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Must All Blackness Be American?
Locating Canada in Borden's “Tightrope Time,’
or Nationalizing Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic

For Blair Arnold States (1959-2001)!

Preface

As [ suggested in ‘Contesting a Model Blackness,” a primary ontological co-
nundrum to confront the analyst of African-Canadian literature is as obvious
as it is invidious: How Canadian is it? The question is insidious, but it cannot
be peremptorily dismissed, for the literature is awash in African-American
and Caribbean influences. These ‘presences’ are so palpable, so pervasive, that
the literature may seldom seem ‘Canadian’ (whatever that means) at all. This
essay explores, then, the supposed alterity of African-Canadian literature, given
its bold-faced absorption of African-American literary modes and models. Yet,
it also scrutinizes the manner in which one specific writer, Walter M. Borden,
produces African-Canadianité within his text, chiefly, by revising an African-
American mentor. I conclude by reading Paul Gilroy’s thesis, The Black Atlan-
tic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (1993), in the light of Borden’s post-
colonial practice, to examine the points where Gilroy’s pronounced anti-na-
tionalism fails to be practicable.

1

Until the onset of major black immigration from the Caribbean Basin in the
mid-1950s, European Canadians imagined African Canadians as once-and-
always Americans. In a 1956 magazine article, Edna Staebler ventures that
some Black Nova Scotians ‘had a broad Southern accent” (quoted in Dillard,
‘History’ 517), even though the last considerable migration of African Ameri-
cans to Nova Scotia occurred during the War of 1812. Two generations later,
the U.S.-born, Canadian literary scholar Leslie Sanders charges that ‘the Cana-
dian literary and media establishment ... too often chooses to read race through
the American situation ..." (2). If Canadians have viewed blacks as misplaced
Americans, African Americans have tended to annex African Canadians within
their dominant cultural matrix. Thus, in his biography of the great African-
American intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois, historian David Levering Lewis asserts,
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with admirable aplomb, that Du Bois’s Cambridge, Massachusetts, landlords,
John and Mary Taylor, were “African-Americans originally from Nova Scotia’
(84). African-American film historian Donald Bogle remarks that Oscar
Micheaux’s silent feature The Brute (1920) ‘featured boxer Sam Langford” (xvit),
but Bogle overlooks Langford’s Nova Scotian nativity. The Canadian back-
grounds of painters Robert Duncanson and Edward M. Bannister are granted
in Cedric Dover’s Anterican Negro Art (1960), but they remain strictly “Ameri-
can Negroes’ (25, 27, 11). The erasures continue. The 1996 Filmakers Library
catalogue lists Africadian Sylvia Hamilton’s National Film Board of Canada
documentary Speak It! From the Heart of Black Nova Scotia (1993) under the
rubric ‘African-American Studics’ (2). At other times, African Americans reject
African Canadians as representing some aberrant version of bluckness. Thus,
U.S. historian Robin Winks tells us that ‘Reverend Wilton R. Boone, who came
from Massachusetts, returned there because he found the customs of the coun-
try [African Baptist Nova Scotia] too different to accept’ (346).

These bold denials of what I term African-Canadianité illuminate the dynamic
dilemma of African-Canadian culture. Euro-Canadian critics often consider it
as Other, while African-American (and Caribbean) critics read it — unabash-
edly — as a bastard version of their own. To complicate matters further, Afri-
can Canadians often utilize African-American texts and historical-cultural icons
to define African-Canadian experience (which can seduce the unwary inlo
believing that no uniquely African-Canadian perspective exists).? Examples
are legion. In the pages of the Atlantic Advecate, a black community newspaper
issued in Halifax, Nova Scotia, between 1915 and 1917, one finds the poetry of
African-American writer Paul Laurence Dunbar juxtaposed with survevs of
race progress in the United States. In October 1968, Stokeley Carmichacl
(Kwame Turé), the charismatic Black Power orator, toured Halitax, unnerving
whites and inspiring blacks to adopt militant stances, a process intensitied by
the visit, the following month, of two members of the radical, U.S.-based Black
Panther Party.” Spectacularly, in Toronto, in May 1992, black youths rioted in
sympathy with those who had taken to the streets in Los Angcles. Awad I
Karim M. Ibrahim reports, in his 2000 sociological study ““Hey, ain’t I Black
too?”: The Politics of Becoming Black,” that ‘a group of continental francoplone
African youths, living in a metropolitan city in southwestern Ontario” (111, my
italics), in the latter 1990s, demonstrated ‘an identification with and a desire for
North American Blackness’ (111, his italics). Remarkably, the vouths articulate
a spectfic interest in African-American cultural styles. One stresses that “Black
Canadian vouths are influenced by the Afro-Americans’ because of popular
culture (124); another announces, bluntly, "We identifv ourselves more with
the Blacks of America’ (125).

