i c a l , p a r a d o x i c a l l y r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e n a t i o n ' s m o d e r n t e r r i t o r i ­
al i ty , i n t h e p a t r i o t i c , a tavis t ic t e m p o r a l i t y o f T r a d i t i o n a l i s m . Q u i t e 
s i m p l y , t h e d i f f e r e n c e o f s p a c e r e t u r n s as t h e S a m e n e s s of t i m e , 
t u r n i n g T e r r i t o r y i n t o T r a d i t i o n , t u r n i n g t h e P e o p l e i n t o O n e . 

( " D i s s e m i N a t i o n " 3 0 0 ) . 
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O f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m , i n its a s s u m p t i o n that i m m i g r a n t s a n d 
p e o p l e o f c o l o u r c a n be u n p r o b l e m a t i c a l l y i n t e g r a t e d i n t o the 
story o f progress that the ( m u l t i c u l t u r a l ) n a t i o n tells a b o u t it­
self, is a t e c h n o l o g y o f s u c h ass imilat ive n a t i o n a l i s m . 

It is a t e c h n o l o g y that Obasan resists. T h e n o v e l e n d s o n a n o t e 
o f p r o f o u n d a m b i v a l e n c e , q u o t i n g the 1 9 4 6 M e m o r a n d u m sent 
to the Senate a n d H o u s e o f C o m m o n s by the C o - O p e r a t i v e 
C o m m i t t e e o n J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s . R a t i o n a l , d i spass ionate a n d 
five years t o o late , the M e m o r a n d u m is a p e r f e c t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
o f o f f i c i a l h i s t o r y i n its a s s u m p t i o n that h i s t o r y c a n b e ex­
p r e s s e d , c r i t i c i z e d a n d p u t r i g h t . L a u d a b l e i n i n t e n t i o n , its i m ­
p e r s o n a l u n i v o c a l i t y o n l y throws i n t o r e l i e f the s i lences o f f i c i a l 
h i s t o r y creates . M o r e o v e r , as R o y M i k i p o i n t s o u t , i t draws o u r 
a t t e n t i o n to a d i f f e r e n t m o d e o f s i l e n c e : the s i l e n c m g o f a p e o ­
p l e by a n o f f i c i a l g o v e r n m e n t d o c u m e n t : as M i k i states, " f o l l o w ­
i n g N a o m i ' s pr ivate r e s o l u t i o n , the s i l ence s t i l l h a u n t s i n the 
absence o f a J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n n a m e o n this p o l i t i c a l d o c u ­
m e n t s u b m i t t e d to the g o v e r n m e n t " ( 1 4 4 ) . T h e M e m o r a n d u m 
erases the c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f s i l e n c e a n d p a i n , a n d i g n o r e s t h e i r 
d y n a m i c a n d always t r o u b l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h s p e e c h , whereas 
it is p r e c i s e l y the nove l ' s at tent iveness to s u c h c o m p l e x i t i e s that 
enab les Obasan to c a r r y o u t its c o m p l i c a t e d p o l i t i c a l w o r k . 

Itsuka carr ies o n several o f the t h e m e s a n d charac ters i n t r o ­
d u c e d i n the e a r l i e r n o v e l . L i k e Obasan, Itsuka c h a l l e n g e s the 
n o t i o n o f necessary progress , l i n k s p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s to p o l ­
i t ics, a n d shows h o w in jus t ice l o d g e s i tself i n the b o d y . H o w e v e r , 
w h i l e Itsuka over t ly c r i t i c izes o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m at the leve l 
o f d i a l o g u e , i t does n o t q u e s t i o n its i d e o l o g i c a l struts. C o n s e ­
quent ly , its c r i t i q u e o f n a t i o n a l i s t c o m m o n sense is f a r less 
p r o f o u n d t h a n that o f Obasan. W h e r e a s the e a r l i e r n o v e l resists 
c l o s u r e , Itsuka i m p o s e s h a p p y e n d i n g s o n a l l o f its stories, cast­
i n g t h e m i n a C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t that w o r k s against p o l i d c a l 
urgency . 

T h i s f l a t t e n i n g o f c o m p l e x i t y a n d e v a c u a t i o n o f p o l i t i c a l ur ­
g e n c y is s u r p r i s i n g i n a text that wri tes a b o u t the e x p l i c i t l y p o l i t ­
i c a l m a t t e r o f redress . K o g a w a h e r s e l f has v o i c e d reservat ions 
a b o u t Itsuka. I n several in terv iews c o n d u c t e d b e f o r e the b o o k ' s 
p u b l i c a t i o n , she w o r r i e s that the n o v e l w i l l l a c k the r i c h n e s s o f 
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Obasan. " I 've b e c o m e so p o l i t i c a l , a n d i n m a n y ways very o n e -
d i m e n s i o n a l , that I ' m a f r a i d of d e s t r o y i n g the poetry , the r i c h ­
ness, o f rea l i t ies o t h e r t h a n p o l i t i c a l rea l i t i e s , " she a d m i t t e d i n 
1988 ( W i l l i a m s o n 151 ) . w E a r l y reviews o f Itsuka d i d i n fact take 
K o g a w a to task f o r b e i n g too p o l i t i c a l a n d not l i t e r a r y e n o u g h , 
a n d K o g a w a hersel f s e e m e d dissat i s f ied w i t h the n o v e l w h e n it 
c a m e out . 1 ' 1 W i t h i n a year o f r e l e a s i n g the first e d i t i o n o f the 
n o v e l , she p u b l i s h e d a rev i sed p a p e r b a c k version.'- '" 

M y r e a d i n g o f the n o v e l m i g h t s u p e r f i c i a l l y a p p e a r to c o r r o b ­
orate K o g a w a ' s fears a n d rev iewers ' f r u s t r a t i o n s , b u t m y inter ­
ests are d i f f e r e n t f o r m hers . M y a r g u m e n t is n o t d i r e c t e d to 
the issue o f w h e t h e r the n o v e l is " g o o d " o r " b a d , " s u p e r i o r o r 
i n f e r i o r to Obasan i n l i t e r a r y te rms , but , ra ther , a t tempts to 
e n g a g e w i t h K o g a w a ' s s e c o n d n o v e l i n the face o f its tota l c r i t i ­
ca l n e g l e c t w i t h o u t r e s o r t i n g to c r i t e r i a o f l i t e r a r y e x c e l l e n c e 
( w h i c h , R i t a W o n g r e m i n d s us, are n e v e r v a l u e - f r e e ) . I e x p l o r e 
the ways i n w h i c h e a c h o f K o g a w a ' s novels is a n d is n o t p o l i t i c a l , 
a n d suggest s o m e reasons f o r the d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n the two 
texts.-' 1 

T h e p r i n c i p a l r e a s o n , I have a l ready suggested, is that they are 
l o c a t e d i n very d i f f e r e n t m o m e n t s o f C a n a d i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l 
po l i cy . E a c h n o v e l also plays a d i s t i n c t r o l e i n the ac tua l Japanese 
C a n a d i a n redress m o v e m e n t . By the t i m e the redress s t ruggle 
g a i n e d the m o m e n t u m that w o u l d carry it t h r o u g h to a settle­
m e n t , Obasan h a d b e e n i n c i r c u l a t i o n f o r several years. It was 
r e a d i n r e a d i n g g r o u p s across C a n a d a a n d the U S , taught i n 
E n g l i s h courses i n h i g h s c h o o l s , c o m m u n i t y co l leges a n d u n i ­
versit ies, a n d d i s c u s s e d i n a c a d e m i c j o u r n a l s . Obasan r e s p o n d s 
to ear ly o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m ' s e l i s i o n o f race by m a k i n g i n ­
t e r n m e n t v is ib le to a n a t i o n that h a d t r i e d to f o r g e t it. A l t h o u g h 
it b e c a m e p a r t o f a p o l i t i c a l s t ruggle , its p o l i t i c a l w o r k consists o f 
a s k i n g q u e s t i o n s a b o u t c o m m o n sense n o t i o n s l i k e s i l ence a n d 
s p e e c h , past a n d present : it q u e r i e s the u n d e r p i n n i n g s o f n a ­
t iona l i s t c o m m o n sense. Itsuka, o n the o t h e r h a n d , gets c a u g h t 
u p i n the e x c i t e d l i p service p a i d race i n the 1980s. P i g g y b a c k ­
i n g o n M u l r o n e y ' s e x u b e r a n t p r o m i s e s , it co l lapses its c r i t i c a l 
d i s tance f r o m o f f i c i a l n a t i o n a l d i s c o u r s e r e c i r c u l a t e d as m u l t i ­
c u l t u r a l po l i cy . 
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T h e w o r d " i t s u k a " m e a n s " s o m e d a y , " a n d i t reca l l s w h a t U n ­

c le I s a m u u s e d to t e l l N a o m i i n Obasan: that s o m e d a y she w o u l d 
l e a r n the f a m i l y ' s secrets, that s o m e d a y a t i m e f o r l a u g h t e r 
w o u l d c o m e . I n this n o v e l , i n s t e a d o f that s o m e d a y b e i n g post­
p o n e d so as to s t re tch the l i m i t s o f the n a r r a t i v e , we ar r ive at i t 
w h e n redress b e c o m e s a real i ty : " T h i s is the t i m e , d e a r U n c l e , 
d e a r O j i s a n " ( 2 8 8 ) . T o arr ive at the d e f e r r e d m o m e n t is to c lose 
the n o v e l i n a s i n g l e t e l e o l o g i c a l gesture , a b r o g a t i n g the i n d e ­
t e r m i n a c y a n d a m b i v a l e n c e that c h a r a c t e r i z e Obasan. M o r e ser i ­
ously, s u c h c l o s u r e f o r f e i t s the f u t u r e : i t suggests a n e n d o f 
h i s t o r y that is m u c h m o r e conservat ive t h a n that o f Obasan. 

