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f red \<\1oh 's Diamond Grill, a biofiction about rncia.J hl'bridicy· and gro\\ing up in a small- t0\\11 Chine.st-Canadian cafe, is the most rccC'Jlt of several of 

hlS b · • including Breathmg 1)' ame ,,;th a Sigh and \\1 aiting or S~ katche\van. that ho\t b(tn concerned to voice a h)'Phenared pCX'ttcs. 

This is o shortared \·trsion of a p<Jptr originaJI • pr~mtcd al tlle ~iation for the Stud)'Of Nn\' Literatures in English. Politische Akodan1c B1ggcs~. Attrndom. 

Garnan)~. Jul)' 2. 199+. For a fuller lmlttnmc the render is 1nl~ted to locate it ac \4\'ah 's Y\1eb site at http:/ / \\14t'\v.ucalgaf)'.ca/-\\·oh 

He) • -B,...")e-4 noet; ("C 
c .!,, ........ 1 .i ..... '-A i - \.J ..)... _, .:..J 

The recent bag of re- poetics (recuperate, 

re\\rrlte. transport, transfor111, and so forth) 

pro ff er tl1e opportunit)1 to confront many of 

Ll1e assumptions and confusions of identity I 

~ el compelled to ··reconfigure.'' The site of this 

poetics for me, and rnan)1 other multi-racial and 

n1ulti-cultura1 \\'Titers. is the hyphen, that 

rnarked (or unmarked) space that both bind 

a11d di''ides. This henopoetic punct, tl11s flag of 

tl1e man}' in the one }·et ''less than one and 

double'' (Bhabha 177) . i the operable tool that 

both con1pounds difference and underline~ 

same11ess. Thougl1 it is in the middle, it is not in 

tl1 c ntre. It is a property marker, a boundary 

post, a borderland, a bastard, a railroad, a last 

SJJil.. , a stain, a C)rpher. a rope. a knot, a chain 

(li 11l~), a for ~ign \\'Ord. a ~raming sign. a ''h ad 

a:x.J '' a bridge, a 110-

111ai1 's la11d. a J10111adjc, 
Ooa ·11g rnagic carpet, 

• 
no , )'OU s lt Jl0"' }'OU 

do11 · . Tl .. h7'Pl1 i1 is tl1e 

· tc 

l 
l1 }' ri d · s dis 11 , tJ1 111 s ti z.a ' ,. \;\' ]1 o I ''' l 1 ·at 

• 

J I 1 

orti]Jas (A11zaldua 1 4·) . tl1 1n, tis· a1)pl .. (r d 
0 11 lll · OU id , \ 1}1j l .. 011 t]1 illSid ) , LI :1 

11 pp . s g ( \ . } i OU l, }' -ll 1 , i 11) • l ]1 

1 u] tto' C'· u lai . 
I t I , t Lo do l --r is focus 01 tJ1 .. sc 11 • 

f d."''"- h 1p}ien cruciaJ lo tio11 r 10 1ld11 L 

ti 1 · l raJ ·11 .. i11 11 }' llri l l }'. In ord "r to 
u 12 .. tJ 1 l y ri di cy, , I t H 1111 131 lJl1 s .i .. 

,u..., '' u , · r 1 p r n }' tl 11 ·s t l · 
go1 l)' I s ruct .. d on tli boundary' l ·t\ · ·n 
r 1 .. o r .. r ·n ·I r m .. of n i.n , ,, ( l 7 ) , LI • 

l , Jn nl )' · , · l 
0 r J ,. I ~ -A"'I 

Tl . I ) l '"I ' • .._...,',.,. 

ii - l n 1 ........ 

the pigment of it ski11 more visible. But, and 

th1 is crucial to tl1 use of the h}'Phen a a tool, 

''1t is not a question of har1nonizing with the 

background," writes Lacan, ''but, against a 

mottled background, of being mottled -

exactly like the technique of camouflage 
practiced in human warfare'' (cited in Bl1abl1a 

18 1) . Bhabha ha described hybridity as a 

persistent thorn in the side of colonial 
configurations, ratl1er than ··a third ter1n that 

resolves the tension between two culture '' 

( 175). This constant pressure that th hypl1e11 

brings to bear against tl1e master narratives of 

duality. multiculturalism, and apartheid er ates 

a volatile spac tl1at is inhabited by a wide 

range of voices. M}' own i'llterest in tl1c site a11d 

s1g11 of tl1e l1ypl1e11 is l~ss ntially fro111 a l)lood 

d . 

qt1a11tt1111 J)Oitll of Vl "W; 

tl1, t is . as i11ix d hlood 
cl1 rs occt1py tl1 sit .. 

