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Roberta Rosenberg and Rachel Rubinstein

Introduction

In the January 2003 special issue of PMLA, America: The Idea, the Liter-
ature, Paul Giles calls for a “critical transnationalism™ that would reveal
the “cultural jagged edges, strucrural paradoxes, or other forms of appar-
ent incoherence” that add to our cultural understanding of America’s po-
sition in the global community (65). Indeed, the “rransnational turn” in
American studies, Donald E. Pease writes, “has effected the most signifi-
cant reimagining of the field since its inception” {40}, Jewish American
literature, however, has not been fully recognized as fundamental to these
conversations, despite the groundbreaking work of a growing cadre of
scholars. Jewish literatures in the Americas— Canada, the Caribbean, and
Latin America, in addition to the United States——offer an opportunity to
think transnationally and hemispherically in a way that responds to and
exemplifies the call for a critical transnationalism in the teaching of Amer-
ican literatures.

As we reassert the importance of Jewish American literature in the
context of the new American studies {among other fields), the develop-
ment of Jewish studies as an academic discipline suggests additional con-
texts for reevaluating this diverse body of work. Jewish studies developed
in nineteenth-century western Europe, pioneered by reformist Jewish
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~Justin Cammy

Unsecttling the Linguistic and
- Geographical Borders

of Jewish American Literature:
Reégine Robin’s La Québécoite

The editors of The Cambridge History of Canadian Litcrature suggest that
Canada’s literary history “has always been a fractured discourse, notori-
ously difficult to define . . . [given} the conceptual challenges posed by
changing meanings of *Canadian” as an identity category and by periodic re-
- formulations of Canada as an imagined community” ( Howells and Kroller 2).
As was the case in the United States, by the end of the twentieth century
Canadian lirerary history broadened significantly “as formerly marginatized
voices and suppressed histories assum{ed] their proper place within a restruc-
tured and increasingly diversified literary tradition™ (4). Such observations
reinforce the importance of examining how border crossings, cross-cultural
exchange, literary multlingualism, translation, debates about indigenous-
- ness, and transnational identities have simultaneously challenged and ex-
panded our understanding of national literary traditions.

The field of Jewish American literature should no longer be limited
-geographically to the political borders of the United States and dominated
- by English-tanguage texts. My undergraduate survey course on Jewish

American literature therefore includes several weeks on Yiddish and He-
- brew writers.! The exploration of their overlapping and competing global
Hterary networks broadens the field's conceprual, linguistic, and peographic

127




128 Reégine Robin’s Lo Quibicoire

fimits, Farther, incorporate o transconrinental approach thar is inclu-
sive of works originally published in English, Freach, Spanish, and Porru-
guese beyond the United States.? This approach prompted my inclusion
on the syttabus of Régine Robin’s French danguage, postmodern novel La
Quebecoite (The Wanderer), Robin's experimental novel proves pedagogi-
cally vaduable because it offers students an alieenarive model for think-
ing through the tangled relations berween local, national, and transna-
tionat identities and the literary traditions thar infurm them,

The question of Canadianness has long vexed interpreters of Canadian
identity. Though Canadians are cager 10 define themselves in the Negarive ——
as definivively not American—they have had more difticuley forging a
coherent natonal identity. Those who attempt 1 craft a metanarrative of
Canadianness often point o Canada as the product of two founding na-
tons, French-speaking Cathalics and English speaking Protestants,
However, Hugh AlacLennan’s classic novel Tive Solitudes suggests Canada
is better understood through the irreconcitable divide between these two
groups. Multiculruratism and a greater sensitivity to Canadian diversity
turther complicated the founding myth of Canadian binationalism by
prompting a belated acknowledgment of the rights of Canada’s First Na-
tions in the Constitution Ace of 1982, The limitations of the American
melting-pot model also informed atcempts o define Canada alternatively
as a mosaic, in which cultural communities retain their distincriveness but
when picced together form a colorful portrait. Though the model of the
cultural mosaic is theorerically less cocrcive toward minority cultures than
that of the melting pot, neither paradigm hus gone uncontesred. 3