W h e r e a s the e a r l i e r n o v e l locates i tse l f i n the c r u x o f h i s tory ' s 
s i m u l t a n e o u s i m p o s s i b i l i t y a n d necessity, Itsuka, i n f i g u r i n g 
redress as the a p o g e e o f p o l i t i c a l s t rugg le , m a k e s the f u t u r e o f 
the Japanese C a n a d i a n c o m m u n i t y b e y o n d redress u n i m a g i n ­
ab le . It is as t h o u g h the narra t ive is b e g u i l e d by the s l i d e f r o m 
" n a t u r a l i z a t i o n " to " n a t u r a l " that the t e c h n o l o g y o f state m u l t i ­
c u l t u r a l i s m h o l d s o u t as Utopian p r o m i s e . I n p l a c e o f a c o n c e i v ­
able p o l i t i c a l f u t u r e , this n o v e l s u p p l i e s a n o t h e r (conservat ive) 
e c o n o m y o f d e f e r r a l , the C h r i s t i a n n o t i o n o f h e a v e n . 

N o r does Itsuka p r o b l e m a t i z e the past. L i k e Obasan, Itsuka 

b e g i n s at a p a r t i c u l a r narra t ive m o m e n t a n d t h e n a n a l e p t i c a l l y 
fills i n b a c k g r o u n d to the story. U n l i k e Obasan, however , w h e r e 
narra t ive past a n d p r e s e n t i n t e r a c t d i a l o g i c a l l y , Itsuka sustains 
o n e l o n g a n d m o r e o r less u n i n t e r r u p t e d f l a s h b a c k that does 
n o t q u e s t i o n the a s s u m p t i o n s o f l i n e a r i t y ; f u r t h e r m o r e , i t l a rge ly 
s m o o t h s over the p a i n f u l n e s s o f the p a s t . 2 2 T h e G r a n t o n years 
that are t o l d d i s c o n d n u o u s l y i n Obasan a n d c h a r a c t e r i z e d b y 
" h a r d s h i p " ( 1 9 4 ) b e c o m e i n Itsuka "years [ that j g a l l o p by i n a 
p r a i r i e b l u r " o f f r i e n d s h i p s , Y o u n g P e o p l e s , pets a n d l a u g h t e r 
( 3 8 ) . T h e past n o l o n g e r f o l d s i n t o the p r e s e n t as i t does 
i n Obasan, a n d the w e i g h t o f h i s t o r y has a lso b e e n spat ia l ly 
d i s p l a c e d to J a p a n ' s " t i m e - h e a v y s o i l , " w h e r e N a o m i ' s m o t h e r 
a n d G r a n d m o t h e r are c o n n e c t e d " b y d r e a m a l o n e " to t h e i r C a ­
n a d i a n f a m i l y ( 8 1 ) . S u c h a s tr ic t d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n b e t w e e n J a p a n 
a n d C a n a d a is n o t p o s t c o l o n i a l . Ins tead o f l o o k i n g at the in ter -
re la tedness o f p laces i n a tense i n t e r n a t i o n a l w o r l d , as p o s t c o l o ­
n i a l i s m e n c o u r a g e s , Itsuka c loses C a n a d a ' s b o r d e r s , d is tances i t 
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f r o m J a p a n a n d se l f - consc ious ly i n t r o d u c e s H a w a i ' i as the m i d ­
d l e g r o u n d b e t w e e n t h e m . 8 3 H a w a i ' i d o e s n o t so m u c h m e d i a t e 
b e t w e e n C a n a d a a n d J a p a n as it u n d e r s c o r e s t h e i r s e p a r a t i o n : i t 
is t h e r e that N a o m i d r e a m s a b o u t the a f ter l i fe that def la tes the 
p o l i t i c a l v i s i o n a d v a n c e d i n Obasan. 

A s i n Obasan, the b o d y is n o t d i s t i n c t f r o m the p o l i t i c a l w o r l d 
it i n h a b i t s . A u n t E m i l y has r e a d a s tudy s h o w i n g " that m o r e 
niseis were d y i n g o f stress diseases t h a n a n y o t h e r g r o u p " ; w h e n 
E m i l y falls s ick , N a o m i a t t r ibutes h e r i l lness to " the stress o f 
these years a n d the c o n s t a n t [ p o l i t i c a l ] d i s a p p o i n t m e n t " (1 16, 

2 5 5 ) . T h e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n the two novels is that Itsuka s i tu ­
ates this p o l i t i c i z e d b o d y i n a C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t that p r e a c h e s 
the c e r t a i n t v o f l i fe a f ter d e a t h . T h e a f ter l i f e Itsuka p r o p o s e s is 
p r o f o u n d l y a p o l i t i c a l a n d a h i s t o r i c a l : to m i t i g a t e b o d i l y d e a t h 
w i t h the p r o m i s e o f t r a n s c e n d e n c e evacuates the u r g e n c y o f 
m a k i n g his tory . N a o m i ' s m e d i t a t i o n at h e r m o t h e r ' s grave ar t i c ­
ulates exac t ly this m o v e m e n t : 

I k n e e l by t h e m a p l e t r e e a n d k n o w . W e ' r e , a l l o f us, d e a d a n d a l i v e . 

W e t h e d e a d a n d we t h e l i v i n g a r e h e r e a m o n g t h e trees , t h e c o ­

l o u r e d s n a i l s , t h e m o s s , t h e s i n g i n g insects . W e ' r e e v e r y w h e r e h e r e 

i n t h e s o u n d o f d i s t a n t t r a f f i c , i n t h e l o n g - h a i r e d grass, i n t h e 

f i l t e r e d s u n l i t h a z e . I n t h i s s h o r t v is i t , o n t h i s h o t m u g g y day, w i t h i n 

t h i s o n e h o u r at M a m a ' s g r a v e , I m e e t t h e o n e I n e e d to m e e t . 

(83) 
" T h e o n e I n e e d to m e e t " is N a o m i ' s m o t h e r as s p i r i t u a l pres­
e n c e r a t h e r t h a n , as i n Obasan, e n i g m a t i c absence . I n the e a r l i e r 
n o v e l , h e r m o t h e r ' s absence c o m p e l s the story; so i n this n o v e l 
does h e r p r e s e n c e d i m i n i s h the necessity o f h is tory . T h e passage 
c o n t i n u e s : 

N a k a y a m a - s e n s e i has o f t e n s a i d t h a t it is n o t n e c e s s a r y f o r p e o p l e t o 

c l a m o u r a n d s h o u t f o r t h e i r v o i c e s t o b e h e a r d . H e says t h e r e is 

t i m e e n o u g h a n d l i s t e n i n g e n o u g h . " W e w i l l a l l h e a r w h a t m u s t b e 

h e a r d . " (84) 

T h e passivity this s t a t e m e n t i m p l i e s is s t a g g e r i n g . A l t h o u g h it 
reca l ls Obasan's ins i s tence o n l i s t e n i n g as p a r t o f the d y n a m i c 
o f s p e e c h a n d s i l e n c e , this passage figures l i s t e n i n g as inev i ta ­
b l e , s i m p l y g i v e n , r a t h e r t h a n as a d i f f i c u l t act i n its o w n r i g h t . 
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T h e t e n s i o n s u s t a i n e d i n Obasan b e t w e e n A u n t E m i l y ' s O l d Tes­
t a m e n t zea l a n d A y a O b a s a n ' s N e w T e s t a m e n t forg iveness be­
c o m e s , i n Itsuka, the s u p e r s e s s i o n o f the O l d T e s t a m e n t by the 
N e w as K o g a w a i n t r o d u c e s , a g a i n s t j a p a n , H a w a i ' i , a n d C a n a d a , 
a n o m n i p r e s e n t , o m n i t e m p o r a l r e a l m of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n a n d 
peace . T h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n s that K o g a w a deals w i t h i n 
Obasan have b e e n a n s w e r e d by r e l i g i o n : " T h e r e is n o d e a t h . 
T h e r e is n o d i s a p p e a r a n c e , n o f i n a l i t y i n the d r i f t d o w n s t r e a m . 
A n n i h i l a t i o n is n o t p o s s i b l e . I n d i v i d u a l c o n s c i o u s n e s s c a n n o t 
be e x t i n g u i s h e d " (87). 

