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‘Voyage’ 
 
‘Locked in my berth as though it were 
my coffin. I retched emptiness 
itself. The other women took turns 
helping the sick, keeping the children clean. 
 
My daughters ran free over the ship 
making friends with the sailors, who remembered  
their own children, and were kind. “Mother, get up,  
come up to the deck; in the wind you’ll feel better. 
There’s dancing, the sailors play accordion.” 
I shut my eyes and prayed to die. 
 
By the time the boat came into the harbour  
I was able to wash and dress myself, hold down 
a little bread. Before we could leave there had to be  
inspection. Department of Immigration, Department 
of Infectious Diseases. Loud, purple stamps. 
 
They didn’t explain, just motioned us 
into separate rooms, men and women. 
Strip to skin – babies, even the very old. 
I have never been naked to any eyes 
but the night’s. We stumbled, walking past the doctors, 
turning our eyes away. But I saw the old women, 
breasts, bellies like emptied sacks: 
skin aprons tied around their bones.  
 
In the train from Halifax to Toronto  
we sit up through a day and a night. The countryside spills 
like rain off the windows. One strangeness  
after another. Land without hedges or fences, 
trees that have no names. 
 
Coats buttoned to the chin, hands gloved, 
our hats pulled down. We have shown  
enough of ourselves to strangers. 
 
 

– Janice Kulyk Keefer, Fields, 1989 
In memory of Olena Levkovich and Tomasz Solowski’1  

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Taken from Art and Ethnicity: The Ukrainian Tradition in Canada. Ed. Ramon Hnatyshyn and Robert Klymasz. Quebec: 
Canadian Museum of Civilisation, 1991, 37. 
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1. Introduction 
In the very beginning of his work Identity, Culture and the Postmodern World, Madan Sarup 

observes the following with respect to the contemporary perception and reception of the 

concept of identity: 

Wherever I go, I come across people meeting together to hear, read, and discuss questions about identity: 
personal identity, social identity, national identity, ethnic identity, feminist identity, and so on. […] Now 
it has become a key word; there are conferences, lectures, books and articles on every aspect of identity 
that one can think of. There are talks and discussions on the meanings of home and place, displacement, 
migrations and diasporas. Distinctions are made between immigrants, economic migrants, refugees and 
exiles. There is also a great deal of interest in the self, subjectivity, and in recent developments on the 
theory of the subject. [...] There is talk about different positionalities. Identity can be displaced; it can be 
hybrid or multiple. It can be constituted through community: family, region, the nation-state. One crosses 
frontiers and boundaries. I am not complaining about all this interest in identity; indeed, I am fascinated 
by it. (1) 

 
The fascination by ‘identity’ that Sarup talks about has also informed the creation of this 

study. Consequently, the main objective of this work is to discuss the current problematics of 

identity, its nature, a dilemma that surrounds it and its corresponding issues. This will be 

performed in a particular context as the interest in the contemporary, postmodern status quo 

of identity is accompanied by a simultaneous interest in Canada, and more precisely one of 

Canada’s ethnic groups, i.e. Ukrainian-Canadians. To specify the focus of this study to a 

greater extent, it should be stated that it is to concentrate on identity construction in 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature.  

Defining the concept of identity and examining its various aspects from a postmodern 

perspective, Sarup puts forward his idea that corresponds to the postmodern theory of the 

concept in question by stating that identity is never ‘fixed’ (181), but he also departs from the 

said theory when proclaiming that ‘it is not free-floating either’ (181): 

It is important to know where we come from. All people construct a home. All people have a place to 
which they feel an attachment, a belongingness. This is in contrast to some postmodernist writers who 
stress the subject as nomad, a wanderer roaming from place to place. We have to understand the power 
and pull of home. (181)  

 
Sarup’s observation uncovers the problematics of the present world: mutually exclusive as 

both belonging to one place and the experience of displacement may seem to be, they 

nevertheless constitute the core complexity of a postmodern existence.  

Sarup’s remark can in fact be referred to Ukrainian-Canadian literature in which a 

conundrum of the kind is clearly observable. It can be read in the statements that scholars on 

this literature made about it. In his essay on Janice Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library (1996), 

Peter Roman Babiak talks about ‘the paradoxical landscape’ (99) in Kulyk Keefer’s novel, 

which he defines as ‘[t]his thematic duality, the tension between a postmodern condition that 

is inward and nominally divorced from history and materiality, and the emergence of a 
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national consciousness that complicates this condition […]’ (99). In her dissertation on 

Ukrainian-Canadianness in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, Lindy Ledohowski explores 

throughout her work characteristic Ukrainian-Canadian ‘desires for a stable “home”’ (213, 

online) inscribed in this literature, and yet one of her conclusions points to Ukrainian-

Canadian haunting anxiety informed by the realisation that this desire cannot be fulfilled.2 

Likewise, in the first study on English-language Ukrainian-Canadian literature, Lisa Grekul 

concludes about its re-/presentation of ethnicity, stating, with particular reference to works by 

two Ukrainian-Canadian writers, Myrna Kostash and Andrew Suknaski, that for these authors, 

‘identity is not product but process played out in a constant, ongoing, imaginative engagement 

with language. In their texts, they are always departing, always setting out, always on the 

move. Their writing is less about coming home than about the open-ended, perpetual search 

for home’ (2005, 201). 

While all of the named scholars indirectly point to a state of unbelonging or 

nonattachment, they emphasise, at the same time, the opposite that they observe in Ukrainian-

Canadian literary works, i.e. this ‘power and pull of home’ (181) that Sarup brings to the fore. 

In this respect, particularly interesting is Grekul’s combination of words that she uses to 

define ‘identity’ as presented by Kostash and Suknaski, and her insistent choice of the word 

‘home,’ which conventionally associated with ‘stability’ (Sarup 1; Minh-ha 13), certainty and 

fixity (cf. Minh-ha 14), is used by the scholar among the notions of fluidity, movement, and a 

continuous process of development and exploration. Her use of the word is however more 

interesting than it is surprising because the mention of ‘home’ is unavoidable in the discussion 

of ‘identity,’3 even if conducted from a postmodern perspective; it ‘seems to be tied […] to 

the notion of identity’ (Sarup 3) because, as Sarup puts it, following Heidegger’s philosophy, 

‘place is the locale of Being’ (4).         

What this thesis will however emphasise follows the idea that ‘identity is to do not with 

being but with becoming’4 (Sarup 6) and so while it can be ‘space-based’ (3), it does not 

necessarily mean it has to be ‘space-bound’ (3).5 Consequently, the understanding of identity 

that this thesis is based on is that identity is a construct which not only can be ‘changed by the 

journey’ (Sarup 6) one undertakes, but which, due to its processual and fluid nature (cf. Sarup 

xvi and 40), can be seen in fact as a journey itself, an idea that I base on the formulation by 

Curtis and Pajaczkowska, according to which ‘“outer journey” of physical and spatial 

                                                 
2 See, for example, Ledohowski’s conclusion to her work ‘Not belonging, but longing’ (212-22, online). 
3 For the discussion of ‘home’ as an important concept in identity formation, see, e.g. Ledohowski (16-23, online). 
4 But the aspect of ‘being’ is not dismissed in this project either.  
5 Cf. also Fortier (47) and Massey (184, online).  
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mobility can function as a metaphor for the “interior” journey of the soul, the mind or 

consciousness’ (200). 

It will be attempted in this project to prove the above statements in the context of 

Ukrainian-Canadians, Ukrainian-Canadian literature and identity construction that this 

literature presents. It is in fact this particular Ukrainian-Canadian context that generated my 

overall understanding of identity as well as my inspiration for this work. What I mean here is 

that doing my research on Ukrainian-Canadians and their literature I came across a book, the 

cover image of which includes a copy of an old photograph.6 The photograph is not 

immediately striking; it seems to be quite an ordinary picture taken of Ukrainian immigrants 

upon their arrival in Canada, representing a family of eight; three little boys, one little girl and 

two even younger children held in the arms of their parents. All of them, clothed in ragged 

and oversized clothes, are standing in a row by the railway tracks. Somewhat terrified, 

searching and wary looks on the children’s faces correspond with their parents’ focused and 

pained expressions, all of which convey the onerousness of a journey that they must have just 

completed. The stillness of the foreground almost obscures the disturbance that the image in 

the background is to bring about when we notice an ominous sign looming over the family’s 

heads. The sign, which now is so clear with its straightforward message, reads ‘No 

Admittance,’ suggesting that the family’s arduous journey has not finished, and that their 

hardship will continue even though they have reached their destination. 

The memory of the photo has lingered and its message reverberated once more when I 

read one of the most influential studies on Ukrainian-Canadians, i.e. Myrna Kostash’s All of 

Baba’s Children. First published in 1977, the work’s final statement made by Kostash about 

the legacy left for her by her grandmother is as follows: 

If there’s any way at all that I carry on from where she left off, it won’t be with her language, because I 
never knew it, nor with her habits, because they make no sense, nor with her faith, because I have lost it, 
nor with her satisfaction, because my needs have changed. It will be perhaps with the thing she had no 
choice in bequeathing: her otherness. As the alien, the bohunk, the second-class citizen, and the ethnic, 
she passed on to me the gift of consciousness of one who stands outside the hegemonistic centre, and sees 
where the real world ends and the phantasma of propaganda begins. As for the generation between us, my 
parents, her children, they gave me the possibility of action as one who is of this place and this time, free 
of the ghosts of diffidence. (1992a, 431) 

 
Having made this statement, Kostash declares one last thing: ‘Seeing clearly and acting 

surely: the journey from Tulova ends here’ (1992a, 431; emphasis added). The assuredness of 

the finality implicated in this declaration is indeed powerful, but it is also striking when 

                                                 
6 The photo described here is the cover image to the collection of stories Kobzar’s Children: A Century of Untold Ukrainian 
Stories edited by Marscha Forchuk Skrypuch, the source of which is the Library and Archives Canada (cf. Forchuk Skrypuch 
iv). For the photograph see Appendix (Fig.1.). 
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compared to the contrary of this statement that Kostash’s later works also incorporate. The 

questions of identity and belonging that the writer has kept on raising in her non-fictional 

writings like Bloodlines: A Journey into Eastern Europe (1993) or The Doomed Bridegroom: 

A Memoir (1998) might suggest that perhaps, just like in the case of the aforementioned 

immigrant family in the photograph, the journey the writer talks about has, in some peculiar 

way, not ceased. The same observation is, in my mind, applicable to works by other 

Ukrainian-Canadian writers and thus it will constitute the core of what I want to show in this 

thesis: that the ancestral journey has not finished for younger generations of Ukrainian-

Canadians as they are still struggling with their multiple identities.  

In her aforementioned study, Lisa Grekul concludes that for Ukrainian-Canadians 

‘reinvention is the key to maintaining ties to their ethnic roots’ (2005, 201), pointing out that 

all Ukrainian-Canadian writers whose works she examines (i.e. Lysenko, Haas, Ryga, 

Suknaski, Kulyk Keefer, Kostash) tried, as only they could within their own historical 

context, ‘to come to terms with being Ukrainian and Canadian’ (2005, 199). But these are 

only Suknaski and Kostash that the scholar deems successful in this field (cf. 2005, 201) 

because, in her mind, the two writers ‘illustrate […] that the feeling of belonging requires an 

ongoing negotiation of their multiple subject positions – not just their ethnic and national 

identities, but also their regional, gendered, generational, and above all, professional 

identities’ (192). And these two writers’ reinventions and renegotiations, as Grekul suggests, 

read (ethnic) identity as an endless dialogue, movement, search (cf. 2005, 192 and 201), and, 

as already quoted, ‘not product but process’ (cf. Grekul here 2).7   

My reading of identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature as presented in this thesis 

both corresponds to and departs from Grekul’s observations. My interpretation of the nature 

of identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature agrees with Grekul’s conclusions about 

Suknaski’s and Kostash’s understanding of the concept in question. But what Grekul limits 

only to the two writers, I prefer to acknowledge in the writings of other Ukrainian-Canadian 

writers as well, particularly those whose works I analyse in this thesis (i.e. Kiriak, Lysenko, 

                                                 
7 Statements of this kind, but referring in general to Ukrainian-Canadian identity or identity per se, appeared already before 
as well as after Grekul’s study. In his introduction to Prairie Fire, ‘Echoes from Ukrainian Canada,’ Jars Balan points out 
that ‘[…] Ukrainian Canadian identity is, like all living things, a fluid construct that is always in the process of becoming 
[…]’ (8). Likewise, both Janice Kulyk Keefer and Elisabeth Bachinsky state, respectively, that ‘[p]erhaps identity can only 
truthfully be achieved as a work in progress, and not as a finished product, signed and sealed. Belonging is a matter of feeling 
as much as fact […]’ (2009, 201-202) and that ‘[b]y now, it is impossible to encapsulate all that is Ukrainian. It is an 
ethnicity that is, by its very nature, fractured, diasporic, transient; there is no definition of what it is to be Ukrainian’ (75). I 
quote here Grekul’s, Balan’s, Kulyk Keefer’s and Bachinsly’s statements because all of them support my arguments 
presented in this thesis. At this point, I would also like to thank Jars Balan for providing me with Prairie Fire magazine, and 
so ending my persistent but futile attempts to get access to it.   
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Ryga, Kulyk Keefer, Kostash, Grekul).8 So, what Grekul descriptively points to in respect of 

identity that is defined by Suknaski and Kostash as process and movement (cf. 2005, 201), I 

name as ‘journey’ and take as characteristic of Ukrainian-Canadian literature’s presentation 

of ‘identity’ in general, i.e. not only a Ukrainian-Canadian one, but also other identities. 

In her succinct article ‘Re-Placing Ethnicity: New Approaches to Ukrainian Canadian 

Literature,’ Grekul observes that ‘[h]yphenated identity […] was – and is – not the only issue 

addressed by Ukrainian-Canadian writers’ (372). The aim of my thesis is to emphasise this 

aspect: that Ukrainian-Canadian literature is not exclusively about Ukrainian-Canadianness. 

While Grekul’s and Ledohowski’s works on Ukrainian-Canadian literature preceding this 

thesis also discuss other identities, they nonetheless treat Ukrainian-Canadian identity as the 

crux of their studies. In this project, ethnicity will be regarded as one among other identities 

to be discussed and not as the most central one, although its importance will, undeniably and 

unavoidably, be elevated due to a necessary framework that it provides for the exploration of 

multiple identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. Most importantly, what I want to stress 

in this thesis is the nature of these identities. Consequently, I will attempt to show here that 

the idea of ‘journey’ has become constitutive in Ukrainian-Canadian literature to both 

Ukrainian-Canadians’ literal and metaphorical transitions. With respect to various identities, 

it means that ‘journey’ is to be seen as equivalent to these identities, which, as it is my goal 

to show here, are multiple, changing, fluid, performative and so procesually (re)constructed, 

and which I therefore propose to be read as postmodern. ‘Journey’ will also be seen as 

equivalent to the particular case of Ukrainian-Canadian identity and in this respect, it means 

that it has become a specific postmodern, using Woodward’s terms, ‘route’ that does not 

mitigate, but critically incorporates its ‘roots’ (cf. Woodward 2002b, 136 and 156-60).9 

                                                 
8 With respect to my analyses of Ryga’s play and Kostash’s non-fictional work, it should be noted here that I wrote the first 
versions of my chapters before reading Lisa Grekul’s study on each of the texts. Upon reading her analyses, I found a number 
of parallels or even identical quotations from the works in question, but, having consulted the matter with my supervisor, I 
decided to keep the parts of my analyses which correspond with Grekul’s because I read her remarks as a confirmation of my 
own interpretation. Additionally, after reading Grekul’s conclusions, I tried to mark the similarities, but also the different 
readings that we have with respect to certain aspects presented in both Ryga’s and Kostash’s work (see my remarks in 
Chapter 5.3. and Chapter 5.5.).         
9 I should acknowledge here the fact that Elisabeth Mårald uses ‘[t]ravel as a frame’ (12) to her discussion of Janice Kulyk 
Keefer’s early writings. Having explained the sources of my use of the metaphor of journey, it should be clear that my own 
observations were made independently of Mårald’s study. Although our understanding of the concept of journey comes from 
the same precept, namely the idea that a physical journey might be seen as, using Mårald’s term, ‘a quest’ (104) that brings 
about a necessary personal transformation of an individual, there are obvious differences in our formulations and goals. 
Firstly, although Mårald also considers ‘travel to be a metaphor of process’ (12), she mainly examines this concept as ‘a 
search for a new life […]’ (104) and so the idea of journey functions in her study ‘as a metaphor for life’ (164), while in my 
study the processual and fluid nature of ‘journey’ will be implemented to emphasise the nature of ‘identity’ as such and thus 
it will serve as a metaphor for identity/identities. Secondly, whereas Mårald’s use of the concept of travel helps her to 
examine transculturalism in chosen works by Kulyk Keefer so that she focuses mainly on exploring characters’ ‘transcultural 
[perspectives] [that] [reflect] the process of how cultures meet, make contact and interact’ (164), the aim of my work is 
different; my primary concern here is to examine (postmodern) constructions of ‘identity/identities’ in Ukrainian-Canadian 
literature in general, exemplified by my study of works by different Ukrainian-Canadian writers. Therefore, this thesis is not 
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Moreover, Grekul’s evaluative distinction between the writers who are successful in 

defining aptly the idea of Ukrainian-Canadian identity and those writers who are not, is also a 

strategy that this thesis rejects because such a distinction connotes the access of the 

successful writers to, using Lyotard’s notions, ‘the grand Narratives’ (15), which would 

suggest more righteous or powerful positions of these writers over the others. Indeed, this, it 

seems, is what Grekul expects when she states in her conclusion that, apart from Suknaski 

and Kostash whom she elevates later on, ‘[f]ew [Ukrainian-Canadian writers] are able to 

formulate a definitive, universal answer to the question of how Ukrainian-Canadians might 

best negotiate their divided sense of self’ (2005, 199). Consequently, my aim in this project 

is to eschew any of such distinctions and rather to approach all of the examined works by 

Ukrainian-Canadian authors as ‘the little [narratives]’ (Lyotard 60) and to see them all as ‘the 

quintessential form of imaginative invention’ (60). 

The hypothesis about the Ukrainian experience in Canada that this thesis will consider, 

namely the idea that the literal migration of Ukrainian immigrants has only initiated both 

physical and figurative crossings for their succeeding generations,10 is in fact what the title of 

the thesis is to imply. I should explain that I used here the quotation from Marusya 

Bociurkiw’s Comfort Food for Breakups: The Memoir of a Hungry Girl  (2007) as it struck 

me with the simplicity and yet the powerfulness of the metaphor that the combination of these 

words is imbued with. Taking into account languages used, the words set side by side, i.e. ‘za 

hranetsiu, beyond the border’ (Bociurkiw 2007, 47), may be seen as corresponding to the 

hyphenated phrase designating the group’s ethnicity, Ukrainian-Canadian; the Ukrainian-

language side, ‘za hranetsiu,’11 placed along its English-language version, ‘beyond the 

border’ that might be referred to Ukrainians’ Canadian experience. And so, the two put 

alongside refer to this continuous process of Ukrainian-Canadian border-crossing: they imply 

                                                                                                                                                         
concerned with exploring features of travelling (in both of its meanings), i.e. its different stages and kinds, as Mårald’s work 
is (e.g., she explores ‘the monologic and dialogic travel discourses’ (74), but also examines and groups particular works by 
Kulyk Keefer according to ‘The Departure: The Immigrant Journey’ [21], ‘The Passage: The European Journey’ [21], ‘The 
Arrival: The Prodigals’ Homecoming’ [21]; additionally, she comes up with a term ‘the “none sense journey”’ [13] to depict 
‘an inward, circular journey of the mind, a journey without an end’ [13] by means of which the characters in Kulyk Keefer’s 
works escape the harshness of the reality [cf. Mårald 13]), but rather it is to expose the features of ‘identity/identities,’ by 
only comparing them to the process that the concept of a literal journey conveys. I should also add that Mårald’s metaphor of 
travel that she uses as equivalent to life is based on ‘Bakhtin’s version of the-journey-of-life trope’ (12) which, as she 
explains merely in a form of a footnote, ‘Bakhtin calls […] “the chronotope of the road”’ (13), and which she uses ‘since he 
combines it with the concept of the third person’ (12) that becomes important for her study (cf. Mårald 12-13). Due to the 
fact that this particular chronotope is not directly related to the concept of identity by Mårald, I kept my reference to it in the 
conclusion of this study as it clarifies one of my final observations there (cf. Chapter 6).  
10 This idea is based on my conclusions that I have drawn having read numerous works by Ukrainian-Canadian writers, but 
its formulation has to be attributed to the influence of Kulyk Keefer’s literary and scholarly work, most significantly her 
articles like ‘“The Sacredness of the Bridges”: Writing Immigrant Experience,’ ‘Home Comings/Border Crossings: Travels 
Through Imagined and Actual Worlds,’ ‘Personal and Public Records: Story and History in the Narration of Ethnicity’ or her 
creative non-fictional work Honey and Ashes: A Story of Family. See my further remarks in the main text. 
11 According to Jars Balan, a more adequate transliteration of this phrase would be ‘za hranytsiu’ (private correspondence).  
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the literal movement and linguistic change, and all the metaphorical transitions that come as 

their result.  

As this thesis will show, these continuous crossings are largely performed on the level 

of identity, but also on the level of issues connected with it like history, space or language. In 

one of her essays, Janice Kulyk Keefer talks about ‘that sphere of possibility awaiting the 

transgressor of limits’ (1999, 29). Rephrasing her statement, we may say that Ukrainian-

Canadians’ crossings are indeed advantageous but it does not exclude the fact that the 

possibilities that these crossings have brought about for generations of Ukrainian-Canadians 

have also confronted them with certain impediments – Canada has become for them the land 

of chances, on the one hand, but also of challenges, on the other, as Kulyk Keefer herself 

often points out in her works.12 Studying Ukrainian-Canadians is not to value Ukrainians’ 

Canadian experience over the ‘Ukrainian’ one as this thesis will also expose the complexity of 

the latter, but rather it serves here as the emphasis of the main scope that determines this 

study.  

Moreover, it should be explained here that my dual understanding of ‘border-crossing’ 

is largely indebted to Janice Kulyk Keefer’s idea, according to which the concept ‘involves 

far more than the procuring of visas […] and of maps and guidebooks’ (1999, 19) as it also 

implies ‘the negotiation and pushing of limits and the consequent exploration of a risky 

territory defined at least as much by history as by memory’ (19). In my view, the objective 

that Kulyk Keefer has declared as principal to be pursued in her own writing can be identified 

as instrumental for other Ukrainian-Canadian writers and their exploration of ‘identity’ in 

their oeuvre. Consequently, taking into account Kulyk Keefer’s idea on ‘border’ and 

‘crossing,’ the contemporary position of Ukrainian-Canadians, and here more particularly 

Ukrainian-Canadian writers, can be explained.  

Defining what constitutes ‘Canadianness’ (1999, 23) in Canadian writers and the 

‘transcultural’ dimension of their writings, Kulyk Keefer points to their ‘hybrid subjectivity’ 

(23) and ‘regional identity’ (23), as well as their ‘being situated in a border zone between 

cultures – and thus being free to turn one’s gazes in any direction, to critique, to defend, to 

redress wrongs not just in the adopted but in the home culture as well […]’ (23). It is my 

contention that Kulyk Keefer’s formulation includes a paradox that defines Ukrainian-

Canadian writers who, as the first part of her statement reads, although located on the border 

due to their hyphenation, are, at the same time, ‘beyond the border’ when constructing 

                                                 
12 See e.g., Kulyk Keefer (1998d, 102-103) or (2000, 5).    
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identities in their writings by means of bending the borders, or as Kulyk Keefer puts it, 

‘pushing of limits’ (1999a, 19) so that they could in fact be overcome, to which the latter part 

of Kulyk Keefer’s statement refers. 

To take this issue further, we should quote Trinh T. Minh-ha's words about writers of 

colour, which, I believe, may also correspond to Ukrainian-Canadian writers: 

Writing from a reprehensive space that is always politically marked […], they do not so much remember 
for themselves as they remember in order to tell. When they open the doors of the abode and step out of it, 
they have, in a sense, freed themselves again from ‘home’. They become a passage, start travel anew, and 
pull themselves at once closer and further away from it by telling stories. (10; emphasis added)13     

 
Being ‘at once closer and further away from’ home, as Minh-ha puts it, can be rephrased into  

‘being at home, being beyond Home’ which constitutes for Ukrainian-Canadian writers a 

dynamic and demanding position from which they are challenging any essentialism or ‘power 

of generalisation implied in the capital’ (Minh-ha 15),14 and which is, as Kulyk Keefer defines 

it, the core function of ‘transculturalism.’15 For Kulyk Keefer, ‘homecoming,’ whether 

performed on ‘physical and psychological, actual and imaginary’ (1999, 15) level, is what 

might also comprise ‘border crossing’ and, what is more, ‘in certain contexts’ (15) it might 

be, as the writer suggests, ‘one of […] [its] most risky and transgressive forms imaginable’ 

(15). Kulyk Keefer’s idea which includes ‘home’ and ‘border’ into the same sphere, i.e. ‘a 

zone of continual crossings’ (1999, 17), allows me therefore to draw the parallel between both 

phrases ‘being at home, being beyond Home’ and ‘being beyond the border’ which, in my 

view, could characterise not only Ukrainian-Canadian writers’ standing, but also their stand.           

Ukrainian-Canadian writers’ ‘being at home, being beyond Home’ renders them by no 

means static; instead, ‘[t]hey become a passage, start travel anew’  (see Minh-ha above). 

After all, as Minh-ha explains, ‘figuratively but also literally speaking, travelling back and 

forth between home and abroad becomes a mode of dwelling’ (15). Taking into account these 

words, which evidently correspond to Kulyk Keefer’s contention about ‘homecoming’ and 

‘border crossing,’ and referring them to Sarup’s statement about the importance of ‘home’ 

                                                 
13 Cf. also one of Kulyk Keefer’s statement which points to ‘the writer’s ability to travel, through imagination and memory, 
across time and space, to represent or reinvent the experience of long-dead or long-silent family […]’ (1998d, 101). 
14 The ‘power of generalisation implied in the capital’ is used by Minh-ha in the context of ‘Mother and Woman’ (15) and 
their singularity as defined by patriarchal, masculine values (cf. Minh-ha 15). I have borrowed Minh-ha’s visual 
representation of essentialism suggested by the capital letter to convey the fossilised notions implicated in the concept of 
‘Home’ and oppose them to the shifting nature of ‘home.’ This has also been inspired by Janice Kulyk Keefer’s distinction 
between ‘the diaspora’ and capitalised ‘The Community’ (cf. 2007a, 112) which is to be discussed in this thesis (cf. Chapter 
2.3.). I should explain here that the idea of ‘home’ vs. ‘Home’ has been based on both Minh-ha's and Kulyk Keefer’s 
understandings of this aspect. While Minh-ha's definition of the concept in question includes its perception as ‘both a place of 
confinement and an inexhaustible reservoir from which one can expand’ (16), Kulyk Keefer’s explanation also places the 
idea in ‘a site of confrontation and conflict as of desire and belonging’ (1999, 17), which becomes ‘the site where we can 
push beyond the limits imposed on us by the place and time and even the parental will we are born into by inventing 
ourselves through the alternative worlds […]’ (17). In my view, these clearly postmodern ideas can be applied to Ukrainian-
Canadian writers and their works, which this thesis will try to show.         
15 Cf. Kulyk Keefer (1998d, 103-105 and 109, fn. 5) and (1999, 23). 
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that might be opposing some of the postmodern theory of a subject-wanderer (cf. here, p.1), I 

wonder whether the former should really be seen in a relation of contrast to the latter. 

Perhaps, it should rather be approached from Linda Hutcheon’s perspective of, what she calls, 

‘the paradox of the postmodern’ (1990, 42), the fundamental aspect of which is the fact that it 

does not deny the standards or issues that it is to question (cf. 1990, 41-42). 

Consequently, emphasising the notions of constructedness, change, and fluidity with 

respect to identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, this thesis, following Hutcheon’s idea, 

is not to deny the importance of ‘home’ in this literature; on the contrary, it is to show that 

constructing identities in the said literature means referring to ancestral experiences, for 

example, ancestors’ migration journey, or the immigrants’ lives prior to and after their 

exodus. But the thesis is also to reveal that Ukrainian-Canadian literature has developed an 

analytical as well as alternative approach to traditional notions of identity and belonging. As 

Klymasz states with respect to Ukrainian-Canadian culture, which, I believe, can also be 

translated onto the level of identities construction in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, ‘the new 

elements are always at least partially related to the older, more traditional elements that 

provide the core for the formulation of a new cultural complex’ (1983, 181; emphasis added). 

The reason for this might be explained by what Joy Kogawa once said about belonging – that 

it is the true source of human power (cf. Kogawa in Hutcheon and Richmond 98). Ukrainian-

Canadians are clearly ‘haunted by the ghost of belonging’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 215), they 

are looking for this source of strength which historically, as this thesis will also reveal, has 

been problematised or even denied to them (cf. Mycak 93).  

And so, the dilemma of belonging and identity has been confronted not only by the 

Ukrainian immigrants, but also their families who have been growing up in Canada. It is 

persistent and evident in Ukrainian-Canadian literature with identity questions that this 

literature keeps on raising. At the end of her study, Grekul concludes about Ukrainian-

Canadians’ ethnic representation in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, referring to Myrna 

Kostash’s statements: 

Kostash’s argument, ultimately, is that Ukrainian Canadians of the next generation face the same 
challenges as their parents’, grandparents’, and indeed great-grandparents’ generations – how to retrieve 
their experiences from the margins of Canadian history; how to overcome enduring stereotypes of their 
ethnic culture, how to make their ethnicity meaningful in, and relevant to, their time and place. (2005, 
198; emphasis added)  
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Much as I agree with such a view, I also believe that the questions and difficulties with which 

each of the successive generations of Ukrainian-Canadians have had to deal vary16 and they 

concern not only Ukrainian-Canadians’ ethnicity, but also their other identities; the 

Ukrainian-Canadian journey continues but, over time, its tracks become different.  

The ancestral experiences are inevitably confronted with Ukrainian-Canadians’ personal 

and present ones. In this way, their source of reference becomes plural, and thus it is also their 

concept of identity that becomes multiplied and diversified.17 Uniformity and singularity 

might still be desired by Ukrainian-Canadians, but it is heterogeneity and multiplicity that 

defines their identities.18 Minh-ha states that, ‘[w]riters who, in writing, open to research the 

space of language rather than reduce language to a mere instrument in the service of reason or 

feelings, are bound like the migrant to wander from country to country. They are said to be 

always lost to themselves, to belong to the foreign, and to be deprived of a true abode […]’ 

(16). Seeing language as an indispensable aspect of identity, I believe that we might state the 

same about writers choosing ‘identity’ as their subject matter, and consequently we may 

assume the same about Ukrainian-Canadian writers who seem to ‘never be content with any 

stability of presence. Nothing remains unmoved [for them]; everything safe and sound is 

bound to sink somewhere in the process’ (Minh-ha 16). This applies to the concept of identity 

which in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, as this project is to expose, is never static but fluid 

and processual, never stable but malleable and (re)constructed.  

The exploration of ‘identity’ in this light will first be supported by my theoretical 

discussion of ‘identity’ and its dilemma in a postmodern context. Since ‘identity’ will be read 

here as multiple, I will present the theoretical overview of gender identity, ethnicity, 

nationality, and multicultural identity presented in a Canadian context. All of the theories used 

in the introductory chapters will serve as the necessary backbone of my analyses of chosen 

Ukrainian-Canadian works, but they will also frequently be expanded in these literary 

interpretations. The literary part of this project will be preceded by the background 

information concerning Ukrainian-Canadians: their history prior to their emigration to 

Canada, the process of their immigration to this country, and the formation of Ukrainian 

identity in Canada. This will be done in accordance with Sarup’s proclamation that when 

dwelling on exile, it is the major figures of literature that are first associated with it (cf. Said 

                                                 
16 Even the already quoted remark by Kostash taken from her All of Baba’s Children (cf. here, p.3) shows how different the 
writer’s context is, when compared to her Baba’s. 
17 In Mårald’s terms, such a position would define ‘a transcultural perspective’ (164) which incorporates ‘the double cultural 
competence that persons with split heritage acquire and the enriching effect of their dual cultural heritage’ (164-65).  
18 By making this statement, I want to refer to Lindy Ledohowski’s opposite arguments which will be provided further on in 
this study. 
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in Sarup 6), but ‘[p]erhaps, instead, one should think of the uncountable masses, those exiled 

by poverty, colonialism and war’ (6).  

But the importance of the writers will not be overlooked here either because they are in 

fact the scribes of the masses’ fates (cf. Kulyk Keefer 1998d, 100-101; also Grekul 2004, 

372). Therefore, the outline of the development of a hyphenated Ukrainian-Canadian identity 

will be followed by a brief note on the current state of English-language Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature and its deeply-embedded connection to the concept of identity. Finally, the concept 

in question will be explored in detail in the context of seven Ukrainian-Canadian literary 

pieces by Kiriak, Lysenko, Ryga, Kulyk Keefer, Kostash and Grekul. The focus of my study 

is English-language Ukrainian-Canadian literature, therefore I should explain here my choice 

of the first mentioned work which was written and first published in Ukrainian and only later 

translated into and published in English, and whose author, Illia Kiriak, was a Ukrainian 

immigrant. I realise that, for the reasons mentioned, Kiriak’s work should rather be classified 

as a piece of Ukrainian-language Ukrainian literature in Canada. I also realise that for a 

variety of reasons, like linguistic, stylistic and thematic (cf. Mycak xi-xii), the two, Ukrainian-

language and English-language, literatures are altogether, as Mycak points out in the 

introduction to her study, ‘different phenomena that warrant attention in their own right’ (xii).  

Although my study does not aim at any comparative analysis, I nevertheless decided to 

include Kiriak’s work as it gives us the picture not only of the Ukrainian pioneers, but also of 

the inception of a Ukrainian diaspora, relating such issues as immigrants’ journey to Canada, 

as well as their lives before and after their migration. Due to the fact that these are the aspects 

that my thesis statement refers to, but also that the introductory chapters of my thesis provide 

an overview of Ukrainians’ situation before their officially first immigration to Canada as 

well as an outline of their immigration to and settlement/identity development process in this 

country, Kiriak’s work is to be treated here as a necessary link between the historical part of 

this thesis that mostly concerns Ukrainian experiences with its main literary content that deals 

with Ukrainian-Canadian ones.  

Moreover, in my view, what Kiriak’s novel presents is already a kind of identity 

construction that is also present in its English-language successors, hence it is also to be seen 

as a way of introduction into the English-language Ukrainian-Canadian texts which provide 

the picture of a processual and constructed, i.e. postmodern identity across different stages of 

Ukrainian-Canadian experience, in general, and across different experiences of the Ukrainian-

Canadian protagonists, in particular. What this thesis is consequently to present, is that by 

creating a diverse, complicated and never readily transparent picture of identities as well as by 
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raising questions about these identities, Ukrainian-Canadian authors have proved in their 

works that one’s belonging not only constitutes the source of one’s strength as Kogawa stated, 

but that it very often requires one’s strength so that all its aspects, on whatever level, could be 

dealt with. 

 

2. Multiple Identities 

Identity is a highly complex matter that can be analysed from different perspectives. One of 

the important views concerns the fact that identity may be seen in terms of multiplicity rather 

than a single unity so that we may speak, in fact, not of ‘an identity’ but ‘identities.’ In this 

respect, identity becomes, as Edward Said recognises it, ‘an umbrella term for the many 

affiliations a person or a group has’ (in Mårald 16). What is more, the recognition of one’s 

multiple selves is largely influenced by the cultural and social interactions that one finds her-

/himself in (cf. Hoerder 2002, 579). Dirk Hoerder illustrates this fact by presenting a more 

specific example, ‘depending on whom she is communicating with, an immigrant Muslim 

woman with one child may define herself by ethnicity, religion, motherhood, gender, single-

parent role, age, culture of origin, or postmigration nationality’ (2002, 579). 

Undoubtedly, the way a person perceives her/his ‘self,’ but also how this ‘self’ is seen 

by others depends significantly on the label one assumes (cf. Jenkins 24). It is noteworthy, 

however, that the significance of the applied label may be recognised differently by different 

individuals (cf. Jenkins 24). Therefore, it is important to distinguish between what 

sociologists designate as ‘nominal’ (24) and ‘virtual’ (24) identity because how one names 

one’s identity (‘nominal identity’) and how one experiences it (‘virtual identity’) is largely an 

individual matter (cf. Jenkins 24). Hence, although people are usually united by means of 

using ‘the same nominal identity’ (24) it may ‘mean very different things to them in practice, 

to have different consequences for their lives […]’ (24). These points prove again that 

identity is not an unbroken completeness, but a construct which is fragmented and open to 

different interpretations that do not operate according to the ‘right or wrong’ paradigm. 

The purpose of the following sub-chapters is to analyse multiple identities like gender, 

national and ethnic identity, but also multicultural identity in a Canadian context. Among the 

variety of identities that can be discussed, the enumerated ones will be brought into focus 

because they will become the central points in the further part of the work. However, the 

discussions of these identities will be preceded by a short overview of ‘identity’ in a 

contemporary, postmodern context.       
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2.1. Identity: Contemporary Context 

In the introductory part to his essay ‘From Pilgrim to Tourist – or a Short History of Identity,’ 

Zygmunt Bauman states, ‘[…] at no time did identity “become” a problem; it was a 

“problem” from its birth – was born as a problem […], could exist only as a problem’ (18-

19). Certainly, when we analyse the intricacies of human experience from its beginning, it is 

impossible not to agree with Bauman’s stance. Identity has frequently been perceived as a 

problematic issue – how to recognise your own ‘self’ and in what way relate it to others and 

thus ‘[answer] the “aching question” of identity: “Who am I?” (Gleason 462) have always 

been the focal points of human interest, but also distress. And yet, when taking into 

consideration the discourse of postmodernism, we may ask whether ‘identity’ has, in fact (and 

contrary to Bauman’s claim), become a new problem or at least a problematic concept that has 

acquired a new dimension.  

 Dwelling upon Michel Foucault’s work History of Sexuality, David Gauntlett mentions 

two crucial terms applied by the philosopher in his volumes, namely ‘ethics’ (124) and 

‘technologies of the self’ (125). The definitions of both expressions are interrelated and thus 

while the former means ‘the self’s relationship to itself’ (Gauntlett 124) or using Foucault’s 

words ‘the kind of relationship you ought to have with yourself’ (in Gauntlett 124), the latter 

refers to ‘the ways that an individual’s ethics are manifested in their mindset and actions’ 

(Gauntlett 124). As Gauntlett explains further on, Foucault uses both of the terms in relation 

to the Ancient Greeks and the early Christians and their contrasting perceptions of the 

concepts (cf. Gauntlett 125). The ancient technologies of the self or rather the principles on 

which they were based will be briefly discussed in this chapter. Suffice it here to mention the 

essence of the Greeks’ approach. According to Foucault, Greek ethics, which in fact Foucault 

designates as ‘an aesthetics of experience’ (in Gauntlett 126), remained beyond any religious, 

‘formal or institutional regulations’ (in Gauntlett 126). This fact is generally seen by Foucault 

as the point of the possible connection between the ancient and postmodern idea of identity.19 

Gauntlett includes the fragment of an interview with the philosopher in which Foucault states: 

I wonder if our problem nowadays is not, in a way, similar to [that of the Greeks], since most of us no 
longer believe that ethics is founded in religion, nor do we want a legal system to intervene in our moral, 

                                                 
19Although the direct designation ‘identity’ does not emerge among the Foucauldian terms (as analysed and quoted by 
Gauntlett 124-29), one may claim that their definitions are self-evident and therefore can be considered as relating to 
‘identity.’ The argument may be supported by the statement of Stuart Hall who, referring to the introduction to the first 
volume of Foucault’s History of Sexuality and his use of terms, declares, ‘Foucault, of course, would not commit anything so 
vulgar as actually to deploy the term “identity”, but I think, with ‘the relation to self” […] we are approaching something of 
the territory, which […] belongs to the problematic of “identity”’ (2002, 13). 
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personal, private life. Recent liberation movements suffer from the fact that they cannot find any 
principle on which to base the elaboration of a new ethics. (127)20  
 

 Foucault’s statement is highly important as it reveals the complexity of the matter 

already mentioned. On the one hand, by finding a connection between the concept of ‘self’ as 

understood by the Greek and modern philosophers, it draws our attention to the similarity of 

human experiences throughout history, i.e. it shows that people have had the ‘same questions 

of identity and lifestyle […], namely: “How should I live? Who shall I be? Who should I 

relate to? Can I find a comfortable self-identity?”’ (Gauntlett 127), but on the other hand, we 

may argue that it also points to the novelty of the modern experience of identity by calling it 

‘a new ethics’ (Foucault in Gauntlett 127; emphasis added) which requires a ‘principle’ (127) 

to be based on and which actually cannot be found.  

 Another observation concerning the originality in the postmodern perception of the idea 

in question is made by Philip Gleason, who ‘identifying identity’21 declares, ‘[t]he historically 

minded inquirer who gains familiarity with the literature, however, soon makes an arresting 

discovery – ‘identity’ is a new term […]’ (460). The statement is quite remarkable especially 

when consulting the Oxford English Dictionary (on-line edition) which exemplifies the 

existence and the usage of the word already in the 16th and 17th century. However, Gleason’s 

comment becomes clearer when he specifies, ‘[i]t came into use as a popular social science 

term in the 1950s’ (460). The author supports his argument making a comparison between the 

two editions of the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences,22 the result of which triggers off 

Gleason’s entire analysis of identity: 

The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, published in 1968, carries a substantial article on 
‘Identity, Psychosocial,’ and another on ‘Identification, Political.’ The original Encyclopedia of the 
Social Sciences, published in the early 1930s, carries no entry at all for identity, and the entry headed 
‘Identification’ deals with fingerprinting and other techniques of criminal investigation. (460)   
 

Not only could this observation be treated as an argument supporting the statements 

discussed above, which imply the novelty of the phenomenon in postmodern times, but also 

as a point for further discussion because it leaves us with the pertinent question about the 

reason for this noteworthy change in the conception of identity in such a short period of time, 

i.e. during only a few decades (cf. Gleason 460). Bearing in mind what has been said so far, I 

will proceed with the analysis of identity examining how this phenomenon is defined by 

                                                 
20 The quoted statement by Foucault may be found in an interview conducted by Rabinow and Dreyfus, see ‘On the 
Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of Work in Progress’ (343). See also e.g., ‘Space, Knowledge, and Power,’ another 
interview with the philosopher by Rabinow.     
21 Such is the title of Gleason’s essay; ‘Identifying Identity: A Semantic History (1983).’ 
22 David L.Sills (ed.), International Encyclopedia of Social Sciences (18 vols., New York, 1968-1979), VII, 57-65; Edwin R. 
A. Seligman and Alvin Johnson (eds), Encyclopedia of Social Sciences Sciences (15 vols., New York, 1930-1935), VII, 573-
74. (cf. Gleason 481) 
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different postmodern writers and scholars and why it has been elevated to the status of one of 

‘the most appealing moral terms of our time’ (Keniston in Gleason 463). 

To start with the investigation of the issue, it is useful to provide the basic definition of 

the term ‘identity’ as it can be found in the Oxford English Dictionary (on-line edition):23 

The sameness of a person or thing at all times or in all circumstances; the condition or fact that a person 
or thing is itself and not something else; individuality, personality. (emphasis added) 
 

The explanation quoted above includes the sub-definition that concerns the term ‘personal 

identity’ which is defined as follows, ‘personal identity (in Psychology), the condition or fact 

of remaining the same person throughout the various phases of existence; continuity of the 

personality’ (emphasis added, except for ‘personal identity’ and ‘Psychology’). The reference 

to the field of psychology in the definition is not surprising for two obvious and mutually 

related reasons. Firstly, the study of human identity is one of the main concerns of 

psychology. Secondly (and consequently), it is the discipline of psychology that has 

propagated this term (cf. Gleason 468). Its dissemination owes much to the work of the 20th 

century psychoanalyst, Erik Erikson (cf. Gleason 460-487 and Kroger 15-52). As Gleason 

declares, ‘Erikson was the key figure in putting the word into circulation. He coined the 

expression identity crisis and did more than anyone else to popularise identity’ (464).  What 

Gleason also mentions about Erikson’s work on the concept is that ‘in his usage identity 

means something quite definite, but terribly elusive’ (464). In the following, some basic 

points of Erikson’s study will be presented.  

The reason why the phrases in the OED’s definitions of ‘identity’ are emphasised is the 

fact that these expressions could be treated as the essence or the foundation of Erikson’s 

understanding of ‘identity,’ which is defined by the psychoanalyst as ‘the accrued confidence 

[in] the inner sameness and continuity of one’s meaning for others’ (Erikson in Patterson et 

al. 9). According to Erikson, this ‘subjective sense of invigorating sameness and continuity’ 

(19; original emphasis) remains in an individual throughout her/his life despite the 

transformations that occur due to the individual’s social interactions, her/his social 

surroundings, but also ‘bodily maturation’ (Patterson et al. 10). The existence of an individual 

is divided by Erikson into eight psychological phases (cf. Erikson 94; also 91-141). Each 

phase develops one after another in a fixed sequence, influencing the next stage (cf. Patterson 

                                                 
23 The Oxford English Dictionary includes, in fact, ten explanations (with the draft addition from March 2005) under the term 
‘identity.’ The provided definition stands as the second one in the Oxford English Dictionary which is the only relevant to the 
topic discussed here. The majority of other definitions relate to the field of mathematics. I should also mention that both 
Gleason (461) and Jenkins (3-4) include the definitions provided by the Oxford English Dictionary in their works on identity. 
The first author focuses only on the second explanation (although he nevertheless provides the first definition in the notes 
section, cf. Gleason 481), while Jenkins dwells briefly on the first two explanations.   
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et al. 10; also Kroger 10-11) and thus triggering the mechanism of ‘the epigenetic principle’ 

(Erikson 92; original emphasis) which operates according to the rule that ‘anything that grows 

has a ground plan, and that out of this ground plan the parts arise, each part having its time of 

special ascendancy, until all parts have arisen to form a functioning whole’ (Erikson 92). It is 

also important to add that all of the stages influence each other inasmuch as each of them 

comes to ‘a crisis’ (Erikson 96), the term which in Erikson’s ‘developmental’ (96) use does 

not serve to ‘connote […] a threat or catastrophe’ (96), rather it is considered by Erikson ‘a 

necessary turning point, a crucial moment, when development must move one way or another, 

marshalling resources of growth, recovery, and further differentiation’ (16).  

 Identity is seen by Erikson as the fifth phase of human life and he places its formation in 

the age of adolescence (cf. Erikson 94 and 128-135). Acknowledging ‘the epigenetic 

principle’ (92), Erikson recognises the importance of the processes of previous stages: 

The final identity, then, as fixed at the end of adolescence is superordinated to any single identification 
with individuals of the past: it includes all significant identifications, but it also alters them in order to 
make a unique and reasonably coherent whole of them. (161) 
 

Noteworthy becomes here Erikson’s use of such words as ‘final,’ ‘fixed,’ and ‘a […] 

coherent whole’ because it suggests that in his view identity ‘is something internal that 

persists through change’ (Gleason 468), a firm entity that can be achieved in its final form at 

a certain point of its development. However, when taking into consideration another of 

Erikson’ s observations in which he claims that ‘a sense of identity is never gained nor 

maintained once and for all. Like a good conscience, it is never constantly lost or regained 

[…]’ (Erikson in Kroger 22) we understand what Gleason means by describing the 

Eriksonian definition of the term ‘identity’ as ‘terribly elusive’ (464). In fact, Jane Kroger 

points out that Erikson’s conceptualisation of identity has met with considerable criticism for 

its ‘unclear or imprecise formulations of identity […]’ (34), but also because of the fact that 

he tends to describe the term variedly in his works:   

[Erikson emphasises] different issues at different points. At times, identity refers to a structure or a 
configuration; at other points it refers to a process. Still on other occasions, identity is viewed as both a 
conscious subjective experience as well as an unconscious entity. (Kroger 34)24 
 

                                                 
24 Kroger’s observation may be sustained even by the analysis of Erikson’s one work, i.e. Identity: Youth and Crisis in which 
‘identity formation’ is described as ‘a configuration’ (163) which is however ‘an evolving [one] […] gradually established by 
successive ego syntheses and resyntheses throughout childhood’ (163) and which, eventually, is defined as a ‘process’ (163). 
In fact, Erikson uses this designation already in his Prologue to introduce the problematic of identity (formation) (cf. 22-25). 
What he states is that this process ‘is always changing and developing’ (23) which is due to the fact that ‘identity is never 
“established” as an “achievement” in the form of personality armour, or of anything static or unchangeable’ (24). This idea 
totally opposes his further analyses concerning identity established during the period of adolescence. According to Erikson’s 
view, it is during this time that the youth is to find the already mentioned ‘sense of continuity and sameness’ (128) which are 
to build up her/his ‘final identity’ (128). 
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Erikson himself admitted that ‘I think one could be more precise than I am, or that I am able 

to be. I very much feel that scientific training and logic would have helped a lot’ (in Kroger 

34).   

 Contradictory as it may be, Erikson’s work on identity is also pioneering and thus it has 

opened the ground for the discussion on identity and in this way has become the backbone 

for other fields of science to study the phenomenon (cf. Gleason 468). The views proposed 

by Erikson have also prompted the counteractions from other disciplines particularly 

sociology. Gleason elaborates on the conflicting ideas of both domains pointing out that ‘the 

kind of identity that sociologists [have] in mind [is] not the same as that contemplated by 

Erikson’ (468). It is interesting therefore to analyse briefly the way identity is understood by 

sociologists.  

Their basic view (which is simultaneously contradictory to Erikson’s) is that identity is 

to be considered in terms of ‘something ascribed’ (Gleason 468) and not ‘something internal 

that persists’ (Gleason 468). The key factor in the sociological perception of identity is the 

direct relation between an individual and society (cf. Gleason 468), in which an individual 

undergoes a ‘process of labelling’ (Sarup 14) which means that she/he assumes ‘[…] a 

certain name, accepting that designation, internalising the role requirements accompanying it, 

and behaving according to those prescriptions’ (Gleason 468). In his work Social Identity, 

Richard Jenkins goes even further in his definition of identity when he equates the 

phenomenon with social identity, using these terms interchangeably and explaining his 

method by stating that ‘all human identities are in some sense – and usually a stronger rather 

than a weaker sense – social identities’ (4). Moreover, conditioned by the social 

circumstances, identity is recognised by sociologists only in terms of a process – ‘[as] 

“being” or “becoming” […] [which] is never a final or settled matter’ (Jenkins 4).  

 Identity seen as a process requires, however, a context within which it can take place 

and it is provided to an individual by society (cf. Jenkins 20). Basing his argument on Cooley 

and Mead, Jenkins declares that society becomes a sine qua non of identity formation 

because ‘individual identity […] is not meaningful in isolation from the social world of other 

people’ (20). Consequently, it is only through this constant reciprocal relation that exists 

between individuals and society that ‘individuals define and redefine themselves and others 

throughout their lives’ (Jenkins 20; emphasis added). The possibility of this (re)definition 

implies that identity is ‘socially constructed’ (Jenkins 20) which can lead one to the 

conclusion that since identity is constructed it may also be deconstructed and thus radically 

altered by an individual. This approach allows us to speak about identity not in terms of 
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oneness but multiplicity that an individual can develop (cf. Jenkins 4). Indeed, Jenkins 

acknowledges this fact declaring ‘who we are is always singular and plural’ (4; emphasis 

added). As Jenkins himself admits, his approach towards identity becomes mainly the 

reverberation of what had been previously said by other sociologists. Thus, in order to sum 

up his ideas concerning the matter, we could use the words of one of the leading theorists of 

sociology, Peter Berger, whose work has also become the basis for Jenkins’s formulations 

(cf. Jenkins 20), ‘[l]ooked at sociologically, the self is no longer a solid, given entity… . It is 

rather a process, continuously created and re-created in each social situation that one enters 

[…]’ (in Gleason 468). 

Discussing the sociological theory of identity, we should point to another important 

issue, namely the terminology used when analysing the concept of identity. What can be 

observed is that the distinction in the use of such terms as ‘self’ and ‘identity’ is somewhat 

blurred in the theoretical discussions. Kathryn Woodward considers this point, stating:  

The [sociological] discussion does not always focus on identity per se; at least not always using the term. 
In some instances ‘self’ and ‘identity’ are interchangeable, or the term ‘social self’ is used. The words 
‘subject’ and ‘self’ are also often used interchangeably in cultural studies and in social and political 
theory. (2002b, 2) 
 

How can we thus attempt the sociological definition of ‘identity,’ taking particular attention 

to distinguish between this term, but also ‘self’ and ‘subject’?  

In their essay ‘A Sociological Approach to Self and Identity,’ Jan Stets and Peter Burke 

employ such a distinction when defining both terms ‘self’ and ‘identity’. Explaining ‘the self 

as emerging out of the mind, the mind as arising and developing out of social interaction 

[…]’ (130) and, moreover, pointing to ‘reflexivity’ (130) as the ‘hallmark of […] selfhood’ 

(130), Stets and Burke treat ‘self’ as the all-embracing entity that ‘is organised into multiple 

parts’ (132), i.e. identities (cf. Stets and Burke 130-32). Placing their examination in the 

immediate context of social interaction, the researchers perceive ‘identities […] [as] the 

meanings one has as a group member, as a role holder, or as a person’ (132). Consequently, 

in Stets and Burke’s view, ‘self as father is an identity, as is self as colleague, self as friend, 

and self as any other myriad possibilities corresponding to the various roles one may play’ 

(132).  