Underlying tensions berween Protestant and Catholie, English and
French, and colonial and native populations produced a dilemma for im-
mugrants, especially Jews, whose language and religion did not fit into the
dominant paradigms of Canadian wentity. Jews learned that, in the
Canadian context, language contains an array of ethnonational assump-
tions. Nowhere was this more complicated than in Montreal, a multitin-
gual island within North America’s only majority French-speaking prov-
mee. The wave of Yiddish-speaking, eastern European Jewish iMmigrants
who began arriving in the lare nineteenth century found themselves a
double minority, alicnated from both the French speaking majority and
the city’s Anglo-Protestanr establishment. When they gravitated to En-
ghsh as part of their acculturation rather than to French, their POSIticn as
Montreal’s “third solitude” (sce Greenstein, Third Solitudesy was solidi-
fied, reflecred first in the Himinal location of immigrant Jewish neighbor-
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hoods between English-speaking West and French-speaking East Mon-
rreal, and then in their move 1o suburban, majority-Jewish areas on the
periphery of more established, non-Jewish neighborhoods. In Mordecai
Ricliler’s The Sereet, a ficrional treatment of the author’s childhood in
Montreal’s downrtown Jewish gherro, Richler goes so far as to suggest
that for his family “Canada was not a choice, bur an accident,” while “the
real America” was across the border {173 In my course, students are
prompicd to consider what Richler was trying to suggest with this phrase,
and what its implications are for appreciating the gravitational force of the
American mythos.

I begin the class discussion of La Québécoite by noting that the clas-
sical English-French binary of Canadian fiterarure operates in tension with
the multilingoal and transnational fluidity of Jewish literature. In Mon-
rreal, writers worked in Yiddish, English, and French and found rhemselves
on the bcriphcry of not one but two non-Jewish national literatures.?
Although Jewish Montreal writers tike A. M. Klein, Irving Layton,
Leonard Cohien, and Richler broadened the ¢rhnic borders of Canadian
literature, they were excluded from the emerging countercanon of Que-
becois hirerature because they wrote in English, despite the face that each
writer published significant works that interpreted the cultural landscape
of Quebec, and especially of Montreal, its largest city.® The city’s Yiddish
writers, whose literary networks extended abroad, were also excluded.®
Here I draw students into a comparative discussion of Yiddish literary his-
tary, observing that Yiddish writers in interwar Poland faced similar chal-
lenges when they were excluded from consideration as Polish writers,
because their decision to write in Yiddish marked them as other, even
though Poland was at the imaginative center of their writing,

Next the class analyzes Robin's afterword to the English translation
of La Québécoite, in which she observes that natianalist guardians of Que-
becois literature invented a new term, neo-Quebecoss, 1o designate French
writing by immigrant writers, thus marking it (and the writers) as a “prob-
fem” (“Writing” 173). We pause on Robin’s insistence that as a Jewish
novelist in Quebec who writes in French (the language of the local ma-
jority but of still a minority of Canadian Jews) she occupies a threshold
position, “neither fully within nor fully without™ (182). Students come to
recognize that as Robin's protagonist wanders through different neigh-
borhoods and communities, she moves between multiple, even competing,
identiries that challenge narrow, exclusionary nationalist paradigms: “What
exactly do you feel you are—American, Canadian, Québécois, Jewish,
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Frenchs .. WE WOULD NEVER BECOME TRULY QUEBECOIS.
On the other side of the linguistic barrier. . . . A Yiddishophone imagina-
von .. 7 {(Wanderer 23-24)7 Disentangling overlapping identities that
challenge how hiterary canons are formed and refashioned provides siu-
dents an opportunity 1o adjust their carlier thinking abour what consti-
tares “Amenican” in Jewish American literarure,

