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Alan Richardson, The Neural Sublime: Cognitive Theories
and Romantic Texts. Johns Hopkins up, 2010. 194 pp.
Rather than resisting the research and social power of the sciences, the
field of literary studies has new opportunities to leverage scientific discoveries, particularly in psychology and neuroscience, to argue for its own
enduring relevance. Scholars can draw on the intellectual freedom and
breadth that have always been part of literary studies and that allowed
literary scholars (Harold Bloom, Paul de Man, Stanley Fish, for instance)
to make such inroads across the disciplines during the turn to theory in
the 1980s. A similar openness to interdisciplinarity places literary scholars
at the forefront of reconfiguring visual studies in the 1990s, through the
work of W. T. J. Mitchell, Mieke Bal, and others.
The Neural Sublime begins with precisely this question: namely, “What
do literary studies stand to gain from greater engagement with recent work
in neuroscience and … the sciences of brain and mind?” (ix). Richardson
does not claim to provide a single answer but delivers six essays in which
he experiments with different clusters of research in the cognitive sciences
as starting points or interpretive Gestalten for readings of Romantic texts.
Richardson claims to take the iconoclasm of the New Historicism further
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“by making more pronounced and extensive use of models, theories, and
findings arising from recent work in neuroscience, cognitive science, and
evolutionary biology” (xi). He suggests that what he develops might be
called a kind of “neural historicism.” By this, he intends a reading of literary
texts in their cultural and intellectual contexts but guided by interpretive
questions which derive from the cognitive sciences.
As Richardson notes, the “mind’s embodiment” or materialist conceptions of mind have certainly been “thinkable” at various points in history,
including during the Romantic period (13). One question for scholars then
is how to think through the coincidence of patterns in Romantic-era texts
in relation to “what we are currently learning about the brain and mind”
(12). Richardson wisely chooses to adopt discoveries in cognitive science
as a rubric for seeing patterns in, or new avenues into, a series of issues
which have not been resolved in Romantic literary studies: the problem
of delineating a specifically Romantic version of the sublime (chapter 2);
the relationship between Romantic concepts of the imagination, the genre
of apostrophe and the primacy of the visual (chapters 3 and 4); the persistence of the representation of sibling incest in Romantic writing (chapter
5). As Richardson argues, “noting a coincidence between current representations of mind and mental behaviors and the literary representations
of the past represents the beginning not the end, of a process of literary
interrogation” (15).
Richardson outlines some of the theoretical stakes involved in the
new disciplinary configuration known as cognitive literary studies. In his
introduction, “Cognitive Historicism,” he points out for instance that literary analyses informed by the cognitive sciences have tended to produce
“synchronic” literary readings. These have focused on more abstract sets of
issues in areas ranging from narrative and narrative theory, literary poetics (imagery, metaphor), “discourse theory, pragmatics, and even acoustics” (2). He sees less attention paid to the diachronic: to matters of literary history including the contextual richness of New Historicist literary
approaches. He therefore argues for “a middle course between objectivist
realism on one side and cultural relativism on the other” (3–4). Evolutionary literary theorists stand too close to the “objectivist realist” perspective,
tending to treat literary texts ahistorically. Cognitive approaches of the
middle ground, such as those of Mary Thomas Crane, Ellen Spolsky, or
Elizabeth Hart, include the materiality of the brain in their understanding of texts and their production, acknowledging “the profound effect
of cultural and other environmental factors in shaping perception and
representation,” yet resisting the relativism of poststructuralist theory
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(4). When the biological or material is taken as an aspect of literary and
historical context, critics like Crane are able to describe an “author,” as
opposed to an “author function,” and can address other lacunae among
historicist approaches: for instance, “the question of why the works of one
author differ appreciably from those of another working within the same
historical circumstance and ideological milieu” (7).