Too, most African-Canadian writers, whether native-born or immigrant, eve
African-American culture with envy and desire. Novelist Cecil Foster, a Bar-
bados native, defends the attractiveness of African-American culture for Aflri-
can Canadians, stressing that, if Black Canadian artists have developed Atri-
can-American sensibilities in place of a strong Canadian consciousness, well,
cest la v

an

Er

Cl
Reje
ture
that
the
bein
Ame
Qué
caug
and
that
ques
expt

Ye
enee
cible
then
tion,
(or 1
Wor
J.L. 1
cont
the
York
Cani
of tb
in H

Ce
follo
‘Ang
()pp(
lican
nific
pers
secu
of A
settl
of of
[slan
Slave
was




ords,

otia’
Yscar
X\Vil),
rack-
mted
neri-
rary
nada
r the
reject
[hus,
came
oun-

lamic
der it
bash-
Afri-
icons
S into
nples
vaper
try of
ys ol
chacl
rving,
>d h\'
Black
ed in
ad [l
Black
plone
[, my
re for
ulate
Black
pular
with

t, eve
Bar-
Afri-
Afri-
well,

Borden’s ‘Tightrope Time’ and Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic 73

Also, T do not have any problem whatsoever in laying claim to black icons from
any place in the world. I feel they are all common property and we can use them
.. Should I disown a Martin Luther King or a Malcolm X? Other cultures don't.
English writers — even those who are living here in Canada - can deal with
Chaucer and the pre-Chaucerian writers, and Shakespeare. (‘Long’ 21)

Rejecting interviewer Donna Nurse’s argument that ‘African-American cul-
ture fails to reflect accurately the black Canadian experience,” Foster insists
that “the reality for many blacks in Canada may be closer to what they see in
the strects of New York or Los Angeles than what many people assume as
being their reality’ (‘Long’ 21). Given the gravitational attractiveness of Black
America and the repellent force of frequently racist Anglo-Canadian (and
Qucbécots de souche) nationalisms, African-Canadian writers feel themselves
caught between the Scylla of an essentially U.S.-tinctured cultural nationalism
and the Charybdis of their marginalization within Canadian cultural discourses
that perceive them as ‘alien.”* Hence, African-Canadian writers are forced to
question the extent and relevance of their Canadianness (that notoriously in-
expressible quality).

Yet, African Canadians cannot avoid assimilating African-American influ-
ences, tor both African Canada and African America were forged in the cru-
cible of the slave trade, an enterprise the British aided, abetted, and affirmed,
then suppressed, then finally abolished in 1833. Before the American Revolu-
tion, New World Africans — both slaves and freeborn — were probably traded
(or migrated) up and down the Atlantic coast, given the existence of New
World African English in both the American South and Nova Scotia.> Linguist
|1. Dillard confirms that ‘the literary evidence ... provides a clear picture of a
continuum of eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth century Black English from
the American South to Nova Scotia, with no great break in such places as New
York City, Boston and Connecticut ... (‘History” 517).® Thus, both African
Canada and African America originated in the working out of the global fate
of the British Empire; both arose (with the exception of communities situated
in Hispanic and francophone locales) in a colonial, English milieu.”

Certainly, anglophone African Canada can trace its origins to the arrival,
following the American Revolution, of roughly 3,400 African Americans (or
‘Anglo-Africans,” to use the nineteenth-century term). These Black Loyalists
opposed the Revolution, supported Britain, and, in the aftermath of the repub-
lican victory, were accorded refuge in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. Sig-
nificantly, those who did not come as the chattel of white Loyalists, but as free
persons — the majority — did so because they rejected a Revolution waged to
secure a theoretically egalitarian society which still promised to oppress people
of African (and First Nations) ancestry. Another 2,000 African Americans were
settled in Maritime Canada following the War of 1812, while tens of thousands
of others found asylum in Montréal, southern Ontario, and even Saltspring
Island, British Columbia, in the years between the passage of the Fugitive
Slave Law (1850) and the end of the American Civil War (1865). African Canada
was created, then, by the struggle to extinguish slavery — both in British North
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America (where it had ‘withered away’ by the early 1800s, while still remain-
ing legal) and the United States — and to sccure a free “hometand” tor blacks. It
is, then, a kind of inchoate, New World version of Liberia, the African ‘Canaan’
or ‘free state’ organized by anti-slavery African Americans.