• • 
as i1111111gra11ts , or as 

visil)J 111i11oriti ~s . or as 

alli s. Wl10 v ·r tl1 y r , as \lVrit r s, tl1 y l1av ·a 

j) ti cs avai lal)l · tl1 t 11 lJ)S 111 l ·ri liz wl1at 11, s 

l ~ 11 tl1 rwis ·· ··d 11i ;ac) ~" 11 wl ·dg ·s '' (Bl1al)}1 

17 ~). Tt1is J) ]) r tt ~ 1111 cs t 1>rofl l · tl1is l1yl)ricl 

}) rd "rla11d J)C ti cs. 

• 
111 OJ p si ti n to 11 tio11 lisLi a ·stl1 tic tl1at 

c 11ti11u ll)' t ·i Ls A J r< 1 1 i t .. di I'" r ·11c 

i11l jts wn c 11 u111i11111 rr,1tiv ", writ rs of 

............ 1 ur l l ori i11al \vri ·rs , jr1 sig11ifl a11t 

s i 1 • n I r1 • 1 t l y · 11 _ i 11 g j 1 i cl i l c g t1 • s 

t11 L r ·l ~ tl · r "'SJ 11sil ility o r tl1 ·ir w11 

ul j ·cti 't ty 1 11 ·11 tl1 ·i s .-1 v "S. I!v .. 11 tl10L1gl1 

r J1y , tl1 • • wri ·r }1 r ~ ii tl v 11 t gardist 

·tl1 J ·li s 11d ~·11 i11ist J)O ·tics, 

n.,.· I t 1 11 rtici1)at .. in a 

. ' (; .ll'' tt'"l c: -..,,, t ; • • 



tangible community (despite the cries of 
"separatist") in order to locate the cortex of 
their own social content without it being 
conditioned by first-world perceptions.' 

Eurasian American writer. 
An article by another young Canadian 

writer, Kyo Maclear, reminds me of Han Su yin . 
I e-mail a writer friend in Vancouver, Scott 

Though those opposed to the "Writing Thru 
Race" conference claim that 
everyone is hyphenated somehow 
(not unlike Margaret Atwood's 
insistence that all Canadians are 
immigrants anyway), my own 

McFarlane, a tall, white-skinned (like me) 
Eurasian. His Japanese roots are so 
hidden you can't see them and 

hyphenation strikes a particular 
ambivalence. I can pass for white 
until I have to explain my name. 
And even though the blood 

This constant 

pressure that the 

quantum shows only one quarter 
Chinese, that name, Wah, is hyphen brings to 
enough of a shade to mottle an 
otherwise transparent European 
background. 

I look through The Big Aiiieeeee! : 
An Anthology of Chinese American and 
Japanese American Literature for 

bear against the 

Eurasians, checking out the balance master narratives of 
and looking for new voices. I skip 
around and then realize I'm 
looking for clues in the names. 
Lawson Fusao Inada. "Lawson" 
sounds like a pretty intentional 
white name. Good poetry. Jazzy. 

duality, 

Nice sense of line and rhythm. I go multiculturalism, 
to his poem "On Being Asian 
American" ( 619) and notice he 
doesn't use a hyphen between 
Asian and American. His bio 
remarks that he's a sansei. That 
makes sense. He comes from Japan 
and now lives in America. Not so 

and apartheid 

good. That would mean I couldn' t creates a volatile 
be a Chinese Canadian since I 
come from Canada. I look at other 
names. Wing Tek Lum- no. 
David Wong Louie-maybe. 
Jeffrey, Frank, John, Larry-what 
sort of hint am I looking for? 

space that is 

Mixed names, like Fred Wah. But inhabited by a wide 
not mixed. Yet mixed. 

I stop at Violet Kazue Matsuda 
de Cristofaro as a likely possibility. 
But no, several marriages have range of voices. 
gauzed over her identity. 

And then there's Sui Sin Far, 
the chosen pseudonym for Edith 
Maud Eaton, a turn-of-the-century 

you can't read them even in his 
name. I could have been like Scott 
if my father had been Swedish 
and my mother Chinese. Race 
concealed by the patronym of 
marriage. 

So names and naming 
encounter not only a blood 
residue but also indicate the 
camouflage possibilities of the 
name (both visible and invisible , 
both dash and cypher) . I need to 
look beyond obvious possibilities 
in names like John Yau and Mei 
Mei Berssenbrugge to locate the 
voices of Metis writer Maria 
Campbell and Okanagan writer 
Jeannette Armstrong. It is, after 
all, necessary to determine who 
occupies this hyphen, if not only 
to hear their different stories, then 
at least to read their texts for 
particular tactical possibilities. 