The definitions of ‘self’ and ‘identity’ as presented by Stets and Burke do not, however, 

avoid putting the two entities in a mutual relation, or rather subordinating an ‘identity’ to the 

‘self’ when defining the former. This correlation becomes more visible when taking into 

account the following formulation, also expressed by Stets and Burke, ‘the core of an identity 

is the categorisation of the self as an occupant of a role and incorporating into the self the 
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meanings and expectations associated with the role and its performance’ (134). Perhaps, this 

interrelation of the two concepts may explain, at least to a certain degree, the overlap of the 

terms in their sociological use. This assumption is not, however, as central to this debate as 

the above understanding of the term ‘identity’ that combines in its theory the psychological 

and the social, showing that while the concept of ‘identity’ implies ‘accommodation of the 

interrelationship between the personal and the social and the complex possibilities of an 

interplay between agency and social construction […]’ (Woodward 2002b, 3),25 it is the idea 

of ‘self’ that can be perceived as the entity or the basis on which an identity or identities can 

be built. Such a view is also to be found in the work of Michel Foucault, one of the greatest 

modern thinkers whose theses have proved influential in the sociological theory of identity 

(cf. Hier and Bolaria 2). 

As already pointed out, Foucault does not generally employ the term ‘identity’ in his 

work, giving the linguistic priority to the concepts of ‘self’ and ‘subject.’ Nonetheless, in the 

collection of his seminars entitled Technologies of the Self, the mention of ‘identity’ appears 

when Foucault analyses the evolution of ‘the relation between care and self-knowledge’ 

(1988, 21) in the context of two historical traditions, the Greco-Roman and the Christian, 

which practised different ‘technologies of the self’ (1988, 18). By this term, Foucault 

understands ways,  

which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of 
operations on their bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and a way of being, so as to transform 
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality. 
(1988, 18) 

 
The scholar examines the development of those technologies26 because it reveals the change 

in the conceptualisation of the ‘self.’ As Foucault explains, ‘[a]s there are different forms of 

care, there are different forms of self’ (1988, 22). And so, the Greco-Roman thought and 

practises of the self adhered to the principle of ‘epimelēsthai sautou, “to take care of 

yourself,” “the concern with the self” […]’ (1988, 19), which treated another dictum, i.e. ‘the 

Delphic principle, gnothi sauton (“Know yourself”)’ (1988, 19) as its inherent part or rather 

its obvious ‘consequence’ (1988, 22). With time, however, and, more importantly, with the 

coming of Christian ethics the former maxim declined in its importance, giving way to the 

latter.  

                                                 
25 For such a view see also Sarup (e.g. 14-15, 23, 25, 40, and 48) and Hutcheon (1990, 46).  
26 It is not my intention to discuss here the variety of technologies of the self in antiquity and Christianity as described by 
Foucault in the collection of his seminars and his volume of History of Sexuality: the Care of the Self. Rather, the focus will 
be laid here on the principles of self-care and self-knowledge.   
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 The discussion of varied technologies of the self employed in antiquity leads Foucault 

to this question, ‘What is this self of which one has to take care […]?’ (1988, 25). His 

immediate answer reads as follows, ‘[s]elf is a reflexive pronoun, and it has two meanings. 

Auto means “the same,” but it also conveys the notion of identity. The latter meaning shifts 

the question from ‘What is this self?’ to ‘What is the plateau on which I shall find my 

identity?’ (1988, 25). Foucault’s explanation may be referred to what has already been stated 

about the concepts of ‘identity’ and ‘self,’ namely the interrelation in which the two issues 

remain. Clearly, it is also in Foucault’s view that the self paves way for an identity/identities 

to be developed and the primacy that the scholar gives to the self in his analysis may also 

confirm this assumption.   

 Foucault’s further study of the historical evolution of technologies of the self brings 

him to the conclusions which concern the idea of ‘self’ in the modern world. It is worthwhile 

therefore to pay here some attention to these inferences here. As already mentioned, 

throughout centuries, there was a significant shift in the doctrines; the principle ‘Know 

yourself’ (1988, 22) came into focus, obliterating ‘Take care of yourself’ (22) to such an 

extent that, as Foucault states, ‘[i]n the modern world, knowledge of oneself constitutes the 

fundamental principle’ (22). Explaining this phenomenon, Foucault points to our inability to 

consider the care of the self the priority. The scholar claims, ‘[w]e find it difficult to base 

rigorous morality and austere principles on the precept that we should give ourselves more 

care than anything else’ (1988, 22). Ours is the ‘Christian morality’ (22) and according to 

this morality, Foucault remarks, the ascetic idea of rejection of the self that was to be 

achieved through the principle ‘Know yourself’ (22) is equalled with the possibility of 

salvation (cf. Foucault 1988, 22). This, however, is not the final conclusion that Foucault 

draws on the modern idea of the self as influenced by the ancient techniques. According to 

the scholar, the Christian creed of ‘self-denial’ (Hutton 134) that entered the modern world 

has been exchanged from the 18th century for the idea of ‘a new self’ (1988, 49), the self 

whose technology is still based on the deeply-rooted Christian practice of ‘verbalisation’ (49) 

but which no longer requires the ‘renunciation of the self’ (49). ‘To use these techniques 

without renouncing oneself,’ Foucault proclaims, ‘constitutes a decisive break’ (1988, 49).  

 Two issues should be stressed here in relation to Foucault’s observation above. Firstly, 

the scholar’s remark on the major change taking place from the 18th century and continuing 

in the present, but also his observations concerning the general transition in the principles of 

the self through the centuries, may prove the thesis about the novelty of the postmodern 

experience of the self. Secondly, we should highlight particularly one aspect of ‘a new self’ 
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(1988, 49) as understood by Foucault, namely the fact that it is grounded in a technique of 

verbalisation. The roots of this technique are to be traced, according to Foucault, to one of 

the two main technologies of the self adapted by the early Christians, so called ‘exagoreusis’ 

(1988, 43). This practice, adopted for the purpose of ‘the disclosure of self’ (1988, 43), was 

to be worked out by ‘permanently verbalising your thoughts and permanently obeying the 

master’ (48), by means of which ‘renouncing your will and yourself’ (48) was achieved. The 

fact that ‘a new self’ (1988, 49) incorporates into its technology this centuries-old practice of 

verbalisation (however, without its main goal of self-rejection) is highly important because it 

is by its means that we enter into the field of ‘discourse,’ another of Foucault’s notions used 

to convey ‘the ways we come to see, know and talk about ourselves and others’ (Hier and 

Bolaria 3).  

 In Foucault’s view, it is through these verbal and non-verbal communication systems, 

i.e. ‘discourses,’ but also their amalgamation, namely ‘discourse formations’ (Hier and 

Bolaria 3) that the self, this ‘abstract construction’ (Hutton 135), undergoes a perpetual 

redefinition (cf. Hutton 135). Consequently, the discourse formations, although continually 

changing, enrich our self-knowledge but also knowledge about the surrounding world, its 

time and space dimensions as well as the aspects of human life (cf. Hier and Bolaria 3). It 

seems therefore that it is this knowledge that is to be sought. In fact, ‘the quest for [it],’ as 

Patrick Hutton observes, ‘is itself a form of self-care’ (140). However, to gain this 

knowledge, one has to employ varied techniques and ‘the methods we employ to understand 

[the self]’ (Hutton 139) are considered by Foucault as more vital than  ‘the meaning of the 

self’ (139). After all, as Foucault shows in Technologies of the Self, ‘to be reflective’ (27) 

about the ways to understand the self is a value cherished already since antiquity.  

 The change in the principles, on which the technologies of the self are based (but also 

the transformations of technologies themselves), constitutes the aftermath of historical and 

social transitions, with which the matrix of power relations also alters. The notion of power is 

of particular importance for Foucault’s rhetoric because it is in its context that the scholar 

discusses ‘how human beings are made into subjects’ (Foucault in Hier and Bolaria 2). 

Depending on changing power relations, ‘subject positions’ (2) may assume different forms 

relevant only for and in particular historical and social circumstances (cf. Hier and Bolaria 2). 

Thus, ‘subjectivity’ (2) is never to become fixed (cf. Hier and Bolaria 2-3). Indeed, seeing 

subjectivity as continually changing, but also understanding the self through discursive 

formations which are ‘always open to contestation, struggle, redefinition and subversion’ 

(Hier and Bolaria 3) implies a process. This is how identity is understood by Michel Foucault 
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– as ‘a continual process of becoming’ (Hier and Bolaria 2). Hier and Bolaria explain this, 

summarising at the same time the core of Foucault’s ideas: 

For Foucault, to offer an answer to the question ‘Who am I?’ is to locate an identity that is specific to a 
certain time and place, and that is always only ever partial, temporary and fleeting. There is, in other 
words, no authentic ‘I’ to which Foucault can refer, and there is no one fundamental identity that 
constitutes his experience as a human being. For Foucault, there are only complex sets of social relations 
that configure to naturalise and normalise what are always temporary historical forms of knowledge 
about who we think we really are. (2) 

 
Describing identity in terms of a process and thus implying its fluidity, movement and 

change, Foucault as well as other theorists of sociology who work on the concept of identity, 

raise the status of identity’s creation to its ‘invention’ (Sollors 1991, x) and in this way enter 

postmodern discourse. 

 When asked by an interviewer: ‘Who are you?’ (in Dargent et al, on-line), Aritha van 

Herk, one of the most prolific Canadian writers, replied:  

Which “you” are you talking about? About who am I? Which one do you want? […] I think there is no 
fixed “you” just like there is no fixed address. There is this plurality of things that can come into play in 
this fiction we call life. This notion that people have that they are going to find out the real "you", right, 
there is no "real me". There is no real you either.  (in Dargent et al, on-line) 
 

The author closed her answer stating, ‘[w]e are constructing ourselves every minute. We are 

reconstructing ourselves, we are inventing ourselves’ (in Dargent et al, on-line; emphasis 

added). Van Herk’s assertion indicates two words that are most crucial for grasping the 

complexity of identity viewed from the current perspective, namely a ‘construct’ and an 

‘invention.’ Interestingly, as Werner Sollors points out, since the 1960s the word ‘invention’ 

(1991, x) has been overtly used in the general discourse as the descriptive term for the variety 

of issues among which ‘the self’ (1991, x) is also present. Sollors sees this fact as resulting 

from ‘the general cultural constructedness of the modern world’ (1991, x) which, it seems, 

has formulated its central principle in questioning assumptions taken hitherto for granted (cf. 

Sollors 1991, x). According to Sollors, ‘what were the givens in the intellectual pursuits until 

very recently have now become the problematic issues’ (1991, x). 

 Sollors’s remark can be contrasted with a comment of another observer of identity in 

modern times. In his work concerning the issue in question, Roy F. Baumeister argues that 

‘[i]dentity is not a recent invention, like television sets, that everyone suddenly began to 

want’ (4). The two declarations are, however, only superficially oppositional. In fact, the 

further part of Baumeister’s statement conveys a message analogous to Sollors’s implication. 

Baumeister explicates: 

People have always had identities. The modern difficulty with identity must be understood as resulting 
from change in identity, or rather in the way identity is created and shaped. Unlike our ancestors, who 
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seemed to know who they were without much trouble, we have somehow come to use uncertain and 
unreliable means for defining ourselves. (4; emphasis added) 

 
Clearly, self-identification that used to be an unproblematic concept, strictly and comfortably 

set within the frames of certainty, merely changed. Suddenly the shadow of doubt was cast 

upon it. ‘Suddenly,’ Bauman writes, ‘the question of identity needed to be asked – since no 

obvious answer was on offer’ (2008, 18). Consequently, what is to be stressed here is that the 

novelty about ‘identity’ does not concern ‘identity’ as a phenomenon itself; identity is not a 

new idea, as Baumeister assures above. It is rather ‘the content and form’ (Giddens 2003, 

32)27 of the concept that has evidently transformed.  

 Taking this issue into account, we should go back to what has been implied at the 

beginning of the chapter, namely to the argument that the problem of identity has acquired a 

new dimension and has become a different kind of subject in the postmodern inquiry. In fact, 

Bauman describes this new condition of identity as follows:  

[…] only a few decades ago ‘identity’ was nowhere near the centre of our thoughts, remaining but an 
object of philosophical meditation. Today, though, ‘identity’ is ‘the loudest talk in town’, the burning 
issue on everybody’s mind and tongue. (2008, 16-17)  
 

We should ask here about the reason for such a remarkable change, or as Bauman puts it, 

‘this sudden fascination with identity’ (2008, 17). The answer to such an inquiry would 

certainly illuminate the nature of identity’s ‘new dimension’ and the core of this ‘different 

subject’ that identity has become in the present.  

 In his essay ‘From Pilgrim to Tourist – or a Short History of Identity,’ Zygmunt 

Bauman captures the evasiveness of identity in postmodern times by comparing it with its 

status in modernity. Bauman explains the fact that the problem of identity nowadays ‘is not 

“the problem it was throughout modernity”’ (2002, 18) by highlighting the fundamental 

difference between a modern and postmodern perception of the issue, which is, according to 

the scholar, the recognition of the nature of identity itself. While modernity aimed to ‘keep 

[identity] solid and stable’ (2002, 18), postmodernity tries ‘to avoid fixation and keep the 

options open’ (18). As Bauman explains, ‘in the case of identity […] the catchword of 

modernity was creation, the catchword of postmodernity is recycling’ (2002, 18). 

 ‘Recycling’ is a very accurate rhetorical formulation because it touches the crux of the 

matter; it implies a postmodern need for the constant process of constructing and 

deconstructing one’s own identity/identities which offers the endless possibilities for a new 
                                                 
27 Giddens states these words in relation to ‘[a]nxieties and insecurities’ (2003, 32) in our times. The scholar states, ‘I do not 
think it is true that […] the modern age is specifically of high anxiety, as contrasted to preceding eras. Anxieties and 
insecurities have plagued other ages besides ours, […]. But the content and form of prevalent anxieties certainly have become 
altered’ (2003, 32). Due to the fact that identity and the two phenomena are interconnected, as will be shown in the further 
part of the chapter, I have followed Giddens’s thought, applying it to the concept of identity. 
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self. The question that we should ask here is for the reasons of such a case: why do we need 

to keep ‘inventing’/‘recycling’ our identities? Why do we need to ‘keep the options open’ 

(Bauman 2002, 18)? The answer may be found in what has already been hinted at when 

providing Sollors’s views; in today’s world, there are no absolute certainties, everything is 

challenged which results in the fact that a ‘generally accepted structure, which imposed the 

guidelines and conditions for everyday decision-making and activities for such a long time, 

has now become useless’ (Rubin 31).  

 In fact, according to Anthony Giddens, we live in ‘a new kind of global order, a new 

kind of personal life’ (1998a, 127) whose idiosyncrasies are dynamism and ‘reflexivity’ (cf. 

1998b, 94 and 115). The former reveals itself in a rapid acceleration, a broader range and ‘the 

profoundness’ (Giddens 2003, 16) of social change, by means of which our world has 

become ‘a runaway world’ (16) whose society ‘unlike any preceding culture lives in the 

future rather that in the past’ (Giddens 1998b, 94). And it is this ‘forward-oriented’ (Giddens 

1998b, 115) existence that brings one to the core of the latter trait; developing at breakneck 

speed, we are constantly provided with new information that is being continually re-

examined (cf. Giddens 2003, 20-21). In the circumstances of this ‘chronic revision’ (Giddens 

2003, 20), there is no time and place for ‘the certainty of knowledge’ (21). Thus, being more 

dynamic, i.e. heading always forward, but also being more reflexive, i.e. perpetually 

rethinking and reconceptualising the ostensible givens, leads us unavoidably to a multi-

dimensional status quo, namely the circumstances in which we are ‘facing a more open and 

problematic future’ (1998b, 116), breaking simultaneously with the past which expresses 

itself in the fact that, according to Giddens, ‘the end of tradition’ (1998a, 129) has arrived.      

 In Giddens’s view, living in ‘a post-traditional order’ (2003, 14) does not convey the 

utter absence of tradition (cf. 1998a, 129). On the contrary, tradition does ‘[persist] all across 

the world’ (Giddens 1998a, 129). Yet a ‘break – or rupture’ (Appadurai 278)28 with it is not 

to be overlooked. As Giddens declares, ‘[…] largely as a result of intensifying globalisation 

and reflexivity, in large areas of our lives what was tradition […] is altered or destroyed’ 

(1998a, 129). Its drastic change or even its disintegration is reflected in a variety of forms 

that it assumes; from a harmless but devaluing guise of tourist gadgets and the tourism 

market in general to its threatening manifestation, i.e. fundamentalism (cf. Giddens 1998a, 

129-30).  

                                                 
28 In his essay ‘Cultural Dimensions of Globalisation,’ Appadurai examines ‘the theory of rupture’ (272), also called the 
‘theory of a break’ (278) which Appadurai sees as a consequence of ‘the joint force of electronic media and migration’ (278). 
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 Although Giddens’s theories mostly concern ‘radicalised modernity’ (Sarup 104) 

because ‘[i]n his view, postmodernism is best understood as […] [such]’ (104),29 it does not 

change the fact that what he describes is the contemporary state of our world. Therefore, the 

reason why his ideas about the change in tradition are underscored here is because they bring 

us back again to the notion of a serious challenge to the concept of certainty in the 

postmodern world. In fact, Gidden’s observation about ‘the end of tradition’ might be 

referred to or even further explicated by applying here theories of postmodern thinkers here. 

 Consequently, if we accept the idea that the meaning of tradition has lessened 

nowadays, we might explain this phenomenon by what Jean-François Lyotard calls our 

‘incredulity toward metanarratives’ (xxiv) that characterises, in his view, ‘the postmodern 

condition’ (xxiv). What Lyotard, but also Foucault (cf. Sarup 95), thus propose as a 

conspicuous feature of our postmodern context is ‘an intense distrust of all global or 

“totalising” discourses, a rejection of metanarratives, of large-scale theoretical 

interpretations, of universal application’ (Sarup 95). It is in fact only ‘the plurality of “power-

discourse”, or of language games’30 (Sarup 95) that we are to deal with as, referring to the 

poststructuralist thought of Jacques Derrida, ours is a decentered position ‘in which, in the 

absence of a center […], everything became a discourse’ (1997, 116).  

 On the one hand, such a condition is clearly charged with potentiality; what the 

postmodern ‘scepticism’ (Ch.Butler 15; cf. also Sarup 95) opens up before us is a possibility 

of continuing  (re)construction, exploration and (re)interpretation of any meaning, identity 

inclusive, because, as Derrida suggests, ‘[t]he absence of the transcendental signified extends 

the domain and the interplay of signification ad infinitum’ (1997, 116; original italics). On 

the other hand, it poses undeniably more challenges as ‘the transition from modernity to 

postmodernity’ (Sarup 126) has rendered our identities ‘far more complex and shifting […], 

[…] multiple, [and] apparently contradictory’ (126).31 What the contemporary circumstances 

demand from us is facing the fact that there is no such thing as ‘[t]he fully unified, 

                                                 
29 Giddens applies this term ‘modernity’ to the state of affairs that started in ‘post-feudal Europe’ (14-15), maintaining that 
the pivotal moment of this process took place in the 20th century (cf. 2003, 14-15). In Giddens’s view, modernity can be seen 
as ‘roughly equivalent to “the industrialised world”’ (2003, 14-15). When it comes to the present day, the scholar specifies it 
as ‘“high” or “late” modernity’ (2003, 3). The contemporary world should be described in such terms and not in terms of 
postmodernity because, according to Giddens, ‘we have not really gone beyond modernity’ (in Gauntlett 95). As Giddens 
explains, ‘I prefer to speak of reflexive modernisation rather than postmodernity. There is only modernity and we can only 
reflect on modernity through modernity […]’ (1998b, 117). 
30 For Lyotard’s discussion of ‘language games’ see his study The Postmodern Condition (e.g. 9-11).   
31 Or as Coughlan puts it, ‘[i]n place of modernism’s hegemonic, uniform universality, postmodernism would install a 
democratic, heterogeneous multiplicity’ (online).  
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completed, secure, and coherent identity’32 (Hall 2006, 251) and even if we act on the 

premise that it exists, it is only ‘a fantasy’ (251). 

 In fact, as Bauman claims, in our current social context ‘of fleeting chances and frail 

securities, the old-style stiff and non-negotiable identities simply won’t do’ (12) as what we 

are constantly confronted with are new opportunities and multiple options (cf. 2008, 30). And 

this is where the problem arises; in postmodern times, there is indeed a variety of alternatives 

but little or no guidance in what is to be decided on (cf. Giddens 2003, 80). Such 

circumstances are certainly more than confusing and may lead to troubling consequences. 

The extent of this turmoil may cause in fact a feeling of ‘schizophrenia in each postmodern 

personality’ (Bauman 2002, 32) or it may lead to ‘crisis of identity’ (Hall 2006, 249). In fact, 

Kobena Mercer assures us that ‘identity only becomes an issue when it is in crisis, when 

something assumed to be fixed, coherent and stable is displaced by the experience of doubt 

and uncertainty’ (Mercer 43; also in Hall 2006, 249). 

 What creates the circumstances of such anxiety is also a profound transformation taking 

place on a variety of levels and accelerated by global capitalist mechanisms. ‘The world,’ as 

Sarup puts it, ‘is changing so rapidly that the result has been the production of fragmentation, 

insecurity, an ephemeral, uneven development within a highly unified global economy of 

capital flows’ (99-100). It is not surprising therefore that ‘a demand for fixed certainties’ 

(Sarup 98) is on the rise. But what we receive and face instead is a state of ‘simulacrum’33 

(Baudrillard in Sarup 100) and/or ‘time-space compression’ (Harvey in Sarup 99) dominating 

a postmodern existence with the result that, with respect to the former, the concept of reality 

changes continuously as it ‘is always already reproduced’ (Baudrillard 186) and, with 

respect to the latter, ‘[keeping] pace’ (99) changes into impossibility, both securing only one 

aspect, namely the aforementioned state of doubt (cf. Sarup 98-100).    

 The role of media should not be overlooked when discussing the influence that the 

interconnected factors like globalisation and consumerism exert upon the postmodern 

subject. Hall recognises the importance of these phenomena, pointing to their mutual 

function in, what he calls, ‘the global postmodern’ (2006, original italics).34 Its experience 

exposes the subject to the situation in which identities are ‘disembedded’ (Hall 2006, 261), 

i.e. dislocated in terms of ‘specific times, places, histories, and traditions’ (261), and become 

                                                 
32 It is only the opposite of these adjectives that is to describe the postmodern nature of identity: fragmented, constructed, 
unstable, fluid, i.e. processual and malleable (cf. also, e.g. Ch.Butler 44-61; Sarup xvi, 6, 14, and 28). 
33 See also Jean Baudrillard’s ‘From Simulations’  (186-88). 
34 Hall understands ‘the global postmodern’ (2006, 260) as the product of the growing tendency towards ‘greater global 
interdependence’ (260) and sees its core in ‘that fragmentation of cultural codes, that multiplicity of styles, emphasis on the 
ephemeral, the fleeting, the impermanent, and on difference and cultural pluralism on a global scale […]’ (260).  
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simultaneously ‘shared identities’ (260), by means of which we all become ‘“customers” for 

the same goods, “clients” for the same services, “audiences” for the same messages and 

images […]’ (260). 

 The mention of the globalising effect of media and capitalism35 is crucial as it sheds 

light on the fact that what we are dealing with here is a paradoxical situation: our identities 

become alike, but it is not the feeling of unity, with the others but also within ourselves, that 

we feel. As regards the latter, ‘the desire for unity’ (Woodward 2002b, 28) is indeed a 

powerful force, but it seems that ‘unity’ itself can only be, to use again Hall’s expression, ‘a 

fantasy’ (2006, 251). It is a mere delusion that we get from creating ‘a comforting story or 

“narrative of the self” about ourselves’ (Hall 2006, 251). Once again, the matter goes back to 

the postmodern lack of security, the absence of certainties and feeling of fragmentation. And 

it is the component of a story that re-establishes, or, in fact, introduces consistency and 

allows for comprehension (cf. Woodward 2002b, 28). 

 As Bauman observes, our world has become nothing else but the amalgamation of 

‘poorly coordinated fragments while our individual lives are cut into a succession of ill-

connected episodes’ (2008, 12-13). To join those bits and pieces of our existence, to get the 

feeling of security (even if illusionary), and, finally, ‘to make sense of ourselves’ (28), we 

become the storytellers (cf. Woodward 28-29). In a postmodernist view, however, the notion 

of telling stories about ourselves or our lives is extended so that identity itself is seen as a 

narrative (cf. Ch.Butler 53 and Sarup 14-27).36 Apart from subjectivity, such a textual or 

fictional perception relates to other notions, e.g. history (cf. Ch.Butler 32-36, 72-73 and 105-

106), emphasising in this way the element of constructedness of all human structures (cf. 

Hutcheon 1990, 5, 16 and 43).   

                                                 
35 Capitalism, which ‘commodifies in various senses’ (Giddens 2003, 197), is seen by Giddens as one of the aspects that  
globalisation comprises (cf. 2005, 288). Identity is to be pointed to among them because ‘[n]ot just lifestyles, but self-
actualisation is packaged and distributed according to market criteria’ (Giddens 2003, 198). Seeing identity only in terms of 
saleable goods is indeed a sign of consumerism, a destructive consequence of capitalism and the side-effect of mediation, that 
pervades the postmodern experience, posing in this way a threat to identity and its construction. Giddens recognises this 
factor as one of ‘dilemmas of the self’ (2003, 187), designating it as ‘personalised versus commodified experience’ (196). 
The other ‘dilemmas’ as seen by Giddens include the following experiences: ‘unification versus fragmentation’ (2003, 189), 
‘powerlessness versus appropriation’ (191), and ‘authority versus uncertainty’ (194). Both capitalism and postmodernism 
are seen as deeply interconnected by Frederic Jameson whose theories point to the former as resulting from the latter (cf. 
‘Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’ 267-75). Jameson defines postmodernism ‘not as a style, but 
rather as a cultural dominant’ (269), characterising it as ‘a new depthlessness […] and […] a consequent weakening of 
historicity’ (270) and pointing to its ‘”schizophrenic” structure’ (270) and use of ‘pastiche’ as the only possible means of 
literary expression (cf. Coughlan, online; cf. also Sarup 95-96). The loss of meaning in and the meaninglessness of the 
postmodern for which it is criticised by Jameson, but also by Terry Eagleton, is defended by Hutcheon (cf. 1990, 24) who 
reads it as ‘fundamentally contradictory, resolutely historical, and inescapably political’ (4).  
36 For other remarks about (auto-/biographical) self-accounts see, e.g. Giddens (2003, 54), Baumeister (38), Foucault (1988, 
27).  
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 Moreover, just like postmodernity itself, by creating the stories through which our 

identities are manufactured, is marked by dynamism (cf. Woodward 2002b, 28). In fact, our 

dynamic postmodern lives propel our re-telling of stories because the new experiences that 

we constantly undergo require the revision of stories that we continually tell about ourselves 

(cf. Polkinghorne in Woodward 2002b, 28). In this way, as Woodward points out, ‘[t]he 

stories may change and adapt to new circumstances’ (2002b, 28). Consequently, we see how 

the definition of identity as a construct and (re-)invented narrative also incorporates the 

importance of outside social happenings (cf. Giddens 2003, 54). According to Giddens, 

taking them into account becomes a condition that an individual has to comply with, ‘if she is 

to maintain regular interaction with others in day-to-day world’ (2003, 54).  

 Giddens’s arguments introduce here three crucial aspects. First of all, including the 

current social context means ‘[drawing] on the more public stories’ (29), and expands the 

purview of our narratives (cf. Woodward 2002b, 29). Secondly, entering into social 

interactions means encountering other storytellers and thus other ‘personal stories’ 

(Woodward 2002b, 29). The third aspect combines the two previous factors, pointing once 

again to the connection between the notion of narrative and identity: 

Personal stories link us to the broader social framework in which more public stories are told. In this 
sense narrative can be used to explore the interrelationship between the personal and the social that forms 
the basis of identity. (Woodward 2002b, 29)  

 
 The notion of identity as one’s individual construct and a simultaneous recognition that 

external forces and discourses also exert an impact on its construction introduces a question 

about the views on identity which Sarup refers to as ‘deterministic’ and ‘voluntaristic’ (cf. 

Sarup 40), the answer to which the scholar approaches ‘dialectically’ (48) as follows:37 

Identity, in my view, may perhaps be best seen as a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of 
writings blend and clash. These writings consist of many quotations from the innumerable centres of 
culture, ideological state apparatus and practices: parents, family, schools, the workplace, the media, the 
political parties, the state. Human subjects have the capacity to ‘work’ on these differences within an 
individual, who is never a unified member of a single unified group. It is these very differences that 
create the space in which the human subject exercises a measure of interpretative freedom. (25; emphasis 
added)  

 
What can be inferred from Sarup’s statement above, but also from what has been said 

so far, is that identity seen as a narrative is a phenomenon that requires constant work and 

creativity (cf. Giddens 2003, 76). In fact, it seems that, in the world of ‘global postmodern,’ 

                                                 
37 In stating such a view Sarup is not alone, despite the fact that postmodern thinkers tend to reject the notions of agency and 
autonomy, i.e. the humanist perception of subjectivity (see, e.g. Hutcheon 1990, 159, 177, and 189; Ch.Butler 52-53 and 59; 
Coughlan, online). It is Hutcheon whose understanding of the postmodern also incorporates both ideas. In Hutcheon’s words: 
‘[p]ostmodern discourses assert both autonomy and wordliness. […] They offer a collective, historicized context for 
individual action. In other words, they do not deny the individual, but they do “situate” her/him’ (1990, 46). For the 
discussion of this issue as related to feminism, see Waugh (189-204); Hutcheon (1990, 68 and 226); and Ch.Butler (57-58). 
See also Ch.Butler (120-21) for his critical stance on the postmodern questioning of self-determination.    
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the connection between the two is emphasised more than ever before. Arjun Appadurai 

makes it explicit by introducing the term which embraces the meanings of two key words, 

namely ‘the work of imagination’ (276), which, in his view, becomes most central to our 

identities (cf. 276). What Appadurai understands by ‘the work of imagination’ is roughly the 

prospect of ‘self-imagining’ (277) that is to constitute our daily existence (cf. 277). The 

phenomenon is seen by the critic as impelled by two particular forces: mediation and 

migration (cf. 276-78), coexisting in ‘[t]his mobile and unforeseeable relationship […] [that] 

defines the core of the link between globalisation and the modern’ (277). The 

interdependence between globalisation and migration38 must not be denied (cf. Hall 2006, 

263) and perhaps it could serve as the explanation why the phenomenon of mass migrations 

has become so distinctive in the last decades.39 

The interrelated phenomena, i.e. media and globalisation as products of capitalism 

bring about the abrupt social and economic changes and have become the distinctive markers 

of the contemporary world that have revolutionised ideas concerning humanity (cf. Rubin 

34). Their merged influence is reflected in the increasing feeling of anxiety and the state of 

being continuously in doubt which singe people’s lives and, what comes with it, their 

identities (cf. Rubin 34). Such a status quo is not surprising since we inhabit the world where 

everything is questioned, in which even, ‘the very nature of change itself has changed 

[because] [d]evelopment […] is no longer a curve pointing upwards, but can take many 

different and unpredictable directions’ (Rubin 34). These alternations and feelings are also to 

be related to the diversity of ‘cultural contact’ (Jenkins 9). In the age in which societies like, 

for example, the North American one, can be seen as the ‘[products] of migration’ (Noble 

1992b, 3) it is not surprising that our social experiences and identities are challenged. Due to 

this fact, as Jenkins indicates, ‘our social maps no longer fit our social landscapes. We 

encounter others whose identity and nature are not clear to us. We are no longer even sure 

about ourselves’ (9). Moreover, when crossing borders (speaking literally and figuratively) 

our identities become increasingly split. Reflecting on his own identity, Hall states: 

Thinking about my own sense of identity, I realise that it has always depended on the fact of being a 
migrant […]. Now that, in the postmodern age, you all feel so dispersed, I become centred. What I’ve 
thought of as dispersed and fragmented comes, paradoxically, to be the representative modern experience! 
(1996, 114) 

                                                 
38 As well as between globalisation and mediation. Mediation is opulent with different branches, but electronic media are 
foregrounded by Appadurai, due to their nature (their variety, but also speed of transmission) that effects their power of 
altering the image (cf. 276). As Appadurai states, ‘they are resources for experiments with self-making’ (276) as well as for 
‘scripts for possible lives’ (276).  
39 Dwelling upon migration, Woodward refers to John Berger’s statement that points to migration as ‘the quintessential 
experience in the twentieth century’ (53) and which has had a tremendous effect on the notion of identity. Certainly, the mass 
movement of people, with its consequences for their identities, continues to be a significant phenomenon in the 21st century.  
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Not only do we become more and more dispersed. More than that, what we become can 

be defined as ‘deterritorialised viewers’ (Appadurai 277) who being dislocated become the 

audiences of their own identities effectuated through the floating images of representation 

(cf. also Woodward 2002b, 74). Appadurai expounds the idea, stating: 

As Turkish guest workers in Germany watch Turkish films in their German flats, as Koreans in 
Philadelphia watch the 1988 Olympics in Seoul through satellite feed from Korea, and as Pakistani 
cabdrivers in Chicago listen to cassettes of sermons recorded in mosques in Pakistan or Iran, we see 
moving images meet deterritorialised viewers. (277) 

 
Just like images, Appadurai says, it is also the viewers who ‘are in […] circulation’ (277). 

The above remark by Hall may confirm Appadurai’s observation, but its relevance may be 

also found in the statement of Jatinder Verma40 who uses the following metaphorical 

description of his self, ‘[m]y identity is located on the road’ (in Woodward 2002b, 135). In 

fact, his entire statement is used by Kathryn Woodward as the starting point of her analysis 

of ‘[r]oots and routes’ (2002b, 135), the two important aspects of identity. The following is 

Verma’s answer to the question whether the play he produced concerns his roots:  

It depends how you’re spelling the word … I prefer to think of it as r-o-u-t-e-s. Roots lead backwards. 
Routes are more progressive, leading you to make connections with others. I’m not interested in the 
particular village in India where my grandfather came from. […] East Africans are a real conundrum for 
modern anthropologists because, in some ways, we represent the future, beyond ethnicity. In a truer 
sense, we are world citizens. I know people who are moving on again, to America. It’s as if, having taken 
the first step out of India, our people are perpetually on the move. (in Woodward 2002b, 135) 

 
Clearly, from Verma’s point of view, roots are not to be seen as central to one’s 

identity. In fact, Baumeister observes that it has become a growing tendency to consider 

one’s ancestral past as ‘an obsolete feature of identity’ (6). One of the explanations that could 

be proposed to answer the question about the reason for such circumstances is the fact that 

understanding one’s identity as an immutable, inherited entity assumes an essentialist 

standpoint (cf. Woodward 2002b, 140). Such a standpoint is very inhibiting in its nature 

because it works upon simplistic dualisms, e.g. the polarity paradigm of ‘us’ versus ‘the 

others’ (cf. Woodward 2002b, 140-41). As Woodward points out, ‘[r]oots offer a means of 

marking ourselves out as different from others and the same as those who share the same 

stories of origin […]’ (2002b, 144). Constructing one’s identity by adhering to essentialist 

claims may bring the feeling of security (cf. Woodward 2002b, 140), but, as Woodward’s 

statement above shows, it also implies the negation of ‘diversity and difference’ (138) that 

finally leads to ‘the risk of “otherness” and the exclusion […]’ (156). 

                                                 
40 Verma is a British artist of Asian origin, the producer of the play Journey to the West and ‘the artistic director of Britain’s 
oldest Asian theatre company’ (Woodward 2002b, 135). It is in relation to his play, which describes the experience of the 
Asian people coming from East Africa to Britain in 1968, that Verma is asked to talk about his approach towards his origin, 
but also his identity in general (cf. Woodward 2002b, 135). 
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 ‘Routes,’ on the other hand, have all features that the metaphor of ‘roots’ lacks and 

propose all possibilities that rootedness takes away (cf. Woodward 2002b, 168). As Verma’s 

statement suggests, routes are open to diversity, shunning in this way the feature of being 

fixed and any claims of possessing access to essentialist truths. They indicate connecting the 

on-going journeys with stories that are not only the ‘myths of origin’ (136), but also the new 

narratives constantly created on the way (cf. Woodward 2002b, 136 and 156-57). 

Consequently, routes are to be seen, according to Woodward, as a ‘dynamic’ (2002b, 136) 

process that is equivalent to ‘this potential for change and the desire to look forwards as well 

as backwards […]’ (136). Considering one’s identity in terms of routes allows one to 

comprehend oneself entirely but not in essentialist terms, i.e. realising that one is ‘the sum of 

that past of all those stages in the narrative’ (156), but also all those phases and places in 

one’s journey (cf. Woodward 156). 

Comparing the two ideas, Woodward perceives routes as the one that ‘appears to offer a 

far more fruitful means of negotiating identities in the twenty-first century’ (2002b, 156). 

However, what the critic also observes in her analysis is that the repudiation of roots is not at 

all an easy task (cf. 2002b, 136) and, what is more, that it is not necessarily an affordable one 

because ‘[p]eople need a sense of place and of belonging […], a start to the story so that we 

can move forward’ (137). ‘The question is,’ Woodward continues, ‘whether the notion of 

identity as rooted and the essentialism that appears to accompany this idea can deliver the 

security and feeling of groundedness that people may seem to want’ (2002b, 137). Moreover, 

basing  identity’s definition on ‘roots’ versus ‘routes,’ i.e. describing identity through clearly 

contrasting ideas, may be equalled with introducing, as Woodward suggests, another kind of 

binary opposition (cf. 2002b, 157). The reason for doing so is understandable; contrasts bear 

‘clarity’ (2002b, 159), but, as Woodward warns, such ‘coherence may be well at the expense 

of the complexity’ (159). In the postmodern world, which is highly complex, we have to find 

solutions other than ‘simple dualisms’ (Woodward 2002b, 159). Stating such a view, 

Woodward proposes thus a new approach towards understanding the notion of identity, the 

key to which is ‘to think beyond a polarity’ (2002b, 159) of roots vs. routes. Woodward 

explains, ‘[w]hile the two might be presented dualistically it is more helpful to deploy the 

notion of routes to encompass the desire for home and for belonging, than to see the two as 

mutually exclusive’ (2002b, 160).  

In fact, Woodward’s remarks depict at best that what Linda Hutcheon defines as ‘the 

paradox of the postmodern’ (1990, 42). The discussion of ‘roots’ which serve to evoke 

identity as stable, fixed and inherent and ‘routes’ which correspond to the processual, 
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malleable and constructed nature of identity clearly refers to the aforementioned clash of 

interpretations that determined the shift from the modern to the postmodern understanding of 

identity (cf. Sarup 126, here p.25). But, as Woodward’s statement above proves, adhering to 

‘routes’ does not downplay, but in fact embraces ‘roots,’ the metaphor which relates to ‘the 

humanist faith in the individual as free, unified, coherent and consistent’ (Hutcheon 1990, 

189). This characteristic of inclusion is what makes ‘routes’ most applicable to the notion of 

postmodern identity because the core feature of the postmodern is its ‘paradox’ that 

Hutcheon defines in the following way: 

Postmodernism questions centralised, totalised, hierarchized, closed systems: questions, but does not 
destroy […]. It acknowledges the human urge to make order, while pointing out that the orders we create 
are just that: human constructs, not natural or given entities. […] part of its questioning involves 
energising rethinking of margins and edges, of what does not fit in the humanly constructed notion of 
center. Such interrogations of the impulse to sameness (or single otherness) and homogeneity, unity and 
certainty, make room for a consideration of the different and the heterogeneous, the hybrid and the 
provisional. This is not the rejection of the former values in favour of the latter; it is a rethinking of each 
in the light of the others […], nor is it a denial of ‘the age of the moralised and individual self’ […]. It is 
more a questioning of commonly accepted values of our culture […], a questioning that is totally 
dependent upon that which it interrogates. This is perhaps the most basic formulation possible of the 
paradox of the postmodern. (1990, 41-42)    

 
I should explain here that Woodward’s use of metaphorical descriptions of identity 

(‘routes’ as incorporating ‘roots’) set in the context of Hutcheon’s theories of the postmodern 

paradox (as that which does not deny, but in fact incorporates what it questions) are the 

theoretical frameworks in which I set my understanding of identity as postmodern in general 

and in Ukrainian-Canadian literature in particular. With respect to multiple identities that this 

literature presents, Woodward’s and Hutcheon’s ideas help me to read identity in terms of 

‘journey,’ i.e. a construct and process, that allows for a ‘critical distance’ (Hutcheon 1990, 

26) towards what it is based on and what it encounters. In the case of Ukrainian-Canadian 

identities, this would specifically mean identity construction that draws on the ancestral 

origin and experiences, never without disputing the givens but always setting them in the 

particular present context. The literary analyses included in Chapter 5 will seek to 

descriptively prove this argument. 

To sum up, what this subchapter reveals is that uncertainty is the hallmark of today’s 

world. Even the construction of identity is dependent on the feeling of doubt, as Bauman puts 

it, ‘one thinks of identity whenever one is not sure where one belongs’ (2002, 19). A variety 

of notions through which identity and its nature may be understood does not make the matter 

even a bit more clear, on the contrary it provides us with a greater dose of confusion. To 

make ourselves more comprehensible, to relish the prospect of finding some sense of self, we 

become our own creations through our endlessly retold narratives. Moreover, our identities 
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may emerge from the multiplicity of choices born due to the capitalist conditions of our 

world, but they may be as floating and evasive as the images through which they are 

mediated in this worldwide market of consumable identifications. The circulation in which 

our identities are set applies even to ourselves physically. In the continuously progressing 

postmodern world, unusually susceptible to the merged influence of globalisation and 

capitalism, we find ourselves in a constant motion, transgressing the notion of time and 

space, but still feeling uncertain about our belonging. As Woodward comments, ‘[i]dentity 

travels, but it is about belonging’ (2002b, 168). A desire to belong, or this ‘power and pull of 

home’ (Sarup in Woodward 2002b, 136), may be indicative of our want of security, stability 

and certainty in the world which provides us only with the opposites (cf. Woodward 2002b, 

72). However, the issue of ‘longing for home […] may be more about the desire rather than 

the location’ (2002b, 72) because our yearning for stabilisation that the notion of ‘home’ may 

bring is not to be equalled with a stabilised identity (cf. Woodward 2002b, 100-101). Thus, it 

is the need to belong somewhere that is so powerful a force that puts us on the track of this 

constant journey that the notion of identity has become. 

 

2.2. Gender Identity 

According to Dirk Hoerder, ‘identities are interactive constructs, they assume multiple 

expressions and redefinitions over time’ (2002, 579). Thus, as already mentioned, in a given 

socio-cultural situation one may describe her/his ‘self’ using a different label (or labels) that 

refers to one’s ethnicity, race, nationality, gender, religion, etc. These ‘multiple expressions 

and redefinitions’ of identity/identities indicate that a person is to make a choice within a 

variety of existing labels. However, (re-)creating one’s own self may also be connected with 

choosing a category that goes beyond all labels. The possibility of such a venture is indicated 

by Inés Hernandez who states: 

I have gone through many labels, American, Mexican-American, Chicana, Mexican, India […], but  I am 
also aware that what is me has no name but what I choose to give it, and that is Inés […]. I know what I 
want Inés to be, what I say she is, and I feel a responsibility to act upon that […]. (in Karrer and Lutz 44) 
 

Describing her own identity as that of ‘an individual’ is, indeed, a remarkable and ‘bold […] 

defiance of all outside labels and classifications’ (Karrer and Lutz 44) because, being 

‘politically opposed to the limitations entailed in these categories, her [Inés Hernandez’s] 

conscious choice transcends the boundaries of class, race, and gender […]’ (44). Surely, such 

a choice gives an individual more freedom which may be denied to her/him in other cases. 
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Therefore, it is important to stress the statement above about the restrictions that one is to 

face when assuming a certain label that describes a given identity.  

 Although identity may be seen as an on-going process of re-creating the ‘self’ which 

becomes a personal matter, it may also be considered a construct that is ‘socially bestowed’ 

(Gleason 468). Hence, assuming a specific identity tag binds us to the social (often 

restricting) demands and expectations connected with this tag (cf. Gleason 468). Recognising 

herself primarily not as a woman but as an individual is, undoubtedly, one of the leading 

cases meeting with a variety of social limitations. In fact, as Betty Friedan points out, women 

are deprived of their human identity by the ‘harness’ put on them by society. Deploying her 

argument, the critic draws a parallel, ‘[i]t is my thesis that as the Victorian culture did not 

permit women to accept or gratify their basic sexual needs, our culture does not permit 

women to accept or gratify their basic need to grow and fulfil their potentialities as human 

beings […]’ (133). Friedan supports her contention by describing the lives of US-American 

suburban housewives throughout the decades of the 1950’s and 1960’s, whose primary 

guideline and: 

only dream was to be perfect wives and mothers; their highest ambition to have five children and a 
beautiful house, their only fight to get and keep their husbands. They had no thought for the unfeminine 
problems of the world outside the home; they wanted the men to take the major decisions. They gloried 
in their role as women, and wrote proudly on the census blank: ‘Occupation: housewife.’ (61)  
 

 Yet, something was wrong and it was felt by the majority of women. This something, 

as Friedan explains, speaking also about herself, prevented the women from developing as 

individuals, permeating them with the feelings of guilt when such a development was 

attempted by them (cf. 45). This guilt commonly shared by women transformed itself into 

‘the problem that [had] no name’ (Friedan 63). The namelessness of the problem was not 

affected by the fact that there were no terms of description available; it was caused by the 

US-American women’s denial of its existence (cf. Friedan 62). However, the deferred 

naming of, and thus, admitting to the problem did not suspend the malaise and longing which 

every housewife felt (cf. Friedan 57):  

As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches 
with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night – she was 
afraid to ask even of herself the silent question – ‘Is this all?’ (57) 
 
Clearly, it was not. Researching for her book, Friedan interviewed a great number of 

US-American housewives of different economic status, educational standing and cultural 

background (cf. 72-74). What was common for all of them was the despair brought about 

primarily by the social enforcement of roles of a mother and wife upon a woman who was 

never perceived as a person (cf. Friedan 73-74). That this problem was widespread in the US 
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at the time was evident; to support her thesis, Friedan quotes a psychiatrist working at one of 

American marriage counselling clinics: ‘[w]e have made woman a sex creature. […] She has 

no identity except as a wife and mother. She does not know who she is herself’ (74-75; 

emphasis added). Disorientation left women dissatisfied and with a desire that patriarchal 

conventions precluded women from fulfilling (cf. Friedan 71).  

The cause for this problem is what Friedan called ‘the feminine mystique’ (46-47): 

[…] unquestioned gospel that women could identify with nothing beyond the home – not politics, not art, 
not science, not events large or small, war or peace, in the United States or the world, unless it could be 
approached through female experience as a wife or mother or translated into domestic detail! (47) 
 

The parochialism of this convention shackled women in their passivity and alienation, 

preventing them from being able to estimate accurately their plight, but also any alternatives 

(cf. Friedan 43). In fact, women were taught to repeat mechanically and, what is more, to 

believe firmly in the mystique’s directive: ‘no matter what else we do between 9 and 5’ (44), 

we are housewives and mothers (cf. Friedan 44). For a US-American woman to realise this 

meant, according to ‘the feminine mystique,’ that she ‘found true feminine fulfilment’ 

(Friedan 61), and thus, she deserved to be included into the circle of ‘truly feminine women’ 

(58). All the citizens of the United States were to dream ‘the American dream’ and be 

engaged in ‘the pursuit of happiness.’ But, as Friedan shows, US-American women had to 

take a specific part in this touchstone; they were to dream the dream of ‘their “unique 

feminity”’ (110) and be engaged in ‘the pursuit of feminine fulfilment’ (72). 

 The strategy of ‘the feminine mystique’ is clear; ‘it permits, even encourages, women 

to ignore the question of their identity’ (126) so that women do not see their ‘selves’ beyond 

those occupying the roles of wives and mothers (cf. Friedan 126). The mechanism works 

because it is firmly established on the ‘old prejudices and comfortable conventions’ (Friedan 

91) which have bracketed a woman within her procreative function, disseminating and 

perpetuating the myth that ‘[a]natomy is woman’s destiny; the identity of woman is 

determined by her biology’ (136). But these mistaken beliefs do not exist by themselves; they 

had to be first created and legitimised by society through the sanctions it gives to ‘the 

feminine mystique’ (cf. Friedan 122 and 126). Friedan reveals what drives the machinery of 

this vicious circle:  

If women’s needs for identity, for self-esteem, for achievement, and finally for expression of her unique 
human individuality are not recognised by herself or others in our culture, she is forced to seek identity 
and self-esteem in the only channels open to her: the pursuit of sexual fulfilment, motherhood, and the 
possessions of material things. And, chained to these pursuits, she is stunted at a lower level of living, 
blocked away from the realisation of her higher human needs. (436) 
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Women receive no support or aid from society when they aspire to their individuality (cf. 

Friedan 495), but, paradoxically, they are virtually ‘flooded’ with social respect for fulfilling 

themselves as mothers and wives. In fact, a woman is not only respected for these roles, but 

she is also ‘respected as a full and equal partner to man in his world’ (Friedan 61; emphasis 

added).  

In their study on gender, Kessler and McKenna formulate the definition of ‘gender-role 

identity’ as follows; ‘[g]ender-role identity refers to how much a person approves of and 

participates in feelings and behaviours, which are seen as “appropriate” for her/his gender’ 

(10). What is deemed ‘appropriate’ for a woman by society is shown by the analysis above. 

What the analysis above also illuminates is the fact that what is considered by society as 

‘appropriate’ for a woman becomes usually more important than she herself approves of. 

Thus, a woman is usually confined when defining her own ‘self’ to assuming identities that 

are already socially predetermined for her rather than those of her own choice. Kessler and 

McKenna’s further observations on gender-role identity sustain this argument:  

According to the traditional perspective, someone is ‘born into’ the category ‘male’ or ‘female,’ and by 
virtue of her or his birth becomes obligated to perform the male or female role. In other words, one is 
expected to behave in accordance with the prescriptions and proscriptions for one’s gender. (11; 
emphasis added) 
  

 The idea that a woman is ‘born into’ her feminity, which is rendered only by means of 

her female procreative and nurturing functions, has been sustained by the existence of such 

presumptions as the already mentioned idea that ‘[a]natomy is woman’s destiny’ (Friedan 

136). The idea is undeniably false, but it has also been in the circulation for time long enough 

to become a widely held axiom. No wonder that such is the case, when this belief was 

propagated, for example, by one of most popular and most often quoted psychologists and 

theorists on identity, the already mentioned scholar, Erik Erikson.  

In his essay ‘Womanhood and the Inner Space,’41 Erikson discusses woman’s identity 

formation and designates a woman’s womb as her ‘inner space’ (266), i.e. ‘the basis for a 

positive (anatomically based) potential for the girl’s identity’ (Patterson et al. 13). As Serena 

J. Patterson et al. put it, what Erikson indicated in his article was ‘that women were 

anatomically destined to be nurturant and accommodating, and were thus uniquely suited to 

service roles’ (13). Erikson himself is very straightforward about this idea when stating: 

Am I saying that ‘anatomy is destiny’? Yes, it is destiny, insofar as it determines not only the range and 
configurations of psychological functioning and its limitation but also, to an extent, personality 
configurations. The basic modalities of woman’s commitment and involvement naturally also reflect the 
ground plan of her body. (285)   
 

                                                 
41 This is, in fact, one of the chapters in Erikson’s book Identity: Youth and Crisis. 
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Erikson considers it to be self-evident that a female body is more than the inner physical 

constitution and outer looks because ‘it includes a mediatorship in evolution, genetic as well 

as sociogenetic, by which […] [a woman] creates in each child the somatic […] basis for his 

[sic] physical, cultural, and individual identity’ (289). This is what Erikson proclaims to be a 

woman’s ‘mission’ (289) and ‘unique job’ (289) which ‘once a child is conceived must be 

completed’ (289). The scholar seems lavish with his understanding of a woman’s identity 

when he adds: 

But no woman lives or needs to live only in this extended somatic sphere. The modern world offers her 
ever-greater leeway in choosing, planning, or renouncing her somatic tasks more knowingly and 
responsibly. So she can and must make, or else neglect, decisions as a citizen and worker and, of course, 
an individual. (289)  
 
His generosity is, however, very limited when he carries on stating that ‘a woman, 

whatever else she may also be, never is not-a-woman’ (290; emphasis added); the very fact 

that obliges her, in Erikson’s view, to incorporate into her individual existence her feminine 

function determined by biology, i.e. that of a mother, but also by society, i.e. her function as 

a citizen, which would complete her ontology (cf. 291). For Erikson, woman’s personality, 

and social standing are inseparable from her biology and, what is more, they form an 

idiosyncratic connection that calls for independent studies of a woman’s identity (cf. 290).  