Too, African Canada and African America share a history of marginahity
that has impinged on the constructions of their literatures. Both entities resist
the fugues of racial erasure indulged in by mainstream Canadian and Ameri-
can critics. African-American and African-Canadian writers create “texts that
are double-voiced in the sense that their literary antecedents are both white
and black [texts], but also modes of figuration lifted from the black vernacular
tradition” (Gates, Signifying xxiii). I'or both ¢tats — African Canada and African
America - the development of usable identities, in the face of strong,
countervailing, imperial(ist) influences, has driven their histories. Close read-
ings of African-Canadian literature can spotlight, moreover, the manner in
which post-colonial theory can be applied to ever-smaller units of ‘mass’ iden-
tity. For one thing, ethnic texts are, writes Joseph Pivato, ‘on the periphery of
this North American margin,” Canada, which ‘is itself marginal” from ‘the
perspective of the literary traditions of Europe ..." (Lcho 44). Hence, as Canada
seeks to establish its difference from the United States, so does Québec con-
front Iinglish Canada, and so do, in turn, Haitian emigrés challenge the domi-
nant Québécois culture.

I

This constant regression of post-colonial politics, its shrinkage about cach par-
ticularity, also governs the construction of African-Canadian literature. This
point is underlined by a contemporary Africadian drama, “Tightrope Time:
Ain’t Nuthin” More Than Some Itty Bitty Madness between Twilight and Dawn’
(1986), by Walter M. Borden (b. 1942), an Africadian poet and actor of Atrican-
American descent. Borden proves himself to be a deft, post-colonial exploiter
of the “parent’ culture of African America, one who engenders a Canadian
différence (that race-conflicted, native sensibility), cven while he confiscates
significant African-American intertexts. In Borden, one finds, as does Margery
Fee in her analysis of Australian/Aboriginal literary duality, ‘the use of repeti-
tion to effect a reversal ... [T]hrough signifying, power relations are changed
through the signifier’s clever (mis)use of someonc else’s words’ (18-19). Borden
pursues a tradition in which Canadian writers strive “to forge new meanings
out of foreign links and foreign chains’ (Trehearne 320).

A truly one-man show, ‘Tightrope Time” was selected to represent Canada
at the International Multicultural Festival in Amsterdam in 1987. Composed of
two acts (of fourteen and nine scenes respectively), the drama’s printed text of
1986 includes a dozen photographs of Borden plaving cach of the drama’s
twelve characters. (In order of appearance, they are the Host, the Old Man, the
Minister of Justice, the Minister of Health and Welfare, the Child, the Old
Woman, the Pastor, the Minister of Defence, the Minister of the Interior, Adic,
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v Flhiopia [a “drag queen’], and Chuck.) Tightrope Time’ does not stage a single
It, protagonist, but rather a bizarreric of speakers delivering a pot-pourri of mono-
: logues, blending song, poetry, and prose. This bigarré semi-musical, blending

lacques Brel chansons, African-American spirituals and blues, Top 40 pop (circa
2 1978), and other music, is unified, though, by recurrent discussions of identity
ft and consciousness. These overarching interests are broached and buttressed
- by felicitously utilized, African-American interpolations. »
at Principally, Borden sounds the work of celebrated playwright Lorraine o BBy
te Hansberry (1931-65), both directly and indirectly. Hansberry’s best-known "o
r work, A Raisin in the Sun (1959), treats the desire of the Younger family to y
m escape the claustrophobic poverty of their apartment, where ‘the sole natural :'”
B licht the family may enjoy in the course of a day is only that whiclh fights its way “
ji’ Hirough [a] little teindote” (12, her italics). Borden bypasses this limited setting to
‘n explore, instead, ‘the mansions of my mind’ (13). Hansberry regards the move i
- from a blighted apartment to a hitherto segregated suburban neighbourhood !
of as illustrative of the progressive amelioration of the Youngers” and, allegori- i
w cally, the African-American, condition. Borden evades such plain social real- }
ta ism, however, opting instead for intellectual abstractions. His difference is \
- cnunciated at once. A Raisin in the Sun opens with the preparation of a break- !
- fast of tried eggs, but ‘Tightrope Time’ debuts with the Host’s recollection of a

like breakfast as he launches into a philosophical revery. Borden’s first, indi-

rect allusion to Hansberry's work stresses, then, not the nobility-versus-indig- .

nity it privileges, but rather the casualness of causality: ,
r‘ Born on some forgotten 'RYday, ’
s That's 'RYdav with a ‘y,’
o Not 'RIday with an 't/
v At half past discontent, ,
- Mama sat down on life’s sidewalk, '
T spread her legs :
n And pushed one ain’t-no-problem time; .
S

And spewed me there
Y Where MAYBE-YOU-WILL-CHILE BOULEVARD
Cuts across MAYBE-YOU-WON'T-CHILE AVENUE,