We cannot take the names for 
granted, since, when they have 
been manipulated and recycled by 
the language of the master, "we 
may not only read between the 
lines but even seek to change the 
often coercive reality that they so 
lucidly contain" (Bhabha 181) . 
Mestiza, for example, may need 
to engage the recuperative 
possibilities available through 
naming. In a fascinating account, 
the cultural linguist Mary Louise 
Pratt tells how the name of La 
Malinche, the 14-year-old Aztec 
concubine of Hernan Cortes who 
helped the Spanish conquer the 
Aztec empire, came to denote 
"traitor" and "treason" in Mexico 
and how the Chicana women 
writers of the Mexican-American 
ethnic minority north of the 
American border have tried to 
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rehabilitate her name "into a powerful poetic 
medmm to query the often conflicting intere t 
of the champion of gender equality and racial 
equality, and offemini m and ethnic 
nationalism" (Preface I 7 I). 

Or, wimes how Jam. I mail's hybrid 
ubjectivity gets determined in her nomadic 

wanderings : 

lratio gualiffi young ban yen 
had been thou; t Ital.Jan in katlunandu, filipilla 
ill hong kong, Eurasian ill kyoto, Ja;ranese in 
anchorage, dismal in london englan ,hindu in 
edmonton, genenc oriental ill calgary, western 
Canadian in ouawa, anglo-phone ID montreal, 
meas in jasper, eskJmo at hudson 's bay 
department store, vietnamese in chinatown, 
tibetan ill vancouver, commie at the u.s. border. 
on the whole very Asian . 

(Lee and Wong-Chu, Birds I 28) 

In a collaborative bookwork with 
Palestinian-Canadian artist Jamelie Hassan, 
\ here the two women collide the similarity in 
their names in a delightfully playful collage of 
cross-cultural image and text, Jamila Ismail 
describes herself as "(b. 1940 hongkong), poet, 
a.k.a. jamu (bombay), jam (hongkong), jemima 
( dmonton), dismal (london, england), jan 
isman (vancouver) " (Hassan) . Both of these 
artists, highly politicized about cultural 
subjectivi ty, underline th poetics of naming as 
central to the race wnter's toolbox. The naming 
tool can be used to mottle, then . To flaunt. To 
make trouble. To g tin your face . 

• 

In h r ssay on Malmche, Pratt also ci tes th 
pracuc of code-swHdung as a tactic that "lays 
claim to a form of cultural pow r" ( 177). 

Cod -swi tclung 1s th· mov m m b tw n 
two languag s, u ually th mt ·nuonal m cruon 
uHo th mast r languag of for ·ign or 
colloqu1al t ·rms and phras •s that r ·pr ·s ·ms 

the p01w 10 own but not be 01vned by the 
dommanl language. At.stheucally, code-

\ltching can be a source of gmu mbol subtlety 
and grace as spctch dances fluidly and 
mo1eg1call · bock and fonb bc1wun 1wo 
languages and tM cultural s ·stems. (I 7 7) 

A po ·m br S ott cFarlan . or x pl·, op ns 
nth rh)'thmic and subtl dj en val 

mo ernent : 

my iyes don't 
"look Japanese" 
Canadian 

between silky furyu lines 
and tempered steel bushido slash 
my batting lashes 

This slight intrusion of "foreign" term into 
ind ive, short line lead . later in the po m, to a 
more intensive u e of "Japane e" phra es that, 
in the context of que tioning the poet' own 
hyphenation, recognize the blurred edges of 
language and culture. 

not-to ii-ben 
hi-sto-ryu i-zu 
na-ra-ti -bu 

iyes remember 
snow white drift 
international 
mentality gamsons 

(Skin 46-48) 

As Pratt points out, "code switching i a rich 
source of wit, humour, puns, word play and 
games of rhythm and rhyme" ( 177) . More 
importantly , however, it functions a part of 
hyphen poetics in how it h Ip to locat what I 
call a " ynchronous for ignicity" (Alley 3 8) : th 
ability to remain within an ambival nc 
without succumbing to th pull of any ingl 
cul tur (cad nee, clo ure). In oth r word , 
code-switching can act to bunr ss th 
materialization of th hyph n, an insistence of 

arc nenher l11Sp na tndi n ·gr spanola 
n1 gabacha, ·r ·s m ·suza, mulata, half
breed caught m the cro~fi re between camps 
while corryrng all five races on your back 
not knowrng which sides 10 tum to, run from 

