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Wind tugging at my sleeve

feet sinking into the sand

I stand at the edge where carth touches ocean
where the two overlap

a gentle coming together

at other times and places a violent clash,

Glona Anzaldia, Borderlands/La Fromters

Preface

Early in 1997 an idea was born: MELUS Europe, a European chapter of
MELUS US, The Society for the Smudy of the Multi-Ethnic Literature of the
United States. The thought was inspiring - a “home” for all those scholars in
Europe researching the wide and varied field of U.S. ethnic literarures. As ex-
hilarating as this concept was, it was also inumidating: Would others respond
because they too felt the need? How could a founding conference be financed?
Where could we hold it? These questons and many more we had not antici-
pated arose. Many were answered by the overwhelmingly positive response to
our call for papers for the First MELUS Europe Conference, which was held in
Heidelberg in June 1998 as a joint project of the University of Maryland in
Europe and Ruprecht-Karls-Universitat, Heidelberg, The “founding moment™
was 4 heady one, with over 200 scholars, students and friends from several
continents, meeting to join in a leap of faith that global scholarship and
understanding were indeed necessary and possible. This collection of essays has
grown out of that conference, reflectng the sumulating ferment that occurred at
that meeting of minds.

As in all such projects, thete is an unending list of people who must be ap-
plauded, acknowledged or simply thanked for essential support along the way. It
is not always self-evident to all scholars in the United States that there is signifi-
cant research on the Americas going on outside of its own geographical borders;
Nellic Mckay, Frances Smith Foster, Amrit Singh, John Lowe, Daniel Walden,
Wilhiam Boelhower and Cheng Lok Chua as founding members of MELUS US,
as well as Manju Jaidka from MELUS India, came to Heidelberg to support the
new fledgling organization. Martina Kohl from the U.S. Embassy, then in the
process of moving to Germany’s new/old capitel of Belin, gracefully puided
our initial requests for funding through Embassy procedures, resulting in a bank
account in the black rather than in the red. This seed money enabled the first
meeting of a nascent MELUS Europe. Thanks to Giulia Fabi, Helmbrecht Bre-
inig, Susanne Opfermann, Brigitte Geosgi-Findlay, Alfred Hornung, Tobe
Levin, and Alison Goeller - those brave souls who at our initial meeting shared
their ideas and spirit - who sifted, kneaded, molded and sometimes even pum-
meled the submitted abstracts into a shape fit for a conference. A special thanks
to Giinter Lenz for his dexterity with grant applications as well as to Dieter
Schulz, Chair of American Swdies at Ruprecht-Karls-University, for his support.

The Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft provided us with a grant to cover the
costs of the conference, cnabling the invitation of our distinguished plenary
speakers: Michel Fabre, Elaine Kim, Nellie McKay, Juan Bruce Novoa, and
Daniel Walden. Their scholarship and spidt were inspiring. The German-Amer-
can Institute in Heidelberg generously opened their doors to our conference
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“home” - literally from the rafters to the cellar - for three days. Special thanks o
its direcror, Jakob Kéllhofer and his staff, who “kept their cool” even in the
most heated moments, We are grateful to all our workshop chairs, who so skill-
fully guided our motley crew of scholars. The University of Maryland in Europe
provided funds for a memorable conference gathering on The Heidelberg cruising,
yes, we admit it — romantic — Neckar River. A special thanks to Paula Harbecke
for recognizing that such moments are essential.

Convinced that the subject of our scholarly pursuits — literature — often gets
short shrift at conferences, we approached Beate Weber, Lord Mayor of Hei-
delberg, who generously funded an enchanting evening of readings.

The conference marked the formal founding of MELUS Europe, which now
has a growing list of committed members from many countries, To all those
conference participants who helped us through those first precarious steps —
who helped us believe that this project was and is a worthy effort - our deep
indebtedness.

The team at Stauffenburg Verlag has been very supportive: Jiirgen Freudl
attended the conference and was an enthusiastic advocate of this publication
from the onset. Brigitte Narr generously shared her limited time as well as
unlimited ideas and enthusiasm. We owe a special debt to Brigitte Georgi-
Findlay who provided valuable editorial guidance.