(-3

1 And Indifference sauntered by J
1 To serve as midwife, f
5 Towrap me in my soul and say: 3
You are Nature’s love-chile - {3
1 And Freedom is vour father. (14) "¢

f

Borden’s speaker is disengaged from active, socio-political struggle; rather, he
; emphasizes, in an almost neo-Neo-Platonist manner, the ‘many mansions / in
the complex of my mind” (13). The gallery of speakers in ‘Tightrope Time’
depicts a multiply divided consciousness. The function of the Host is, in fact,
to provide the cranial space — a cabinet of Dr Borden, if one likes — in which
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the motley’d monologuers can assemble. If Hansberry promotes taudable black
bourgeois aspiration, Borden expresses a kind of quixotic black psychoanaly-
sis. If Hansberry may be related to the liberal ‘uplift’ slogans of the early
twentieth-century African-American leader Booker T. Washington, Borden
seems closer to the existentialist cum Freudian stance of Frantz Fanon.

Borden imports Hansberry directly into his work in 1.2, where he rechris-
tens the ‘Hermit’ — a character from an early draft of Raisin” — as the ‘Old Man.’
Save for this single — and signal - alteration, Borden reprints Hansberry’s
speech for the ‘Hermit” with uncompromised fidelity: And so, to escape time,
[ threw my watch away. I even made a ceremony of it. [ was on a train over a
bridge ... and I held it out the door and dropped it’ (Borden 16; Hansberry, Be
3). The arty speech that Hansberry omitted from her most successful play is
precisely (or perversely) the one that Borden feels compelled to use in his
own.’ Tellingly, rather than appropriating a discourse from the finished, real-
ist version of Raisin, Borden cribs Hansberry’s more philosophical musing on
time. Even as he honours Hansberry, Borden dissents from her dramaturgy,
scribing a metaphysical stance to her more physical focus on place and race.

Yet, Borden’s predilection for ideas over ideals manifests his Canadian sensi-
bility, for Canadian poets have often mingled the ‘Aesthetic” with ‘committed
and realistic poetry’ (Trehearne 314). The result is what Québécois literary
scholar Clément Moisan calls ‘strange and esoteric poetry’ (30), and what
Anglo-Québécois critic Louis Dudek names as ‘poetry ... almost surrealist in
its contortions, and well-nigh private in its subjectivity’ (161). Indeed, ‘its meta-
physical searchings and symbolic profundities cannot hope for a contact with

“the common reader”” (Dudek 161). For Norman Newton, Canadian poetry
stresses ‘a fondness for ornate and colourful language’ (8). Anglo-Canadian
poetry tends to exalt the absurd and the abstract — even when the poets them-
selves believe they are being plain and down-to-earth. In Anglo-Canadian
poetry, the ‘vernacular’ is interpreted by professors of literature. Accordingly,
Borden'’s verse, though accessible, ransacks the Byzantine lexicon of Beat cant
as often as it does that of black populist directness: ‘let emptiness come sneak
into my solitude / & ravage all my dreams / & bittersweet rememberings of
yesterday / when all my thoughts were young as innocence itself / & love &
understanding flowed from me like MAN-AH was completely in control’ (62).
Suitably then, Borden opts to read Hansberry in academicist terms." He closes
his use of her Hermit (his Old Man), then, by calling for the playing of a song,
‘The Old Folk,” recorded by Brel, accompanied by the sound of a clock ticking
‘i syncopation with the music’ (16, his italics). These absurdist touches arc
Borden’s invention. Hence, ‘Tightrope Time’ enacts a revisioning of Hansberry's
Raisin, dismissing her ‘realism’ and ghetto setting to dramatize, instead, the
unreal ‘inscape’ of identity.

