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snappy Ii/le 
a fundraising extravaganza and art sale 
January 15 - January 25 

Big Dick Time 
videos by Paul McCarthy & Mike Kelly, 
Richard Pettibon, Tony Oursler & Joe Gibbons, 
Michael Smith & Doug Skinner, Jonathan Wells 
& Geoffrey Topham 
curated by Steve Reinke, 
February 5 - March 1 

Barbara Hammer: The Sensual Gaze 
films curated by Milada Kovacova 
March 6 - March 29 
opening Friday March 7, 8:00 pm 

NEW DEADLINE FOR EXHIBITION PROPOSALS 
IN FILM, VIDEO AND PERFORMANCE: 
FEBRUARY 15/97 
DEADLINE FOR EXHIBITION PROPOSALS 
IN VISUAL ART AND INSTALLATION: 

APRIL 1/97 

PLEASE CONTACT YYZ FOR APPLICATION FORM. 

YYZ Artists' Outlet 
1087 Queen St. West 
Toronto, Canada. M6J 1 H3 

tel. 416-531-7869 I fax 416-531-6839 

1[!1] Galerie 101 Gallery 
319 lisgar Street, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, K2P OEl 
tel: 613.230.2799 I fax: 613.230.3253 I oneoone@web.net 

u 
MAGA 

main gallery 

Roland Jean January 9 - February 15 

Lucy Hogg, Tulsa Kinney, Ron Terada 

February 20 - March 29 

project room 

Ghostwriter 3 curated by Gerald McMaster 

Don Hall, Robert Houle January 9 - February 15 

Ghostwriter 4 curated by Andy Fabo 

Charline Boudreau & Anne Colden, Brent Cehan, John McLachlin 

February 20 - March 29 

window 

Laura Teneycke January 9 - February 15 

Alan Flint February 20 - March 29 

439 King St.W. 

Toronto, ON. 
Canada M5V1K4 
tel 416-977-1412 
fax 416-977-8622 
merce r@i nterlog. com 
www.interlog.corn/-mercer 
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Mercer Union 
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FUSE ME 
WITH BACK ISSUES: 

□ 19.5 Fall '96 

□ 19.3 Spring '96 

□ 19.2 Winter '96 

□ 19.1 Fall '95 

□ 18.5 Special Issue 

□ 18.4 Summer '95 

□ 18.3 Spring '95 

□ 18.2 Winter '95 

□ 18.1 Fall '94 

□ 17.5 Special Issue 

□ 17.4 Summer '94 

□ 17.3 Spring '94 

□ 17 .2 Winter '94 

□ 17 .1 Fall '93 

□ 16.5 Special Issue 

□ 16.4 Summer '93 

□ 16.3 Spring '93 

□ 16.2 Winter '93 

□ 16.1 Fall '92 

Add $6.00 per copy, includes GST and 

shipping/handling. Include this tear out in 

the attached self-mailing envelope. 

TOTAL FOR BACK ISSUES: ___ _ 

Galerie 101 Gallery 
319 lisgar Street, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, K2P OEl 
tel: 613.230.2799 / fax: 613.230.3253 / oneoone@web.net 

RECENT DONATIONS 
to Oakville Galleries' Permanent Collection 

January 25 to March 2, Gairloch Gallery 

FERTILE GROUND 
February I to March 30, Centennial Gallery 

THE VIEW FROM HERE: 
Selections .from the Permanent Collection 

March 8 to April 20, Gairloch Gallery 

DOMESTIC BLISS 
Media Arts at Oakville Galleries 

The Gloria Tapes by Lisa Steele 

March 9 to April 20, Gairloch Gallery Video Salon 

CENTENNIAL GALLERY 

uo Navy Suect 

GAIRLOCH GALLERY 

1306 l..11ceshore Road East 

I oakville galleries I 
OFFICES 

1306 I.akcshorc Road East 

Oakville, Ont.1Iio 
Caoada. L6) 1L6 

Tel (905) 844-4401 
Fax (905) 844-7968 
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Laura Teneycke January 9 - February 15 
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439 King St.W. 
Toronto, ON. 
Canada M5V1K4 
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Editorial 

Columns 

TOPOGRAPHIES: ASPECTS OF RECENT B.C. ART 
Reflections of Diversity and Institutional Reality 
by Kuan Foo 

FOOD AS METAPHOR 
Is Diversity the "Spice" of Life? 
by Samir Gandesha 

Artist's Project 

PATTI KIM 

Tl,e R,d Paper, Dana Claxton; from the exhibition 

"topographies: aspects of recent BC art" 

at the Vancouver Art Gallery, 

September 29, 1996 to January 5, 1997 
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Features 

SEX MIGRANTS 
Paul Wong's Video Geographies of Erotic and Cultural Displacement in Pacific Canada 
by Gordon Brent Ingram 

CAN I HAVE MSG, AN EGG ROLL TO SUCK ON AND ASIAN AMERICAN MEDIA ON THE SIDE? 
by Yau Ching 

Reviews 

GIFTS AND CRUELTIES OF DISPLACEMENT 
Nothing to be written here 
Video by Wendy Oberlander 
Review by Nancy Pollak 

FRESH BLOOD 
A Consideration of Belonging 
Video by b. h. Yael 
Review by Sandra Haar 

REFORMATION 
Michael Belmore exhibition at Garnet Press 
Review by R. William Hill 

TRANSMISSION RUSES 
small, medium and not large: books and collages, 1982 to present by Laiwan 
Review by Karlyn Koh 

CURTAIN DRAWN ON RISING SUN 
Red Reflection I by Yasufumi Takahashi 
Review by Kyo Maclear 

Who knows at wl,at depth of spirit you long to b, enjoyed?, 
postcard by Laiwan, image from Th, Garden of Solitary Enjoyment, 

16th century painting by Ch'iu Ying, China. (See page 41.) 



Publication Release 
Naming a Practice: 
Curatorial Strategies for the Future 

· Edited by Peter White 

Walter Phillips Gallery Editions 

To order, please call 
Office of the Registrar, 
The Banff Centre for the Arts 
403-762-6180 

February 13 - March 30, 1997 

Staking LAND Claims 
Guest curated by Patricia Deadman 

Mary Anne Barkhouse 
Michael Belmore 
Kelly Greene 
Anne Walk 

Presented in collaboration with the Aboriginal Arts 
Program at the Banff Centre for the Arts 

Walter Phillips Gallery 
Box 1020-14 Banff Alberta Canada T0L 0CO 
tel 403-762-6281 fax 403-762-6659 
http://www-nmr.banffcentre.ab.ca/WPG/ 

Financial support provided by the Canada Council 
and Alberta Foundation for the Arts 

~ The Banfl Centre "lff\ \~ for the Arts 

Abon!7inaLVOICES 
Aboriginal VOICES is the only 
Canadian Native magazine on the 
market today. Subscribe now and 
save 15% on gift subscriptions for 
your friends and family. 

1 Vear Subscription 
Regular - $20.00 

Institutional - $25.00 

2 Vear Subscription 
Regular - $35.00 

Institutional - $45.00 
Send Visa, money order, or cheque to: Aboriginal VOICES, 116 Spadina Ave., 
Suite 201, Toronto, ON., M5V-2K6 (Subscribers outside Canada, 
please send US dollars.) phone (416)703-4577, fax (416)703-4581 e-mail 
abvoices@inforamp.net,http//:www.vli.ca/clients/abclcmall/abvoices 

Call toll free from anvwhere in North America. 

1-800-324-6061 

TH IS ISSUE of FUSE connects the politics of identity, food 

and representation. The three feature articles map notions 

of "race," community and subjectivity within a context of dis

rupted cultural mythologies. Both Samir Gandesha and Yau 

Ching examine the complex relationships between cuisine, 

home and assimilation, questioning essentialized "ethnic" cat

egories and their relationship to structures of power. While Yau 

Ching explores these issues through an examination of inde

pendent film and video, Samir Gandesha uses memory of food 

experiences as a departure point for critical reflection. The third 

feature, Gordon Brent Ingram's "Sex Migrants: Paul Wong's 

Video Geographies of Erotic and Cultural Displacement in 

Pacific Canada," offers an analysis of community, queerscapes 

and education in the age of AIDS. Ingram uses Wong's video 

Blending Milk and Water to discuss both the genre of Al os 

educational video and the possibilities for life and survival on 

Canada's West Coast. 

Extending an examination of the West Coast art 

scene, Kwan Foo's column, "topographies: aspects of recent 

B.C. art," problematizes recent curatorial directions at the 

Vancouver Art Gallery. What do diversity and inclusion look like 

when they are part of an overall strategy to increase public 

attention and support? 

The reviews in this issue build on and complicate the 

politics of identity and nation. Nancy Pollak's consideration of 

Wendy Oberlander's videotape Nothing to be written here, nar

rates the process of forgetting and remembering in the families 

editorial 
of Holocaust survivors. Specifically, the tape charts the chilling 

experiences of Oberlander's father, one of hundreds of Jewish 

refugees transported from Britain and interned in Canada togeth

er with their Nazi persecutors. Memory and war is also a focus for 

Kyo Maclear's review of Yasufumi Takahashi's Red Reflections I. 

Presented as a quilt, the show is a metaphoric weaving together 

of reflections on death, violence and sacrifice. What is repressed 

when war is aestheticized? What is beautiful about war? 

Sandra Haar's review of b.h. Yael's video essay Fresh 

Blood: A Consideration of Belonging narrates the artist's jour

ney as a Christian-raised, Arab Jew back to the land of her birth, 

Israel. The tape probes the assumptions of Jewish, Arab and 

Israeli identities and courageously imagines the possibility of 

community across divisive boundaries. Similarly interfering with 

monolithic cultural assumptions, R. William Hill's review of 

Michael Belmore's exhibition Reformation takes up the artist's 

interrogation of the idea that aboriginal people are specially gift

ed with self-knowledge. Belmore's work serves to unsettle the 

romantic relationship-or equivalency-between Native and 

nature. 

Finally, Karlyn Koh's review of Laiwan's small, medium 

and not large: books and collages, 1982 to present, focuses on 

truth production. In this exhibition, the artist investigates the 

work of cultural ideas in the construction of "truth." In their total

ity, the pieces in the installation excavate the omissions and 

silences in a retransmission of ideas. 

Twentieth Anniversary Retrospective Issue!!! 

FUSE Magazine is celebrating its 20th anniversary! First intro

duced as Centerfold, FUSE has been dedicated to publishing 

provocative, incisive commentary on art and culture locally and 

internationally. FUSE has served as a forum for some of the most 

influential writers on some of the most pressing topics. Indeed, 

the magazine has often managed to put progressive issues on 

the table. FUSE is surviving in the face of massive funding cuts 

and a general climate of "Harris/men!." Our survival is both a 

sign and a strategy of resistance to increasingly conservative 

.shifts. 
The 20th Anniversary Retrospective Issue looks back 

over the last twenty years, demonstrating FUS E's commitment to 

the critical examination of cultural production. This issue (Vol. 

20, no. 2) will be an important edition for anyone interested in 

the politics of art and culture. However, it will not be available at 

your local magazine rack or bookstore! To receive your copy of 

this special issue you must be a FUSE subscriber! Sign up or 

renew now! 
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The St. Norbert 
Arts & Cultural Centre's 

ON-GOING 
Residency 
Programme 

Call for Submissions 
An invitation to Writers, Visual Artists, 
Performance Artists, Media Artists, Audio 
Artists, Musicians, Composers, Designers, 
Critics, Curators and Arts Administrators to 
apply to come into residence and work 
independently on their own work in a 
retreat setting for periods of time ranging 
from one to six weeks. Residencies can 
occur throughout the year, pending avail
ability. Cultural organizations may also 
apply for residencies for visiting artists. 

The St. Norbert Arts and Cultural Centre 
also maintains an on-going programme of 
residencies featuring invited guests active 
in all disciplines. 

The St. Norbert Arts ·and Cultural Centre is 
situated on the five-acre grounds of a for
mer Trappist Monastery near Winnipeg. 

For application information, call the 
St. Norbert Arts and Cultural Centre at 

(204) 269-0564. 

Fees ................................ . 
■ You may elect to stay for periods ranging from 1 to 6 weeks. 

■ Your fees cover your residency only. 

■ Each resident will have their own guest room and lockable studio. 

■ There is a shared mezzanine lounge as well as a shared 

kitchen/dining room. 

■ Residents are expected to cooperate on food arrangements. 

Food is not included in fees. 