Reégine Robin {born Rivka Ajzersziejn in Paris in 1939 to Polish Jew-
1sh parents) arrived in Moatreal tn 1977, 0 moment of nationalist hope and
unrest due 1o the recent election of the Arst government in Quebee com-
mitted to independence from Canada. Robin emerged as one of the lead-
ing Agures of éeritures migrantes {*“migrant writings™; see Berrouér Oriol
and Fournier), a transcuftural mode of writing that calls artention to the
experience of living within and between overlapping worlds through chal-
lenging and deconstructing established cthnonational literary canons.
One of her techniques involves the reproduction in fiction of vernacular
texts. T ask my students to bring examples of such texts in the novel 1o
class, and then | challenge them w discuss how the inclusion of lists of
local store and bank names, the previous night’s hockey scores, a page from
the newspaper television guide, and local menus is not only an experiment
in postmedern play but also a way to appreciate the narratives of belong-
g or exclusion these texts contan. For fimstance, 1 call to their attention
the novel’s reading of a subway map that shows Lionel Groulx as a major
downtown Montreal metro station. The novel reflects on the fact that the
Catholic priest and historian atter whom the stop is named was sympa-
thetic wr a variant of Quebcecols nativism that included anti-Semitism. In
this way, the novel teaches readers that relations of power and marginal-
ization are insenbed in evervday texts and landscapes.

[ then contrast the novel’s fascinagon with the minutiae of daily life
in Montreal with 1ts incorporation of Yiddish and Russian Jewish stories
set i eastern Europe. Robin not only quotes these stories directly, bring-
g the French Canadian reader into the heart of Yiddish laerary culrure,
but also meditates on Yiddish ieself, as when she visually reproduces it on
the page. My students appreciate how this stylistic decision aggressively
and visually incorporares the migrant writer’s languages and memories into
French Canadian litecature, thereby broadening its imaginative scope: “On
the slopes of Galicia the moon still traces %, 2, 3, and 3; in the gardens of
Ukraine, the stems of the sunflewers stsid form @, p and 3; but no longer

ts there anvone 10 decode them, 1o grasp their meaning, thelr savour”
{70-71). This passage allows us 1o discuss theoretical questions of Yid
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dish postvernacularity and the way Robin appropriates it as a ku'ad ‘of
“graphic image that is a whole landscape™ {113).% In the same vein, Linvite
students 1o ponder how the novel seems o simultancou'sly‘advoc?te for
inhabiting language as a homeland while feeling “In exile in one s own
language” (76). Such an approach allows us to enpage conceg)tual issues
raised earlier in the semester regarding “Yiddishland,” the fangasy of a
transnational, diasporic homeland experienced in language and culture
{Shandler). . ‘

By turning our attention to the novel’s extensive quotanons from
Jewish literary sources,” I invite students to think about how such rexes
embedded in a French novel set in Montreal must prove as strange and
destabilizing to the Qucbecois reader as the novel’s aforcmentipued UX-
amples of local vernacular texts are for new immig'rants to the city. Rn‘b—
in’s stratepy here is to ensure that no reader is ever in control of the anlre
narrative, Nonetheless, this compulsive exercise in citation and translation
from Jewish sources self-consciously Judaizes Montreal as a cgltural space.
I here suggest to students that Robin may be less interested in becoming
Quebecois than in creating her own experience of Qpcbcc tha‘t rt?deﬁn.es
and expands its potential meaning to be more inclusive of all its inhabit-
ants and their varied histories.

Students come 1o appreciate how the novel’s division 1nfo three sec-
tions allows Robin to imagine three portential lives for her protagonist thbat
are conditioned by the character’s lived experience and relationships in dis-
tinct urban ncigh-lmrlmods, suggesting that national or civic identities are
borh formed and disrupted ar the more granular level of the local strf':ct.
Each neighborhood has its own subculture: the Anglo- and ]cwlshl-
inflected suburb of Snowdon; Qutremont, home to Montreal’s Quehecois
political elite; and the downtown area arou nd Atwater n}arket, where The
protagonist hangs out with activists who remind her of the com:?mmsts
she knew in her vouth back in Paris. As we follow her from one nmg,hblorv
hood to the ncx't, the text also plays with the archetype of the wandering
Jew in empowering new ways, here as cosmopolitan ﬂa‘ncur. We 'diSCL'ISS
how the meaning of the novel inevitably shifts in translation when its orig:
inal title, Ln Québécoite {an ironic neologism that suggests one who s in