Our particular gratitnde goes to Alison Goeller, Tobe Levin and Monika
Muller, special friends who supported us through the highs and lows of the con-
ference preparation and implementation — there were surely moments when
their patience was suetched to the limit. We owe an inestimable debt to our stu-
dents, who picked up the torch and carred it with such enthusiasm, who con-
vinced us that they considered it a privilege rather than a burden to participate —
they provided the infrastructure ranging from registration over making coffee to
acting as tour guides and interpreters for our guests. OF these, several require
particular mention: Iris Lochbaum, Anja Geyer, and Birgit Splir, whose blood,
sweat and tears during the preparation of both the conference and this manu-
script made the impossible happen. And our final-but-ghould-be-initial thanks
goes to those who were so often our sounding board, providing the bedrock
that kept our feet firmly planted throughout this project - our families: “Thank
you" is incommensurate. It is 1o all of these individuals and organizations, as
well as to the innumerable unmentioned colleagues, students and friends that we
offer our thanks — it is humbling to receive so much,

Diarothea Frscher-Hormung and Heike Raphasl-Hernandes

Introduction

Since the founding of the United States the discussion of the significance of
the numerous ethnicities within its geographical borders has continued un-
abated. Native Americans, who inhabited the land which was to become the
object of desire for generations of Europeans, African Amerdeans, who were
ripped from their ancestral Africa to be enslaved, and immigrants from Europe
and from throughout the world began a long and difficult struggle over diverse
definitions of what it means to be American. This debate has continued with
changing emphases as waves of immigrants from differing parts of Europe and
increasing immigration from other continents have changed the tonalities and
resonance of America as the “nation of nation.”

Europe, which expedenced significant migrations in its early history, has ex-
perienced increased migration in this century as a result of the displacements of
World War II and the post-war economic boom, the end of colonial rule as well
as the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the fall of the Iron Curtain. There-
fore, Europe has certainly not been exempt from discussions concerning ethnic
migration and is currently experiencing heated debates on the acceptability or
even feasibility of immigraton of groups from within and outside Europe —
with all attendant ethnic strife. The vadous European countries are affected
each in their own way. On the one hand, the European Union is now a reality as
is the movement toward a united Europe not only e jur but in spirit; yet on the
other hand, during the preparadon for the First MELUS Europe conference
virulent ethnic conflict resulted in a war in former Yuposlavia and abhorrent
“ethnic cleansing” — a great shock for many. Reality not only caught up but
moved beyond theory. Against this backdrop and recognizing that national
boundanes no longer define where we live, who we are, nor how we approach
our scholarship, MELUS Europe was founded to provide a forum for scholarly
interchange among European scholars conducting research on the ethnic litera-
tures of the United States. The founding conference in Heidelberg provided a
tich pool of papers, a selection of which is published in this volume.

The discussion over the canon and whose literature is to be included in the
concept “American literature™ has initiated a renaissance in the study of ethnic
literatures, often as documentation of an independent liverary tradition and aes-
thetics. There has also been an attendant call for 2 new, transcendent American
literary canon — not only the call for the inclusion of neglected works or tradi-
tions, but also for a redefinition of “mainstream” or “dominant™ culture ag such.
Not only 2 common, homogenous “core culture” and a plurality of vardous sub-
cultures as satellites, so to speak define US. literature, but in all its forms
Amercan literature is molded by its mult-cultural and intercultural natre -
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“they were also there” or a harmonizing synthesis are not enough. Whether one
views the ethnic mix in the United States as a melting pot, a salad, a stew,
gumbo or any other form of culinary delight, multi-culturalism, ethnic pluralism
and identity politics are vibrant sites of contention.

It can come as no surpnse that Emnp:an philosophy and commentary on
the United States has influenced U.5. scholarship. It is equally unsurprising that
initial U.5. studies in the field of ethnic literatures often emphasized their inde-
pendence from European scholarship. On the contrary, scholats in fields such
as African Amercan, Asian American or Chicano/a literature often defined
their field by clearly marking their distinction and separation from Furopean
thought and artistic creation, seeking their roows in the continents of their
diasporic ongin — the Black Aesthetics debate of the 1960z serves as an example.