■ Residents are responsible for their own supplies. 

re-
■;;■U■il■ 
ST. NORBERT 

ARTS 
--AND--
CULTURAL 
CENTRE 

100 rue des Ruines du Monastere 

~ 
::s 

"C 
Q) 
.c 
CJ 
tn 
Q) 

if 
Box 175, St. Norbert, Manitoba, Canada R3V 1L7 

Telephone: (204) 269-0564 Fax: (204) 261-1927 

E-mail: programs@snacc.mb.ca 

Web: http:/ /www.snacc.mb.ca/snacc 

1 week $150 

2 weeks $250 

3 weeks $350 

4 weeks $450 

5 weeks $550 

6 weeks $650 

There is a 10% 

members discount 

available. 

THE POMELO PROJECT PRESENTS 

CITY AT THE ENI> OF TIME 
HONG KONG IN 1997 

FEBRUARY 14 TO MARCH 15, 1997 
VANCOUVER, BC 

Artists & Writers from Hong Kong, Canada and the U.S. 

•• 1t■➔.I"'"' 1L1111Feb 14 
Choi Yan-Chi 

Kum Chi-Keung 
Lee Ka-Sing 

Jamelie Hassan 
Maiy Sui-Yee Wong 

,:.. l}H .. F-11:tFeb 15 1:.11:.iu•a:,:.r.11, .. :-::Feb 16 

@ SFU Harbour Centre @ Vancouver Art Galleiy 
Rey Chow Leung Ping Kwan 

Ackbar Abbas jamila ismail 
facilitated by Rosa Ho hosted by Jim Wong-Chu 

Exhibitions at Access, Artspeak and Foto•Base Galleries: Feb 14-March 15 
Helen Pitt Gallery: Feb 11-March 1 

•@@,j@m-eb 14, 8pm \ 

Launch of artists' book, 
special issue of West Coast Line, 

and World Wide Web site 

A Pomelo Project Production 
Organized by Scott McFarlane & Henry Tsang 

For more info, phone 

(604) 254-6042 
or e-mail: doro@hotmail.com 

The Pome/o Project t,atefu/ty acknoVtfedges the SJ.Jppcxt of 111, Canada Council, 111e Department of Canadan Herttage, 
City of Yancowe,; the Govermtent of British CoJumbia, throufll the Minisl,y of Small 8.Jsiness, Tourism and_Cutture, 

BC MuttioJ/tJ.Jra/ism and lmmigation, YanCit)' Comm111ity Partnership Prog-&m, the \encower Foundation, 
the Koerner FoundaOon, 111e hstib.lte for the Humanities, SRJ 

topographies: 
aspects of recent B.C. art 

REFLECTIONS OF DIVERSITY AND INSTITUTIONAL REALITY 

by Kuan Foo 

topographies 

Vancouver Art Gallery 

September 29, 1996-January S, 1997 

Dempsey Bob, Rena Point Bolton, Janis Bowley, Dana 

Claxton, Daniel Congdon, Judith Currelly, Fred Davis, Freda 

Diesing, Christos Dikeakos, Clare Gomez Edington, Rodney 

Graham, Arni Haraldsson, Walter Harris, Chuck Heit (Ya'ya). 

Lucy Hogg, Byron Johnston, Ki-ke-in (Ron Hamilton), Donald 

Lawrence, J.J. Lee, Mary Longman, Landon Mackenzie, 

Myfanwy Macleod, Kevin Madill, Teresa Marshall, Melinda 

Mollineaux, Shani Mootoo with Kathy High, Ken Mowatt, 

Wendy Oberlander, Chester Patrick, Susan A. Point, Judy 

Radul, Rick James Rivet, Isabel Rorick, Debra Sparrow, 

Robyn Sparrow, Yoko Takashima, Mina Totino, Cathi Charles 

Wherry, Jin-Me Yoon, Robert Youds, Sharyn A. Yuen 

Curated by Grant Arnold, Monika Kin Gagnon 

and Doreen Jensen. 

The Vancouver Art Callery (VAG) has traditionally 

occupied a curious space in the public imagination. 

Clad in the shell of the former Supreme Courthouse 

and girded by four of the busiest streets in the down

town core, it remains the most visible vessel of "serious 

art" within a city that has much to distract it from art. 

It sits Aanked on all sides by banks and shopping malls, 

majestic and slightly anachronistic, an effect height

ened by the neo-classical fac;ade of the building itself. 

Until recently, it always seemed that while most 

Vancouverites were aware of the VAG, very few actu

ally cared about what was happening there. The 

general public appeared to perceive the VAC as a haven 

for second-rate artistic esoterica, while those with an 

interest in alternative and non-mainstream art saw it as 

dated and irrelevant. Both stayed away in droves. 

But no more. The past year has seen the VAG Aing 

its doors wide open to embrace the public. First came 

the "Andy Warhol" show with its audience participa

tion galleries, then ''The Croup of Seven" exhibition 

with its portentous subtitle "Art for a Nation" -both 

big shows, both shattering previous attendance 

records. While it is possible to criticize the conserva

tive nature of these shows it is hard to deny their 

success in recapturing the public's interest in art, even if 

it is art of a very mainstream nature. 

So it is fresh off the success of these two "mega

shows" that the VAC is presenting "topographies: 

aspects of recent B.C. art." It is very tempting to view 

"topographies" as merely the latest installment of the 

VAG's program to "legitimize" art to the masses and 

thereby legitimize its own position in the Vancouver 

art scene. Certainly the pre-exhibition advertising 

blitz, aided in part by the sponsorship tie-in with the 

Rogers Communications empire, has been extensive. 

"The Vancouver Art Callery is being transformed this 

fall by 'topographies"' intones the advance brochure 

(which begs the question of what VAG was before the 

alleged transformation took place). ''The exhibition 

reAects British Columbia's position as a major cultural 

intersection of Western, Asian and West Coast Native 

FUSE Volume 20 Number 1 WINTER 1997 7 



The Fo1111tai11 Heads, Myfanwy McLeod, included in the exhibition "topographies: aspects 

of recent BC art." 

8 

traditions and histories." Clearly, the VAC wants to be 

seen to be making a fresh start, and topping off the 

agenda is the desire to expand the notions of what is 

traditionally considered VAC art-to reflect "diversity." 

Of course, one would have to be na"ive to think that 

this move is not politically expedient. 

But, for the moment, let's give the VAC the benefit 

of the doubt. Examining the genesis of "topogra

phies," it is encouraging to find that two of its three 

curators have not been previously associated with the 

VAC, and that they come equipped with alternative 

viewpoints and fresh new agendas (new to the VAC, 

that is). Furthermore, most of the forty-one artists 

that are represented in the show are far from main

stream, and a good portion of them come from groups 

that are traditionally underrepresented in the Western 

Art canon-the brochure even makes a point of 

mentioning that "many [are] exhibiting at the 

Vancouver Art Gallery for the first time." This 

methodology does seem to indicate a genuine desire 

COLUMNS 

by the VAC to, if not actually embrace diversity, 

embrace those who do. 

However, good intentions aside, the important 

question to ask is whether a show like this is ultimately 

good for the artists that it encompasses. Does being 

embraced by the VAC "legitimize" them in the public 

eye and is this necessarily good? Is it possible for a 

large, mainstream cultural institution to pull off this 

kind of a show without the art being tainted by the 

nature of the institution itself? Is the show ultimately 

about the art or the agenda? 

The curators-Grant Arnold, Monika Kin Gagnon 

and Doreen Jensen-to their great credit, have recog

nized these conundrums and perhaps as a pre-emptive 

strike, have penned an introduction to the show's cata

logue that verges on apology. "From the beginning," 

they write, "this project was not intended to be a 

comprehensive survey of current art in British 

Columbia, either in terms of representing each 

geographical area or each mode of artistic production 

in the province. Rather, through the perspectives of the 

three curators, the exhibition presents a variety of art 

in which both shared concerns and divergent aesthetic 

strategies can be discerned." In other words, "this is not 

a survey, this is not intended to represent anything 

other than what we the curators happen to like and 

think ought to be included." This amounts to the most 

startlingly honest admission of curatorial bias I have 

yet to see and in all fairness it would pass without 

comment in a show of lesser scale. It is unfortunate 

then that the "mega-show" nature of the institution that 

they are working in works against the intentions of 

curators themselves and, in fact, grants them an author

ity that they have no desire to wield. 

By virtue of its size, stature and track record, the 

VAC is going to imbue anything it exhibits with the 

aura of being a complete package. If the label says 

diversity then-by golly-this must be "diversity," 

curatorial attempts to persuade otherwise notwith

standing. Perception, as the saying goes, is nine-tenths 

of reality; and while the applicability of this time

honored cliche to the practice of art is debatable, its 

truth in the politics of the art world is undeniable. 

Perception can be especially problematic for a 

show like "topographies," which depends so much on 

its need to be inclusive. No one show can ever repre

sent the entire "diversity" of any community-and the 

curators of "topographies" have taken pains to stress 

that this is not what they are attempting to do. Doreen 

Jensen, for instance, makes no bones about working to 

promote First Nations and women artists and this is 

clearly evidenced in her curatorial selections. But once 

again, curatorial caution runs contrary to the greater 

agenda of the institution itself. The institution 

demands a grand scheme for a grand event, and that 

The Vanrouver Art Gallery 

grand scheme is "diversity." The promotional materials 

continually stress the importance of the event in terms 

of how it reflects diversity and how it "reflects British 

Columbia's position as a major cultural intersection of 

Western, Asian and West Coast Native traditions and 

histories." The only trouble with reflections is that 

sometimes they can be mistaken for the real thing, 

especially when backed by an institution eager to be 

seen as breaking new ground. 

So is this really dangerous? Some would argue that 

the exhibition of non-mainstream artists in a main

stream institution is a good thing in itself and they 

would be right; it is always a good thing for those 

artists to get exposure. However because of the nature 

of the institution, the perception is created that the 

only reason those artists got exposure is because they 

fit under the imposed mandate of "diversity" that arises 

from this particular show. The very real danger at the 

end of the day is that the public goes home having 

been treated to "diversity" and that the various 

committee members of the VAC pat each other on the 

back on a job well done at addressing "diversity" and 

that is the end of it. Conversely, if "topographies" is the 

first step in a process and not an end in itself-if, for 

example, it is the first of a series of shows to be guest 

curated by people with "alternative" areas of interest, 

and if the submission process is opened up to attract 

as broad a range of work as possible, and if, ultimately, 

it opens up a dialogue between the mainstream and 

"alternative" institutions-then "topographies" could 

just possibly be the important show that the VAC 

wants it to be. 

Kuan Foo is a Vancouuer writer, musician and Ultimate player. 

He hosts a weekly human rights show on Vancouuer Co-op 

Radio. 
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The Department of Media Study at SUNY/Buffalo 
has two tenure/tenure track openings for September, 
1997. One is in film/media with an emphasis on video, 
one is in digital arts. MFA or equivalent preferred but 
creative excellence essential. Women and minorities 
encouraged to apply. EO/AA employer. 

For details visit our website: 

http:/ /wings. buffalo.ed u/academ ic/ department Aandl/media_study/ 

or contact Roy Roussel 

tel (716) 645-6902 

fax (716) 645-6979 

Department of Media Study 

23 I Center for the Arts 

Box 606020 

Buffalo, New York 14260-6020 

U.S.A. 
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UNIVERSITY AT BUFFALO 
STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 

David Burkes, B. Com, C.A. 
Cltnrtered Acco1111tn11t 

30 Wertheim Court, Unit 14, Richmond Hill, Ontario L4B 1B9 
Telephone: (905) 882-0497 • Fax: (905) 882-0499 

AKAU FRAMING & ART 

742 Queen St. W 
Toronto, Ont. 

M6J 1E9 
Telephone: 504 - 5999 

Fernanda Faria 

Houre: Tuee. - Sat. 10 - 6 pm 

Canadian 
Magazine Catalogue 

1OO's OF MAGAZINES TO CHOOSE FROM! 

The full-colour Canadian Magazine Catalogue 1996 
is here! Nowhere will you find so many intriguing 
magazines on virtually every topic under the sun. Use it 
all year long to find the perfect gift. Or treat yourself, at 
home and at work, to the latest information on 
everything from horse sports to political analysis. Its 
handy annotations and address directory also make it a 
great reference tool for anyone who wants to know 
more about Canadian magazines. 

To get your new catalogue, fill in this coupon and mail it 
today with $5 (including GST, shipping and handling). 
We are also happy to accept VISA or Mastercard orders 
by fax or phone. 