Quebee but culrarally silenced by it}, is rendered in English as The Wan-
derer, In each neighborhood the novel demonstrares the cha!lcngc of de-
coding the semiotics of language, space, and betonging. These journeys
suggest that the only way to write an aurhentic novel of Montreal is to

make it interlingual and intercultural.
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Falso invite my students to think of La Qrebécorte as o text interested
m chatlenging the formation of national canons by constructing its own
postnational and transnational countercanons, My students are then bet-
ter abie to appreciate how the same Hierary wests may serve multiple, even
competing readerships in radically different ways. By way of example,
I point out that the professor in the novel weaches the same carly Soviet
Yiddish writers to students at Montreal’s English-tanguage McGill Univer-
sity and to their French Canadian peers across own ai L'Université de Mon-
treal, At MeGill, the many Jewish students in the class resist the Sovier
Yiddish writers” articulation of a revolutionary Jewishness because it doces
not casity map onto their own experience of Moncreal fewry as a double
minority, one with a strong sense of Jewish tradition, ethnic solidarity and
commitment to Zionism's realization of a Jewish nation-state. By contrast,
the French Canadian students in the novel are fascinated by Sovier Yid-
dish writers” attemprs 1o liberate themselves from religions rradition and
reconstruct themselves through language, a process that mirrors the stu-
dents efforts to free themselves from the shadow of the church and to ne-
goriate the tension between nationalist vearnings for independence and a
more cosmopolitan sense of themselves as part of a transnational Fran-
cophoiir, or French-speaking community. Robin’s abundant borrowings
from other iexts open up an entire canon of Yiddish writers in French
transiation and reveal the ways in which they claimed eastern European
space as their own, despite their minority status. The translation of Soviet
Yiddish texts for a Quebeyois readership thus introduces Yiddish literature
a5 a model tor minoriey cultures interested in thinking about cufrural self:
assertion bevond the parameters of the nation state.

The act of conuring tost Jewish spaces within a novel about Quebee
also becomes a form of dialogic exclunge in which immigrant writer and
native reader meditate on each other’s condition. Here, Robin sugprests that
the Jews and the Quebecois have more in common than they mighs real-
tze, given the degree 1o which their fear of being swallowed up by larger
caltures is a defining condition of their colleetive identities, My students
and I pause 1o theorize together about what Robin might mean when she
writes about “immigrant words in suspense between two HISTORIES.”
We discuss how liminatity here exists as an alternative linguistic as-
similation, which she reads as the betrayal of “poling] over w the other
side™ (Wanderer 124). For instance, when the novels protagonist trans-
lates the prose of modernist Yiddish master Dovid Berpelson for her stu-
denes, she is especially moved by one of his stories about a man’s return to
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his native village after World War 1. When the rTum spe'aks 1o a Y()?I:gsgl;ri
in Yiddish about his wartime cxperiences, si.u: 1mrm:d-1:1tciyE trfu?s; a :C\. »
words into Russian. In response to her inquary rfzgardmg t “,i atcu.rn ‘;'id_
her translation, he counters: “What can 1 say? T he quffcﬁn;:, .‘:casnicmorv
dish™ {123). This passage reveals that the element of LU‘ u,tl: e o
contained in language is not easily translazable, and that the ;

i «er dynamics of the exchange
transiation are high, especially when the power dynamics of the i

are between a minority and majority language and culture. e
1f the successtul Jewish immigrant depicted in carly-t.\\ engicth-centur)
«es himself over to the social and economic

ican lite ily gin
American literature readily g o the ne
linguistic assimilation, then Robin’s La

ities that come with
opportunities tha tion, then Robin's 7
Quiélicoite offers a countermode! of cultural and lingwstc C?\Chd.l'lb i
. ; : i in's ali rom
murual respect.® This model is a product of both Robin’s alienation '
etv, which keeps reminding Robin that she can never reatly
AR

Quebec soi Y

. . e Smmierant
share in Quebecois history or identity because she is an immigr .
‘ ‘ jon fi : sal’s ish-speakin

and her sense of exclusion from Montreal’s English-speaking,

a Jew, . s English-sp "
wish establishment, which sees her as a Erench writer with

conservarive Je s a Frenct ier Wi
unreliable political sympathies. 1 suggest that Robin’s 11'11.1[151?[1 [f:‘]t qQ .