K o g a w a has r e p e a t e d l y m e n t i o n e d h e r r e g a r d f o r the w o r k o f 
f e m i n i s t t h e o l o g i a n R o s e m a r y R e u t h e r . A s K o g a w a p a r a p h r a s e s 
R e u t h e r ' s thesis, " the key to d i v i n e a b a n d o n m e n t is that G o d 
has a b a n d o n e d d i v i n e p o w e r c o m p l e t e l y a n d u t t e r l y i n t o the 
h u m a n c o n d i t i o n that we m i g h t n o t a b a n d o n o n e a n o t h e r " 
( A c k e r m a n 221) . 2 4 W h i l e i t is easy to see the g e r m o f a v e r s i o n 
o f l i b e r a t i o n t h e o l o g y i n s u c h a s ta tement , it does n o t c o m e to 
f r u i t i o n i n Itsuka because p o l i t i c s a n d p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s are 
c u t o f f f r o m o n e a n o t h e r . 

T h e p o l i t i c a l a n d the p e r s o n a l d o n o t a p p e a r to be d i f f e r e n t i ­
a t e d i n i t i a l l y : N a o m i gets i n v o l v e d i n the redress m o v e m e n t 
l a rge ly because o f h e r r o m a n c e w i t h F a t h e r C e d r i c . T h i s a p p a r ­
e n t i n t e r s e c t i o n o f the p e r s o n a l a n d the p o l i t i c a l a c t u a l l y masks 
s h a r p t e m p o r a l d i s t i n c t i o n s b e t w e e n fami ly , r o m a n c e , a n d p o l i ­
t i c s . 2 5 F a m i l y m e m b e r s w h o d i e cease to be absences that h a u n t 
N a o m i ' s l i f e : " ' T h e d e a d m u s t be p e r m i t t e d t h e i r passage to the 
d e a d , ' " N a k a y a m a - s e n s e i says ( 5 9 ) . N o t u n l i k e a p s y c h o t h e r a ­
p e u t i c h e a l i n g process , this t r e a t m e n t o f g r i e f m a k e s N a o m i ' s 
m o u r n i n g a p s y c h i c j o u r n e y w i t h a n i d e n t i f i a b l e e n d , the transi ­
t i o n to h o p e . A f t e r a few sca t tered m e d i t a t i o n s o n t h e m , the 
d e a d d o n o t speak i n e i t h e r w o r d s o r s i l e n c e f o r the r e m a i n d e r 
o f the n o v e l . C o n f i n e d to the past, they r e m a i n t h e r e so that 
N a o m i c a n g o f o r w a r d i n the n a r r a t i v e o f h e r l i f e . 

F i l l i n g the v o i d le f t by h e r f a m i l y a n d c l o s i n g the f a m i l i a l rifts 
left o p e n i n Obasan s tands C e d r i c . I n a m o v e that d i sp laces a n d 
t h e n rep laces absence , i t is n o t h e r m o t h e r w h o has b e e n lost , 
b u t N a o m i , a n d o n l y t e m p o r a r i l y : 
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T h e fact o f f lesh is n e w i n m y l i f e . A s i m p l e fact , as c o m m o n p l a c e as 

p e b b l e s o n a b e a c h . B u t I ' m a p e b b l e t h a t was lost . N o w I've b e e n 

f o u n d . I ' m h e l d i n a h a n d t h a t ' s as w a r m as s o n g . ( 2 0 8 ) 

T h e l i n e s q u o t e the h y m n " A m a z i n g G r a c e , " t r a n s l a t i n g 
C e d r i c i n t o G o d the S a v i o u r a n d N a o m i i n t o the sa lvaged 
" w r e t c h , " m o v e d f r o m u n u t t e r a b l e d e s p a i r i n t o c a u t i o u s h o p e . 
T h i s t h e m e of r e d e m p t i o n , w h e t h e r e x p l i c i t l y C h r i s t i a n o r i n 
its s e c u l a r e q u i v a l e n t as fa i ry tale, shapes N a o m i a n d C e d r i c ' s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p . Just as N a o m i ' s G r a n t o n days are s h a r p l v d i s t i n ­
g u i s h e d f r o m h e r present l i fe i n T o r o n t o , N a o m i a n d C e d r i c ' s 
l o v e m a k i n g i n the forest ( n o t the city) c a n o n l y take p lace by 
t h e i r d e s c e n t to a p l a c e t o u c h e d " n o t so m u c h [by] h i s t o r y as 
[by] p r e h i s t o r y " ( 1 3 4 ) . T h i s is the r e a l m o f fa i ry tales that c o m e 
t rue ( N a o m i v isual izes h e r s e l f as C i n d e r e l l a ) , the r e a l i z a t i o n o f 
B i b l i c a l texts ( the forest b e c o m e s the G a r d e n o f E d e n ) , release 
" f r o m the p o l i t i c a l by the p e r s o n a l a n d the p r i m i t i v e " ( 134)-

It is a lso a m o m e n t o f t e x t u a l n e g o t i a t i o n , K o g a w a tells us, 
" w h e r e the b e g i n n i n g o f a n a l t o g e t h e r n e w story t o u c h e s a t u r n ­
i n g p o i n t i n the o l d " ( 1 3 8 ) . 

T h i s s ta tement is b o t h t rue a n d u n t r u e . K o g a w a , t h r o u g h 
N a o m i , wants to rewr i te N a o m i ' s o l d l i fe as a "safe o l d d e a d - e n d 
ta le , " h e r b o d y "a f o o t b i n d i n g " g o v e r n e d by " layers o f ru les a n d 
p r o p r i e t y , " w i t h n o n e of the a m b i g u i t y that s u r r o u n d s these 
r e a d i n g s o f h e r l i fe i n Obasan ( 1 3 8 ) . W e are m e a n t to be l ieve 
that F a t h e r C e d r i c , P r i n c e C h a r m i n g to N a o m i ' s C i n d e r e l l a , has 
t a k e n o u r p r o t a g o n i s t "past t h i r t e e n o ' c l o c k " — past, the n o v e l 
i m p l i e s , s p i n s t e r h o o d to w o m a n h o o d ( 1 3 6 ) . B u t c a n we r e a d 
this as " a n a l t o g e t h e r n e w story"? A l t h o u g h the n o v e l c l a i m s to 
have b r o k e n t h r o u g h the c h r o n o l o g y g o v e r n e d by m i d n i g h t , it 
has rea l ly j u s t t a k e n N a o m i , at a re la t ive ly late stage i n h e r l i f e , 
back to " the forest o f [her ] a d o l e s c e n c e , " to w a l k c h r o n o l o g i ­
cal ly a l o n g the w e l l t raversed p a t h of f a m i l y r o m a n c e a n d n o r ­
mat ive h e t e r o s e x u a l f e m a l e d e v e l o p m e n t w h e r e C e d r i c — 
Father C e d r i c — stands i n f o r h e r d e a d father, satisfies the l o n g ­
i n g N a o m i feels f o r h e r m o t h e r , a n d m a k e s u p f o r the rift be­
tween N a o m i a n d h e r b r o t h e r ( i 3 7 ) . a , i 

K o g a w a is n o t e n t i r e l y u n s e l f c o n s c i o u s i n h e r use o f the fa i ry 
tale s t r u c t u r e . S h e r e c o g n i z e s that the C i n d e r e l l a s tory is " a n 
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u n t i m e l y ta le" ( 1 3 5 ) . T h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f a n a c h r o n i s m is n o t the 
same as c r i t i q u e , however . F u r t h e r m o r e , the tale is " u n t i m e l y " 
i n a way that c o l l a b o r a t e s w i t h the wors t effects o f s p l i t t i n g r o ­
m a n c e f r o m p o l i t i c s . F o r a l l o f N a o m i ' s ins i s tence that C e d r i c 
"al ters the c l o c k , " the t r a n s i t i o n a l fores t scene serves to re-
e n t r e n c h c h r o n o l o g y i n the n o v e l , n o t by n e g o t i a t i n g c o n ­
f l ic ts b e t w e e n the p e r s o n a l a n d the p o l i t i c a l , b u t by b y p a s s i n g 
t h e m ( 1 4 0 ) . T h e forest scene takes p l a c e i n a p r i m o r d i a l se t t ing 
c lear ly d i f f e r e n t i a t e d f r o m N a o m i ' s everyday l i fe so that i t c a n 
f u n c t i o n as a k i n d o f t e m p o r a l l o o p that a l lows h e r to c a t c h u p 
w i t h h e r c h r o n o l o g i c a l age. A l t h o u g h N a o m i c l a i m s that the 
d e s t i n a t i o n o f h e r w a l k w i t h C e d r i c is " u n k n o w n , " i t is f o r e t o l d 
i n the " h a p p i l y ever a f ter" o f the fa i ry tale s t r u c t u r e that gives 
d iscurs ive s h a p e to the r e l a t i o n s h i p ( 1 4 8 ) . 