Cmad= 
Magazme PublisheN 

Associalion 

CANADIAN MAGAZINE PUBLISHERS ASSOCIATION 
130 Spadina Avenue, Suite 202, Toronto, Ontario MSV 2L4 
Tel (416) 504~0274 Fax (416) 504-0437 
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Food as Metaphor 

by Samir Gandesha 

for Zubair Ghuman 

Lemme tell ya 'bout your blood, bamboo kid 
It ain't Coca-Cola, it's rice 
Go straight to Hell, boy 

- The Clash, "Straight to Hell" 

Let me begin with a little story. I grew up in a homo

genous suburb about ten minutes north of the city of 
Vancouver where there were hardly any Catholics or 
Jews, let alone other Hindu kids like myself. The 
neighbourhood was almost exclusively, as they say, 
white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant, or WASP. It was diffi
cult growing up in what was in many-though not all 
-ways a culturally intolerant place. Like everywhere 
else, I suppose, the rule of the schoolyard was that you 
were accepted if you actually succeeded in fitting in. If 
you weren't quite as lucky, then you had to put up with 
all manner of quotidian humiliations and, of course, the 
ever-present threat of getting a real hiding. So it goes 
without saying that I didn't exactly embrace my own 

difference with open arms. 
My need to disguise such difference led me to 

adopt what were essentially western tastes and atti
tudes, particularly whe_re food was concerned. I 
certainly wouldn't be caught dead with "curry" spilling 

out of my lunch box. No way. It was peanut butter 
sandwiches on Wonder bread for me. You see, cultural 
differences aside, there were other more pragmatic 
considerations: in the schoolyard Indian food 

possessed absolutely no exchange value; there was no 
trading a Tupperware container filled with, say, a chick 

pea and potato sag (curry) for a ham sandwich. Thus 
from a very early age, I shunned my parents' diet, 

IS DIVERSITY THE "SPICE" OF LIFE? 

eating only burgers and fries, pizzas and steaks, pork 
chops and mashed potatoes. The very sight of traces of 
turmeric in whatever was placed before me was the 
immediate cause of profound discomfort. It was almost 
as if unconsciously I was thinking, like a certain Ludwig 

Feuerbach, that "Man 

is what he eats." By 

eating Indian food I 

would remain hope

lessly and irretriev

ably Indian; by eating 

what everybody else 

was eating, however, 

I was sure to become 

"Canadian," which is 

to say white, Anglo

Saxon and Protestant. 

"' a. 
a. 
"' a. 

~ 
"' 

Despite becom

ing politicized at a 

relatively early age, I 

wasn't fully rid of this 

cultural myopia (dare 

I say "bad faith") until 

my third year of 

university, which 

took me, ironically, 

L- ______ _:::_ __________ _j:O 

to Europe, io London to be precise. It was as if I had to 
go to the centre in order to understand the meaning 
and pleasures of the margin. At the L.S.E., I met a 
Pakistani guy who knew his Sartre and his South Asian 
cuisine. His piece de resistance was Masoor dal (red lentils) 
Punjabi style. This involved boiling the dal, adding a 
variety of spices and, while it was being curried, frying 
half an onion in a good dose of cooking oil. The fried, 
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almost burnt onions and the oil would then be added 

to the dal, giving it a viscous, porridge-like consis

tency. While cooking he would, with a certain sly glint 
in his eye, wax poetic: "A curry must be nurtured," he 

would say. Once the dal was ready, all one needed was 

some dhai, a little cucumber and onion salad, some pita 

or chapati and, voila!, a tasty and hearty meal would 

appear before us. Well, 

COLUMNS 

South Asian cultures to a particular cuisine which is 

then perceived as the simple, exotic, antithesis of 

Western cooking. The stereotype is expressed, in most 

extreme form, as racial epithets. In this register, Indians 

and Pakistanis are "curry-heads" in the same way that 

Chinese are "rice-balls." Recently, however, there's 

been an exciting outpouring of cultural productions 

from within various South Asian communities that has 

sought to reclaim the metaphorical flavour of food for 

culture and identity. One need only think of the 

English-South Asian play Moti Roti, the film Bhagi on the 
Beach and the "Khush" poetry of Ian Iqbal Rashid, with 

its sensual evocation of culinary tropes of mangoes and 

maple syrup. By far the most 

prevalent metaphor, however, 

is that of "masala." Here, of 

course, one thinks of Mira 

Nair's Mississippi Masala, 
Srinivas Krishna's Masala and 

the bhangra music show on 

Ryerson Polytechnical 

University's radio station, 

CKLN, called "Masala Mix." 

On the one hand, it is 

not difficult to see the imme

diate appeal of the masala 

trope. For the metaphor is 

very much like the bhangra 

and hip-hop that it describes 

from that point on, I was 

sold on the idea of cooking 

Indian food much to the 

quiet chagrin of many 

members of my extended 

family for whom cooking 

was, with some important 

exceptions, the exclusive 

preserve of women. From 

that point on, my friend 

would have me enthusiasti

cally rolling out chapatis 

with an empty wine bottle, 

while he cooked the curries 

and rice. All of this would 

be done in the common 

kitchen in the hall of resi

dence. Once the meal had 

been prepared, we would 

share it and numerous pints 

of bitter with friends. 

1 
in its power to suggest 

~ 
sampling, experimentation 

~ and hybridity. As any DJ will 
tell you, you never play the 

~ 'f /~~) gl, same number twice; the 
'--.=..::.'_ \_1 •...,_1, ____________ ~_.

1_,_, _..c__J·~ scratching, the sampling and 
I say all of this to 

acknowledge the importance of cuisine to cultural 

meaning and identity. It was and most certainly contin

ues to be intrinsic to my own sense of being part of the 

South Asian diaspora. Indeed, it is still the source of 

pride that despite my having gone wrong in the eyes of 

some members of my extended family by not becom

ing a professional, and therefore a respectable member 

of the community, they have been known to exclaim 

from time to time: "That boy knows how to eat!" What 

I want to raise in the following remarks are some reser

vations about the ubiquity of food as a metaphor. The 

question I wish to pose is: to what extent, despite 

apparently representing difference, does the metaphor 

of food actually foster assimilation? 

There is no denying the fact that the association of 

various South Asian communities in the West with 

spicy food has become something of a cliche in the 

media and a stereotype in society at large. The former 
involves reducing the differences between the many 

the mix itself are always 
modulated in a slightly different way with each repeti

tion; so too with masala. For masala is also a mix of a 

variety of spices; it is a combination of turmeric, 

coriander, chili powder, cardamom, cumin, mustard 

seed, cloves, fenugreek, etc. One never comes up with 

the same exact combination or articulation twice. How 

you get it right is not a matter of precision as in the 

case of many other forms of cuisine in which every

thing measured out to the last Prufrockian teaspoon. 

Indian cuisine, in contrast, is based on the repetition of 

what is different. As any Indian cook worth his salt, so 
to speak, will tell you: "lt's all in the mix, yaar." 

On the other hand, I suspect that it is this metaphor 

of difference itself that is ultimately complicitous in the 

reduction of difference to identity or sameness. One 

must, I think, be extremely wary of the simple celebra

tion of "difference," which can just as easily be made 

into an advertising slogan by a capitalism gone fashion
ably "postmodern." For capitalism is a social relation 

that actually reduces quality, the specificity of a particu

lar object the index of which is its ability to satisfy an 

equally particular need, to an abstract quantity of 

money. In a Fordist world, a world based on the mass 

production and consumption of commodities, individu

als become mirrors of the commodities they consume, 

which is to say thoroughly standardized or in the words 

of Huxley "Bokanovskyized." The post-Fordist world, in 

contrast, is based on the consumption and production 

of differences. Hence, in a recent ad campaign, Arby's 

tells us in a particularly saccharine slogan that 

"Difference is good." Is it any coincidence that Arby's is 

selling what is, after drugs, the most perfect commodity: 

fast food? 

Returning to the 

metaphor of masala, it 

seems that there's a double

bind at work here. For at the 

very moment of its repre

sentation (as food), differ

ence is prepared and served 

up as something to be 

consumed, ingested, incor

porated, which is to say, 

taken into the body 

peppercorn" -centres on a Coan family which makes 

its fortune in the spice trade. As the narrator of the 

novel, the Moor, suggests in an evocative yet ironic 

commentary on the roots of colonialism in the spice 

trade: 

.. ]if had not been for peppercorns, then what is 

Q) 

> 
0 

ending now in East and 

West might never have 

begun. Pepper it was 

that brought Vasco da 

Gama's tall ships across 

the ocean, from 

Lisbon's Tower of 

Belem to the Malabar 

Coast: first to Callicut 

and later, for its 

lagoony harbour, 

Cochin. English and 

French sailed in the 

wake of the first

arrived Portugee, so 

that in the period 

called 0iscovery-of-

1 ndia-but how could 

(politic). That this is the 

case shouldn't come as a 

surprise. For it was, after all, 

the desire for spices that fed 

the Western imperial 

machine. The "spice trade" 

with its deep roots in antiq

uity, was the primary impe

tus of a very modern form of 

colonialism. The spice trade 

is virtually coextensive with 
'-----------------------'u 

we be discovered when 

we were not covered 

before?-"we were not 

so much sub-continent 

trade itself; its traces are therefore sedimented in the 

pre-history of capitalism. That which is most archaic is 

thus simultaneously most modern. 

Spices found their way from India into what is 

today misleadingly referred to as the "Middle East" 

about two centuries before the death of Christ. The 

profits from the spice·trade were already enormous in 

Alexandria around 80 BC, at which time Ptolemy 

bequeathed the city to the Romans. From that point 

on, Rome became the world centre for trade with 

India, which it would remain for the next three 

centuries. From the tenth to the fifteenth century, the 

Italian city state Venice, with its mastery of the seas, 

was able to gain a stranglehold on the trade with the 

Palestine. Other European powers, seeking to break 

Venice's monopoly, embarked on the so-called 

"Voyages of Discovery." Here, the Portuguese led the 

way. Indeed Salman Rushdie's most recent novel, The 
Moors Last Sigh-a novel which he says "grew out of a 

as subcondiment," as 

my distinguished mother had it. "From the begin
ning, what the world wanted from bloody Mother 

India was day-light clear," she'd say. 'They came 

for the hot-stuff, just like any man calling on a 

tart." 

The competing interests not only of Portugal, 

England and Spain but also Holland and France gave 

rise to the titanic political and military rivalries 

through the "Age of Reason," culminating in the "Age 

of Empi~e." The relation between the two great ages of 

Europe was not simply fortuitous, a point to which I 

shall return below. It led, ultimately, to the consolida

tion, after the decline of the Iberian powers, of the 

British Empire on which "the sun never set." Is it any 

surprise that one of the defining moments of the Indian 

struggle for Swaraj or self-governance was Mahatma 

Gandhi's famous twenty-day march to the sea which 

sought to break the British monopoly on salt? In a 
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letter to the British Viceroy, Gandhi explained the 

significance of the exploitative salt tax thus: 

[ ... ]the British system seems designed to crush the 

life out of [the Indian peasant]. Even the salt he 

must use to live is so taxed as to make the burden 

fall heaviest on him, if only because of the heart

less impartiality of its incidence. The tax shows 

itself still more burdensome on the poor man when 

it is remembered that salt is the one thing that he 

must eat more than the rich man ... " 1 

This brief digression is simply to suggest that there 

is a history of experience that is contained in the very 

metaphor of masala itself-an inextricable relation 

between "subcontinent" and "subcondiment." That is, 

the relation of the West to the other that it produces 

out of itself cannot be understood without bringing 

into view the metaphor and meaning of spice. To place 

the metaphor within such a historical perspective is 

also at the same time to displace its purely metaphori

cal nature. It is to show how social and political rela

tions are etched into the surface of that metaphor just 

as the metaphor itself is written into those very rela

tions. The metaphor of masala, in other words, is not 

innocent. In no way do I aim to critique the specific 

films, plays, etc. in which it crystallizes, rather lam 

simply suggesting that it cannot be used without a 

degree of reflection on its myriad, often unconscious, 

meanings. Just as actual spices themselves must be 

cooked in order to break open their fragrance and 

savour, so, too, must their literary double agent be 

decoded, deciphered. For there is a specificity to the 

metaphor of masala in which is stored an entire phan

tasmagoria of the Orient. In this register, the Orient is 

other-what is exotic, sensual, sensuous, feminine, 

pagan, despotic, infidel and because of this potentially 

dangerous or "unsavoury." In a word, what the West 

cannot "swallow." This stored up experience is 

unleashed every time, for instance, Joanne Kates, food 

critic for the Globe and Mail, describes a Toronto 

Indian restaurant as the "ideal ethnic experience." It is 

significant that she doesn't just say the "ideal ethnic 

restaurant." No, the operative word here is "experi

ence." Kates suggests that it is possible to have an 

experience of the "ethnic" other without being changed 

or transformed, which is to say challenged, by this 

cross-cultural encounter. In other words, the structure 

of the inclusion of otherness is, at the same time, that 

COLUMNS 

of its exclusion. Doesn't the stroll down the block to 

the Indian restaurant manifest a repetition compulsion 

of the archaic quest for spices? ls it not in an extremely 

abbreviated form, an uncanny repetition of Columbus' 

desire for an elusive and allusive India? And is it not a 

voyage that fails, like that of Columbus, to reach its 

destination? 