( 194- 195) 

offi·rs a short glo sary f th · English translation 
o som ·of th· hi no languag ._ Joy K gawa's 

ll known nov ·l abou t th· int ·mm nt of 
J p n s · an cLans dunng World War 2, 
Obasan, mclud • th sam • pology to th mast r 



for her cross-coding ofJapanese terms . Such 
deference, in the form of a glossary, has drawn 
a contentious response from younger writers 
who see it as "cow-towing" to the mainstream. 
Code-switching is an ambiguous site for the 
bilingual writer since it is usually not an 
assaultive strategy but more a desire to 
synchronize two or more cultures. But these 
glosses are frequently the result of editorial 
advice or insistence and so it is the publishing 
industry that is assaultive, that seeks to 
appropriate or melt such difference into a 
consumable item. 2 

• 
The roots of such linguistic attention as 

cross-coding come, for some writers, from a 
sense of the hyphen as a locatable place, an 
ethnos otherwise unavailable due to migration. In 
an essay explaining her own poetics, Yasmin 
Ladha says that "home" is a word she tends to 
forget: 

But I do have a home. It exists in my re
departures. M}' language sterns from a layering 
and matting of words, images, songs, folk 
stories, from a myriad of places; layerine Indian 
thumri in a Kudoki ballad; Trudeau s red 
rose in the pink city of Jaipur; plump Shiv 
lingum cresting Crowsnest Mountain in 
Bellevue, Alberta . . . . Often my language has a 
physical hyphen which is not a border-restraint 
between words but a trans-evoker, arousing a 
collective energy from a double or triple hyphen. 
The hyphen is an extension of my identity, 
home. 

These diasporic writing tactics, though 
interventionist, still participate in an ethnic/ 
ethic paradigm of "setting it right"- in this 
case, setting otherness "right." So the elusive 
migrant floating carpet hyphen offers a literal 
"place" where the race writer can define her 
own occupancy of this "no-man's land." Trinh 
T. Minh-ha helps to qualify this site: 

Not quite the Sarne, not quite the Other, she 
stands in that undetermined threshold place 
where she constantly drifts in and out. 
Undercutting the inside/ outside opposition, her 
intervention is necessarily that of both a 
deceptive insider and deceptive outsider. She is 
this Inappropriate Other/Same who moves 
about with always at least two/four gestures: 
that of affirming "I am like you" while 
persisting in her difference; and that of 
reminding "I am different" while unsettling 

every definition of otherness arrived at. (7 4) 

In order to apply pressure and presence to 
whatever external investments claim the 
hyphenated site, however, these nomadic 
gestures must unceasingly attempt to 
"deterritorialize"3 the (textual) space through 
the use of evasive language: 

For the unitary voice of command is interrupted 
by questions that arise from these heterogeneous 
sites and circuits of power which, though 
momentaril}' "fixed in the authoritative 
alignment of subjects, must continually be 
represented in the production of terror or fear
the paranoid threat from the hybrid is finally 
uncontainable because it breaks down the 
symmetry and duality of self/ Other, inside/ 
outside. In the productivity of power, the 
boundaries of authority-its reality effects
are always besieged by "the other scene" of 
fixations and phantoms. (Bhabha 17 7) 

In other words, in the process of 
deterritorializing the dominant properties, say, 
by code-switching or asking questions, the site 
of the hyphen being constructed as a possible 
ethos (an ethic, a rightness) is seen as 
threatening, thus wrong, thus contaminated, 
polluted. Carol Camper, in her introduction to 
the anthology Miscegenation Blues unpacks the 
"stereotype of mixed race women [as J that of 
moral and sexual degeneracy." 

• 
The questions underlying this racism operate 

in both directions and point to an important 
aspect of half-bred poetics . In a poem entitled 
"Sorry, Our Translator's Out Sick Today," A. 
Nicole Bandy pivots on the questioning tactics 
of Black, Indian, and white: 

YOU 
ask me questions 
and won't believe the answers. 

Did you ever think that 
maybe I get tired of translating? 

(Camper 8) 

The contradictions, paradoxes, and 
assumptions active at the hyphen all indicate a 
position and a process that is central to any 
poetics of opposition (feminist, sexual, racial) 
and that is the poetics of the "trans-, " strategies 
of translation, transference, transition, 
transposition, and so on. The action is aimed at 
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occupying a site that is continually being 
magnetized. HO\ to pas through without 
being appropriated. 