Borden’s adoption of Hansberry’s Hermit hints, too, that ‘Tightrope Time' is
only tangentially about ‘race’; or, rather, that it avoids dissecting ‘race’ in any
stock sociological-empirical fashion. For instance, the Old Man's pontu]tmmtc
speech in 1.2 turns, not on explicit concerns about ‘race” or racism, but, in-
stead, on one concrete and two abstract nouns - picce(s), time, and value - a
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trinity of tropes that presides over the play: ‘l am afraid men invent timePIECES
[timepicces]; they do not invent time. We may give time its dimensions and
meaning;|,] we may make it worthless or important or absurd or crucial. But,[ |
ultimately,[ | I am afraid it has a value of its own’ (Borden 16; Hansberry, Be
14). Borden absorbs Hansberry’s academic musings and terms, detecting in
them corollaries for his interests. This fact is clarified by his use of the word(s)
picce(s). Though the term occurs in contexts that can allude to Hansberry, they
are wholly Borden’s own. In 1.4, the Minister of Health and Welfare relates
that his dream ’dried up, just like that raisin in the sun’ (24), a clear reference
lo Hansberry as well as to African-American poet Langston Hughes (1902~
67);" then the Minister continues on to assert that ‘painful thoughts rummage
through / the few last pieces of my heart’ (24) and that he seeks ‘bits and
picces of love / that I have known' (25). Borden shifts from the specific con-
cerns of both Hansberry and Hughes to anatomize alienation. In fact, the
Atrican Americans are sounded only after the Minister declares that ‘this cel-
cbration is not so much an historical documentation of the quest of a people
for a place in the Nova Scotian or indeed the Canadian mosaic, as it is an
llumination of the resiliency of the human spirit’ (22). An abstract universal-
ism takes precedence, thus, over African-American utterance — even though,
paradoxically, Hansberry herself is the source of the notion of ‘the resiliency of
.. this thing called the human spirit’ (Borden 80; Hansberry, Be 256). This
pattern recurs in 1.4, where Hansberry is again directly quoted. This time,
Borden seizes a passage from Hansberry’s The Sign in Sidney Brustein's Window
(1964), uttered by Brustein, a white ex-fighter for social justice, who feels com-
pelled to re-enter the fray:

I care. 1 care about it all. It takes too much energy not to care. Yesterday, I counted
twentv-six grav hairs on the top of my head all from trying not to care ... The wihy
of why we are here is an intrigue for adolescents; the how is what must command
the living. Which is why I have lately become an insurgent again. (Borden 25;
Hansberry, Be xvi)

Just as Hansberry’s Brustein continues to struggle for social liberation, so does
Borden’s Minister of Health and Welfare, this Canadian liberal, decide to shore
picces — of love, of heart - against his potential ruin. Borden’s transference of
words written for a Euro-American character to the mouth of a Black Cana-
dian, is, once again, a universalist gesture. His audacious reconfiguration of
Hansberry’s words accents their innate universality. Racial identities are col-
lapsed within his enveloping view that ‘the human spirit has no special rest-
g place. It will find a lodging wherever it is received’ (22). Thus, Borden
dislodges Hansberry from an easy essentialism or empty liberalism, choosing
to use her words to gird his interest in the ‘mansions of the mind,” that is to
say, the multiple addresses where "the human spirit’ may dwell.

Toward the conclusion of the play, Borden utilizes the term pieces one last
time, citing Hansberry’s rhetorical question “Life?” and her reply, ‘Ask those
who have tasted of it in pieces rationed out by enemies’ (Borden 80; Hansberry,
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Be 256; their italics). Tronically, ‘Tightrope Time’ is itself just such a picce ol
theatre, just such a "PIECE OF RESISTANCL’ (62, his italics), to use an epithel
that Borden ascribes to Ethiopia, his transvestite character, for it flouts both
racism and homophobia.

This last point necessitates a brief examination of Borden’s use of value,
another term that he teases from Hansberry, his putative precursor. His as-
sault on prejudice is predicated upon its reduction of the worth of human
beings. When Borden utitizes (with slight amendments) Hansberry’s comment
that time ‘has a value of its own” (Borden 16; Hansberry, Be 4), he lets it follow
the Host’s act of satiric self-evaluation:

1 read the other day

That, on the open market,

I'm worth about five ninety,

Allowing for inflation.

But that's alright —

"d hate to think

That 1 was priced bevond accessibility. (13)

To Hansberry's insight that time possesses its own value, independent of so-
cially imposed, ideological criteria, Borden adds the body. He goes on to be-
siege racial (and, thus, physical) devaluations throughout his play:

A second glance, however,

Reveals a flaw in pigmentation,

So, regretfully, vou must look for me
in the reduced for clearance section. (13)

In 1.7, the Host recalls a childhood incident in which his mixed-race heritage
resulted in his receiving a “high’” - but unsought and racially inflected - ¢/
valuation:

i knew that there was something wrong
the day i watched myv living room become
an auction block
[and a visitor]

... called my blue eves,

honey hair and

mellow /yellow presence
A WONDERMENT! (30, his italics)

Throughout “Tightrope Time,” Borden juxtaposes “face’ value and “soul value,
specifying that the oppressed are those “who have no place / the ones who
have no face’ (32), whose value, then, is little. They are ‘CI{IEAP GOODS' (34,
his italics) to be bought up by Death. In 1.10, the Host remembers an Old
Woman who spent her days “puttin the picees together” of a patchwork quilt (36,
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his italics), and whose speech reiterates the connections between time and
value. The Old Woman notes that “the young folks” are ‘wastin’ all that precious
time / at tryin’ to be what other folkses weant’ (38, his italics). The loss of time, of
life, is affiliated with trying to live according to false notions of one’s worth.
The Minister of the Interior, in 1.14, restores value, lustre, to blackness by
producing a roster of worthies whom, he alleges, have been wrongly claimed
lo be white, including Queen Charlotte Sophia (the spouse of King George 111),
the Queen of Sheba, Ludwig von Beethoven, and Charles xiv of Sweden, to
name but a tew (55-6). Poetically, Borden ‘borrows back’ these ‘credits to the
race.’