T h e h a p p y e n d i n g i n P a r l i a m e n t gives a s i m i l a r d i scurs ive 
shape to the redress m o v e m e n t . In i t ia l ly , the o u t c o m e is n o t ob­
v i o u s ; i n d e e d , w h e n K o g a w a discusses p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i s m , t i m e i n 
the n o v e l recovers s o m e o f the c r i t i c a l p o t e n c y that it has i n 
Obasan. Progress i n the s t ruggle f o r redress is n o t g u a r a n t e e d ; 
the n e a r e r a s e t t l e m e n t a p p r o a c h e s , the f u r t h e r away i t a p p e a r s . 
" T i m e has g o n e b a c k w a r d s , A u n t E m i l y says" ( 2 3 8 ) . B u t this ap­
p e a r a n c e o f c o m p l e x i t y u l t i m a t e l y t u r n s o u t to be a m o m e n t a r y 
setback, w h e n redress b e c o m e s a reali ty. 

T h e s t ruggle f o r redress is n o t , o f c o u r s e , a b o u t m o n e y , 
b u t a b o u t s o c i a l j u s t i c e : " redress m a t t e r s , " Itsuka says, "because 
t h e r e are m a n y m a n y p e o p l e i n t e n t o n d e f e n d i n g the o p p r e s ­
sor 's r ights n o m a t t e r w h a t the t r u t h , a n d they are i n places 
o f p o w e r " ( 2 2 2 ) . 2 7 H e n c e the i m p o r t a n c e o f the a r g u m e n t be­
t w e e n N i k k i K a g a m i a n d D r S t i n s o n , w h o a r g u e that i n t e r n m e n t 
was a r e a s o n a b l e a c t i o n f o r C a n a d a to have t a k e n i n the c o n t e x t 
o f W o r l d W a r II, a n d E m i l y a n d N a o m i , w h o c o n d e m n it as u n ­
j u s t a n d u n j u s t i f i a b l e . E m b r a c i n g a l te rnate sides i n a n i d e o l o g i ­
ca l debate , b o t h see themselves as " d e f e n d i n g h i s t o r y against 
the f a l s i f i e r " (2 2 0 ) . A t stake i n this " s t i l l s m o u l d e r i n g w a r " is n o t 

j u s t h i s t o r i c a l a c c u r a c y — t h o u g h that is o b v i o u s l y c r u c i a l — 
b u t also n a t i o n a l c i t i z e n s h i p ( 2 2 0 ) . T h e v a l i d i t y o f J a p a n e s e C a ­
n a d i a n c l a i m s to c i t i z e n s h i p is p r o v e n , Itsuka suggests, by o f f i c i a l 
v i n d i c a t i o n o f the c o m m u n i t y a n d p u b l i c l e g i t i m a t i o n o f h i s tory 
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w r i t t e n f r o m its p o i n t o f view. R e s t i n g c l a i m s o f l e g i t i m a c y o n 
s u c h bases i n t u r n p r e s u p p o s e s that h i s t o r y c a n be t o l d , that 
l a n g u a g e is express ive r a t h e r t h a n m y s t i f y i n g , a n d that a l t e rnate 
vers ions o f h is tory , o n c e t o l d , c a n b e h e a r d . 

T h e s e p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s s e l f c o n s c i o u s l y revea l themselves at 
the n o v e l ' s e x u l t a n t c o n c l u s i o n . Itsuka e n d s w i t h "a feast o f 
w o r d s " c e l e b r a t i n g " a p r o m i s e f u l f i l l e d , a v i s i o n r e a l i z e d " i n the 
" i t s u k a " that has f i n a l l y a r r i v e d ( 2 7 5 ) . S p e e c h is " h e a l i n g , " a 
" v a c c i n e against c o m p a s s i o n f a t i g u e " ; it is " m a g i c " a n d p e r f o r ­
m a t i v e ( 2 7 5 , 2 7 6 , 2 7 4 ) . A t the m o m e n t w o r d s are u t t e r e d ( the 
passive v o i c e is K o g a w a ' s ) , " t h i n g s [are] p u t r i g h t " ( 2 7 4 ) . T h e 
A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t that closes the n o v e l has n o n e o f the a m b i ­
g u i t y o f the M e m o r a n d u m at the e n d o f Obasan: p r e c e d e d by 
c e l e b r a t i o n , i t s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y voices the J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n 
v i c t o r y o v e r h i s t o r i c a l e r a s u r e . T h e t e m p o r a l i t i e s that c l a s h e d 
against o n e a n o t h e r i n Obasan, the past that s e e m e d to s t re tch 
i n t o Itsuka's p r e s e n t as the " s t i l l s m o u l d e r i n g war , " f a l l i n t o 
p l a c e i n the n a r r a t i v e p r e s e n t " w h e n the t e l l i n g leaps o v e r the 
b a r r i c a d e s a n d the d r e a m enters d a y " ( 2 7 9 ) . T h e n o v e l closes 
t r i u m p h a n t l y . 

H i s t o r i o g r a p h e r H a y d e n W h i t e argues that " [ t ] h e d e m a n d 
f o r c l o s u r e i n the h i s t o r i c a l s tory is a d e m a n d . . . f o r m o r a l 
m e a n i n g , a d e m a n d that s e q u e n c e s o f r e a l events be assessed as 
to t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e as e l e m e n t s o f a moral d r a m a " ( 2 4 ) . A s a 
h i s t o r i c a l d o c u m e n t Itsuka s u p p o r t s his p o s t u l a t i o n : the n o v e l 
c e r t a i n l y sorts o u t h e r o e s a n d v i l l a i n s . 2 8 B u t w h a t h a p p e n s to c r i ­
t i q u e i n a n o v e l w i t h s u c h certa inty? T h e n o v e l does c o n t a i n c r i ­
t i q u e . I n p lace o f the h o l l o w m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m o f a n o f f i c i a l 
d e m a n d to " h a r m o n i z e i n p e r f e c t g o v e r n m e n t - a p p r o v e d s o n g , " 
a n d i n p l a c e o f the i l l e g i t i m a t e m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m s o u g h t by N i k k i 
K a g a m i w i t h o u t c o m m u n i t y s u p p o r t , the e n d i n g o f the n o v e l 
advocates a " t r u e " m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m , s u p p o r t e d d e m o c r a t i c a l l y 
by a l l J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s a n d g u a r a n t e e d i n g o v e r n m e n t d o c u ­
m e n t s ( 2 0 2 ) . T h e p r o b l e m w i t h s u c h a c r i t i q u e is prec i se ly that 
the n o v e l contains i t . Itsuka's n e a t c l o s u r e m a k e s it a k i n d o f car-
c e r a l s t r u c t u r e i n w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g is seen , h e a r d , v o i c e d ; there 
are n o s i lences to m a r k a g a p i n r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l c o n t r o l by a 
m o n o l o g i c n a r r a t o r . Itsuka's c l o s u r e e n a b l e s the very o m i s s i o n s 
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Obasan w a r n s against ; i t neglec ts the s i lences that a c c o m p a n y 
every u t t e r a n c e . Its c o n t a i n m e n t also m a k e s the n o v e l n a t i o n a l ­
ist ic , i n the sense that d i f f e r e n c e is t a m e d a n d r e c u p e r a t e d by 
the k i n d o f p l u r a l i s t inc lus iveness sugges ted by o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l ­
t u r a l i s m . 