In playing with the concept of a neural sublime in chapter 2, Richardson begins with a demonstration of various visual illusions. These visual
tricks, like the Necker cube puzzle, have the effect of making visible the
background operations of the brain, which in these cases constructs visual
data in ways that the individual observer can become aware of but not
override. Richardson uses these examples as a paradigm for understanding
discourses of the sublime, which he takes as recounting “an actual cognitive experience” (23). Richardson is interested in countering accounts of
the sublime which limit this to “a purely linguistic, rhetorical, or textual
phenomenon” (23). If the Kantian sublime “trends toward valuing the mentalistic over the physiological, the abstract over the empirical” (24), then
a “neural sublime” that emphasizes the embodied brain disrupts readings
that see the history of the sublime as culminating in the Critique of Judgement. Richardson reads the trope of the brain in Keats and Shelley back
through a Burkean physiologically-based construction of the sublime and
in the historical context of materialist ideas of mind available to both poets.
Chapter 3, “The Romantic Image,” opens with a question about if “we in
some manner ‘see’ the mental pictures we create in acts of the imagination,
or do we just imagine that we do?” (38). Richardson surveys the line of
investigation into this issue from Hobbes to Locke and Burke, also drawing
on nineteenth-century accounts of the brain such as Charles Bell’s Idea of
a New Anatomy of the Brain (1811). He meshes these explorations of the
mind’s power of creating images to the investigations of visual imagery
by Stephen Kosslyn in contemporary neuroscience, who takes the position that internal imagery is not propositional in nature but a modality of
perception. F. A. Pottle’s traditional authoritative reading of visuality in
Wordsworth is juxtaposed with Elaine Scarry’s neurologically inflected
interpretation of “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud.” Richardson argues that
it is not surprising to see a Romantic pattern of displacing the visual by
recourse to other senses, given the dominance of the visual sense in terms
of the body and cognition. Romantic recognition of this dominance leads
“to seemingly contradictory responses,” such that “the relations of poetic
imagery in the Romantic era to the visual sense ... turns out to be much
more complex than most commentators have wished to acknowledge” (53).
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“Romantic Apostrophe: Everyday Discourse, Overhearing, and Poetic
Address” (chapter 4) revisits the trope of apostrophe in the context of work
by Lakoff and Johnson, Turner, and Gibbs on rhetoric and the centrality of
metaphor to communication, suggesting that conversations among literary scholars and cognitive scientists may open new ways to think about
figurative language “as pervasive rather than exceptional, as … constitutive
rather than ornamental” (77). “Reading Minds—and Bodies—in Emma”
(chapter 5) makes the point that contemporary novelists have also explored
the implications of new theories of cognition and the brain, “attesting
to the tensions as well as the significant overlaps between cognitive and
novelistic modes of exploring the human mind” (80). Richardson considers
Austen’s characters’ reading of minds through bodily signs. He suggests
that Austen is in effect “an early theorist of what is now called Theory of
Mind (tom),” discussing Emma in the context of tom research, as well as
reading back to the “common sense” philosophy of Thomas Reid in Essays
on the Intellectual Powers of Man (1786) and to Burke. The brief chapter
“Romantic Incest: Literary Representation and the Biology of Mind” links
the motif of incest to evolutionary-based theories of incest avoidance. In
“Language Strange: Motherese, the Semiotic, and Romantic Poetry” (chapter 6), Richardson continues to press his point that work in the cognitive
sciences allows critics not only to recast traditional critical debates but
also to discover new patterns running through Romantic texts. In this case,
he considers the motif of female speech when it is particularly marked by
“extrasemantic ‘rhythms and intonations’ ” (119). He reads such moments
in Romantic texts in light of work on ids or “motherese” in psychology, as
a means of highlighting a Romantic investment in affective language, as
well as ambivalent responses of male poets to the maternal (135).