This problem of repetition is made especially clear 

in the British context. Indian food is so popular in 

Britain, especially England, that like pubs one finds 

Indian "take-aways" on virtually every corner. So popu

lar is Indian cuisine in the UK that recently there were 

some musings in the British media that Indian food 

might be considered the "national" cuisine. Indian food 

is particularly popular amongst the English working 

class which, in the late nineteenth century, effectively 

sublimated its revolutionary aspirations in an increas

ingly national and therefore imperialist direction. Just 

because the white working class consumes Indian food 

doesn't make it any less racist (just as the displacement 

of ketchup by salsa as the number one condiment of 

choice amongst Americans doesn't necessarily improve 

the fortunes of the Latino and Chicano communities in 

the U.S.) Quite the contrary. As Martin Amis suggests 

in London Fields, members of the white working class in 

Britain are not just drawn to Indian take-aways because 

vidaloo goes well with lager but rather because they 

can walk into an Indian restaurant and, unlike most 

anywhere else in an extremely hierarchical and defer

ential society, actually feel superior to those serving 

them. Like Kates, they can experience-literally 

"taste" -colonial relations of power; the past weighs 

like a nightmare on the brains of the living, as Marx 

put it in a different context. 

Lying at the very heart of colonialism, then, is a 

politics of incorporation. Incorporation here is under

stood both as subsumption or co-optation and the 

appropriation of surplus that lies at the very heart of 

the political economy of imperialism. Let me briefly 

elaborate. First, one of the central cultural and philo

sophical practices of imperialism is the constitution of 

the other as barbaric and irrational respectively. What 

legitimizes to a considerable extent the imperial 

project is therefore the "civilization" of the barbaric 

and the "rationalization" of the irrational. In both 

instances, what is at issue is a type of incorporation by 

which I mean a reduction of what is different to the 

same; the reduction of the Other to the status of the 

"other" as what is simply the antithesis of Western 

identity. Thus, in modernization theory and dogmatic 

Marxism alike, "Third World" societies are, in essence, 

just like Western ones. In fact they are always already 

Western societies. Their "occidental" nature is simply 

nascent, which is to say at a stage of infancy. 

Development therefore consists in maturation, in 

simply growing up. Likewise, the philosophical process 

by which the irrational other is reduced to the sover

eign categories of reason is through a process of incor

poration. The Otherness-the distinctive nature-of 

the other is simply swallowed up by a reason with a 

ravenous appetite for the Absolute. Second, at the risk 

of simplifying their many complexities, imperial social 

relations are based upon the often violent and devastat

ing extraction of surplus from very their colonies. 

These colonies are turned into cash-crop economies 

often resulting in their chronic inability to produce 

sufficient food for subsistence of the vast majority of 

their populations. 

Imperialism is therefore fundamentally a parasitical 

relation. If it is now fashionable to talk about "magical 

realism," then the magical reality of imperialism 

conjures a strikingly macabre image of a vampire suck

ing and taking into its deathly body-quite literally 

in-corporating-the life-blood of the societies which 

are subject to its history. As Marx put it, "Capital is 

dead labour which vampire-like, lives only by sucking 

living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it 

sucks." Such a vampiric relation negates the possibility 

that these nations might enter onto the stage of history 

and, with that possibility, autonomy and self-determi

nation. The ghostly, emaciated bodies of Bangladeshi, 

Ethiopian and Somalian children are, in this sense, the 

products of imperial in-corporation in its purest form. 

The single starving child with its bloated belly repre

sents synecdochally the impossibility of "moderniza

tion," it is an image of the increasingly apocalyptic 

future to which the West has consigned its other: "Co 

straight to Hell, boy." This image of absolute abjection 

represents the very impossibility of Western "modern

ization," for it is its telos. And one could hardly expect 

a severely malnourished child to grow into adulthood. 

But then development in any meaningful sense of that 

term was never really part of the imperial project, espe

cially its most recent incarnation in the form of the 

structural adjustment policies of the World Bank. 

The pluralism that Western societies supposedly 

represent does not "fare" well when difference is simply 

reduced to an event to be experienced, which is to say 

consumed, gobbled up and washed down. The "multi

cultural politics of recognition," for which Canadian 

philosopher Charles Taylor has recently called, 

becomes a politics of misrecognition when the other 

must continue to play the good servant by holding up 

the mirror in which the master gazes from time to time 

to confirm his own identity. Despite the celebration of 

the "post-colonial condition," a very real colonialism 

continues to repeat itself. This colonial unconscious 

will not simply disappear into thin air however much 

we would like it to. It is the water we drink, the food 

we eat. 
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and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 

San,ir Gandesha is a Visiting Scholar in the Department of 

History at the Uniuersity of California at Berkeley. He is 

currently working on a project examining the relationship between 

architecture and politics. 

Note 

I Louis Fischer, The Life of Mahatma Gandhi (New York: 

Harper and Row, 1983), p. 265. 
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Paul Wong's latest video, Blending Milk & Water: Sex In The New World1 is an 
important and indicative work from today's Aux that once was, not so long 
ago, called the (Canadian) West Coast "scene." This tape works within yet 

subverts the genre of AIDS educational video, mapping a 
compelling "new world" of displacement, loss and fractured 
optimism. Over the last fifteen years, the AIDS educational 
video has become a crucial means for describing queer 
culture and for asserting a range of experiences of marginal
ity. The AIDS pandemic and activist responses to it have 
progressively destabilized the hegemonies, the hierarchies 
and boundaries of the erotic, love, and death. Blending Milk & 

Water: Sex In The New World is more than a good introduction 
to the new worlds on the West Coast; one could say that it is 
the stuff of new Canadian mythology. 

Paul Wong's World 

Paul Wong was born in Prince Rupert, British Columbia, and 
now lives in Vancouver. He has produced videotapes, perfor
mances, photography, and installations. Many of Wong's 
works have been exhibited and televised internationally, 
notably Prime Cuts ( 1981 ), Confused Sexual Views ( 1984), So Are 
You ( 1994), and Body Fluid ( 1996). He participated in the 
founding of several artist-run centres in Canada, notably 
Video In Studios and On Edge Productions. In 1992, he 
received the Bell Canada Award for Video Art for his many 
contributions to the field. In 1995, The National Callery of 
Canada in Ottawa presented a solo exhibition of his work. 
His current work-in-progress is entitled Cultural Baggage. 

Wong has thrived through the kind of entrepreneurial 
smarts and drive that lay to waste any remaining illusions of 
a "laid back" West Coast lifestyle. His edge comes from 
growing up in Prince Rupert, on the north coast; a town 
built on the heady, toxic optimism of easy money and specu
lation that was the engine of Pacific Canada for over a 
century. Today, it has some of the highest rates of hard drug 
use and domestic violence in Canada. Wong got out, and he 
made a name for himself as the badly needed bad boy in 
Vancouver during the 1980s, when the art community was, 
yet again, grappling for an identity. In this current moment 
of expansion and contraction in West Coast contemporary 
culture, Wong is a survivor if not one of its most perennial 
tricksters. 

More than Just an AIDS Educational Video 

Blending Milk & Water begins as an AIDS education video, but ends as an 
important new map of the emerging geographies of spatial, cultural and 
social migration and dis-place-ment on the west coast of Canada. 
Communality is difficult to find, and yet life is almost terminally optimistic 

in the land that some Chinese dialects refer to as "Colden Mountain." 
Blending Milk & Water delves into the means by which people survive, travel, 
attempt to transform their lives, make homes and carry on. This work 
compiles excerpts from a Pacific Rim future that is increasingly bound to be 
one part Blade Runner, one part "information superhighway" and one part 
unstable political economy. The much touted affluence of the West Coast is 
tenuous, especially with the continued destruction of its forests and the 
decline of its industrial base. These conditions, masked by convenient infu
sions of foreign investment, provides a testing ground for new forms of 

survival, culture and sometimes even community. In this way, Blending Milk & 

Water is a series of episodes from a latter-day Canadian saga in which the 
ending is far from being settled. 

Education, especially that dealing with information on sex, has different 
functions for different social groups. Knowledge can nurture better environ
ments for safe and consensual sexual practices. But, today the "target groups" 
are shifting, and in this not-so-very-brave new world nearly everyone experi
ences some kind of loss and terror around sexually transmitted diseases. As 
these feelings of displacement are internalized, they force various migrations 
between physical spaces and social affinities. 

A decade and a half into the pandemic, the impacts of AIDS have inter
sected with other fundamental social and political economic changes, such as 
demographic migrations and formations of local cultures on the British 
Columbia coast. This might be generalized as the shift from "colpnialism" to 
what, today, is barely understood in such vague terms as "postcolonial narra
tives." Wong's montage of interviews 2 focuses on the West Coast and on 
Chinese communities in North America. But, to slot Blending Milk & Water, Sex 
I,, The New World into a mostly gay Chinese and/or AIDS category would be to 
ghettoize it and bypass its broader implications. The underlying narrative of 

Blending Milk and Water 
Sex In The New World 

by Paul Wong 

Blending Milk & Water: Sex in The New World is a 

cross-cultural documentary about the diverse views 

of sex from twenty-two people. The recollections, 

fears, and opinions of young people, professionals, 

health workers, educators, artists, community 

activists and people living with AIDS are mixed. 

In January 1994, Henry Koo of ASIA (Asian 

Society for the Intervention of AIDS) in Vancouver 

called a meeting to discuss producing new educa

tional materials for the Asian community, particularly 

in Vancouver. We recognized that sex was not being 

adequately discussed in Chinese communities in 

North America. After numerous meetings, we 

decided to make a videotape. Because these 

communities are diverse and fragmented by many 

social, economic and political differences, the tape 

was designed to include a wide range of experi

ences. This project was difficult because Chinese 

Canadians and Americans are often sharply divided 

historically, geographically and sexually. And commu

nications are often complicated by language differ

ences. 

We felt that a video would be the most acces

sible form to stimulate discussion on sexual health 

and "education" for the prevention of AIDS. Although 

the oral languages of Cantonese and Mandarin are 

very different, they have the same written form. 

Everything in the video is titled in Chinese and all of 

the Chinese segments are subtitled in English. 

Some subtitles are literal translations while others 

are more playful approximations. There are also key 

differences in nuances between Taiwan, Hong Kong 

and Beijing forms. This project has involved an extra

ordinary community process made possible by the 

commitment of dozens of volunteers. Each partici

pant was interviewed for thirty minutes, and the 

shooting was completed in 1995. The following are 

excerpts from the interviews that touch on origin, 

identity, sexuality and place. 

Chao Xin: My name is Lin Chao Xin. I came from 

Nanjing. 

Cathy: My name is Cathy Cecilia Maria Gallagher. It is a 

mixture of Christian Catholic that was infiltrated 

into Indonesia where I was born. 

Peter: I'm an investment immigrant from Hong Kong. I 

came here to open a restaurant. 

Ed: My name is Ed Lee. I'm a Chinese-born Canadian. 
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Bao Ai: It's hard for traditional Chinese heritage to take 

root in Japan. The Japanese don't easily accept 

other cultures, but it's different here. 

Dana: I think my mother wanted to be White because of 

the external pressures of living in a White 

supremacist society. She was ashamed of 

being Indian. For the longest time, it's so funny, 

she told people that she was Japanese and 

French. Because in terms of who was the ugli

est on the list of minorities, the Japanese and 

French weren't as bad as the Chinese and the 

Indians. 

Lillian: During the war, the family moved to Chungking, 

which was the war capital. After the war, we 

went back to Beijing and left there again just 

before the Communists took over. 

Jennifer: I don't want to reveal my real name. I'll use 

Jennifer. For the first six months when I came 

here, I cried for many nights because of the 

unspeakable loneliness. 