This is not simply the burden of 
indeterminate subjectivity a in the nomadic 
confusion described in Jam. Ismail's "ratio 
quality" quoted above, or the ilt~like ~ressure
chamber of cultural purity troubling Michele 
Chai's 

Don't 
ask me 
to choose between you 
Caribbean 
Blue (Red) 

Yellow (White) 
Black (Black) 

I will not choose 
between you 

(Camper 19) 

The paradigm of trans poetics, whatever its 
oppositional impetus , situates the writer in an 
aperture (to extend Homi Bhabha's metaphor of 
"negative transparency") that offers a great.er 
depth of field, a wide-angle lens that perrruts 
distortion at the edges. Though this vantage has 
been honed through a popular modernist and 
post-modernist awareness of disruptive and 
subversive tactics in morphology, syntax, and 
meaning, the most significant aspect o~ th~se 
dynamics is in how to maintain the levnauon. 

A primary strategy for the hyphen, as part of 
this trans (levitational) poetics, is to locate and 
indicate the blank space, both to preserve and 
perpetuate the passag position, as well as to . 
prob! mauze it so that H doesn t become stauc. 
The resistance becomes actualiz d in a numb r 
of formal and semiological ways. It can b 
1sual and asyntaclic, as 10 Annbane's poem 

"Emilia I Sboulda Said Som thing Poli tical:" 

want explanauons 
be a non stausuc 
JO the marketplace 

make 1l nght for others 
be understood 
let's for once 

mside )'.OU let that jaguar purr 051eep 
she shifts leg but insiae growl deep 
I hear JC compaiiera growl dark like me 

(Camper 181) 

Silence, in fact, becomes p~~ of the gr~ar. 
(Kogawa's Ob05an, Philips Looking for 
Livingstone, and o forth) . 

I'll stop, for now, with Mary Loui e Pratt' 
description of the "contact zone," an acc~ate 
characterization of the activity and dynarmc of 
the site of the hyphen for half-bred poetic as 
well as one that bespeaks hope and possibility : 

the space of colonial encounters, the space in 
which peoples geographically and historically 
separated come into contact with each other and 
establish ongoing relations, usually involving 
conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and 
intractable conflict. ... "Contact zone" . . . is 
often synonymous with "colonial frontier." But 
while the latter term is grounded within a 
European expansionist perspective (the frontier is 
a frontier only with respect to Europe), "contact 
zone" is an attempt to invoke the spatial and 
temporal copresence of subjects previously 
separated by geographic and historical 
disjunctures, and whose trajectories now 
intersect. By using the term "contact," I aim to 
foreground the interactive, improvisational 
dimensions of colorual encounters so e05ily 
ignored or suppressed by diff usionist accounts of 
conquest and dommauon . A "contact" 
perspective emphasizes how subiects are 
consututed in and by their relauons among 
colonizers and colonized ... not m terms of 
separa teness or apartheid, but tn terms of 
copresence, interaction , interlocking 
understandmgs and practices, often within 
radically asymmetrical relations of power. 

(Imp rial 6-7) 

So that 1s part o what th · hyph ·n do s. 
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Notes 

• _
1JeffDerk.sen's "Making Race Op_aque: Fred Wah's Poetics of Opposition and Differentiation" situates my oY1 

wnun? m this context, as well as delmeates the aesthetics of first-world expectation , a term he gets from Laura" ~ 
Kipnis "Aesthetics and Foreign Policy." ;' 

2 R_oy Miki 's _essay "Asiancy
0

: Making Space for Asian Canadian Writing" provides both an excellent analysis o( 

the cnucal recepuon of Kogawa s novel as well as an insightful note on the "compromise and appropriation" of a ~ 

recently published anthology Many-Mouthed Birds: Contemporary Writing by Chinese Canadians. "The old truism, 'you can 't ~ 
tell a book from its cover,' may once have been true, but in this design-obsessed consumerist era , the cover is often r. 

a tell-tale sign of power relatio~, stereotypes, and expectations. The cover of Many-Mouthed Birds, the dressing fo r ~. ~ 

the anthology, becomes a revealmg text of the mterface between a minority community and the sociocultural , ' 

majority. It is the face that strikes the (potential) reader immediately: the exotic 'Asian' soft-featured feminized 'r 

male face, appearing out of the dark enclosure of bamboo leaves .... The cover invites the reader in to eavesdrop, ~· 

to become a kind of voyeur - to listen in on the foreign , the effeminate 'Asian'of western fantas ies" (14). 
3Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, "What is Minor Literature?" (59) or also see their A Thousand Plateaus , 

particularly the section on "Nomadology." 
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