European scholars have often been eyed with suspicion or, perhaps even
more fatally, simply ignored. Yet an interchange berween “insiders” and “out-
sides” can often provide a valuable perspective. We believe that the linguistic
and cultural skills of European scholars can prove to be a valuable resource and
we envision a multidirectional exchange berween Europe and the United States.
A comparative and complementary perspective - rubbing with and against the
grain, using different methodologies, based on different histories, and traditions
— aims at a “multilog” between the “Old World” and the “New World,” while
challenging the Euro-centric/US-centric hypothesis of the very terms “old” and
“new.” Also the contemporary focus on race, gender, class and ethnicity (all of
which could appropriately be put in quotation marks) cannot be ignored, but
must move in the specifically European post-colonial context toward metisage,
creolizagon, himinality, and hybodity. The tradidonal definition of culture
limited to one's own territoral boundares, tadidons and homogenous
population no longer holds true - if in fact it ever did. “Insider” and “outsider”
have become vascilating positions.

A look at the essays included in this volume, written by established as well as
younger scholars, make this palpable: a Turkish scholae’s study of Norwegian
U5, immigrant literature; Norwegian and German studies of Chicano/a litera-
ture; a ULS. scholar's study of African Americans in Europe, to name just a few
c_:-mmpll:su Many of our contributors are “trans-nationals,” U.5. citizens who re-
side in Europe or Europeans who have resided in the United States: Furopean
Americans or American Europeans? Can Michel Fabre’s contribution to African
!Lt:?:rilcan scholarship, for example, be classified as exclusively “French”?

This volume contains a number of essays originatng in African American
studies, directly reflecting the acmal conference contributions bur also the past
and present impulses which have emanated from this field. Regrettably, some
notable fields such as Natve American literature are absent, perhaps unfortu-
nate serendipity. Nevertheless, we have aimed at as much diversity as possible.
The texts have been divided into chapters to unify a decidedly non-unified
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ect. The divisions revolve around five key concepts: “double conscious-
ness”; “politics of location™; “{un]translatability of culture™; “oppositonal poet-
ics” as well as the questions of “margin and center.”

Nellie McKay's introductory essay illustrates how African American lirerature
offers valuable lessons to European scholars who wish to understand the ethnic
literatures of the United States. In the nineteenth and early twentieth century,
many African Americans found Europe a more hospitable place than the United
States, providing respite from U.S. racism and a space where Africans Ameri-
cans could be educated, write and travel. DuBois, Wright, Baldwin, Himes are
only a few examples. McKay explores the reasons for this, pointing cut some
difficulties a now ethnically fragmented Furope faces, and encouraging
Europeans to study U.S. ethnic literatures as a model.

Michel Fabre explores the early literature of the Louisiana Creoles of Color.
Originally written in French, this literature challenges easy classification accord-
ing to race. For these people of color, who themselves were often slave holders,
class and culure (francophone vs. anglophone) were often more significant.
Fahre's essay demonstrates how complex cultural contexts can be and makes the
potential contribution of European scholars with expertise in both European
and U.S. culture particularly apparent.

Taking as a starting point W.E.B. DuBois’s famous passage on double con-
sciousness, Incke Bockting analyzes the various ways in which different groups
of immigrants in the United States have expressed a similar kind of “rwoness™ in
autobiography and fiction, focusing more specifically on the expenence of
Mexican Americans, their position between philia and phobia, as well as the pre-
carious balance of loyalty and betrayal that it entails.

Gabriele Pisarz-Ramirez explores the varied range of polyglossic forms and
writing strategies in Chicano/a poetry of Alfredo Véa and Francisco Alarcon,
who combine English, Spanish and indigenous Indio languages in their poems.
The interlingual form points to cultural tension that produces a cultural and lin-
guistic inter-space, textualizing the hybrid in Chicano/a literature and investing
Chicano/a literary discourse with an alternative consciousness.

How ethnic positionality can inform, influence, and complicate inter-ethnic
reading is explored by Tobe Levin. Her reading of Gloria Naylor's Bailey's Cafe
delves into the “troubled warers” of genderism and racism — the human rights
issues of genital murilation and anti-Semitism. Naylor portrays Mariam as an in-
fibulated Beta-Tsreal — a factual inaccuracy with dangerous consequences for
MNaylor's readership, according to Levin.