 By subordinating a woman’s identity to her biology, Erikson is not trying, as he 

paradoxically assures, ‘to “doom” every woman to perpetual motherhood and to deny the 

equivalence of individuality and the equality of citizenship’ (292). On the contrary, he 

proclaims a necessity to overcome the biases and limitations which forestall women’s 

contribution to and equal control over matters concerning humanity (cf. Erikson 292). What 

Erikson seems to remain oblivious of is the fact that he himself works upon the very 

preconceptions for eradication of which he so fervently calls. By prescribing explicitly that a 

woman’s unique role in the world’s matters should be based on ‘caring and caretaking’ (292) 

as well as by implicitly defining woman’s originality as the one ‘which nurses and nourishes, 

cares and tolerates, includes and preserves’ (293) and altogether by describing woman’s 

standing in opposition to men who, although criticised by the scholar for their excess of 

power, are still associated by him with terms of superiority and supremacy (cf. 292-93), 

Erikson enacts the patriarchal binary oppositions that shackle women in the stereotypical 

gender-role division which reduces women to their anatomy.42   

                                                 
42 Structurally, it is possible to outline three main arguments presented by Erikson in his work (cf. Patterson et al. 13). One 
of them suggests what the above refers to, namely that the principal components of a woman’s identity are neither 
‘ideological [nor] vocational issues’ (Patterson et al. 13), but ‘interpersonal’ (13) matters. Another point put forward is 
based on Erikson’s assumption that women’s identity formation is not fully accomplished at the age of adolescence because 
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 Contrary to Erikson’s view, the development of a woman’s identity has been shown to 

be marked by greater complexity than it is in the case of men (cf. Archer in Patterson et al. 

15).43 Archer explains it with ‘the number of content domains within which [women] define 

themselves, and the relative lack of societal support for their position’ (in Patterson et al. 15). 

This argument should be highlighted here as by its means the paradox of ‘the feminine 

mystique’ is once again revealed. On the one hand, we see that women have been constructed  

as ‘unique’ (Rosenberg in Wittig 160), and in this way they have been caged in ‘the myth of 

woman’ (Wittig 159) based on the precept that ‘“woman” is not something that goes without 

saying, since to be one, one has to be a “real” one’ (159). The dictum of, what Judith Butler 

calls, ‘the authentic feminine’ (2007, 49) has become ubiquitous to such an extent that it has 

made oblivious the fact that indeed, as Butler states, it ‘is a nostalgic and parochial ideal’ 

(49). Friedan proved that the force of ‘the feminine mystique’ was overwhelming; it made 

women believe they can yearn for nothing else than what the mystique has prescribed for 

them (cf. 122), i.e. ‘their “unique feminity”” (110). 

On the other hand, analysing women’s position throughout history, it is clear that, 

‘unique’ as they were deemed to be, women were not only deprived of support or help from 

society, but they were, in fact, relegated to the social margins where they accompanied others 

                                                                                                                                                         
it is to be fulfilled only when becoming a wife and mother (cf. Patterson et al. 13-14). The third hypothesis that results from 
the previous one proposes that the order of psychological stages, which Erikson believed to be generally fixed, does not 
concern women because it is ‘to be less stage specific than that of men’ (Patterson et al. 14). Commenting upon Erikson’s 
views, Patterson et al. present a number of research studies that issue a serious challenge to Erikson’s assumption (cf.14-22). 
Suffice it to focus here on one of the research findings questioning Erikson’s idea that a woman develops her identity only 
by means of marriage and motherhood was carried out by O’Connell who analysed women’s identity development, making 
a distinction between a subjective ‘introspection and self-knowledge’ (Patterson et al. 16), i.e. ‘personal identity’ (16) and 
the recognition and evaluation of one’s self ‘through the eyes of others’ (16), i.e. ‘reflected identity’ (16). The result of this 
research proves that while women following their careers had a highly developed ‘personal identity,’ the unemployed 
women committed to their motherhood preserved their ‘reflected identity’ by the time ‘their children reached school age’ 
(16) and only then established their ‘personal identity’ (16). As Patterson et al. suggest, this research opposes Erikson’s 
views by proving that women’s identity is not marked by ‘the arrival of a mate or children, but [by] the partial departure of 
children, which allows the time for these women to identify and pursue identity commitments of their own choosing’ (17). 
As Friedan points out, the significance of motherhood or wifehood and the usefulness of these roles are not to be 
underestimated or renounced, but they cannot be treated as the exclusive source of woman’s self-fulfilment (cf. 473). The 
consequences of such a practice, like ‘the physical and mental health’ (Friedan 495) disorders reported among US-American 
housewives, reveal its misconception.  
43 O’Connell’s research brings about the question whether the importance of the ‘ideological and vocational issues’ 
(Patterson et al. 13) is indeed reduced in the establishment of a woman’s identity as it was suggested by Erikson. The 
research shows that women’s occupation and her professional projects are the key factors in a woman’s perception of her 
identity (cf. Patterson et al. 16-17). Following other research studies mentioned by Patterson et al., it is evident that women 
do not tend to emphasise the personal matters over their occupation. Even if this is the case (as proved by Bilsker, Schiedel, 
and Marcia 1988), this is not women’s distinctive trait. As Patterson et al. explain, ‘Bilsker, Schiedel, and Marcia (1988) 
found that both men and women are claimed that the interpersonal area was the most important for them. […] However, the 
interpersonal area (sexuality and sex roles) was most predictive for women, and ideology (religion and politics) was most 
predictive for men’ (15). Rather, women tend to point to the significance of ‘interpersonal issues’ (15) as essential for their 
‘occupational identity formation to proceed’ (Thorbecke and Grotevant in Patterson et al. 15) so that the equilibrium in 
‘competing commitments’ (Kroger in Patterson et al. 15) could be reached. This point may be sustained by Friedan’s 
findings, according to which when women fulfilled their professional ambitions, ‘[t]hat sense of being complete and fully a 
part of the world […] had come back. They knew that it did not come from the work alone, but from the whole – their 
marriage, homes, children, work, their changing, growing links with the community’ (486).     
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whom society described as of lesser importance. What is more, women were defined in such 

terms as ‘lack,’ ‘defectiveness,’ ‘imperfect’ and/or ‘incidental.’ 44 This practice has had its 

far-reaching consequence because it has allowed society to impose on women the identity of 

‘the Other’ (de Beavoir 2003, 150). Simone de Beavoir comments upon this phenomenon, 

declaring: 

[…] humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as 
an autonomous being. […] And she is simply what man decrees […]. She is defined and differentiated 
with reference to man and not he with reference to her; she is incidental, the inessential as opposed to the 
essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other. (2003, 150) 
 
The statement above may answer, at least to a certain extent, the question raised by 

Friedan in her work, namely:  

Why, with the removal of all the legal, political, economic and educational barriers that once kept 
woman from being man’s equal, a person in her own right, an individual free to develop her own 
potential, should she accept this […] image which insists she is not a person but a “woman,” by 
definition barred from the freedom of human existence and a voice in human destiny? (122) 
 

The forces defining women’s status quo as implied above are sustained because they are a 

convenient solution for men who may remain in their comfortable position of ‘the 

Subject/the Absolute.’ Nonetheless, it may also be true that in such circumstances, i.e. due to 

the lack of societal assistance in women’s attempts at shaking off their predestined existence 

of ‘the Other,’ women may allow to thrust themselves into the positions, which will earn 

them social respect.45 As Friedan states, ‘[i]t is so much easier for a woman to say “yes” to 

the feminine mystique, and not risk the pains of moving on […]’ (485; emphasis added). It is 

‘easier’ because there are no demands, no challenges; ‘[t]here is [simply] no problem, in the 

logic of the feminine mystique, for such a woman who has no wishes of her own’ (Friedan 

116). There is no problem until a woman realises she ‘[has] been living a lie’ (Friedan 47).  

 In the light of Friedan’s question above, but also in the light of the definition of ‘gender 

identity’ that assumes the term to describe ‘an individual’s own feeling of whether she or he 

is a woman or a man […]’ (Kessler and McKenna 8), another question should be asked, the 

one concerning the meaning of the term ‘woman.’ Feminist critics point to ‘the 

“constructedness” of feminity’ (Barry 133), the idea heavily influenced by Simone de 

                                                 
44 These are the words of Aristotle and St. Thomas as provided by Simone de Beavoir: ‘“[t]he female is a female by virtue of 
a certain lack of qualities,” said Aristotle; “we should regard the female nature as afflicted with a natural defectiveness.” And 
St. Thomas for his part pronounced woman to be an “imperfect man,” an “incidental” being’ (2003, 150). 
45 An interesting point in this respect is made by Antje Thiersch. In her study, Thiersch refers to the work of Weigel and 
Stephan who talk about so called ‘latente Schizophrenie weiblicher Existenz’ (51) which relates to ‘the contradiction within 
female roles […]’ (51). As Thiersch explains, ‘the roles that are available for a woman and that gain her social as well as 
moral respect (motherhood) at the same time are based in social and economic subordination. These roles, according to 
Weigel, too often find a “negative Harmonisierung” when adjusting the Self to the actual, wrong state of being and are 
expressed through an increasing number of women with eating disorders, depressions etc. […]’ (51). 
 



 40

Beauvoir’s contention that ‘[o]ne is not born a woman, but becomes a woman. […] it is 

civilisation as a whole that produces this creature, intermediate between male and eunuch, 

which is described as feminine’ (de Beauvoir in Wittig 158). Moreover, answering the 

question ‘What is a woman?’ in her introduction to The Second Sex, de Beauvoir recognises 

the inequality common in the general perception of a man and a woman, pointing out that the 

former has been described as ‘both positive and the neutral’ (2003, 150), while the latter 

‘represents only the negative, defined by limiting criteria […]’ (150). It is on this ground that 

‘woman’ was constructed and it is within this framework of thought that her ‘myth’ (Wittig 

158) was created. Because this is what ‘“woman” [is] […] for Simone de Beauvoir’ (Wittig 

158) – ‘only a myth’ (158).  

 De Beauvoir’s view has been accepted by lesbian feminists (cf. Wittig 158), according 

to whom, as we learn from Monique Wittig speaking on their behalf, ‘the myth of woman 

was created by men especially for us [feminists and lesbians], and with it we sink back to a 

natural group’ (159). Notwithstanding patriarchal classifications, (lesbian) feminists not only 

challenge the inherent qualities ascribed to them collectively, but they also contest the idea of 

defining women by means of a term ‘woman’ (cf. Wittig 159) because: 

‘Woman’ is not each one of us, but the political and ideological formation which negates ‘women’ (the 
product of a relation of exploitation). ‘Woman’ is there to confuse us, to hide the reality ‘women.’ In 
order to be aware of being a class and to become a class we first have to kill the myth of ‘woman’ 
including its most seductive aspects […]. (160)   
 

 That the myth causes political harm because it neglects or even rejects the plurality and 

diversity of female experiences through the generalisation implicated in the singularity of the 

category ‘woman’ is also asserted by Judith Butler who declares that the ‘recourse to an 

original or genuine femininity […] refuses the contemporary demand to formulate an account 

of gender as a complex cultural construction’ (2007, 49). Moreover, Butler points to the 

deep-rootedness of this idea that has pervaded even the feminist politics, the fact which the 

critic reveals stating that ‘[t]his ideal tends not only to serve culturally conservative aims, but 

to constitute an exclusionary practice within feminism, precipitating precisely the kind of 

fragmentation that the ideal purports to overcome’ (2007, 49).46 

                                                 
46 Moi believes that all words are frequently burdened with ‘ideological implications’ (44). Thus, it is also unavoidable in 
respect to the term ‘woman’ (cf. Moi 43-44). Basing on Wittgenstein’s contention, Moi assumes that we should examine the 
use of the word and ‘not leap into conclusion that the same word must mean the same oppressive thing every time it occurs 
[…]’ (44). The critic’s view is that not every ‘use of the word “woman” […] must entail a philosophical commitment to 
metaphysics and essentialism’ (7) and that this practice of ‘[making] the word woman slim down to nothing […] is a problem 
of our own [feminist theorists’] making’ (7). Moi argues that the linguistic endeavours to avoid essentialism (e.g., putting the 
word woman in quotation marks or emphasising that one uses it but only as an ‘umbrella term’ (Moi 8), etc.) ‘are misguided 
because they are unnecessary’ (8). For Moi, what feminists need to focus on is to fight for ‘justice and equality for women’ 
(9) and fight against ‘biological determinism’ (37) which is ‘the only kind of essentialism that feminists need to reject’ (37).  
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The question is, however, whether this ‘exclusionary practice within feminism’ is 

prevented by means of using the word in its plural form because, despite marking the 

difference and diversity of women’s experiences, it still does not avoid its implication of a 

collective group (cf. Fuss in Moi, 44, fn. 61). There is a significant number of feminists who 

deny the existence of commonality among women due to the presence of such differentiating 

factors as race, class, age and sexual orientation (cf. Lorde 588-594). To them, ‘homogeneity 

of experience covered by the word sisterhood […] does not in fact exist’ (Lorde 589). Judith 

Butler also questions the legitimacy of the representational, all-embracing, neglecting the 

difference ‘we’ (2007, 194) that establishes the grounds of feminist politics, stating that ‘[i]n 

the course of this effort to question ‘women’ as the subject of feminism, the unproblematic 

invocation of that category may prove to preclude the possibility of feminism as a 

representational politics’ (8). The critic continues by asking necessary questions which 

challenge the legitimacy of this politics: 

What sense does it make to extend representation to subjects who are constructed through the exclusion 
of those who fail to conform to unspoken normative requirements of the subject? What relation of 
domination and exclusion are inadvertently sustained when representation becomes the sole focus of 
politics? (2007, 8) 
 

 What becomes the possible solution to this problematic is, according to Judith Butler, 

the avoidance of making general assumptions about women or even clear-cut definitions 

which lead to establishing constrictive criteria of belonging, which Butler emphasises by 

means of her uncertainty whether any foundational, and thus, ‘authoritarian’ (McRobbie 527) 

in its practices ‘we’ is necessary for feminist politics at all (cf. McRobbie 527). The critic 

ponders, ‘[p]erhaps, paradoxically, “representation” will be shown to make sense for 

feminism only when the subject of “women” is nowhere presumed’ (2007, 8). For Judith 

Butler, the pronoun in question reflects merely an imaginary dimension being: 

always and only a phantasmatic construction, one that has its purposes, but which denies the internal 
complexity and indeterminacy of the term and constitutes itself only through the exclusion of some part 
of the constituency that it simultaneously seeks to represent. (194) 
 

Butler reveals this inability of the feminist politics to acknowledge the existing differences 

among women when she points to the fact that ‘[t]he theories of feminist identity that 

elaborate predicates of colour, sexuality, ethnicity, class and able-bodiedness invariably close 

with an embarrassed ‘etc.’ at the end of the list’ (2007, 196). Nonetheless, what seems as 

negligence or even defeat on feminist theorists’ part is also read by Judith Butler in terms of 

potential that may create original, unfixed and unlimited precepts of feminist theory and 

identity politics (cf. 2007, 196).    
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 Clearly, Butler doubts the necessity of the idea of ‘groupness,’ exposing its 

underpinning adherence to debarring practices. Wittig, on the other hand, recognises the 

possibility of, what she calls, ‘class consciousness’ (161), the achievement of which is by no 

means enabled through the liquidation of the significance of ‘a particular subject’ (161). On 

the contrary, it is the particular within the ‘general’ (161) that should be emphasised, 

according to Wittig, who declares:  

[…] to become a class we do not have to suppress our individual selves, and since no individual can be 
reduced to her/his oppression we are also confronted with the historical necessity of constituting 
ourselves as the individual subjects of our history as well. What is at stake […] is an individual definition 
as well as a class definition. For once one has acknowledged oppression, one needs to know and 
experience the fact that one can constitute oneself as a subject […], that one can become someone in 
spite of oppression, that one has one’s own identity. (160; emphasis added except for ‘someone’) 
 

Wittig makes it self-evident that the idea of ‘women’ as a collectivity should not be 

constituted at the expense of the individuality of experience that each ‘woman’ has. Her 

statement introduces another crucial aspect implied already in Friedan’s question, namely the 

social expectation or even demand that a woman ought to define herself as ‘not a person but 

a “woman”’ (cf. Friedan, here p.39). The category ‘person’ put in opposition to the category 

‘woman’ may be analysed as one of the many identities that a human can perceive her-

/himself through, i.e. ‘individual’ vs. ‘gender identity.’ However, the same configuration of 

the above categories completely changes its nature when incorporated into and analysed 

under one classification of identity, i.e. gender identity. In other words, Friedan’s question 

and Wittig’s contention may be treated as the implication about the possible existence of 

another category within gender identity; as Wittig suggests, ‘[t]o refuse to be a woman, […] 

does not mean that one has to become a man’ (159).47 

 This suggestion leads us to the idea of ‘sex/gender system’ (Strobel 141) and the 

distinction that it makes between sex and gender, ascribing the former to biology and 

describing the latter as a social construction (cf. Moi 3). The system was used by the 

feminists to fight against ‘biological determinism’ (20) which blurred the sex/gender 

differentiation (cf. Moi 20), reinforcing in this way the view that ‘[w]hatever a woman does 

is, as it were, an expression of the ovum in her’ (20). The theory on the system has been 

widely discussed by feminists who have come to some revolutionary conclusion concerning  

the matter (cf. Moi 23).  

 In 1975, Gayle Rubin introduced in her essay ‘The Traffic in Women’ the idea that sex 

is ‘the biological raw material […] [which] is shaped by human, social intervention’ (in Moi 

                                                 
47 Wittig proposes ‘lesbian’ as another category, distinct from both ‘woman’ and ‘man’ (cf. 162).  
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23), the outcome of which is gender, understood by Rubin as, ‘the oppressive social norms’ 

(Moi 24). According to Rubin, the apparatus of this production works in a way that:  

‘males’ and ‘females’ (the two sexes) become transformed into ‘men’ and ‘women’ (the two genders). 
Her analysis demonstrates the possibility of ‘the elimination of obligatory sexualities and sex roles, … of 
an androgynous and genderless (though not sexless) society’ [p.204]. (Kessler and McKenna 163) 

 
In their examination of Rubin’s understanding of the sex/gender distinction, Kessler and 

McKenna, much as they approve of Rubin’s perception of gender as a social construction, 

criticise her view for being based on a dual sex distinction that inhibits the possibility of 

calling into question the axiom that points to a two-gender reality (cf. 163). ‘An 

“androgynous society”,’ Kessler and McKenna point out, ‘by definition, retains the 

male/female dichotomy by agreeing to ignore it’ (163-64). And pertaining to this dichotomy 

leads inevitably to ‘discrimination and oppression’ (Kessler and McKenna 164).   

 Basing on their research study and experiments conducted, Kessler and McKenna 

purport that our culture has fossilised the idea of gender into a dichotomous entity which 

means that ours is the ‘world of two genders’ (17). This is achieved by means of, what the 

scholars call, ‘gender attribution’ (6), which by their definition designates ‘a complex, 

interactive process of involving the person making the attribution and the person she/he is 

making the attribution about’ (6). This process is considered by Kessler and McKenna as 

‘primary’ (163) – ‘in order to meaningfully interpret someone’s assignment, identity, and 

role, and the relationship between them, one must first attribute gender’ (17). The outcome 

of gender attribution is fixed; it is grounded in the certainty about classifying people 

exclusively as ‘female’ or ‘male’ (cf. Kessler and McKenna 17). 

 The study by Kessler and McKenna shows that the process of attributing gender to a 

person is strictly connected to making genital attribution (cf. 153). The idea that the scholars 

strongly advocate in their work concerns the universality of such an attribution in our reality, 

‘[w]hat is interesting is that while members of our culture can see that dress is not essential 

[to attribute gender], and that people who think that are “wrong”/“primitive”/“misinformed,” 

they have difficulty seeing that this is equally true of genitals’ (39). Affirming their belief 

that ‘[p]eople must be confronted with the reality of other possibilities, as well as the 

possibility of other realities’ (164), Kessler and McKenna propagate the idea that gender is 

necessarily ‘a social construction’ (164) which means that, in other cultures, gender may be 
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neither dichotomous nor universally attributed (cf. 38-40).48 Concluding, the scholars point 

out, ‘[w]e live in a world of two biological genders. But that may not be the only world’ (40).  

 What can be inferred from the discussion on sex/gender distinction is that it has become 

an ever-present, if not central, aspect of the feminist or Gender Studies debate. Much as it is 

vital to examine the notions of sex and gender, it is also necessary to remember that these 

concepts are not everything that can be stated about ‘woman,’ or ‘man’ for that matter. This 

observation has been made by Toril Moi, who explains her contention, stating:  

The concepts sex and gender […] do not pretend to explain class, race, or nationality, or anything else. 
When it comes to thinking about what a woman is, therefore, the sex/gender distinction is woefully 
inadequate. […] this [sex/gender] analysis forgets that a sexed human being (man or woman) is more 
than sex and gender, and that race, age, class, sexual orientation, nationality and idiosyncratic personal 
experience are other categories that always shape the experience of being of one sex or another. (35)  
 

Taking this into account, a few words should be stated about women’s identities analysed in 

terms of sexuality and national and/or ethnic projects. The examination of this aspects proves 

once again the hegemony of the division between ‘the Subject/the Absolute’ (male) and ‘the 

Other’ (female).  

 Strobel analyses the phenomenon in relation to the ‘sex/gender system’ (141) and calls 

attention to the fact that ‘women have been constructed as the “other” of a system in which 

“male” is the norm’ (141). Thus, Strobel distinguishes between a ‘“normal” […] identity’ 

(141) that is preserved by those belonging to the centre, i.e. heterosexual males and the 

‘stigmatised’ (141) identity of those coming from the social fringes, for example, 

heterosexual and homosexual women (cf. Strobel 141). Strobel develops the notion of a 

stigmatised individual from the general concept of ‘stigma’ (141) as it is understood by 

Erving Goffman and explains that a ‘stigmatised individual is told that she is a human being 

like everyone else […], but at the same time different and belonging to a certain group of 

“differents”’ (141). Thus, the identity of the stigmatised, ‘is never authentic but always 

identity politics’ (Strobel 141) because it is developed as a compromise between the demands 

‘from both “normals” and spokespeople of “one’s own” group’ (141).   

 The notions evoked by Strobel are also analysed by Judith Butler as the rules governing 

‘the heterosexual matrix’ (2007, 7). It is in the context of this aspect that Butler returns once 

again to the feminist strife for establishing ‘the category of women as a coherent and stable 

                                                 
48 In their chapter ‘Cross-cultural Perspectives on Gender,’ Kessler and McKenna analyse the studies concerning the cultures 
in which a gender role ‘berdache’ has been reported to be considered as distinct ‘from the traditional masculine and feminine 
ones’ (29). ‘Given the existence of a third gender role,’ Kessler and McKenna conclude, ‘this opens the possibility of a third 
gender category, separate from male and female’ (29). When it comes to the aspect of gender attribution, Kessler and 
McKenna show that the process is not ‘universal over time and place’ (40) because there are other cultures in which a 
decision upon one’s gender is reached by considering a person’s role in a society or even her/his dress (cf. 38-40).  
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subject’ (2007, 7), a policy seen by the scholar as ‘an unwitting regulation and reification of 

gender relations’ (7). Butler introduces her concept basing on the notions presented by 

Monique Wittig and Adrienne Rich, i.e. ‘the heterosexual contract’ and ‘compulsory 

heterosexuality,’ respectively (cf. 2007, 208, fn. 6), explaining that her term is: 

to characterise a hegemonic discursive/epistemic model of gender intelligibility that assumes that for 
bodies to cohere and make sense there must be a stable sex expressed through a stable gender (masculine 
expresses male, feminine expresses female) that is oppositionally and hierarchically defined through the 
compulsory practice of heterosexuality. (cf. 2007, 208, fn. 6)  
 

This practice, which has made heterosexuality mandatory, has been created under the 

auspices of, what Bulter calls elsewhere, ‘a tacit institution of compulsory reproduction’ 

(Osborne and Segal 236), in the name of which sexuality is supervised to such an extent that 

‘reproductive heterosexuality’ (J.Butler 2003, 208) is constructed and deemed as ‘normative’ 

(J.Butler 2007, xii). In this way, anyone who falls out of the frame of the system will be 

inevitably ‘struggling with a norm that is regulating [one’s] sex’ (Osborne and Segal 236). 

Not only does this concern non-heterosexuals, but it may also be the case of heterosexuals, 

anybody who challenges the ‘heterosexual construction and regulation of sexuality’ (J.Butler 

2003, 208) and, what should necessarily be added here, reproductive sexuality (cf. also 

J.Butler 2007, xi-xii).  

 The existence of ‘a discursive enforcement of a norm’ (Osborne and Segal 236) is 

exemplified by Butler in her question, ‘[w]hy shouldn’t it be that a woman who wants to 

have some part in child-rearing, but doesn’t want to have a part in child-bearing, or who 

wants to do nothing with either, can inhabit her gender without an implicit sense of failure 

and inadequacy?’ (Osborne and Segal 236). The question raised by Butler is vital here 

because it shows that heterosexual reproduction is the ‘norm,’ but also that this ‘norm’ 

dictates or formulates the ‘norm’ of gender, demonstrating in this way that there is a strong 

connection between sexuality and gender (cf. J.Butler 2007, xii). In fact, as Butler claims, 

‘heterosexual normativity […] [orders] gender’ (xiv), the condition which the critic fiercely 

opposes (cf. 2007, xiv). This is what Butler understands as ‘gender trouble’ (2007, xi), the 

problem whose root is the idea that to be a woman (or a man) is ‘to [function] as one within 

the dominant heterosexual frame and to call the frame into question is perhaps to lose 

something of one’s sense of place in gender’ (xi).  

 ‘Gender trouble’ also originates from the precept of ‘naturalised knowledge’ (xxiii) that 

defines the actuality and authenticity of gender (cf. J.Butler 2007, xxiii), designating ‘certain 

kinds of gendered expressions […] to be false or derivative, and others, true and original’ 
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(viii). 49 To avoid any kind of unjust misnaming and enforced prescriptions and proscriptions 

(cf. J.Butler 2007, viii), Butler proposes to consider gender in terms of performativity50 

which allows for a revolutionary reconceptualisation of its meaning:  

In the place of an original identification which serves as a determining cause, gender identity might be 
reconceived as a personal/cultural history of received meanings subject to a set of imitative practices 
which refer laterally to other imitations, and which, jointly, construct the illusion of a primary and 
interior gendered self or which parody the mechanism of that construction. (2003, 209) 
 
As shown above, such structures as ‘the Subject/Absolute’ (male)/ ‘the Other’ (female), 

but also sex/gender, strongly correlate with the notion of sexuality. In fact, when dwelling 

upon female identities and experiences we cannot analyse those as separate because the 

system that conditions and oppresses women operates through and within the combined 

forces of these structures. Following Moi’s argument, ‘[t]o think of a woman as sex plus 

gender plus race and so on is to miss the fact that the experience of being white or black is 

not detachable from the experience of being male or female’ (36). Thus, the first two 

structures are also present when discussing the position of women in the national and/or 

ethnic projects because defining women as ‘the Other’ also emerges on the national level 

and, more precisely, with respect to the creation of national identity.  

Regarding this issue, Zetterberg Petterson introduces the notion of ‘the feminisation of 

Others’ (21) by means of which the construction of essentially male ‘national Self’ (21) is 

possible. Zetterberg Petterson points out: 

As scholars in the broad field of gender studies have demonstrated, the nation state, usually imagined as a 
“fraternity,” has a patriarchal foundation. The national Self is male (as well as masculine), and the coding 
of the nation as such is achieved through the feminisation of Others. (21)  
 

The creation of the ‘national Self’ is dependent on the existence of its polarity, namely ‘a set 

of foreign (external) and domestic (internal) Others’ (Zetterberg Petterson 21). However, this 

interdependence assures ‘the Other’ nothing but the position of the subjugated and the 

oppressed, which is obscured by the discourse of nation as a group of equal companions (cf. 

Zetterberg Petterson 21). Thus, it is not surprising that women are ‘often excluded from the 

collective “we” of the body politic, and retain an object rather than a subject position’ 

                                                 
49 The mechanism of constructing gender reality is explained by Judith Butler by drawing on the example of cross-dressing; 
‘[i]f one thinks that one sees a man dressed as a woman or a woman dressed as a man, then one takes the first term of each of 
those perceptions as the “reality” of gender: the gender introduced through the simile lacks “reality” […]’ (2007, xxiii) thus, 
as the critic continues, ‘[i]n such perceptions in which an ostensible reality is coupled with unreality, we think we know what 
reality is, and take the secondary appearance of gender to be mere artifice, play, falsehood, and illusion’ (xxiii).  
50 By performativity, Judith Butler understands, ‘that aspect of discourse that has the capacity to produce what it names. […] 
the vehicle through which ontological effects are established. […] the discursive mode by which ontological effects are 
installed’ (Osborne and Segal 236). The engines of this apparatus are the methods of ‘repetition and recitation’ (236), but 
performativity is not to be mistaken with performance (cf. Osborne and Segal 235). As the example of this mechanism we 
can consider the drag play which, through imitation, becomes ‘the parody […] of the very notion of an original […]’ (J.Butler 
2003, 209).  
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(Yuval-Davis in Zetterberg Petterson 21).51 It becomes, however, more than surprising when 

we realise that, in fact, women become nations’ biological, cultural and symbolical 

reproducers (cf. Yuval-Davis 1998, 23). They are barred from the political collectivity, but it 

is them who are to represent it symbolically (cf. Yuval-Davis 1997, 195-197).   

 The paradox is revealed by Yuval-Davis who, in her essay ‘Gender and Nation,’ 

illuminates that national life is dictated by gender, the interconnections of which play a 

pivotal role in various national spheres (cf. 32). Nevertheless, what her analysis also shows is 

that women’s status and function in all those dimensions of national life and identity, namely 

‘Staatsnation, […] Kulturnation, […] or Volksnation […]’ (32), is constructed according to 

the conventional paradigm associating women with domesticity, procreation and 

reproduction (cf. 23-35).52 Consequently, in the sphere of ‘Staatsnation,’ women are not only 

excluded from the political life of the collectivity, as mentioned above, but they are also 

transferred into the domestic sphere, ‘the private domain, i.e. marriage and the family’ (27), 

and it is in this context that their public status as citizens is defined (cf. 23). In respect of the 

cultural construction of nation, women become the ‘symbolic “border guards”’ (28), but also 

‘intergenerational transmitters of cultural traditions, customs, songs, cuisine, and, […] 

mother tongue (sic!)’ (28). Apart from guarding and cultivating culture, women are also 

conceived as signifiers of cultural boundaries as well as symbols of the collectivity (cf. 28-

29).53 With respect to the last dimension, i..e. ‘Volksnation,’ women function as ‘biological 

reproducers’ (32) whose sexuality and sexual practices are kept in check by means of 

enacting a variety of policies54 which, in fact, serve the purpose of ‘controlling the actual size 

of various majority and minority collectivities’ (32). What can be concluded from the above 

                                                 
51 In order to exemplify the point made by Yuval-Davis and Zetterberg Petterson we may briefly refer to the history of 
Canada and its society in which, as Dirk Hoerder writes, ‘[g]ender […] did not achieve serious attention until the last third 
of the 20th century. By law, women’s nationality and culture followed that of men. Euro-White hegemonic culture was not 
only British Anglican or Protestant or French Catholic […], it was also male’ (2005, 60). To illustrate the fact, Hoerder 
points to such cases as obtaining voting rights by Canadian women as late as in 1918, the policy of ‘Canadian governments 
from 1917 to 1928 and the judges of the Supreme Court in 1928 [which] upheld a male lawyer’s claim that women were not 
“qualified persons” within the meaning of the British North American Act of 1867’ (61), but also ‘racist-sexist’ (61) 
implications concerning Chinese women which were invoked by Canadian politicians between 1947 and 1948 when 
discussing the end of the policy of barring the Chinese from Canada (cf. Hoerder 2005, 61).     
52 For the purpose of briefness Yuval-Davis’s ideas on women’s place and role in national or ethnic collectivities are 
presented in a very concise and general way. It needs to be remembered, however, that women’s experiences are context-
dependent.  
53 Here, again the reproductive sexuality is significant in both cases. When it comes to the former, as Yuval-Davis shows, 
‘the sexual behaviour of women’ (1998, 28) is very often treated as the marker of distinction between different ethnic groups 
(cf. 28). It is a sexual behaviour that a given culture deems as ‘appropriate’ (cf. Yuval-Davis 1998, 28). In respect to the 
latter, Yuval-Davis enumerates examples where ‘a figure of a woman, often a mother, symbolizes in many cultures the spirit 
of the collectivity’ (1998, 29), and its honour (cf. 29). 
54 Among them Yuval-Davis includes, e.g. ‘pre-natal policies […], allowances for maternity leave and child care facilities for 
working mothers; availability and encouragement of contraception […]; availability and legality of abortions; clinics for 
fertility treatment, […] forced usage of contraceptives and sterilisation’ (1998, 31). These, however, may vary, depending on 
the historical context of a given nation (cf. Yuval-Davis 1998, 31).  
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is that, in all the spheres, women are either immobilised or put under surveillance, the 

condition which undeniably can never furnish their possible position of ‘the Subject.’ (cf. 

Yuval-Davis 2003, 315). Instead, women’s status will always be lowered to that of the 

object, their function to that of ‘the Other,’ unless the traditional perception of women’s roles 

and identities are undermined and resisted (cf. Yuval-Davis 2003, 315). 

 To conclude the discussion followed in this subchapter, we should emphasise the fact 

that women, located in the deeply varying but still constrictive patriarchal and imperialist 

worlds, have been deprived of their personal identities. Not only are the female human beings 

devoid of their individuality, which should be an obvious attribute of all people, but they are 

also conventionally forced into the identity of a ‘woman,’ an identity inhibited by a woman’s  

procreative and nurturing functions. As shown, this identity is doubly complicated; firstly, by 

the fact that, due to the ‘anatomy is destiny’ mentality, a woman’s identity is ‘allowed’ to 

inhabit only the sphere of domesticity as well as the institutions of motherhood and wifehood, 

and secondly, the term ‘woman’ does not correspond to, and thus does not adequately 

represent, a variety and plurality of female experiences, leading to ‘a certain blindness’ (Plasa 

80) about the fact that, indeed, ‘female histories are racially and culturally’ (Plasa 80) 

divergent. Avoiding essentialism is vital, and therefore, the diversity of women’s experiences 

and identities should be politically recognised. However, it should not be neglected that what 

brings women together is the social predetermination of their roles and their marginal position 

in society on a variety of levels (e.g., political, economic, national and sexual) which is the 

consequence of defining women as ‘the Other.’ Together with a simultaneous 

acknowledgment of the fact that women’s identities and experiences differ,  it should serve 

the purpose of connecting women, uniting them in a belief that, although distinctive, their 

experiences and identities may be shared in their willingness to hold a dialogue. This 

dialogue, however, must be devoid of any essentialist claims, and thus, should deconstruct the 

idea of centres and margins.55 The matters discussed in this subchapter are to become the 

                                                 
55 Here, I allude to the solutions proposed by ‘transversal politics’ as described by Yuval-Davis in her essay ‘Ethnicity, 
Gender Relations and Multiculturalism.’ The politics developed by Italian feminists suggests a ‘dialogue that takes into 
account the different positionings of women, or people in general, but does not grant any of them a priori privileged access 
to the “truth”’ (203-204). It is achieved by means of the practices of, so called, ‘rooting’ and ‘shifting,’ i.e. introducing into 
the debate ‘the rooting in her own grouping and identity’ by each woman (204), but simultaneously, not treating herself and 
not being treated as the representative of her group, as well as attempting at ‘shifting’ to communicate with other women of 
different ‘rootings’ (cf. 204-205). ‘Transversal politics’ strives to transcend the notions of ‘unity and homogeneity’ (204), 
proposing instead ‘dialogues that give recognition to the specific positionings of those who participate in them, as well as to 
the “unfinished knowledge” […] that each such situated positioning can offer’ (204).   
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theoretical framework for the further examination of women’s identities, roles and place in 

society within the specific Ukrainian-Canadian context. 

 

2.3. Ethnic Identity and National Identity  

As demonstrated in subchapter 2.1., the discussion on identity is wide-ranging and the 

definition of this term remains somewhat elusive due to the great variety of approaches and 

perspectives from which one can address the issue. Without a doubt, the same can be stated 

about ethnic identity because, as Gleason suggests ‘[…] adding a modifier complicates 

matters […]’ (460) even to a greater extent.  

 It is not surprising, therefore, that the analysis of identity becomes substantial for the 

study of ethnicity. According to Gleason, the discrepancy that exists in psychologists’ and 

sociologists’ understanding of the notion of identity may become valid in the examination of 

ethnic identity inasmuch as the analogous question may be raised: is ethnic identity, just like 

identity itself, ‘something primordially given or optionally cultivated’ (469)?  

 The question itself already implies the two possible methods in explaining ethnicity, 

namely the method adopted by ‘primordialists’ (Gleason 469) and another approach of 

‘optionalists’ (Gleason 469).56 According to the former, ethnicity is an immutable entity, as 

Gleason informs us, it is ‘a given, a basic element in one’s personal identity that is simply 

there and cannot be changed’ (469) which contradicts the idea of the latter according to 

which ethnic identity is understood as susceptible to variation because ‘it is not an indelible 

stamp impressed on the psyche but a dimension of individual and group existence that can be 

consciously emphasised or de-emphasised as the situation requires’ (469). These 

explanations of ethnicity clearly echo the basic assumptions that underlie the formulations of 

the concept of identity (cf. Gleason 469). Although Gleason calls attention to a close analogy 

between the views of psychologists and ‘primordialists,’ but also between sociologists and 

‘optionalists,’ he is uncertain about the ‘implications’ (469) of such a correlation:  

One might ask, for example, whether a person who accepts the Eriksonian version of personal identity is 
thereby committed to a primordialist position on ethnic identity. The two positions are beautifully 
congruent, but I would not be prepared to argue that the one logically entails the other. (469)  
 

 In his further discussion, Gleason focuses on ethnicity itself and the two proposed ways 

of defining it. What the critic implies is that the discrepant views of both approaches are 

usually neglected when discussing the issue (cf. 471). As a result, the terms are either 

                                                 
56 As Gleason informs us that this division of approaches was first introduced by Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. Moynihan 
(eds.) in Ethnicity: Theory and Experience (cf. 483). The scholars distinguished between ‘primordialist’ and what they called 
‘circumstalist’ method (in Gleason 483). The name of the latter was changed into ‘optionalist’ by Peter K. Eisinger in  
‘Ethnicity as the Strategic Option: An Emerging View’ (cf. Gleason 483). 
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unconsciously confused and thus ‘ethnic identity [is] talked about in both ways’ (471) or they 

are submitted to the speakers’ conscious manipulation because, as Gleason suggests, ‘it is 

clearly advantageous to be able in certain contexts to argue that ethnic identity is fixed and in 

others to affirm that it is malleable’ (471).  

While Gleason stresses the need to distinguish between those contradictory approaches 

when explaining ethnicity because, as he believes, ‘equivocation of this sort is fatal to efforts 

to achieve a clear theoretical grasp of issues’ (471), John Leman affirms such a prerequisite 

to be, in fact, pointless. The scholar states, ‘[…] in practice, it is fully sterile to opt either for 

a primordialistic or circumstalistic point in the explanation of ethnicity’ (150) because, as he 

declares, ‘the two approaches complement each other […]’ (150). What may be inferred 

from Leman’s remarks (the latter in particular) is that when defining ethnicity both methods 

can be taken into consideration and that both of them can equally serve to explain the issue. 

In order to illustrate this assumption, we should refer to the definition of ‘ethnic origin’ 

(1990, 35) that is employed by Wsevolod Isajiw.  

By this term, Isajiw understands ‘either that a person has been socialised in an ethnic 

group or that his or her ancestors, real or symbolic, have been members of the group’ (1990, 

35). Isajiw’s formulation clearly suggests that an individual can be, using the OED definition 

of the term ‘socialise,’ ‘[made] fit for living in [a given] society’ (on-line) which implies 

establishing, developing and thus cultivating one’s ethnicity. But it also proposes that one’s 

affiliation with a specific group can be the matter of inheritance and ‘permanence’ (Gleason 

469) which indicates an ethnic identity that is passed on or given to a person in its fixed 

form. In this respect, we see that whereas one person can recognise her/his ethnic identity as 

something that has been ‘primordially given’ (Gleason 469) to her/him, another person may 

tend to describe her/his ethnicity as ‘optionally cultivated’ (Gleason 469) and both 

understandings may be considered as equally valid. Therefore, ethnic identity is not restricted 

only to one definition and, what is more, that it is so complex a matter that it cannot be 

described in clear-cut terms. Nevertheless, the theoretical analysis of ethnic identity should 

be provided here to create the background for its further study. 

In ‘Ethnic-Identity Retention,’ Isajiw provides the following definition of ethnic 

identity:  

ethnic identity can be […] defined […] as a manner in which persons, on account of their ethnic origin, 
locate themselves psychologically in relation to one or more social systems, and in which they perceive 
others as locating them in relation to those systems. (35; emphasis added)  
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As Isajiw adds further on, this location of oneself is performed not only psychologically, but 

it also acquires a social dimension ‘in the sense that the internal psychological states express 

themselves objectively in external behaviour patterns that come to be shared by others’ (35). 

Thus, what one feels, thinks and how one defines oneself manifests itself through one’s 

language, traditions, familial and friendship ties, but also more formal affiliations, all of 

which are ethnically specified (cf. Isajiw 1990, 36). 

 This psychological and social location of an individual, which is focal to Isajiw’s 

definition, also becomes vital in Stuart Hall’s explanation of ethnicity. According to Hall, the 

concept ‘acknowledges the place of history, language and culture in the construction of 

subjectivity and identity, as well as the fact that all discourse is placed, positioned, situated 

and all knowledge is contextual’ (2003, 93). Therefore, in Hall’s view, one’s spatial, 

historical, cultural and linguistic location is crucial for one’s understanding of one’s own 

(ethnic) self. He states, ‘[…] we all speak from a particular place, out of a particular history, 

out of a particular experience, [and] a particular culture […]. We are all, in that sense, 

ethnically located and our ethnic identities are crucial to our subjective sense of who we are’ 

(2003, 94; emphasis added). 

 Moreover, Hall points to a new social and cultural phenomenon, namely ‘new ethnic 

identities’ (2003, 93) which are constructed according to ‘a new cultural politics which 

engages rather than suppresses difference […]’ (93). Although Hall makes this point when 

referring specifically to ‘the various practices and discourses of black cultural production’ 

(93), the aspect of ‘difference’ may be considered in the general discussion on ethnic 

identity.  

 In order to answer the question ‘What do we understand by ethnicity?’ (Leman 149), 

John Leman includes in his work four different aspects of definitions of ethnicity as 

understood by varied scholars (i.e. Brass, De Vos, Fischer, and Barth), which he combines to 

devise a single formulation (cf. 194). Each aspect introduces a different perspective into the 

understanding of the concept which only proves how compounded the nature of ethnic 

identity is. The outcome of this merging is:   

With ethnicity, we mean, (1) a ‘subjective, symbolic or emblematic use … of any aspect of culture, in 
order to differentiate … from other groups’ (Brass 1991:19), (2), on the basis of a ‘feeling of continuity 
with the past, a feeling that is maintained as an essential part of one’s self-definition’ (De Vos 1975: 17), 
(3) providing ‘reservoirs for renewing human values. Ethnic memory is thus future, not past oriented’ 
(Fischer 1986:176), and (4) whereby it is not ‘the cultural stuff that it encloses’ that fundamentally 
decides what is involved in the we-consciousness but ‘the ethnic boundary that defines the group’ (Barth 
1969:15). Ethnic frontiers are social frontiers.  (Leman 149) 
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As we observe, Leman mentions Fredrik Barth’s formulation, in which the primary 

focus is on ‘the ethnic boundary’ which is seen as the constituent in the formation of ethnic 

identity. Without a doubt, dwelling upon ‘the ethnic boundary,’ the aspect of difference 

emerges and this, in fact, becomes central to Barth’s thesis on ethnicity (cf. Jenkins 91).  The 

scholar formulates his ideas in the work Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The Social 

Organisation of Culture Difference (1969), pointing, as the title suggest, to the 

interconnection between ‘ethnicity and cultural difference’ (Jenkins 91).  

In Barth’s view, what is constituent in ethnic identity formation of a given group is not 

the recognition of the existing similarities within this group (as this is done ‘only indirectly’ 

[Leman 149]) but the differences of this group with other ethnic communities. Thus, it is 

primarily ‘the ethnic boundary’ (Barth 300) that constitutes the source of a group’s self-

definition and not its ‘cultural stuff’ (300). Due to the fact that ‘the social construction of 

(external) difference generates (internal) similarity rather than vice versa’ (Jenkins 93), the 

focal points of Barth’s study of ethnicity are the ‘processes of ethnic boundary maintenance 

and group recruitment’ (Jenkins 93). 

Barth claims that preserving the ethnic boundary and thus ethnic identity is dependent 

on the constant interaction between the groups (cf. Jenkins 95). It is self-evident, however, 

that this kind of interaction which always involves seeking the difference with ‘them’ in 

order to establish ‘our’ similarity leads to creating a dichotomy. Therefore, what we observe 

here is that ‘ethnicity is always a two-way street, involving “them” as well as “us”’ (Jenkins 

95) which consequently triggers off the process of constructing such labels as ‘we’ and ‘the 

others’ (Leman 159). 

The established dichotomy requires, however, a certain factor so that it can be sustained 

and, in this respect, the function of symbols is indispensable. In fact, looking again at the 

definition presented by Leman,57 we see that the application of symbols in such a case 

becomes of key importance. Symbols serve as an indicator of difference with other groups 

being simultaneously a unifying factor that brings together members of a given group who 

wish to differentiate themselves from other communities (cf. Mårald 16-17). In Benedict 

Anderson’s view, such a community amalgamated by means of symbols is ‘imagined […] 

because it only exists in the minds of the members of a community who do not know each 

other’ (Mårald 16-17). Anderson’s argument should be stressed here because it proves how 

powerful the force of symbols is – it forges the bond between people who may remain 

                                                 
57 More particularly its first part which points to ethnicity as ‘a subjective, symbolic or emblematic use … of any aspect of 
culture, in order to differentiate … from other groups’ (Brass in Leman 149).  
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completely anonymous to each other (cf. Mårald 16-17). They create a strong sense of unity 

within a given community. Nonetheless, their function is double as by emphasising this bond 

they elevate the differences with other groups.   

When perpetuated, the dichotomy may lead to strongly negative and dangerous aspects, 

namely prejudice and discrimination (cf. Mårald 17; also Hoerder 2002, 580). Dwelling on 

Anderson’s stance, Mårald observes, ‘[t]he Imagined Community […] presupposes a 

contrasting community that it rejects and looks down on’ (17). What is more, as the critic 

points out, ‘the normality of one’s own ethnicity’ (17) is usually indicated by devising a 

hostile and discrediting image of other groups, or as Mårald puts is, ‘the negative 

representation of foreignness’ (17). We see therefore how dangerous the construction of 

one’s ethnicity through the differentiation with others is. It is true that, as Hoerder observes, 

‘the power of self-definition is part of identity-creation,’ but unfortunately it may be 

accompanied by ‘[t]he power to impose definitions on Others [which] often serves as an 

instrument of discrimination’ (2002, 580).   

Having discussed the importance of symbols, we should also mention the role of the 

past and, what comes with it, the history of a given ethnic group. These aspects have been 

included in the definition of ethnicity constructed by Leman in which the scholar, on the one 

hand, points to ‘a feeling of continuity with the past’ (149) as the core of ‘one self definition’ 

(149) but, on the other hand, he invokes the issue of ‘ethnic memory’ (149) which is ‘future, 

not past, oriented’ (149) (cf. Leman’s definition). He further develops this thought and points 

to the interrelation of the past, present and future citing the words of Eriksen that ‘in many 

cases it is clear that group history is fashioned so as to serve present needs […]’ (149). We 

can argue therefore that there is no such thing as the history of an ethnic group because being 

‘an imprinting of the present onto the past’ (Friedman in Leman 152) such a concept is either 

the object of ‘continuous manipulation’ (Leman 152) or the product of ‘constantly new 

interpretation and re-interpretation’ (152). 

Such an approach towards ethnic memory, past and history brings us to the point 

discussed in subchapter 2.1., namely the postmodern tendency to perceive ‘previously 

“essentialist” categories […] as “inventions” […]’ (Sollors 1991, x). Since ethnicity is 

included into the group of such categories (cf. Sollors 1991, ix-xx), it may be subject to many 

interpretations, just as ‘history’ is. In fact, in his introduction to The Invention of Ethnicity, 

Sollors invokes the anthropologist Michael Fischer who declares, ‘[…] ethnicity is 

something reinvented and reinterpreted in each generation by each individual and that it is 

often something quite puzzling to the individual, something over which he or she lacks 
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control’(xi; emphasis added). Clearly, ethnicity is a highly complex, continual but most 

importantly individual process of invention. Therefore, any kind of its generalisation would 

be impossible, although Fischer uses the word ‘generation’ which could allow for the 

possibility of systematising the concept (at least to a certain degree). Nevertheless, this was 

achieved by Marcus Lee Hansen who devised the principles concerning the formation and 

retention of ethnic identities of immigrants coming to and living in the United States, and 

structured them with respect to immigrants’ first three generations (cf. Hansen 202-15).  

Hansen formulated his ideas in the essay The Third Generation Immigrant which 

constituted at first the lecture he gave to the Augustana Historical Society in 1938 (cf. Sollors 

1986,  214). Hansen opens his essay with such words, ‘[b]y long established custom whoever 

speaks of immigration must refer to it as a “problem”’ (202). His lecture bases on this 

approach as it presents the difficulties in preserving ethnic identity and heritage by the 

succession of each: the first, second and third generation of immigrants. 

What Hansen believed to be the general truth about each of those generations is that the 

first immigrants coming to the United States had to fight their way through (cf. 205). 

Therefore, even if they got into the whirlwind of Americanisation, their struggle for survival 

acquits them of loosing their ethnic identity (cf. Hansen 205). Hansen expresses this view 

stating ‘[t]he [first generation] immigrants, perhaps, may be excused. Their thoughts and 

efforts were taken up with material cares and they were naturally under some suspicion’ 

(205). But he pointedly ignores any explanations why the second generations should not care 

for the protection of their ancestral heritage (cf. 204-5).58 Being very harsh in his opinion 

about their case, he makes a cutting remark, ‘nothing can absolve the traitors of the second 

generation who deliberately threw away what had been preserved in the home’ (205). The 

restoration of immigrants’ honour was to come, however, with the third generation:  

All has not been lost. After the second generation comes the third and with the third appears a new force 
and a new opportunity which, if recognised in time, can not only do a good job of salvaging but probably 
can accomplish more than either the first and the second could have ever achieved. (Hansen 205-6) 
 

At this point, Hansen continues with his theory which ever since its proclamation has been 

elevated in its status by being generally recognised as ‘Hansen’s law’ (Sollors 1986, 216). 

Hansen himself calls it ‘the principle of third generation interest’ (206) by means of which he 

affirms that ‘what the son wishes to forget the grandson wishes to remember’ (206). 

                                                 
58 What is more, Hansen claims the second generation wanted to ‘escape’ (204) it; he states that this generation ‘wanted to 
forget everything: the foreign language […], the religion […], the family customs […]’ (204) in order to become ‘as 
American as’ (204) all other citizens.    
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Hansen turned out to be enormously influential in advancing his arguments. Thus, a 

few remarks concerning his ‘law’ should be provided here. First of all, what could be 

deduced from Hansen’s statements is that his definition of ethnic identity could be described 

in terms used by primordialists. Clearly, he did not consider ethnicity as something to ‘be 

assumed or put aside by conscious choice’ (Gleason 469), but as an entity that should be 

inherently given, deeply anchored in one’s mentality which would not allow for any change. 

Nevertheless, his observations concerning the generations of immigrants, who had evidently 

different ideas about their ethnic identities, prove that ethnicity is exactly how optionalists 

purport it to be, i.e. ‘a dimension that can be consciously emphasised or de-emphasised […]’ 

(Gleason 469).   

Secondly, although Hansen’s theory has been acknowledged as a ‘law,’ it should be 

pointed out that it was based on hardly any kind of scientific proof (cf. Sollors 1986, 216). 

As Sollors observes,  

Hansen strongly polarised second-generation traitors and third-generation redeemers on the basis of very 
little evidence. For Hansen, the historians of Swedish immigration who were gathered in Augustana in 
1938 were a case in point, and so was Gone with the Wind (1936), written by a ‘granddaughter of the 
confederacy’ […]. (1986, 216)  
 

Thus, it is not astounding that Hansen’s contention has come under considerable criticism.59  

Thirdly, the consistency in Hansen’s approach is rather questionable because Hansen 

himself makes a notable exception to his rule (cf. Sollors 1986, 217). Addressing Swedish 

immigrant historians, Hansen announces, ‘[a]mong the leaders of this society are men of the 

first generation and of the second generation but they are the proverbial exception, or it may 

be better to say that they are third generation in spirit’ (209). This fact is pointed out by 

Sollors who comments upon it in the following way, ‘[t]his is an astounding statement, 

especially in an essay that supposedly established a “law”’ (1986, 217). Perhaps, as Sollors 

suggests, Hansen was also thinking about himself when making such a statement because, as 

it turns out, he belonged to the second generation of immigrants, being a son of a Norwegian 

mother and a Danish father who came to the United States in 1871 (cf. 1986, 218). Moreover, 

as Sollors indicates ‘[t]here is some mystery surrounding Hansen’s language loyalties and 

skills’ (218) and that he recognised his American identity more ardently than his ethnic 

background (cf. 1986, 218). In such a case, using Sollors’s words, we may ask, ‘[w]hat ever 

                                                 
59 Sollors includes a few critics dwelling briefly upon their critical stances, e.g. Nahirny and Fishman, but also Herbert Gans 
and Deborah Dash Moore (cf. 1986, 215-16). The scholar also refers to current studies in the field of immigration but his 
remark is limited to the statement that ‘recent immigration research seems to suggest that perhaps the masses of the second 
generation did not act “second generation” and that the third generation did not act “third”’ (1986, 216-17). More information 
on the issue is presented in Isajiw’s review of varied research studies (cf. Isajiw 1990, 34-49). 
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happened to Hansen’s “law” [if] […] it does not even apply to the historian who phrased it?’ 

