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ABS ' RACIT

The question of identity is the most controversial issue in postcolonial time and literature.
America has traditionally been referred to as a melting pot welcoming people from many
different countries races and religions all hoping to find freedom, new opportunities and a
better way of life. The main transformation in American literature over the last two or three
decades have had a strong effect on poetry as well: the consolidation of African American
writers, the emergence of native American, Asian American and Chicano writers as well as
gay writers to name but a few. Minority poetry shares the variety and occasionally the anger
of women’s writing. Most of this fall under the rubric of multiculturalism, which in its
criticism moves in two directions; first to decentralize the literature of mainly white male
writers, their literary techniques and political ideology, second to promote the idea of many
centers or mainstreams. In this light 1 would like to analyze selected women poets from
various ethnic backgrounds. | have selected each representative poet from Latin American
background, Native American Afro American and Asian American ethnic background.
Keywords: Quest of Identity, women poet, ethnic background, multi-culturalism, Multi-ethnic
Literature

INTRODUCTION

Multi-Ethnic literature characteristically focuses on discrimination, nostalgia, identity and a
sense of belonging. The following writers of different ethnicity register their everyday
experiences and plights in their works, in general their writings talk about their isolation in
the new land, the problems they face in the new society and their in betweenness. In spite of
the basic similarities in their experiences or expressions it cannot be homogenized.

DR. SMITA RAO DESHMUKH Page

VOL 6, ISSUE2  www.puneresearch.ct

(IMPACT FACTOR 3.18) INDEXED, PEER-REVIEWED / |




PUNE RESEARGH TIMES 1ssN 2456-0960

AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CONTEMPORARY STUDIES VOL 6, ISSUE 2

Redefining culture as ‘a dynamic and evolving feature of human action', feminists stress that
cultures are not static, establishing the constant need to interrogate them, both in innate and
distant contexts, namely when women are placed in their immediate cultural contexts or when
they migrate to a new setting carrying their cultures along, wherein both events entail
multiple expressions and interpretations. The ‘new freedom’ from cultural specificities is
attributed to the general openness and proclamations of liberty that abound the new
multicultural contexts with the parallel process of a snowball-like cultural regress.

Women played a large role in human history this role is reflected in American Literature.
Although women may have started from aster role than that of men. Women have continually
achieved equality and acceptance in American literature as time has moved on from the
1500°s to the 21% century. Women success in American literature has and can continue to be
a springboard for women to gain equality to men. American history began with waves of
immigrants bringing their own cultures and traditions to a vast new country. No other place in
the world has such a diverse population. It is this diversity that makes America what it is and
at the same time creates the challenges is faces. The old melting pot metaphor giving way to
new metaphors such as ‘salad bowl’ and mosaic mixtures of various ingredients that keep
their individual characteristic. Immigrant populations within the United states are not being
blended together in one pot but they are transforming American society into a truly
multicultural one.

| am He, Blessed spirit, | am He!

Beyond the flights of fancy, formless am I,

Permeating the limbs of all life;

Bondage | do not fear; | am free, ever free.

| am He, | am He, blessed spirit, | am He!
(https://www,ananda.org/)

Sankaracharya, the teacher of the Advaita school of Vedanta, here teaches a complete
essential identity between Brahman and Atman. Throughout the history many writers wrote
many works which were meant to protect and preserve their own culture and identity and at
the same time, show the process of changing self-identity. With their works they tried to give
the process of identity fragmentation to show how one’s country, language and thus identity
are transformed or assimilated by others.

Post structuralism destroyed the remnants of any notion of a self or identity. Thus, ideas
about pure identities origins and coherent selves were shattered. Historical research into
American culture revealed inter racial alliance and contacts that were surprising and
unsettling for theories of identity. Anthropologists like Clifford Geertz and James Clifford
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gestured at the travelling of cultures, showing how race and cultures a can never be unitary or
isolated.