: 1 in a Frenc ; uecbec
tions from Yiddish and other Jewish texts in a Erench novel of Q

i ilingualism and border cross-
emphasizes in-betweenness, translation, multilingualism and bo

inguistic ers of ethnon-
ing as a way to challenge the cultural and linguistic borders of Hnon
t : - M . ¥ " 2 ;1
ationalism. Students come 1o appreciate how and why the novel celebr .
ret ‘here diffe FTOUpS an
the syncretic possibifities of wrban encounters w here different group

languages intermingle. - ‘ - :
. B ' Y N - ' ot - . " ( 0
The class’s analysis of La Québécoste concludes v ith LUnSldL‘[’”{lU;)Tl l
t ’ i Cthe novel, ¢ Cwhich high-
three intertexts that appear in the heart of the nov el, cach ofw h. » hig ;
and dangers of the nativist discourse thar informe
composition. The firstis a section from
sents Catholic

lights the complications
the political context of the novel’s posit h )
a schoolbook abour early Frenelr colomal lustor‘y, which pre e
missionaries as the first martyrs for the cause of Quebec, 'murl en.'LRO)bm’S
Troquois they attesmpeed 1o convert., My stm'ktnts apprccmt-cl 1}()‘“[0”! e
analysis of this schoolbook exposes the writing of coloma. .us o1y 2 ‘
: in which indigenousness is at first an object of curios

fictional enterprise 4 ‘- |
then something to be feared and eradicated, and

ity OpporTunity, ated,
i:;\]lj?ftcriznwthing to be appropriated. The next text we !cons:.dj:r is t:i
cidedly fess heady: a menu Robin reproduces from Ben’s de -uat';:ss ;
which includes the story of the business’s growth froma push'c:ut \; v1;:r:‘;
Jewish immigrant sold sandwiches to workers o a restaurant that e

] isine W Ve discuss
ports the unique flavors of Montreal cuisine to Hollywood, Y
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how the menu s iesetf a classic immigrant story,
a model for the wavs in which the immigrant presence enhances the flavor
of the host commuiuty rather than rhreatens i, Finatly, we consider the

novel’s iclusion of the full manifesto of the Front de libération du Québée

(“Quebec Liberation Front™), with its call 1o “Make Your Revolution”
{Wanderer 1010, If the narrator’s husband {who is Quebecois) is inspired
by “the intense emotion that had gripped him when he heard [the mani-
festo] read” (96}, then to the narrdtor's immigrant ¢
omtous sign of the subsequent violence th

the FLQ in the name of nationalism-

ar its pngoism is an
ar would be perpetrated by

The fear of homogencity
of unanimity
of the Us that excludes all others
of the pure, (107}

Our reading of these three texes allows me to demonstrate how the novel
Sets up a conversation between colonial histor
firical fiterature that collective
alt the differences” (86, 1),
By discussing how La Onebecoite navigates the reasions be
fanguages and home o problematize and complic
appreciate how Robin’s IMmigrant countern
interventions into exclusivist master n

Yy vernacular texts, and po-
ly performs Robin’s fictional mantra to “note

ween
ate identity, studencs
AITALIVeS Serve as conspicuous
arratives. In this way, memories of
ccovered for the novel’s Jewish read-
“ers but also form the genesis of a mare diatogic and transcultural lrera-
ture of Canada and Quebee, one that requires “no liter
visas™ {“Writing” 178},

Jewish castern Europe are not only r
ATY PASSPOrts or

Notes

L Tinclude Benjamin Marshay and Barbara Harshav's American Yiddio)
Porery, an essay by Isaac Bashevis Singer {“Prablems of Yid
wa™l, and selections about the Hebrew literary encouster with Native America
from Mingz's Samncrhary in the Wilderness, pp. 367-89. 1 have recently included
Isracli novels that imagine America a5 an alternarive Jewish homeland, such as
Nava Semel’s Isra [ide, abour Mordecai Manael Noah’s ninereenth- centy ry efforr
to establish a refuge for fews on Grand Island in New York

American works that are interested in Yiddish not only as a bridge o the past bue
also as @ micans of explorin