(1986, 218). 

Lastly, in the light of Hansen’s theory that develops specific ethnic identity 

characteristics that can be ascribed to a specific generation we could also ask: what is a 

‘generation’? Reflecting on Hansen’s law, Sollors claims that: 

In American culture it is apparently possible for one man to be both second and third generation. He may 
be numerically second generation, though third generation ‘in spirit’ […] or […] he may be third 
generation by descent […] but act as second generation […]. (1986, 219) 

 
In this respect, the idea of ‘generation’ is difficult to grasp. What is more, any formulation or 

principle that would help to detect an immigrant’s generational location seems to be very 

elusive to define. As Sollors implies, the endeavour of defining the term ‘generation’ is rarely 

sought by scholars and writers (cf. 1986, 219). In fact, the ambiguity of the concept may be 

referred to its status of ‘invention’ (Sollors 1991, x). However, it may also be explained as 

resulting from the fact that ‘generational numbering is always a metaphoric enterprise […]’ 

(Sollors 1986, 220). Indeed, in respect of Hansen’s theory, generations can be seen as 

metaphors of the general approach towards one’s ethnic identity (cf. Sollors 1986, 220-21). 

While the second generation stands for the ‘bad’/‘deficient’ (Sollors 1986, 221), the third 

generation embodies the ‘good’/‘wholesome’ (221). Thus, Sollors proposes that, in fact, 

‘Hansen developed not a “law” of historical progression but a moral choice […]’ (221).      

The recognition of a common formula for generational attitudes towards ethnicity is 

proved to be a highly arduous or even an unfeasible task. According to Isajiw’s study, the 

meaning of ethnic identity and its retention fluctuates from generation to generation, and, 

what is more, its conception differs in varied ethnic communities (cf. Isajiw 1990, 37). This 

assumption corresponds to the already presented contention of Fischer that ethnicity is the 

matter of a constant (re-)interpretation. Due to the existence of various meanings of ethnic 

identity, diverse approaches towards it are developed and consequently multiple practices in 

preserving ethnic identity are implemented (cf. Isajiw 1990, 37). According to Isaijw, 

successive generations may value different aspects of ethnic identity and thus recognise 

some, all or none of those preserved by previous generations (cf. 1990, 37). Similarly, the 

bond with one’s ethnic group may have a wide-ranging meaning because one: 

may subjectively identify with his ethnic group without having knowledge of the ethnic language or 
without practicing ethnic traditions or participating in ethnic organisations. Or, inversely, he or she may 
practise some ethnic traditions without having strong feelings of attachment to the group. (1990, 37).  
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Thus, it should be recognised that ethnic identity may, in fact, assume different forms of its 

expression (cf. Isajiw 1990, 37).60  

Analysing ethnicity and ethnic belonging we should also acknowledge a variety of 

groups whose ideas about ethnic identity and ethnic affiliation may be fundamentally 

different (cf. Hastings 173). Moreover, we cannot neglect the fact that, additionally, each 

ethnic group constitutes a multiple number of individuals who differ according to ‘[…] life 

[styles], world [views], gender, age-group, education and class […]’ (Mårald 16). Hence, 

answers to the questions about the meaning of ethnic identity may vary among different 

communities but also ‘within the same group’ (Mårald 16).  

In one of her essays, ‘Cross-Stitch: Issues of Language, Memory and Identity in 

Ukrainian-Canadian Experience,’ Janice Kulyk Keefer illustrates the issue of difference 

existing within one ethnic community by means of her discussion of a Ukrainian-Canadian 

group. The writer points to a variety and diversity of approaches and attitudes towards the 

idea of ethnic identity that prevail among the members of the group in question.61 And so the 

complexity resulting from this aspect is revealed by the writer when she makes a distinction 

between, what she terms, ‘The Community’ vs. ‘the diaspora’ Ukrainian-Canadians (cf. 

2007a, 112). As Kulyk Keefer explains, the use of the capital and small letters in both the 

articles and the nouns of the terms she provides is purposeful as it becomes vital to their 

understanding.  

While the former, capitalised, term serves to define all those Ukrainian-Canadians 

whose main priorities are economic success and social respect, and so whose idea of 

ethnicity is deeply rooted and thus entrapped in clichéd and commercialised conceptions, the 

message encoded in the latter, small-letter, term is to be construed as a grouping of those who 

claim no monopoly on their ethnicity, eschewing the standpoint of ‘The Community’ 

members with all the prescriptions and proscriptions for their ethnic identity that this 

standpoint dictates (cf. Kulyk Keefer, 2007a, 112). The differentiation between the two 

groups also includes the way the issue of Ukraine is approached by them: ‘whereas 

“Community” members tend to simplify and fossilize the “Old Country” in terms of its 

history and culture, diasporans tend to be well aware of the problematic and shifting 

                                                 
60 Isaijw distinguishes between: ‘a ritualistic ethnic identity’ (1990, 37) which implies practising ethnic traditions but it does 
not have to mean a strong attachment to the ethnic group, ‘an ideological identity’ (37) that conveys ‘a high intensity of 
feeling of group obligation accompanied by a low level of practice and traditions […]’ (37), ‘a rebelling identity’ (37) which 
is marked by ‘negative images of one’s own ethnic group, accompanied by a high degree of awareness of one’s own 
ancestry’ (37), and ‘ethnic rediscovery’ (37) which indicates to one’s positive opinion about one’s ethnic group and one’s 
‘practice of highly selected traditions […]’ (37). 
61 For other voices in this respect see also Bashuk (online) and Klymasz (online), who talk about the problematics of a 
group’s representation within the frameworks of Canadian multiculturalism and its among its members, respectively.   
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complexities of Ukraine, past and present’ (Kulyk Keefer, 2007a, 112). In this respect, the 

distinction is further visualised by the writer when she uses the metaphors of ‘decal stickers’ 

(112) to portray the first, economically-oriented, group, and ‘needleworkers’ (112) as the 

image of the members of the second, those historically aware, sensitive to Ukraine’s 

traumatic fate and sensitive about their distressing bonds with it (cf. 2007a, 112).   

Kulyk Keefer’s observations about the particular case of Ukrainian-Canadians and their 

dual way of representing and producing their Ukrainian ethnicity corresponds, in my view, 

with Stuart Hall’s more general theorisation of ‘cultural identity’ within a diaspora.62 And so 

while Kulyk Keefer distinguishes between ‘The Community’/‘decal stickers’ and ‘the 

diaspora’/‘needleworkers,’ Hall also sees the possibility of ‘at least two different ways of 

thinking about “cultural identity”’ (2005a, 234): the first one anchored in an essentialised 

conception of ‘oneness’ (234) that differentiates it from the second one which elevates ‘[n]ot 

an essence but a positioning’ (237; italics original). We see thus that the ossified ideas on the 

common historical and cultural origin propagated by the ‘The Community’ members that 

Kulyk Keefer talks about play a key role in what Hall defines as ‘[t]he first position’ (234) 

which emphasises homogeneity, neglecting the complexity and diversity of a group 

members’ experiences (cf. Hall, 2005a, 234). And it is for both Kulyk Keefer’s ‘diasporans’ 

and Hall’s ‘second position’ (2005a, 236) that ‘the difference matters’ (238; original italics).  

What is most vital in the theories by Kulyk Keefer and Hall is that they point to the 

kind of understanding of ‘identity’ that, based on the theories by Hutcheon (‘the postmodern 

paradox’) and Woodward (‘roots’ embraced by ‘routes’), is foregrounded in this thesis: that 

the ancestry, commonality and the essentialism that might accompany these terms is not 

denied by, but rather incorporated and problematised within, a more flexible and complex, 

even postmodern, notions of ‘identity.’ Hall’s theories are most explicit about this aspect 

when he states that ‘[w]e should not for a moment, underestimate or neglect the importance 

of the act of imaginative rediscovery that this conception of a rediscovered essential identity 

entails’ (2005a, 235). And so the second sense of ‘cultural identity’ that he defines adds to 

the aforementioned theories by Hutcheon and Woodward, when he proclaims ‘the second 

position’ to be ‘a matter of “becoming” as well as “being” (2005a, 236; emphasis added) that 

evolves around ‘two axes or vectors, simultaneously operative: the vector of similarity and 

continuity; and the vector of difference and rupture’ (237).63  

                                                 
62 In the second part of his essay, Hall contextualises his discussion of diasporic ‘cultural identity,’ commenting upon the 
Caribbean identity.   
63 See also below for Kulyk Keefer’s definition of ‘diaspora’ which also bases on such an understanding.  
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 Moreover, Hall’s ideas about the two positions that ‘cultural identity’ may include lead 

him to formulate the definition of ‘diaspora’ that once again approximates Kulyk Keefer’s 

understanding of the concept. Concluding their definitions of ‘diaspora,’64 it should be 

pointed out that both Kulyk Keefer and Hall treat it as the discursive, imaginative 

engagement of difference and context of (and by) those whom the term concerns. It is from 

such a perspective that the idea of diaspora and diasporic identity will further be explored in 

this thesis. The literary analysis of Illia Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil  (1939-45/1959) will 

illustrate how such a theoretical approach to the concepts in question may influence the 

innovative (re)construction of cultural identity, ethnicity and nationality, and gender (see 

Chapter 5.1.).  

The aspect of a diasporic existence will be discussed further on in the thesis when 

George Ryga’s drama play A Letter to My Son (1981) will be analysed. Here, the issue of the 

‘diasporic man’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 14), with which we are already 

introduced by Kiriak in his work, is presented from another perspective. While Kiriak’s work 

shows the beginnings of Ukrainian diaspora in Canada, setting the time of the plot during the 

pioneer settlement of Ukrainians in the new land, Ryga’s play presents an old Ukrainian 

immigrant in a post-settlement context. Thus, Ryga’s work uncovers the post-colonial 

circumstances of his character’s existence. Ashcroft et al. state that it is with respect to ‘place 

and displacement […] that the special post-colonial crisis of identity comes into being’ (8-9). 

Ryga’s drama play shows how the discourse of power constructs the subject, how it displaces 

the subject, undermining the subject’s identity. That the subject’s identity crisis is ‘special’ 

(see Ashcroft et al. above) is due to the ‘post-colonial’ (above) context that the subject is 

placed in: although the setting is post-colonial in historical terms, the study of Ryga’s work 

(see Chapter 5.3.) reveals how the destructive colonial power is still operating (cf. Ashcroft 

et al. 1-2).65  

                                                 
64 Apart from Kulyk Keefer’s already-referred to statements about ‘the diasporans’ which comprise her understanding of 
‘diaspora,’ the following definition is also provided by the writer in her essay: ‘“[d]iaspora” indicates not just the scattering, 
from a common point of origin, of a given ethnic group, but also the relationships the scattered ones create once they have 
begun to settle in their adopted places. From those relationships, and the institutions and events which create and sustain 
them, emerge communities which collectively comprise an entity which may be cohesive or fractured, but which still 
identifies itself strongly with the locus of departure or origin’ (2007a, 112). Hall’s definition reads as follows: ‘diaspora does 
not refer us to those scattered tribes whose identity can only be secured in relation to some sacred homeland to which they 
must at all costs return, even if it means pushing other people into the sea. This is the old, the imperialising, the 
hegemonizing, form of “ethnicity.” […] The diaspora experience as I intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity, but 
by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of “identity” which lives with and through, not 
despite, difference; by hybridity. Diaspora identities are these which are constantly producing and reproducing themselves 
anew, through transformation and difference’ (2005a, 244; original italics).        
65 The literary analysis of Ryga’s work will include more theoretical aspects concerning post-colonial identity.  
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Discourses on ethnicity, cultural identity and diaspora, as well as post-colonialism, are 

additionally important when a definition of national identity is to be attempted. Hall already 

signals this vital correlation between the concepts when he closes his aforementioned essay 

on a cultural identity and diaspora by quoting Franz Fanon’s remark on a national culture 

that in fact summarises Hall’s ideas. The core of a national culture should not, in Fanon’s 

view, be based on a representation that claims some naturalised and authenticated origin 

because it ‘not a folk-lore, nor an abstract populism that believes it can discover a people’s 

true nature. A national culture is the whole body of efforts made by a people in the sphere of 

thought to describe, justify and praise the action through which that people has created itself 

and keeps itself in existence’ (in Hall 2005a, 246).   

There are various definitions of national identity, nation and nationalism which 

evidently differ in their conceptualisation of the terms: they reject one aspect for the sake of 

elevating another, but culture seems to be regularly emphasised. In his introduction to Nation 

and Narration, Homi Bhabha quotes Benedict Anderson according to whom the definition of 

nationalism should not seek its ideological associations but rather its antecedent cultural 

frameworks (cf. 1994, 1). Anderson’s version of nationalism seems to accord with Ernest 

Gellner’s argument that equally rejects seeing the concept in terms of ideology (cf. 56 and 

126), calling for considering it rather in terms of cultural and political compatibility (cf. 43): 

[…] nationalism is not the awakening of an old, latent, dormant force, though that is how it does indeed 
present itself. It is in reality the consequence of a new form of social organisation, based on deeply 
internalised, education-dependent high cultures, each protected by its own state. It uses some of the pre-
existent cultures, generally transforming them in the process, but it cannot possibly use them all. […] 
Nationalism sees itself as a natural and universal ordering of the political life of mankind, only obscured 
by that long, persistent and mysterious somnolence. […] Nations as a natural, God-given way of 
classifying men, as an inherent though long-delayed political destiny, are a myth; nationalism, which 
sometimes takes pre-existing cultures and turns them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often 
obliterates pre-existing cultures: that is a reality, for better or worse, and in general an inescapable one. 
(48-49; original italics)    

 
Anthony Smith, on the other hand, acknowledges the multi-faceted ways of seeing 

nationalism (cf. 71-73) among which he also includes its definition as ‘a political ideology 

with a cultural doctrine at its centre’ (74).  

It is not my goal here to dwell upon the accurateness of these definitions, although my 

approach towards national identity and nationalism does not refute a claim that they might be 

perceived in terms of ideology, however, not necessarily a doctrinal one. In my view, which 

follows Sarup’s argument, ideology might also be understood ‘not as a set of doctrines […] 

[but] the imaginary ways […] in which subjects live out their roles in class-society, the 

values, ideas, images, which tie them to their social functions and so prevent them from a 
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true knowledge of society as a whole’ (136).66 What is however of greater importance for my 

discussion in this thesis is to consider national identity and nationalism in accordance with 

my general approach towards ‘identity,’ i.e. to read the concepts in question as ‘constructs’ 

and ‘inventions.’67       

Such an approach allows us to better understand and appreciate Gellner’s observations 

concerning the performativity of nationalism and nation. His contention that ‘[i]t is 

nationalism which engenders nation, and not the other way round’ (55) as well as that 

‘nations maketh man; nations are the artefact of men’s convictions and loyalties and 

solidarities’ (7; original italics) clearly adhere to the notion of the constructedness of each 

and both of the concepts. But equally important becomes the realisation about the ways in 

which nationalism ‘invents’ (Gellner 49) nations, and nations ‘invent’ people’s sense of 

national identity. Gellner suggests to look for them, or the sources of their operation, in the 

changing ‘distinctive structural requirements of industrial society’ (35). But I would like to 

point rather to what is proposed by Bhabha, i.e. the possibility of exploring the nation 

through its narration (cf. 1994, 3), thanks to which we come to see the meaning of ‘the 

performativity of language in the narratives of the nation’ (3). In Bhaba’s view, such a 

strategy: 

[…] does not merely draw attention to its language and rhetoric; it also attempts to alter the conceptual 
object itself […] [,] to [investigate] the nation-space in the process of the articulation of elements: where 
meanings may be partial because they are in medias res; and history may be half-made because it is in 
the process of being made; and the image of cultural authority may be ambivalent because it is caught, 
uncertainly, in the act of ‘composing’ its powerful image. (1994, 3; original italics) 

 
My further analysis of nationalism presented in the context of its discussion by Myrna 

Kostash in her creative non-fiction The Doomed Bridegroom (1998) will strive to prove 

Bhabha’s idea that ‘the nation is an agency of ambivalent narration […]’ (1994, 3). 

Therefore, it will be attempted to point out what Kostash conveys in her work, namely how 

the grand narratives of the powerful and privileged silence the narratives of the other, but 

also how nationalism can silence certain aspects in our narratives that we create about our 

nations. Ernest Renan states that ‘the essence of a nation is that all individuals have many 

things in common, and also that they have forgotten many things’ (11) so that in fact 

‘[f]orgetting […] is a crucial factor in the creation of a nation […]’ (11). Consequently, the 

emphasis will be placed on the role of memory, but also subjectivity and selectivity, in the 

production of (a) national discourse. In this way, manipulative and ‘malleable’ (Anthony 

                                                 
66 Although I would also cast doubt on the possibility of ‘a true knowledge of society’ (Sarup 136; emphasis added).   
67 In fact, this is how Sarup reads national identity (cf. 131 and 140). Smith also points to its reading as ‘invention’ when he 
starts his discussion on nationalism and cultural identity by quoting Gellner and Kedourie (cf. 71).  
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Smith 79) nature of nationalism will be revealed to show that, using Bhabha’s words, ‘[i]n 

[…] “foundational fictions” the origins of national traditions turn out to be as much acts of 

affiliation and establishment as they are moments of disavowal, displacement, exclusion, and 

cultural contestation’ (1994, 5).  

Seeing national identity and nationalism in terms of ‘construct/invention’ brings us 

back to postmodern discourse for it is also in this context that questions of both concepts 

become important, particularly when we take into account the conditions of postmodern 

world. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson make us realise this, pointing to postmodern 

circumstances in which ‘“cultures” and “peoples” […] cease to be plausibly identifiable as 

spots on the map […] in a world that seems increasingly to deny such firm territorialized 

anchors in their actuality’ (340). In the light of such conditions, Clifford’s question that 

Gupta and Ferguson quote seems the more important, or as they put it, ‘a key one for recent 

anthropological inquiry: “What does it mean, at the end of the twentieth century, to speak … 

of a ‘native land’? […]”’ (339-40). The validity of Clifford’s question with respect to the 

previous century clearly persists in our age. What is more, it seems to breed another 

correlated question that Gupta and Ferguson pose themselves: ‘Who is this “we”?’ (343) if, 

as the critics suggest, we are to break and jettison ‘the ethnological and national naturalisms 

[that] present associations of people and place as solid, commonsensical, and agreed-upon, 

when they are in fact contested, uncertain, and in flux’ (341). Challenging such naturalisms is 

only a partial solution that they propose, a necessary element of which is to be found in the 

study of ‘the production of difference within common, shared and connected spaces […]’ 

(343).68    

Discussing this national ‘we […] [as] a problematic pronoun’ (1998b, 93; original 

italics) Myrna Kostash, on the other hand, emphasises the need of elevating similarity,69 

setting her discussion of a national groupness that a national identity should supposedly 

invoke in the context of the postmodern condition in general and Canadian multiculturalism 

in particular. Referring to these contexts, she points to the dangers brought about by the 

mutual workings of globalisation and capitalism which dictate the circumstances in which 

                                                 
68 Their reading of difference is clearly in tune with the aforementioned Hall’s idea about ‘cultural identity’ which should 
seek to emphasise the simultaneous co-existence of difference and similarity because this is in fact directly referred to by 
them, when they state that ‘[t]he move we are calling for, most generally, is away from seeing cultural difference as the 
correlate of a world of “peoples” whose separate histories wait to be bridged by the anthropologists and toward seeing it as a 
product of a shared historical process that differentiates the world as it connects it’ (344).     
69 Although the emphasis is clearly different: Gupta and Ferguson elevate the importance of difference that does not reject 
similarity but engages it, while Kostash underscores the aspects in the opposite away, in effect their overall messages are, I 
believe, corresponding. It is particularly evident when, in tune with a quoted by her statement that ‘[p]articularity is not the 
opposite of universality but its condition …’ (in Kostash 1998b, 96), Kostash makes her final statement in her essay ‘[…] my 
ethnic identity is not only continuous with the life of the “commons” but in fact guarantees it’ (96).  
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‘we (citizens, artists, immigrants) have to be diverse and decentred but they (bond traders, 

CEOs, Disneyland) get to be monopolistic and ubiquitous’ (1998b, 94). Her observations 

about the postmodern state of affairs prompt her to consider whether instead of 

deconstruction, it is still possible to engage in discourse of ‘reconstruction’70 (1998b, 94) so 

that, what she introduces as, ‘the “politics of resemblance”” (94) could be established and 

operating because: 

[e]ven in our solitudes, our autonomies diversities, we have spoken of our attachment to the ideas of 
justice and peace and self-determination. We are involved with each other in a dialectic of community and 
society in which no single identity defines us. We are, at one and the same time, persons of a certain sex, 
profession, religion, birthplace, language, ethnicity. There is no single ghetto into which we can withdraw 
and still be whole. (94)   

 
Finally, inspired by her readings of another critic’s stances on the subject,71 Kostash 

asks: ‘Do we really have to choose between an interest in ourselves and human universality?’ 

(1998b, 95), a question which set by Kostash in the context of Canada’s multiculturalism 

translates itself onto the level of choosing between one’s ethnicity and national identity. And 

it is in fact the politics of multiculturalism that is propagated by Kostash as a possible 

effective remedy which, ‘at least as an ideal, […] does not ask that we choose between our 

ethnicity and a national identity but that the one is a “key content” of the other’ (1998b, 95).  

Undeniably, critics of multiculturalism would have it point out that its policy in fact 

fosters ‘little nationalisms’ (Winland 566) but, as Daphne Winland suggests, paying and 

drawing more attention to ethnic groups’ transnational links with their countries of origin 

could become much formative for as well as informative about not only ethnic/diasporic 

identity, but also Canadian identity politics in general (cf. 564-66 and 569-70). What is more, 

‘[n]ationalism in an era of rampant globalisation may, in fact,’ as Janice Kulyk Keefer states, 

‘serve as the last post of a world in which a progressive cosmopolitics can thrive’ (2009, 214). 

Hence, what the writer proposes is that instead of ‘post nationalism’ we should rather consider 

the haunting presence of ‘ghost-nationalism’ (2009, 193), which Kulyk Keefer defines as ‘the 

persistence of countries which have been conceived of – by others, as well as by some of their 

own inhabitants – as problematic or even non-existent, due to political pressures exerted by 

other, often imperialist powers’ (193).  

Ukraine becomes in Kulyk Keefer’s discussion a particular example of a ‘ghost-nation’ 

(214) which she analyses as a reappearing motif in works by such Ukrainian-Canadian artists 

as William Kurelek or Natalka Husar (cf. 2009, 194-98 and 200-214). By showing how 

                                                 
70 For criticism of postmodernism as related to Canada and the possibility the politics of ‘reconstruction’ see also Porter.  
71 Kostash quotes and discusses Ian Angus’s statements on multiculturalism from his A Border Within: National Identity, 
Cultural Plurality, and Wilderness. 
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important the historical, political and cultural presence of ‘ghost-nations’ is for the 

hyphenated Canadians’ ethnicities, Kulyk Keefer proves its importance for Canada and its 

national identity (cf. 2009, 198-99) – Canadian identity which, summarising Kulyk Keefer’s 

words, is ‘haunted by the ghost of […]’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 215) Canadian citizens’ 

simultaneous, although highly complex and problematised, ‘[…] belonging’ (215) to other 

nations. Thus, what the writer makes us realise is that a ‘diasporic aesthetic’ (Hall 2005a, 245) 

with, as Hall sees it, ‘[t]he subversive force of […] [its] hybridising tendency’ (245) becomes 

very often ‘an aesthetics of unease: the uncanny, macabre, and the grotesque […] [that 

describe] [g]uilt, nostalgia, and a painful awareness “that you really can’t just plunge into the 

mainstream and totally forget your background” […]’ (Kulyk Keefer 2009, 205).   

The information provided in this sub-chapter shows that ethnic, diasporic, postcolonial 

and national identity are complex matters because they involve a variety of aspects to be 

considered. In the following chapters, the concepts are analysed in relation to the group of 

Ukrainian-Canadians by examining how the issues discussed in this sub-chapter relate to this 

community. But first, the issues of Canadian national identity and multiculturalism that I 

have introduced above will be continued in the discussion included in the succeeding part. 

 

2.3.1. Identity/Identities: Canadian Context 

It is a common knowledge that Canada is a multicultural country. A quick glance at statistical 

data concerning Canada’s population and its growth throughout history explains this fact. 

According to the 1871 census, which was the first one conducted in Canada, the population 

of this country stood at 3,486,000 and it consisted of two major groups, namely the British 

who comprised 60,6 per cent of the population and the French who constituted its 31,1 per 

cent (cf. Driedger 60 and 68). Whereas the British and the French were the majority (91,7%), 

other ethnic groups accounted for only 9,3 per cent (cf. Driedger 60 and 69).72 By 1901, the 

population estimate changed only slightly in the case of the British (57%) and the French 

(30,7%) showing a gentle decline in their population, however, it also indicated a 

considerable growth in the number of other ethnic groups (22,3%) (cf. Driedger 61). Further 

decades brought more significant changes. Whereas the number of the population of both 

‘charter groups’ (Driedger 61) diminished by 1991 (the British to 28,1% and the French to 

22,8%), the number of other ethnic groups increased to about 31% (cf. Driedger 61 and 69). 

                                                 
72 The census of that year did not mention the data concerning the Aboriginal people living in the north-western regions as it 
was carried out only ‘in five of the provinces in confederation at that time, representing a small part of what is now eastern 
Canada’ (Driedger 60). 
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Leo Driedger comments upon these transformations stating, ‘none of the ethnic groups now 

represents a majority, and the diversity of others is clearly on the rise’ (61).  

The increasing number of ethnic groups reflects the changing patterns of immigration 

to Canada (cf. Driedger 58-60). According to the statistical table presented by Driedger, in 

1951, Europe was the continent that provided Canada with the greatest number of immigrants 

as among ten ‘leading source countries of immigrants’ (60) to Canada at that time all were 

European with the exception of the United States73 (cf. Driedger 59-61). This changed 

drastically within 42 years because, in 1993, the lead was taken over by Asia; seven out of 

ten such countries were from this continent with only two European ones and the United 

States74 (cf. Driedger 59-61). Apart from the fact that more and more immigrants to Canada 

come from countries other than Europe which increases the number of visible minorities in 

this country, a linguistic phenomenon also takes place (cf. Driedger 59). According to 

Driedger, the Canadian population consists of an increasing number of ‘allophones […] 

whose mother tongue is neither English nor French […]’ (in Bourhis and Marshall 246). 

 Clearly, the ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity is the hallmark of Canada. Thus, as 

Mårald observes, the notion of ‘Culture’ (15) used in the sense of ‘a unifying concept [that] 

is synonymous with the core values of nation state, […] cannot be applied to multicultural 

Canada’ (15). What Mårald suggests is that ‘Canadian culture’ (15) should be treated as ‘an 

umbrella term for all cultural discourses within its territory’ (15). The coexistence of diverse 

cultures is guaranteed by the Canadian government’s Multicultural Policy introduced by 

Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau in 1971 which became a law in 1988 (cf. Howells 

2003, 10).  

 According to the Canadian Multicultural Act of 1988, multiculturalism is to ‘[reflect] 

the cultural and racial diversity of Canadian society and [acknowledge] the freedom of all 

members of Canadian society to preserve, enhance and share their cultural heritage’ (in 

Howells 2003, 10). Moreover, although multicultural policy recognises the equal status of 

two official languages in Canada, ‘there is no official culture, nor does any ethnic group take 

precedence over any other’ (in Mackey 20). This fact is challenged by Eva Mackey who 

states that ‘if Canada is the “very house of difference,” it contains a family with a distinct 

household head’ (12), by which she means ‘the white Anglophone majority’ (12) that 

dominates in different spheres of Canadian life (cf. Mackey 20). In view of Mackey’s 

                                                 
73 These were starting from the top: Britain, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, France, the United States, Belgium, 
Yugoslavia, Denmark (cf. Driedger 60). 
74 The order of these countries was (starting from the top): Hong Kong, India, Philippines, Taiwan, China, Sri Lanka, 
Vietnam, the United States, Britain, Poland (cf. Driedger 61). 
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statement and what has been said so far, we may imply that although no group in Canada 

constitutes its overwhelming majority in terms of population numbers, the ‘white 

Anglophone’ (Mackey 20) group still enjoys supremacy in culture, politics and economy (cf. 

Mackey 20).  

 The history of Canada proves that the dominance of this group is deep-rooted. Adapting 

to its values and traditions was recognised as the priority among the English Canadians until 

World War II (cf. Palmer 85). The requirement to conform could not have created a fertile 

ground for the seeds of multiculturalism. And, as Elke Winter claims, although Canada may 

be considered ‘a “multicultural” country in a factual sense’ (41) even before the 

Confederation in 1867 because it was inhabited by different groups of people, we cannot see 

Canada of that time as ‘pluralist’ (41) in its political orientation (cf. Winter 41). Winter 

states:  

On the contrary, the relations between these different groups were discriminatory and hierarchical. French 
settlers first acted as colonisers and subordinated Aboriginal peoples. Later, the French settlers became 
colonised themselves. When the British gained the upper hand in politics Canadiens (of French origin) 
and Aboriginals were turned into British subjects with the expectation that they would either assimilate or 
vanish. (41) 
 

 Even when the Confederation was established, different stances towards its nature were 

developed by the English and the French (cf. Winter 42).75 Nevertheless, the dualism 

codified into the British North America Act in 1867 was central to their policy (cf. Winter 

41-42). As Palmer states, ‘there was virtually no recognition of ethnic diversity aside from 

the British-French duality’ (84). According to Palmer, this fact may be justified to some 

extent on the grounds that during that time the percentage of an ethnic population that was 

neither French nor British was very small (8%) as compared to Canada’s total number of 3,5 

million people (cf. Palmer 84). Palmer’s argument is, of course, reasonable, nevertheless, we 

may suggest, it does not vindicate the ignorance of the ‘founding fathers’ (Winter 42) also 

directed towards the Native Peoples and their millennia-long presence in Canada. In fact, the 

introduced policy of dualism put the First Nations on the fringes of the newly established 

society (cf. Winter 42). The Aboriginal people were forced into a position which has been 

maintained ever since, and thus as Winter writes ‘[Canadian “dualism”] reflects their 

political and symbolical marginalisation’ (Winter 44).  

 The event that accelerated the further diversification of Canada’s society was the 

closing of the American frontier that took place around 1890 (cf. Palmer 84; also Winter 42). 
                                                 
75 According to Winter, the British treated it as ‘provincial pluralism’ (42), while the French as ‘national dualism’ (42). 
Moreover, the English Canadians considered Canada a part of the British Empire, which contrasted with the ideas of the 
French Canadians who saw it in terms of ‘a more narrowly defined nationalism based on culture, language and religion’ 
(Lacombe in Winter 42).   
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Canada became an attractive destination for immigrants whose large influx resulted in the 

fact that only within ten years, i.e. between 1901 and 1911, they formed 22 per cent of 

Canada’s population which in general increased by 43 per cent (cf. Palmer 84). Such a mass 

migration of people continued and thus paved the way for a more heterogeneous society 

which was soon to be described as ‘the Canadian mosaic’ (Winter 42). Despite the emerging 

multicultural constitution of Canadian society, the ‘fear of the foreigner’ (Tepper 100) who 

would not assimilate into the British culture was omnipresent among the English Canadians 

(cf. Palmer 85). Consequently, a racist ideology was adopted that perceived Asian, but also 

central, southern and eastern European immigrants as endangering the established status quo 

(cf. Palmer 85), favouring the British and northern Europeans who were ‘the most culturally 

similar and, hence, the most easily assimilable immigrants’ (Palmer 85). This led further to 

the string of exclusions and restrictive laws concerning immigration to Canada (cf. Palmer 

86). As Winter observes, ‘“[n]ativism” in the 1920s, was followed by increased racism and 

anti-Semitism in the 1930s, and the internment of the “war enemies” […] in the 1940s. In 

sum, Canada’s “plural society” of the past was profoundly discriminatory’ (42). 

 The racist selectiveness of Canadian immigration policy and the general anti-immigrant 

attitudes were preserved even during the post-war times (cf. Palmer 89).76 In 1947, Prime 

Minister MacKenzie King announced another quota and restrictions limiting the arrival of 

new waves of immigrants (cf. Palmer 89). However, due to a variety of world phenomena 

that were to take place in the 1960s, e.g. ‘decolonisation’ (Winter 43), but also the emergence 

of human and civil rights movements, the ethnic diversity was finally propagated and its 

tolerance was to be recognised as fundamental (cf. Winter 43; also Palmer 90). These 

improvements had major repercussions on Canadian policy (cf. Winter 43). The changes in 

immigration law were introduced to put an end to existing prejudice (cf. Palmer 90). In 

reality, however, the dominance of English-speaking Canada was clearly maintained which 

led to ‘Quebec’s “Quiet Revolution”’ (Juteau and McRoberts in Winter 44). The Royal 

Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism that was appointed in 1963 as a result of this 

situation recognised the linguistic and cultural equality of the English and French Canadians 

(cf. Winter 44). This, however, met with opposition from all non-British and/or non-French 

Canadians who demanded from the Canadian government an equal recognition of their 

groups (cf. Winter 44; also Palmer 92-93). As a consequence, the policy of 

                                                 
76 The common attitude of Canadian society towards immigration was rather negative (cf. Palmer 91). Palmer points out that 
‘since 1952, over half of those surveyed in Gallup polls have said that Canada does not need more immigrants’ (91). 
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‘“multiculturalism within a bilingual framework”’ (Winter 44) was formulated and ratified in 

1971, becoming ‘the essence of Canadian identity’ (in Winter 44-45). 

Undeniably, adopting multicultural stances in Canadian political discourse constituted a 

major step forward. However, with the process of its development new controversies arose 

which have sparked the heated debate that divided critics in their stances (cf. Mårald  14). 

Consequently, new interpretations of multiculturalism were suggested,77 but also new 

approaches were adopted, all of which, as Hutcheon puts it, ‘[…] is working to change how 

Canadians define themselves’ (in Mårald 15).  

 The political and ideological discussion on multiculturalism remains open. Moreover, it 

goes beyond Canada’s borders as it has become the subject of international discourse. Due to 

the fact that Canada is the pioneer country in the implementation of multicultural policy (cf. 

Howells 2003, 10), it is not surprising that, as Winter observes, the ‘Canadian way of dealing 

with ethnic diversity has become a model and test case for the possibilities, successes, and 

failures of multiculturalism per se’ (39). However, we should not forget about the fact that 

behind the political concept of ‘multiculturalism’ stands society, a grouping of individuals 

who face a variety of challenges created by co-existing within this Canadian ‘web of 

cultures’ (Mårald 15). One of them concerns the notion of identity. Taking into consideration 

the fact that the Canadian society is characterised not by uniformity but heterogeneity, the 

question about the meaning of identity in such a society arises.  

 Those members of Canadian society who recognise their different ethnic roots may find 

themselves in-between their ‘Canadian belonging and multiple cultural backgrounds’ 

(Hoerder 2005, 62). Thus, their identities may be described as ‘bifurcated or hyphenated’ 

(Hoerder 2002, 579). As mentioned in the previous sub-chapter, the ability to locate one’s 

self among the others, to find the context for one’s existence, becomes fundamental for 

establishing one’s (ethnic) identity. The question is, however, how is one to locate 

her/himself when one’s identity is to be defined in terms of doubleness or even multiplicity?  

Writing about her Ukrainian-Canadian identity in Honey and Ashes: A Story of a 

Family (1998), Janice Kulyk Keefer admits that being confronted in her childhood with her 

Ukrainian heritage that was to constitute an important part of her Canadian self, she, in fact, 

‘hardly knew where or when or even who [she] was. Except that [she] was split and doubled 

                                                 
77 One of them has been made by Janice Kulyk Keefer who proposes that, symbolically, we should think of Canada as the 
‘kaleidoscope’ rather than the ‘mosaic’ (cf. 1991a, 15). According to the writer, the former signifies more clearly the 
‘interconnection, mobility, and transformation’ (1991a, 16) that exists in multicultural Canada. In this metaphoric 
description, Canada becomes ‘the cylinder that contains’ (16) the kaleidoscope’s ‘shifting parts’ (16), i.e. Canada’s ethnic or 
cultural groups which together create the whole and ‘none of which is more privileged than any other’ (16). 
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[…]’ (14). Indeed, seeing one’s identity as consisting of two (or even more) parts, which are 

recognised as equally essential and which only together can build the whole, is highly 

problematic. It may lead to far-reaching consequences like the feeling of ‘divided loyalties’ 

(Bissoondath 122). Neil Bissoondath illustrates this inner-conflict by referring to a specific 

case that took place in Canada in the 1990s:  

When [….] Yugoslavia was beginning its inexorable slide into horror, a CBC news report stated that an 
estimated 250 sons of Croatian immigrants, young men of able body and sound mind, had left the country 
to take up arms in defence of Croatia. The report prompted the question: How did these young men define 
themselves? As Croatians, or Croatian-Canadians? As Canadians of Croatian descent, or Croatians of 
Canadian birth? And I wondered which country would they choose if one day obliged to: the land of their 
parents, for which they had chosen their fight, or the land of their birth, from which they had chosen to 
depart? (123) 
 

The case above shows clearly that the questions about one’s ethnic identity may be 

accompanied by doubts concerning one’s place of belonging. Thus, apart from asking 

oneself: ‘who am I?’ and ‘what is my (ethnic) identity?’, one may simultaneously find 

her/himself facing such questions like ‘where do I belong?’ and ‘[w]hat is [my] [p]lace?’78 

 Without a doubt, the above questions may be referred to all hyphenated Canadians 

whose multiple ethnic backgrounds link them to a variety of places; which of them should 

they consider the homeland? Dwelling upon the issue, Bissoondath proposes that a 

distinction has to be made between the notions of ‘homeland’ and ‘ancestral land’ (119-20). 

The critic refers to the said Croatian-Canadians stating: 

My understanding of the word [‘homeland’] would have defined Croatia as the homeland of these young 
men’s parents or grandparents, while their homeland would be Canada […]. I felt that to view their 
ancestral land as their homeland was to wilfully distance them, to make them marginal to the Canadian 
context. (120) 
 

‘To consider the ancestral land as the true homeland,’ the writer continues, ‘is to risk 

engaging a dizzy absurdity, for it would mean that my homeland is India, a place I have 

never visited and have little wish to’ (120). 

Bissoondath’s observations reveal a stance of a person who undeniably recognises his 

ancestral roots, but who nonetheless ‘had grown to feel [himself] alienated from’ (16) the 

place where he was born (Trinidad), but also who does not feel connected with the place 

where his ancestors came from (India), and, moreover, a person who wishes to cherish his 

new identity without emphasising the old one (cf. Bissoondath 8-9, 23-24 and 27). But what 

about those who feel linked to their ‘Old Place’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 3)? We may refer here 

                                                 
78 It should be noted here that this question is the title of Jean Armstrong’s essay “Kwtlakin? What is Your Place?,” which 
was published in an edition also entitled What is Your Place? Indigeneity and Immigration in Canada (eds. Lutz and Ruiz), a 
collection of lectures presented at a conference held at Greifswald University in 2006.    
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again to Janice Kulyk Keefer and her experience of a divided ‘self,’ about which the writer 

states:  

[…] however Canadian I know myself to be, I feel defined in some way by this other country I’ve hardly 
set foot in, whose language I can barely speak. It’s as though I looked down on a bright day to discover I 
had two different shadows, leaning in opposite direction, touching only at the base. Neither sketches my 
true shape. They will never merge into one. But I know both will always be part of me […]. (1998a, 217) 
 

Clearly, being torn between two (or more) worlds may lead to the feeling of confusion. As 

Kulyk Keefer admits, ‘[a]ll my life my head has been painted with the sky of the Old Place. 

So the standard get-acquainted question, “Where are you from?” was something I could 

never answer the way so many of my “English” friends might do, with one name, one place’ 

(1998a, 327-28). Therefore, to find out where one’s place is, to give a name to it, ‘to know 

where you belong, […] to know infallibly, where home is […]’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 327) 

has become the concern of many immigrants and their families because, as Hartmut Lutz 

puts it, ‘the traumas of emigration and exile are indeed transgenerational’ (2007, 19). 

 The fact that the Canadian population consists of people who acknowledge their 

different cultural backgrounds, but who nonetheless may be bewildered about what their 

place and identity should be, raises the question about the consequences for Canada as a 

nation. Without a doubt, being marked by diversity and multiplicity in every aspect may 

hinder the existence of unity in Canada (cf. Taras 10). Consequently, the question asked by 

generations of immigrants are attended by simultaneous doubts concerning Canadian 

identity and its meaning in this multi-ethnic state. In fact, what has been thrown into doubt 

has transformed itself into an intense national discussion. Howells declares that ‘[d]uring the 

past […] years it has been a fascinating spectacle to witness Canada’s discourse of national 

identity […]’ (2003, 10). The discourse which ‘[has featured] an increasing number of 

writers from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds, both immigrant and indigenous, whose 

voices challenge the traditional definitions of what being Canadian means […]’ (Howells 

2003, 10). 

 Reflecting on the projects of Canadian multiculturalism, Pierre Trudeau stated in 1971 

that ‘[n]ational unity […] must be founded on one’s own individual identity’ (in Driedger 

146). We may ask here, however, what happens to the unity of a nation whose individuals’ 

identities are so divergent and how is one to understand the notion of ‘Canadian identity’ 

when only small percentage of Canadian society defines itself simply as ‘Canadian’?79 

                                                 
79 According to the statistical figure presented by Diedger, in 1991, only 2,8% of Canadian population defined themselves in 
this way (cf. Diedger 69). 
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  Clearly, Canadian identity has become a problematic issue and, even more than that, it 

may be seen in terms of ‘crisis’ (Mackey 13). In her work House of Difference: Cultural 

Politics and National Identity in Canada, Mackey states that: 

Everywhere, Canadian identity is seen as a crisis-ridden, as a fragile and weak entity […]. Some people 
say that Canada has no identity at all, or at least not the real one. Even a report from the federal 
government suggests that Canada is a ‘nation without nationality.’ (9)  
 

Mackey observes that this attempt to establish a distinctive national self has been the 

centuries-old struggle of Canadians (cf. Mackey 9). It has engaged them to such an extent 

that the ‘passion for identity’ (Taras 10) has been clearly developed. But the clear-cut 

definition of this sought-for identity seems to be unreachable. Trying to understand what 

Canadian identity means Mackey interviewed those who see themselves as Canadians (cf. 

Mackey 19-22, 98-101, 147-150). One of her inferences is that, in fact, ‘coming up with a 

precise definition of “Canadian” is much more difficult than defining non-Canadian’ (148). 

Ironically, even describing oneself just as a ‘Canadian’ is also not enough. In Bissoondath’s 

view, ‘to be simply Canadian, untinged by the exoticism of elsewhere, seems insufficient, 

even unacceptable, to many other Canadians’ (115).  

 Dwelling upon the issue, we have to take into account the fact that ‘[…] Canada could 

not and cannot fit the identity model of European nationhood […]’ (Mackey 13) because it is 

too heterogeneous in every aspect of its national, cultural and social existence. However, 

what may be seen as a problem, may turn out, in fact, to be a great advantage. It is true that 

Canada is highly diverse in its composition as a state, but this is what makes it so 

exceptional. And this is what may constitute its true identity. What Janice Kulyk Keefer 

proposes is that instead of trying to explain the Canadian identity and looking for its one and 

only definition, one should acknowledge Canada’s diversity and multiplicity (cf. 1995, 180). 

The author declares: 

Surely it is more productive to stop the search for a fixed, unitary Canadian identity to which all 
immigrants should assimilate, and recognise a truly national vision in our ongoing struggle to create and 
sustain a country which locates its distinctive ethos in the dynamic reality of its mutli-ethnic, multi-
racial, multi-cultural population […]. (1995, 180-81) 
 

In this way, according to the writer, we may see ‘hyphens as emblems of connection rather 

than division’ (1995, 181). In view of Kulyk Keefer’s contention, we may see that despite the 

differences that exists between hyphenated Canadians, which result from their different 

ethnic and cultural affiliations, the second part of their hyphenated identity, i.e. the Canadian 

one becomes the common denominator that makes it possible for them to go beyond any 

aspects that could divide them (cf. Kulyk Keefer 1999, 23). In this way, Canada becomes, 

using Lutz’s words, ‘the common ground’ (2007, 21) for all its ‘disparate voices’ (Kulyk 
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Keefer 1995, 197) to be joined not only in a dialogue but ‘a polylogue’ (1995, 197). After all, 

as Kulyk Keefer puts it, ‘where “difference” or “otherness” exists, so too does significant 

similarity’ (1995, 197).  

 

3. Ukrainians in Canada 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the foundation of Canada as a nation-state was laid by 

the groups of people whose origins are not uniform but heterogeneous and link them to a 

variety of places in the world.80 The uniqueness of this country lies in the fact that it has 

come into existence as the intersection of different peoples’ paths. Undeniably, one of the 

groups which has helped to mould multicultural Canada is the group of Ukrainian-Canadians. 

 At the historic moment when the policy of multiculturalism was introduced, i.e. in 

1971, the group of Ukrainian-Canadians comprised 580,660 people and this number 

constituted 2,7 per cent of the total population in Canada (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 34).81 Ten 

years later, the number of people who responded in the census describing their single ethnic 

origin as Ukrainian stood at 529,615 with almost an equal number of males (265,210) and 

females (264,405) (cf. Kordan 2000, 24). Although the number of the single responses of 

Ukrainian origin declined to 410,410 in 1991, there were more females (206,725) than males 

(203,685) who claimed themselves Ukrainian (cf. Kordan 2000, 24). More recent research, 

namely the 2001 census shows that 326,195 people in Canada acknowledged their Ukrainian 

heritage (single responses; ‘Statistics Canada,’ online).  

 Analysing statistical data presented above, we should point to the steady decline in the 

number of Ukrainian-Canadians. However, when we compare the figures of single origin 

responses with multiple responses, we will notice a remarkable change characterised by the 

progressive decrease of the former with the simultaneous increase of the latter (cf. Kordan 

2000, 24). And so, while there were 225,360 people who included Ukrainian as one of their 

multiple origins in 1981, their number increased markedly only within a decade because it 

accounted for as much as 643,890 in 1991 (cf. Kordan 2000, 24). Another decade later, the 

number of multiple responses reached 744,860 (cf. ‘Statistics Canada,’ online). Bohdan S. 

Kordan explains this significant shift with the fact that it was only in 1981 that the question 

about the multiple origin was included into the census (cf. Kordan 2000, 9-10 and 239). 

Before that year, respondents were asked to define their ethnic identity only with a single 

                                                 
80 We should not forget about the equal importance and contribution of the Indigenous Peoples in shaping Canada as a 
country. However, due to the fact that the paper concerns the Ukrainian-Canadians, the role of immigrants and their 
descendants becomes here the main focus of attention.  
81 The percentage of Ukrainians born in Canada was, according to the 1971 data, 81,7% (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 34). 
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origin (cf. Kordan 2000, 9-10 and 239). Clearly, not only does Canadian society become 

more and more diversified when it comes to a variety of ethnic groups, but it is also that the 

idea of ethnic identity within the ethnic groups of this society that undergoes constant 

diversification. Hence, encouraging the recognition of multiple ethnic origins stimulates the 

individualisation of the concept of ethnic identity. 

 Despite the transformations within Canadian society, Ukrainian-Canadians have always 

constituted one of the biggest groups in Canada (cf. Kordan 2000, 22; also ‘Statistics 

Canada,’ online). Behind the recent numbers of Ukrainian-Canadians stands a long and rich 

history of Ukrainians’ arrival to Canada and their experience in this country. It is 

predominantly described in varied research studies according to three immigration waves (cf. 

Gerus and Rea 2-24, Darcovich 1-8, Kaye and Swyripa 32-58). The same form of historical 

overview will be followed in this work. However, before characterising the nature of these 

immigration periods, we should present the information concerning the background of 

Ukrainian immigration to Canada, namely the situation of Ukrainians in their homeland 

before their first arrival to the new country. As Petryshyn and Dzubak declare, ‘the roots of 

these emigrants cannot be ignored […] because to appreciate the Ukrainian Weltanschaung 

that existed in Galicia and Bukovyna is to understand the experience of the Ukrainians in 

Canada’ (27).   

 

3.1. Ukrainians Prior to Emigration 

Ukrainian immigration to Canada, which started in 1891, was prompted by the combination 

of factors which resulted from the social, political and economic situation of Ukraine at that 

time. In fact, ‘Ukraine’ of the 19th century is to be treated as an umbrella term for the land 

and people rather than an independent state because it was divided between and therefore 

under the territorial and political rule of two empires, namely the Russian and Austro-

Hungarian (cf. Darcovich 1-8, Kaye and Swyripa 32-58). This oppression started virtually 

with ‘the collapse of the original Ukrainian state, Kievan Rus’, in the 13th century’ (Gerus 

and Rea 3) and finished in 1917, but only for a short time because other oppressors seized 

power (cf. Himka 11). In the 1890s, the majority of Ukrainian land and people (about 25 

million) was incorporated into the Russian Empire, while the western parts of Ukraine, i.e. 

the provinces of Galicia, Bukovyna and Trans-Carpathia with approximately four million 

Ukrainians were subject to the Austro-Hungarian jurisdiction (cf. Gerus and Rea 3).82 The 

                                                 
82 See maps in Appendix (Fig. 2. and Fig. 3.). 
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venture of emigration to Canada was not common among the Ukrainians living under the rule 

of the Russian tsar, which was characterised by the hard-line regime in which any signs of 

Ukrainianness were stifled, but it appealed strongly to the inhabitants of Galicia and 

Bukovyna (cf. Himka 11; also Gerus and Rea 3).83 

 Although the population of both provinces was predominantly Ukrainian, i.e. 43 per 

cent in Galicia and above 40 per cent in Bukovyna in 1914, there were other ethnic 

communities in those territories (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 27-28). In fact, altogether, they 

constituted, using Himka’s words, ‘the most heterogeneous regions in that collection of 

peoples known as Austria’ (11). And so, in Galicia, apart from Ukrainians, there was a 

significant number of Poles (40%), but also Jews (10%), while in Bukovyna the population 

comprised of such ethnic groups as Romanians (30%), Germans and Jews (cf. Petryshyn and 

Dzubak 28; also Himka 11). Ukrainian population was largely located in eastern Galicia and 

northern Bukovyna and, what is very important, it was constituted almost exclusively of 

peasants (cf. Himka 11-12). 

 The fact that the Ukrainian lives were so much connected and dependent on land 

stimulated their predicament that can be described with two words: exploitation and poverty. 

The latter largely resulted from the former. Although Ukrainians constituted the majority in 

Galicia and Bukovyna, they were, in fact, ‘at the bottom of society in both provinces’ 

(Petryshyn and Dzubak 28). Those who were at the top of the social ladder and who 

exercised their political and economic authority over the inhabitants of Galicia and 

Bukovyna, were the Polish and Romanian gentry respectively (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 28):  

There were hardships. No chance of earning a living at the time and no hope of earning enough to 
acquire more land. They [Ukrainians] would work for the landlord – the pan – and they would have to 
cut twelve bundles or sheaves for this lord to get one for themselves. So you can imagine how many 
bundles you have to tie in a day to get enough grain to feed your family. (Jack Malenka in Kostash 
1992a, 1) 
 

The account illustrates only one of many forms of exploitation brought about by the feudal 

system also known in the provinces as ‘panshchyna’ (Himka 12). Not much has changed 

when the serfdom was abolished in the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1848 (cf. Himka 12).84 

If anything was altered, it was far from the ostensible emancipation of peasants. In fact, 

‘panshchyna returned,’ as Himka declares, only ‘in a new form’ (12). 

 Although peasants were entitled to receive land after 1848, their holdings were to be 

very small (cf. Lehr 1991, 31; also Himka 12). For example, ‘in 1900, 49 per cent of the land 

                                                 
83 Emigration form the Russian-ruled regions was estimated only at less than 1% (cf. Lehr 1991, 31). Likewise, emigration 
from Trans-Carpathia was not very significant as it amounted about 5% (cf. Lehr 1991, 31). The majority of Ukrainians from 
this province left for the United States (cf. Himka 11 and 24). 
84 In the Russian Empire, this happened in 1861 (cf. A.Smith 103). 



 75

holdings in Galicia and 56,6 per cent in Bukovyna were less than 2 hectares’ (Petryshyn and 

Dzubak 28). By comparison, an average estate of a landlord could be more than five times 

bigger (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 30). Additionally, it was the custom of peasants to divide 

the land among their children and, as a result of this situation, ‘the number of even smaller 

farms increased’ (Petryshyn and Dzubak 28), as opposed to the land of the noblemen which 

‘grew larger in size and smaller in number’ (28-30). 