Chao Xin: I taught chemical engineering at University in 

Nanjing. I'm now working as a handyman. 

Robin: I work in Chinese broadcasting as a vice-presi

dent in marketing. 

Sushi Bar: I personally define myself as a screaming 

drag queen. 

Winston: Heroin takes away your sex drive so when I 

was using a lot of heroin I really didn't have 

sex. 

Lin Bo Ai: He should be heavier than me and not bald. I 

like him slim but not wimpy. I prefer him slim 

now because later on he'll get fat anyway. 

Henry: My current partner is the only relationship that 

I've ever had. He was the first for me, my first 

date, my first relationship, my first sexual 

encounter. I believe, it was after the third date 

-we became physical. 

Lin Bo Ai: But Chinese men will do the grocery shop

ping. They help with housework and they 

protect their women. 

Dana: It's not so much why not a Chinese man, it's that 

I just want to have children with an Indian man. 

Ed: I remember a line from a movie-"it was like an ice

cream world." I was charmed. Everything came 

very easily. I was educated. I had a very good 

job. I had a wife from a very prominent family. 

We lived very well. We didn't want anything. It 

was idyllic. 

Robin: When two people who get together, get to know 

one another and grow together as a couple, 

relationships often fall apart when they move to 

a new place or have new developments in their 

lives. These are genuine emotional crises. 
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Blending Milk & Water reaches beyond a sort of discrete, queer "Chinatown" 
where there are now more than a few culturally displaced non-Chinese and 
heterosexuals. 

Most Canadians, whether they have been born in Hong Kong or Halifax, 
experience the loss of older forms of community and a rootlessness that 
forces many to move to larger metropolitan areas such as Vancouver and 
Toronto. And, most of us are leading lives as sexual beings in a context in 
which AIDS has displaced our erotic and emotional worlds in ways that make 
us "migrants." The perilousness of sex places many of us in new classes of 
social migrants, moving within and between communities, in a manner that 
makes the distances between Vancouver and, for example, Hong Kong not 
seem so far. 

Blending Milk & Water is not just about being Chinese or loving someone 
who is. This video is not just about worrying about HIV and having safer sex, 
or finding comfort and communality despite ongoing loss. In this period of 
increasing social instability of migrations and displacements, the very 
personal terrors and losses of living through an epidemic collide with arid 
theory that has only begun to tell the "difference," in tangible terms, between 
"colonialisms," "neo" and "post." 

The West Coast is a Canadian region hit especially hard by AIDS, from 

gay ghettos to Indian reserves. The transformation, or at least the initial 
displacements of the roles and experiences of sexuality and erotic relation
ships, have taken place in a period of major demographic shifts in culture, 
class, and broader economic conditions. It should be mentioned that only 
one half of the people who have migrated to Pacific Canada in the last decade 
are from overseas while the other half come from the rest of Canada. Only a 

portion of overseas immigrants are from east and south Asia. Therefore the 
spectre of the "influx of rich Chinese" as perceived, for example, by the 
anglophiles of "Little Rhodesia" in the Vancouver suburb of Tsawwassen, is 
more myth and paranoia than reality. 

Race is a code word for loss of security, and cultural security for many is 
still tied to British Columbia as the lingering vestige of a far-flung colonial 
outpost. The shift in the cultural location of British Columbia from European 
imperial margin to picturesque Canadian window on the Pacific Rim has 
involved many yet-to-be-resolved political questions classified under the 
heading "greater equality"; persistent inequities in the control of "public" 
lands must be confronted. 

Since entering Canadian Confederation in 1871, British Columbia has 
barely decolonized with respect to aboriginal land ownership and sover
eignty. And it was only in 1949, not so long ago, that Chinese Canadians 
were finally given the vote. The vision of some sort of "postcolonial" reality is 
still a long way off. Chinese immigrants, among other immigrants, always 
made up a significant portion of the non-Native population. 3 The Chinese 
"settler" was building British Columbia decades before its entry into 
Confederation. Today, hybrid east Asian and south Chinese communities that 
were formed in the colonial period, increasingly mediate between the last 
gasps of anglocentricity and the growing challenges to it. Not coincidentally, 
strategies for AIDS prevention on the West Coast have been increasingly 
cross-cultural and often focus on culturally based questions of intimacy, 
communication and security rather than earlier dichotomies of "gay" and 
"straight." 

Ed: At times when the urge came it was difficult to 

quash. It would reveal itself like an ugly 

monster. I would do silly things like go have sex 

in the park. 

Cathy: I enjoyed being almost like a voyeur and being 

paid for it. But it cost me my marriage. 

Robin: God does not intend for homosexuality to 

happen. 

Ed: My mother was very Christian. So, I was like their 

gift from God. I got married for them. I was 

living their lives. I did what they wanted. 

Jennifer: They didn't know I was a lesbian. I did want to 

tell them. I'm not a coward, I just couldn't 

because of the social pressures. 

Winston: It was a rebellion because if society didn't 

accept me as a gay man, well, I would just live 

in the fringes of society with all the other 

assortment of outcasts. 

Cathy: I have a son who is fifteen and I remember living 

on Sunset Beach. He would walk out to see 

the beautiful sunsets. One night he said, 

"there's a man, he asked me to go to his 

house" ... I realized that it was a pick-up place 

for gay people, which I'm totally open about 

except my son was so young. You know, I 

didn't know what to do. 

Peter: If I noticed gay tendencies at the childhood 

stage, I'd try to reform them. 

Ed: I finally told my wife after five years of marriage that 

I was gay. And the marriage continued on for 

another eight years. We were married for thir

teen years. 

Arika: I'm very close to my aunt. The funny thing is that 

I haven't come out to her yet. I plan on doing 

that soon cuz she's taking me to San 

Francisco. 

Jennifer: I left the country that I was in. I left a very well

paying $100,000 a year job. I left all that 

because I was dying spiritually as a lesbian and 

physically as a human being. 

Gilbert: Homosexuality exists. There's nothing bad 

about it. It's not like they rob or commit crimes. 

Robin: If my son tells me he's gay, I would assess the 

situation to see if it's a delusion. 

Jennifer: My sister wrote, "I cried when I found out, not 

because you are a lesbian but because I 

couldn't support you not knowing all these 

years. I cannot imagine all your pain and your 

sorrow. I love you and am happy that you have 

told me." 

Arika: Just being proud of who I am and being myself. I 

have friends and family who support me. 
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Video as Geography: 

Mapping West Coast Queerscapes 

In AIDS videos, two very different sets of educational goals 

and pedagogies are increasingly blurred. The first agenda is 

to distribute basic information on the mechanics of safe sex 

as clearly as possibly, and the second is the longer-term and 

still vague project of creating "space" for effectively asserting 
erotic desire, and supporting more careful and consensual 

decision-making around sexual acts. As more and more 

people are gaining access to the basic information, this latter 
goal becomes increasingly important for "the long haul," and 

for the development of eroticized culture, as the ravages of 

AIDS continue to shock and force us, no matter how numbly, 

to react. Confronting AIDS, whether for educational purposes 
or for the making of art, requires a fuller exploration of 

specific locations, both cultural and geographic. New exami

nations of race and gender must be precisely situated in 

contexts of political and cultural economy for there to be any 
relevance and credibility. 

Today, many AIDS videos are as much about determining 
the nature of "context" with respect to the places in which 

particular people are, and how they choose where to go, as 

they are about the epidemiology of the virus itself. In this 

sense, a video such as Blending Milk & Water looks at the pathos 

of place and placelessness as much as the dis-ease itself. The 

tension emerges from the often contradictory and obfuscated 

relationships between various groups of Chinese Canadians 

and the not-so-cohesive society called British Columbia, as 

much as from the general history and trajectories of HIV. But 

what kinds of maps can a video compiled from interviews 

create and where can they take us? Here, it is worth looking 

more closely at the history of marginalized sex and sexuali
ties on the Pacific Coast. 

Vancouver, Victoria and Prince Rupert are relatively new 

colonial towns built on Native cultural centres, some of 

which may have existed for at least 5,000 years. Vancouver 

was established as a city in 1886 with the completion of the 

Trans-Canada Railway. Two decades before this, Victoria 

became a Hudson's Bay Company town, and two decades 

later Prince Rupert was established as the Pacific terminus to 

the northern rail line. Soon after its founding, Vancouver also 
became the northern terminus of the Great Northern Railway. These towns 

existed, for most of the first part of the century as way stations in a colonial 

landscape between Europe, Asia and later the United States. Like nineteenth 

century San Francisco, with its similar patterns of labour and immigration, 
Pacific Canadian towns became major sites for both "sexual, racial and gender 

crossings" 4 and the institutionalization of racist policies. This contradiction 

remains central, even today, in any exploration of Chinese Canadian culture, 

sexuality and risk. For example, as the Trans-Canada Railway was being 

completed by Chinese workers, in 1885, an anti-Chinese head tax was 

enacted and maintained for thirty-eight years, followed by policies of active 

exclusion until 1949. In the months following the incorporation of 
Vancouver, sodomy was criminalized in Britain, largely in response to the 

expansion of spaces of relative sexual "anarchy" that extended from central 

London 5 to the saloons on the frontiers of British Columbia. The chill of this 

new repression was soon felt in the margins of the Empire, particularly in 

emergent centres of Sodom(y) such as Vancouver, and it came to be embod

ied in its landscapes and architectures. In the first half of the twentieth 

century, these West Coast towns were hard port and railway terminals where 

prostitution and other "vice," including male and female homosexuality, was 

partially tolerated when it was not outright Aourishing. 

Similar to more segregated cities in the British Empire, Vancouver, in the 

brief period since its inception, has supported at least four very different 

homosexual or arguably queer subcultures: white male, primarily white 

lesbian, Chinese, and aboriginal-the latter two less publicly evident. Other 

marginalized social groups were situated around these divisions. In the fron

tier towns, there was remarkable spatial segregation especially between sexual 
minorities. Within every homosexual underground there were discordant and 

invisible networks that threatened to explode and become visible if broader 
political and economic factors permitted. In contrast to the formation of 

primarily white gay enclaves, the nineteenth-century homosexual Chinese 

Winston: Society is very intolerant about differences. 

And as a kid you don't want to be different. You 

just want to be like everybody else and be 

accepted. 

Crawfords: I have spoken to my three-year-old daugh

ter-that a potential partner for her could be a 

male or female. She seems to think that she'd 

like a male for the most part because she 

wants to wear the dress and he's suppose to 

wear the suit at the ceremony. But now, she's 

entertaining ideas that they can both wear 

fancy dresses at the ceremony. 

Sushi Bar: I went straight from a straight life. One week 

I was at a gay bar, the week after that I was in 

a dress. 

Wayne: I know that my parents are very unusual for 

Chinese. First of all, they've been accepting of 

me being gay, and secondly, they've been 

accepting of all my boyfriends. 

Peter: It was a little uneasy for me meeting Wayne's 

dad and finding him five years older than me 

and his stepmother eight years younger than 

me. 

Cathy: That's the most practical thing, masturbate, learn 

to masturbate. 

Dana: I prefer to be on top with big muscular men. 

Winston: I like it fast, easy and anonymous. That's how 

I like to do my drugs, too. 

Sushi Bar: This person wanted to take me home and I 

said, "Yes." But, the minute we got there, all he 

wanted was to go into my closet and try on 

dresses. 

Dana: In terms of wanting to physically and sexually 

dominate, it has been with White men. It has 

something to do with taking my aggression out 

on White men and I have done this through 

sexual ways. 

Ming: I met my partner through a personal ad. It said, 

"Sleek, 1948 Import, no liens, low-mainte

nance seeks single male for mutual TLC." 

Arika: What does a lesbian do after her first date? She 

packs the U-haul and moves in with her part

ner. 

Sushi Bar: The best part of relationships for me is 

having the security of knowing that when I go 

home, the make-up and dress comes off and 

the show personality goes back into the closet, 

that there's somebody there who will accept 

me for what I am and listen to what I have to 

say. 

Crawfords: She refers to them as "one of those little 

bags that you put your penis into." And that if 

we find one on the sidewalk, do not pick it up. 
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subculture was established when 10,000 to 15,000 male workers were 

crowded into Vancouver after the Trans-Canada railroad was completed. The 

queer margins of this Chinatown undoubtedly had cultural links to the large 

homosexual enclaves in cities of China. 

Vancouver has a less overt history of state-sanctioned 

segregation than many other cities in North America, but the 

fractured invisibility of large networks of racial and sexual 

minorities, indeed of much of the "queerscape" is remarkable. 