The test of cognitive literary studies may lie in the effectiveness of the
literary readings it generates, and readers may debate if all of the essays
in The Neural Sublime are equally successful. Nonetheless, the chapters
in Richardson’s collection will suggest new avenues for scholars who wish
to use specific developments in the cognitive sciences to illuminate the
history of psychology and philosophy of mind, as well as specific literary texts and critical issues. The Neural Sublime maps a terrain, covering an impressive range of research in contemporary psychology and in
nineteenth-century historical material. The sheer number of approaches
presented is challenging for the reader; occasionally the variety of references used to bolster individual arguments has the effect of diffusing the
latter. One would like to see, for example, how Richardson might run with
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the rich notion of a neural sublime in an extended analysis of this concept
in Romantic poetry.
At this critical moment in the evolution of universities, when literary
studies are often perceived as a matter of so many angels dancing, Richardson demonstrates instead how this field engages in creative ways with
fundamental questions which concern researchers across the disciplines,
such as the nature of creativity, perception, learning, human communication, and human relations. This is how the humanities adapt and will
continue to respond to the shifting terrain of human knowledge and contemporary research concerns. Studies like Richardson’s are courageous
first sallies in the reinvention of literary studies and the humanities in the
twenty-first century.
Suzanne Bailey
Trent University

Leon Surette. Dreams of a Totalitarian Utopia: Literary
Modernism and Politics. Montreal and Kingston: McGillQueens up, 2011. 363 pp. us$59.95.
In this new volume, Leon Surette historicizes the troubling political commentaries made by T. S. Eliot, Wyndham Lewis, and Ezra Pound between
the run up to World War I and the years following World War II. Surette’s
methodology represents a departure from prior studies of these authors,
which, according to Surette, have suffered from the biases of changing
literary debates or from excessive derision for their subjects. While insisting these authors must be held to account for supporting authoritarian
movements, Surette believes a historical account can spare these men
reputations for “malign intentions” (283). Although often foolish, Eliot,
Lewis, and Pound were, Surette suggests, quite conventionally skeptical
of democratic capitalism in the years that bore witness to trench warfare,
the Depression, and the expansion of mass culture. Their turn, toward
the royalism of Charles Maurras in the case of Eliot, and toward Italian
and German fascism, respectively, in the cases of Pound and Lewis, was
consistent with the reformist fashion of the era’s critical output. And like
many of their peers, writes Surette, they harboured no fundamental predilection for authoritarian power. They did, however, feel an understandable
antagonism for the rise of a modern democracy they saw as defined by
oligarchy, industrialism, and the influence of popular culture. As Surette
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puts it: “The aim of this study is to demonstrate that the social and political views of Lewis, Eliot, and Pound were not primarily motivated by a
hope to establish any particular social or political model—at least not
initially—but rather by distaste for the social and political status-quo in
which they found themselves” (4).
Surette identifies two “principal factors” responsible for the particular shape of commentary by Eliot, Lewis, and Pound: the perceived need
for an avant-garde that would break with the past and, simultaneously,
an awareness of how the period’s rapid changes in technology and mass
culture threatened the European cultural tradition (274). In focusing on
such factors, Surette engages that which continues to fascinate readers
of modernism: authors like Eliot, Lewis, and Pound pioneered a new mix
of aesthetic formula that today still feels radically invented, yet they often
resisted key revolutions in cultural production. Further, they championed
the collective but resented the collectivity’s new popular forms. Their
works are fragmented responses to kitsch, but they desired for themselves
the role of the master-artist who might provide clear cultural orientation.
Surette quite lucidly unravels these knotted interests, which do not always
accommodate plain or easy explanation.