 Moreover, there was another factor that hindered peasants’ access to land. Writing 

about the lives of her grandparents in Ukraine, Janice Kulyk Keefer mentions that ‘in the Old 

Place [Ukraine] you are born and you die a peasant; to be a landless peasant is like being 

born with a stomach and no mouth. […] in overpopulated places like Staromischyna, land is 

desperately hard to come by’ (1998a, 34; emphasis added). As it turns out, overpopulation 

was a serious problem in Galicia. Basing on Ivan Franko’s study, Petryshyn and Dzubak  

indicate that the number by which the population figure grew every year in this province 

reached as much as 60,000 (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 28).85 

 The abolition of serfdom introduced other changes which had major repercussions on 

Ukrainian peasants. Firstly, the woods and pasture lands which, up to 1848, were the 

‘communal property’ (2) became closed to the peasants (cf. Kostash1992a, 2). Since that 

year, these lands were exclusively for the gentry and any use of the lands by peasants was to 

be allowed only when paid for either by means of money or work (cf. Himka 12). The loss of 

ability to use unconditionally the forests and pastures became a serious stroke for the 

peasantry. Despite the fact that peasants tried to seek justice at court, their efforts turned out 

to be futile. Since ‘justice’ was largely determined by the noblemen, only 2,000 out of 32,000 

cases brought by peasants, who claimed their rights to the lost lands, were decided in their 

favour (cf. Himka 12; also Kostash1992a, 3) 

 Secondly, although peasants’ labour abuse by the landlords was to be finished with the 

alleged emancipation of peasantry, it acquired, in fact, only a different form. Due to the fact 

that the nobility lost their free workers, it was decided by the Austrian powers that the 

landlords would receive ‘compensation’ (Himka 12). At first, it was to be paid by the 

Austrian government, in the end, however, peasants in Galicia and Bukovyna were made 

responsible for payment (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 30). The said compensation assumed the 

form of ‘special supplementary taxes’ (Himka 12) which ‘[a]s late as the 1800’s, […] 

amounted to about 50 per cent of the regular state taxes in Galicia, a much higher rate than 

                                                 
85 As Petryshyn and Dzubak inform us, ‘the average birth rate was 45.2 per thousand, 7.2 higher than the rest of Austro-
Hungary’ (28). 
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elsewhere in Austria: in Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia the supplementary taxes were only 3 

to 7 per cent’ (12). Moreover, these payments were due almost throughout the rest of the 19th 

century (cf. Himka 13).  

 It is not surprising that in the circumstances where peasants’ ‘one defence against 

poverty and hunger’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 34), i.e. the land, was hardly obtainable for them, 

their economic plight became more than desperate. The lack of any finances accelerated the 

vicious circle of peasants’ destitution. Devoid of money, peasants could not afford any 

modern tools and thus they were forced to use very rude agricultural implements and 

methods (cf. Himka 14). As a result, peasants’ small holdings were characterised by low 

production of food (cf. Himka 15). For example, while the wheat production for 1907 in 

Eastern Galicia and Bukovyna amounted 10.8 and 13.6 quintals respectively, the standard 

crop of the same grain in Denmark reached about three times as much, namely 31.0 quintals 

(cf. Himka 15). As Janice Kulyk Keefer writes, ‘[i]n my mother’s and my aunt’s memories of 

the Old Place, food is the face of desire’ (1998a, 49). It became so scarce that it led to the 

periods of mass starvation in Galicia between 1847 and 1889 (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 31). 

Consequently, hunger and connected with it diseases became the cause of deaths of Galicians 

in the 1870s and 1880s (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 31).86  

 Writing about the situation of Ukrainians in Galicia and Bukovyna, Lubomyr Luciuk 

cites another scholar who stated, ‘[w]hen a man has so little that it can no longer support him, 

much less provide him for his children, he probably gets into debt, and at any rate, is in 

imperative need for money’ (1980, 7). Ukrainians did possess very little and they did get into 

debt. As sources report, in the 1870s almost entire population (about 90%) of Galicia owed 

money (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 31).87 Peasants’ possibility of survival was limited only to 

few options. They either sold their land and worked for landlords, despite extremely low 

wages, or they went in search of ‘seasonal labour’ (32) which was connected with ‘seasonal 

emigration’ (32) (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 32). Since there was virtually no industry in 

Ukrainian parts of Austria, peasants were forced to seek employment in Prussia (cf. 

                                                 
86 According to Szczepanowski, 50,000 Galicians died annually due to starvation and malnutrition diseases in the 1880s (cf. 
Himka 17 and 26; fn.). Epidemics of cholera in 1873 brought the deaths of over 90,000 people in Galicia (cf. Statistische 
Monatschrift cited by Himka 26; fn.). 
87 It was very common that peasants borrowed money from the proprietors of the local taverns who were usually Jewish and 
hence anti-Semitism among peasants was common (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 31). As Petryshyn and Dzubak state, ‘a peasant 
who lost his land through default on a loan usually vented his feelings on the village money lender’ (31). Apart from the 
prejudice against the Jewish inn-keepers, peasants tended to share strong feeling of anti-clericalism (cf. Petryshyn and 
Dzubak 37). This was connected with the fact that church services were charged very high, but also with the fact that priests 
had large estates of woods and grazing lands which they refused to share with peasants (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 35 and 
37).  
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Petryshyn and Dzubak 32). With time, however, their eventual destination reached beyond 

the European continent.  

 The unbearable socio-economic situation led peasants to their first strikes (cf. Himka 

23). Starting in the late 1890s, the waves of strikes took place in 1902 and 1904, but also 

between 1906 and 1907 in both provinces (cf. Himka 23). The fact that the oppressed 

peasants organised themselves in order to manifest their indignation is indeed remarkable. It 

implies that they became more socially and politically self-aware. In fact, ‘in the short span 

of twenty years preceding the Great War a tremendous change took place in Eastern Galicia. 

In the place of a depressed peasant mass arouse a politically conscious peasant nation’ 

(Kutschabsky in Petryshyn and Dzubak 33). Struggling to remove the harness of oppression, 

an intellectual group was formed among Ukrainian peasants in Galicia (cf. Gerus and Rea 4). 

It was divided into two movements of ‘Ukrainophiles and Russophiles’ (34) which, later on, 

led to establishing first political parties (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 39-40).  

 Although conflicting in their main stances, both movements recognised the strength of 

the peasant class (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 35-36). Despite the fact that both groups strived 

mainly for gaining peasants’ political support, their activity enhanced the position of peasants 

especially in terms of education (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 35-36). Since Ukrainian 

peasantry was largely illiterate,88 reading clubs or so called ‘chytalni’ (Gerus and Rea 4) 

were established in villages. They operated under the auspices of the Prosvita (Enlightment) 

Society established by the Ukrainophiles, Russophiles’ Mykhailo Kachkovsky Society, but 

also Ruska Besida (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 36). The purpose of these societies was to 

provide peasants with different kind of information, ranging from political issues to 

agricultural news, which was achieved by means of public readings and lectures (cf. 

Petryshyn and Dzubak 36). The fight against illiteracy and the process of raising self-

awareness among peasants required, however, considerable amount of time to evolve. As 

Petryshyn and Dzubak observe, ‘Ukrainians did not become a nationally conscious people 

overnight’ (33). 

 Clearly, the circumstances in which Ukrainian peasants found themselves were bad 

beyond endurance. They could be summed up by means of Myrna Kostash’s words: 

Squeezed between the Polish landlords and the Austrian army, reduced to a strip of land that could 
support fewer and fewer people, denied literacy and cultural self-expression, consigned to high taxes and 
low wages, suspicious of the priests’ compromised position within a state-financed church and harassed 
by personal debts piling up at the tavern, the Ukrainian peasant was at his wit’s end precisely when the 
Canadian government opened the Northwest Territories for settlement. (1992a, 3-4) 

                                                 
88 Himka informs us that 77% of Galicians in 1880, 67% in 1890 and 57% in 1900 could not read and write (cf. Himka 30;  
fn.). 
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And this is how the Ukrainian experience in Canada begins.  

 

3.2. Ukrainian Immigration to Canada  

3.2.1. The First Immigration Period (1891-1914) 

The typical forces accelerating the phenomenon of migration also worked in the case of 

Ukrainian immigration to Canada. As presented in the previous sub-chapter, the ‘push 

factors’ (Noble 1992a, 402) that prompted Ukrainians’ movement were anchored in their 

economic impoverishment and social oppression. The ‘pull factors’ (Noble 1992a, 402) 

became Canada’s need to settle the North-West (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 8-26). However, 

before the Canadian government’s settlement policy became successful, it first experienced a 

number of failures. Sir John Macdonald’s ‘transport and settlement policy’ (Petryshyn and 

Dzubak 9) was fulfilled only in its first aspect because although ‘the Canadian Pacific 

Railroad had been built [according to the plan] by 1885, […] the nation had also acquired a 

huge national debt and the North-West remained virtually empty […]’ (Petryshyn and 

Dzubak 10). In fact, by the time the Ukrainian immigration to Canada began, i.e. ‘by 1891, 

the population of Manitoba and the North-West Territories barely reached a quarter of a 

million’ (Petryshyn and Dzubak 10). Although some innovations in the immigration policy 

were introduced by Thomas Mayne Daly, Minister of the Interior, the rate of immigration 

reached the lowest point ever by the end of his term, i.e. in 1896 (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 

19). The same year was to become, however, the turning point in Canada’s history of 

immigration (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 19).  

 In 1896, a newly elected Liberal government of Wilfrid Laurier appointed Clifford 

Sifton as the Minister of the Interior (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 19). His tenure of office 

became historic inasmuch as it changed drastically the image of Canadian immigration policy 

(cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 12-13). The basic fact recognised by Sifton was that ‘the North-

West and Canada would not prosper in the long term without farmers and farm labourers’ 

(Petryshyn and Dzubak 20). Hence, he was ready to accept any immigrant willing to settle in 

Canada as an agriculturist (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 20-21). Recognising the potential 

candidates for Canadian settlers in southern and eastern Europeans meant stepping away 

from the imperialist idea of exclusively British Canada (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 12-13; 

also Gerus and Rea 7). Sifton’s policy met with heavy criticism as the case became widely 

discussed (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 12-13; also Lehr 1991, 38). Despite the strong 

disapproval, Sifton was deeply convinced that he was right (cf. Lehr 1991, 38). What the 
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Minister saw primarily in Ukrainian peasants was the fact that, as he stated ‘these men are 

workers. They have been bred for generations to work from daylight to dark. They have 

never done anything else and they never expect to do anything else’ (Kostash 1992a, 7-8). In 

fact, the last part of his statement was an unjust but a widely held axiom. It was generally 

believed that a Ukrainian, or an East European immigrant at that matter, did not need much 

and that she/he, as Kostash puts it, ‘was happy with little and required even less’ (1992a, 17).  

 The land of the Canadian West that now stood open for Ukrainians, to whom it was  

constantly denied in their own country, turned out to be truly enticing for them (cf. Lehr 

1991, 34). The prospect of owning 160 acres for $10 must have been a strong incentive for 

many Ukrainians to emigrate to Canada (cf. Gerus and Rea 7). The official Ukrainian 

immigration to Canada began on 7th September 1891 with the arrival of Wasyl Eleniak and 

Ivan Pilipiw, the peasants coming from the village of Nebyliw in Galicia (cf. Gerus and Rea 

5).89 However, the first major influx of Ukrainians to Canada was to take place in 1896 (cf. 

Darcovich 3).  

 Immigration is a high-risk venture for those who undertake it. However, the hazard of 

the movement into the unknown was minimised in the case of Ukrainians coming to Canada 

by the work of Dr. Joseph Oleskiw.90 The lecturer of agriculture from Lviv, concerned about 

the grim news about Ukrainian emigration to Brazil, decided to find a better settlement for 

his compatriots (cf. Gerus and Rea 5). Having received materials on Canada from the 

Canadian government and collected his own data, Oleskiw wrote his first pamphlet ‘Pro vilni 

zemli (About Free Lands)’ in which he described Canada’s conditions (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 

38). Apart from the abundance of information about this country, Oleskiw encouraged the 

future emigrants to ‘wait for his first-handed report on Canada’ (Kaye and Swyripa 38). 

Oleskiw’s stay in Canada was short but it turned out to be very productive (cf. Kaye and 

Swyripa 38-39). Apart from visiting Ukrainian families homesteading in the Canadian 

Prairies, Oleskiw met Thomas Daly, Minister of the Interior (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 39). The 

result of this meeting was the agreement that Oleskiw was to write ‘a memorandum of 

general proposals regarding Ukrainian immigration’ (21) to be presented to the Canadian 

government by Daly (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 21-22).91 Oleskiw’s return to Galicia was 

                                                 
89 This information was officially confirmed on 11th July 1933 by the Canadian Department of Immigration (cf. Luciuk 1980, 
11; footnote). The importance of these two men in the history of Ukrainian immigration to Canada was not recognised until 
the research study of Professor Ivan Bobersky in 1932 (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 37).  
90 This is a Ukrainian spelling of his name, apart from which another, Polish, one is also used (cf. Swyripa, 1978, 91). 
91 Not much resulted, however, from this agreement (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 21-22). It was only Sifton who ‘gave 
Oleskiw’s proposals serious attention and appointed him Canada’s unofficial immigration representative of Galicia […]’ 
(Petryshyn and Dzubak 22). 
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followed by the publication of his two other essays on Canada (cf. Lehr 1991, 35). The image 

of Canada and the practical information about this country disseminated by means of these 

booklets must have encouraged Ukrainians to emigrate because the number of their arrivals 

was growing each year and it is estimated that by the end of the first period of immigration, 

i.e. by 1914, about 170,000 Ukrainian immigrants came to Canada (cf. Petryshyn and 

Dzubak 22).  

 It turns out that Oleskiw’s contribution not only accelerated Ukrainians’ immigration to 

Canada, but it also influenced the nature of their settlement because ‘the pattern of spatial 

behaviour’ (Lehr 1991, 36) among immigrants emerged. Firstly, Ukrainians chose the land 

abundant with woods (cf. Lehr 1991, 36). Their decision must have been prompted not only 

by Oleskiw’s suggestion that the quality of soil would be better in such areas, but also by the 

fact that they must have been, as Lehr puts it, ‘anxious to avoid a replication of the 

circumstances in their homeland, where timber was strictly controlled and often expensive’ 

(1991, 36). Hence, the so called ‘parkland belt’ (Kaye and Swyripa 47) was densely settled 

by them. In his letter to James A. Stewart (the deputy Minister of the Interior), William F. 

McCreary, the commissioner of immigration in Winnipeg, described the situation in the 

following way, ‘[t]he Galicians [Ukrainians] are a peculiar people; they will not accept as a 

gift 160 acres of what we should consider the best land in Manitoba, that is first class wheat 

growing prairie land; what they want is wood […]’ (Lehr 1991, 36). 

 Secondly, Oleskiw found it important for Ukrainians to settle collectively because, 

according to the scholar, close-knit communities had their ‘psychological and practical’ 

(Gerus and Rea 5) advantages. He proposed to the Canadian government that ‘[t]he … 

people will be organised on a cooperative basis as companies of farmers, because the singel 

[sic] farmers would not succeed’ (in Kaye and Swyripa 40). The mass settling of Ukrainians 

next to each other resulted in the emergence of such major Ukrainian districts as Edna-Star, 

Prince Albert, Fish Creek, Yorkton Area, Dauphin, Shoal Lake, Interlake, Stuartburn and 

Whitemouth (cf. a map in Petryshyn and Dzubak 69). These bloc settlements were the 

reconstruction of Ukrainian villages and they soon became, as it was especially in the case of 

the Star settlement, ‘a virtual Canadian Ukraine’ (Lehr 1991, 37) (cf. also Gerus and Rea 7). 

This, however, was much feared by the Canadian government (cf. Lehr 1991, 37). 

Nonetheless, the government’s attempts to redirect immigrants to other areas could have only 

been limited to ‘unofficial pressure or persuasion tactics’ (Kaye and Swyripa 46) because, 

according to the Dominion Lands Act, immigrants could freely choose their destination area 

out of lands assigned for settlement (cf. Lehr 1991, 37). Although the above mentioned 
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efforts were implemented by the Canadian government, in the end, however, they turned out 

to be futile (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 41-45).92     

Canada was presented to the peasants in Ukraine as ‘a land flowing with milk and 

honey, where one does not have to work and where the “varenyky” grow on trees and fall 

into pools of cream’ (Lehr 1983, 11). The first years of homesteading were marked, however, 

with hardship and relentless toil. Apart from the condition that the land received by 

immigrants was to be cleared and ploughed within three years, a house and buildings for 

cattle were additionally to be place on it (cf. Krawchuk in Kostash 1992a, 12). Having no 

tools or animals, ‘the people themselves donned the harness, ploughing the earth and 

harrowing it with their own strength’ (Krawchuk in Kostash 1992a, 12). To fulfil the 

conditions in time, meant the all-day long labour of the whole families (cf. Krawchuk in 

Kostash 1992a, 12). It is not surprising that in such circumstances reports on the Ukrainian 

homesteaders indicated their destitution (cf. Kostash 1992a, 14-16).93 The predicament of 

Ukrainian settlers could also get worse by other unpredictable factors like ‘death of a spouse, 

fire, early frost, drought, grasshoppers, a disabling accident’ (19), but also different kinds of 

diseases (cf. Kostash 1992a, 55).94 Despite all adversities, Ukrainian immigrants managed to 

survive. Soon, progress came and it ‘was measured by the abandonment first of the burdei, 

that sod-roofed hole in a hill, then of the hut or shack, […] and then even the handsome 

thatched-roof, whitewashed, two-room poplar log and plaster house’ (Kostash 1992a, 54).95 

 At the time when Ukrainians in Canada started to feel strong enough to do what Joseph 

Oleskiw so ardently called them to, namely ‘to get rid of the stigma of slavery […], to lift 

one’s head and look squarely into the people’s eyes instead of looking from under the brow 

like an animal chased by dogs’ (in Kostash 1992a, 7), when they finally succeeded with their 

homesteads and ‘were past settling, and [when] the kids, at least, felt at home’ (Kostash 

1992a, 58), World War I began and the Ukrainians were reminded once again that they are 

foreigners and that they are not to be trusted. Those who were not naturalised, which meant 

                                                 
92 There were cases when immigration agents attempted to trick Ukrainians. As Lehr mentions, ‘the most notable example of 
this occurred in 1898 when the minister of the interior suggested the creation of a Ukrainian settlement at Fish Creek in 
Saskatchewan’ (1991, 45-46). When Ukrainian immigrants learned that they were brought not to Edmonton or Dauphin but 
Fish Creek, they protested and the police intervention was needed (cf. Lehr 1991, 46). The incident ended with the 
transportation of Ukrainians to the chosen by them areas (cf. Lehr 1991, 46).  
93 Kostash mentions the reports by Corporal G.D. Butler in 1897, Inspector P.C.H. Primrose in 1898 and the immigration 
officer Thomas Bennett in 1898 (cf. 1992a, 14-16). Primarily in the last one, as the author points out, ‘over and over again 
[…] occur the phrases: “very poor,” “wretched poor house,” “wretchedly poor,” “no provisions,” “destitute,” “clean but 
poor”’ (16). 
94 Only within one month in 1918, 3,259 settlers in Alberta died of influenza (cf. Kostash 1992a, 55) Other diseases like 
‘scarlet fever, whooping cough, tuberculosis, or diphtheria’ (55) were common and, as Kostash informs us, ‘with the nearest 
doctor still thirty miles away it was literally a race against death […]’ (55).  
95 Burdei was also called kurnyk or zemlianka (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 76). An interesting story about how great and 
important the event of building a real house was, is given by Olga Prychodko in her short story ‘A Home of Her Own.’  
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almost half of the Ukrainian settlers, were recognised as Austro-Hungarian citizens (cf. 

Kordan and Mahovsky 11). As Kostash points out: 

It was absurd: the Ukrainians were no more “Austrian” in nationality than were Canadians, yet they were 
considered “enemy aliens” by the Canadian government for the unavoidable coincidence of having 
emigrated to Canada on Austro-Hungarian passports. (1992a, 38) 
 

Out of 8,579 enemy aliens, there were 5,954 people interned as Austro-Hungarians (cf. Gerus 

and Rea 11). As Gerus and Rea declare, ‘the overwhelming majority of these were certainly 

Ukrainians’ (11). In such circumstances the first wave of Ukrainian immigration to Canada 

was halted.  

 

3.2.2. The Second Immigration Period (1918-1939) 

 In 1927 […] Tomasz Solowski left the village of Staromischyna and bordered The Empress of France in 
the Free City of Danzig. […] he was leaving his wife Olena and their four children […] to find work in 
Canada, work that would buy more strips of black Polish earth for his family. He returned to them in 
1932, only to leave again after ten months, finding it impossible to live under Poland’s repressive martial 
regime. Before he left, he pleaded with his wife to bring their surviving children […] to Canada. (Kulyk 
Keefer 1998a, 14) 

 
In this way, the story of Janice Kulyk Keefer’s grandfather coming to Canada begins. Similar 

must have been the stories of other 68,000 Ukrainian immigrants who stepping on the boards 

of the transatlantic ships began the history of the second period of Ukrainian immigration to 

Canada that took place during the interwar years (cf. Gerus and Rea 13).  

 As it was in the case of the first immigrants, the majority of Ukrainians arriving within 

this period came from Galicia and Bukovyna (cf. Darcovich 5). This time, however, two 

important changes occurred. Firstly, Volhynia became another province providing Ukrainian 

immigrants and, secondly, the arriving Ukrainians were no longer the Austro-Hungarian 

subjects but the citizens of Poland, Rumania, Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, which 

was due to the partition of the short-lived Ukrainian People’s Republic after World War I (cf. 

Gerus and Rea 12; also Darcovich 5).96 Economic impoverishment on the divided lands of 

Ukraine resulted in the emigration of not only ‘the war-impoverished peasants [but also] the 

persecuted nationalistic intelligentsia […]’ (Gerus and Rea 12). The ranks of the latter were 

additionally increased by the former soldiers who fought for Ukrainian independence (cf. 

Gerus and Rea 13). All in all, as Gerus and Rea put it, ‘in contrast to the first wave of 

                                                 
96 This was implemented by means of a variety of post-WWI treaties: the Treaty of St Germain-en-Laye (September 1919) 
granted the Ukrainian province of Bukovyna to Romania, while Trans-Carpathia to Czechoslovakia. Neither this treaty nor 
the Treaty of Versailles (June 1919), which validated the independence of Poland, solved the issue of Galicia. The eastern 
borders of Poland were determined due to the Treaty of Riga (March 1919): Poland received the lands of Podlachia and 
Chełm/Kholm, but also the western parts Polissia and Volhynia, but Galicia was officially incorporated into Poland only in 
March 1923. For all the information provided here see Magocsi 2007 (218-219).    
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emigrants to Canada, the interwar emigrants were better educated and more nationally 

conscious’ (13). 

 The nativist sentiments were still present among Canadian society when the second 

period of Ukrainian immigration took place. In fact, these were reflected even in the 

Canadian immigration policy which distinguished between the ‘preferred’ (Gerus and Rea 

12) immigrants and those ‘non-preferred’ (12).97 Since the Canadian economy of that time 

required the influx of manual workers, the need of whom could not be fulfilled by the 

favoured group of immigrants, the Canadian labour market was opened to the unwanted 

group (cf. Luciuk 1980, 37-38). This time, however, not only farmers, but also other workers 

were needed. Due to the development of the Canadian railway, ‘the federal government 

agreed in 1925 to allow the two companies [the C.N.R. and the C.P.R.] to recruit immigrants 

from eastern Europe’ (Gerus and Rea 13). Hence, the war-connected standstill in Ukrainian 

immigration was to be overcome after 1926, reaching its peak during 1927 to 1929 when 

‘[h]alf of the total interwar Ukrainian migration to Canada arrived’ (Kaye and Swyripa 48) 

(cf. also Gerus and Rea 12).   

 What Janice Kulyk Keefer mentions about her grandfather is the fact that ‘[l]ike so 

many others from his corner of the world, Tomasz got off the boat into a world he knew only 

from tales of plentiful work and easy money’ (1998a, 62). That only the first could be true 

was to be found out by Kulyk Keefer’s grandfather and other Ukrainian immigrants soon 

after they arrived. As it turned out, the work and money ostensibly awaiting Ukrainians in 

Canada could be described in all terms but ‘easy.’ The lot of the majority of Ukrainians was 

that they were usually exploited by being ‘allowed to take only menial jobs […], jobs which 

the Anglo-Celts refused’ (Luciuk 1980, 40). Such was also the case of Kulyk Keefer’s 

grandfather:  

Sent to work for a farmer […] Tomasz found the conditions atrocious, the men treated far worse than 
cattle, forced to sleep in rough bunks built into the barn and given slops to eat. So he and a friend took 
off one night in the middle of winter. […] Without map or compass, only the memory of the way they’d 
come, the two men reached a railway depot just in time to hop a freight car and ride the hundreds of 
hungry, thirsty miles to Toronto. A year later Tomasz had found a job at a foundry attached to General 
Electric, where he learned to design and pour moulds. (1998a, 63)  
 
The fact that Tomasz Solowski was ‘sent to work for a farmer’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 

63; emphasis added) was not a coincidence. It was the consequence of the policy agreed on 

between the Canadian government and St. Raphael’s Ukrainian Immigrants’ Welfare 

                                                 
97 Luciuk informs us that the division was so strict that it concerned even such aspects as the institutions obliged to deal with 
the ‘preferred’ and ‘non-preferred’ immigrants (cf. Luciuk 1980, 38; fn.). The former group, i.e. immigrants coming from 
such countries as Great Britain, was taken care of by the Department of Immigration, whereas the latter immigrants, for 
example, central and eastern Europeans, were dealt with by the railway companies (cf. Luciuk 1980, 38; fn.). 
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Association of Canada (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 51). The institution established in 1924 was to 

control and support Ukrainian immigrants coming to Canada. (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 50-51). 

According to the terms of the agreement between the Canadian government and the 

Association, all Ukrainian immigrants were allowed to Canada when fulfilling the condition 

of being ‘between fifteen and fifty years of age’ (Kaye and Swyripa 50), but also ‘[signing] a 

pledge to work at least one year as farm labourers or as farm domestics’ (51). What is, 

however, characteristic of the second wave of Ukrainian immigrants is the fact that although 

directed to the rural areas, the majority of them moved eventually to urban districts like 

Winnipeg, Edmonton, but also Toronto (cf. Kaye and Swyripa 51).  

However hard and low paid the work was, it was available. This was to change with the 

times of the Great Depression in the 1930s (cf. Gerus and Rea 13). Again the experience of 

Tomasz Solowski may serve here as the illustration of what usually happened to other 

Ukrainian newcomers: 

It is the thick of the Depression: his [Tomasz’s] old job is vanished, and he is one of thousands of men 
sleeping rough the night, scrounging for work by day, with no rights at the soup kitchens that have 
sprung up across the city – they are only for married men, with families. He gets a job picking cherries 
for twenty-five cents an hour – you could survive on that, if you didn’t do anything but sit all day. But 
just walking to and from the farm exhausts you. […] he hears there’s work shovelling coal in Guelph, a 
small town sixty miles west of Toronto. He walks there with the same friend who saved him from the 
ditch. They arrive at midnight on the second day, and as they wander the freezing backstreets, they catch 
a glimmer of fire, the smell of potatoes roasting. Calling out in the broken English, they hear a voice 
answering in Ukrainian. ‘Who was the durak who told you there was work in Guelph?’ the voice asks. 
(Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 64-65) 
 

Not only was the immigration of Ukrainians to Canada reduced during that time, but the 

period from 1930 to 1932 was also marked with the deportations of approximately 15,368 

Ukrainians (cf. Gerus and Rea 13; also Luciuk 1980, 46).98  

 Ironically, the hardships of the Depression in Canada were to be ended with the 

beginning of even greater atrocity, namely World War II, by means of which the economic 

situation of Canada was finally stabilised (cf. Gerus and Rea 15). The coming of war had 

other important consequences. Although it stopped the new arrivals of Ukrainians to Canada, 

it ‘allowed’ those already residing there to show their loyalty to this country because they 

were no longer marked with the ‘enemy alien stigma’ (Gerus and Rea 15). About 35,000 

Ukrainian-Canadians took up arms to fight in this war (cf. Gerus and Rea 15). They did not, 

however, forget to defend ‘the Ukrainian cause’ (Kaye and Swyripa 52) stating an official 

                                                 
98 Apart from the forcible deportations, there were also deportations ‘by request’ (Gerus and Rea 13). 
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plea to the government of Great Britain and the governments of the British Commonwealth 

to include ‘the Ukrainian problem […] in the interests of the British Empire […].’99  

 

3.2.3. The Third Immigration Period (after 1945) 

World War II left no country and no citizen untouched. All kinds of consequences of this war 

were to be felt years and years after its end.  Not all of those who survived managed to forget 

about its horrors. According to Luciuk, ‘somewhere around forty million people had been 

uprooted by the war, of whom five million were considered Soviet nationals. Of these, about 

1 million were Ukrainians’ (1980, 88). The majority of these people were granted ‘a “DP” 

[the Displaced Person] status’ (Luciuk 1980, 87) and were placed in ‘“DP-camps” 

particularly in Germany and Austria’ (88). Acquiring the status of the Displaced Person was 

one of the option for a refugee. Another was repatriation which was used by approximately 

2,034,000 people who returned to the Soviet Union (cf. Luciuk 1980, 88-89). Those who 

stayed, deciding on the Displaced Person status, were open to the idea of emigration (cf. 

Kaye and Swyripa 52). Among the Ukrainian Displaced Persons, however, there were also 

those who wanted to stay in the camps as they still believed the time for a free Ukraine will 

come (cf. Luciuk 1980, 90). 

As sources reveal, about 500,000 Displaced Persons did not want to go back to the 

Soviet Union (cf. Kolasky in Luciuk 89). The situation went so far that ‘force had to be used 

in the repatriation process’ (Gerus and Rea 16).100 The majority of Ukrainian Displaced 

Persons rejected the notion of coming back ‘to their homeland, which was totally in Soviet 

hands as the result of war’ (Kaye and Swyripa 52). Thus, ‘[i]n 1947 official statistics 

reported 54,580 Ukrainians in the British, 104,024 in the American, and 19,026 in the French 

occupation zones of Germany. […] An estimated 100,000 Ukrainians were living in the 

forests or with civilians’ (Kaye and Swyripa 53).  

 In such circumstances the third influx of Ukrainian immigrants to Canada started. It 

was consequently marked with the arrival of Ukrainian Displaced Persons (cf. Luciuk 1980, 

86). The possibility of their entering into the Canadian territory was prompted by the activity 

of the Ukrainian Canadian Committee which strongly advocated that the Canadian 

government should allow for their admittance (cf. Gerus and Rea 6; also Kaye and Swyripa 

53). This happened with the government’s proclamation issued in 1946 that specified the 

                                                 
99 Quoted from Letter from W. Kossar, President of the Ukrainian National Federation, to O.D. Skelton, Under Secretary of 
State for External Affairs, June Gauntlett, 1939, Arguing that Ukrainian Independence is in the Interests of the British 
Empire (in Kordan and Luciuk 70).  
100 According to Luciuk, suicides were common among those who were forced to go back to the Soviet Union (cf. 1980, 89). 
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conditions which were to be fulfilled by a potential immigrant, ‘[f]ather or mother, unmarried 

son or daughter age 18 or over, unmarried brother or sister, orphaned male or female cousin 

under the age of 16 years, of a resident of Canada who was legally admitted and who is 

financially able to accept and take care of such a relative.’101 One year later, the possibility of 

sponsorship of immigrants was allowed to ‘any Canadian resident […] if he could ensure 

[…] [an immigrant’s] employment in agriculture, mining and lumbering’ (Kaye and Swyripa 

53). Clearly, Canada’s immigration policy was once again influenced by Canada’s shortages 

of workers. As Luciuk observes, ‘[a]s happened more than once during the course of 

Ukrainian settlement in Canada, so too in the late 1940’s, mutually supportive interests came 

together to facilitate immigration’ (1980, 97).102 

 All immigrants whose transport to Canada was sponsored by lumber companies, mines 

and farmers were obliged to pay back all the journey costs covered, which was achieved by 

means of immigrants’ work for the said sponsors (cf. Luciuk 1980, 99). Thus the majority of 

newcomers were first placed in ‘the mines of northern Ontario or on the beet fields of 

western Canada’ (Luciuk 1980, 99). In the end, however, they moved to the urban parts of 

southern Ontario, largely increasing in this way the Ukrainian population of Toronto which 

now constituted ‘the capital of the third wave’ (Gerus and Rea 16). 

 The fact that the Ukrainian postwar immigration consisted almost entirely of the 

refugees from the Displaced Persons’ camps had a major impact on the general image of this 

group. Influenced by their experiences of war, the consequences that the war brought to the 

Ukrainian state, but also their lives in the Displaced Persons’ camps, the third-wave 

Ukrainian immigrants had well-developed political stances which were predominantly 

nationalist and anti-Communist in their nature (cf. Luciuk 1980, 93; also Gerus and Rea 18). 

Moreover, their  Ukrainian belonging was not restricted only to some provinces of Ukraine 

but it embraced, territorially, all Ukrainian districts (cf. Gerus and Rea 18). Additionally, the 

characteristic feature of the majority of these immigrants was the fact that they were 

intellectuals and professionals holding higher education degrees (cf. Gerus and Rea 18). The 

process of their adapting to Canadian society, but also to the Ukrainian-Canadian community 

                                                 
101 Order-in-Council No.2071, May 28, 1946, Ottawa (in Luciuk 1980, 96).  
102 Analysing statistical data, we notice that the innovations introduced into the Canadian policy had significant results for the 
numbers of the incoming Ukrainians (cf. a statistical table in Darcovich 2). Whereas in 1947, 2.087 Ukrainians entered 
Canada, the figure rose considerably within only one year, reaching the amount of 10,041 immigrants who came in 1948 (cf. 
Darcovich 2). However, the numbers gradually declined after 1948 (cf. Darcovich 2). In 1952, the estimated number of 
Ukrainians who entered Canada was 2,859 and within the next twelve years the annual figures of newcomers did not exceed 
1000 (cf. a statistical table in Darcovich 2). 
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was not devoid of obstacles and failures.103 What is more, the differences in views turned out 

to be too considerable and led to the clash between the group of incoming refugees and the 

Ukrainian-Canadians, consisting of the first two groups of immigrants as well as the 

Canadian-born Ukrainians (cf. Darcovich 8).    

 The postwar immigration of Ukrainian people to Canada is considered to be their last 

major influx (cf. Gerus and Rea 18). In fact, when comparing statistical data which present 

the numbers of immigrants entering Canada after 1965, we notice that no significant inflow 

of Ukrainians took place until 1991, when the number of Ukrainians with an immigrant 

status was estimated at 50,475 (cf. statistical tables in Kordan 2000, 216; also Darcovich 8). 

The figures declined, however, within the following five years. In 1996, there were 44,690 

Ukrainian immigrants in Canada (cf. Kordan 2000, 216). In both cases, the number of 

Ukrainian women and men recognised as immigrants was virtually equal.104 Consulting 

statistical data on the Ukrainian immigrants’ settlement in those years, we see that that the 

process of their urbanisation continued. In 1996, Ontario was still a leading province with 

22,530 immigrants from Ukraine living there, while Toronto remained the largest urban 

concentration of Ukrainian immigrants (13,635) (cf. Kordan 2000, 217-18). 

 

4. Ukrainian-Canadian Identity 

4.1. Formation and Retention 

The historical overview of stages in Ukrainian immigration presented in the previous chapter 

provides a background to the Ukrainian experience in Canada. Indeed, facts and figures 

concerning the Ukrainian immigrants are substantial to grasp the development of Ukrainian-

Canadian identity. However, to understand it more fully, we also need to look behind the 

factual knowledge and the numbers in order to see what happened within and in-between the 

generally accepted periods of Ukrainian immigration to Canada.  

As already mentioned, Ukraine was torn into pieces by the Austro-Hungarian and 

Russian Empires, but it was also controlled by an even greater number of authority figures. 

Centuries-long subjugation resulted in the confusion of Ukrainian people over their 

belonging and identity (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 34). In fact, as Thomas Prymak points out, 

a ‘Ukrainian’ identification was officially introduced by the Austrian institutions only in  

                                                 
103 Gerus and Rea point out that some of Ukrainian Displaced Persons found out that their skills (although professional) were 
not apt for the Canadian employment demand (cf. Gerus and Rea 18). This forced them either to undergo additional training 
or to take up unskilled work offers (cf. Gerus and Rea 18; also Darcovich 7).    
104 In 1991, there were 25,065 males and 25,415, whereas in 1996, 21,725 males and 22,965 females (cf. statistical tables in 
Kordan 2000, 220 and 218). 
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1898 (cf. Prymak 11). Before that time, this term was used exclusively with regards to the 

Ukrainian inhabitants of the Russian Empire (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 34), while ‘those in 

Galicia referred to themselves as Ruthenians rather than as Ukrainians’ (34), and, what is 

more, ‘[m]any Galician Ruthenians, in fact, did not consider themselves Ukrainian at all’ 

(34). According to Petryshyn and Dzubak, the fact that Galicians identified themselves by 

means of a different designation was also connected with their religious affiliation (cf. 34). 

Thus, due to the fact that Galician Ruthenians were Greek Catholic, their rejection of the 

term ‘Ukrainian’ was meant to differentiate themselves from Ukrainians in Bukovyna and in 

the Russian Empire, the adherents of the Eastern Orthodox religion (cf. Petryshyn and 

Dzubak 34). Petryshyn and Dzubak purport that ‘in the latter third of the nineteenth century, 

the Greek Catholic Galicians […] suffered an identity crisis’ (34). Their idea of identity 

varied considerably; the refusal to see themselves as ‘Ukrainians’ divided them between 

those who considered ‘Ruthenian’ a distinctive and separate identity and those who affiliated 

either with Russians or with Poles (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 34). 

 Not surprisingly, the classification of Ukrainian immigrants was not an easy task for the 

Canadian officials. What is more, they were thrown into total confusion when registering the 

first immigrants from the Austro-Hungarian Empire and ‘[t]he name “Ukrainian” did not 

appear in the early immigration records’ (Prymak 11; cf. also Luciuk 1980, 12). Luciuk 

illustrates this inability to clearly identify the newcomers, presenting an excerpt from a letter 

sent by J.A. Smith, the Minister of Interior to Edward Schultze, the Consul General of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire:  

I have your letter of the 9th instant (1899), and in reply beg to say that by the term “Galician immigrant” 
is meant all persons who in Canada are recognised as Galicians, and I presume I would include those 
from Bukovina as well as from Galicia. I do not know what further explanation to give with regards to 
the people referred to. (1980, 5-6) 
 

As we notice, no term ‘Ukrainian’ appears in the Minister’s definition. Instead, Smith 

implements the classification ‘Galician’ as the means of identification. In fact, this 

designation was used predominantly by the Canadian officials, by means of which they 

described also the settlers coming from the province of Bukovyna (cf. Lehr 1991, 401, fn.1). 

As Lehr informs us, categorising the immigrants as Galicians and Bukovynians was practised 

by the Canadian government before 1914 (cf. 1991, 401, fn.1). Additionally, Ukrainians were 

classified as Austro-Hungarians, Russians and Ruthenians (cf. Luciuk 1980, 12).105 

                                                 
105 Both Prymak (11) and Luciuk (1980, 12) point to the connection between the term ‘Ruthenians’ and the terms ‘Russyn’, 
‘Rusyny or Rus’ki.’ Prymak states that the first immigrants usually described themselves by means of these designations (cf. 
Prymak 11). Additionally, Luciuk points out that the fact that these words are similar to the term ‘Russian’ must have led to 
the further disarray in the already complicated process of identifying Ukrainians during the first stage of their immigration to 
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 There are several reasons why the problem with the identification of Ukrainians (both 

in Ukraine and then in Canada) is mentioned here. Firstly, as already stated in this paper, 

labelling, or the process of naming, is basic for the formation and retention of both an 

individual’s and a group’s identity. To know one’s identity (identities) is to give a certain 

name (or names) to it (them). Thus, the fact that Ukrainians were confused about their 

identification may prove what Petrsyshyn and Dzubak imply, namely the Ukrainians’ 

‘identity crisis’ (34) which resulted from their virtually everlasting political and economic 

oppression. Secondly (and consequently), to understand a hyphenated Ukrainian-Canadian 

identity requires going back to its sources, i.e. Ukrainian identity. Hence, taking into account 

the fact that specifying her/his national identity as ‘Ukrainian’ was clearly quite a 

conundrum, it must have complicated the idea of ethnic identity for the first Ukrainians 

coming to Canada and for the future Ukrainian-Canadians. Thirdly, since the first settlers 

came to Canada with their cultural, ‘material and intellectual baggage’ (Luciuk 1980, 11), the 

practices that they implemented in the old country were transmitted by them also to the new 

one, which must have included their complicated and differentiated idea of belonging.  

It is noteworthy to focus here on the last aspect mentioned above. Ukrainians 

differentiated themselves in Ukraine according to province and religious affiliation. This is 

how Luciuk elaborates on this fact:  

Aware of local and traditional pasts the peasant of the village would usually have little, if any, 
knowledge of national historical traditions. No single ‘corporate’ history of Ukraine was available to 
most, only ‘particular historical continuities’ [quotes by Fishman in Luciuk]. The people generally lacked 
any conception of belonging to a state, and so they kept to the Russyn (Ruthenian) identification, a 
religious affiliation, or even to local and regional affiliations (e.g., Lemko). Some even preferred to retain 
their identification at the most local level (e.g., as a member of some particular village). (1980, 10) 
 

The similar gradation of belonging was implemented among the Ukrainian settlers in 

Canada. John Lehr indicates that apart from differentiating themselves according to the 

‘province of origin’ (1991, 49), the ‘intra-ethnic division’ (49) was achieved by Ukrainians 

by segregating themselves and settling also according to the ‘village of origin’ (49). Lehr 

illuminates this fact by giving an example of the Stuartburn area which shows ‘the intensity 

of old-country groupings in Ukrainian settlement on the Canadian frontier’ (1991, 49). 

 What is remarkable in the case of first settlers is the fact that although their idea of 

belonging was strictly connected with their actual place of living in Ukraine, a minimal unit 

usually specified to a village district, the first immigrants started to discover their shared 

identity when residing in Canada (cf. Luciuk 1980, 10-11). According to Fishman: 
                                                                                                                                                         
Canada and their registration in the Canadian census (cf. 1980, 12). According to Petryshyn and Dzubak, it was only in 1921 
that the Canadian officials included the category ‘Ukrainian’ in the census (cf. 214). Lehr, on the other hand, ascribes a later 
date to this event, stating that ‘in Canada “Ukrainian” was not officially recognised until 1930 (cf. 1991, 401, fn.1).  
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Most usually it was only after immigration that group maintenance became a conscious goal. In some 
instances, indeed, it was only after… (arrival) …that many immigrants became aware of their 
‘groupness’, i.e. of their common origin and their common past, as well as of their common current 
problems. (in Luciuk 1980, 10-11) 
 

Thus, the importance of peasants’ experience of immigration to and settlement in Canada 

should be highlighted as it extended their idea of identity from the one grounded in their 

‘communal and ancestral values’ (Luciuk 1980, 10) to its wider meaning in which 

community started to be seen as a whole. However, such was the case of only some 

Ukrainian immigrants (cf. Luciuk 1980, 10). There was also a group of those who already 

had their sense of national belonging firmly established, and which now, under the new 

circumstances, was to influence their ethnicity. As Petryshyn and Dzubak observe, ‘for the 

majority, the Ukrainian identity, however ill-defined, was to be preserved’ (41).  

 But preserving or developing one’s identity is not at all that easy when one is 

surrounded by barely veiled hostility and blatant prejudice. Clearly, these were encountered 

by the Ukrainian immigrants when they settled in Canada. The perception that Canadian 

society had of Ukrainian settlers was far from positive. The discrimination against the 

Ukrainian newcomers was expressed by means of a variety of labels ranging from more 

euphemistic ones such as ‘Sifton’s pets’ (Lehr 1991, 40) to grossly offensive ones like 

‘bohunk’ (Kaye and Swyripa 44). Evidently, the already discussed process of group 

identification which may be based on highlighting the difference with other groups, creating, 

in this way, the danger of prejudice, occurred among Canadians who built their identity and 

the idea of their supremacy106 on the dichotomy between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ The differences 

between the groups were distorted to such an extent that it was widely held that, in fact, ‘in 

the difference between the Ukrainian and the Anglo-Saxon lay the difference between the 

barbarian and the sophisticate’ (Kostash 1992a, 20). Thus, it was not uncommon that 

Ukrainians were considered ‘the scum of Europe – “physical and moral degenerates not fit to 

be classed as white men”’ (Lehr 1991, 38) who created ‘a positive misfortune for an 

enlightened community’ (39) because they were ‘useless economically and repulsive socially 

[…], ignorant, priest-ridden and purchasable’ (39).107 Such intolerance and discrimination 

was widely spread by the majority of Canadian newspapers, but it also reached the Canadian 

government, in which racist stances were also adopted by some of its members. In his work, 

                                                 
106 As Lehr states, ‘[m]ost Anglophone in the West subscribed to the view that “Canada is British, and Canada is English” 
[…]’ (1991, 39).  
107 The first quotation is taken by Lehr from Winnipeg Telegram (1899), the second and third one are the fragments of 
Nor’Wester (1897) also cited in Lehr (cf. 1991, 38 and 39).  
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Luciuk quotes a member of the government whose comments about Ukrainians, but also 

immigrants of other nationalities, are extremely racist: 

It should never be forgotten, that physical characteristics are permanent. Despite universal 
miscegenation, the primitive types may still be recognised – they cannot be obliterated. Modified groups 
are being formed as mosaics in the individual. Let no one suppose that a Galician, or a Pole, or a 
Ruthenian can be made into an Englishman by transplanting him to Canada and teaching him the English 
language. He may talk English, but he will have the mind and the character of an Alpine. It is an 
irrefutable scientific fact that where a higher race breeds with an inferior, the characteristics of the 
inferior in the long run prevail… . […] We are chiefly concerned with the racial problem as it affects 
Canada’s future. The control of foreign immigration should be conducted on scientific methods, if the 
future inhabitants of Canada are to take their place among the progressive nations of the world. Quality, 
not quantity, should be the guide… . […] If the present rate of increase of the Alpine immigration is to 
continue, in half a century the Nordics will be dispossessed. […] Immigrants from northern Germany are 
welcome to Canada, but none of south Germany should be admitted. The lowest stratum from the 
Mediterranean Basin, the Mongolized Balkans, the hordes of submerged people from the Polish Ghettos 
– none of these should enter Canada… . (1980, 3-5)  
 

 Clearly, Canadian fears that immigrants would not conform and assimilate were 

extreme. It seems therefore that Sifton’s defence of Ukrainian immigration was futile 

considering the fierceness of his opponents’ attacks (cf. Kordan and Luciuk 15). Even his 

pragmatic approach to the issue which he expressed with the argument that ‘the people of 

Canada will never succeed in populating Manitoba and North-west until we act practically 

upon that idea’108 was rejected (cf. Kordan and Luciuk 15). Frank Olivier, the outspoken 

critic of the government policy introduced by Sifton, but also the successor of Sifton in his 

office, claimed in 1901 that: 

We did not go out to that country simply to produce wheat. We went to build up a nation. A civilisation, 
a social system that we could enjoy, be proud of and transmit to our children; and we resent the idea of 
having the millstone of this Slav population hung around our necks in our efforts to build up, beautify 
and improve that country. I say it is an unpopular policy in western Canada to encourage this Slav 
immigration. That may be a low ground to put the question; but it is a business ground, and business is 
business.109 
 

Strangely enough, the fact that Ukrainians were brought to Canada to contribute to the 

nation’s prosperity was clearly ignored by Olivier. Moreover, the very purpose of their 

immigration, i.e. settling and farming the Canadian West, was turned against them. Critics 

like Frank Olivier were very short-sighted about the potential of Ukrainian immigrants, 

without whom, as Myrna Kostash puts it, ‘there would have been no prairie economy outside 

the Hudson’s Bay Company, native hunters and trappers, and the NWMP in their forts’ 

(1992a, 8). Unfortunately, what the majority of Sifton’s adversaries, like Frank Olivier, felt 

towards ‘the men and women in sheepskin coats’ (Kostash 1992a, 8) was prejudice and the 

                                                 
108 Quoted from Common Debates, July 7, 1899, Concerning Ukrainian Immigration (in Kordan and Luciuk 17). 
109 Quoted from Common Debates, April 12, 1901, Concerning Ukrainian Immigration (in Kordan and Luciuk 20). 
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strong antagonism which made them recognise in the Ukrainian settlers nothing but the fact 

that they ‘will be a drag on our [Canadian] civilisation and progress.’110 

 Despite (or, perhaps, also because of) the racism experienced against them, the 

Ukrainian settlers managed to preserve their cultural identity.111 The old country tradition of 

organising reading clubs was also practised in Canada where, as Luciuk and Kordan report, 

about 220 institutions known as ‘Prosvitas’ (16), but also ‘reading halls (chytalni)’ (16) and 

‘national homes (narodni domy)’ (16) were formed by the first settlers and the interwar 

immigrants. Apart from these organisations, there were other sources that helped to maintain 

the mother tongue. And so, although most Ukrainian pioneers were largely absorbed with 

their work, the first period of Ukrainian immigration is marked by the development of 

journalism (cf. Gerus and Rea 9-10).  

                                                 
110 Ibid. 
111 The two main channels by means of which immigrants’ identity is usually preserved or expressed are religion and 
language. In the case of Ukrainian immigrants sustaining both of the aspects meant confronting a series of difficulties. With 
respect to religion, it should be stated that Ukrainian immigrants were grouped according to two main denominations in the 
old country, i.e. the Greek Catholic Church, or so called the Uniate Church, and the Greek Orthodox Church (cf. Kostash 
1992a, 127 and Potrebenko 1977, 58 and 126). While the majority of Galicians belonged to the former, Bukovynians adhered 
to the latter (cf. Potrebenko 1977,  58 and 126). In Canada, their religious split was further complicated. Ukrainians came to 
Canada with their beliefs but with no clergymen and thus had to rely on the services of priests of different denominations (cf. 
Kostash 1992a, 127). For example, in her short story A Home of Her Own, Olga Prychodko gives an account of how her 
parents, Ukrainian pioneers, had to travel about fifty miles in order to be married by a French priest as no Ukrainian 
clergymen resided in their settlement. This was largely due to the fact that married Greek Catholic priests, who were in the 
majority in the old country, were forbidden by the pope to emigrate to the new one (cf. Kostash 1992a, 127 and 130). 
Likewise, there was no Greek Orthodox clergy, but there were groups of the Greek Orthodox Church followers. Thus, they 
were attended by Russian Orthodox missionaries from the U.S. (cf. Gerus and Rea 9; also Kostash 1992a, 130). Some of the 
Greek Catholics, ‘suspicious of the Latinising pressures of the Roman Catholics’ (130), also used the Russian Orthodox 
clergy’s services (cf. Kostash 1992a, 130). Due to the fact that the Roman Catholic priests ‘were completely unfamiliar with 
the Ukrainian language and the Greek Catholic ceremonies’ (127), their assistance to Ukrainian believers was not at all 
fruitful (cf. Kostash 1992a, 27). In effect, ‘in 1913 the Ruthenian (that is, Ukrainian) Greek Catholic Episcopal Corporation 
of Canada was incorporated, independent of the Roman Catholic Bishops’ (Kostash 1992a, 128). One year earlier, Nikita 
Budka was appointed ‘the first Eastern Rite Catholic Bishop’ (Gerus and Rea 9). The Bishop turned out to be a truly 
controversial figure. At the time of World War I, he issued a letter in which he summoned Ukrainians to support the Austrian 
Empire by enrolling into its army (cf. Potrebenko 1977, 103 and 108). Potrebenko points out, referring to Peter Krawchuk’s 
view, that Budka was blamed for the fact that Ukrainians were recognised as enemy aliens during the war (cf. 1977, 108). 
Although Budka ‘had been arrested for sedition in 1918 […] [he] was released almost immediately’ (126) and he was never 
interned (cf. Potrebenko 1977, 108). When the Ruthenian Greek Catholic Episcopal Corporation of Canada was established, 
Budka decreed that ‘all churches, institutes and other property must now belong to the corporation’ (83) in order to wield 
power over them (cf. Potrebenko 1977, 126-27). It seems that this added up to an already tense situation, which soon, i.e. in 
1918, resulted in the establishment of ‘an independent, democratically organised, Ukrainian-nationalist church in Canada’ 
(Kostash 1992a, 132), i.e. the Ukrainian Greek Orthodox Church of Canada (cf. Kostash 1992a, 133 and Potrebenko 1977, 
127). ‘To resist the church,’ Kostash states, ‘was to declare yourself indifferent to the idea of a separate Ukrainian identity’ 
(1992a, 133). In relation to the Ukrainian language, its preservation was assured, as it seemed then, by the Public School Act 
of 1897 introduced by the Manitoba government, according to which, bilingual education was to be introduced (cf. Gerus and 
Rea 10). As a result of this act, Ukrainian was taught in schools, but also a special teacher’s school, i.e. ‘a Ukrainian, or 
“Ruthenian”, Normal School in Brandon’ (Gerus and Rea 10) was opened. The end of bilingual schools in the province was 
brought about by ‘a law […] passed against them on March 8, 1916’ (Potrebenko 1977, 88). Likewise, they were banned 
already in 1913 in Ontario, which, as Potrebenko claims, ‘was aimed at French Canadians’ (1977, 89). No proclamations or 
laws as regards bilingual schools were made in Saskatchewan or Alberta, although a bilingual teachers’ school was also 
formed in Regina in 1909 (cf. Potrebenko 1977, 88). The problem that Ukrainians had to face was connected with ‘an acute 
shortage of teachers’ (Potrebenko 1977, 89), as it happened, e.g. in 1912 when ‘some schools in Ukrainian districts stayed 
closed all year for this season’ (89). The Ukrainian school boards had to confront the unwillingness of teachers to work 
among Ukrainians as well as the 1913 anti-Ukrainian teachers policy of Hon. J.R. Boyle, the Albertan minister of education 
(cf. Potrebenko 1977, 89-90) or the ‘“purge” of Ukrainian teachers’ (Kostash 1992a, 96) performed by Robert Fletcher, ‘the 
government’s Supervisor of Schools Among Foreigners’ (Potrebenko 1977, 90).  
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 Among the first Ukrainian language newspapers printed in Winnipeg were Kandiskyi 

farmer (Canadian Farmer) and Kandiskyi Rusyn (Canadian Ruthenian) which were followed 

by a variety of journals like the Ukrainian Voice, Morning, or The Working People (cf. 