A common identity is often perceived as essential for providing social cohesion in society,
yet respect for providing social cohesion in society, yet respect for diversity is at the heart of
a truly democratic multicultural ideal. This is a challenge for feminists who aim to evolve a
new understanding of rights, one that involves the diversity, hybridity and change in
identities in contact, also focusing on its non-actualization or its non- realizability in women
everyday lives. It is important to understand what forms the basis of women identity as well
as their self-identification. The politics of migration and its subsequent effects is evident in
multiple ways in the lives of immigrants, herein women. There is no one pattern of migration
nor is there any one way to approach this issue that can uniformly address the vastly
divergent migrants. Relatively one cannot really emphasize on any category (be it the
probability of constructing one single definition of a woman a migrant an immigrant or a
cultural heritage) that is fixed especially when they have to be negotiated in a new context.
Not only are the exit points different for different women the cultural amalgam that gets
created sometimes is also such that women do not really belong anywhere. poetry is highly
personal dealing with feelings and family or members of the community. The oppression of
the woman is intricate and arises from a multitude of domineering means. She is an ethnic
minority, she is woman who is universally oppressed by men, and her Chicano heritage
exaggerates this male domination over women. The first type of oppression mentioned is due
to ethnicity of the Chicana.

Pat mora is a modern poet, a native of EI Paso, Texas who explores the theme of orders
political, social and cultural in her writing. Im-migrants is a poem by pat Mora which
explores immigrant parents sacrificing their ethnic identity and money to provide for their
children.

Wrap their babies in American flag
Feed them mashed hot dogs and apple pie, name them Bill and Daisy
Buy them blond dolls that blink blue....

In legal Alien Poet Pat Mora explores the cultural tension present in the lives of Mexican
Americans. The speaker in the poem describes a bicultural individual who is able to fluently
speak both English and Spanish and who uses both languages in his/ her everyday work and
social life. The individual works a standard office job and frequents Mexican restaurants. But
the individual has a difficult time being fully accepted by his/ her community.

Bi- lingual, Bi- cultural,
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Able to slip from “How'’s life?”

To “Me stanvolviendoloca, ”

Able to sit in a paneled office
Drafting memos in smooth English,
Able to order in fluent Spanish

At a Mexican restaurant,

American but hyphenated,

Viewed by Anglos as perhaps exotic,
Perhaps inferior, definitely different,
Viewed by Mexicans as alien.

Americans view the person as “exotic” and definitely different, while Mexicans see the
person as alien, an outsider. As a result, the individual becomes viewed by society as a token
of the bicultural experience, only existing on the margins of both cultural worlds. To preserve
the self, the individual presents an outer front to hide the pain of having been rejudged. So,
the individual is in fact a ‘legal alien” one who belongs yet is not fully accepted by society.

Pat Mora uses a Mexican American individual as the subject of the poem and intends him/
her to represent the collective experience of Mexican American people. The poem is written
in free verse twenty tow lines of varying meter that do not employ a rhyme scheme. Mora
uses Spanish juxtaposed with English to highlight the tension in the individual life.

When the individual is asked in English “how’s life?” he/ she responds in Spanish
“Me’stanvolviendoloca” (They are making me crazy).

Native Americans have written fine poetry, most likely because a tradition of shamanistic
song plays a vital role in their cultural heritage. Their work excels in vivid living evocations
of the natural world, which became almost mystical at times. Indian poets also voice a tragic
sense of irrevocable loss of their rich heritage. For Native American women, the struggle for
survival has specific challenges since the colonizing culture brought misogyny with it and all
the religion, social and judicial restraints a woman persecuting society endangers. Most of
Pre-Columbian nations were built on matriarchy.

Native women’s role changed dramatically during colonization because among other reasons
the colonizers believed in and practiced a patriarchal governing and social structure. As
opposed to the Christianity where God and his son Jesus are both male and the gender
balance is absent, Native nations believed in preserving the natural balance of all living
things. That would also include the multiple creators and creatrixes who were females, male’s
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transgender’s, and some names of these divine beings are Sky Woman, Thought Woman
Corn Woman Spider Woman and First Woman.

Patricia Hill Collins the noted black feminist coins the term outsider within Collins asserts
that black women cannot fully be a member of feminist thought nor black social thought
because the former assumes whiteness while the latter assumes maleness. Their identity and
their experiences as black women maintain their position as outsiders within spaces of
oppression. However, as Collins notes the black woman position as an outsider within
provides her with a unique perspective on social political intellectuals and economic realities.
Therefore, although black women are marginalized, they can bring a more nuanced outlook
to feminist and social thought.