Surette parses the various critical strains in which Eliot, Pound, and
Lewis participated by labeling each author a Pollyanna or a Cassandra
depending upon their attraction to theories of cultural ascension or
decline. In the years before the first war, he shows his three subjects
navigating between Cassandras like Oswald Spengler, who “perceived an
endemic malaise in European culture and civilization” (37), and Pollyannas, often communists, who expected next-stage progressions in political
economy to move away from failed institutions. It appears both Eliot and
Pound were optimistic Pollyannas. Pound came to Europe to pursue an
energetic new art that lay latent but unexplored in America. Eliot, forever cool to his home country, embraced British manners in order to
separate himself from American experience and its cultural deprivations,
even while noticing widespread cultural diminishment among the British. Lewis, although later a Cassandra who feared a second war, objected
to Spengler’s aggressive historicizing of cultural phenomena and labeled
him a relativist hostile to essential truth. In sum, “the rejection of Spengler
by our trio reflects their adherence to the Enlightenment conviction that
human beings create their own destiny, a conviction which Eliot, Pound,
and Lewis share—however much they may diverge on just whither society
is headed or toward what it should strive” (40). It is thus no wonder that
Eliot had concerns over what type of human beings would be in control
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of the world’s new destiny. Here we discover the roots of a xenophobia
for the masses of Irish, Jews, and Italians arriving in America—the very
place that, for good or ill, seemed the vanguard of whatever new world
was coming. Pound and Eliot found that neither Wilsonian nationalism
nor communism (which did not, after all, value a cultural elite) offered the
kind of artistic autonomy and cultural revitalization for which they were
hoping, and “As a consequence they inevitably found themselves in the
neighborhood of fascism when it manifested itself in 1922” (52). After the
war, the new world Pound and Lewis had hoped the conflict would usher
in had not materialized. Many nations, for example, were cracking down
on labour unions in response to the alleged Bolshevist threat. Lewis, and
to a lesser extent Pound, feared a return to warfare and believed demagogic
democracy its likeliest instigator. Thus do the two meet Mussolini’s rise
to power in 1922 with great interest.
Pound’s early sympathies for Italian fascism were exacerbated by the
Depression, which confirmed for him the alleged instability of democracy. Pound was also deeply affected by a 1933 interview he conducted
with Mussolini. While noting that Mussolini’s charisma had won admirers around the world, Surette, with some understatement, writes, “that
Pound was so easily recruited as an apostle of fascism does not speak well
of his political acumen” (223). In Jefferson and/or Mussolini (1935), Pound
would make the case that America’s most venerated founder was himself
no lover of democracy and understood the need for a ruling class. A student of the Renaissance, Pound believed in periodic cultural renewal and
was attracted to strongmen like Mussolini and Hitler who announced a
coordinated moment of radical political change. From the earliest drafts
of Pound’s Cantos, composed during the bloodshed of World War I, he is
nearly indifferent to the gruesome particulars of the historical field and
is instead narrowly focused on “an ‘awakening’ of European civilization
renovated by the co-optation of alien or forgotten cultural values,” particularly pre-Socratic, anti-empirical Confucian values (77).
Surette links the continued radicalization of Eliot and Pound between
the end of World War I and Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 to the two thinkers on which each author rested hope between the wars: Charles Maurras
and Major Douglas, respectively. Eliot had not given up on democracy as
decisively as his peers, but he suspected its corruption. He saw the Christian royalism of Charles Maurras as a superior alternative to fascism, based
as it was on a more genteel variation of authoritarianism. Eliot “regarded
both fascism and communism as ‘movements’ that offer bogus substitutes
for religious beliefs and institutions” (159). Unlike Maurras, however, Eliot
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resisted direct political engagement and the work of the Action Française,
the party based on Maurras’s beliefs, and hoped instead to bear a broad
cultural influence. Pound, however, heeded no similar limitations. He was
a fervent missionary for Major Douglas’s Social Credit program, which
proposed payment of dividends to citizens based on national productivity. Pound believed a despotism embracing Social Credit policies could
cure the economic failures of popular democracy. His belief that banks
were the unfair beneficiaries of national productivity eventually lead to
his most grotesque politics: anti-Semitism and support for Nazism. For
Pound, “it was tempting to conclude that governments were in the pay
of bankers. From there it was a short—though scarcely warranted—step
to conclude that the international conspiracy of bankers was identical to
the supposed international conspiracy of Jews outlined in The Protocols
of the Elders of Zion” (238).