& the pleasures of Jewish tntertinguialism, such as Dara

Born's The World to Come and Perer Manseaw’s Songs fior the Butcher s Danghter.
2. These include, fram Canada, AL M. Kleins The Second Serofl, Mordecai
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dish Prose in Amer

, and contemporary

depicring Ben's success as

““First Nations h
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e sil. Moacve Scliar's The Centanr tn the Garden; from Argcr}txlna,.z‘[‘l[l;t:lti
fl.’m‘}}ir::;}g’: Tfjrjt';’islf Ganchos of the Pampas; and Achy Obejas’s interling,
Sr::;-tmnsnational Cuban-American novciA Days ufﬂ.nfr. euttona poliy 553

3. Quchecois nationalists have critiuinzc%i Cunndllar; mu (;:m-c o Car;uda,s
l al strategy to contain their aspirations for indepen ,

neoc i Ccrareal mistre nt of
ncocoloni e viewed it as a distraction from the historical mistreatme

pative peoples. o b s a1 L S

. 4. Montreal’s Yiddish lirerary community included sutrts; ‘10;‘; Rn\'i]tqh Roihi

Sh lr:nll Shtern, and l1da Maze, joined after the Holocaust by‘ elekl : “-(__}r};ing o

K ; Chava gmscnf‘lrb, and Yehuda Elberg, Other ]cwlsl:i \:ir}t(;lr’ Jorking
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5 ,For overviews of Canadian Jewish writing, sce Brc:m;:r, ”Cana ] }
o 1 arpolis, “Across the Border,

Greenstein, “Introduction”; and Margolis, ALI‘OSSlih o more on
6. For more on Yiddish Maontreal, see Margolis, ]t’ll’tﬂ'j r'un ﬁm,;,-m(

' i i : Hiy .
Montreal as 2 mulilingual literary center, sec Siman, Translating / o
1 h 4

7. Rohin’s word *Yiddishophone™ is a pun on the tcrn;n!.’l(fplm?i; psed X

. 3 is neither English nc ;

: ‘hose imother tongue is ney n

eC to refer (0 SOMEONE W : reither | pnor French
Qltljciho therefore complicates Canada’s established binational and &
and w
e in which Yiddish asa

8. Yiddisl postvernacularity refers to the phcnomcmT 1; \t';luc vt
cana‘. of spoken communicarion becomes sccondary to Yiddis ‘}S,]E'i‘ﬁcation -
f!: li .5\ stem of representation, culenral performance, and metasig
olic svs s
Sy i e i the Russian
9. The list is too long to cite fully but includes C}LUEE:;T[“D“S pussn
Icwist; writer Tsaae Babel's Red Cavalry; work by buuc"at \tll E:;lsrimn N
i Yl { 15 poe v the : :
Kuijbak, Deretz Markish, and Dovid Hoﬁhtc) n; pue‘n;lsf b A e the
modcm’ist poct Yankey Glatshteyn; retellings of Jewish fo p .11._-05 o
German Istacli philosopher Gershom Scholem, as well as referes
N hiar. .
eval mystical tract The Zo ' . - A
10. For a theorerigal statement of Robin’s ;unprtnfuhhm. rTu:'c‘l?mm £ P
. ‘ t 53y M Sorti cthnicité,
ticularism and assimilation, sec her essay “Sortir de Pethr
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Jews beyond America:
The One and the Many

105 evail and where we should
The classroom 1s a place where curiosity must prevail and wi | e
| ative wavs. In classrooms parrowness must <ol
a:t_z,c and cultare must be pushed to their
¢ én\-‘ircmmcnt. In short, nothing in the

immobile, or settled. Twriie all of

imagine ourselves in altern
lapse of its own accord, and .langu
Limits in their interaction with th
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this in reaction to the frequent parochialism of th‘c lt*:\\ 1.5 llen o
ies classroom. In English, the proper nout Amrr:.m is tJ.' ‘ m‘mip;cnt timt
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and culrural tradition with multiple homes nc.ross. SPI\CL min o d.assroom

For oo long, the teaching of Jewish American culture

3 arrowly . While the
has been centered on the United States and narrowly defined

i aken as its des-
United States may be where the class meets, it should not be taki
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d first and foremost by change. Change 15 the one ¢

ish life is shape ot
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