Itsuka pays s o m e a t t e n t i o n to the p r o b l e m s o f racist n a t i o n a l 
p o l i c i e s , b u t n a t i o n a l c i t i z e n s h i p is the o r i g i n a n d a p e x o f p o l i t ­
i c a l s t ruggle . T h e g o a l that E m i l y a n d N a o m i share is c e r t i f i e d 
C a n a d i a n c i t i z e n s h i p , a c e r t i f i c a t i o n w h i c h they rest i n the 
h a n d s o f state representa t ives i n s t e a d o f w r e s t i n g i t f r o m t h e m . 
T h e P r i m e M i n i s t e r a u t h e n t i c a t e s the c i t i z e n s h i p o f the J a p a ­
nese C a n a d i a n s i n Itsuka: 

A u n t Emily and I look at each other and smile. We've all said it over 
the years. " N o , no, I 'm Canadian . I 'm a Canadian . A C a n a d i a n . " 
Sometimes it's been a defiant statement, a demand, a proclamation 
of a right. A n d today, finally, finally, though we can hardly believe it, 
to be Canadian means what it hasn't meant before. Reconci l ia t ion. 
L iberat ion . Belongingness. H o m e . ( 2 7 7 ) 

T h i s s t a t e m e n t char ts a m o v e m e n t f r o m the m a r g i n s to the 
c e n t r e o f the n a t i o n ; f r o m d e f i a n c e , d e m a n d s a n d p r o c l a m a ­
t ions to n a t i o n a l filiation, e n c a p s u l a t e d i n the d o m e s t i c t r o p e 
o f " H o m e . " 

N o t a b l y , this v e r s i o n o f c i t i z e n s h i p has n o d i f f i c u l t y coexis t ­
i n g w i t h a p l u r a l i s t ident i ty . N a o m i a n d E m i l y c o u l d b e s c r i p t e d 
by M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m C a n a d a , w h i c h is a n x i o u s to assert that " W e 
c a n be p r o u d o f b e i n g C a n a d i a n a n d o f o u r roots at the same 
t i m e " (Multiculturalism: What Is It Really About? 2 3 ) . I n E m i l y ' s 
w o r d s , " J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s are east-west b r i d g e s . W e s p a n the 
g a p . It's o u r fate a n d o u r c a l l i n g — to be h y p h e n s — to be d i p ­
l o m a t s ' " ( 7 8 ) . A s " ' b r i d g e s , ' " E m i l y a n d N a o m i ' " s p a n the g a p ' " 
f o r the " o t h e r c h i l d r e n w h o wai t f o r t h e i r l ives" — b u t the m e t a ­
p h o r o f d i p l o m a c y is even m o r e t e l l i n g ( 2 7 9 ) . A s " ' d i p l o m a t s , ' " 
E m i l y a n d N a o m i fac i l i ta te a s s i m i l a t i o n i n t o the m u l t i c u l t u r a l 
n a t i o n , w h i c h c a n e n c o m p a s s large degrees o f d i f f e r e n c e w i t h ­
o u t f u n d a m e n t a l l y c h a n g i n g . 

T h e capac i ty o f the n a t i o n to a b s o r b a n d d i f f u s e d i f f e r e n c e 
w i t h i n its firmly fixed b o u n d a r i e s is b r o u g h t h o m e i n the ro ­
m a n t i c r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n N a o m i a n d C e d r i c , w h i c h e p i t o ­
mizes the c e l e b r a t o r y v i s i o n o f M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m C a n a d a . F a t h e r 
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C e d r i c , the F r e n c h C a n a d i a n pr ies t , boasts a p a t r i l i n e a g e that 
i n c l u d e s E n g l i s h , F r e n c h , a n d E a s t e r n E u r o p e a n e t h n i c i t i e s ; h i s 
m o t h e r is a n O n t a r i o F r a n c o p h o n e whose o w n m o t h e r was M e ­
tis, par t O j ibway . C e d r i c ' s p l e d g e to N a o m i , t h e J a p a n e s e - H a i d a 
ratt le d r u m h e gives her , suggests that Itsuka's m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m 
s o m e h o w i n h e r e s i n objects — l i k e the P i e d P i p e r ' s c l o t h e s of 
m a n y c o l o u r s . " ' W h a t K o g a w a does n o t say i n this n o v e l is that 
d a n c i n g to s u c h a m u l t i c u l t u r a l beat r e m a i n s , as the fa iry tale 
warns , p e r i l o u s : it threatens e n c h a n t m e n t by v is ions o f p l e n t y 
that l e a d to d r o w n i n g a n d e l i s i o n anew. Itsuka's v i s i o n is m o r e 
o p t i m i s t i c . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n C e d r i c the m u l t i c u l t u r a l 
C a n a d i a n a n d N a o m i the r e p a t r i a t e d e n e m y a l i e n gives the n o v e l 
a c lassical ly c o m i c ( n o t to m e n t i o n h e t e r o n o r m a t i v e ) e n d i n g 
w h e r e s o c i a l d i s c o r d is assuaged by the m a r r i a g e o f two p r o m i s ­
i n g y o u n g p e o p l e . T h e u n i o n o f N a o m i a n d C e d r i c , i n effect , 
enab les the r e p r o d u c t i o n o f C a n a d a as a n a t i o n . 

N o t so i n Obasan: the w o m e n d o n o t m a r r y a n d there is n o 
g e n e r a t i o n to c lose the n o v e l . Ra ther , the n a t i o n b e c o m e s the 
site of n e g o t i a t i o n b e t w e e n g l o b a l s t ruc tures o f p o w e r — i n this 
case, W o r l d W a r II — a n d s ta te -sanct ioned f o r m s o f r a c i s m — 
i n this case, i n t e r n m e n t . J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s , s t r i p p e d o f C a n a ­
d i a n c i t i z e n s h i p by i n t e r n m e n t , a n d n o t J a p a n e s e e i ther , have 
n o essent ia l i d e n t i t y to f a l l b a c k o n , o n l y the necessary q u e s t i o n , 
" W h e r e d o any o f us c o m e f r o m i n this c o l d c o u n t r y ? " a n d its 
d e c e p t i v e l y s i m p l e answer : 

O h C a n a d a , w h e t h e r it is a d m i t t e d o r n o t , we c o m e f r o m y o u we 
c o m e f r o m y o u . F r o m t h e s a m e s o i l , t h e s lugs a n d s l i m e a n d b o g s 
a n d twigs a n d r o o t s . W e c o m e f r o m t h e c o u n t r y that p l u c k s its p e o ­
p l e o u t l i k e w e e d s a n d f l i n g s t h e m i n t o t h e r o a d s i d e . W e g r o w i n 
d i t c h e s a n d s l o u g h s , u n t e n d e d a n d s p i n d l y . W e e r u p t i n t h e val leys 
a n d m o u n t a i n s i d e s , i n s m a l l t o w n s a n d b a c k a l leys , s p r o u t i n g u p ­
s i d e - d o w n o n t h e p r a i r i e s , o u r h a i r w i l d as s p i d e r s ' legs , o u r feet 
r o o t e d n o w h e r e . W e g r o w w h e r e we a r e n o t s e e n , we f l o u r i s h w h e r e 
we a r e n o t h e a r d , t h e t h i c k u n d e r g r o w t h o f a n u n l i k e l y p l a n t i n g . 

( 2 8 6 ) 

C a n a d a , i n Obasan's m e t a p h o r , is a re lent less ly v e r d a n t n a t i o n a l 
so i l that keeps m a k i n g C a n a d i a n s o f p e o p l e , b u t t h e n t r y i n g 
to w e e d s o m e o u t . H o w e v e r , this a t t e m p t r e p e a t e d l y a n d neces­
sar i ly fai ls because the d i s p l a c e d species — the h y b r i d — c o n ­
f o u n d s c l a s s i f i c a t i o n as f l o w e r o r w e e d . R o o t l e s s , i t c a n n o t be 
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l o c a t e d i n any p a r t i c u l a r p l a c e . It is u b i q u i t o u s : r u r a l a n d u r b a n 
a n d , above a l l , u n e x p e c t e d . It is a p r o d u c t o f s l i m e , a b j e c t i o n , 
m a d e o f the c i t i zens a n a t i o n casts off . It f l o u r i s h e s i n a p p a r e n t 
s i l ence a n d l o o k s ( e r r i f y i n g l y u n l i k e a n y " n a t u r a l " species . It has 
a h a r d i n e s s that the l e g i t i m a t e l y c lass i f i ed has n o t , so its v i ta l i ty 
exceeds the n a t i o n ' s des i re to c a t e g o r i z e a n d c o n t r o l . 