It is probably no coincidence that as the divisions described 

above began to break down over the last decade, a somewhat 

less Eurocentric, more sex-positive queer politics has 

emerged. But integration of these queer networks has only 

just begun, and will remain appropriate only for particular 

forms of communality, exchange, and erotic contact where 

modicums of equal power relationships, along lines of 

gender, race, language and ethnicity can be safeguarded. 

In the same period as the queering and partial decolo

nization of West Coast sexual minorities, Vancouver has 

emerged as a centre for film and television production, 

exporting queasy and often pretentiously postmodern 

mythologies. The city is a major world centre for the 

production of the para-normal and fetishized paranoia, with 

Fox's productions of X-Files, The Outer Limits, and Poltergeist as 

some of the more celebrated corporate examples. This grow

ing un-Britishness of British Columbia is increasingly at odds 

with the construction of sexual identities, including lesbian 

and gay, that remain rooted in anglophile world views. 

The colonial landscape was built with systematic homo

phobic repression through the isolation of sexual minorities 

while, at the same time, open spaces provided places to hide 

and tolerate minority sexualities. In other words, West Coast 

towns had the crucial combination of ingredients for making 

queer public space, lots of forest and outdoor space in which 

to hide, and crammed towns, saloons, pubs, balls and raves in 

which to make contact. And, perhaps more than most large 

North American cities, rampant prostitution, and reactions 

to it, were major factors in the formation of Vancouver's 

neighbourhoods. Even today in port towns, beaches are 

surrogates for more politicized formations of "public space." 6 

They have become the fulcra for social discourses and 

contesting boundaries; from cruising to political demonstra

tions that typically go on in the centres of urban fabrics. 

Also, the city police of these Pacific towns have been rela

tively tolerant of the public presence of sexual minorities, especially of the 

white gay community, than other forces in major Canadian cities. Vancouver 

has, historically, had less incidences of violent and organized harassment by 

police than Toronto and Montreal. 

In recent years, the West Coast has been a destination for international 

1 
j 
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capital, in large part, because of the unsustainability of the forestry, mining 

and fishing sectors. 7 The Chinese "influx" is less about a fundamental change 

in the percentage of east Asians in the overall population as it is about the 

shift in economy to more expansive sectors of services 8- communications 

and culture. This flow contributes to the transformation of Vancouver into 

what some, including Paul Delany, have argued is a quintessentially postmod

ern city. 9 Delany's argument is that cities such as Vancouver, which have been 

peripheral to the colonial and modernist centres of power, can better nurture 

hybridity and diversity. Less optimistic Vancouverites are convinced that 

power brokers are hell-bent on concocting "fictional histories" of the city, 

re-iterating colonial fantasies as part of new marketing ploys. IO 

Despite continued attempts to elude the colonial past and (neo)colonial 

present, public space on the West Coast remains cramped and uncomfortable 

for "minorities" such as Chinese Canadians. There are many different ways of 

mapping these disparities, and Blending Milk & Water looks at how the culture of 

displacement and the establishment of first, second, and third (and more) 

generation Chinese Canadian experience intersects with the impacts of AIDS. 

Video provides a particularly strategic, alternative space to discuss these 

issues. The interwoven interviews in Blending Milk & Water locate only a few 

points, but the lines connect and begin to point to some trends and possibili

ties-not just for the "minority" but for the region as a whole. 

The Uses of Video Maps (and AIDS Videos) 

Blending Milk & Water represents a range of under-discussed experiences and 

information, in three languages-effectively challenging the supremacy of 

Amber has suggested that we carry a pair of 

chopsticks to pick them up and put them into 

the garbage. 

Dr. Simon Ko: Mistresses worry that their men will 

sleep around. 

Ming: I know that how you practise safer-sex is impor• 

tant, wearing condoms and things like that. 

However, one of the main things is to reduce 

the number of partners. 

Dr. Simon Ko: Wives worry about their husbands 

sleeping around when they go abroad, espe

cially the "astronauts." They ask me to check 

for sexually transmitted diseases. Usually they 

are just paranoid. 

Chao Xin: AIDS is already a problem in Hong Kong, 

China and Canada, but I don't personally know 

much about it. 

Dana: I remember the first time that I heard about AIDS. 

I think it was 1983, twelve years ago. It was 

somebody who I have known for twenty odd 

years. He told me, he didn't tell me, he was 

crying and I knew. 

Ed: I found out I was HIV-positive in 1992. 

Dana: I use to babysit him when he was a little boy. 

About a year ago, he was getting very sick, 

and asked if he could come and live with me. 

He thought he was going to die, and he didn't 

want to die in a hospital. I said that would be 

fine for him to move in and die in my home. 

Ed: I was on my own during that Christmas and it was 

really a trying time. Here I was just walking 

around with having just learnt that I was HIV

positive. It was Christmas and being away from 

family and having no one here. It just mounts 

and mounts. 

Winston: I was in a double bind being an IV drug user 

and a gay man, where the chances of me 

possibly getting AIDS was a lot higher. 

Cathy: I can remember the time it came off, the Berlin 

Wall came down so I said the rubber wall will 

also come down. 

Dana: You never know if somebody is telling you the 

truth about their sexual history. You can only 

hope that they are. 

Winston: I've slept with men who were really drunk or 

high and they've wanted me to fuck them with

out a condom. 

Dana: There's no safe zone any more, it's like every

body's at risk, everybody's at danger. 

Arika: I don't think there'll ever be a time, unfortunately, 

that you can stop protecting yourself. 

Ed: Our sexual activity is very safe because I would feel 

terrible if he were infected. He's tested nega

tive throughout our three-year relationship. 
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Notes 
1. Blending Milk & Water, S,x in Th, New World (28 

minutes, stereo), 1996; Languages: Cantonese, 

English and Mandarin; Executive producer and 

director: Paul Wong; Original soundtrack by 

Frederick and Jeet; Producers: Ming Chaing, Davina 

Chan, Nancy Li, Henry Koo, A Project of ASIA, 

Vancouver. Distribution: Video Out International 

Distribution, Vancouver; fax: (604) 876-1185; email: 

video@portal.bc.ca. 

2. This article is based on the first screening of 

Blending Milk & Water, Sex In The New World at the XI 

World AIDS Conference in July 1996 in Vancouver. 

Wong has also expressed plans to present the work 

as a site-based installation with numerous monitors 

presenting longer versions of the interviews of vari

ous individuals. 

3. See the 1891 and 1901 Canadian census for 

the Burrard Inlet, New Westminster and Vancouver 

(Island) divisions (National Archives of Canada, 

Ottawa), and Robert A. J McDonald, Making 

Vancouver, Class, Status and Social Bonndaries 1863-1913 

(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 

I 996), pp. 19-2 I 

4. Richard Fung, Dirty Laundry, video, Toronto: 

Fungus Productions/Banff, Alberta: Ban ff Centre for 

the Arts, I 995. 

5. Paul Hallam, The Book of Sodom (New York: 

Verso, 1993), pp. 15-96. 

6. Lance Berelowitz, From Factor 15 to feu d'artifice, 

The Nature of Pnblic Space 111 Vancouver (Toronto, alrlc, 

1994-95), pp. 32-37. 

7. Cordon Brent Ingram, "Landscapes of 

(un)lawful Chaos: ConAicts Around Temperate 

Rainfrest and Biological Diversity in Pacific Canada," 

Review of European Co1111111111ity & Intemational Environmental 

Law, 4(3), 1995, pp. 242-249. 

8. Based on the 1891 census, the total popula

tion of Chinese/Chinese Canadians in the city of 

Vancouver has probably declined while the total 

percentage of non-European backgrounds has 

increased. 

9. Paul Delany, "Vancouver as Postmodern 

City," Vanco,wer: Representing the Postmodern City, Paul 

Delany (Ed.), (Vancouver Pulp Arsenal Press, 

1994), pp. 1-24. See his discussion of "peripheral 

cities" on p. 4. 

10. Trevor Boddy, "Plastic Lion's Cate: A Short 

History of the Post Modern in Vancouver 

Architecture," Vanco,wer, Representing the Postmodern 

City, 1994, pp. 25-49 especially pp. 38-49. 
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English. An emphasis on Cantonese acknowledges the culture that histori

cally provided the primary source of cheap labour in the West. Mappable 

cultural space is created through the texture of fragments of experience; in 

this new cohesion, the video employs optimism, humour, and sly camp that 

extends the discourse into real time and useful discussions of political econ-

omy. As a West Coast AIDS video, Blending Milk & Water, even with its emphasis 

on Chinese Canadians and mixed couples, is far more inclusive and inspiring 

than many AIDS videos that speak more about the past than the future. 

Blending Milk & Water does not equate the compounding of marginalizations 

with the advent of AIDS as experienced by Chinese Canadians, but Wong 

does not try to separate or negate their synergies and overlapping locations. 

People on the West Coast who feel acute displacements in the Age of AIDS, 

like loss of health and networks of friends, cannot necessarily "share" or 

equate their "pain" with the displacement of Chinese Canadians. But, the 

video is not specifically about Chinese Canadians, rather it is about sex in the 

New World. We all may be a bit displaced as sex migrants-but in different 

places, on different blocks in those crude frontier towns. The gaps in the 

maps of various experiences can tell us more about where we really are and 

the cultures and geographies of the West Coast than the increasingly re

marketed colonial mythologies of a past that never was. 

Brent Ingram is from a West Coast family of diverse backgrounds involved 
in the modern founding of Vancouver, Victoria, and Prince Rupert. He has 
worked extensively on Canadian government projects in China and 
Indonesia. This article was supported by Canada Council Explorations 
grant, Queersville. 



Is the excess of cooking and eating a stereo
type of Asian North Americans, or is it an 
"essential" part of our identity? How has the 
experience of preparing and consuming food 
informed and constructed our sense of 
being? r.Jow is our relationship to our food 
culture affected by 

power relations between the woman in front of the camera and the one 
behind it. It sets up a paradigm in which this student from an Ivy League 
school becomes a symbol of the American Dream that the potential subject 
may want to access. The student also happens to be an apparently harmless 

Chinese girl whose needs at 
diaspora and how are 
those shifting relation
ships articulated in 
media representations? 
The following essay is 
an attempt to interro
gate some of these 
questions through a 
study of several inde
pendent films and 
videos recently made 
by Asian North 
Americans. 

Diasporic Chinese, including the 
this particular moment can only 
be fulfilled by the woman on 
camera. 

relatively recent immigrant In this sequence with Jenny 
and her eleven-year-old daugh
ter Tina, Wen's voice-over 
narration compares her own 
immigrant experience with 
theirs. A mutual dependency 
soon develops between Wen 
the filmmaker and Jenny the 
subject. But the filmmaker's 

wannabes like myself, have 

gradually come to a sad realization 

that whatever "authentic" dishes 

we try to order, they still have a 

"chop suey" quality to them. own subject position is one of 
both insider and outsider. Jenny Every time I watch 

The Trained Chinese 
Tongue (Laurie Wen, U.S., 1994, 20 min.), I 
feel an intense hunger rising within me, even 
if I've eaten right before. Whatever I've had, 
Chinese or not, suddenly falls short 
compared to the close-ups of food that 
streamline the optical experience, and the 
sensual, communal atmosphere this visual 
pleasure gives rise to. My responses have 
something to do with the surreality of the 
film's premise: the filmmaker asks female 
strangers in Chinatown grocery stores if she 
can follow them home. As a young Chinese 
woman speaking a displaced language, her 
appearance of authenticity evokes sympathy 
and empathy from the strangers she 
approaches. They bond with the filmmaker 
by inviting her to dinner. It is as if making 
friends with those who come from where 
one came from somehow satisfies the yearn
ing for the "lost home." 

The film is constructed not so much on 
the imagined solidarity of the disenfran
chised, however, as on exposing its fragility. 
In fact, The Trained Chinese Tongue opens with a 
potential subject refusing to collaborate; a 
woman hurrying away, staring back at the 
pursuing camera as if it were a huge rat in 
the grocery store. Wen's strategy then shifts: 
"I am a film student from Harvard. Can I film 
you?" This untranslated line reveals the 
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doesn't speak English. Jenny 
assumes Wen's mother doesn't speak English. Wen, however, clarifies in 
voice-over that her mother was an English teacher. Jenny tells Wen that she 
wants Tina, like Wen, to go to an Ivy League school. The women's desire to 
(over)identify with each other in spite of class differences, access to represen
tation and whatnot, speaks the emotional connections arising from the dias
poric experience. This scene, however, ends not with the imaginary bonding 
but with a performance of will: Tina singing "A Brave New World" for Wen. 
While this reminds us again of the unequal power relations between the film
maker and her subject, it also carves out a space within the film in which the 
subjects enjoy a greater degree of self-representation. Although the film privi
leges the film maker's English narration over the Cantonese and Mandarin 
spoken by its subjects, 1 Tina's song of courage and determination wins her an 
unforgettable presence. 