Against the backdrop of the Korean War, which has been essentially elimi-
nated from U.S. discourse, and a divided Korea, Elaine Kim explores the work
of contemporary Korean American writers Heinz Insu Frenkl and Patd Kim, as
well as of the visual artist Y. David Chung. From the interstices of discourses on
Agia and America, blackness and whitcness, feminism and patrarchal state
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nationalisms, these artists construct U.S. narratives of national identity, creatng
alternative spaces from which occluded experiences might be remembered and
different furures imagined.

Yesim Bagarir :::plnm:s how place plays a dominant role in the formation and
celebration of community mooed in O. E. Relvaag's fiction. Norwegian immi-
grants have been distinetive in their experience of geographical consciousness,
building and replenishing a representation of their new homeland with the fa-
miliar topology of the remembered homeland. In their regional remoteness, the
prairies brought a new kind of detachment which resulted in the decreation of
space as closure, becoming the predominant force that prepared for their ethnic
displacement and emotonal non-fulfillment.

Lene Johannessen also explores how the metaphoricity of place can be read
in Helena Maria Viramontes” as a meta-discourse of loss and fragmentation, yet
also retrieval and integratdon. The dialectical balancing of landscape in relation
to its mental inscape, gives nise to a distncr discourse of in-betweenness which
provides the map for a different topography, resonating beyond neither/nor 1o
both/and = as well as beyond the actual locale of the U.S. borderlands.

The dislocations of families caught between the Old and the New World is
also the focus of Alison Goeller’s study of illness as metaphor in Tina De Rosa.
As “white” cthnics, Italian Americans, like Norwegian Americans, have long
been ignored in the field of cthnic studies. The inability to integrate the
remembered past and homeland with the situation in the not-always-easy new
homeland leads to illness as a physical metaphor for the psychological state in
De Rosa’s Italian immigrant family.

Antje Kley demonstrates that an exclusionary reading of Audre Lorde as ‘the
black Lesbian wvoice’ constricts the complexity of Lorde's ‘biomythography,'
which cuts across gender, ethnic and generational divisions. Lorde’s transgres-
sive trickster figure protagonist, oscillating between many circles of insiders and
outsiders in uneasy alliances, challenges uni-dimensional universalized defini-
tons of idenuty - identity not as stable, but as an unending process.

Mita Banerjee explores the difficult task of “reading” cultural signs between
cultures, both in their specificity and difference. The {un)translatability of cul-
ture either prechudes or enables cultural understanding on the one hand, just as
it precludes or enables cultural appropriation on the other — the United States
cannot be read in Dairy Oween, nor India in ade gobt , nor an amalgamation.

Dorothea Fischer-Hornung explores Katherine Dunham’s and Zora Neale
Hurston® portrayal of the U.S. Marine occupation of Haiti in the context of their
research on Hainan folk culture, dance, music and voodoo in the mid-1930s.
Both “doubly marked” outsiders 1o Haitian culture — as African Americans and
a5 women — their respective interpretation of ULS. imperialism differs signifi-
cantly in the period shortly after American woops had withdrawn and the scars
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of the past and continuing American economic and cultural dominaton were
still strongly felt.

By means of an internet inquiry, Cathy Waegner demonstrates how partici-
patory reading by non-African American, but interested “other” reader and
reading strategies are revised in the electronic age. Popular relevised book-re-
view shows like the Literarischer Ouartert (Literary Cuartet) in Germany and the
Oprah Winfrey Show in the United States and Germany, have artempted to me-
diate Morrison's fiction in sometmes very different ways, an example of the dif-
ficulties involved in “translating” culture.

Ethnicity is not only mediated in contemporary media, but an understanding
of meaning of ethnicity over time enables a more complex understanding of
many canonical texts considered “non-ethnic.” Dominique Margais” discussion
of Melville's The Confidence Man demonstrates how an ehtnic approach to Mel-
ville's use of African American and African oral and matenial culture enables an
understanding of Melville’s critic of nineteenth century race politics.

In a similar vein, Monika Miiller illustrates how social 1ssues attaining to race
and ethnicity in the nineteenth century are played out in fictional space: the fig-
uration of racial otherness and vadous definitions of “race’ reflect the dis-
placement of racial conflict in Fuller, Hawthorne and Stowe. The prickly prob-
lem of the racialized other as well as interracial desire is fictionalized in fantasy,
leading to interspecies, rather than interracial liaisons.