T h e h y b r i d , as o p p o s e d to the h y p h e n , resists a s s i m i l a t i o n 
f r o m the i n s i d e o f the n a t i o n , a n d this is the s o u r c e o f Obasan'% 

p o l i t i c a l s t r e n g t h . W h e r e a s Itsuka leaves C a n a d i a n i d e n t i t y i n ­
tact a n d shows the process o f c l a i m i n g i t , Obasan d e m o n s t r a t e s 
the t o u g h n e g o t i a t i o n o f p o s t c o l o n i a l n a t i o n a l i t y f r o m w i t h i n 
the always a l r e a d y g i v e n o f the n a t i o n . It r e c o g n i z e s that , i n S tu­
art H a l l ' s apt p h r a s e , " i d e n t i t y is always a n o p e n , c o m p l e x , 
u n f i n i s h e d g a m e — always u n d e r c o n s t r u c t i o n . . . . [I]t always 
moves i n t o the f u t u r e t h r o u g h a s y m b o l i c d e t o u r t h r o u g h the 
past" ( 3 6 2 ) . Itsuka's s l i p p a g e i n t o fa i ry tales a n d C h r i s t i a n my­
t h o l o g y suggests that h a p p y e n d i n g s , p e r s o n a l a n d p o l i t i c a l , t o o 
easily s u r r e n d e r the past to p r o m i s e s o f a bet ter t o m o r r o w . I n its 
d e p i c t i o n o f r u p t u r e d t e m p o r a l i t y , h e a l i n g w i t h o u t w h o l e n e s s , 
s p e e c h that r e c o g n i z e s s i l e n c e , J o y K o g a w a ' s Obasan eschews 
the p u r i t i e s that n a t i o n a l i s m r e q u i r e s , r e m a i n i n g i n s t e a d always 
c o g n i z a n t o f d i f f e r e n c e a n d d a n g e r . 3 1 

NOTES 
I Cf. Ang, who shows how under the aegis of Australian multiculturalism "the 

nation is claimed to be on the road from a racist, exclusionary past to a multi­
cultural, inclusionary present" ("The Curse of the Smile" 3 7 ) . Cf., too, Ang and 
Stratton. 

^ The concept of "common sense" is a complicated philosophical issue. I mean 
the term in the Gramscian sense: as an articulated set of beliefs that, although 
out of step with "real" social position, nonetheless "holds together a specific 
social group, . . . influences moral conduct and the direction of will, with vary­
ing efficacy but often powerfully enough to produce a situation in which the 
contradictory state of consciousness does not permit of any action, any decision 
or any choice, and produces a condition of moral and political passivity." Hege­
monic common sense, in other words, provides ready-made moral and political 
guidance without requiring its subjects to recognize their real social location 
and to think through social problems accordingly. One obvious consequence 
of common sense is political quiescence. See Gramsci 3 3 3 . Himani Bannerji 
glosses Gramscian common sense as "the submerged part of the iceberg which 
is visible to us as ideology" (10). See, too, Robert Holton's accessible discussion 
of the concept. 
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3 E x c e p t w h e r e s p e c i f i c a l l y n o t e d , I r e f e r to the r e v i s e d e d i t i o n o f Itsuka t h r o u g h ­
o u t . 

4 S h i r l e y G e o k - l i n L i m ' s o t h e r w i s e t h o u g h t f u l essays e x e m p l i f y t h i s t r e n d . Per­
h a p s e v e n m o r e t e l l i n g is the o p e n i n g o f C h e n g L o k C h u a ' s a r t i c l e , w h i c h rec­
o g n i z e s the s p e c i f i c i t y o f K o g a w a ' s C a n a d i a n r e f e r e n t o n l y to ins is t a l l the m o r e 
s t r e n u o u s l y o n its s i m i l a r i t y to the U S : " L i k e that o f the U n i t e d States . C a n a d a ' s 
is a m u l t i r a c i a l soc ie ty that is p r e d o m i n a n t l y C a u c a s i a n a n d C h r i s t i a n . A g a i n 
l i k e the U n i t e d States , C a n a d a is a n a t i o n o f i m m i g r a n t s : a n d b o t h have h a d a 
h i s t o r y o f a n t i p a t h v t o w a r d i m m i g r a n t s f r o m A s i a . . . " ( L i r a a n d L i n g 1 9 9 2 , 
9 7 ) -

"> A u g a n d S t r a t u m also n o t e the e t y m o l o g y o f " m u l t i - c u l t u r a l . " 

6 S c h o l a r s h i p o n m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m is e x t e n s i v e . O n e g o o d s o u r c e o f i n f o r m a t i o n 
o n o f f i c i a l m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m i n C a n a d a is K o s h y a n d S h a r m a ; f o r a very c o n c i s e 
a c c o u n t o f c o n t e m p o r a r y C a n a d i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . see C a r d o z o . F o r c o m ­
m e n t a r i e s o n m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m i n A u s t r a l i a , see A n g . M a r t i n discusses A u s t r a l i a n 
m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m a n d f e m i n i s m , w h i l e A n g a n d S t r a t t o n c o m p a r e A u s t r a l i a n 
a n d I ' S - A m e r i c a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m s . V e r t o v e c uses B r i t i s h e x a m p l e s . A l t h o u g h 
n o t n a t i o n - s p e c i f i c i n its r e f e r e n t s , H a g e p r o v i d e s a p a r t i c u l a r l y h a r d - h i t t i n g c r i ­
t i q u e o f m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m s d i s c o u r s e o f t o l e r a n c e , a r g u i n g that t o l e r a n c e is e n ­
a b l e d o n l y by a d e e p e r , a n d h i d d e n , i n t o l e r a n c e . F o r a n e x c e l l e n t c o l l e c t i o n o f 
essays that d iscuss m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m i n b r o a d , t h e o r e t i c a l t e r m s , see B e n n e t t . 

" O l c o u r s e , the M c c c h L a k e A c c o r d was n e v e r r a t i f i e d by the p r o v i n c e s b e c a u s e 
of M e t i s p o l i t i c i a n E l i j a h H a r p e r ' s d e f t p o l i t i c a l p lay w h i c h d r e w a t t e n t i o n to 
the d o c u m e n t ' s h y p o c r i t i c a l w i l l i n g n e s s to use the p h r a s e " d i s t i n c t s o c i e t y " to 
d e s c r i b e F r e n c h C a n a d i a n s , b u t n o t N a t i v e C a n a d i a n s . T h e r e is a w h o l e o t h e r 
p a p e r to b e w r i t t e n a b o u t t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f state m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m to N a t i v e 
a n d M e t i s C a n a d i a n s . F o r a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of C a n a d i a n m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m i n 
s p e c i f i c r e f e r e n c e to the M e e c h L a k e A c c o r d , see P a r e l . 

" T h e C o n s e r v a t i v e g o v e r n m e n t d i d set t le J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n redress , t h o u g h 
n o t w i t h o u t a lo t o f a g o n y , as llwika c h r o n i c l e s . S h o r t l y a f te r U S P r e s i d e n t 
R o n a l d R e a g a n ' s A u g u s t 19, 1 9 8 8 a n n o u n c e m e n t of a $ 1 . 2 5 b i l l i o n c o m p e n s a ­
t i o n p a c k a g e f o r i n t e r n e d J a p a n e s e A m e r i c a n s , M u l r o n e y a n n o u n c e d , o n S e p ­
t e m b e r 2 2 , 1 9 8 8 , that h i s g o v e r n m e n t w o u l d p r o v i d e a n a c k n o w l e d g m e n t o f 
the i n j u s t i c e d o n e to J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s d u r i n g W o r l d W a r II; a p a y m e n t o f 
$ 2 1 , 0 0 0 to e a c h s u r v i v o r o f i n t e r n m e n t : a p a y m e n t o f S i 2 m i l l i o n to t h e J a p a ­
nese C a n a d i a n c o m m u n i t y , to b e a d m i n i s t e r e d by t h e N a t i o n a l A s s o c i a t i o n o f 
J a p a n e s e C a n a d i a n s l o r e d u c a t i o n a l , s o c i a l , a n d c u l t u r a l ac t iv i t i es a n d p r o ­
g r a m s ; a n d $ 2 4 m i l l i o n f o r a j o i n t l y f u n d e d C a n a d i a n R a c e R e l a t i o n s F o u n d a ­
t i o n . M u l r o n e y ' s c o m m i t m e n t to m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m h a d less s t a y i n g p o w e r : a f te r 
a ser ies of s e r i o u s b u d g e t cuts , the d e p a r t m e n t was d o s e d a n d the p o r t f o l i o 
d r o p p e d i n 1 9 9 3 . 