What is the filmmaker's need? The filmmaker needs to film. But in order to 
film, this need is intentionally confused with the need to eat. Auntie Lai, 
another woman Wen meets in the grocery store, brings Wen home like "a 
stray cat that needs to be fed." This analogy is deepened when we notice that 
most of the food in the film is seafood, heavy on fish and prawns. What does 
the audience want? We want to watch. But in the process of watching, we are 
confused by our desire to eat. We devour with our gaze as if that somehow 
kills the hunger. This slippery confusion of desires characterizes, in my expe
rience, the process of any identification. 

We might expect that Wen the filmmaker would identify with Lei Shing, 
the young woman artist. But owing to a language barrier-Cantonese vs. 
Mandarin-the camera is more intrigued by Lei Shing's boyfriend Ocean, the 
"emergency translator" between the two women. The filmmaker is of course 
playing the role of the translator too, constantly paraphrasing the Chinese 
dialogue and its cultural meanings for the American English audience. Wen's 

gender-bending comparison of Ocean's use of language with that of Daisy 
from The Great Gatsby establishes both a difference and an identification that 
fringes on an almost homoerotic desire from a subject position whose sense of 
self is always already othered, colonized, assimilated. This way, she maps 
both herself and her object 
of desire onto the master's 
image, turns it around, 
claims it as an essential part 
of her subjectivity, and
oops!-she also reminds us 
of the "blasphemy" of the 
act. 

The Trained Chinese Tongue 
reflects on this perhaps 
never-ending quest of 
desire: the yearning of the 
self to merge fully with the 
other, but in its failure to 
do so, confronting the 
other within the self. Since 
Wen did not come to the 
United States until she was 
twelve, the Chinese 

through diaspora. 3 However much we fanta
size the constant, the diasporic experience 
has affected the process of preparing, 
perceiving and consuming food in a way that 
no food can stay the same once it moves 

American Mr. Bau assumes 
she possesses a special 
eating technique called 
'The Trained Chinese 
Tongue," while lacking the 
language skills to 
pronounce "Fort 
Lauderdale" correctly. Mr. 
Bau's prejudices based on 

Still from The Trained Chinese Tongue, by Laurie Wen, 1994, 16mm, 20 min. 

class, language and eating habits ("We Americans vs. You Chinese") remind 
the filmmaker and the audience once again of the shaky and potentially 
dangerous imaginary bond among immigrants. It also highlights how assimi
lation and identification actively construct power relations by which a whole 
spectrum of Asians in America, including Jenny, Wen or Mr. Bau, find them
selves inevitably bounded and defined. "Whereas racism privileges whiteness 
and targets a somewhat shifting body of 'others,' anyone, no matter their 
status or color, can engage its discourses. There is a way that power is fluid 
and shifting at the same time that it is concentrated at the top." 2 

In Hong Kong I remember there being good food and bad food. Good 
Cantonese food or bad Cantonese food. Good Szechuanese or bad 
Szechuanese. Coming to the States, however, I gradually learned that Chinese 
food is Asian food and Asian food is ethnic food, spicy food, fast food, cheap 
food. Suddenly, all Chinese cuisines become one and "Asianized." So rather 
than losing "home," I lost my ability to compare different kinds of Chinese 
food, different restaurants, different menus, as they've all become "unified," 

Distributor: Women Make Movies, New York. 

across cultures. So diasporic Chinese, includ
ing the relatively recent immigrant wannabes 
like myself, have gradually come to a sad 
realization that whatever "authentic" dishes 
we try to order, they still have a "chop suey'' 
quality to them. 

By desiring and eating cheap Chinese 
takeout in America, I am constantly 
reminded of my diaspora status. I too 
become always othered, always the same. 
I become what I eat. I once resented 
American Chinese food. But the irony is that 
even if I didn't eat Chinese food, I would still 
be perceived as having qualities that resem
ble it-my skin the same color as a fortune 
cookie's. 4 I don't have Chinese food; I 
become Chinese food. And I lost access to 
Chinese food when I became it. 
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Fast Life on a Lazy Susan (Tien, Canada, 
1993, 15 min.) explores how Chinese 
American food as a discursive formation is 
also full of contradictions and instabilities. 
In this short experimental video, a group of 
young Canadian women of Asian descent 
discusses how "white 

thoughts, and the image of a lone, young, Chinese woman pushing a cart of 
steamed buns down cold Vancouver streets. There are no people, only cars, 
and she appears lost, not quite knowing where, why or for whom she's going. 
Finally, she offers the buns to the camera and the audience. In the former, the 

women's legs erotically 
caress each other. They 
consume Chinese 
foods in a typically 
unfeminine, and there
fore unoriental, 
manner: six pairs of 
chopsticks tear a bun 
apart, a woman devours 
a bowl of noodles, 
spilling them occasion
ally and wiping her 
mouth with her hand, 
looking straight at the 
camera as it closes in 
on her. The fact that 
Tien chooses a commu
nity of young women 

people's perception of 
Chinese food" is differ
ent from the "genuine" 
Chinese food their own 
mothers cook. But they 
also jest that they actu
ally love these "fake" 
inventions-Chop Suey, 
Egg Roll, et al.
because, although these 
takeout foods were 
developed by the 
Chinese in North 
America to cater to 
"what they thought 
white people wanted to 
eat," it's become the only 
Chinese food widely Stills from Eat Drink Ma11 Woman, Ang Lee, 1994, 35mm, 130 min. 

but represents them in 
codes that defy tradi
tional Chinese gender-

available: Courtesy the Film Reference Library, Toronto. 

"I know that on the one 
hand it's white people's 
representation of us in a kind of food form, 
but on the other hand it's been made by 
Chinese people. We get the last 

ing is significant. While 
the domestic kitchen is historically a space to confine and contain women, 
and cooking (for her husband and children) is defined as a woman's "natural 

responsibility," the kitchen is 
laughs. When we take it into our 
own hands, it means something 
different." 

Food thus serves usually a freer space where women 
and girls can hang out and share 
secrets beyond men's control. 
Traditionally, a good Chinese wife 
is marked by how well she cooks 
within the kitchen, and how 
decently she behaves outside it. 
The relative freedom of the kitchen 
is dependent upon the meticulous 
gendering outside. Whereas The 
Trai11ed Chinese Tongue expresses 

It is in such a context that the 
women sharing a durian, a woman 
gutting a fish, washing a squid 
and, last but not least, consuming 
a bowl of fortune cookies, become 
political acts. Tien confronts the 
reality of Chinese food as a lost 
territory, daring to reclaim it 
through contradictions and 

as an index of the imaginary 

"heritage" passed on, 

the racial symbolism, 

the alimentary sign of 

Chineseness. 

ironies. The low-tech, shakycam aesthetic 
gives this tape a home video look which, 
among other things, frustrates the exoticiza
tion of these otherwise easily exoticized acts 
of preparing and consuming food. 

The piece cuts between a utopian vision 
of a community of Asian American/ 
Canadian women from different language 
backgrounds sharing food, jokes and 
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empathy toward the intimate ways 
women bond through the food ritual and gives the women's laughter and 
silences outside the kitchen an unusual amount of space, Fast Life 011 a Lazy 
Susan shows women's bonding and self-representation as a given in any space. 
In Ti en's video, the women's refusal to observe "table manners" powerfully 
extends women's freedom way beyond the kitchen, and, in fact, beyond the 
"home." It is through re-defining women's freedom that the video seeks to re
define home. 

The woman who wipes the grease off her face, mouth stuffed with 
noodles, is the same woman pushing the cart. With this juxtaposition, Tien 
interrogates the North American stereotype of cheap Chinese food, which 
perpetuates the subjugation of many Chinese in America as a class systemati
cally alienated from their 
labor of producing food. By 
differentiating the foods 
that Chinese people eat and 
the ones they sell to 
survive, this video also 
points to the Chinese 
laborer's alienation from her 
product. As a producer of 
cheap food, she does not 
exist as a subject since she 
owes her existence to the 
customer's appropriation. 
By directly addressing the 
audience, offering us-not 
selling-the same kinds of 
steamed buns that the 
subjects themselves eat, the 
video builds up an under
stated tension by contrast-
ing the intention of hospitality and possibility of community with the 
harshness of North American realities. 

What Barthes said about wine vis a vis the French people can very well be 
used to speak about food vis a vis the Chinese: food "is a part of society 
because it provides a basis not only for a morality but also for an environ
ment; it is an ornament in the slightest ceremonials" 5 of Chinese daily life. "It 
exalts all climates, of whatever kind: in cold weather, it is associated with all 
the myths of becoming warm, and at the height of summer, with all the 
images of shade, with all things cool and sparkling. There is no situation 
involving some physical constraint (temperature, hunger, boredom, compul
sion, disorientation) which does not give rise to dreams of" food. If Fanon is 
right that to be exiled from language is to be dispossess~d of one's subjectiv
ity, then what we witness in both Wen's and Tien's works is how exiles repos
sess their (displaced) subjectivity through food; how they build their sense of 
self through food amidst, despite and because of the physical, emotional and 
intellectual constraints they have experienced in a hostile environment. But 
just as Mr. Bau manages to use the discourse of food to flaunt his 
"Americanness," the repetitively and obsessively performed rites of preparing, 
cooking and consuming food plays an essential part in upholding Chinese 
identity as a "race." Food thus serves as an index of the imaginary "heritage" 
passed on, the racial symbolism, the alimentary sign of Chineseness. 

I was both seduced and offended when I first looked at the long (perhaps 
a full five minutes?), fast-paced sequence of chopping, steaming and stuffing 
that opens Eat Drink Man Woman (Ang Lee, Taiwan/U.S., 1994, 130 min.). It 

sure felt good. It was stunning to look at. 
Deep down I knew that neither my mom nor 
my friends' moms nor my friends' friends' 
moms cook that way. But at that moment I 
felt very Chinese. So I began to think maybe 
somewhere, sometime my grandmother's 

grandmother, if she 
happened to be the 
Emperor's mistress, 
maybe she cooked 
like that. Of course, 
Emperors' mis tresses 
never cooked. At 
the same time, 
watching the film in 
a theater in New 
York's SoHo, to feel 
quintessentially 
Chinese is also to 
feel essentially 
othered, superior 
but castrated, espe
cially since this 
identity is, again, 
based on these very 
very strange ways of 

cooking and eating. I could smell the wide 
eyes, the falling jaws around me. The film is 
so mapped out, wonderfully calculated-the 
protagonist is a famous chef-that this 
fetishistic representation of food is justified 
within its characterization. Those close-ups 
of the kungfu of chopping and stir-frying 
constitute a postmodern version of the 
West's Chinoiserie. I felt like I was stripteas
ing, selling something that I didn't have. I 
felt incredibly fixed. Because I felt fixed, I 
felt false. I felt as if I were an imitation, 
pretending that I too could live up to the 
glamorized image of these foods. Then I 
realized the only way I could feel more 
comfortable looking at these images was to 
imagine I wasn't Chinese. That way, I could 
take full pleasure in enjoying the intricacies 
of the acts, those strange, very very strange 
ways of cooking and eating. As if this was 
completely foreign, and I was not. 

The title says it all: the film is about how 
"Eat Drink" and "Man Woman" are interre
lated. The central pathos lies in the resis
tance/impossibility of the daughters to take 
care of their father, while continuing to 
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uphold the image of the traditional Chinese 
family-i.e. living, sitting, eating together. 
As a major chef, the father's character serves 
as a spectacular epitome of that tradition 
("There's no one in the whole of Taiwan that 
cooks like you any more"), versus the rapid 
modernization of the metro-
politan Taipei embodied in 
the daughters' drifting away. 
The film is punctuated by 
wide shots of the busy thor
oughfares of Taipei. It keeps 
reminding us that this is not 
a film about one family, but 
about a society. The three 
sisters are all marked by 
distinctly "Western" influ
ences-Christianity, inter
national business, Kentucky 
Fried Chicken-that rein
force the "authenticity" of 
the father. That he cooks 
better than any Chinese on 
earth, makes him in fact 
more Chinese than anybody 
else. Thus the only option 
left open to the daughters is 
not authenticity but submis
sion to it. Their goodness is 
not measured by their ability 
to cook, but rather to stay 
home, sit around the dinner 
table and eat. Actually, the 
more a daughter is like the 
father, the more she is 
considered a problem. For 
example, the second daugh
ter cooks best; she even 
enjoys doing elaborate dishes like her father. 
But the fact that she criticizes her father's 
cooking-oh yes, she also talks back
makes her a nuisance. In other words, she 
competes. 