Harryette Mullen's discussion of Erica Hunt and Will Alexander, two aes-
thetically unconventional black poets not included in the Nortow Anthology ~African
American Literaiwre, reflects a post-canonical stance. While Hunt is associared
with the“Language Poets,” avant-garde and politically conscious writers deeply
engaged with ctitical theory, and Alexander’s work is obviously influenced by
French, Afro-Caribbean, and African Surrealists, in practice, both poets exist on
the boundaries of mainstream aesthetics, black aesthetics and practice which
Hunr has called “oppositonal poetics.”

Barry Maxwell elucidates how a long-forgotren traditional form, the hom-
book, is used by Nathaniel Mackey to deconstruct contemporary forms of jazz,
myth and kinship, “bending” them to avoid the commonplace. Maxwell pro-
vides an example of how European philosophers such as Adorno and Bloch can
be used to define a utopian vision — the “not yet” as opposed to the available
and inevitable — essendal to understandinig Mackey.

Kirsten Twelbeck's re-reading of Theresa Hak Kyung Cha confronts the
what she sees as politically motivated debate about cultural ownership. She
explores the potential reader’s response by employing a double strategy -
initally “de-canonizing” and then “re-canonizing” the text within a broader
context of Korean American literary production and secondly arguing for a
reacling which enables readers to experience their “Otherness.™
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Carmen Birkle demonstrates how Charles W. Chesnutt suggests a multicul-
tural Amerca which dissolves the hierarchically and centrally organized social
structure of white center versus black margin, embracing a mingling or melting
of races. In the same way, genres lose their ngidity when Chesnutt rewnites
them, playing with issues of assimilation and passing but finally rejecting these
while reaffirming ethnicity and African Americans’ Americanness.

Frances Smith Foster tackles the fundamental question of who speaks for
whom, who narrates whose history. Deeply rooted in the past negation and de-
nial of slaves or formerly enslaved people to narrate their own history, this dis-
cussion has a direct relevance to a wide range of contemporary US. culture
from literature to the media. Foster emphasizes the significance and responsi-
bility of the academy in shaping the twentieth century controversy over who has
the right to narrate history.

In his discustion of Bellow, Malamud and Ozick, Dan Walden elucidates
how cach writes out of a specifically U.S. but also the global context of the post-
holocaust era, with minimal space berween the religious and the secular: Bel-
low's and Malamud’'s very Amedecan context; and Ozick's quest for “Jewish
authenticity” between Helenism and Hebraism. Berween the 1950s through the
19805, these author's were under the influence of existentalism but with the vo-
liton to move to moral essentalism.

Susanne Klingenstein's discussion continues where Walden's left off, with
Ozick marking the transition from the earlier phase to the latest phase in Jewish
writing. Ozick’s Jewish “particulanst” to her “post-Judaic” phase documents the
move of many Jewish writers. But Jewish writers who have moved from the
marging of U.S. society to the center as .merian writers, often now finds their
“identity” in the margins of Jesdsh culiore.

Marina Cacioppo’s discussion of early Iralian American crime fiction rakes us
back to the early rwentieth century. This genre, onginally published in Iralian,
but later also increasingly in English, attempred to represent an Iralian American
community beyond general stereotypes (sometimes to the detriment of other
ethnic groups) and led to the creation of the tough but honest [ralian American
law enforcer who was to serve as a model of the self-made Iralian American.

And in a final switch from the early to the late twentieth century, Carclyn
Burmedi discusses the explicitly political goals targeted in the liminal space of
the Siar Trek series. Racial and ethnic epithers are displaced in parallels to alien
races, making race and species synonymous. The seres serves as an example of
how deeply racial and ethnic difference is ingrained in the U.S, natonal psyche
and how discussions of multiculturalism over the years have been reflected in
the changing strategies of the sedes. In other words: This volume is committed
to the whole srishpocha that is the field of ethnic U.S. literatures and scholarship.

Heidelberg, May 2000 D. Fischer-Homung and H. Raphacl-Hemandez

Chapter I

That Double Consciousness and More