9 See e s p e c i a l l y G o t t l i e b , R u s s e l l R o s e , a n d G a r y W i l l i s . T w o n o t a b l e e x c e p t i o n s 
to this t e n d e n c y are M a g n u s s o n a n d C h e u n g . A l t h o u g h it u l t i m a t e l y m a k e s 
q u i t e a d i f f e r e n t a r g u m e n t f r o m m i n e , M a g n u s s o n ' s a r t i c l e b e g i n s by a s k i n g 
" [ W ] h y d o e s a n o v e l that finds s u c h a d e q u a t e l a n g u a g e f o r a s tory o f s u f f e r i n g 
p e r s i s t e n t l v q u e s t i o n t h e a d e q u a c v o f w o r d s ? " C h e u n g ' s essay is a very t h o u g h t ­
f u l r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f b o t h s p e e c h a n d s i l e n c e . 

I" See p a r t i c u l a r l y R u s s e l l R o s e , " A n I n t e r t e x t u a l R e a d i n g , " f o r a d i s c u s s i o n o f 
s i l e n c e as a c q u i e s c e n c e , a n d K o g a w a ' s c r i t i q u e o f i t . 

II See a l so I . i m , w h o w r i t e s : " W h a t we h e a r finally is N a o m i ' s o w n v o i c e , f r e e d at 
last t h r o u g h k n o w l e d g e , c o m i n g f r o m the b r e a k i n g o f s i l e n c e , a n d l e a d i n g 
to a n i n t e r n a l r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h t h e a b s e n t m o t h e r " ( " Japanese A m e r i c a n 
W o m e n ' s L i f e S to i ies" 309) 
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I- Another way to put this is that Naomi's oedipal development requires negotia­

tion along national/racial/cultural as well as familial lines. Cf. Goellnicht, who 
argues for a double oedipal crisis in the girl of colour, "first, when she takes on 
the gendered position constructed for her by the symbolic language of patriar­
chy; and second, when she falls under the influence of discursively and socially 
constructed positions of racial difference" ( 1 2 3 ) . 1 would modify Goellnicht's 
position by insisting that racial difference is not negotiated subsequent to gen­
dered identity, but is there from the beginning, demanding simultaneous nego­
tiation with the familial/patriarchal structures. 

1 : 1 Fujita does an excellent reading of the shift in subject position around the 
Grand Inquisitor figure of Naomi's dreams. She writes: 

In other words, Naomi perceives that she has acted like the Grand Inquisi­
tor, obsessed with her own abandonment and forgetting to attend to the 
possibility of her mother's greater suffering. Recognition of her culpability 
as Mother's accuser is her supreme act, for only in the space created by self-
denial, by a deliberate attendance, can Mother be restored. ( 3 9 ) 

n The phrase "attentive silence" is Cheung's. 
In Itsuka, Aunt Emily explicitly relates childlessness to racism: "She says a study 
should be done on the many older nisei, like herself, who never married. It 
would show how deeply they've obeyed the order to disappear." (123) 

"> Cleverly, Kogawa associates Uncle with the stone bread that, like his silence, 
does not break but nourishes nonetheless. 

1 7 Cf. Goellnicht, "We must narrate ourselves into history or be doomed to extinc­
tion" ( 1 2 5 ) . 

I x Also see Kogawa's interview with Delbaere. 
1 9 See, for instance, reviews by Redl and Persky. 
20 The changes from first to revised edition are largely editorial; the basic struc­

ture of the novel remains the same. However, although the editorial revisions 
are minor, they are far too numerous to list here — nearly every page reveals 
changes. My discussion of Itsuka will focus on the revised edition, with occasion­
al references to the original version. 

21 "It is very possible that the criteria forjudging good' literature are based on 
traditional, male-centred assumptions and that this emphasis on Literature dis­
tracts one from reading the text on its own terms" (Wong 1 2 2 ) . 

22 The original edition emphasizes this sanitization of history even more strongly, 
by using a stock fairy-tale temporality that presages a happy ending in which 
conflicts are resolved and wrongs righted: "Once upon a time," says Chapter 
One of the original edition, "Japanese Canadians were interned as enemies, 
loyal citizens though we were" ( 3 ) . 

Again, the first edition of the novel makes this point even more obvious: Cedric 
calls Hawaii a "doorway between East and West" ( 9 6 ) . 

^4 See also Delbaere and Williamson. 
25 Cf. Obasan, where the loss of Naomi's mother (the personal) and the bombing 

of Nagasaki (the political) are coincidental — two events happening at the 
same moment. 

26 The familial resemblances go on: Naomi reminds Cedric of his mother, and at 
one point he actually calls her "sister" ( 1 3 9 ) . On Cedric's entering the novel 
when Naomi's relationship with her brother is at an impasse, see Kulyk Keefer's 
review of the novel. 27 I do not intend my criticisms of Itsuka as a novel as an indictment of Japanese 
Canadian redress or of any other minority legitimation sought in the public 
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s p h e r e . A s I h o p e niv a r g u m e n t m a k e s c lear , I ( h i n k p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n is c r u c i a l ; it 
is w h e n p o l i t i c a l events get s i m p l i f i e d i n t o o n e d i m e n s i o n that u n c r i t i c a l l v re-
c i t c u l a i c s n a t i o n a l i s t d i s c o u r s e that I see t h e m as p r o b l e m a t i c . 

-•s I l u s m o r a l r e a d i n g is i m p o r t a n t , just as v o i c i n g h i s t o r y a n d u n d e r t a k i n g a psy­
c h o t h e r a p e u t i c quest a re i m p o r t a n t T h e l e a d i n g I a m e n g a g e d i n is a p a r t i c u ­
lar p o l i t i c a l r e a d i n g that d o e s not a d d r e s s o t h e r p o s s i b l e e x p l a n a t i o n s l o r the 
n o v e l ' s c l o s u r e : that f o r p e r s o n a l r e a s o n s o r c o n s i d e r a t i o n s of t h e m a r k e t p l a c e 
K o g a w a c o u l d not o r d i d not want to k e e p d i e h i s t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n o p e n a n v 
l o n g e r , t o r i n s t a n c e . 

- I y Of . the e x c h a n g e of the p l a i d p i n a n d the k n i f e b e t w e e n M o r a g G u n n a n d J u l e s 
T o n n e r r e i n M a r g a r e t Laurence 's TheDivinm, w h e r e the p o i n t b e h i n d the ( c u l ­
t u r a l ) e x c h a n g e is p r e c i s e l y that it doesn't w o r k , a n d that the i t e m s are finally 
r e t u r n e d to t h e i r o r i g i n a l o w n e r s . 

*• T h e key text o n h v b r i d i t v i n p o s t c o l o n i a l d i s c o u r s e is B h a b h a ' s " S i g n s T a k e n f o r 
W o n d e r s . " T h a t essay, e s p e c i a l l y pages 172-73 , c a n be r e a d very p r o d u c t i v e l y 
n e x t to K o g a w a a n d it e c h o e s t h r o u g h m y gloss . N o t a b l y , Obasan was p u b l i s h e d 
t h r e e years b e f o r e the i n i t i a l v e r s i o n of B h a b h a ' s essay. 

1 1 G u v B e a u r e g a r d . M a n C h a p m a n . M o F . n g e l . M a r c i a K l o l / . l . e e r o m M e d o v o i . 
Ju l ie R a k , J e n n i f e r S c h a f f n e r a n d M a r k S i m p s o n g e n e r o u s l y d i s c u s s e d ideas 
a n d h e l p f u l l y c r i t i q u e d th is p a p e r at v a r i o u s stages. I a m a lso g r a t e f u l to M a n 
P e a r s o n (1994-9,- ,) ' u , d '•'''' ( 1 9 9 5 ~ 9 " ) ' " r ass is tance w i t h b i b l i o g r a p h i c 
s o u r c e s . 

WORKS CITED 

A c k e r m a n , H a r o l d . " S o u r c e s o l l . ove a n d H a t e : A n I n t e r v i e w w i t h J o y K o g a w a . " 
American Review of Canadian Studies 2 3 : 2 ( 1 9 9 3 ) : 2 17-29. 

A u g . I e n . " T h e C u r s e o f t h e S m i l e : A m b i v a l e n c e - a n d the ' A s i a n ' W o m a n i n A u s t r a ­
l i a n M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . " Feminist Review58 (1995): 36-49. 

A n g . I e n , a n d j o n S t r a t u m . " M u l t i c u l t u r a l I m a g i n e d C o m m u n i t i e s : C u l t u r a l D i f ­
f e r e n c e a n d N a t i o n a l I d e n t i t y i n A u s t r a l i a a n d the U S A . " Continuum 8:2 
( 1 9 9 4 ) : 1 2 4 - 5 8 . 