Not only does Borden rescue the devalued black body, he also redeems that
of the homosexual. If act 1 centres — albeit usually obliquely — on ‘race,” act 2
considers sexuality - the repressed side of black self-consciousness. Here Borden
revalues, in order, Adie, a female prostitute; Ethiopia, a Queer transvestite;
and Chuck, a hustler. Ethiopia disparages hypocritical, bourgeois sexual mo-
res, declaiming, “& IHAPPY DAYS / unsanitized for early primetime viewing /
meant more than suckin’ lollipops out back behind some diner / but no one
really thought that we was fuckin” up / TRADITION / cuz / no one saw / no
decrease in / the surplus peopulation” (62, his italics). Chuck augments the
currency of his Queer body by coupling coitus with money:

I don't fuck for LO.U.'s
for Master Charge
or Visa

just hard old cash ... (66)

In a sense, here, Borden conducts a radical raid on Hansberry, for he drafts her
voice, that is to say, her insight into valie, for a liberatory movement for which
it was not, perhaps, primordially intended.

The most ostentatious broadside against devaluation in act 2 speaks, though,
to ‘race.” At the conclusion of 2.7, a ‘tired and beaten’ black mother, whose
innocent son has been slain by a paranoid white man,

Slowly turnls] the pages

Of some book,

And look[s] at all the faces

Of those selected few

Thought worthy of being voted
As the Mother of the Year .
Worthy

Because of all her suffering..

And she tently [sic] [takes] a pencil
And mark][s] the letter X
Beside the picture of

Rose Kennedv! (77)
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The passage is a damning indictment of self-devaluation — the manner in
which oppression replicates itself.

While Hansberry becomes a useful means of debuting the motifs of frag-
mentation (piece[s]), time, and value, Borden domesticates or nationalizes her
work, wresting it from its African-American context and recasting it in Cana-
dian terms. For instance, he transforms her sentence ‘O, the things that we
have learned in this unkind house that we have to tell the world about’ (Borden
79; Hansberry, Be 256) from a commission to young African-American writers
to tell of the African-American experience into a commission to all to practise
humane behaviour. Specifically, he translates her metaphor for a racist America,
that “‘unkind house,” into a metaphor for the ‘cage’ that is the self-imprisoned
consciousness (Borden 79). The resistance valued by Borden is not achieved
merely by denouncing social ills, but also by refusing any facile quotation of
Hansberry. He changes the name of one of her characters, alters, by proxy, the
race of another, and quarantines her more abstract, less social realist, work. By
recontextualizing her work to suit his own needs, Borden renders Hansberry a
‘Canadian’ writer.