While Pound does, in letters after the war, call Hitler unethical, this
does not seem to indicate any significant regret for the Nazi regime’s
unspeakable criminality. Eliot, for his part, remained unconvinced Nazi
fascism was any more abhorrent than liberal democracy. During lectures at
Cambridge in 1939, after the tragedy of Kristallnacht had already unfolded,
Eliot steadfastly argued liberalism’s atheistic individualism was the period’s
premier threat to Christianity. Surette calls this “a striking failure of imagination on his part—if not worse” (206). Given Eliot’s focus on Christian
ethics, Surette considers this lapse an explicitly moral failure: “Even in
1939, Eliot refused to condemn fascism/nazism as a political doctrine
totally antipathetic to Christian as well as liberal values on the spurious
grounds that British oligarchical democracy was equally culpable” (251).
Nearly ten years later, in Notes Toward a Definition of Culture (1948), Eliot
remains distressingly mute on the subject of the Jewish Holocaust. Here
Surette notes, “there is no indication I can find in Notes or the Appendix
that Eliot recognized that horror as a fact he needed to take into account in
his assessment of the past and future of European culture” (253). Eliot does,
however, restate his fidelity to royalism. He remains consistent between
the twenties and forties in his fear of the fragmentation of elite culture,
which he attributed to humanist rationalism, and in his subsequent belief
that a Christian aristocracy was Europe’s best defense.
Lewis, at least, after initially supporting Hitler (and after prior flirtations with Bolshevism and fascism), revised his position following an
October 1937 visit to the Jewish district in Warsaw, an experience which
resulted in the misleadingly titled The Jews, Are They Human? (1939). In
that work he argues for the admission of European refugees to Britain
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and presents Jews as simply another group to be assimilated into a united
Europe. And in The Hitler Cult (1939), Lewis quite forthrightly revises his
earlier support for Nazism. Whereas he had previously seen Hitler as a
defender of European culture and an alternative to capitalist democracy,
he now believed, following the invasion of Poland, that Germany offered
no clear cultural or moral leadership.
Surette’s reconsideration of the moral legacy of his subjects is somewhat less successful than his closely observed accounts of their political
development. He attends, for example, to contemporary post-Marxist
theory at several points as a way to normalize the political and cultural
aims of his subjects. Surette compares Lewis, who embraced dreams of
a “new supranational world order” (209) to Michael Hardt and Antonio
Negri, who expect a similar global organization to emerge based on economies of communication. These passages can often feel defensive, and they
detract from the more balanced portions of the text.
Perhaps Surette’s most controversial claim is that while his subjects
should be held accountable for their ideas, their views were “ ‘innocent’
in the sense that no one other than themselves was helped or harmed by
[them]” (276). Can Pound’s continued support for Mussolini or Eliot’s
stubborn ambivalence toward fascism be dismissed so easily? They might
have been “caught up in cultural, technological, and political earthquakes
beyond their capacity to understand or influence” (276), but this seems
to ignore the regrettable persistence of their belief. It also disregards the
moral clarity of artists like Samuel Beckett, a participant in the French
resistance who, despite the same cultural ferment, was nonetheless able
to correctly identify the acute dangers of the historical moment. Surette
variously characterizes Pound, Eliot, and Lewis as naive, unremarkable,
and arrogant. But readers may find that none of these explanations ultimately offers a satisfactory account for the profound failures of intellect
and wisdom documented here.
Daniel Chaskes
University of British Columbia
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Christine Ramsay, ed. Making it Like a Man. Waterloo:
Wilfred Laurier up, 2011. 372 pp. $42.95.
As a social scientist, I have taught and published mostly within gender and
women’s studies venues, although my current appointment is as Chair of
the Counselor Education Department within a Faculty of Education. I offer
this disclosure in order to clarify that I am reviewing this text primarily
through psychological and sociological lenses rather than from cultural
or literary studies perspectives. This also explains why earlier this term I
was at a regular meeting of students and faculty engaged in educational
counseling fieldwork. As attendees were arriving and taking their seats, I
was sorting through the items retrieved from my departmental mailbox.