In spite of the double burden of racial and gender discrimination, African-American women
have developed a rich intellectual tradition that is not widely known. In Black Feminist
Thought, originally published in 1990, Patricia Hill Collins set out to explore the words and
ideas of Black feminist intellectuals and writers, both within the academy and without. Here
Collins provides an interpretive framework for the work of such prominent Black feminist
thinkers as Angela Davis. Black women's insistence on self-definition, self-valuation, and the
necessity for a Black female-centered analysis is significant for two reasons. First, defining
and valuing one's consciousness of one's own self-defined standpoint in the face of images
that foster a self-definition as the objectified "other” is an important way of resisting the
dehumanization essential to systems of domination. The status of being the "other" implies
being "other than™ or different from the assumed norm of white male behavior. In this model,
powerful white males define themselves as subjects, the true actors, and classify people of
color and white women in terms of their position vis-a-vis this white male hub. Since Black
women have been denied the authority to challenge these definitions, this model consists of
images that define Black women as a negative other, the virtual antithesis of positive white
male images.

Contemporary black woman poets produced many pomes of great beauty and considerable
range of themes and tones. It is the most developed ethnic writing in America and is
extremely diverse. Maya Angelou’s writings have taken various literary forms, including
drama and her well known memoir, 1 know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1970), In addition to
her collection of verse Just Give Me a Coll Drink of Water; fore | diiie (1971).

Maya Angelou, born Marguerite Ann Johnson on April 4, 1928 is an American
autobiographer and poet who has been called Americas most visible black female
autobiographer by scholar Joanne M. Braxton. Maya Angelou’s phenomenal Woman is
included in the collection and still | Rise. The woman Portrayed here is the woman of
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substance as she rises above conventional paradigms that enslaves her into a domestic
archetype or aesthetic construct. The pretty/ plain woman dialectical pair may also serve to
emblematize the dialectical pair of the white/ black with regard to an American Black writer.

The poem challenges the oft quoted adage that beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder. In this
modern era of reification or commodification, people are akin to thins that they are assessed
on the basis of their packaging and material worth. The more the individual is visually
appealing the more the confidence factor. In such a context, Angelou’s Phenomenal Woman
poses a question mark as to what lends her so much of confidence. She quips with
unflinching self-assurance that she may not be her appealing in the conventional sense. Nor
does her figure pose a challenge to a fashion model. People fail to believe her as she reiterates
that her X factor lies in something beyond this. The word secret also alludes to the intriguing
element in her. She asserts her resilience that it is in “the reach of her arms” her ability to
grasp things at her will. It lies within the span of her hips her buoyancy. | also lie within the
stride of her step the way she carries herself around. The curl of her lips her eloquence. And it
all lies predominantly in her essence because.

I’m awoman
Phenomenal Woman,
That’s me,

She can walk into a room ‘as cool as you please; as she is well aware of her self-worth. Her
attitude drives men to their knees and even makes them collect around her like bees. Her
usage of the collective noun a hive of bees sets off her exclusiveness. It appears in the fire
(passion) of her eyes the intense look. It lies in the flash (candour) of her teeth. It also
pertains to the swing of her waist her assertion of sexuality and the joy of her feet the
infectious elation.

She remains an enigma to the men as she teases them out of thought like the archetypal
Grecian Urn does. Try as they can they cannot touch the enigmatic element in her. Though
she tries to showcase the same to them they state that it belies them and is a phenomenon that
they cannot perceive through the mere senses of perception. This is indeed what renders her
phenomenal as she reiterates with the refrain she asserts.

It’s in the arch of my back,
The sun of my smile,

The ride of my breasts,
The grace of my style.
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Maya confronts the insidious effects of racism and segregation in America at a very young
age. She internalizes the idea that blond hair is beautiful and that she is a fat black girl
trapped in a nightmare. Maya Angelou’s highly romantic “Caged Bird” first appeared in the
collection Shaker, Why Don’t you Sing? In 1983. Inspired by Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poem
sympathy, Angelou contrasts the struggles of a bird attempting to rise abve the limitations of
adverse surroundings with the flight of a bird that is free. She seeks to create in the reader
sentiment toward the light of the misused, captured creature a symbol of downtrodden
African Americans and their experiences. Still Rise is another powerful female voice.
Angelou seems to be referring to herself as ‘I’. Perhaps, she is speaking to the white race as
you. The poem is conveying the message that from the white perspective, whites are superior
to blacks. The persona illustrates the image which has been formed by white hegemony “you
may write me down in history/ with your bitter, twisted lies” (163) and then she attempts to
revise ad represent the true image of her as a black woman.