Prymak 12; also Gerus and Rea 10). Despite the fact that each of them had different religious 

and/or political affiliations (cf. Grekul 2005, 207, fn. 6), they all ‘reinforced Ukrainian ethnic 

consciousness in Canada’ (Luciuk and Kordan 16) by informing Ukrainians on the 

proceedings in their homeland, but also in the new country (cf. Gerus and Rea 10; and 

Prymak 12). Their function was increasingly important because they also prompted the 

publication of the first pieces of Ukrainian literature in Canada (cf. Balan 1983, 808).  

 It should be mentioned here briefly that the roots of Ukrainian writing in Canada are to 

be traced to the Ukrainian oral tradition of folk songs and stories (cf. Balan 1983, 807-

808).112 Thus, it is not surprising that the first Ukrainian poem to be published in Canada, i.e. 

‘Kanadiiski emigranty’ (Canadian emigrants), which was written by Ivan Zbura, a farmer 

from Alberta, was in fact, a song (cf. Balan 1983, 807-08). According to Yar Slavutych, the 

publication of this poem, which was written on 30th December 1898, that took place in 1899 

was a watershed in Ukrainian literature in Canada because ‘[s]ince then, some fifty-five 

Ukrainian poets and at least forty prose writers have had their books published in Canada’ 

(14). Two years after Zbura had composed his poem, Sava Chernetsky’s short story ‘Z 

hlybyny propasty’ (From the Depths of the Abyss) ‘became,’ as Balan claims, ‘the inaugural 

work of immigrant prose-fiction’ (1989, 745), which earned its author recognition as ‘the 

first Ukrainian prose writer in Canada’ (Slavutych 15). Besides Chernetsky, ‘the pioneer 

generation’ (Balan 1983, 808) of writers also includes Myroslaw Stechishin, Symon 

Palamariuk, Michael Gowda, and Paul Crath who apart from writing prose also dealt with 

collecting Ukrainian songs and translating them into English (cf. Balan 1983, and Slavutych 

15-21).113  

 Despite the circumstances of nativist attitudes common among the Canadian society, 

the Ukrainian identity in Canada could finally take on its form and the Ukrainian-Canadian 

sense of belonging was on its good way to evolve. World War I and, more specifically, the 

event of internment in Canada dashed, however, all hopes for Ukrainians to stabilise 

                                                 
112 In his essay, Danylo Struk states that, in fact, Ukrainian literature of pioneer times ‘[does not] qualify as “literature”’ (90) 
because it should be considered rather as ‘folklore that is essentially ethnographic in nature and full of nostalgia for the 
forsaken homeland’ (90).   
113 For more information on Crath’s work see also Balan’s ‘Ukrainian-Canadian Literature’ in which he additionally names 
Jacob Maydanek and Honore Ewach as belonging to ‘the pioneer generation’ (cf. 1144). Elsewhere, Balan mentions Michael 
Gowda whose long poem ‘To Canada’ he recognises as ‘[t]he first work of Ukrainian-Canadian literature to appear in 
English’ (1989, 753). The newspaper publication of Gowda’s poem, as translated by E.W. Thompson, took place in Boston in 
1905 (cf. Balan 1989, 753, fn.15).  
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themselves as a group in Canada. The distrust of and prejudice against Ukrainians, which up 

to World War I was expressed by the Canadian society verbally, was now to be shown also in 

deeds. Under the War Measures Act, Ukrainians were denied all kinds of freedoms in the 

country that ostensibly was their home (cf. Kordan and Mahovsky 12). Forced to register 

themselves as ‘enemy aliens,’ put into 26 internment camps built across Canada, recognised 

even as internees as ‘second class’ (Luciuk and Kordan 16), but also deprived of voting 

rights,114 Ukrainians experienced sharp disappointment (cf. Luciuk 1980, 14). A plea of a 

Ukrainian, a desperate father of his son interned in one of the camps, may serve here as an 

example: 

I, Jacob Kondro, received a letter […] that my son, John Kondro, is in prison at the internment camp, 
Banff. I do not think that Canada would take their own people and put them in prison in an internment 
camp. I am naturalised as a citizen of the Dominion of Canada. Please let him go. (in Kordan 2002, 47; 
emphasis added)115 
 

Undeniably, the War Times Election Act, but also the entire event of internment in Canada, 

‘destroyed’ as Luciuk observes, ‘any sentiment of belonging which many immigrants had 

begun to develop for Canada’ (1980, 13). However, this occurrence influenced also the future 

generation of Ukrainians because twenty years after the internment finished, the ‘fear of the 

barbed wire fence’ (Luciuk and Kordan 19) was reported to be common among Ukrainian-

Canadians.116  

 Any struggle for establishing an identity in Canada and, what comes with it, any 

cultural activity of Ukrainians was out of the question in the circumstances of the internment 

operations. What is more, the crisis was deepened with such events as the abolition of the 

Manitoba Public School Act in 1916, which meant the end of bilingualism in the schools of 

the province (cf. Gerus and Rea 13), but also with the conflict in the religious circles which 

resulted in ‘a division within the Catholic community and the formation of the Ukrainian 

Greek-Orthodox Church’ (Gerus and Rea 14). Additionally, the censorship introduced by the 

War Measures Act prevented any further development of Ukrainian literature in Canada for a 

considerably long period of time (cf. Balan 1983, 808; and Kordan and Mahovsky 12). 

                                                 
114 This was achieved by means of the War Times Election Act passed in 1917, which ‘disenfranchised all those “enemy 
aliens” who had been naturalised since 1902’ (Luciuk and Kordan 19). As a result, about 143,000 Ukrainians were denied the 
right to vote (cf. Luciuk and Kordan 19). 
115 This letter dates 8th February 1916. Another source that provides information on what happened to John Kondro is Marsha 
Forchuk Skrypuch’s introduction to Danny Evanishen’s short story ‘Andriy’s Break.’ In her piece, Forchuk Skrypuch 
maintains that the man in question ran away from the camp two months after his father’s plea was written and sent to the 
Commanding Officer of the camp. As Forchuk Skrypuch states, John Kondro ‘was never found’ (18).  
116 The memory of the internment of Ukrainians during World War I is still alive among contemporary Ukrainian-Canadians. 
The accounts of the internment experience may be found, for example, in the collection of stories and poems entitled 
Kobzar’s Children; see for example Kim Pawliw’s poem ‘The Tribute to My Grandmother’ which commemorates the painful 
experience of Stéphania Mielniczuk, an internee of the Spirit Lake Internment Camp.  
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 The stagnation in Ukrainian efforts for identification was overcome with the influx of 

newcomers in the interwar period (cf. Balan 1983, 808). Ukrainian literary expression was 

revived and this time it was marked by the development of Ukrainian drama (cf. Balan 1983, 

808). Consequently, it meant the evolution of Ukrainian theatre in Canada which began 

already in the pioneer period (cf. Balan 1998, 16). Ubiinyky (The Murderers) is considered 

by Balan to be the first Ukrainian drama play to be written in the new country (cf. 1998, 5 

and 1999c, 1145). It was created by John Bodrug in 1909, soon becoming ‘a long-running hit 

with Ukrainian-Canadian audiences’ (Balan 1998, 6). Set in the old country with its theme 

revolving around it, Bodrug’s play is a classic example of the majority of pioneer stage 

works (cf. Balan 1998, 6).117 Soon after, in 1910, ‘the first Ukrainian-language play […] 

[appeared] featuring mostly Canada setting […]’ (9) as well as theme. Written by Zygmunt 

Bychynsky, V Starim i novim kraiu (In the Old and the New Country), became a landmark in 

the history of ‘a truly indigenous Ukrainian-language theatre in Canada’ (Balan 1998, 9).  

 According to Balan, ‘[b]etween 1911 and 1942 more than 100 original stage-works 

were written by twenty-six different playwrights, with six authors accounting for 68 plays; 

over a third had Canadian settings’ (1983, 808). Due to the fact that the plays were staged 

usually by reading societies or national homes, ‘Ukrainian amateur and semi-professional 

theatre’ (Balan 1983, 808) had the key importance for Ukrainian cultural life in Canada. One 

of the leading dramatists in Canada was Andrii Babiuk (aka Myroslaw Irchan) whose literary 

achievements also included prose genres like short stories, novellas and sketches (cf. Balan 

1983, 808-09). The theme that runs through most of his works concerns not only the 

experience and hardships of immigrants, but also the Indigenous Peoples of Canada (cf. 

Balan 1983, 808).118 Another important writer of the period is Illia Kiriak whose work ‘Syny 

zemli (Sons of the Soil)’ (809) gives an illuminating insight into the life of a Ukrainian settler 

in Canada and his three-generation family (cf. Balan 1983, 809; also Struk 90). 

 The newcomers of the interwar years were usually political refugees and former 

soldiers whose experience of the Ukrainian Revolution made them determined to continue 

the fight for an independent Ukraine (cf. Gerus and Rea 14). Their ideas about a Ukrainian 

                                                 
117 In his essay and as its title suggests, ‘Old World Forms, New World Settings: The Emergence of Ukrainian-Canadian 
Plays on North American Themes,’ Balan attempts at detecting the appearance of new themes and settings in works by the 
generation of pioneer dramatists, e.g. Semen Kowbel, Vasyl Kazanivsky, P.Kivshenko, Vasyl Babienko, Michael Kumka, 
Jacob Maydanyk, Dmytro Hunkewich, and Michel Petrowsky. But, as he concludes there, ‘pioneer Ukrainian Canadian 
dramatists were somewhat cautious in their appropriation of New World themes and settings’ (16).  
118 Balan includes some titles of Babiuk’s stories concerning the Native Peoples and their predicament, for example,  
‘Vudzhena ryba’ from 1924 (Smoked fish) and ‘Smert Asuara’ from 1927 (The death of Asuara) (cf. 1983, 809). For more 
about Babiuk’s tragic life see also Balan 1999c, 1145-46.  
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identity in Canada were radically different from those of the first immigrants. Luciuk 

characterises this difference in the following way: 

Ethnicity, which for the first immigrants from Ukraine to arrive in Canada had been a non-specific, rather 
informal attempt to replicate ‘old country’ conditions in the ‘New World’ (and thus adapt to the ‘New’ 
through the ‘old’) became, for those of succeeding immigrations a cause, an ideological stance 
embellished with the ‘sanctity’ of a modern nationality and identification. To be a Ukrainian meant to 
have taken an activist position in Ukraine. (1980, 50) 
 

Consequently, the differences in the ideologies of the two groups led to a serious clash 

between them (cf. Luciuk 1980, 49). Trying to define the Ukrainian identity in Canada, both 

groups accused themselves of an inadequate understanding of each other’s experiences which 

was an inevitable consequence of their absence either in Ukraine or Canada (cf. Luciuk 1980, 

48-49). As Luciuk points out, the pioneers argued that the newcomers were ignorant about 

their experience and hardships in Canada, while the second phase immigrants purported the 

pioneers’ inability to fully understand Ukraine of the day because the first immigrants ‘had 

not seen what happened in Ukraine after they left’ (1980, 48-49).  

 The division between the groups was strict and, according to Luciuk, ‘[e]ven though a 

few individuals did “slip” between the two immigrations, the over-all boundaries were 

relatively set’ (1980, 49). It seems that for the interwar immigrants defining Ukrainian 

identity in the new land meant not only the cultural or literary, but also political expression as 

more formal stances were expected to be adopted (cf. Luciuk 1980, 50-51).119 As a result, 

many Ukrainians in Canada engaged in political activity and a considerable number of 

political organisations (also connected with the two competing Ukrainian Churches) 

appeared in the interwar years (cf. Gerus and Rea 14-15). These included, for example, the 

left-wing parties like the Ukrainian Labour-Farmer Temple Association [ULFTA], but also 

the anti-communist parties like the Ukrainian Self Reliance League [USRL] (nationalist and 

affiliated with the Orthodox Church), the Brotherhood of Ukrainian Catholics [BUC] 

(nationalist and Catholic), the Ukrainian National Federation [UNF] (nationalist and rejecting 

any religious affiliations) and the United Hetman Organisation [UHO] (monarchist).120 All in 

all, using Luciuk’s words, ‘[t]o be a Ukrainian in Canada meant to be a particular sort of 

Ukrainian – socialist, monarchist, republican, integral nationalist, whatever – but it meant  

above all to take a stand as a politicised Ukrainian’ (1980, 50).  

                                                 
119 The following is the opinion of one of the politically active members of Ukrainian-Canadian community as quoted by 
Luciuk; ‘Sure, all that dancing and stuff is nice and all that. But of what use is it for us if we cannot do much more in Canada 
than sing and dance for the English? Are we clowns, entertainers and labourers and is that all there is to it?’ (the interview 
conducted in Kingston, 10th November, 1977 in Luciuk 1980, 50-51).  
120 Cf. Gerus and Rea 14-15. The political activity of Ukrainian-Canadians is more broadly discussed by Kordan and Luciuk 
(1-12) and Prymak (16-34).  
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 T he nationalist stances on the question of sovereign Ukraine were to play a significant 

role with the outbreak of World War II. As it happened during World War I, Ukrainian-

Canadians were once again ‘viewed with suspicion’ (Kordan and Luciuk 8). The Canadian 

government could not afford to support Ukrainians in their struggle for Ukrainian 

sovereignty because it was conflicting with the views of the allied forces and thus ‘the 

demands of total war and Canadian foreign policy far outweighed the importance of support 

for an independent Ukraine’ (Kordan and Luciuk 8). Moreover, the Canadian government 

recognised an urgent need to take control of the tide of nationalism in the Ukrainian-

Canadian community (cf. Kordan and Luciuk 9). This was achieved by uniting Ukrainian 

political groups under ‘a single federating organisation’ (94), i.e. the Ukrainian Canadian 

Committee established in 1940 (cf. Kordan and Luciuk 94).121  

 Despite the fact that for the majority of interwar immigrants, Canada was ‘at best a 

second choice’ (Kaye and Swyripa 51) because it was Ukraine and its freedom that was their 

priority, the concern about their position in Canada in terms of their fully-fledged 

membership in the Canadian society also emerged (cf. Kordan and Luciuk 7). Consequently, 

it was generally accepted that for the sake of ‘the Ukrainian cause’ (Kaye and Swyripa 52), 

the Ukrainian-Canadians should also strive for their valuable contribution to Canadian life in 

all its aspects (cf. Kordan and Luciuk 6). It began to be widely held that, using Kordan and 

Luciuk’s words, ‘to be a good Ukrainian one had to be a good Canadian’ (6). The importance 

of this phenomenon needs to be highlighted because it may suggest the beginnings of 

Ukrainian-Canadian identity that finally had the grounds on which to be firmly established. 

We should remember that, apart from immigrants, the Ukrainian community in Canada also 

consisted of Ukrainians born in this country, the number of whom was certainly growing.122 

Surely, the idea that welcomed the notion of acknowledging both backgrounds on equal 

terms must have provided at least some sense of security to the immigrants’ children born in 

Canada, ‘the first Ukrainian-Canadians, […] the problematic ones, the citizens balanced on 

the contradiction between a desire to pay respect to the roots of their ancestors, and the need 

to endorse their own Canadian experience’ (Kostash 1992a, 21). 

 On the 21st of September 1936, Lord Tweedsmuir visited the Ukrainian-Canadians in 

Manitoba. The speech that he gave became the historic event considered to be the ‘official 

legitimisation for ethnic distinctiveness within Canada’ (Kordan and Luciuk 63). Among 

                                                 
121 As should be added, the UCC ‘spoke for all but the Communists who rejected it and were rejected by it’ (Gerus and Rea 
in Grekul 2005, 5). Both Potrebenko (cf. 1977, 270-73) and Kostash (cf. 1992a, 323-24 and 345-59) mention the formation 
and function of the committee.   
122 According to the 1961 census, 77 per cent (363,228) of Ukrainians in Canada were born in this country (cf. Darcovich 9).   
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many words of praise for Ukrainian-Canadians, Lord Tweedsmuir stated that the members of 

this community ‘have become good Canadians’ (Kordan and Luciuk 64), but also assured 

them that: 

The Ukrainian element is a very valuable contribution to our new Canada. I wish to say one thing to you. 
You have accepted the duties and loyalties as you have acquired the privileges of Canadian citizens, but I 
want you also to remember your old Ukrainian traditions – your beautiful handicrafts, your folksongs and 
dances and your folk legends. I do not believe that any people can be strong unless they remember and 
keep in touch with all their past. Your traditions are valuable contributions towards our Canadian culture 
which cannot be a copy of any one old thing – it must be a new thing created by the contributions of all 
the elements that make up the nation.123 
 

Undeniably, this speech, closed with its most powerful statement that ‘[y]ou will all be better 

Canadians for being also good Ukrainians’ (in Kordan and Luciuk 64), was a strong stimulus 

for Ukrainian-Canadians and their Ukrainian ethnic identity which until then was disregarded 

(cf. Kordan and Luciuk 6).    

 Nevertheless, the dispute over the meaning of Ukrainian identity in Canada continued 

within the community. Moreover, its resolution was hindered by the arrival of the third-wave 

immigrants who could be characterised as ‘pro-nationalistic dissident intellectuals’ (Grekul 

2005, 52). They brought with them completely different perspectives on the issue and 

introduced, using Luciuk’s words, ‘a new form of Ukrainian ethnicity’ (1980, 91) which was 

heavily influenced by their experiences of World War II and the Displaced Persons’ camps; 

the experiences which were considerably different from those of Ukrainian pioneers, the 

interwar immigrants, but also Ukrainians born in Canada. As Luciuk states: 

Many spent several years in the camps. Their hope never entirely disappeared, for the ‘DP’s’ carried out 
of their camps a consciousness of Ukrainian identification so intense and distinct that it appeared almost 
alien to their predecessors in the ‘New World’. (1980, 90) 
 

This fact led to another conflict within the community. In his work, Luciuk presents the 

statements of the members of conflicting sides whom he interviewed in 1978 (cf. Luciuk 

1980, 90-91). The comparison of those statements reveals that both groups accused the other 

of the same thing, just as it was in the case of the previous conflict. This is how the situation 

was seen from the perspective of a Ukrainian, who resided in Canada already before World 

War II:  

We were hoping that we’d get new people for our groups. New blood to pick up our spirits, get new ideas 
into our movement and keep our organisations alive. But it didn’t happen that way. The newcomers came 
to us at first but soon after troubles started. The old timers swore that the newcomers were too 
inexperienced in Canada to be allowed access to executive positions. They, on the other hand, felt that 
theirs was the only right idea of what a Ukrainian was. And so it all went to nothing. Resentments set in, 
disillusionment. They, we called them the DP’s because it was a bit insulting, forgot us and started to try 
and show us how superior they were. […] I think they were just a very different sort of beast from what 

                                                 
123 Quoted from his speech given during Lord Tweedsmuir’s Visit to Ukrainian Canadians, Fraserwood, Manitoba, 
September 21, 1936 (in Kordan and Luciuk 64). 
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we had become over time in Canada. They came from Ukraine I had never known and one which most of 
us had no experience of. That’s why they were like they were. On the other hand, they didn’t have any 
idea about what things had been like here for those of us who emigrated well before World War II. So 
they weren’t entirely correct in their comments about us. Just different ideas, two different worlds 
coming together I guess.124 

 
The ‘gap’ between the groups of Ukrainian immigrants was too significant to be overcome. 

The conflict limited the interaction and communication between them and thus, as Darcovich 

puts it, ‘the attitude of estrangement’ (8) set in.125 Even the struggle for the same principle, 

i.e. the freedom of Ukraine, was considered in diverse terms.126 The third-wave immigrants 

took up their own path by establishing their own organisation, i.e. the Canadian League for 

the Liberation of Ukraine, which, in Luciuk’s view, ‘was rarely to be overshadowed’ (1980, 

99).  

 In one of her essays, Kostash states that each generation re-define themselves in an 

idiosyncratic way that distinguishes them from their previous generations, which is due to the 

fact that ‘[o]ur evolution seems unavoidable’ (1994, 5) on the whole. The discussion above 

proves that this may have referred not only to various generations of Ukrainian immigrants, 

but also to the Ukrainian-Canadian community in general and to Ukrainian immigrant 

generations arriving at different phases of their entire migration movement to Canada in 

particular. The disagreements arising in the Ukrainian-Canadian community ‘were,’ as 

Kostash states, ‘symptomatic of a more fundamental disharmony within the community that 

was as inevitable as the development of social, economic, and cultural differences among 

them’ (1992a, 344). And so, we see that the Ukrainian-Canadian community is, and should 

be considered as, a multi-faceted group (cf. Kostash 1992a, 344). To treat its members 

otherwise, would deny them their individualism and would equal, as Kostash points out, ‘in 

fact a patronising attitude, close to “all Ukrainians look alike the same,” which does not 

allow for the socio-economic and political stratifications among “ethnics” which it allows 

everywhere in discussions of Anglo-Canadian society’ (1992a, 344).127    

                                                 
124 Quoted from an interview conducted by Luciuk in Kingston on 10th Novemebe, 1977 (cf. Luciuk 1980, 90-91). 
125 What should be added here is Kostash’s remark that provides us with another view from which we can consider the intra-
divisions in the Ukrainian-Canadian community. ‘The ideological conflict of whose Ukrainianism was purer, sounder, and 
more antiquated was,’ Kostash claims, ‘a struggle for bishops and intelligentsia. The people themselves carried on as they 
had more or less always done – Catholics, Orthodox, Communist – according to the ways they knew. Their “nationalism” and 
that of the intellectual and social elite are not to be confused’ (1992a, 343). 
126 In his documentary My Mother’s Village, John Paskievich presents the interviews with the members of his generation 
(Bohdana Bashuk, a Ukrainian-Canadian filmmaker; George Melnyk, a Ukrainian-Canadian writer; Lecia Polujan, a 
Ukrainian-Canadian dancer) who, being the children of political refugees and Displaced People, i.e. the third-wave Ukrainian 
immigrants, talk about how ‘the Ukrainian cause’ was instilled into them by their parents.   
127 This statement follows Kostash’s preceding observation that ‘[o]ne may have deplored the “existence of violent 
disharmonies” as a “serious obstacle not only to the Ukrainian ideal of national independence in Europe but also to the 
harmonious integration of the Ukrainians into the national life of Canada.” […] But this ignores the reality that by the thirties 
the Ukrainian-Canadians were not a homogenous group that could be lumped together under the catch-all phrase “Ukrainian” 
and therefore absorbed holus-bolus into the Canadian mainstream like a lump of fat into a vegetable stew’ (1992a, 344). 
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4.2. Ukrainian-Canadian Identity and Literature 

Among the leading Ukrainian writers of the period after the Second World War, we should 

name the novelist Ulas Samchuk, but also the poets like Yar Slavutych, Borys Oleksandriv 

and Volodymyr Skorupsky (cf. Struk 96-103). Engaged in writing before coming to Canada, 

these writers continued their careers in the new land (cf. Struk 96). Some of them, like Yar 

Slavutych, managed to ‘synthesise [their] Ukrainian past with [their] Canadian present’ 

(Struk 97) and to express the outcome in their works. All of the above mentioned authors 

came from Ukraine and wrote in Ukrainian, hence they are usually classified as ‘Ukrainian 

Émigré’ (90) writers in Canada (cf. Struk 88-103). 

 The arrival of the post-war immigrants marked a milestone in the development of 

Ukrainian-Canadian experience, its history and culture. As Balan and Klynovy point out, the 

group of newcomers ‘found in Canada only remnants of the once-vibrant Ukrainian literature 

of the pioneer and interwar eras: the novelist Illia Kiriak (Kyriiak), the poet Victor 

Kupchenko, and the dramatist Semen Kowbel (Kovbel)’ (‘Introduction’ xv). In view of such 

circumstances, the post-war immigrants united their efforts to regenerate the cultural activity 

of the Ukrainian-Canadian community (cf. Grekul 2005, 52-3). The importance of their 

attempts is recognised by scholars. While Grekul points to their work as charting a specific 

course in the history of Ukrainian-Canadian identity which she distinguishes as ‘a Ukrainian 

cultural revival’128 (2005, 53), Klymasz hypothesises the Ukrainian-Canadian community’s 

disintegration into, what he calls, ‘a “dormant” ethnocultural group, were it not for the 

hypertrophic impact of thousands of Ukrainian war refugees (“Displaced Persons”)’ (1983, 

175).129  

 Some of the literary works of ‘Ukrainian Émigré’ writers can be found in the anthology 

Yarmarok: Ukrainian Writing in Canada Since the Second World War (1987) edited by Jars 

Balan and Yuri Klynovy. The significance of this collection should be recognised for two 

main reasons: firstly, it is the first major anthology of Ukrainian-Canadian literature (cf. 

Ledohowski 2007, 123), and secondly, apart from paying attention to the literary 

                                                 
128 It is characterised by the special emphasis the émigrés placed on the folklore of ‘Ukrainian music, dance, and literary 
traditions’ (Grekul 2005, 53-56), which was also endorsed by the policy of multiculturalism (cf. 2005, 61). Such rejuvenation 
of culture as fostered by third-wave immigrants met with disagreement on the side of those Ukrainian-Canadians already 
residing in Canada (cf. Grekul 2005, 54). In their view, ‘ethnicity’ promoted by émigrés was fossilised and commercialised 
by them (cf. Grekul 2005, 54). Consequently, as Grekul informs us, many Ukrainian-Canadian scholars (Steve Prystupa, 
Roman Onifrijchuk, Zenon Pohorecky), artists (Natalka Husar, William Kurelek, Peter Shostak) and writers (Kostash, 
Potrebenko, Ryga, Haas, Suknaksi) manifested in their works their disapproval of the folkloric Ukrainian-Canadianness, 
finding it not suitable enough to embrace all intricacies and meanings of this identity (cf. 2005, 56-62). This issue will again 
be addressed here when analysing Grekul’s Kalyna's Song (cf. here Chapter 5.6.).     
129 In fact, Grekul bases her observations on Klymasz’s statements above, which she also quotes (cf. 2005, 53). Likewise, 
Ledohowski refers to and quotes the same line by Klymasz (cf. 2007, 119). For the third-wave émigrés’ contribution to 
Ukrainian-Canadian culture/literature see also Balan’s ‘Introduction’ in Yarmarok.  
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achievements of the third-wave immigrant writers, it also declares the already strong, but 

continuously evolving, presence of a new generation of writers that the post-war period is 

also marked by (cf. Balan and Klynovy, ‘Introduction’ xviii). 130 The generation in question 

includes the ‘anglophone writers of Ukrainian origin, born in Canada, whose works are part 

of Canadian literature’ (Balan and Klynovy, ‘Introduction’ xv).  

 Writing in English and from the perspective of a Ukrainian-Canadian, the writers in 

question have opened a new literary space for those wandering in between the two worlds, 

namely Ukraine and Canada. Their works have great novelty value not only for literature, but 

also for the general discussion on identity/identities. Their pioneer is Vera Lysenko who is 

considered to be the community’s ‘first successful writer in English’ (Balan and Klynowy, 

‘Introduction’ xviii).131 As Balan and Klynovy confirm in Yarmarok, the list of Ukrainian-

Canadian writers who have succeeded Lysenko contains more and more authors, whom they 

classify as those already widely acknowledged, but also those perhaps not as renowned but 

equally engaged in their profession, as well as those who have only started to break through 

with their writing (cf. ‘Introduction’ xviii).132  

 Such categorisation of Ukrainian-Canadian writers as performed by Balan and Klynovy 

in Yarmarok is undeniably crucial for Ukrainian-Canadian literary scholarship and the 

compilation of its bibliographical data. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that literature 

                                                 
130 As Grekul explains, the beginnings of Ukrainian-Canadian literature about ethnic experiences are to be traced only back 
to the 1970s (cf. 2004, 371). Due to the policy of assimilation that was carried out before those years, there were almost none 
of Ukrainian-Canadian writers, with the exception of Vera Lysenko and Illia Kiriak, who dealt with their ethnicity in the 
English-language works (cf. Grekul 2004, 371). It is only since the 1970s that the situation changed as a result of, as Grekul 
claims, the transformation in national politics, i.e. the shift away from assimilationist tendencies ‘to the mosaic model of 
Canadian nationhood’ (2004, 371; cf. also 2005, 49-50).   
131 It should be mentioned here that it is in fact another writer, namely Anna Kuryla Bychinsky, who is identified by Jars 
Balan as ‘the first author to place several works of short fiction in English Canadian periodicals’ (‘The Unsung Pioneer’ 15). 
Bychynsky was born in the US, but together with her husband Sigmund Bychynsky frequently crossed the border between 
the US and Canada, resettling in these countries (cf. Balan, ‘The Unsung Pioneer’ 1-18). Her two short stories, ‘The Dowry’ 
(1926) and ‘Zonia’s Revolt’ (1924), were published by MacLean’s magazine (cf. Balan, ‘The Unsung Pioneer’ 15), the event 
of which ‘represented,’ according to Balan, ‘an important victory for Ukrainian Canadians given the anti-immigrant 
sentiment that was still pervasive in Canadian society in the wake of the Great War and the Winnipeg General Strike’ (15). 
Thus, her work needs to be given credit as, in Balan’s words, ‘[i]t would be another twenty years before William Paluk, Vera 
Lysenko and Maara Haas would equal Anna Bychynsky’s accomplishment in successfully writing in English’ (‘The Unsung 
Pioneer’ 15). I would like to thank here Jars Balan who generously supplied me with his unpublished article ‘The Unsung 
Pioneer of Ukrainian Canadian Letters: The Life of the Author, Editor and Literary Translator, Sigmund Bychinsky’ (its 
Ukrainian-language version was published in the novel by Sigmund Bychinsky, Kliuch zhuravliv; see here, ‘Works Cited and 
Consulted’ for its bibliographical data), as well as Bychynsky’s stories, manuscript and letters to the writer from, e.g. the 
editor of MacLean’s as well as other articles (e.g., ‘Heights Pair Observe 50th Wedding Year’ from Elmira Star Gazzette 
[1931], or Bychynsky’s article ‘The Pioneering of the Ukrainians’ in Edmonton Journal [1920]). 
132 Within the first group the following writers were included: George Ryga, Maara Haas, Myrna Kostash, and Andrew 
Suknaski. The second group includes such authors as Dennis Gruending, Michael John Nimchuk, Ray Serwylo, Larry 
Zacharko, Helen Potrebenko, and Ted Galay, while the third one is to be represented by Ruth Andrishak and Bob Wakulich 
(cf. Balan and Klynovy, ‘Introduction’ xviii). Apart from these authors, Yarmarok also includes the following writers of 
Ukrainian heritage and born in Canada (in order of appearance): Jars Balan, Candace Cael Carman, Brian Dedora, Oksana 
Jendyk, Janice Kulyk Keefer, Nick Mitchell, and George Morrissette. It should be noted here that Grekul also uses Balan and 
Klynovy’s remarks as a starting point for her observations concerning the historical evolution of Ukrainian-Canadian 
literature in the context of a simultaneous development of Canadian multiculturalism (cf. 2005, 49-62). 



 102

is not stagnant, but dynamic and shifting. Setting its own course, it renders all attempts at 

categorisation and canonisation largely arbitrary. Thus, a literary classification, like Balan 

and Klynovy’s, is likely to alter within decades. As the editors of Yarmarok themselves 

recognise with respect to ‘a few beginners with little or no publishing experience’ 

(‘Introduction’ xviii), whom they include as contributors to the anthology, ‘[s]ome in this 

category are bound to fall by the wayside’ (xviii). Equally, some of the writers mentioned by 

them were bound to gain in significance as literary personae. To give an example, we should 

point to Janice Kulyk Keefer who, at the time Yarmarok was published, was only starting her 

writing career, but now is a prominent writer whose name is to be placed at the side of, if not 

above, such names as Ryga, Haas, Kostash and Suknaski.  

 In fact, it is Janice Kulyk Keefer who, almost one decade after the publication of 

Yarmarok, created a work that might be seen ‘as a sequel to Jars Balan’s ground-breaking 

1987 anthology’ (Melnyk 2000, 160).133 In 1998, the writer and Solomea Pavlychko 

published Two Lands, New Visions: Stories from Canada and Ukraine. The work 

incorporates the stories of contemporary authors from Ukraine as well as Canadian authors of 

Ukrainian descent, and thus, in words of Kulyk Keefer, this anthology ‘has a different scope 

and aim’ (1998b, ix) than Balan and Klynovy’s collection. Nevertheless, it is still useful for 

detecting the development of Ukrainian-Canadian literature as it includes a number of names 

of Ukrainian-Canadian authors out of which only four appeared previously in Balan and 

Klynovy’s work.134 This aspect is worth underlining particularly in view of the fact that, 

again almost one decade later but this time following Kulyk Keefer and Pavlychko’s 

anthology, another collection of works by Ukrainian-Canadian authors appeared, namely 

Kobzar’s Children: A Century of Untold Ukrainian Stories (2006) edited by Marsha Forchuk 

Skrypuch, which contains none of the names mentioned in the two previous anthologies.135  

 In her review of Forchuk Skrypuch’s collection, Grekul is highly critical of the 

anthology, and more particularly the quality of most of the literary pieces included there (cf. 

                                                 
133 As Ledohowski informs us it was, in fact, ‘in 1992’ that ‘Prairie Fire magazine produced a companion edition to 
Yarmarok, publishing Ukrainian-Canadian pieces as a way of celebrating one hundred years of Ukrainian settlement in 
Canada’ (2007, 123).  
134 The re-appearing names include: Ray Serwylo and Myrna Kostash, contributors to the collection; Marco Carynnyk, the 
translator of the stories from the Ukrainian section (it should be noted that Carynnyk was not born in Canada, see Balan and 
Klynovy, ‘Introduction’ xvii and Yarmarok 309-10); and Janice Kulyk Keefer, the editor. The ‘new’ names are (in order of 
appearance): Barbara Scott, Mary Borsky, Lida Somchynsky, Chrystia Chomiak, Patricia Abram, Marusya Bociurkiw, 
Martha Blum, and Kathie Kolybaba.  
135 This collection is comprised of works by the following authors: Olga Prychodko, Danny Evanishen, Kim Pawliw, Brenda 
Hasiuk, Marsha Forchuk Skrypuch, Linda Mikolayenko, Sonja Dunn, Stefan Petelycky, Natalia Buchok, Larry Warwaruk, 
Cornelia Bilinsky, and Paulette MacQuarrie.  
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2007a, 146). While the scholar’s criticism in this respect is convincing, her following point is 

more questionable: 

Some scholarly readers may lament the fact that, in choosing contributors from her “email critique 
group” (most of them novice writers), Skrypuch overlooked the most senior, established Ukrainian 
Canadian authors (Kostash, Janice Kulyk Keefer), the most exciting new voices (Martha Blum, Anthony 
Bidulka), and mid-career writers such as Marusya Bociurkiw, Sonja Grekol, and Nancy Holmes.136 
(2007a, 146) 
 

Whether Forchuk Skrypuch’s editorial choice is a matter of ‘overlooking’ is rather 

ambivalent for if the anthology had not failed in terms of the literary quality of the pieces 

selected, as Grekul rightly points out, it could have become, using Grekul’s words, ‘the 

showcase of groundbreaking, provocative contemporary Ukrainian Canadian writing’ 

(2007a, 146) precisely due to the fact that ‘Kobzar’s Children is not directed at an audience 

of academics: it is instead intended to motivate readers to find their voices and write their 

stories […]. […] [it] seeks to encourage readers to become writers’ (146), which Grekul 

herself recognises.  

 As evident above, at Forchuk Skrypuch’s suggestion of the ‘representative’ Ukrainian-

Canadian authors, Grekul is ready to provide another classification of writers. In this way, 

they are both engaged in creating a dialogue, or discourse (cf. Mycak 89), that continues to 

manifest what Balan and Klynovy already set out for the works collected in their 1987 

anthology, namely to ‘express a contemporary Ukrainian identity’ (‘Preface’ xi) so that, 

despite the probably unsuccessful literary endeavours of some, ‘a Ukrainian presence 

[would] continue to be felt in Canadian writing for the foreseeable future’ (Balan and 

Klynovy, ‘Introduction’ xix).   

 That Balan and Klynovy mention the aspect of identity in their preface and introduction 

to an anthology of Ukrainian-Canadian literature is particularly important. It is precisely this 

very aspect of identity that Sonia Mycak sees as ‘both the reason for and result of’ (93) the 

literature in question.137 In fact, it is ‘the desire to negotiate or affirm an identity’ (93), so 

evident in the pieces of Ukrainian-Canadian short fiction which Mycak analyses, that makes 

Mycak put forward an idea concerning Ukrainian-Canadian literature on the whole; that, 

contrary to literary criticism prescriptions of making a difference between the narrator and 

                                                 
136 Grekul herself may be positioned somewhere between a novice and a mid-career writer as she is the author of her, so far 
the only, novel Kalyna's Song (2003) and her scholarly work on Ukrainian-Canadian literature Leaving Shadows: Literature 
in English by Canada’s Ukrainians (2005).  
137 This is her response to the suggestion made by Balan in Yarmarok. Having quoted Balan’s statement that ‘it seems that 
continuously ethnic currents are beginning to develop within mainstream Canadian literature the way feminist and regional 
tendencies have already emerged’ (in Mycak 93), Mycak concludes, ‘I would further this by emphasising the creation of an 
identity which is part Ukrainian, visible and enduring as both the reason and result of the literary sub-culture he names’ (93). 
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the author of the text, as well as, contrary to the poststructuralist proclamation of ‘the death 

of the author’138 (cf. Mycak 79-81): 

[…] in Canadian-Ukrainian […] fiction these distinctions are blurred. Whilst there are definite instances 
where the narrator cannot be mistaken for the author […], more often than not what should be three (or at 
least two) different identities merge into one. In other words, what begins as the fictional creation of a 
speaking subject (either a character or a narrator) becomes the construction of an author-persona through 
our reading of the text. The artist and the creation become one and the same; what is now recoverable 
through the text is an effigy of the author rather than the narrative voice, with the result that the author is 
reduced to an act of enunciation spoken by a narrator or character within the text. (84)  
 

Mycak recognises such a revival of the author as expressive of ‘a re-introduction of 

traditional authorial forms’ (81) in Ukrainian-Canadian texts, but I would like to put more 

emphasis on what the scholar suggests further on in her analysis, namely that ‘the mimetic 

strategies in these works disguise the ontological insecurity of the author and the text’ (91; 

emphasis added). I would argue that Mycak’s remark has uncovered the crucial feature that 

characterises not only Ukrainian-Canadian literature, but also the Ukrainian-Canadian 

experience in general, thus defining the problematics of Ukrainian-Canadian identity.      

 While Mycak talks about ‘the ontological insecurity of the author and the text,’ 

Ledohowski reverberates this idea when she argues in her thesis that Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature is characterised by their authors’ and/or characters’ ‘anxiety about subjectivity’ (ii, 

online). Despite differences in her formulations, Ledohowski’s argument seems to arise from 

the same precept as Mycak’s idea does. Similarly to Mycak, Ledohowski argues that 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature shows the ‘desire to affix ethnicity […]’ (35, online) which 

happens due to ‘lacking meaningful public and private recognition of ethnic group 

membership […]’ (ii, online) and gives rise to the aforementioned anxiety (cf. ii, online).139 

                                                 
138 Mycak supports her claims basing on the work by Roland Barthes (‘The Death of the Author’) as well as works by Michel 
Foucault (‘What is an Author?’ and ‘Orders of Discourse’).  
139 It should be emphasised that both Mycak and Ledohowski point to the desire of Ukrainian-Canadian literature for identity 
affixation or affirmation accelerated by no legitimate recognition of Ukrainian-Canadian identity, but propose different 
means of attempting to achieve it. Mycak argues that because Ukrainian-Canadian identity/voice has been marginal for so 
long (cf. Mycak 93), the authorial position in Ukrainian-Canadian literature has been vested with great importance so that 
‘with a more “present” persona comes a sense of heightened consciousness, identification, recognition, continuity and the 
creation of a stable, legitimate place’ (94). As a result, ‘the persona of the author has become the site of identity and a new 
point of centrality from which previously peripheral Canadian-Ukrainian voice now speaks’ (Mycak 94). Consequently, 
although the importance of the author is, according to Mycak, connected with re-launching traditional narrative forms, such a 
retrieval of a Ukrainian-Canadian standpoint from the margins of Canadian discourse is seen by her as, in fact, challenging 
the norm (cf. 94). Ledohowski’s idea is that the desire in question is attempted to be fulfilled in Ukrainian-Canadian literature 
by trying ‘to affix their [Ukrainian-Canadians’] ethnic identities to a set of external symbols to replace a lost language and 
homeland’ (206, online). One of such symbols is the notion of ‘home’ which Ledohowski sees ‘as an important ethnic 
symbol’ (34, online) functioning in Ukrainian-Canadian literature ‘as interrelated and mutable’ (34) with ethnicity. Thus, in 
the specific context of Ukrainian-Canadian literature, Ledohowski reads ‘home’ as ‘the dominant metaphor informing 
Ukrainian-Canadian identity’ (22, online). More precisely, it is Ukraine that becomes in her view ‘a vexed trope for ethnic 
identity formation’ (25, online). Thus, Ledohowski argues that ‘[i]n the particular case of Ukrainian-Canadian literature, the 
“search for the location in which the self is ‘at home’” takes on an interesting dynamics as the Ukrainian-Canadian subjects 
of the texts I study seek to define Ukraine as a kind of absent/present “home”’ (21, online). It is achieved by the 
writers’/characters’ ‘attempt to locate Ukraine on the Canadian prairie’ (iii, online) or ‘in post-independence Ukraine’ (iii). 
But because these attempts are unsuccessful, they ‘give rise to unsettled and ghostly images that signal ethnic unease […]’ 
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Both scholars argue that Ukrainian-Canadian literature has nothing, or at least very little, to 

do with postmodern fiction or postmodern debates on identity as its authors attempt to 

reinstall traditional forms of either a narrative or identification.  

 Mycak’s ideas concern the former as the critic tries to show chosen Ukrainian-

Canadian literary pieces as ‘reinstating traditional notions of imitation and dynamics which 

restore the author to his or her position as begetter or the text’ (90). The scholar concludes 

her thoughts: 

If this be the case, the Canadian-Ukrainian text defies modern poetics […]. The works exhibit little modernist or 
postmodernist characteristics of twentieth century fiction which appear to challenge the representation of reality, the 
solidity of meaning, definability of experience or unity of perception and self. […] The result is the illusion that 
reality is referential, fully signifiable and external to the text. (90-91)  
 

Ledhowski, on the other hand, argues for the latter, stating that not only does Ukrainian-

Canadian literature present Ukrainian-Canadians as ‘[…] at least one ethnic group [that] 

longs for a traditional model of a stable self’ (220, online) which is done ‘despite metaphors 

of mobility, postmodern play with multiplicity, and discourses of instability […]’ (220), but 

also that the literature in question, ‘by constantly preferring conventional images of ethnic 

subjectivity over images of mobility or those that question transactional power imbalances’ 

(24): 

[…] appears strangely out of date and out of touch with other contemporary thought on the formation of 
identities, and if there was not so much a substantial body of work presenting a similar outlook, we could 
dismiss this literature that quests for a stable Ukrainian-Canadian identity through the image of a stable 
‘home’ as anomalous. (24) 

 
While I could agree with the first two ideas of both scholars, namely those concerning the 

desire for a stable identity seen as present among Ukrainian-Canadians and/or in Ukrainian-

Canadian literature which happens due to the scarcity of legitimate public and private 

recognition and that such a status quo may effectuate a common feeling of apprehension 

visible in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, my understanding departs from Mycak’s and,  

particularly, Ledohowski’s with respect to their latter argument.140  

 Contrary to Mycak and Ledohowski, I would argue that Ukrainian-Canadian literature 

may be seen as revealing some postmodern tendencies due to the identity-dilemma141 that 

                                                                                                                                                         
(iii, online). One of such ghostly images is, according to Ledohowski, Ukraine itself as it ‘haunts Ukrainian-Canadians and 
informs their conception and construction of themselves as an ethnic and diasporic community within Canada’ (23, online). 
140 I refer here specifically to Ledohowski because, as shown, her argument concerns directly the construction of identity in 
Ukrainian-Canadian literature while Mycak’s idea focuses mainly on the literature’s narrative construction. It should be 
added that Melnyk also rejects the idea that Ukrainian-Canadian works contain any significant features of the postmodern 
writing (cf. 2000, 161).   
141 I will henceforth use this term which rephrases Giddens’s notion of ‘dilemmas of the self’ (2003, 187; cf. here subchapter 
2.1.) in order to make it more explicit here that I see Ukrainian-Canadian anxiety as conditioned by the circumstances of the 
modern world, contrary to Ledohowski who, as shown, rejects such connections and who refers to the feeling of anxiety that 
she identifies in Ukrainian-Canadian literature as ethnically-oriented. As the scholar herself explains, her ‘study foregrounds 
ethnic subjectivity […]’ (19, online) and so, ‘significant ethnic unease’ (iii) lies at its core.  
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underwrites it and, most importantly, due to the models of identities constructed by 

Ukrainian-Canadian authors in their works. As a consequence of these two features, 

particularly the latter one, it is my contention that Ukrainian-Canadian literature contributes 

effectively to the ongoing postmodern identity discourses.142 

 The longing for ‘a stable self’ (Ledohowski 220, online) may be seen as quite self-

evident in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. But the idea that such a desire is present in 

Ukrainian-Canadian works does not render identity as stable or fixed because, as concluded 

in subchapter 2.1. (cf. Woodward), longing for stabilisation is not the same as a stabilised 

identity. Even more than that, the desire to belong, to be fixed, in a world where such a kind 

of belonging is so much contested may indeed direct us towards this constant journey that the 

notion of identity has become (cf. subchapter 2.1.). Consequently, a desire for a form of 

conventional existence as defined by Ledohowski is certainly conspicuous in Ukrainian-

Canadian literature, but it does not render identities presented in this literature alike.  

 In fact, the Ukrainian-Canadian experience itself may serve as an example reflecting 

the perplexity and uncertainty, to put it briefly identity-dilemma, characteristic of our 

postmodern world.143 As shown in subchapter 2.1., migration, border-crossing and the 

consecutive displacement belong to the dynamics accelerating (self-)doubt.144 The purpose of 

the preceding subchapter (4.1.) was to show that this (general) condition relates to the 

(specific) condition of Ukrainian-Canadians. The displacement and marginalisation 

experienced by each group of Ukrainian immigrants resulted in their uncertainty about their 

identity/identities and place of belonging. But what needs to be underscored in this respect is 

the fact that the immigrants’ dilemma about identity, which may be seen as postmodern, is 

                                                 
142 The fact that Ledohowski sees the literature in question as opposing the postmodern dialectic is quite surprising. As 
already shown, stating such an argument, Ledohowski heavily relies on her observation about the longing for identity 
affixation. This is interesting because, besides the fact that she does recognise ‘the elastic flexibility and durability of 
ethnicity as a construct, suggesting that anxiety will be the perpetual result of indulging in a utopian fantasy of belonging’ 
(15, online) or that she in fact mentions ‘identities that are multiple and confilicting (ethnic and empowered, Ukrainian and 
Canadian, rooted and diasporic, unified and split)’ (217, online) and ‘Ukrainian-Canadianness [that] has struggled […] to 
both preserve (inherit) and construct (acquire)’ (217, online) itself, her thesis shows that Ukrainian-Canadian literary attempts 
to stabilise ethnicity are to no avail and thus they prove an attempt at such identity affixation an impossibility. As 
Ledohowski herself states, ‘[t]hese attempts to situate a Ukrainian “home” on the Canadian prairie landscape fail to produce a 
sense of ease for Ukrainian-Canadians, as they remain unable to construct a stable ethnic identity, despite longing for one’ 
(144, online). In my view, this inability/impossibility and the constant will to continue the search lays the very basis for a 
postmodern reading of (literary as well as virtual) Ukrainian-Canadian identities and should be seen as the very proof of 
Ukrainian-Canadian literature’s contribution to postmodern discussions, which, in Lindy Ledohowski’s view, Ukrainian-
Canadian literature so much contravenes. 
143 John Paskievich states in his documentary My Mother’s Village that ‘[p]sychological and physical displacements seem to 
be the central condition of our century’ (01,18,36-01,18,40). His film, and particularly his interviews with the representatives 
of the offspring of the DP generation included there, expose the extent to which Paskievich’s general remark above refers 
specifically to Ukrainian-Canadians.   
144 Cf. also Ashcroft et al. who point out this aspect, stating that ‘[a] valid and active sense of self may have been eroded by 
dislocation, resulting from migration, the experience of enslavement, transportation, or ‘voluntary’ removal for indentured 
labour’ (9).  
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deeply transgenerational (cf. subchapter 2.3.1.). For the conflict of identity/identities has 

been settled neither by Ukrainian immigrants nor their progeny raised in Canada.  

 The aspect of perplexity connected with (self-)identification of the uprooted 

generations, i.e. Ukrainian immigrants, as transferred to their offspring and singeing their 

mentalities, is often recognised,145 but what should be more emphasised is, in my mind, the 

fact that the identity crisis of Ukrainian immigrants also took place prior to the event of their 

first emigration. The aim of subchapter 3.1. was to make this point explicit; marginalisation 

and displacement were experienced by Ukrainians already in their homeland due to the 

historical circumstances which condemned Ukraine to a, virtually everlasting, foreign rule. 

As Janice Kulyk Keefer points out, ‘for Ukrainians one’s identity has always been embattled 

and threatened, one’s culture and language deformed by the imperial experience’ (in Clayton 

188). Elsewhere, the writer illustrates this historical condition by means of a personal 

context, referring to her mother’s experience in Ukraine and its connection to what she 

confronted in Canada: 

[…] my mother was born into a condition of otherness and marginality as well as hybridity. […] Perhaps 
her ‘Old-World’ experience of being ‘othered’ prepared her for the prejudice and suspicion to which her 
Slavic origins exposed her in Depression-era Toronto and afterwards. (2000, 3) 

 
The above might be referred to Ukrainians of different immigration waves (cf. subchapter 

3.2.), each defined by separate circumstances of individual experience, but all governed by a 

general ‘condition of otherness and marginality as well as hybridity’ of Ukrainian immigrants 

both in Ukraine and Canada. 

 We see thus that the identity-dilemma of Ukrainian immigrants is in fact doubled, i.e. 

connected with what they experienced in their homeland prior to their emigration as well as 

what they experienced afterwards in Canada and due to their migration.146 And it was passed 

on in such a form to their offspring.147 The extent of oppression and displacement 

                                                 
145 As is the idea that the same might be referred to other ethnic groups. In her essay, Redl discusses the work of different 
transcultural writers, stating that ‘one might question if it is possible to read fiction focusing on any subject which is written 
by a transcultural writer of either gender or of any ethnic group without the gnawing sense of the pervasive dispossession and 
displacement encompassing the world of the hyphenated-Canadian’ (28).  
146 This anxiety over identity also includes, as Kulyk Keefer points out, ‘actual deprivation and an acute anxiety that may 
persist long after material success has been achieved’ (1998d, 102) by immigrant families. The writer talks about her family’s 
constant fear of being sent back and their everlasting worries about making ends meet when beginning their lives in Toronto 
in the 1930s (cf. 1998d, 102).  
147 Kulyk Keefer refers to this in her essay ‘Personal and Public Records,’ reflecting upon her mother’s experiences in 
Ukraine and Canada, which have influenced her own, and shows ‘how deeply and intricately woven are the constituents of 
ethnicity as I have experienced them, and as my family has passed them down to me’ (3). Elsewhere, she concludes that the 
state of perpetual anxiety is conferred upon the immigrants’ offspring to such an extent that ‘a conflicted rather than 
mindlessly celebratory mode of existence and identity can become the norm’ (1998d, 106). When she specifies the nature of 
the anxiety passed on to her, the writer mentions ‘[t]he fear and instability my family had felt about being immigrants’ 
(1998d, 106) as well as the conflicted and ‘split’ (106) Ukrainian community of the day (cf. 1998d, 106). Grekul, on the other 
hand, mentions the ‘shame about […] ethnic culture; [and] the desire to “pass”’ (9) that those who were forced to assimilate 
bestowed on new generations (cf. 2005, 9).  
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experienced by immigrant generations cannot be easily forgotten by Ukrainian-Canadians. It 

seems in fact that no detachment or distance from its memory is possible,148 which becomes a 

general notion valid for particular individuals. While Halya Kuchmij, the daughter of 

Ukrainian third-wave immigrants, confirms that, ‘as much as they [Ukrainians] were victims 

of that [historical tragedy], so are we [Ukrainian-Canadians] – emotionally’ (in Paskievich, 

My Mother’s Village 00,32,20-00,32,24),149 Janice Kulyk Keefer, the daughter of Ukrainian 

second-wave immigrants, states that her ethnicity, ‘childhood […], the growing up between 

languages, the experiences [her] family had of discrimination when coming to Canada, all 

filtered down and marked my sense of who I was’ (in Clayton 188).    

 Evidently, the ancestral pain is still felt by Ukrainian-Canadians and it marks their 

identities,150 proving in this way the idea that this thesis puts forward; that referring to 

ancestral experiences is crucial for developing Ukrainian-Canadian identities because the  

process of their construction refers to these experiences which include, for example, the 

ancestors’ migration, their lives prior to their emigration and after their immigration. These 

aspects clearly remain a formative influence for Ukrainian-Canadians even generations later. 