B a n n e r j i . H i m a n i . " I n t r o d u c i n g R a c i s m : N o t e s T o w a r d s a n A n t i - R a c i s t F e m i n i s m . " 
RFR/DRF: Resources for Feminist Research i l i : i ( 1 9 8 7 ) : 10-12. 

B e n n e t t . D a v i d , e d . Multicultural States: Rethinking Difference and Identity. L o n d o n : 
R o u t l e d g e , 1 9 9 8 . 

B h a b h a . H o m i . " D i s s e m i N a t i o n : T i m e , N a r r a t i v e , a n d the M a r g i n s of the M o d e r n 
N a t i o n . " Xation and Xarration. E d . H o m i B h a b h a . L o n d o n : R o u t l e d g e . 1 9 9 0 . 

. " S i g n s T a k e n f o r W o n d e r s : Q u e s t i o n s o l A m b i v a l e n c e a n d A u t h o r i t y u n d e r 
a T r e e O u t s i d e D e l h i , May 181 7." Race.' Writing and Difference. E d . H e n r y L o u i s 
G a t e s . C h i c a g o : V of C h i c a g o P, 1 9 8 6 . R p t . i n H o m i B h a b h a , The Location of 
Culture. N e w Y o r k : R o u t l e d g e , 1 9 9 4 . 

C a r d o / o , A n d r e w . " O n G u a r d f o r M u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m . " The Canadian Forum 7 2 ( A p r . 
1 9 9 4 ) : 14. 

C h e u n g . K i n g - K o k . " A t t e n t i v e S i l e n c e : Obasan." Articulate Silences: Hisaye Yamamoto, 
Maxine Hong Kingston, Joy Kogawa. I thaca : C o r n e l l U P , 1 9 9 3 . 1 2 6 - 0 7 . 

C h u a , C h e n g L o k . " W i t n e s s i n g the |apanese C a n a d i a n E x p e r i e n c e i n W o r l d W a r 
II: P r o c e s s u a l S t r u c t u r e , S y m b o l i s m , a n d I r o n y i n j o v K o g a w a ' s Obasan." Read­
ing the Literatures of Asian America. E d . S h i r l e v G e o k - l i n I . i m a n d A n n L i n g . 
P h i l a d e l p h i a : T e m p l e U P . 1 9 9 2 . 9 7 - 1 0 8 . 

D e l b a e r e , J e a n n e . I n t e r v i e w w i t h J o y K o g a w a . Kunapipi i ( i : i ( 1 9 9 4 ) : 4 6 1 - 6 4 , 



174 HEATHER ZWICKER 
Fujita, Gayle K. '"To Attend the Sound of Stone': The Sensibility of Silence in 

Obasan." MELUS 12:3 ( 1 9 8 5 ) : 3 3 - 4 2 . 

Goellnicht, Donald. "Father Land and/or Mother Tongue: The Divided Female 
Subject in Kogawa's Obasan and Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior." Redefin­

ing Autobiography in Twentieth-Century Women's Fiction. Ed.Janice Morgan and 
Colette T. Hall. New York: Garland Publishing. 1 9 9 1 . 

Gottlieb, Erika. "The Riddle of Concentric Worlds in Obasan." Canadian Literature 

109 ( 1 9 8 6 ) : 3 4 - 5 3 . 

Gramsci, Antonio. The Prison Notebooks. Ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey 
Nowell Smith. New York: International Publishers, 1 9 7 1 . 

Hage, Ghassan. "Locating Multiculturalism's Other: A Critique of Practical Toler­
ance." New Formations 24 ( 1 9 9 4 ) : 19-34. 

Hall, Stuart. "Culture, Community, Nation." Cultural Studies 7:3 ( 1 9 9 3 ) : 3 4 9 - 6 3 . 

Holton, Robert. "Bourdieu and Common Sense." SubStance 2 6 : 3 ( 1 9 9 7 ) : 3-37. 

Kogawa, Joy. Obasan. Markham, O N : Penguin Books, 1 9 8 1 . 

. Itsuka. Toronto: Viking Penguin, 1 9 9 2 . Toronto: Penguin, 1 9 9 3 . 

Koshy, Sam, and Vijay Sharma. Perceptions and Evolution of Multiculturalism in Cana­

da, ii)ii-ic)<)i. Winnipeg: Manitoba Intercultural Council, 1 9 9 2 . 

Kulyk Keefer, Janice. "A Celebration of Difference." Review of Itsuka. Books in Can-

ttrfa 21 :3 ( 1 9 9 2 ) . 3 5 . 

Laurence, Margaret. 'The Diviners. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1974 . 
Lim, Shirley Geok-lin. "Japanese American Women's Life Stories: Maternality in 

Monica Sone's Nisei Daughter and Joy Kogawa's Obasan" Feminist Studies 16:2 
( 1 9 9 0 ) : 2 8 9 - 3 1 2 -

. "Asian American Daughters Rewriting Asian Maternal Texts."Asian Ameri­

cans: Comparative and Global Perspectives. Ed. Shirley Hune et al. Pullman, 
Washington: Washington State UP, 1 9 9 1 . 2 3 9 - 4 8 . 

Magnusson, A. Lynne. "Language and Longing in Joy Kogawa's Obasan." Canadian 

Literature 116 ( 1 9 8 8 ) : 5 8 - 6 7 . 

Martin, Jeannie. "Multiculturalism and Feminism." Intersexions: Gender / Class / 

Culture / Ethnicity. Ed. Gill Bottomley, Marie de Lepervanche, and Jeannie 
Martin. Sydney: A l l e n & Unwin. 110-31. 

Miki, Roy. "Asiancy: Making Space for Asian Canadian Writing."Privileging Posi­

tions: The Sites of Asian American Studies. Ed. Gary Y. Okihiro et al. Pullman, WA: 
Washington State UP, 1 9 9 5 . 

Multiculturalism and Citizenship Canada, Multiculturalism: What Is It Really About? 

Ottawa: Minister of Supply and Services, 1 9 9 1 . 

Parel, Anthony. "The Meech Lake Accord and Multiculturalism." Meech Lake and 

Canada: Perspectives from the West. Ed. Roger Gibbins et al. Edmonton: Academic 
Printing and Publishing, 1 9 8 8 . 171-78. 

Persky, Stan. Review of Itsuka. The Globe and Mail. 2 8 March 1 9 9 2 : C 8 . 

Redl, Carol. Review of Itsuka. The Edmonton Journal. 1 March 1 9 9 2 : D 7 . 

Russell Rose, Marilyn. "Hawthorne's 'Custom House,' Said's Orientalism and 
Kogawa's Obasan: An Intertextual Reading of an Historical Fiction." Dalhousie 
Review 6 7 : 2 - 3 ( 1 9 8 7 ) : 2 8 6 - 9 6 . 

. "Politics into Art: Kogawa's Obasan and the Rhetoric of Fiction." Mosaic 

2 1 : 3 ( 1 9 8 8 ) : 2 1 5 - 2 6 . 

Vertovec, Steven. "Multiculturalism, Culturalism and Public Incorporation." Eth­

nic and Racial Studies 19:1 ( 1 9 9 6 ) : 4 9 - 6 9 . 



J O Y K O G A W A ' S A M B I V A L E N T A N T I P H O N Y 175 

W h i t e , H a y d e n . " T h e V a l u e o f N a r r a t i v i t y i n t h e R e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f R e a l i t y . " Critical 
Inquiry 7:1 ( 1 0 8 0 ) . 5 - 2 7 . 

W i l l i a m s o n , J a n i c e . ' " I n w r i t i n g 1 k e e p b r e a t h i n g , 1 k e e p l i v i n g . . . " I n t e r v i e w w i t h 
Jov K o g a w a . Sonneting Differences: Conversations with Seventeen Canadian Women 
Writers. T o r o n t o : U o f T o r o n t o P, 1 0 9 3 . 

W i l l i s , G a r y , " S p e a k i n g the S i l e n c e : J o y K o g a w a ' s Obasan." Studies in Canadian Liter­
atim 18:2 ( 1 9 8 7 ) : 2 3 9 - 4 9 . 

W o n g , R i t a . " J u m p i n g o n H y p h e n s : A b r i r o l a g e r e c e i v i n g g e n e a l o g y / g a p , ' 
' g o o d s , ' 'east a s i a n Canadian,' ' t r a n s l a t i o n ' ' l a u g h t e r . ' " Other Woman: Women 
of Colour in Contemporary Canadian Literature. E d . M a k e d a S i l v e r a . T o r o n t o : Sis­
ter V i s i o n Press , 1 9 9 5 . 