The simple brown envelope was unremarkable in this context; thus when I
extracted Ramsay’s book from it I shared the surprise of one of my female
colleagues, who let out an involuntary gasp upon sight of one of two cover
photographs. It is of a naked man of approximately thirty to forty years
of age reclining on a flowered tapestry or carpet and holding a vacuum
cleaner laid strategically to cover his genitals, the handle of which is held
much as if a shotgun were there instead. Embarrassed, I hastened the book
back into its package and explained to her that I had been asked to review
it and hadn’t seen it until then (I learned later from the front matter that
this cover photograph is derived from an art installation entitled, “On
Technologies of Man’s Sensuality”).
One cannot overstate the importance of context, and in this case the
aforementioned cover photograph was an intrusion that reminded me of
the common critique of men’s taking of both physical and metaphorical
space. It is arguably both remarkable and appropriate that even the cover
of such a text would be confrontational, conjuring up amusement, shame,
hesitation, and boldness before one even begins to read its contents. For
me this was a notable experience because as a man I often think about this
topic conceptually rather than experiencing it viscerally. For this reason,
I already appreciated Ramsay’s book for having the promise of teaching
me something consequential before I opened it. Having now read it, my
assumption proved to be correct. This text is an elegant and interesting
collection of illustrations, cases, and analyses of mundane and dramatic
locations—particularly but not exclusively literary ones—associated with
Canadian and masculine habitus.
I hesitate to belabour the cover, but there is a second photograph
(below the first) of the back of an older or elderly Caucasian man in a
244 | Laker

dark suit, hands clasped behind him, his attention away from the camera.
Whereas the first man (of approximately thirty to forty years of age, of
possible Mediterranean ethnicity, medium height, and sturdy build) is
looking directly at the camera with an intent if not menacing expression,
the second is either disinterested, rude, lost in thought, British, or all four.
It occurs to me, particularly after reading the book, that perhaps it is the
combination of these two images within the same space that makes it
Canadian. It is also illustrative of a major theme in masculinities studies
and in this book: the male gaze, understood instrumentally in terms of
aspiration, assertion, predation, desire, imagination, and so forth, and/or
experienced by others such as through colonization, imperialism, infringement, objectification, and intimidation, among other forms. This range
of real and metaphorical gazing is explored throughout the text in some
very intriguing ways.
For instance, in the chapter entitled, “ ‘Keepin’ It Real’? Masculinity,
Indigeneity, and Media Representations of Gangsta Rap in Regina,” Marsh
examines thorny intersections between masculinity, race, poverty, urbanity,
youth, and other aspects of hip hop culture, particularly from and about
the perspectives of First Nations member and rap musician Robin Favel
(aka Burden). The documentary examples (for example, news clippings,
interview narrative) of Favel’s gang-positive and gang-identified viewpoints included within the chapter serve to interrogate ways in which
he, his contemporaries, and the subjects of his songs on the one hand
and the police and the state on the other might be seen concomitantly as
provocateur or victim of violent (and racist) masculinities depending on
one’s perspective and context. As a reader, I had a vivid sense of frenetic
and at times overwhelming activity and production of masculinity. Yet, in
this and the other chapters the authors conduct their analyses methodically and accessibly. This is a strength of the text overall and something
I particularly appreciated as one who does not have a background in the
literature examined.
This book is part of Wilfred Laurier University Press’s Cultural Studies
Series, and the publisher includes a brief definition of the discipline as “the
multi- and inter-disciplinary study of culture, defined anthropologically
as a ‘way of life,’ performatively as symbolic practice, and ideologically as
the collective product of varied media and cultural industries” (front matter). While there are many books about masculinities, their origins and
performances, and several Canadian ones (including my own), Ramsay
demonstrates quite adeptly that there are infinite locations and angles
from which to approach these subjects. As a social scientist, I particularly
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appreciated the way in which an explicitly interdisciplinary field such as
cultural studies might engage these subjects in contrast to how one of its
constituent disciplines might do so individually.