But the vital part of this suggestion is vested in the observation that the ancestral existential 

‘baggage’ is carried by Ukrainian-Canadians together with their own and so the ‘weight’ of 

identity is multiplied for them by their personal experiences in their home, Canada:151  

To undergo physical and cultural displacement and to image or conceptualize this displacement are both 
experiential activities, but there are important differences in the nature of the experience. It’s not that the 
former is always more authentic, more real and significant than the latter, but that it cannot be articulated 
and communicated without the latter. This can be illustrated by the traditional situation of the immigrant 
family whose members actually made the crossing between ‘old’ world and – to them – ‘new,’ yet who 

                                                 
148 Kostash confirms this idea, but pointing specifically to Ukrainian experience in Canada. The writer states, ‘[t]here is no 
getting around the psychological insecurity of a community that has periodically lived under a cloud in Canada as ‘enemy 
aliens’ in the Great War, ‘Reds’ in the 1930s, anti-communist extremists in the 1950s, and aging, anti-Semitic alleged pro-
Nazi collaborators in the 1980s and 1990s’ (in Grekul 2005, 197; original emphasis).   
149 Kuchmij’s statements, but also statements made by the rest of Paskievich’s interviewees, reveal another aspect of that 
doubled anxiety shared by the offspring of Ukrainian immigrants, i.e. the fact that what happens to the immigrants’ 
compatriots after the immigrants’ departure remains important for the immigrants and their children long after their 
settlement in Canada. Clearly, belonging or feeling connected to, what Kuchmij calls, ‘a country and national psyche of the 
nation that is deeply, deeply wounded’ (in Paskievich, My Mother’s Village 00,32,07-00,32,10) influences Ukrainian-
Canadians. As Kuchmij points out, not only their parents’ histories, but also the histories and fates of those left behind in 
Ukraine imbue the mentalities of Ukrainian-Canadians (cf. My Mother’s Village 00,30,36-00,32,24). We see thus that the 
nature of the anxiety in question is even more complex.   
150 One of the aspects it includes is the memory of prejudice experienced by generations of immigrants. Janice Kulyk Keefer 
states that the prejudice her family faced in pre-multicultural Toronto ‘was a vivid influence on [her] upbringing’ (1998d, 
106). The writer realises the prejudice against her family was not as severe as it would have been experienced by ‘a Black or 
Asian family’ (1998d, 106), but it could not have been overcome easily by her as ‘it was still there, and it still hurt’ (106).  
151 I borrow the metaphor of ‘baggage’ and ‘weight’ from Kulyk Keefer’s description used by her to make a distinction 
between ‘actual’ and ‘conceptual immigrants: those who can still feel the weight of their suitcases in their hands, and those 
who reflect on what that weight must have been like, or who hear, and perhaps write down the stories that describe that 
weight so that it becomes palpably real to others’ (1998d, 100). This description precedes the paragraph that is quoted here 
(see above in the main text). Further on in the same essay, Kulyk Keefer talks precisely about ‘that heavy baggage the 
immigrant or conspicuously “ethnic” citizen of a pre-multicultural Canada might have carried’ (106; emphasis added), the 
observation which she puts into the context of her family members’ experiences (cf. 1998d, 105-106). See also Mårald (164-
65). 
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are incapable of articulating the experience except, perhaps, to family. It’s often only the members of the 
second or third generation who are able to achieve a public form of this articulation, weaving together 
fragments of ancestral stories, memories of other people’s memories, and their own awareness of their 
fractured, hyphenated, multiple selves into a text or painting or film – into art. […] (Kulyk Keefer 1998d, 
100-101; emphasis added) 
 

Kulyk Keefer’s statement points to another crucial aspect here; it shows that the ancestral and 

personal experiences influencing one’s existential concerns may be reflected in the works of 

art. If we specify this idea and refer it to the case of Ukrainian-Canadians and Ukrainian-

Canadian literature, we may conclude that Ukrainian-Canadian identity and Ukrainian-

Canadian literature are closely interrelated.  

This observation goes back, in fact, to Mycak’s claim that in the case of Ukrainian-

Canadian literature the creator and her/his work evolve into one (cf. Mycak 84). Due to the 

fact that the personal aspects are so clearly central in Ukrainian-Canadian works, and 

moreover, due to the fact that they are contextualised by means of (auto)biographical and 

historical components (cf. Mycak 82 and 85), the literary piece, Mycak claims, becomes the 

site of ‘negotiation of identity’ (88) which ‘can hardly be attributable to anyone but the 

authors themselves’ (88).152 Consequently, Mycak concludes, ‘[t]he motivating force behind 

the narration seems invariably to be one of self-exploration’ (88; emphasis added). 

The study of Ukrainian-Canadian literature confirms that Mycak’s observations are 

precisely to the point. It is evident that the aspect of ‘self-exploration’ concerns various 

Ukrainian-Canadian writers and so the issue may be considered a general tendency visible in 

this literature.153 That the works of Ukrainian-Canadian authors are informed by their 

persistent dilemma about identity/identities, or as Mycak calls it, ‘the ontological insecurity’ 

(91) is clearly pronounced by the writers themselves.154  

Although Ryga, Suknaski and Haas positioned themselves somewhere beyond their 

ethnicity, trying to shed labels enforced on them because of their origin, their works reflect 

their ongoing search for their personal identity, connected to a great extent with coming to 

terms with their ethnic legacy (cf. Ledohowski 2007, 121-22; Grekul 2004, 375).155 Curiously 

                                                 
152 ‘[T]he aims or designs expressed within the text,’ Mycak explains, ‘are so emotive and so personalised, that it is 
extremely difficult to attribute them to the disembodied voice of a character or narrator’ (88). 
153 Mycak observes this fact in her work and when analysing Helen Potrebenko’s ‘Three Days in Kiev,’ concludes that ‘the 
speaker’s own awareness of her cultural difference and the experience of rejection from fellow Canadians […] seems to 
underwrite most of the fiction to a lesser or greater degree’ (93).   
154 As Mycak points out, the author’s motives are ‘externalised, made explicit either within the story or as external notation 
attached to the text’ (88). Mycak sees it as one of two consequences of the significance attached to the (auto)biographical and 
historical components in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. These consequences reveal Ukrainian-Canadian literature’s tendency 
towards more conventional narrative schemes; as Mycak explains, they ‘re-affirm traditional notions of authorship and 
strengthen the illusion that what is actualised through the reading process is the author himself or herself’ (88).  
155 See their statements in ‘Hyphenated Canadians: The Question of Consciousness’ (135-54) and ‘Ethnicity and Identity: 
The Question of One’s Literary Passport’ (67-87) in Balan 1982a. The writers’ remarks are also quoted by Grekul (cf. 2004, 
375) and Ledohowski (2007, 121). See also Ledohowski (2007, 116-19) for her tracing of the Ukrainian-specific elements in 
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enough, what the writers’ statements frequently reveal is the latency of their ‘self-

exploration.’ Commenting upon his drama play A Letter to My Son (1981), inspired, as Ryga 

himself confirms, by his personal relationship with his father, the writer reflects upon the 

reason for its late creation, ‘before you can tackle a story of roots like that you should be more 

than forty years of age, you should have time to think it through’ (in Hoffman 1995, 280). 

Likewise, Suknaski is reported to have said, ‘[m]y writing is a search for self, something to do 

with identity, what I have grown out of. I ran away from home at 16 and ever since then I’ve 

been trying to come to terms with myself and the prairie experience’ (in Balan 1988, 120). 

This also refers to such writers as Janice Kulyk Keefer and Myrna Kostash. The former 

writer admits she has always been conflicted about her ethnicity, but revisited it only years 

after ‘[spending] a long while in a limbo of denial, contestation, and flight from’ it (1998d, 

105), while the latter author, having always considered herself Canadian, re-explored her 

identity when she wrote the classic of Ukrainian-Canadian non-fiction All of Baba’s Children, 

experiencing in this way her ethnic re-birth (cf. Gunew, Fee and Grekul 119, 125, 128 and 

130).156 Kostash published her classic first in 1977, but her concerns about the identities of 

Ukrainian-Canadians of her generation, which close All of Baba’s Children, seem to be still in 

effect for a fourth generation Ukrainian-Canadian writer, Lisa Grekul (cf. also Ledohowski 

2007, 120). It is in both, her fictional (Kalyna’s Song [2003]) and non-fictional (Leaving 

Shadows [2005]) work that Grekul asks questions dictated by her personal experience. In each 

work, she wonders about the ways in which younger generations of Ukrainian-Canadians are 

to sustain the validity of their ethnicity in the face of so strong a sense of Canadianness that 

they have and how to make it meaningful enough to avoid what Kostash already professed in 

All of Baba’s Children, i.e. the reduction of hyphenated Canadians to ‘tourists’ (1992a, 428), 

revisiting their ethnicity only as if attending ‘a bazaar’ (428).157 

 It is patent that identity-dilemma is there among Ukrainian-Canadian authors. Writing 

about the works of ‘Ukrainian Émigré’ writers, Balan and Klynovy point to their common 

motif: ‘the longing for one’s native land and the unfulfilled yearning to return’ 

                                                                                                                                                         
the writers’ post-80 works, as well as Balan (1982b and 1988) for his detecting of Ukrainian inspirations also visible in 
earlier works by the said authors.  
156 For Kostash’s statements about being Canadian (or Ukrainian-Canadian), see also Kostash 1987, 89; 1992a, 417-21, and 
1994, 5. In ‘Ghosts That Walk the Parkland’ (1992b, 64-69) Kostash revisits her family’s history (I am grateful to Myrna 
Kostash for giving me access to this article). The writer’s remarks about being seen by Ukrainian-Canadians and other 
hyphenated Canadians as ‘a spokesperson’ for ethnicity after the publication of All of Baba’s Children can be found in 
Kostash 1995, 124 and 1994, 4. Elsewhere, Kostash talks about her experiences with this work; what made her write it and 
what (negative) responses it evoked among some Ukrainian-Canadians (cf. Gunew, Fee and Grekul 128-30). 
157 What Kostash closes her 1977 work with, Grekul seems to open her novel. This is also recognised by Ledohowski who 
considers Grekul’s novel ‘a fictional follow-up to Kostash’s work’ (2007, 120; or 72, online). For Grekul’s statements on the 
influence of Kostash’s All of Baba’s Children on her own work, see her introduction to Leaving Shadows (9-23).   
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(‘Introduction’ xvi) which they refer to another critic’s metaphor evoking ‘a giraffe-like 

being with large and attentive ears and elongated neck, piningly gazing east across the 

oceans and continents toward its native land’ (xvi; original italics). Clearly, the yearning and 

gaze eastwards continues among Ukrainian-Canadian authors, although the nature of each 

has undeniably changed. If not the physical return to Ukraine, then it is the emotional, 

spiritual and/or literary journey back ‘home,’ back to one’s origins, that is still yearned for by 

the generation of Ukrainian-Canadian writers, while the gaze itself is, as Kulyk Keefer points 

out, the ‘Janus-faced’ (182) gaze, i.e. directed two-ways, towards both ‘homes’158: Canada 

and Ukraine (cf. 1995, 180 and 182). Marusya Bociurkiw proves this, reflecting upon her 

work as follows: 

So much of where I come from is located in the unspoken history of my parents’ immigration, the why 
and how of taking that journey across the ocean and then across the country to the Prairies, so traumatic 
in its import that my Baba, still, 60 years later, tells and retells her ocean crossing story in incredible 
detail, to anyone who’ll listen. All of this has never felt more important to me or to my work than it does 
right now. (1993, 6)   
 

The ancestral legacy paves Bociurkiw’s literary path, which she makes even more explicit 

when stating further on in her essay, ‘I come from a long line of prison camp survivors, 

escapees, black marketers, worriers, obsessives, chainsmokers, and tortured souls, and I 

worry that has some bearing on my work’ (1993, 8). This statement is undeniably 

personalised but the apprehension revealed in it reverberates with the echoes of statements 

made by other Ukrainian-Canadian writers.    

 What is to be inferred from the discussion above is the fact that Ukrainian-Canadian 

identity/experience is not only interconnected with Ukrainian-Canadian literature, but more 

importantly, it defines the nature of this literature.159 Ukrainian-Canadian writers attempt to 

resolve their multiple identity-dilemmas in their works but what is to be suggested from the 

observation of the fact that ‘identity/identities’ as the subject matter is continuously discussed 

in Ukrainian-Canadian literature and is still approached by even younger generations of 

Ukrainian-Canadian writers, is the idea that, perhaps, their perturbation is irresolvable.160 If 

                                                 
158 I mention here the notion of ‘home’ to refer to Lindy Ledhowski’s use of it in her thesis and to contrast it with its 
understanding presented here (‘homes’). While Ledohowski focuses on ‘Ukraine, its relation to “home,” and how these two 
concepts are fundamental to Ukrainian-Canadian ethnicity […]’ (34, online) to show that these ‘[…] dominate this literature 
and [her] study of it’ (34), my thesis foregrounds the notion in its plural terms, emphasising the importance of both, Ukraine 
and Canada.  
159 It should be emphasised that this observation owes in particular to the already-mentioned statements made by Mycak. 
160 This idea is deduced from Grekul’s conclusion to Leaving Shadows in which she presents Kostash’s arguments which 
close her All of Baba’s Great-grandchildren and which constitute part of Grekul’s final statements. Grekul quotes Kostash 
who emphasises that no generation is to find any final answers to identity questions or to fully dispel their uncertainties and 
doubts about their existences but the point is to continue this search for answers by means of the persistent ‘re-invention/-
imagination’ of their identities and belonging (cf. Kostash in Grekul 2005, 198-99).   
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identity itself is to be seen (from a postmodern view) as a process, then the dilemmas 

connected with it also need to be recognised as such.  

 Consequently, this idea explains why Ukrainian-Canadian dilemma in question is 

approached here as a postmodern phenomenon. In her review of Kulyk Keefer’s Honey and 

Ashes: A Story of Family, Margaret Boe Birns points out that the writer ‘wrote this memoir 

out of a sense of incompletion, or even the kind of weightlessness […]’ (154; emphasis 

added). As already shown in subchapter 2.1., the above aspects underwrite the postmodern 

experience in general. Consequently, having in mind what has been said here, I would argue 

that the same aspects underwrite the postmodern experiences of Ukrainian-Canadian authors 

and inform their writing in particular. As Boe Birns continues, it is precisely these aspects 

that ‘Milan Kundera described as a sad consequence of modernity’ (154). ‘Ours,’ writes 

Kulyk Keefer herself, ‘is the age of exiles, migrants, refugees. How many children have been 

haunted by the ghost of belonging?’ (1998a, 215). Having quoted this statement in length, 

Boe Birns concludes, ‘[t]hat sense of being haunted permeates this memoir, which is filled 

with a kind of dark nostalgia – Kulyk Keefer is constantly travelling backward in time’ 

(154).161 But it is not only Kulyk Keefer who ‘travels’ in/via her work(s). Embarking on a 

journey, whether taken literally or metaphorically, also becomes the literary preoccupation of 

other Ukrainian-Canadian writers.162  

 The aspect of journey is highly important here as, again, the issue of identity comes to 

the surface. As Boe Birns suggests in respect of Kulyk Keefer’s text, ‘this is a personal 

journey that raises the entire issue of the construction of identity’ (153). Referring this 

statement to Ukrainian-Canadian literature in general, we see that the aspect of journey 

becomes thus equivalent to ‘identity.’ The nature of Ukrainian-Canadian writers’ postmodern 

condition influences the construction of identity in their texts, and so, I propose that the form 

of identity we confront there is processual, constructed, performative, multiple, fragmented, 

fluid and displaced. Moreover, due to the fact that the works are largely informed by the 

                                                 
161 The aspect of nostalgia is recognised by other scholars analysing works by other Ukrainian-Canadian authors: Melnyk 
observes it with respect to Warwauk’s The Ukrainian Wedding (cf. 2000, 160), mclennan (cf. online) and Balan (cf. 1988, 
122) point to its presence in Suknaski’s poetry, while Beverly Rasporich refers to it when quoting from Lysenko’s Yellow 
Boots (cf. 256). This aspect is only briefly mentioned or pointed out in the sources above. The greatest contribution as 
regards detecting the element of ‘nostalgia’ in Ukrainian-Canadian works was made by Mycak who in her work devotes a 
chapter on the issue in question, providing an excellent analysis that releases ‘nostalgia’ from its usual, conventional 
understanding (cf. Mycak, Chapter 2: ‘Simple Sentimentality or Specific Narrative Strategy? Nostalgia in the Canadian-
Ukrainian Text’ in Canuke Literature 31-48).  
162 I also refer this statement back to Grekul’s remark, quoted in the introduction to this study, which points to Suknaski’s and 
Kostash’s writings, their constant ‘departing’ (2005, 201) and ‘perpetual search for home’ (201). Her observation is accurate 
particularly when compared with statements made by Suknaski in his review of Kostash’s All of Baba’s Children, which is, 
in fact, entitled ‘Search for Home’ (cf. 1978, 117). But the following literary analyses are to show that, as pointed out in the 
introduction, the concept of journey, whether on a literal or figurative level, is foregrounded in all of the works chosen for 
this study’s discussion. 
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authors’ personal and ancestral experiences, which give the writers a wider perspective to 

write from, various identities as well as various issues in general are discussed by them. As 

Grekul points out, ‘Ukrainian-Canadian writers […] have made substantial and relevant 

contributions to discussions about assimilation, multiculturalism, and transculturalism; about 

the intersecting issues of ethnicity, ‘class,’ gender, and sexuality; about nationalism, 

transnationalism, and diaspora’ (2005, 202).  

 The literary analyses of chosen works by Kiriak, Lysenko, Ryga, Kulyk Keefer, 

Kostash and Grekul included in this thesis attempt to prove the above (cf. here Chapter 5). 

Nevertheless, some information should also be given on works by other Ukrainian-Canadian 

writers and the issues (of identity/identities) they discuss so that a broader picture on 

identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature could emerge here. In one of her articles, ‘Re-

Placing Ethnicity: New Approaches to Ukrainian Canadian Literature,’ Grekul points to a 

variety of identities and issues that Ukrainian-Canadian authors discuss in their works (cf. 

2004, 372). She supports her remarks by briefly enumerating them as well grouping them 

according to common topics that are most distinct in their writings. Following such a 

method, I would like to suggest an alternative grouping which is based on Grekul’s, but 

which also extends it by naming Ukrainian-Canadian authors/works not referred to by the 

scholar or mentioned in other contexts.      

 Grekul purports that a special attention is given in Ukrainian-Canadian literature to the 

following issues: ‘the gap […] perceived between language and reality’ (2004, 372), ‘history, 

language and place’ (373). Indeed, these aspects become particularly central to George Ryga 

and Andrew Suknaski. Both of the writers, though practising in different literary genres 

(drama and poetry, respectively), endeavour to create a typically Canadian mythology and its 

language in their works (cf. Grekul 2005, 89-90 and 92-93).163 While Ryga attempts this to 

find a valid space for and to let the (his)story and voices of particularly all working women 

and men be heard, Suknaski, does the same, but eulogises all the people of the prairies, native 

and immigrant, advocating a regional/prairie identity that includes them all (cf. mclennan, 

online).164  

                                                 
163 In Leaving Shadows, Grekul extends drawing parallels between the two writers by also including Maara Haas’s work in 
her comparisons. She points out that all of them were engaged ‘in creating a new prairie mythology that would pay tribute to 
the cultural, political, and socio-economic uniqueness of the region’ (90), which they achieved by writing down the stories of 
the marginal of the prairies (cf. 90 and 92-93).  
164 Ryga’s works are discussed here in greater detail (cf. Chapter 5.3.). In Suknaski’s case, this is visible in such collections 
as Wood Mountain Poems (1976) or The Land They Gave Away: New and Selected Poems (1982). For the discussion of 
Suknaski’s work and ‘his role […] of mythographer’ (Scobie 12), see Balan 1988, mclennan’s introduction to There Is No 
Mountain (online), and Scobie’s ‘Introduction’ to The Land They Gave Away. See also Grekul 2005, Chapter Six and Seven, 
for her analyses of Ryga’s A Letter to My Son (1981) and Suknaski’s poetry, respectively. Grekul also compares there the 
writers in question and points out to many similarities between the two (cf. 2005, 89-90 and fn. 6, 219).  
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 Helen Potrebenko, on the other hand (but not without apparent connections to Ryga and 

Suknaski), considers class issues and social relations in Canada. In this respect, Grekul points 

to Potrebenko’s novels like Taxi! (1975) and Sometimes They Sang (1986), her poetry Life, 

Love and Unions (1987) as well as Hey Waitress and Other Stories (1989) (cf. also Grekul 

2005, 215, fn. 20). But the same aspects are clearly observable also in Potrebenko’s other 

collections of poetry, e.g. Walking Slow (1985) and Riding Home (1995). The daily hurdles, 

social/gender injustice and inequalities that are confronted by members of Canadian society, 

particularly women and workers, become the focal points of her literary discussions (cf. 

Grekul 2005, 215-16, fn. 20). But the beginnings of her writing, which is clearly positioned 

within her socialist and feminist views, are born out of the concerns that reach back to her 

family’s history, which she contextualises within the history of Ukrainian community in 

Canada and Canada itself,165 and which become the focus of her first non-fictional work, No 

Streets of Gold: A Social History of Ukrainians in Alberta, first published in 1977.  

 The picture of the Ukrainian-Canadian community is to be found not only in non-

fictional works. As Grekul points out, the intra- and interrelations of the group in question 

are discussed within a variety of genres by a variety of Ukrainian-Canadian authors like 

Helen Potrebenko, Maara Haas, Marusya Bociurkiw, Andrew Sukanski, Ray Serwylo, 

George Ryga, and George Morrissette (cf. 2004, 372). As we see, Haas is mentioned by 

Grekul, but I also would like to draw attention to the works of Mary Borsky. I associate here 

the two writers due to the way in which the relations underlying the structures of the 

Ukrainian-Canadian community fall under close scrutiny in their works. These are presented 

by Haas and Borsky from the perspective of either a child, as in The Street Where I Live 

(1976) and Influence of the Moon (1995) respectively, or a grown-up woman, as in On Stage 

with Maara Haas (1986) and Cobalt Blue (2007) respectively.166 Tamara Palmer Seiler states 

                                                 
165 With respect to Potrebenko’s views see Grekul 2005, 215-16, fn. 20. Regarding the inspirations for Potrebenko’s first 
writing see Mycak 20, who points to Potrebenko’s questions asked in the opening part of her study as the source of that 
inspiration: 

And why was my father walking down the road hungry? Why was my mother poor, isolated, battered? Was it because of the 
depression? Because they lived in Alberta? Was it because they were Ukrainians? Or was there something wrong that lay deeper than 
the fates of the individual immigrants? (Potrebenko 1977, 20) 

To mention other socio-historical literary documentaries on the Ukrainian-Canadian community by Ukrainian-Canadian 
writers, we should name such works of non-fiction as Vera Lysenko’s pioneering in this field, Men in Sheepskin Coats 
(1947) and the work already referred to, All of Baba’s Children (1977) by Myrna Kostash. Grekul mentions them in 
connection with Potrebenko’s study (cf. 2005, 58), pointing in particular to Kostash’s and Potrebenko’s works as those 
which ‘react to the Ukrainian Canadian ethnic revival […]’ (57).  
166 While Borsky’s works mentioned here clearly fall into the category of short fiction, the same could not be stated with 
respect to Haas’s works, which cannot be considered in such clear-cut terms. On Stage with Maara Haas is a collection of 
poetry and short fiction (cf. Grekul 2005, 63), whereas The Street Where I Live blurs the generic distinctions so that ‘[a]t once 
a written text meant for oral performance, [it is] a novel that brings together loosely connected selections of short fiction, and 
an autobiographical work that fictionalises both the tragic and comic realities of a particular time and place […]’ (2005, 64). 
Grekul remarks that it is also possible to see the work as ‘a collection of short fiction or a short story cycle […], even […] 
[as] experimenting with the long poem’ (2005, 64-5), or to classify it ‘as a female bildungsroman or kunstlerroman’ (65).    
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regarding The Street Where I Live that ‘[i]t is she [the pre-pubescent female narrator] who 

presents in the guise of comic naiveté the incongruities of her family life […]’ (58), but the 

same could also be referred to Borsky’s Influence of the Moon and it is in fact the ‘ironic 

humour’ (Palmer Seiler 59) used by both of the writers that becomes their means of exposing 

the realities of female and/or ethnic lives (cf. also Palmer Seiler 59). These realities are not 

without their larger context as each of the works mentioned above portrays and comments 

upon the structures of patriarchal and Canadian multicultural society (cf. Grekul 2005, 63-75; 

Palmer Seiler 56-59)  

 To name other works in which the intra- and interrelations relations of the Ukrainian-

Canadian community are discussed, we should mention Ted Galay’s drama play After Baba’s 

Funeral (1981), Gloria Frolick Kupchenko’s works of fiction like The Green Tomato Years 

(1985) and The Chicken Man (1989), Ludmilla Bereshko’s The Parcel from Chicken Street 

and Other Stories (1989), the Ukrainian-Canadian short stories included in Kulyk Keefer and 

Pavlychko’s anthology Two Lands, New Visions (1998) (e.g., Ray Serwylo’s ‘The Lost 

Winters of Emerald and Silver’), as well as Larry Warwaruk’s novel The Ukrainian Wedding 

(1998) or his piece of juvenile fiction Andrei and the Snow Walker (2002).  

 Grekul states that ‘in their works, […] [Ukrainian-Canadian writers] often probe the 

relation between ethnic and national identity, […] ethnic and gender identity’ (2004, 378). I 

propose that a thorough investigation of this kind is what mainly concerns poets like 

Marusya Bociurkiw or Elizabeth Bachinsky. Both of them examine the notions of ethnicity, 

gender, history and memory, the intersecting exploration of which is clearly observable in, 

for example, Bachinsky’s collection of poetry God of Missed Connections (2009). 

Bociurkiw, who is also a novelist, attempts at crossing an additional border. Grekul mentions 

Bociurkiw at the side of Potrebenko and Haas as those writers who foreground in their works 

their critical stances on the prevalence of both patriarchy and ‘heterosexism’ (372) among 

Ukrainian-Canadians (cf. 2004, 372 and 378). In the case of Bociurkiw, Grekul mentions 

thus Bociurkiw’s short stories as in The Woman Who Loved Airports (1994) and poems in 

Halfway to the East (1999). It is my contention however that Bociurkiw’s projects aim at 

overcoming the overall social inhibitions and so at breaking the constrictions imposed on 

sexualities by ‘patriarchal and heterosexist discourses’ (Grekul 2004, 378) which prevail not 

only in the Ukrainian-Canadian community. Hence, the aspect of queer identity appears in all 

of Bociurkiw’s works; in addition to the two mentioned by Grekul, we should also point to 
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Bociurkiw’s works of fiction, The Children of Mary (2006)167 and Comfort Food for 

Breakups: The Memoir of a Hungry Girl, as well as her film work, for example, What’s The 

Ukrainian Word for Sex? A Sexual Journey Through Eastern Europe (2010).168 As the writer 

herself admits, ‘[t]he crossing of borders from the realm of sexual identity to the realm of 

cultural identity, and of finding a language that works for both, is, I have to say, the biggest 

challenge I have faced in my work thus far’ (1993, 6-7). 

To name another Ukrainian-Canadian author dealing with queer identity but within a 

different genre of writing, we should mention Anthony Bidulka. His oeuvre consists of 

detective-story series linked by the same character/narrator, Russell Quant, a homosexual 

private detective of Ukrainian-Irish descent. Bidulka keeps his readers in suspense not only by 

means of even more mysterious puzzles he plots. It is also the writer’s humorous, often 

sarcastic, way of commenting upon ‘homophobia [that] keeps gays and lesbians in the closet, 

the tension of family relationships, same-sex marriage, [and] outing’ (Canton, online) that 

should be appreciated by the readers. The figure of Russell Quant is not the first fictional, 

Ukrainian-Canadian private detective. The author of the first Ukrainian-Canadian detective 

stories is Paul Grescoe, the creator of Dan Rudnycki (cf. ‘Creative Manitoban Talents,’ 

online). In one of his two detective novels, i.e. Flesh Wound (1991) Grescoe, like Bidulka, 

addresses the issues of sexuality (bi-/transsexuality and transgender) that concern the people 

involved in the case of a mysterious murder. With respect to heterosexual, personal 

relationships exposing the reality of Ukrainian-Canadian community, but also Canadian 

society in general, Ray Serwylo’s Accordion Lessons (1982) and Daria Salamon’s The Prairie 

Bridesmaid (2008) deserve attention. The issue of self-search comes to the fore in both works, 

but while in the former we hear the male-Ukrainian-Canadian-voice narrating the story, the 

latter’s narrator/main character is a young Canadian woman of Ukrainian descent.  

 The relevance of challenging the relations between nationalism, ethnicity and gender is 

central according to Grekul in Ukrainian-Canadian creative non-fictional works such as 

Kostash’s Bloodlines: A Journey into Eastern Europe (1993) and the already-mentioned 

Honey and Ashes: A Story of Family (1998) by Kulyk Keefer.169 Setting the subject matter of 

their works mainly beyond Canada and often beyond the present, Kostash and Kulyk Keefer 

explore the important sites of their identities and, as Grekul puts it, ‘question their sense of 

                                                 
167 The excerpts of The Children of Mary can be found in the form of a short story under the same title in Kulyk Keefer and 
Pavlychko’s Two Lands, New Visions.   
168 I would like to thank here Marusya Bociurkiw for providing me with her film.   
169 Cf. Grekul’s discussions of Kulyk Keefer’s and Kostash’s works in her study Leaving Shadows (cf. Chapter Eight, Nine 
and Ten).  
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belonging to the Old Country’ (2004, 373), or using the title of one of Kulyk Keefer’s essays, 

‘Another Country’ – Ukraine to which they feel connected across time and space. Revisiting 

these sites requires from them crossing borders not only in a literal, but also symbolical 

sense, which means challenging the conventions of language (stories and silences) as well as 

transcending the limitations of memory and history.170 

 Crossing these literal and figurative borders very often extends those literal ones of 

Ukraine and Canada, including ‘Another Country’ – but this time not only, Ukraine. The 

plural form of the phrase should rather be used here because it is ‘other countries,’ other 

nations and nationalities, which are particularly salient in the already mentioned works like 

Kostash’s Bloodlines (1993) and The Doomed Bridegroom (1998) or Bociurkiw’s Comfort 

Food for Breakups (2009) in which the context of various European countries is taken into 

consideration, but also in a novel by Lisa Grekul Kalyna’s Song (2003) whose plot is set not 

only in Canada, but also in Swaziland, Africa. To name text previously unmentioned here, 

we should point to The Walnut Tree (1999) by a Jewish-Ukrainian writer, Martha Blum, 

whose story, set during and after World War II, takes us from Europe through the Middle 

East to Canada, but also Gabriel Goldstone’s juvenile novel The Kulak’s Daughter (2009), a 

story of a family exiled, due to the Stalinist 1930s terrors, from Ukraine, to the kulaks’ camp 

in the far-off and harsh-climate Siberia. 

 All the works mentioned above engage in the discussions of different identities and so 

become, in fact, their literary studies. Moreover, they show that Ukrainian-Canadian 

experience/identity, but also other multiple identities, ‘traverse’ Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature. Mycak puts forward this idea, taking it even further and suggesting that what we 

deal with here is the creation of ‘discourse’ that intersects spheres of literature and politics. 

Pointing to the historical specificity of Ukrainian-Canadian experience and identity, and 

connecting it to the idiosyncratic significance of the author in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, 

Mycak declares: 

I suggest that Canadian-Ukrainian identity has historically been silenced to a large degree and is now 
surfacing with a determination to be heard. It is a kind of politico-literary activism – a seizure of the 
discourse – which I believe is responsible for a body of writing in which the author reigns supreme. (93-
94) 
 

Mycak’s point of view becomes even more relevant when we read the following: 
 

What I am not so certain of, and what I am figuring out as I go along, is – will it breathe with the 
political resonance that I want my work to have? […] I began with what I knew and I move out into 
what I don’t know, what has become foreign to me: my mother tongue, no longer mother to me. This was 

                                                 
170 This point is made by Kulyk Keefer in her essay ‘Home Comings/Border Crossings’ (cf. 1999, 18 and 20). 
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the roundabout way I had chosen to inscribe myself into history. Was I being inscribed, or was I 
inscribing myself? (1993, 6-7; emphasis added) 
 

The statement above was made by Marusya Bociurkiw, but again, her concern over her  

literary ‘[s]elf-inscription’ (Petty qtd. in 1993, 7) that is to become her political manifestation 

is common for numerous Ukrainian-Canadian writers.171  

 Ukrainian-Canadian authors have legitimised their stances through their works. By 

means of various forms of literary expression, ranging from fiction to non-fiction and across 

poetry and drama, they have ascertained their position within the contemporary (literary) 

Canadian discourse, enriching its varied negotiations of such issues as ethnicity, race, 

(trans)nationalism, multiculturalism, (post)colonialism, sexuality and gender (cf. Grekul 

2004, 379-80). These aspects are undeniably the most up-to-date topics relevant not only to 

Canadian debates; they have become the focal points of postmodern discussions in general. I 

would argue that it is not only because Ukrainian-Canadian works investigate the issues in 

question that they contribute to postmodern debates, but more importantly, it is due to how 

they approach their exploration of those issues.  

 This idea is, again, based on the observation made by Boe Birns with respect to Kulyk 

Keefer’s work:  

This personal journey, however, also has a wider significance, since Kulyk Keefer is constructing her 
identity in a way that retrieves not only ethnicity, but also the layers of memory and history that reach 
back from the new world to the old. Such a revisioning of the self has much resonance in our time, and 
[…] this book succeeds because it speaks to issues of identity, ethnicity and historical memory that have 
increasingly found their way into postmodern discourse. (154)    
 

The chosen works to be discussed in this thesis, i.e. Ryga’s drama, Kostash’s creative non-

fiction, the novels by Kulyk Keefer and Grekul or even by Kiriak and Lysenko, show that 

much of how identity/identities are constructed there belongs to the realm of a postmodern 

perception. The analyses that follow this chapter will seek to expose this.172 

 Ukrainian part of their hyphenated selves allows Ukrainian-Canadian writers for a 

wider scope of comprehension, but it should be emphasised that the multiple positions from 

which they speak are also the result of their Canadian belonging. It should not be neglected 

                                                 
171 This becomes, in fact, Grekul’s ‘message to the fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-generation Ukrainian Canadians’ (xxiii) which 
she sends to them in her introduction to Leaving Shadows. She calls for their attempt to ‘[w]rite your stories down; make you 
voices heard’ (2005, xxiii; original italics), galvanising young Ukrainian-Canadians into their literary expression because, as 
she explains, ‘[s]eeing your ethnic group’s story in print […] is a powerfully validating experience: it legitimises where you 
come from and who you are’ (xxiii). In this way, the Ukrainian-Canadian contribution to the constitution of Canada in 
different fields will be manifested (cf. 2005, xxiii). 
172 Likewise, Suknaski and Bociurkiw construct in their works typically postmodern identities: multiple, conditioned by 
ongoing process of re-/deconstruction, informed by memory, history, space and place, as well as challenging the conventions 
of reality, language and sexuality. Anne Munton gives such a postmodern reading to Suknaski’s experiments with the long 
poem form in her ‘The Structural Horizons of Prairie Poetics’ (see particularly 69-72, 77, 79-84, 89, 93-94). For Bociurkiw,  
see the reviews of her work, Comfort Food for Breakups, by Grekul and Klymasz.  
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that it is, using Boe Birn’s part of a statement about Kulyk Keefer, that they ‘reach back from 

the new world to the old’ (154; emphasis added).173 This idea becomes a vital recognition 

that this thesis tries to achieve; while the ancestors’ history and place has a determinative 

influence on their next generations’ subjectivities, and while these are individuated by the 

next generations’ experiences in Canada, it is on the Canadian ground, and due to the 

experiences which established Ukrainian-Canadians on it, that diverse new aspects of their 

identities or, in fact, new identities, appear.174 

 And so, whereas the displacement of both Ukrainian immigrants to Canada and their 

offspring born and raised in this country is to be seen as the source of their trials, it may also 

be, paradoxically, invested with a potential. Kulyk Keefer recognises this, explaining: 

For those immigrants, and for their descendants who feel themselves connected to an originary narrative 
of a familial exodus, home and border can come to mean one and the same: a zone of continual 
crossings, some of which are made effortlessly, involuntarily, while others are far more difficult to 
attempt or carry. This borderland of home will be, moreover, as much a site of confrontation and conflict 
as of desire and belonging. (1999, 17)  
 

The first border-crossing performed by Ukrainian pioneers, as well as the immigrants of each 

migration wave, which made them find themselves ‘za hranetsiu’ (Bociurkiw 2007, 47), i.e. 

‘beyond the border’ (47), has only initiated a row of both literal and metaphorical journeys, 

‘[border crossings] […] of a risky territory’ (Kulyk Keefer 1999, 19). But it is this 

‘[trespassing]’ (1999, 17) that Kulyk Keefer charges with the promise of ‘creating a new set 

of possibilities’ (18).  

 Consequently, being located on the borderland, or as Kulyk Keefer puts it, 

‘permanently lodged in the limbo between home lost and a home, or a substitute for home, 

found’ (1999a, 17) may be transformed into an advantage (cf. also Kulyk Keefer 1998d, 

103).175 Through the exploration of one’s personal and ancestral experiences of displacement 

and dilemmas it has brought about,176 the constant exploration of identity/identities is 

enabled. And it is, as Grekul concludes in her work, the continuous re-negotiation of 

Ukrainian-Canadian identity, and, what should be added here, other (aspects of) identities 

that matters (cf. 2005, 199). ‘Living in the middle ground between two cultures,’ John 

                                                 
173 In fact, in one of her statements, Kulyk Keefer describes this endeavour not only in terms of a continuous journey, but she 
also points out to it as a Canadian journey: ‘I feel a sense of great urgency to travel to Ukraine in my mother’s company and 
see my “other country,” to write down my parent’s and grandparent’s stories as well as my own stories of that archetypally 
Canadian, back-and-forth and never-ending journey […]’ (in Mårald 27).  
174 Cf. also Mårald’s conclusion about Kulyk Keefer’s earlier works, in which she points out that ‘a new transcultural identity 
emerges’ (165) in them which ‘is based on a consciousness of their cultural heritage, their ethnic discourse as it has 
developed on Canadian soil and finally their Canadian identity’ (165-66). I believe her remark corresponds to and confirms 
my observations about constructions of (Ukrainian-Canadian) identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature on the whole, which 
are informed by ancestral and personal awareness. 
175 The same is observed by Ashcroft et al. with respect to ‘[m]arginality […] [which] became an unprecedented source of 
creative energy’ (12). See also Mårald (e.g., 164-65). 
176 As well as ‘the grave doubts and anxieties that can attend acts of transgressing set limits’ (Kulyk Keefer 1999, 30).   
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Paskievich sums up in his documentary, ‘is not such a bad place, if you wanted to be an artist 

as I did’ (My Mother’s Village 01,18,00-01,18,07); it may open up for her/him certain 

prospects that will improve her/his artistic output.177 In this way, though located on the 

border (cf. also Kulyk Keefer 1999, 23), Ukrainian-Canadian writers find themselves, just as 

their ancestors did, ‘beyond the border’ (Bociurkiw 2007, 47), but they are now journeying 

across the borderless grounds of their writings.178
  

 The aim of this subchapter was to sketch the contemporary state of Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature. These statements will remain of considerable relevance to the following part of the 

work in which a more detailed literary analysis of chosen pieces by Ukrainian-Canadian 

writers is presented. To justify the selection of these particular works, it should be stated that 

each concerns a Ukrainian-Canadian individual/individuals located within a distinct phase of 

Ukrainian-Canadian experience. And so, while Illia Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil (1939-45/1959) 

documents the process of Ukrainian rural settling in Canada, portraying in this way the 

inception of a diasporic community, Vera Lysenko’s Yellow Boots (1954) also represents the 

lives of Ukrainian pioneers, focusing, on the other hand, on the rural and urban experience of 

                                                 
177 As Paskievich reflects further on, ‘I have continued to be drawn to the theme of displacement. There is no shortage of 
subjects. […] I have, I think, accepted my own displacement. It has become a source of enrichment. It gives me a perspective 
from which I can examine the world’ (My Mother’s Village 01,18,29-01,18,52). The in-betweenness might also render the 
artists’ work less orthodox, and more experimental. It might be argued in general that such is, in fact, the case of Ukrainian-
Canadian writers. Grekul confirms this when she states, ‘many Ukrainian-Canadian writers experiment with narrative style 
and genre in their attempts to articulate the complex, uneasy realities of hyphenated subjectivity’ (2004, 378), because, as she  
maintains, the conventional forms become ‘inadequate’ (372) to achieve this. The aspect of ‘a certain generic confusion’ 
(88), or ‘generic hybridity’ (89) is also recognised by Mycak who sees it as the second consequence of  the centrality of 
(auto)biographical and historical aspects given to in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. The use of different genres was already 
addressed here with respect to Haas’s work, but it can also be referred to Ryga’s and Sunkaski’s (cf. Grekul 2005, 61) as well 
as Kostash’s (cf. Grekul 2002, 168). In these terms, the work of both Sunkaski and Kostash is elevated in importance by 
Grekul who considers them as ‘the most promising avatars of the future of Ukrainian-Canadian literature’ (2005, 201). 
Suknaski’s unconventionality is also recognised by mclennan (online), Scobie and Balan (1988); see also Nazarenko for the 
analysis of his visual poetry. For more details on Ryga’s expanding of the forms of dramatic expression, see here Chapter 5.3. 
. To name other instances of the narrative and generic innovations, we should point to Bociurkiw’s Comfort Food for 
Breakups: The Memoir of a Hungry Girl (2007) in which the author combines forms of memoir, ‘biography autobiography, 
travelogue, and recipe books’ (244), reaching valid conclusions on the aspects of identity and belonging (cf. Grekul 2007b, 
244), as well as achieving ‘seamless blend of sexuality and ethnicity’ (Klymasz 2007, 246) by means of her self-exploration. 
Additionally, we should mention Kulyk Keefer’s Honey and Ashes (1998) which, as the writer herself recognises, traverses 
different genres (family memoir, travel narrative, autobiography, biography, historical document, ethno-/historiographic 
metafiction) as well as narrative aspects like (public and personal) stories and silences, imagination, memory, time and space 
(cf. 1999, 15-16; 1998d, 101 and 107-108; 2000, 7-8). Also, we should include here her Dark Ghosts in the Corner: 
Imagining Ukrainian-Canadian Identity (2005) and Midnight Stroll (2006). While the former combines her critical study of 
ethnicity with her art criticism (discusses Ukrainian-Canadian painting by Willaim Kurelek and Natalka Husar), the latter 
represents her poetical inspirations derived from different artistic forms: paintings by Natalka Husar, sketches and drawings 
by Claire Weissman Wilks, and photographs by Goran Petkovski, in frames of which she responds poetically to issues like 
Ukrainian immigrant female experience in Canada, the World War II experience of Etty Hillesum, and the events of the 2000 
Free Trade Summit in Quebec City. In terms of narration experiments, we should mention Ray Serwylo’s Accordion Lessons 
(1982), in which we find ‘the narrator’s one-sided dialogue with his former self – a child of DPs growing up in the north end 
of Winnipeg during the fifties and early sixties’ (Balan 1985, 124), and Potrebenko’s Sometimes They Sang (1986), in which, 
much like John Fowles in The French Lieutenant’s Woman, the writer interrupts in the middle of the narrative and narration, 
to provide readers with the ‘[e]xplanatory note from the author’ (51), expressing briefly her authorial intentions there.    
178 Cf. Minh-ha's (10) and Kulyk Keefer’s (1998d, 101) statements quoted in the introduction to this study. 
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a second-generation female. Both novels, however, make important statements on the 

formation of the Ukrainian group in Canada.  

 Another perspective on Ukrainian-Canadian experience is put by George Ryga in his 

drama play A Letter to My Son (1981) which reveals the intricacies of an aging Ukrainian 

immigrant’s life in its post-settlement stage. The last four works reflect the experiences of the 

immigrants’ progeny, depicting different generations of Ukrainian-Canadians: the second, as 

in the novel The Green Library (1996) by Janice Kulyk Keefer, the third, as in Myrna 

Kostash’s creative non-fiction The Doomed Bridegroom: A Memoir  (1998), the fourth, as in 

the novel Kalyna’s Song (2003) by Lisa Grekul, and the portrayal across generations (the 

first and second), age and class as presented in another novel by Janice Kulyk Keefer, The 

Ladies’ Lending Library (2007).  

 What should be emphasised here in connection with works by Lysenko, Kulyk Keefer, 

Kostash and Grekul is the fact that all of them revolve around female experiences. 

Consequently, while this thesis zeroes in on Ukrainian-Canadians, and so ‘ethnicity’ is one of 

its focal points, the issue of gender will also be given special attention to show that, contrary 

to Mycak’s contention,179 it is indeed of considerable importance to Ukrainian-Canadian 

authors, just like other aspects relating the border-crossing subject. As Ledohowski shows in 

her thesis, ‘“what it feels to be Ukrainian” is not without anxiety; nor is it uncomplicated’ 

(26, online). While I fully agree with her observation, my approach towards identity-dilemma 

of Ukrainian-Canadians in this thesis is to embrace a variety of contexts. Consequently, it 

will be attempted to show in the following chapter that it is not only ethnic identity that is 

often complex, problematic and dilemma-ridden, but also that such is the case when it comes 

to other identities which Ukrainian-Canadian writers also explore by asking in their works 

about ‘what it feels to be,’ for example, an impoverished pioneer farmer in Canada, a 

daughter of first settlers, a citizen of post-colonial Canada, a Canadian female discovering 

her ethnicity by facing history, its atrocities and the private vs. public memory of it, a female 

probing politicised and eroticised historical dis-/connections that include and go beyond 

Canada and Ukraine, a female teenager whose maturation concurs with her rediscovery of 

her ethnic heritage to be expressed in a multicultural Canada, and finally, ‘what it feels to be’ 

a member of family generations of women: mothers, daughters and sisters.  

 All in all, it will be aimed in the subsequent chapter to support the theses advanced in 

this part of the thesis by considering them in the specific context of the enumerated works. 

                                                 
179 When drawing a conclusion as regards another aspect, Mycak comments that ‘[…] the Canadian-Ukrainian writer is not 
necessarily concerned with gender […]’ (39).  
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The emphasis that will be put on the aspect of journey as connecting the chosen works is not 

only to show that this aspect is central to the composition of the works in question and that 

the ‘journey’ in its literal terms is often interwoven by the authors of these works with the 

symbolical, self-exploratory journey.180 More importantly, it is to show that the Ukrainian-

Canadian journey as depicted by Ukrainian-Canadian writers in their works is to be 

connected with its origin, their ancestors’ border-crossing and what led them to it. The 

enactment of this ancestral journey has not ended for younger generations of Ukrainian-

Canadians and, in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, it has become constitutive to both their 

literal and metaphorical border-crossings, and so equivalent to their procesually re-

discovered and re-constructed, i.e. postmodern identities. 

 

5. Ukrainian-Canadian Literary Explorations of Identities 

5.1. Sons of the Soil (1939-45/1959) by Illia Kiriak 
 
One of the foundational texts of Ukrainian-Canadian literature is Illia Kiriak’s Sons of the 

Soil. In his work, the author includes the idea of a journey, depicting the exodus of a group of 

Ukrainian pioneers to Canada and their settlement in this new land. In this way, Kiriak invites 

his readers to explore the beginnings of Ukrainian experience in Canada. Although the 

content of the novel revolves around one character, Hrehory Workun, a Ukrainian pioneer 

who arrived in Canada with his family and compatriots, the focus of the story is nevertheless 

scattered to give us insight into the lives of varied individuals, i.e. other community members, 

shown within the frames of their nascent community.181 This aspect emphasises the very 

nature of the presented collectivity, pointing to the fact that what we are dealing with here is 

an attempt at exploring the life in diaspora and the inception of a diasporic identity. 

Its literary portrayal was Kiriak’s major achievement because in its initial Ukrainian-

language form the work was a trilogy counting more than 1,100 pages (cf. Melnyk and Palmer 

Seiler 87, online).182 The abridged, English translation of Kiriak’s work by Michael 

Luchkovich was published in 1959, but as Melnyk and Palmer Seiler claim, the idea of the 

original version, which was published from 1939 to 1945, was left intact, ‘[a]lthough at just 

over three hundred pages Sons of the Soil is much shorter than the original Ukrainian text, it 

                                                 
180 The aspect is only briefly mentioned by Mycak with respect to Lysenko’s Yellow Boots (cf. Canuke 1) or, as already 
pointed out, by Grekul when referring to the work of Kostash and Suknaski, but also when criticising Kulyk Keefer’s work 
(cf. 2005, 151).  
181 It should be stated that Kiriak’s work starts and ends with the specific reference to Hrehory Workun, to whom the narrator 
pays in fact special attention throughout the novel. Nevertheless, it is the community that comes here into the major focus and 
references to Hrehory may be seen as providing the frame of the narrative.  
182 Its original Ukrainian-language title was Syny Zemli which was written by Kiriak in 1927-1928 (cf. Balan 1999c, 1146). 
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nevertheless retains the latter’s epic scope: its subject is nothing less than the Ukrainian 

pioneer experience in western Canada’ (87, online).183 

The issue of translation is doubly important here. Considered on a literary level, the fact 

that the novel was initially written in Ukrainian and later translated into English makes 

Kiriak’s work stand out among the other works chosen in this thesis, all of which were 

originally written in English by authors of Ukrainian descent but born in Canada, as opposed 

to Kiriak, born in Ukraine and belonging to the group of first wave immigrants (cf. Melnyk 

and Palmer Seiler 87, online). Symbolically, the aspect of translation, and here more precisely 

‘the process of cultural translation’ (Hall 2005b, 554) may be rendered as an inevitable part of 

a diasporic process which is in fact a two-way process that requires the translation of oneself 

and one’s group to the other, but also to oneself.184 In this respect, we may say that Kiriak 

presents to us in his novel the community of, what Salman Rushdie calls, ‘translated men’ 

(17) whose constant identity formation determined by their immigrant status demands the 

continuous translation of themselves and their experiences:  

The word ‘translation’ comes, etymologically, from the Latin ‘bearing across’. Having been borne across 
the world, we are translated men. It is normally supposed that something always gets lost in translation; I 
cling, obstinately, to the notion that something can also be gained. (17) 

 
The purpose of the following subchapters is to see, using Rushdie’s words, what, if anything 

at all, is lost and what is gained by the community of Ukrainian immigrants to Canada as 

portrayed by Illia Kiriak in Sons of the Soil. This will be done from the perspective of 

protagonists’ literary and metaphorical border-crossing, the context of which defines their 

experiences.  

The analysis of crossing borders as involved in the construction of a diasporic identity 

will be carried out against the claims that point to the essentialism infused in the very concept 

of border-crossing.185 As already shown in subchapter 2.1., the idea of ‘roots,’ which 

inevitably dwells in the notion of border-crossing, does not deem this metaphor essentialist 

when enriched, as Woodward proposes, by the wide spectrum of ‘routes’ equally implicated 

                                                 
183 Balan, however, considers this translation as rather ‘clumsily abridged’ (1999c, 1146). The translated version consists of 
two books, which are divided into sixteen chapters each. The novel ends with a short epilogue.  
184 This idea is poetically presented by Marusya Bociurkiw when she states in one of her works: 

Always to travel: backwards and forwards   stitch the memories the stories the past and the present together   Then to translate: this song 
means this   that expression means that   and finally to edit out: nightmares of war passed on like old forbidden photographs   Or the gap 
between generations   a space as long and large as an ocean and deeper than years   A space that leaves no foothold and nothing to say: 
this is how you must live. (‘Map’ in The Woman Who Loved Airports 134) 

185 In his essay, Friedman states that ‘[i]t is precisely in the metaphor of border-crossing that the notion of homogenous 
identity is carried and reinforced, since it is a prerequisite of such transgression’ (79). As he claims ‘the metaphor of purity’ 
(Friedman 82-3) is the basis of the idea of hybridity (cf. Friedman 82-3). Satzewich also mentions the use of the concept of 
diaspora that may evoke ‘ethnic essentialism’ (16).  
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in the process of traversing borders (cf. Woodward 160; see here, subchapter 2.1.).186 When 

stepping across the border we find ourselves on a new territory and this physical experience of 

crossing leads us to the succession of inner, mental experiences which transform the tangible 

crossing into our ‘rite of passage’ (Anzaldúa 34) that initiates us into bending the limits and 

conventions, extending the boundaries and even breaking them. Gloria Anzaldúa states that 

‘crossing’ is the prerequisite for all valid conditions enabling our identity construction: 

‘knowing,’ ‘moving’ and, finally, changing (70) so that in fact we may see ‘the struggle of 

identities’ as ‘the struggle of borders’ (85) and, as may be added, diasporas.  

Although it needs to be recognised that ‘border’ and ‘diaspora’ are two separate 

concepts (cf. Clifford 229), we should not neglect the fact that ‘the concrete predicaments 

denoted by the terms […] bleed into one another’ (Clifford 229). As Clifford enumerates, 

‘forms of longing, memory, and (dis)identification’ (229) are the ground of unease familiar to 

the agents of the two notions (cf. Clifford 229). The members of community illustrated by 

Kiriak crossed the literal borders on their way to Canada. Whether this action is followed by 

the metaphorical transgressions and how these could influence the diasporic identities of 

Kiriak’s characters and their experiences of longing and remembrance will become the matter 

for discussion in the following subchapters. Attention will be paid to the possible 

transformations emerging in Kiriak’s fictional community in three particular areas: cultural 

identity, the dialogue between ethnicity and nationality, and finally gender identity.  

 

5.1.1. Crossing Borders: Diasporic Re-/Inventions of Cultural Identity 

The purpose of the following subchapter is to explore the community depicted by Kiriak, 

taking into consideration the processes occurring within its frame and leading to the 

construction of its cultural identity. The analysis will begin with examining the nature of the 

diasporic community in question, their concept of tradition and finally its performance as 

indicative of belonging.   