The Father is the sole upholder of the 
family-the breadwinner, and also the 
commander-in-chief in the household . He 
keeps the family together by performing the 
duty of cooking both outside and within the 
home. The absence of the mother facilitates 
a gendered dichotomy with, on the one 
hand, the father-cum-giver-cum-timekeeper
cum-custodian of (Chinese) tradition and, 
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on the other, the daughters-cum-takers-cum-sleepers-cum-ungrateful asserters 
of (modernized) individuality. 

The character of the Father is marked by mobility. He is constantly on 
the run, cabbing, jogging, speeding from room to room, from house to house, 

from his kitchen to the restaurant, to 
the sauna, to the hospital, to the 
park, and even to deliver lunch to 
little Shan Shan's school every day. 
The film begins at a point, however, 
when this power of mobility seems to 
be in question: he has more or less 
retired, has lost his taste buds and his 
health is in question. Who is going to 
take care of him? He now has to meet 
the challenges posed by his daugh
ters' increasing mobility. But while 
moving out of the home suggests the 
possibility of a more independent 
space for the women, both the eldest 
and the youngest daughters' flights 
are into other men's arms. They move 
from the gender-defined space of 
their father's household into the 
equally gender-defined space of their 
husbands'. 

The women in the film are all 
marked by the signifiers of conven
tional Chinese femininity: crying, 
singing (even hymns), hysteria, admi
ration of a husband's strength and, of 
course, pregnancy. The film's poten
tial moment of transgression comes 
when the second daughter attempts 
to trespass the boundaries of the 
kitchen by proving to her lover (with 
whom she has no plans to marry) that 

she can also cook-almost as well as her father. However, the potential of 
subversion is never fully realized, not so much because of the "almost," but 
more for the fact that no matter how well she cooks, she will never have the 
option of moving into the restaurant as a chef. Further, her ability to cook 
only serves as a cure for the Father's taste buds. Uncle Wen on his hospital 
bed defends the Father by saying that he kicked second daughter out of the 
kitchen so that she could move on to "bigger things." What the film refuses to 
deal with, though, is the fact that Chinese professional chefs (as opposed to 
domestic cooks) are seldom female. Inserting a woman into that role would 
upset the patriarchal system defended, and ultimately embraced, by the film. 

If there is anybody in Eat Drink Man Woman who manages to transgress real 
boundaries, it is, again, the father. He is given the most melodramatic 

moment of the film when he proposes marriage to Jin Rong, instead of the 
expected Mrs. Liang. It is perhaps not surprising that Jin Rong has little voice 
in the film; most of the time she lowers her head, as if her divorce has 
completely traumatized her sense of self. Ironically, the part is played by 
Sylvia Chang, one 
of the smartest and 
strongest Taiwanese 
actresses and the 
director of numerous 
films, including the 
recent Xiao Yu, co
produced by Ang 
Lee. Her impregna
tion at the end of 
the film signifies the 
father's regained 
youth from marry
ing a young woman. 
The nuclear family 
is restored, the 
weaker gender 
conquered and 
retained in the 
house, happily. 

The final scene 
says it all: the father 
asks for more of the 
daughter's soup, 
(while criticizing it, 
of course) and the 
daughter stands up 
to get it for him. 
The two reunite by 
calling each other 
"Daughter" and 
"Father." Freeze. 
This frame has 
stayed with me for a 

Opposite and above: stills from Seven Steps to Sticky Heaven, 
Nguyen Tan Hoang, 1995, video, colour, 24 min. 

long time. The daughter standing, passing the soup to the father in both 
hands, showing the utmost respect. They re-identify with each other's famil
ial roles. The return of the prodigal daughter. She performs the ultimate 
traditional Chinese feminine vocation: stay unmarried, take care of your 
father. 

Seven Steps to Sticky Heaven (Nguyen Tan Hoang, U.S., 1995, 24 min.) is an 
imaginative attempt to signify eating as a practice of both oppression and 
liberation, of self-violation and self-fulfillment. It also encapsul~tes the desire 
of young Asians to queer up the hetero-patriarchal ideologies embedded in 
their food culture. The videotape examines the term sticky rice, which refers 

to Asian gay boys who desire Asian gay 
boys. By performing himself on the tape, 
devouring sticky rice and rubbing it on his 
own body, Nguyen parodies a world in 
which we Asians become the food we (are 
expected to) eat; the image of a racialized 
food reinforces the stereotypes of the Asian 
body, smooth and soothing. On the other 
hand, to sexualize the Asian male body is 
also to defy the Eurocentricism of the domi
nant sexual paradigms, to reclaim the (lost) 
penis as a presence, to counter the myth of 
the undersexed Oriental male, the Chan 
who is always missing, lost in the gaps 
between the racial dichotomy of black and 
white. If the video sexualizes the maker's 
own body, it also seduces the viewer to iden
tify with the maker's desire for undesirable 
bodies, to identify with and desire an Asian 
male body which doesn't desire white men. 

Ironically, in the video's interviews the 
terms used to describe the desirable Asian 
male body are also those of the dominant 
stereotypes: the smoothness of the skin, the 
hairlessness, tight little ass, little brown 
nipples, and of course, "the dick is kind of 
cute." This is how the tongue-in-cheek 
structural motif of the sticky rice backfires 
on itself; how we all suddenly become and 
remain sticky rice; how we all eat it, hate it, 
love it and ... eat it-so historically fixed in a 
position that we actually proclaim it as 
desire, as home. While it is easy to see this 
as "internalized oppression," its foreground
ing strategically provokes a re-examination 
of available space to Asian American gay 
subjects coming into being. While it has 
appropriated the white gaze as part of its 
own desire, the overt narcissism of the video 
lures the viewer into a position where, in 
order to desire the (yellow) body, one also 
has to identify with it, thus problematizing 
the whiteness of the gaze. 

The fact that our subjectivity as Asian 
North Americans, or Asians living in the 
generalized Western world, is inevitably 
constructed of internalized/assimilated 
Orientalist knowledge, epitomizes the 
contradictions confronted by a lot of Asian 
diaspora artists working today. If making a 
video or film, especially with an autobio
graphical voice, is about articulating, and 
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therefore inventing, one's selfhood, how do 
we negotiate a sense of self that is always 
already othered? Or, to be more specific, 
how do I formulate a strategy that critiques 
the imbalance of power around the making 
and re·ading of 
Asian North 
American work in 
a white-identified 
society which, at 
the same time, 
allows me to come 
to terms with my 
othered state of 
being? How do 
I represent the fact 
that at times I find 
being in the 
margins, like 
masturbating with 
Sticky Rice, plea
surable, even desir
able, when 
marginality has 
become an integral part of my being? This 
dilemma is in many ways similar to my food 
dilemma: how do I continue wanting to eat 
Chinese food (in America) without hating it 
or, for that matter, myself? Is this the begin
ning, the reason, or the limit of doing auto
ethnographic work? 

Since food, Asian food, Chinese food in 
particular, has acted as a major source of 
western anthropological knowledge, our 
sense of self as Asians and Asian North 
Americans living in an imperialist global 
economy, is inevitably informed and 
violated by assimilated anthropological 
knowledge historically focused on us as the 
objects of ethnography. Within and along
side this established ethnographic food 
discourse, a new generation of Asian North 
American media artists such as Wen, Tien 
and Nguyen have sought various strategies 
of cultural resistance to challenge their 
status as native informants, and re-articulate 
the complexities and subtleties of their 
cultures. In their very different ways they 
also foreground, question and contest the 
marginality of their representations. While 
directors such as Ang Lee receive backing 
from the Taiwanese government to promote 
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their nationalistic sentiments overseas, and simultaneously take Hollywood 
by surprise, we, as independent makers, realize there's a lot of work to be 
done, new battles to be fought. As an "authentic" Chinese, "when our time 

comes," I'll treat you to a good 
Chinese American restaurant 
I know. 

Still from Swen Steps to Sticky Heaven, 
Nguyen Tan Hoang, 1995, 

video, colour, 24 min. 
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REVIEWS VIDEO 

GIFTS AND CRUELTIES OF DISPLACEMENT 
Nothing to be written here 
A VIDEO WRITTEN, DIRECTED AND PRODUCED BY WENDY OBERLANDER 

EDITED BY JENNIFER ABBOTT 

CAMERA BY KEVIN MATTHEWS, Bo MYERS AND WENDY OBERLANDER 

HAHN & DAUGHTERS PRODUCTIO S, 1996, 47 MIN. 

REVIEW BY NANCY POLLAK 

Toward the end of Nothing to be written here, 
Wendy Oberlander's video meditation on 

large and small Jewish histories, we 

encounter a close-up of grass. The long, 

motionless blades are woven together by 

weather and time, collapsed with their 

own weight and heaped into grey waves. 

A Hebrew word is surprinted on the field. 

The word fades, gives way to another 

tranquil image-but of what? Fabric? 

Water? Something lifting and falling

surely a wave, perhaps linen, perhaps a 

froth of ocean disguised as cloth. What 

really are we seeing? 

More words appear, in English: "Can one 

really change one's language as if it were 

a shirt?" Yes, then: cloth. Language as 

clothing, Oberlander seems to be saying, 

intimate as skin, a medium that sheathes 

and projects a person's being. Cloth spun 

from grass, grass sprung from fields, 
fields as geography, as place. Now we 

hear the videomaker's voice: "If I sound 

like a stranger, who will listen?" In this 

fragment of the forty-seven-minute video, 

Oberlander is pondering her unsettled 

relationship to the German language: the 

mother tongue of her Jewish parents; the 

childhood language of "tenderness" that 

still rouses her in some primal way; the 

language of the people who tried to mur

der her family. 

Nothing to be written here has many such 

complex moments. Yet there is nothing 

obscure about the work- remarkably, 

given the territory Oberlander covers: from 

a portion of little-known Jewish-Canadian 

history, to her relationships with her father 

and herself, to silences 

both official and particu

larly Jewish, to the perils 

and imperatives of tracking 

memory and wisdom. As 

Nothing to be written here 
unwinds, we find ourselves 

inside a composition that is 

full of feeling (though 

restrained in its emo

tions),often beautiful, and 

suffused with a quiet, ethi-

cal tone. The video has an atmosphere of 

inquiry that seems political, emotional 

and spiritual all at once. In a word, Nothing 
to be written here is substantial. 

The work is principally about her father's 

wartime experience. Today, Peter 

Oberlander is a Vancouver-based urban 

planner. In 1938 he was a fifteen-year-old 
boy who, along with his middle-class 

Jewish family, fled from Vienna to England 

to escape further persecution. With the 

outbreak of war in 1940, Peter and about 

29,000 other Jewish refugees of Austrian 

and German nationality were rounded up 

as enemy aliens and potential spies. The 

British war office, like Canadian officials 

later on, didn't seem in any hurry to dis

tinguish between Nazis and victims of 

Nazis. To put some distar,ce between 
Britain and the putative spies, the 

teenaged Oberlander and thousands of 

other male refugees were deported to 

Canada and Australia. 

They didn't cross the ocean alone. The 

vessels were crammed with angry German 
POWs, including Luftwaffe flyers who 

sang loud songs about how, in Peter's 

words, "they're going to kill the Jews." 

The other Jewish refugees, ranging in age 
from sixteen to sixty years, included men 

who had already escaped camps such as 

Dachau and Buchenwald. Once in 

Canada, the refugees were loaded onto 

trains and sent to rough, rural prison 

camps in New Brunswick, Quebec and 

Ontario. Peter chopped down trees in a 

maritime forest and endured the oppres

sive conditions of the camp. 

In the meantime, Jewish organizations 

and the internees' surviving relatives qui

etly campaigned for their release-qui

etly, because Ottawa's hostility toward 

foreign Jews-in-distress was well known. 

Camp life was anything but pleasant and 

the future was terrifying; after all, the 

war's outcome was uncertain. The cam

paigns eventually succeeded and 

between 1941 and 1943 the internees 
were released. Peter decided to stay in 

Canada and he enrolled at McGill. 

Evidently he was a first-rate student: Jews 

needed higher marks than Gentiles to be 

accepted at the Montreal university. 
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