Readers are encouraged to begin with Ramsay’s introduction, in which
she carefully explains her objectives and the approaches taken in developing the book and provides a very thoughtful and thorough socio-historical
account of the study of masculinities in the Western world generally and
in the Canadian context particularly. Ramsay indicates “the individual
authors in Making it Like a Man have come together to advance ideas
about the practice of masculinities through a specifically Canadian geographical imagination, interrogating how our local/regional/national/
transnational symbols and practices are gendered ‘masculine’ ” (xx).
There are five sections of between two and four chapters each (fifteen
in total and well-suited to course adoption). The first section, “Identity,
Agency, and Manliness in the Colonial and the National” contains an
especially fascinating chapter by Jarett Henderson in which historical
analysis of early (1870 to 1901) immigration handbooks articulated an
emergent Canadian masculine hegemony and physicality rooted in British imperialism.
I have written elsewhere about the difficulty of pursuing a coherent
or conclusive definition of masculinity (Canadian or otherwise), in one
instance employing an analogy to determining the existence of space aliens,
Bigfoot, or the Loch Ness Monster. We make casts of footprints, produce grainy photographs, recall direct encounters, point to symbols, and
curate collections of evidentiary artifacts, but we have not yet and might
never prove anything other than the existence of a collective and contested
debate. Having worked and lived in both Canada and the United States,
I was especially impressed with the time, effort, and humility enacted to
excavate Canadian lenses on the subject matter in Ramsay’s book. This
was assuredly not an easy task. Like many cultural products, “Canadian”
is an amalgam of ideologies embedded with power hierarchies and hegemonic expressions. Ramsay and the contributing authors have provided
wonderful fodder for us as we contend with this mess together, and I
greatly appreciate the opportunity to review this fine collection and the
learning derived from doing so.
Jason Laker
San José State University
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Lily Cho. Eating Chinese: Culture on the Menu
in Small Town Canada. Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2010. 207 pages.
When one Chinese meets another Chinese who is a stranger, a ready way to
index each other is through the dialects they speak: Cantonese from Hong
Kong or Macau? One of the many southern dialects from the coast? Shanghai vernacular? Taiwanese? Or Putonghua, the official spoken language of
mainland China? And if one wants to pursue ethnic origin further, what
kind of Chinese character does a Chinese write: the more classical and
complicated script that Chinese of a certain age from Hong Kong would
have learned while Hong Kong was still a British colony or the abbreviated script instituted in China after the Second World War? All these
questions and answers, as might be noted, do not include Chinese who
had immigrated to North America, or Australia, or parts of Europe and so
on a century ago. Second- and third-generation overseas Chinese might
rightly feel marginalized by, first, the dominance of the People’s Republic
of China as the focus of Chinese issues and, second, by the economic clout
wielded by recent immigrants who have chosen mainly to settle in cities
such as Vancouver or Toronto or Sidney or New York. Eating Chinese
by Lily Cho attempts to redress this oversight in current scholarship on
diasporic Chinese cultures.
To Cho, the restaurants that served chop suey and the Chinese who
owned them are seen as “Too old to be recuperated within the new narratives of multiculturalism and too new to be a proper object of wistful
histories” (5–6), but Cho wants “to suggest that these restaurants illuminate both the difficulty of sustaining the presentness of the past in Chinese
diaspora and the need to do so” (7). To that end, the author engages in
examining “a range of diverse texts: folk tales and rumours, menus, Canadian folk songs, art installations, and literature” in order to illuminate “a
different facet of the restaurant as a cultural space” (14). Wanting to go
beyond the theoretical positions on diaspora taken by critics such as Rey
Chow or Avtar Brah, Cho writes, “Rather than worrying over who might
be counted as diasporic and who should have their claims to diasporic
membership revoked, I am committed to showing how diasporic communities emerge out of the relationships within and across diaspora” (15).