I

Borden’s reforms of Hansberry, his major African-American influence, must
be read in the context of an intra-racial post-coloniality. Certainly, his empha-
sis on ‘piecing together’ his patchwork drama reinforces Paul Gilroy’s notion
that ‘even where African-American forms are borrowed and set to work in
new locations they have often been deliberately reconstructed in novel pat-
terns that do not respect their originators’ proprietary claims ..." (98). More-
over, Borden’s post-coloniality, vis-a-vis African-American texts, pushes him
to adopt a contestatory stance, for this is the condition of the ex-centric writer,
No matter how deep lies the commitment to imitate the ‘parent’ culture, any
‘imitation” must always be different — and critical — because of its temporal
lateness, its automatic status as ‘post.” Max Dorsinville maintains that all emerg-
ing literatures suffer a similar condition of lateness. Yet, his notion that post-
colonial writers are merely “indigenous writers hypnotized by the cult of met-
ropolitan “models”’ (Caliban 201) is contestable. The standard practice of these
writers — which Borden’s (mis)use of Hansberry illustrates — is to revise origi-
nal influences or intertexts. (Cogent here is Trehearne’s proviso that ‘Influ-
ence’ can be a ‘dependence’ ‘avidly sought, a life-giving transfusion of order
and authority when no such order [is] provided by the [native] environment,
or by the present means of mastering it" [8].) In other words, Borden does not
- and cannot — read Hansberry in the same way as would an African Ameri-
can. His acts of quotation represent not, then, abject capitulation to metropoli-
tan forces (Halifax succumbing ~ finally — to New York City), but (im)polite
subversion; his ‘lateness’ is a marginal position that permits radical reinterpre-
tation of the “original” source. Eyed from this perspective, the margin is a time-
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chaos; it becomes a location where the neoclassical can jar against the surreal,
the sonnet clang against the haiku, and dead authors possess the living. Thus,
Borden’s text can be read as exemplifying the ability of temporally ‘tate’ Cana-
dian writers to adapt a variety of European and American forms and influ-
ences to their unique contexts — of environment, history, and language, includ-
ing different forms of English. ‘Tightrope Time’ testifies to such hybridity or
bricolage. This peripherally situated text becomes a homeplace where African-
American literature — in its northern, existentialist exile — is assimilated, domesti-
cated, into a Canadian context. Borden’s relationship to Hansberry affirms,
too, Harold Bloom’s thesis regarding, as Stephen Sicari puts it, ‘an Oedipal
struggle between a great precursor poet and his follower’ (38). If “the later poet
looks for (and discovers) places where the precursor fails to communicate to a
[contemporary] reader ... and requires “updating” by the [contemporary] poet’
(Sicart 221n6), then Borden amends Hansberry similarly, translating her (Afri-
can-)American obsessions into (African-)Canadian ones. He observes, wryly,
that ‘Black folks always seem to get those / Hand-me-down revisions!” (72).
Borden’s rewriting of Hansberry demands a theory of post-colonial “place-
ment” and ‘displacement,” one which recognizes that the supposed recipient of
meaning (the ‘colonial’) can instead become its bestower (the resister, the newly
subjectivized).

Gilroy himself needs to tussle more muscularly with this imperial-colonial
dialectic. He argues that texts like that of Borden represent the ‘unashamedly
hvbrid character ... of black Atlantic cultures,” which thus confound ‘any sim-
plistic (essentialist or anti-essentialist) understanding of the relationship be-
tween racial identity and racial non-identity” (99). He forgets, though, that
cultural nationalism never entircly evaporates, even when techniques of
‘creolisation, métissage, mestizaje, and hybridity” (3) are in play, as in Borden.
Awccontraire, it is exactly the use of forms of bricolage that allows new under-
standings of the native (or post-colonial) culture to be articulated. When Borden
reads Hansberry (and Hughes and James Weldon Johnson)' into his own
Canadian text, his Africadianité is not reified but reinforced.

Borden’s practice serves to highlight, then, a few of the a priori aporias in
Gilrov's vaunted text, The Bluck Atlantic (1993), which undertakes, like ‘Tight-
rope Time,” to dissent from “Americocentricity’ (Gilroy 191). The notion that
authentic blackness — or Africanité — is implicated, ontologically and epistemo-
logically, with some subtle sense of 100 per cent Americanism challenges all
other would-be national(ist) versions of blackness. Gilroy attempts to dismantle
the “U.S. first” conception of ‘blackness’ by constructing a ‘transcultural, inter-
national formation [called] the black Atlantic” (4), which consists of African
communities in the United States, the Caribbean, Britain, and Africa. While
Gilroy omits Canada (this gap in his map replicates a suspiciously ‘Americo-
centric” blindness), his ‘Pan-Atlanticism’ is intended as a panacea for the “ever-
present danger” of ‘ethnic absolutism’ (5), or larval nationalism, especially “the
casv claims of African-American exceptionalism” (4). Yet, Gilroy’s project is
fraught with contradiction. His very formulation, ‘the black Atlantic,” resur-
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rects a Pan-Africanism that almost dare not speak its name. As well, his
decentring of African-American culture is intended to shift attention to the
Caribbean-British contributions to Pan-African culture. Fundamentally, then,
Gilroy, like Borden, poses this question: Must all blackness be American? But
Gilroy’s attempt to naysay this interrogative, while simultaneously vetoing
cultural nationalism, scores his project with irrepressible self-negations.

Blatantly, Gilroy ups old-fashioned nationalism when he announces that
‘the dependence of blacks in Britain on black cultures produced in the new
world has recently begun to change’ (86). He relishes ‘the current popularity
of [pop music acts] Jazzie B and Soul 1I Soul, Maxi Priest, Caron Wheeler,
Monie Love, the Young Disciples, and others in the United States’ because it
confirms that during the 1980s ‘black British cultures ceased to simply mimic
or reproduce wholesale forms, styles, and genres which had been lovingly
borrowed, respectfully stolen, or brazenly highjacked [sic] from blacks else-
where’ (86). This inchoately neo-nativist pronouncement denies the truth that,
as Borden’s work demonstrates, utterances of ‘un-American’ blackiess often
represent deliberate ‘deformations’ or reformulations of African-American cul-
tural productions (which Gilroy admits when he treats the “hybridity” of black
Atlantic cultures).'?