Does my sassiness upset you?
Why are you beset with gloom?

Cause | walk like I've got oil wells pumping in my living room.
(Collected poems 163)

Asian American poetry is exceedingly varied like poetry by chicano and Hispanic writers.
Americans of Japanese, Chinese and Filipino descent may have lived in the United States for
seven generations, while Americans of Korean, Thai and Vietnamese heritage are likely to be
fairly recent immigrants, Each group grows out of a distinctive linguistic, historical and
cultural tradition. Asian Americans generally are resisting the Orientalizing racial stereotype
as the exotic and good minority. Aestheticians are beginning to compare Asian and Western
literary traditions for example comparing the concepts of tao and logos.

Chines American Cathy Songs lyrical picture Bride (1983) also dramatizes history through
the lives of her family. Many Asian American Poets explore cultural diversity. In Songs “The
vegetable Air” (1988), a shabby town with cows in the plaza a Chinese restaurant, and a Coca
Cola sign hung askew become an emblem of rootless multicultural contemporary life made
bearable by art in this case an opera on cassette.

Then the familiar aria.

Rising like the moon

Lifts you out of yourself
Transporting you to another country
Where for a moment you travel light?
(www.poetryfoundation.org)
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Marylin chins exploration of cultural assimilation often carries harsh political overtones. In
her poem How | got that name from The phoenix Gone she writes of her father’s seduction
by western culture and values a “petty thug,” he “obsessed with a bombshell blonde/
transliterated “Mei ling” To *“ ”Marilyn” thus doming his dark haired daughter to bear for life
the name of “ some tragic white woman/ swollen with gin and Nembutal” Other poems
reflect upon the scars borne by diverse Asian Americans, including women whose value as
human beings has been reduced to their novelty as sex objects. She also deals with the fate of
second-generation Asian Americans in poems like “I” m Ten Have lots of Friends and Don’t
Care Included in her first collection of poems, Dwarf Bamboo.

In the final section of the poem How | Got That Name Chin shifts from the “I” to the third
person “She” thus incorporating layers of identity. Chin Kills herself metaphorically “So here
lies Marilyn Mei Ling Chin” in order to enable revisioning’s of the poetic “I” and of ethnic,
racial gender and national identity that are subject neither to stereotype not fixity, absolute
presence nor dualistic systems of thought.

She was neither black nor white,

Neither cherished nor vanquished,

Just another squatter in her own bamboo grove
Minding her poetry.
(www.Poetryfoundation.org)

In the poem The Half is almost Gone, from Rhapsody in plain yellow, the narrator reflects on
the increasing loss of her Chinese culture and language.

CONCLUSION:

The need for highlighting minority voices is more compelling than ever before because they
had been silenced far too long Efforts to build bridges and opportunities have not borne the
desired results. Necessarily these voices will present a perspective different from the majority
perspective. It must be understood, however that minority/ ethnic voices not only express
criticism of discrimination and injustice but also express a culture to celebrate. It is a culture
richly soaked in tradition, maybe not expressed boldly before but now revied with an
awareness of its intrinsic qualities. What they are creating is an aware ness of the ills of the
society and an environment of tolerance of diversity so that people could work together to
achieve a common goal. It is also a legitimate claim for dignity and equal opportunities. The
cultural significance of these expressions’ changes from time to time within the changing
social and political contexts. But artists with their imaginative power transform and bring
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home these strengths. It is important to realize that the direction of definitions of race, culture
and ethnicity is ever shifting. Much has been gained but yet much more has to be done. The
fire of racial and gender discrimination still smolders and needs to be put out completely. In
the words of the old Negro spiritual “Let Freedom Ring, Let Freedom Ring” and a new dawn
begin. Women in Diaspora then throw up the simultaneous issues of discrimination and
empowerment, emerging from their distancing from and sometimes forced clinching to their
regressive cultures. This gathers two responses within feminism vis-a-vis multiculturalism.
The homogenized and hierarchical defining of cultures necessitates unbiased interrogation to
identify the real beneficiary, for women's life — choices are not always thrust upon them by
patriarchal and suppressive Ethnic cultures and Diaspora offers women liberatory avenues
too, despite certain crippling cultural tendencies tainting it.
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