In chapter 1, Cho moves from “a narrative of containment and expulsion” symbolized by cooking by Hong Kong Chinese under British colonial
rule, to the serving of sweet and sour pork in Chinese Canadian restaurants,
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a practice described as “a semiotic virus that cannot be contained” (31).1
Interspersed between examinations of the two poles of food production
are readings and references to Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak, Raymond
Williams, Freud, and Stuart Hall. The chapter ends with Cho reminding
the reader that “The public space of the small town Chinese restaurant
opens up the possibilities of resistances that may not have a record in the
colonial or settler colonial archive, but that are nevertheless present” (43)
and thus should be part of the postcolonial narrative in scholarly research.
Cho underlines this claim and expands it in chapter 2 by an elegiac overview of small town Chinese restaurants in Alberta. Cho’s lingering over
the establishing of Public Lunch Counter in Olds, or New Dayton Cafe
and its menu, is part of the attempt to prevent “relegating what might be
considered old diaspora subjectivities to the dustbin of Chinese diaspora
history rather than thinking through the ways in which these identities ...
are constitutive of it” (76).
Chapter 3 examines Joni Mitchell’s “Chinese Café/Unchained Melody” and Sylvia Tyson’s “The Night the Chinese Restaurant Burned Down”
“because the representation of the Chinese restaurant ... illuminates its
peculiar role in the consolidation of white subjectivity” (81). The following chapter focuses on the installation art of Karen Tam: Gold Mountain
Restaurants. The restaurant space in these installations is recognizable as
“a specific genre of Chinese restaurant characterized precisely by [its] lack
of cosmopolitanism” (109). To Cho, Tam’s insertion of “old” space “into
the ‘new’ space of the contemporary art gallery” signals the “relationship
between old and new diasporic cultures” (120). A recurrent query raised
in this chapter is “Who is diasporic?”
The chapter on Fred Wah’s writing intends to explore the problem
of “how the [diasporic] group constitutes itself as a group, how does a
diasporic community understand itself as such?” (131). This chapter comprises examination of criticism on Fred Wah’s works, of critical debates of
what being Chinese means, and of Wah’s Waiting for Saskatchewan and
Diamond Grill. Eating Chinese concludes with Cho reiterating the need
to remember the history of any diasporic formation and to resist giving in
to “the desire to move on, to progress into a future of global cosmopolitanism” (159). Thus, the diverse texts taken up by the writer are indices of
1 This reviewer grew up with sweet and sour pork on the menu in Hong Kong

restaurants and must admit that, although she was told this was not a classical
Cantonese dish and not a delicacy, it was often part of the family dinner out and
a favourite of the grandmother. The dish is not confined to small town Canada
or small town anywhere.
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“small acts of resistance and recalcitrance, the overlooked forms of agency
embedded within everyday exchanges and interactions” (160).
Eating Chinese: Culture on the Menu in Small Town Canada is a timely
addition to the growing industry of diaspora and immigrant studies. Cho
writes with elegance. Her use of the numerous theorists in diaspora/postcolonial studies as well as cultural critics such as Habermas and Raymond
Williams is impressive. She manages to transition from expository writing, dwelling without haste on the history of a small town Chinese diner,
to rigorous engagement with critics such as Ien Ang or Aihwa Ong with
ease. This is not a long book, but it is packed with interesting ideas and
raises interesting questions. For instance, what does Cho mean when she
writes in the chapter on Fred Wah: “In this chapter, I want to look at what
it is that ties one person in diaspora to another ... This is not a question of
identity politics ... but a question of community formation and transmission” (131)? It is a throwaway statement that warrants another chapter
in arguments and counter-arguments regarding how one can disengage
issues of identity politics from community formation and transmission.
And although this reviewer agrees overall with Cho’s argument, assertions,
and claims, the lure of a fresh lobster cooked four different ways (steamed,
baked, pan fried, or boiled) with a choice of five different sauces (cream,
green onion and ginger, salt and pepper, garlic, or black bean) that one
can find in an urban Chinese restaurant with a chef trained in Hong Kong
is preferable to chop suey.
Maria N. Ng
University of Lethbridge
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