In addition, Gilroy’s effort to dispense with African-American parochialism
is complicated by his decision to focus his analyses on African-American writ-
ers and intellectuals, namely, Frederick Douglass, Martin Robinson Delany
(who may also be classified as African-Canadian), Du Bois, Richard Wright,
James Baldwin, and Toni Morrison. Though Gilroy essays, valiantly, to set
these figures in a Pan-Atlantic context, he nevertheless succumbs to ideas that,
once again, Americanize blackness. For example, Gilroy lauds Richard Wright's
insight that ‘the word Negro in America means something not racial or bio-
logical, but something purely social, something made in the United States’
(quoted in Gilroy 149, his italics), seeing in it an ‘anti-essentialist conception of
racial identity” (149). But if the Negro is, as Wright thought, “America’s meta-
phor’ (quoted in Gilroy 149), then is not all blackness (i.e., négritude) deemed
American? If so, then (an American) essentialism lives. Gilroy even urges that
‘in Wright’s mature position, the Negro is no longer just America’s metaphor
but rather a central symbol in the psychological, cultural, and political systems
of the West as a whole’” (159). An American conception of blackness is made to
dominate the entire Occident, thus situating U.S. definitions at the centre of
diasporic African experience, the very fate that Gilroy had sallied forth to
avoid. The only possible counterweight to this de facto dictatorship of influ-
ence is precisely the cultural nationalism that Gilroy, haphazardly and hap-
lessly, both disparages and embraces, but that Borden, quietly, consistently -
‘Canadianly’ — employs.

Despite the blithe assurance of some liberal theorists that the post-national
Brave New World Order has arrived, Gilroy’s infuriatingly mercurial struggle
to displace ‘Americocentrism’ with his dream of ‘the black Atlantic’ demon-
strates that nationalism persists. For one thing, as Elizabeth Alexander sees,
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‘there is a place for a bottom line, and the bottom line ... argues that different
groups possess sometimes subconscious collective memories which are fre-
quently forged and maintained through a “storytelling tradition,” however
difficult that may be to pin down, as well as through individual experience’
(94). Though the scholarly voodoo of the notion of ‘collective memories” is
regrettable, Alexander reveals a strong reason for the continued vibrancy of
tradition,” of group identities, namely, the primacy of shared (narrative) expe-
riecnce as the locus of ‘national’ feeling. Pivato concurs with this precept, urg-
ing ‘the history of this century demonstrates that a distinctive culture is vital
to the life of a people; it survives beyond language, beyond geography and
beyond political states” (Echo 252). What one must seek is the lyricism of cul-
tural difference, not the mere prose of cultural diversity.”* Consequently, the
canon of ‘African-Canadian literature’ emerges when a writer or a critic declares
his or her membership in that tradition. Such new canons are also created,
though, through acts of resistive appropriation — the mandatory practice of
Borden, the muddled practice of Gilroy. This fate cannot be evaded.** All
narrative pursues an original identity, and poetry declares it.

This declaration can be heard within the basic lineaments of a language.
It sounds even within the history of Black English in Nova Scotia — or
‘Africadia’ ...

Notes

I This paper was first read on the occasion of the 13th Biennial Meeting of the
Association for Canadian Studies in the United States, in Seattle, Washington, on
16 November 1995. I am indebted to Professor Joseph Pivato and to Professor
Arnold “Ted” Davidson (1936-99) for their suggestions for revisions. I dedicate this
essay to the memory of Blair Arnold States, my cousin and mixed-race Africadian,
who could ‘pass” for white, but was culturally black, who was Canadian, but also
profoundly African-American in his orientations.

2 André Alexis believes that ‘black Canadians have yet to elaborate a culture strong
enough to help evaluate the foreignness of foreign [i.e.,, American] ideas’ ('Bor-
rowed” 20). Yet, this presumed instance of Americanization is simplistic: though
African-American culture enjoys wide currency among African Canadians, they -
we - remain a distinct group.

3 See Bridglal Pachai 247-9.

4 Joseph Pivato observes, that ‘Canadian [thematic criticism] has not been open to
ethnic texts since it cannot accommodate them into such national myths as the two
solitudes, the ellipse with two centres, or the garrison” (Echo 72).

5 Dillard also states that ‘slaves were transferred from one place to another, as from
Nova Scotia to Surinam ... quite freely in the eighteenth century’ (‘History’ 513).
Before the American Revolution, then, there was likely a good measure of black
travel - voluntary and involuntary — between the Thirteen Colonies and Nova

Scotia.