 

Cultural Identity or Identities? 

Primordiality, Multiplicity and Difference in a Dia sporic Community 

Kiriak begins his novel by introducing his main character, Hrehory Workun. The writer 

presents Hrehory as an already aged pioneer who finds himself on his life’s threshold. ‘In this 

                                                 
186 Clifford sees both concepts as substantial also in ‘[d]iaspora discourse [which] articulates, or bends together, both roots 
and routes to construct what Gilroy describes as alternate public spheres (1987), forms of community consciousness and 
solidarity that maintain identifications outside the national time/space in order to live inside with a difference’ (233). For the 
discussion of ‘routes’ but in the specific context of Caribbean culture and identity see also Hall (2005b, 554-55).  
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dread condition Hrehory,’ writes Kiriak about his protagonist Hrehory Workun, ‘had kept to 

his bed for over five months, […] lifeless, all his hope of recovery and reaching his eightieth 

birthday drained away. […] completely resigned to his fate, expecting the Grim Reaper’ (Sons 

of the Soil 3). What is worthy of attention here is that, already in these initial scenes, Kiriak 

draws a strong connection between the dying man and nature. Hrehory’s attachment to it is 

particularly visible not only when he compares himself to ‘an oak’ (SofS 6) and is compared 

to ‘an old poplar stump’ (7) by the narrator, but more importantly, when the old man, feeling 

better, ‘barefooted and hatless’ (7) sets himself on his way ‘to inspect his property’ (7). The 

sight of ‘all his six hundred acres’ (SofS 7) pleases the old man. But his emotion is not 

materialistic because Hrehory knows that the value of his land lies in the reciprocal 

relationship of give-and-take that has existed between him and the land. Hrehory reveres the 

land and in his invocation to it, conveyed in a clearly epic style, we see that the old man 

elevates its meaning by personifying the land in his direct address to it:   

I have loved you and given you the best I had in me. There is not a single piece of you that my foot has 
not touched or that my hand has not felt. I and my dead Helena have drenched you with our sweat from 
one boundary to another. Yet I have no regrets, for you have paid me with peace, with happiness and with 
pride. (SofS 8) 

 
Hrehory came to this land and claimed it, but the old man realises that the turn has come for 

the land to do the same, ‘[m]y role is done. In a few days the land will claim me for its own 

and give me rest. My sons, grandsons and great-grandsons will take my place’ (SofS 7).  

The last words of Hrehory’s statement above are vital because they point to his group’s 

tradition of inheriting the land by successive generations, the importance of which is 

enhanced by the very title itself. The meaning of the phrase ‘sons of the soil’ used in the title 

defines the purpose and nature of the group’s lives: ‘closely connected with or engaged in the 

cultivation of the ground’ (OED, online). Thus, what might be concluded is that the matter of 

identity and belonging that is implicitly addressed by Kiriak via the beginning and the title of 

his novel is in fact quite explicit: the membership of the portrayed group is determined by the 

kinship and the land, putting it briefly, primordial claims. Such a presentation might be 

accused of essentialism, but it would be unwise to attach any of such labels to the novel 

basing only on some initial observations on it. In fact, an in-depth analysis of the book brings 

about interesting notions that complicate such a straightforward assumption.   

The strong attachment existing among Kiriak’s characters to their roots187 is undeniable; 

they feel closely connected to their families and community, while their lives are dependent 

                                                 
187 The word ‘roots’ is used here to evoke two references: a reference to biological ancestry and to the linkage defined by the 
land inheritance.   
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on the land and their success of its cultivation, which results simply from the fact that they are 

farmers. But the implications suggesting that the novel conveys the essentialist claims may 

fade away when we realise that what Kiriak presents to us is a community of uprooted people, 

an observation which changes entirely the point of view. In fact, Kiriak undermines the idea 

of primordiality implicated in the land claims by portraying ‘sons of the soil’ who are no 

longer bound together strictly by the conception of their mutual belonging to their native land. 

Their transportation onto the foreign soil requires the transformation of their idea on 

belonging because there is no more familiar ground which could serve as the common 

denominator of their group. In such altered circumstances, these are the experiences of their 

displacement, and not the reverse, that is to influence not only their cultural identity, but 

rather identities. 

In this respect, we see that Kiriak’s literary explorations of a Ukrainian pioneer group 

become important statements in the diasporic discourse, designating diaspora and a diasporic 

community a construct defined by multiplicity and change that work against any 

predetermined notions and for the new ways of conceptualising identity (cf. Gilroy 304).  

What Kiriak illustrates is in fact ‘identity in motion’ (Gilroy 334) which results not only from 

the movement the community has made, but also the difference that underlies it. As Hall puts 

it, ‘[i]n the diasporic situation, identities become multiple’ (2005b, 544) and this is what 

Kiriak sheds light on in his novel when drawing a portrait of one diasporic community 

differentiated in fact according to a variety of factors like sex and what comes with it gender, 

age (which in diasporic circumstances evolves into something more than the usual 

understanding of a generation gap188 [cf. Radhakrishnan 123]) and class.189  

Consequently, Kiriak shows this multiple and diverse constitution creating a story, ‘a 

domestic drama that covered four decades’ (SofS 9), of five different families including; 

[Hhrehory Workun] and […] his wife Helena and their children, Maria, Elizaveta, Pavlo and Kornylo. 
[…] Pavlo Dub and Kalina and their children, Wasyl, Olga, Olena, Osyp and Irinka. […] Toma Wakar 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
188 Radhakrishnan states that the generation gap extends its meaning in a diasporic community into ‘historical rupture’ (123) 
that divides the generations belonging to one group, which he explicates by means of the fact that ‘[t]he two generations [of 
parents/teachers and children/students] have different starting points and different givens’ (123). Consequently, this means 
that in diasporic cases the paradigm ‘the parent “has been there before”’ (122) is in fact dysfunctional (cf. Radhakrishnan 
122).  
189 In his study on the Ukrainian diaspora, Satzewich talks about the differences within one diasporic group, but also between 
the communities that altogether create one diaspora. He mentions the differences existing between the host societies like 
Canada or the United States which are instrumental in shaping the structures of the Ukrainian diasporic communities 
inhabiting them. Satzewich’s account is informative on the conflict and division existing in the Ukrainian diaspora whose 
‘story of [...] life in the west is one of the conflict, struggle and hostility between Ukrainians of different political persuasions, 
religious affiliations, classes and waves of immigration’ (17). The extent of the conflict resulting from the difference is so 
great in the case of the Ukrainian diaspora that Satzewich is led to a conclusion ‘that it may be more appropriate to think of 
Ukrainians as making up a number of different diasporas’ (18). For the information on the conflict see here, subchapter 4.1. .   
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and his wife Tetiana and their children, Andrew, Sophia and Semen. […] Stepan Solowy and Teklia. […] 
Diordy and his wife Anna and their children, Ivan and Katerina. (SofS 8-9) 
 

As we see the differentiation according to sex is wide. So is the age difference because the 

members of this depicted group happen to be in varied life cycles. Sex and age differentiation 

will have its consequences in the redefined views on gender issues and the lifestyle and these 

will be discussed further on in the chapter. At this point, however, it should be mentioned that 

all the differences are undeniably implicated in themselves and all of them are important in 

shaping the views of the community on their self-definitions and the definition of the 

homeland (cf. Satzewich 18). For what is clearly observable among the members of the group 

Kiriak presents are the different approaches they have to the aspect of their emigration.  

As we see in the scene depicting the settlers on their way to their allotted place in 

Canada, the attitudes accompanying the travellers vary immensely. While all of them are 

clearly discouraged by the burden of their tiresome journey, the prospect of their lives in 

Canada is not welcomed by all to the same degree. Hrehory Workun seems to be the only 

person who keeps his lively and optimistic spirit despite the inconveniences of travel he 

experiences. His attitude evidently contrasts his friend’s, Pavlo, who is explicit about the fact 

that he is indeed ‘sorry [he] left the Old Homeland’ (SofS 10), but also his wife’s, Helena, 

whose ‘blank stare’ (11) and tired face are expressive of her unwillingness to emigrate. In 

fact, as it is stated, all women seem to be ‘indifferent […] to the vastness of the prairie, which 

for them had only one meaning – eternities of space separating them from everything they had 

known and loved in the Homeland’ (SofS 11). But as we learn further on, female perspectives 

on the group’s movement are more complex particularly due to two women, Tetiana and 

Kalina, who persuaded their husbands to leave Ukraine. In Kalina’s case it was even coercion, 

a tactic that she implemented to lure her husband into her dream of acquiring ‘wealth and the 

status of a squire’s lady’ (SofS 12).  

The last aspect mentioned above is vital because it becomes the evidence of another 

division existing within the community, namely its differentiation in terms of class. Kalina’s 

determination to improve her financial and social status expresses her newly rich, hierarchical 

concept of her community according to which she dwells in her superiority over the others 

who are nothing and nobody to her but ‘servants’ (SofS 13). Kalina’s prospects are only the 

introduction into the novel’s presentation of the fact that ‘the old story of keeping up with the 

Joneses’ (SofS 292) is very well known to its protagonists. In fact, the novel shows how the 
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act of survival may turn in some cases, like in the depicted episode of Diordy Poshtar,190 into 

the ‘money-mad’ (SofS 207) match that very often kindles ‘the hidden fires of hatred’ (201) 

among the members of one community.  

 

Cultural Identity: Tradition Redefined 

Paul Gilroy states that ‘[b]y embracing diaspora, our grasp of identity turns […] towards an 

emphasis on contingency, indeterminacy and conflict’ (334). Referring this remark to Kiriak’s 

literary endeavours we may say that the author works out from this idea from the beginning of 

his novel. By showing a clearly diversified community without concealing from its picture the 

occurring frictions, Kiriak creates not only a family saga, but an important chapter of a 

diaspora saga. The question that remains is: if the community shown is so divergent and if the 

native land no longer determines the community’s identity and belonging then what does?  

Relating once again to Gilroy, we may answer with his words: ‘the social dynamics of 

remembrance and commemoration defined by a strong sense of the dangers involved in 

forgetting the location of origin and the process of dispersal’ (318). Gilroy’s statement may be 

supported by the examples taken from the novel in which it is commented that ‘[i]t appeared 

that when one emigrates one must take along the churches, the customs, rites and holidays of 

the Old Land, perhaps as a protection against degeneration’ (SofS 124) and that ‘it was good 

for the soul to recall […]’ (125) the pictures and stories of one’s ancestry because by their 

means one ‘was momentarily transported across the broad expanse of Canada and of the wide 

ocean to [one’s] native land’ (125). But the meaning of ‘remembrance’ is to be extended and 

so in Gilroy’s mind the distinction needs to be made between ‘the naive invocation of 

common memory’ (328) and ‘the dynamics of commemoration’ (328). Connecting Gilroy’s 

remarks with Fortier’s ideas on remembering,191 it should be stated that the willingness to 

remember and the mere act of remembering is not enough; what is needed is the memory ‘in 

the making’ (Fortier 48). This is shown by Kiriak whose fictional community, although 

                                                 
190 Diordy Poshtar and his family were already settled on the land when the rest of the community arrived. Diordy’s portrayal 
clearly changes with the development of the plot; although presented from the beginning as ‘an aggressive individual’ (SofS 
20), Diordy is in fact the person who initially helps the newcomers, functioning as a true ‘godsend’ (20) and the example to 
be followed by his co-settlers. Later on, however, we see him as a ruthless capitalist who monopolises all prosperous posts 
and sectors in the community. In the end, he exploits his community members when he ‘[pockets] most of [tax-money] for 
[himself]’ (SofS 228). This cost him community’s strong dislike and distrust, but the man’s wealth-craze also blinds him in 
the dispute with his son and brings about ‘animosity’ (SofS 201) between the two of them. 
191 Fortier’s concept of membership re-established via the process of remembering will be influential for Chapter 5.5. . In this 
part of the work, my analysis of Kiriak’s novel will be based on Fortier’s concept of tradition as ‘a ground of remembrances’ 
(50) and her idea that by performing one’s traditional rites one is enacting the memory, which altogether leads to constructing 
ones identity and the re-affirmation of ones belonging (cf. Fortier 47-8). 
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diversified, is united in processing their remembrance by performing their cultural traditions 

(cf. Fortier 50). 

The concept of tradition that is illuminated in Kiriak’s work extends the usual 

understanding of the word. It is neither fixed nor limiting and the core of its nature could be 

described by Radhakrishnan’s comment that ‘[w]hen people move, identities, perspectives 

and definitions change’ (123), and so does tradition (cf. Radhakrishnan 126). If the geo-social 

environment of a community alters, the media of expressing tradition also transform and so 

the contents are equally influenced; as Gilroy writes the life in a diaspora is necessarily 

connected with the fact that its culture is constantly exposed to novel social forces (cf. Gilroy 

304). 

These ideas are included into Kiriak’s work, being particularly evident when the event 

of ‘khram’ (SofS 95) is described. A specification of this Ukrainian tradition is drawn up as 

follows: 

On St. Dimitri’s Day Helena Workun decided to celebrate with a festival, because the village from which 
she came recognised St. Dimitri as its patron saint. On this holiday they put on a khram or a patron saint’s 
feast. To this khram they would invite the people from another village. It was the custom that no one 
present in the village on that day was allowed to be hungry; and so the hospodari (husbandmen) would 
greet anyone who came out of the church and see to it that he got an invitation to the feast. […] 
Reputation entered into this custom also, and was a moving force. Thus all the hospodari would make 
preparations ahead of time to feed as many as possible; and nothing could give them more pleasure than to 
spend the whole day, down to the early hours of the following morning, finding a place behind the table 
for guest after guest. It was a khram of this kind that Helena wanted to hold in her newly-adopted 
homeland […]. (SofS 95) 

 
To put her plan into life, Helena sends her husband Hrehory on a mission of inviting people to 

the celebration as it seems to ‘be more fitting for the hospodar himself to do inviting’ (SofS 

96). But as we see the Canadian conditions create certain difficulties in the realisation of the 

prospect in a traditional manner. Hrehory realises the problematic circumstances, ‘reminding 

[Helena] that a real khram was not practical without a church, a priest and outside people’ 

(SofS 96). Despite obstacles, settlers are determined to maintain their tradition being fully 

aware of the fact that the present context will inevitably influence the usual performance of 

the rite; when inviting his guests, Hrehory announces, ‘[i]t won’t be like it was in the Old 

Country, but you’ll enjoy yourself just the same’ (SofS 100; emphasis added). 

The use of the words in Hrehory’s invitation, i.e. the comparative ‘like’ and ‘the same,’ 

illuminates the core understanding of ‘tradition’ conveyed in the novel by Kiriak. On the one 

hand, the celebration will be different, but on the other hand, still comparable. Clearly, the 

definition is based on the opposition whose elements remain in the relation of complement 

rather than the expected incompatibility. Thus, what we deal with here is precisely Gilroy’s 
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use of the idea of ‘the changing same’192 (335-36) that encompasses the notion of ‘[t]he same 

[that] is retained without needing to be reified’ (335) so that it is ‘ceaselessly re-processed 

[…] [becoming] a determinedly non-traditional tradition’ (336) whose structures need to be 

viewed in the context of ‘movement and dynamic variation’ (336).  

As another illustration of ‘the changing same’ included in the novel we may use Teklia’s 

intention to celebrate ‘St. Andrew’s Day (the equivalent of Hallowe’en), December 13th’ 

(SofS 124): 

At first thought this seemed a silly kind of party and untimely, for the night was bitterly cold. Besides, 
what was there to do but sit and stare at one another? It was St. Andrew’s Eve all right, but there was no 
cat to seize the buttered rolls, there were no wet towels to snap at the boys, no fence, no palings on which 
to hang hats bound with ribbons so the girls could find out who and what manner of man their future 
suitors would be […]. There were no dogs to answer with loud barks the sharp clanging of the spoons 
knocking together, indicating whence the suitors would come. Nor were there enough young men to trip 
with cords, nor could one go outside barefoot and hurl one’s boots across the threshold to see, by the way 
the toes pointed whence starostas (match-makers) would arrive. (SofS 124) 

 
Clearly, the present environment the settlers find themselves in is different, requiring from 

them the revision of their concept of tradition. The settlers’ will to maintain their ancestral 

rites outweighs any hindrance, enriching in this way their approaches to their cultural 

inheritance; for the settlers realise they need to, as it is in Teklia’s case of celebrating St. 

Andrew’s Eve,193 ‘improvise’ (SofS 124) and re-imagine their tradition, ‘[inventing]’ (124; 

emphasis added) its new aspects which will allow for its retention in the changed 

environment.  

Consequently, what we witness here is culture in production, and even more than that, 

‘[c]ulture [as] a production’ (Hall 2005b, 556), the notion communicating the idea that ‘[i]t is 

[…] not a question of what our traditions make of us so much as what we make of our 

traditions’ (556). Kiriak’s fictional community make their tradition their own construction 

which extends its definition beyond the concept of ‘simple repetition’ (Gilroy 336). What they 

construct, what they produce cannot be fit into the paradigm of, using Hall’s words, ‘true’ 

(2005b, 551) vs. ‘pale reflection’ (551) because their creation is in fact an ‘autonomous 

formation’ (551). As a response to the success of Helena’s khram, we hear Wakar’s comment 

that emphasises the originality of the experienced traditional event, ‘[i]n all my living days 

I’ve never seen a khram like this’ (SofS 103).   

                                                 
192 The concept is taken by Gilroy from Leroi Jones (cf. Gilroy 335). For the discussion of Gilroy’s idea see Fortier (49); 
Clifford (247-48); Massey (184, online). In their analyses, the authors use interesting metaphors of Gilroy’s concept, e.g. 
Fortier talks about ‘a cultural reprocessing’ (49), Clifford remarks on ‘preserving and recovering traditions, “customizing” 
and “versioning” them in novel, hybrid, and often antagonistic situations’ (243), while Hall points to ‘a process of repetition-
with-difference, or reciprocity-without-beginning’ (551), also connecting it to Derrida’s concept of differance (cf. 2005b, 
551).  
193 As it is stated, Teklia ‘knew how to improvise in any set of circumstances [...] [and so] [s]he invented all kinds of 
guessing games and fortune telling, with the help of knives and forks, cleaned grains and silly songs’ (SofS 124). 



 131

Therefore, the community in question is engaged in the process of ‘inventing traditions’ 

(Hobsbawm 1) in the sense that they become, as Hobsbawm explicates the notion, ‘responses 

to novel situations which take the form of reference to old situations’ (2), but also in the sense 

that they become in fact ‘mass-producing traditions’ (Hobsbawm 263). On Hrehory’s 

invitation to the occasion of khram, ‘[w]e've done it in the Old Country and I don’t see why 

we can’t do it here’ (SofS 101), Kalina asks derisively, ‘[a]nd for whom?’ (101), receiving 

Hrehory’s immediate answer, ‘[w]hy, for our neighbours, of course’ (102). What emerges 

from these one-off lines is the idea of togetherness that is to underlie the entire event of this 

traditional celebration when it finally takes place, ‘“Now, neighbours,” said Workun […], 

“may the Lord bless you with the good health for not being too proud to attend our festival. 

[…] If troubles gnaw at our vitals we must not succumb; if they get us down we’ve got to 

fight back as a group, just as we’re all here today”’ ( SofS 103; emphasis added). 

The performance of the re-invented tradition of khram brings together the individuals, 

reaffirming them as a group, but it also becomes the incentive for the invention of other 

aspects that soon will re-appear as part of tradition itself. As we see, it is during the event of 

khram that the community members gather and their being together leads to their production 

of new ideas: celebrating ‘khram the year round’ (119), building a school and a church (cf. 

107-08), organising themselves into ‘the new parish’ (110) and, what follows, coming up with 

a name for it and electing its main representatives (cf. SofS 110-11). These new communal 

prospects may be seen precisely as ‘invented traditions’ by means of which the community 

undergoes its ‘formalization’ (Hobsbawm 4), but also invention. Since ‘inventing traditions 

[…] is essentially a process of formalization and ritualization, characterised by reference to 

the past, if only by imposing repetition’ (Hobsbawm 4), we may consider the described 

community itself an ‘invented tradition’ which ‘formalises’ itself via the already mentioned 

‘rituals’ which contain the vital reference to the past,194 but which are also, as already shown, 

necessarily recontextualised. Thus, it is through these aspects of ‘the changed same’ and 

‘inventing traditions’ that it becomes possible for Hrehory and his compatriots to ‘create 

[themselves] anew, as new kinds of subjects’ (Hall 2005b, 556), to construct their collectivity 

into, as it is stated in the novel, ‘their new community’ (SofS 142). 

Consequently, we see that the concept of tradition presented in the work is fairly 

complex; it is understood here not only in terms of fluidity, change and invention, but also as 

                                                 
194 They refer to the past in the following way: khram as an epitome of a traditional rite itself, a church as a site of religious, 
traditional ceremonies, a school as a place where the reference to ancestral culture, history and language should be at the 
commonest, and finally, the organisation of the parish in the New Place but named after the village in the Old Place from 
which Poshtar originates. 
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fluidity, change and invention whose basis lies in the social relationships (cf. Gilroy in 

Clifford 247), as Gilroy puts it, ‘the fragile communicative relationships’ (in Clifford 247) 

which are defined by tradition necessarily ‘across time and space […]’ (247). This aspect is 

clearly visible in the novel again via the scene depicting the community celebrating their 

khram. What we witness in this scene is the characters’ conversation on the time and weather 

difference between Canada and Ukraine (cf. SofS 109). Following their dialogue we see that it 

becomes their way of seeking connections between their present ‘here’ and their past ‘there’ 

which proves their full awareness of the fact that their ‘continuity’ (Clifford 247) has been 

disrupted in both terms, i.e. of time and space. Equally, they are seeking historical continuity 

by reviving their histories, evoking the memories of their past lives burdened by exploitive 

lords, lack of forests and the abundance of taxes (cf. SofS 104).195 The re-establishment of 

communication across time and space, in its both literary and metaphorical dimension, is also 

inscribed in the community’s tradition performed during Christmas when the additional sets 

of the dishes are prepared so that the souls of the deceased members of the family, but also 

‘the souls of […] dead forefathers’ (SofS 137) on the whole could ‘return to see whether they 

are forgotten or not’ (137). This fulfils the novel’s view on tradition that is seen here as ‘a 

network of partially connected histories, a persistently displaced and reinvented time/space of 

crossings’ (Clifford 248). 

 

‘[Cultural] Identity In the Making’ 

In his novel, Kiriak shows the characters’ invention of their ‘changing same’ in terms of 

specific rites like khram, but also the idea of community itself. In this way, we witness the 

process of the community’s renegotiation of their belonging. The idea of belonging permeates 

the novel which allows for its discussion from various perspectives as already indicated in the 

previous subchapters. In the following pages, it will be attempted to look once again at 

belonging but this time in the context of its performing. 

In this respect, we should examine the aspect of a church and the prospect of its building 

relished by the community. The settlers’ willingness to create their church might be seen as 

their attempt to remodel the site of their cultural and religious belonging that they know from 

their Old Country, and in this way to recreate the isomorphic relation between their lives in 

the New Country and their past belonging. This observation follows Fortier’s idea according 

to which such an endeavour is to be seen as ‘the communal project of recovery; of the 

                                                 
195 It should be added that on this occasion derogative remarks on Jews and women are made by the party (cf. SofS 105-6), 
which proves that the old stereotypes are still alive among their community.  
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‘rediscovery’ of a past, of a place, a grounding which, as Stuart Hall points out, is grasped 

through reconstruction […]’ (47) that inevitably ‘draws essentialist and exclusionist borders 

[…]’ (47) which clearly define through the membership to the site who is Ukrainian and who 

is not (cf. Fortier 47).196 But as Fortier herself admits such delineation of belonging may 

escape its absolutism when examined from its diasporic context in which the multiplicity of 

such sites undermines the boundedness of identities to a specific place (cf. Fortier 47). This is 

what Kiriak presents to us in his work, pointing to the fact that cultural belonging is far more 

complex than a mere reproduction of known cultural paradigms. 

Using Fortier’s idea, the church that the community is anxious to build will become 

their ‘(terrains of) belonging(s)’ (42) which comprises the two meanings: the church site as 

the material ‘possessions’ (42), the appurtenances of the group, and the church as a site of 

‘appartenance’ (42), i.e. the membership of the group. Nevertheless, it is evident that in the 

novel the latter meaning outweighs the former due to the fact that there is no church building 

in the village and its future existence is only briefly remarked upon (cf. SofS 179). Thus, what 

may be concluded here is that in Sons of the Soil it is not only tradition, but also an idea of a 

place that is to be seen primarily as the constellation of social relationships (cf. Massey 186 

and 188, online; also 2004, 120-21) building up a people, a community.   

 To illustrate this idea we should examine the scene presenting the great occasion for the 

whole community, i.e. a priest’s visit to their village and the organisation of a Sunday Mass 

(cf. SofS 171-79). No church building available, the service is to be conducted at the biggest 

house in the village. And so the people gather in the assigned spot firstly for the confession of 

their sins, and then for the participation in the service during which ‘[a]ll joined in singing the 

Easter song’ (SofS 179), ‘listened in awe to the heaven-inspired message’ (179), and ‘[b]efore 

receiving the Holy Communion, […] renewed friendships, kissing each other warmly’ (179). 

Consequently, what we observe here is the re-establishment, or using Fortier’s term, ‘[r]e-

membering’ (59) of the individuals into one ‘communal body’ (59). In this way, they are 

creating their collective identity but what needs to be emphasised here they do this via 

remembering (cf. Fortier 59).197 As Fortier claims, ‘cultural identity is embodied, and 

                                                 
196 Fortier makes this statement discussing so called ‘The Hill’ (44), i.e. the Italian St. Peter’s Church in London with its 
nearby areas. As she explains, the recovery of the site as the Italian space ‘obliterates the presence of Irish and other residents 
in this are at the time, while traces generational blood-lines of belonging and continuity’ (47). It should be emphasised here 
that my analysis of the importance of a church in the community’s life as depicted by Kiriak is based on Fortier’s reflections 
about the above mentioned church, and so her conclusions about identity, tradition and memory.  
197 In her work Bloodlines: A Journey into Eastern Europe, Myrna Kostash comes to a similar conclusion when referring to 
her experience during her trip to Poland in 1987 when the writer could observe a Polish crowd participating in a Mass that 
commemorated the tragic death of Father Jerzy Popieluszko. Describing the event, Kostash concludes, ‘[i]t is almost as 
though, in the act of coming together to remember, their immediate past has been erased and what is left in the collective 
bank are the old, old forms of Polish communion: on their knees in front of the tortured Son of God’ (131).  
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memories are incorporated’ (48) in performing ‘iterated actions’ (48). Thus, the confessional 

pattern, the whole structure of Mass including repeated phrases like ‘Christ has risen!’ (SofS 

179), liturgical songs known by heart, and the sign of reconciliation, all are engrossed in 

‘familiarity […] [and] a “habitual space”’ (Fortier 47). 

 By enacting their communal memory through repetitive rituals, the community members 

are performing their collective, cultural identity (cf. Fortier 48). This once again illustrates 

how performing tradition ‘becomes a ground of remembrances’ (Fortier 50). But, at this point, 

the most vital is the fact that, as Fortier purports, such repeated actions are to be seen as 

extending the mere act of repetition (cf. Fortier 43). Here is where Fortier bases on Butler’s 

ideas using her notion of gender performativity, but applying it also to ethnicity, claiming that 

‘the “stylised repetition of acts”’ (J.Butler in Fortier 48),198 which might be illustrated with 

the examples from Kiriak’s work mentioned above, becomes ‘a re-run of part of […] identity 

in the making […]’ (48)199 which means that these acts are expressive of and not 

consequential to identity, and thus render this identity performative (cf. Fortier 43).200 

 Using Fortier’s conceptualisation of identity, we may say that all the religious actions 

depicted by Kiriak are expressions of cultural identity, its constant production, and the 

ceaseless affirmation of their group membership through revived memory. This idea may also 

be illustrated by the example of their act of making the sign of the cross that is ever-present in 

the novel. This sign accompanies the characters not only during solemn, religious occasions, 

but also at simple daily activities causing them joy, grief or fear.201 Following Fortier’s 

remarks, we should recognise the fact that each time the protagonists are crossing themselves, 

they are incarnating their identity and belonging, and since the symbol of ‘the cross of their 

ancient faith bears,’ as the novel states, ‘witness to their sacrifice […]’ (SofS 239), making its 

sign the community members are not only remembering, but commemorating (cf. Gilroy 328) 

their past fates in the present and for the future.   

                                                 
198 In her essay, Fortier refers to four performative acts that involve the existence of St. Peter’s Church in London. Her 
discussion includes ‘written renditions of former Little Italy, where the church stands; a weekly Mass; the annual procession; 
a first communion’ (43).  
199 It should be noted here that the quotation from Fortier is used in this section’s title. 
200 Fortier claims quoting J.Butler that ‘[v]iewing identity as performative [...] means that identities are constructed by the 
“very ‘expressions’ that are said to be [their] results”’ (43; emphasis added). 
201 The characters are crossing themselves in a variety of situations: starting from everyday activities like before their work 
(cf. SofS 54), before sleep (cf. 69), but also when feared (cf. 90) or when in danger (cf. 173), the sign of the cross is also 
expressive of their respect for the dead (cf. 94 and 273) or the food (cf. 138). Equally, it is made ‘in affirmation of [one’s] 
innocence’ (SofS 114), in times of joy, but also as a part of solemn rituals performed during Christmas Eve (cf. 136) or the 
wedding celebrations (cf. 262 and 267). That this is the primary expression of the characters’ identities is evident by means of 
the fact that the act of crossing oneself also serves them as a basic way of defining the Other; when asked by her son, 
Kornylo, ‘[w]hat’s a Calvinist […]?’ (SofS 212), Helena answers in rather a parochial manner, ‘[a] Calvinist, son, is the kind 
of man who never prays, never crosses himself nor keeps any holidays, works on Sundays, hauling wood and even manure, 
and does not speak our language’ (212; emphasis added). 
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 Speaking about her personal experience of visiting St. Peter’s Church in London, Fortier 

states that it gave her ‘familiarity and comfort’ (47) and that the act of ‘[g]oing to [this] Italian 

church momentarily solves the ontological problem about belonging to the Italian Catholic 

culture in a non-Italian, non-Catholic world’ (48). Her statement is very important for the case 

of the community discussed. What we learn is that the people who gathered in the provisional 

site of performing their religiosity are ‘all hungry for this kind of ministration’ (SofS 178). 

The explanation of this might be seen in the fact alluded to by Fortier; thrust onto the new 

territory, the community presented by Kiriak confront the unfamiliar that undermines their 

identities. Thus, the familiarity of service’s patterns gives them not only ‘comfort,’ which 

Fortier talks about, but also strength. So that ‘the atmosphere [...] charged with some powerful 

force’ (SofS 178) allows each member to be ‘joined by the full voices of the congregation’ 

(178) that is united in performing their cultural identity.202  

 

5.1.2. Crossing Borders: Diasporic Re-/Inventions of Ethnicity and Nationality  

The analysis in the previous subchapter shows how Kiriak depicts the existence of a 

community in a diasporic situation; how the multiplicity and difference that constitutes it, but 

most importantly, the experience of uprootedness, the consequence of the community’s literal 

border-crossing, influences their necessity of crossing certain symbolical borders, namely 

renegotiating their claims of belonging and redefining their tradition. As the author proves, 

tradition, just like the idea of belonging itself, is not to be seen as ‘site of a thousand 

essentialisms’ (Clifford 247), but as an invention, a construction that ‘seizes the ways in 

which the tension between having been, being, and becoming is continually negotiated, 

conjugated and resolved’ (Fortier 49). This manner of conceptualising tradition also allows to 

see culture on the whole as a creative, constant process of ‘becoming’ (Hall 2005b, 556; cf. 

also here, Chapter 2.3.) that includes the intense and intensive re-/working of memory. These 

issues will also be influential in the following part, the main goal of which is to explore the 

aspects that define the concepts of ethnicity, nationality, and their correlation in the diasporic 

                                                 
202 It should be added that these aspects seen from the Butlerian perspective once again render the service’s acts presented in 
the novel as performative, although these acts concern their ethnicity, not gender. Nonetheless, as Fortier and Gunew prove in 
their essays, Butler’s theory of performativity is also applicable to ethnicity, and this, I would argue, is patent in the scenes in 
question. As performative acts, J.Butler recognises ‘legal sentences, baptisms, inaugurations, [...] statements which not only 
perform an action, but confer a binding power on the action performed’ (in Fortier 43). This is clearly envisioned in the Mass 
scene in which ‘the atmosphere [...] charged with some powerful force’ (SofS 178) emerges only after ‘Father Dimitri started 
to swing his censer toward [the people] and offer up silent prayers’ (178) and, as the narrator continues, ‘[i]ts power was 
manifest when the priest pronounced the opening words of the Liturgy: “Blessed is the Kingdom of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit”’ (178). Likewise, the traditional welcoming, i.e. ‘the usual “God be with you!”’ (SofS 184), which the 
characters frequently use, is an example that empowers and constructs the subject (cf. Gunew 168).  
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context, namely the connection between identity/identities and (identity of) places as well as 

the issues of homeland and in-betweenness.  

 

Sons of the Soils: Identities and (/of) Places 

The meaning of the title has already been mentioned in this chapter where it was pointed out 

that the phrase used in it refers to the nature of lifestyle led by people whose lives are 

dependent on farming. This is, however, the second meaning provided by the OED because, 

as the dictionary informs us, the phrase ‘child (son, etc.) of the soil’ (OED, online) serves 

primarily to describe ‘a native of a place or country’ (OED, online). In this respect, and with a 

connection to the contents of the novel, we see that Kiriak’s use of the title is subversive here; 

our immediate assumption that the title denotes the characters’ Ukrainian belonging is 

undermined by the observation that the novel describes the lives of the pioneers in Canada 

and not in Ukraine.203 

 Thus, the title itself is a very important statement about the idea of belonging conveyed 

by the novel. It serves to suggest already at the start that the Ukrainian pioneers settling in 

Canada may be seen precisely as ‘native of [this] place […]’ (OED, online) and this is in fact 

what the novel depicts: the Ukrainian immigrants attempting to define their Canadian 

existence, but also expecting others to recognise their right to do so. Consequently, the 

characters presented are to be considered not only ‘Sons of the Soil,’ but more importantly 

‘Sons of the Soils’ because it is the combination of the two spaces, Ukrainian and Canadian, 

that is to influence their identities and belonging. By portraying the characters whose 

identities are ‘deterritorialised’ (Fortier 42) and subsequently ‘reterritorialised’ (42), Kiriak 

involves his readers into the discussion on ethnicity and nationality, showing that the two 

aspects remain in their dialogic relationship. 

 What the discussion in the previous subchapter proves to us is that by performing their 

traditional rites like khram, St. Andrew’s Day, Christmas, and varied church rituals or acts 

like making the sign of the cross, protagonists are ceaselessly re-producing their identities, but 

also establishing connections across time and space, being aware of their disconnectedness 

due to their dislocation. For their developing community, these performances will become in 

the future, what Fortier calls, ‘diasporic moments’ (49) because they will unite their 

community with all other Ukrainian communities located everywhere, marking the presence 

of their diaspora in the world (cf. Fortier 49). But what is more at stake here, and what we 

                                                 
203 For the sake of clarity, I use here the designation ‘Ukraine,’ being aware that at the time of the plot there was no Ukraine 
in a political sense, but that the land and people were under the Russian and Austro-Hungarian rule (cf. here, Chapter 3.1.).   
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already mentioned in the previous subchapter, is that enacting this recontextualised and thus 

changed, but still traditional ‘same,’ and so by recalling through their actions what they know 

from the past, protagonists are re-establishing their connections with Ukraine and those who 

stayed there, returning in this way to their ancestral land and lineage.  

 But what we see in Sons of the Soil is the illustration of the fact that (also and especially) 

in the diasporic context such connections can only be ‘imagined’ (Anderson 6) due to the 

spatial and temporal disconnectedness. The diasporic community is necessarily an 

Andersonian ‘imagined community’ in which ‘the tension between here and there, then and 

now […]’ (Gilroy 331) is lived out constantly and most acutely when relating the two spaces 

to each other. We see that although the members of the community try to ‘confirm that it was 

the same […] [world] [they] had known in the Old Country’ (SofS 109), they are aware that it 

is not, distinguishing the aspects of their lives according to the paradigm saying ‘[t]hat was in 

the Old Country, but this is Canada’ (131). The community members realise that their 

conditions of living are different and that the changed geographical and socio-economic 

context influences their perception of themselves and the world. While Wasyl enumerates 

geographical differences between Canada and Ukraine, idealising at the same time those 

existing in his homeland: 

Here the mosquitoes make life a perpetual misery. Over there you could sleep peacefully in an orchard. 
Here you can’t do that without being bitten or catching cold. In winter I used to sleep in the granary, but 
in Canada, even in the house, you’re risking your life without a blazing fire the whole night through. And 
who would be crazy enough to dance on the snow here from noon till evening on any fall or winter 
holiday? (SofS 132; emphasis added) 

 
Poshtar recognises the need to reorganise their lifestyle and work for the sake of their 

prosperity in Canada. As he states: 

This is not the Old Country where everything is under rigid control. Here you have to make your own 
decisions and do the best you can in any emergency. […] In Canada it’s hard to make a fortune just by 
sitting still. You’ve got to get around, to mix with people; for the only person who’s recognised here is the 
man with money. (SofS 265) 

 
Thus, the apt social and financial status is to be acquired only when the old customs are left 

behind for, as Hrehory Workun explains to his compatriots, reverberating in fact Poshtar’s 

ideas, ‘[b]rothers, this is not the Old Country where you can sit and wait for the customers to 

come to you. You’ve got to be aggressive’ (SofS 287). 

Consequently, we see that the differences are numerous, a need to change is recognised, 

and thus ‘the tension between here and there, then and now […]’ (Gilroy 331) is mounting. 

But it is, if not resolved, then eased by the community’s growing realisation, namely by their 

recognition that ‘[w]e left the Old Country and came here to live … to live … to live …’ 

(SofS 178) and so: 
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All we have is the chance to get together, talk together and enjoy ourselves together in peace. […] Fate 
has thrown us all together at this turning point in our lives; it has hurled us into these jungles and each one 
of us must work out his destiny in his own way. (SofS 103; emphasis added)  

 
The community create their togetherness among themselves but also with ‘relatives 

beyond the ocean’ (SofS 136). Nevertheless, they can only construct those links by means of 

their imagination; via their spiritual experiences like prayers they say for the sake of their 

families in Ukraine, but also more material media brought from their homeland ‘as a 

remembrance’ (SofS 27), e.g. ‘a bit of Old Country earth’ (27), ‘[a] wax candle’ (89), and 

‘holy water’ (91). These are vital elements in the community’s traditions that mark their 

Ukrainian ancestry and by their means the community maintains their relations with people 

and places of the past, imagining those relations as alive. In this way, it is possible for them to 

establish connections among themselves in the present, but also in the future with ‘another 

group of immigrants’ (SofS 152) who will settle among them. It will become the community’s 

task to imagine connections with these newcomers, the familiar to them but nonetheless 

strangers.204 

 We see therefore how the Canadian space unknown to the community influences their 

identities and belonging. At their core are social relationships stretched across time and space 

that require an imaginative re-production. But the aspect of these social interconnections is 

substantial not only for the discussion of identity and place but also identity of a place which 

can also be understood by their context and thus may be seen ‘as constantly shifting 

articulations of social relations through time’ (Massey 188, online).205 As Massey writes, ‘the 

relationship between past, present and future can help us to reinvigorate the way in which we 

conceptualise geographical places. Put briefly, it helps us to think of them as temporal and not 

just spatial: as set in time as well as space’ (186, online; emphasis added). In Kiriak’s novel 

this idea is incorporated in the example of the community’s project of building a cemetery, a 

crucial space that becomes an important chronotope in the work.206  

 After the death of the Wakars’ child, Semen, the members of the community decide to 

create a burial ground to give the child his resting place. The site of the cemetery ‘can’t be 

anywhere,’ as Pavlo explains, ‘but on one of the farms. We have no right to bury our dead 

                                                 
204 I take this idea from Bauman who states that ‘[a]ll societies produce strangers, but each kind of society produces its own 
strangers, and produces them in its own inimitable way’ (1997, 46). Producing strangers in the conditions of ‘postmodern 
uncertainty’ (54) is connected, according to Bauman, with obscuring distinctions between certain categories like ‘the familiar 
and the strange, “us” and the strangers’ (54).  
205 In this way, Massey considers places an ‘envelope of space-time’ (188, online). For Massey’s conceptualisation of space 
and place see Space, Place and Gender, e.g. ‘Place and Identity: Introduction’ (117-24), and ‘A Place Called Home?’ (157-
73). 
206 See Bakhtin’s ‘Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel: Notes toward a Historical Poetics’ for his definition of 
‘chronotope.’  
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elsewhere’ (SofS 90). Therefore, the decision is made that ‘it will have to be on the corner 

where all […] farms meet’ (SofS 90). The fact that the grave is to be placed ‘on the corner,’ 

i.e. at the crossroads of the settlers’ possessions is not without its significance for what is 

emphasised here once again is the aspect of the community’s togetherness.  

 Semen’s grave is crowned with the cross placed in the cemetery ground. When seen by 

Hrehory Workun for the first time, the presence of the grave is remarked upon by him in the 

following way, ‘[w]ell, friends, Canada now for a certainty is becoming our eternal 

motherland’ (SofS 94). Workun’s statement marks their belonging to the new soil, but if we 

stop the analysis at this point, such a belonging would inevitably denote boundedness. And 

this does not constitute the novel’s message. 

 What is important here is that the cross and the cemetery site mark the graves of the 

dead. Thus, the community’s history is symbolically buried in the new place, an idea to which 

Workun’s statement above alludes. It is precisely here where time mingles with space, and 

where the past blurs with the present and the future; for it is vital to notice that the first person 

buried in the new land is a small child, the fact which designates a future that is unfinished or 

unfulfilled.207 This is to be done by the next generations that will come. With the births of 

Boris Solowy or Barbara Wakar, the births which will take place in Canada and which will 

give the newborn undeniable ‘right to call Canada [their] native land […]’ (SofS 153), the 

belonging of the community to Canada is to be ensured and their history in this space is to be 

continued.  

 As Fortier observes in respect of ‘The Hill’ (47), the Italian church site in London, this 

area has become for the Italian immigrants settling there ‘both an end point and a starting 

point; a point of arrival and a point of departure. It is an interval; a spatial and temporal 

‘moment’ that marks off the passage from migrancy and settlement’ (47). This remark may be 

related to the case of Kiriak’s community, their cemetery ground and the whole area of their 

village in the Canadian space. It becomes the final destination in their emigration route but 

simultaneously the initial point in their lives on this new soil which soon, as it happens on 

Semen’s death and his burial, becomes ‘no longer alien’ (SofS 90).208 Settlers’ lives will write 

                                                 
207 With respect to this observation, it might be interesting to pay attention to the English meaning of the boy’s Ukrainian 
name; ‘semen’ meaning the liquid containing sperm might be seen as the promise of the community’s continuation in the 
new land, despite, what might be seen as, the sacrificial death/s of some of its pioneers.  
208 We should also point out that the cemetery site is important for the very community, but it will also become a vital 
element in the whole structure of such sites which will appear around Canada and other countries, which is indicative of the 
development of the Ukrainian diaspora. I make this observation following once more Fortier’s remarks concerning ‘The Hill’ 
upon which she comments as follows, ‘The Hill is arguably elevated as the emblem of Italian settlement in Britain, but it 
inserts itself within a network of many similar ‘Little Italies’ scattered in Britain (and elsewhere). “Origins”, here, are 
multiple. [...] Little Italy, here, is a space of belonging that proceeds from remembrance of beginnings [...] and roots them, as 
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their histories onto this place, and the history of the place will include the settlers’ presence in 

it.209 The history of both will not be forgotten and it is precisely the cemetery ground that will 

become its reminder which will enable ‘scribes’ like Mr. Goodwin, the village teacher, to 

record it: 

Just across the road was the cemetery, which would be seen through the trees and bushes, marked by a 
small, metal-covered cupola out of which rose a crucifix with two crosspieces. 
 Goodwin could not resist temptation to see what was under the cupola and around it. He made his 
way through the trees to the church. […] 
 The large poplar cross was of special interest to him. It had flower beds on all four sides, and a large 
wreath of dried wild flowers hung from it, and covering some sort of inscription. He lifted the wreath with 
a long pole and saw a date, 1899. He took out a note-book and jotted this date down. (SofS 234; emphasis 
added) 

 
The example of the cemetery shows to us, in a metaphorical sense, and the metaphor is 

indeed very accurate here, how the immigrants, who will soon become diaspora members, are 

‘haunted by the ghost of belonging’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 215) to two different backgrounds 

and therefore how one’s identities are necessarily connected with the identity of a place, and 

how the very multiplicity of origins, i.e. the Ukrainian and Canadian origin, puts the 

community’s identities and the identity of a place not in a fettered but in a shifting 

relationship (cf. Massey 2004, 167-73). Moreover, the cemetery spot commemorates not only 

the dead, but also the presence of the alive in Canada’s geography and history. This is also 

done by the novel itself. By creating a fictional community, but the one which can be related 

to the actual past experience of Ukrainians in Canada, Kiriak creates and ensures the space for 

Ukrainian identity/identities in the Canadian landscape for the present and the future.   

 

‘[D]welling-in-displacement’: ‘Home,’ Diaspora and the In-between 

The diasporic context puts its agents in connection with two (or more) spaces. In respect to 

the community presented in Kiriak’s work, it is both, the Ukrainian and Canadian space. We 

see that the connections to both of them are valid. Therefore, as we saw in the previous 

subchapter, diaspora mediates between ‘here’ and ‘there’ and, as Clifford puts it, this is in fact 

its ‘empowering paradox […] that dwelling here assumes a solidarity and connection there’ 

(248). Apart from the examples given in the preceding part, the apprehension written into this 

two-directional relationship between ‘here’ and ‘there’ also articulates itself in the self-

imposing ‘question of the relationship between sameness and differentiation’ (Fortier 49) that 

                                                                                                                                                         
it were, within English soil’ (47). The final words of Fortier’s statement may be taken as an important context in which 
Hrehory’s observation on Canada as the community’s motherland (see above) should be put.  
209 I base this observation on Massey’s ideas concerning place and its identity (cf. 182-92, online). Massey states that the 
constitutive factor of the identity of place is history (cf. 186, online), and what is more, ‘a particular reading of that history’ 
which brings her to the conclusion that ‘in trying to understand the identity of places we cannot – or, perhaps, should not – 
separate space from time, or geography from history’ (187, online).  



 141

leads to a statement ‘“we are more or less what we used to be” in a conflict about whether it is 

the more or the less that should be privileged in the project of identity […]’ (49). 

 In the novel, this conflict is ever-present. Suffice it here to provide one particular 

example; during the conversation with his wife, Hrehory states, ‘you can see how it is here. 

[…] This is a different world, different people; and even we will not for long be able to 

remain as we were’ (SofS 255; emphasis added). To his statement, Helena answers, ‘[m]aybe 

you’ll change but I won’t’ (SofS 255). So the conflict remains unresolved because it is to be 

approached individually. As the quotation above illustrates, this might not be Helena’s case 

but her husband’s in which ‘the Old Country slowly faded from his memory and his thoughts, 

and how his plans for the future in Canada had gradually taken their place in his heart’ (SofS 

167).  

 The quote above also brings us to the point which shows to us that just as the group was 

divided on the aspect of their emigration, the same attitudes are sustained with respect to their 

settlement in Canada. Much as we could point out those community members whose ideas 

concur with Hrehory’s, the presence of those agreeing with Helena is even more flamboyant. 

Such is the case of Pavlo and his son, Wasyl, whose willingness to return to Ukraine is 

constantly underscored in the work. Both men agree on the fact that ‘[l]ife is better over 

there’210 (SofS 118), both proclaim their intention to go back to their homeland, nonetheless 

Pavlo puts his words into deeds, leaving Canada which ‘does not agree with [him]’ (221). 

 Pavlo’s return to Ukraine opens the dialogue on nationality and ethnicity and the nature 

of negotiation that exists between the two which propels the question whether ‘this 

relationship [is] hierarchically structured, such that the “national” is supposed to subsume and 

transcend ethnic identity […]’ (Radhakrishnan 120).211 What is more, it also offers an 

important contribution to the debate on the idea of ‘home’ in discourse on diaspora,212 proving 

that this concept cannot be merely neglected as it is not indifferent to diaspora communities, 

                                                 
210 Wasyl repeats his father’s words in his conversation with Maria, stating that ‘we were better off over there’ (SofS 131). 
211 It should be noted here that such a condition is to be referred specifically to the next generations of pioneers whose 
identities are hyphenated and which can be differentiated according to ethnicity and nationality. In the case of the community 
described in the novel such a differentiation is not so clear due to the fact that the characters belong to the first generation 
immigrants whose notions of both ethnicity and nationality are related to their Ukrainianness. Thus, Pavlo’s case can only be 
analysed here in terms of his Ukrainian belonging, both ethnic and national, and his future Canadian citizenship that might 
also evolve into his feeling of Canadian-national belonging. Pavlo’s example proves thus the complexity of the dialogic 
relationship between ethnicity and nationality.  
212 In his work, Cohen talks about different ideas on the concept of home/-land developed in varied stages of diaspora studies 
(cf. 2008, 1-19). Cohen mentions the clash of opinions between the ‘“second phase” theorists’ (1) and ‘social 
constructionists’ (1) belonging to the third phase. Following postmodern dialectic, the latter attempted to ‘dethrone the 
foundational idea of a homeland’ (9) heavily emphasised by the former, proposing its more shifting definition largely 
influenced by the idea of placelessness that helped to avoid ‘absolutist notions of “origin” and “true belonging”” (Anthias in 
Cohen 2008, 10; also pp. 1-2 and 8-11). ‘[T]he current phase of consolidation,’ writes Cohen, recognises, ‘the increased 
complexity and deterritorialisation of identities […] [as] valid phenomena and constitutive of a small minority of diasporas 
[…], [but] ideas of home and often the stronger inflection of homeland remain powerful discourses’ (2).     
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being ‘something’ (Clifford 237) that can be in fact ‘simply left behind’ (237). Dwelling on 

the aspect of Pavlo’s return to his homeland, we might assume that it is in fact Pavlo’s 

ethnicity that is to surpass his future Canadian national belonging. We see that the man is 

determined to reject his Canadian belonging. But our assumption is questioned when we learn 

that after some time Pavlo comes back to Canada and this act also challenges the notion of 

‘home.’ 

 What Pavlo’s return to Canada may suggest is the power of the ‘diasporan gaze’ 

(Radhakrishnan 128) that is often ‘uncritical and nostalgic’ (128), allowing us to live out the 

illusion of our homeland, our ‘imaginary [homeland]’ (Rushdie 10). Although no explanation 

is given to Pavlo’s return, we may assume that neither he nor Ukraine are the same;213 as 

Gilroy states, ‘[dispersed people] […] cannot […] rewind the tapes of their cultural history’ 

(335). The act of his returning to Canada reveals the dilemma of the majority of migrants who 

may discover that ‘there is no question of recovering the essence of the original identity’ 

(Cohen 2005, 103).214 The meaning of Ukraine, the land to which Pavlo wishes to belong, and 

the ‘authenticity’ (cf. Radhakrishnan 119)215 which he applies to it is subverted by his 

Canadian experience which now may mark Ukraine in fact as ‘that “other place”’ (Cohen 

2005, 97). 

 Consequently, we see that by including Pavlo’s episode, Kiriak allows his characters to 

cross the borders once again. And once more, the literal crossing is followed by the 

symbolical one because with Pavlo’s journey to Ukraine and his subsequent journey back to 

Canada the boundaries of the meaning of ‘home’ are shifted: no longer fixed to one place the 

community’s ‘home’ comes to include Canada as well. In this way, Kiriak proves that 

discussing the concept of identity and ‘home’ we cannot talk about it as existing in a 

hierarchical classification of, using Hall’s terms, ‘original to copy, primary source to pale 

reflection’ (2005b, 550) because Canada will soon develop in fact into the community’s, 

particularly its next generations’, ‘ancestral space’ (Fortier 46)216 and the cross in the 

cemetery ground is to be the proof of this and, what is more, of settlers’ ‘firm intention to 

make Canada their country’ (SofS 239).  

                                                 
213 Cf. Gilroy (335); also Hall’s ‘Thinking the Diaspora’ in which he talks about the Caribbean diaspora and its concept of 
‘Africa,’ i.e. ‘home’ which is ‘alive and well in the diaspora [...] [b]ut it is neither the Africa of those territories [...] from 
which slaves were snatched for transportation nor the Africa of today [...]’ (553-54). The diasporic concept of Africa ‘is what 
Africa has become in the New World’ (554; emphasis added).  
214 Cf. also Hall (2005b, 544).  
215 See also Hall’s ideas challenging the notion of authenticity, pointing to cultural construction rather than the possibility of 
reproduction (2005b, 544-45, 550-51, and 553-55). 
216 Discussing the area of The Hill, Fortier points to the fact that ‘Little Italy’ (46) is constructed via ‘contested meanings and 
histories’ (46) into ‘an ancestral space for Italians of England or Britain’ (46). 
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 Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil shows that ‘home’ is a matter of negotiation, but also 

compromise, which once again proves what was discussed already in Chapter 2.1., and which 

can be summarised by means of Janice Kulyk Keefer’s statement that ‘home’ should be 

defined not by ‘belonging,’ (1998a, 328) but by ‘longing’ (328), an idea that is reverberated 

by Chambers who states:217 

We can never go home, return to the primal scene, to the forgotten moment of our beginnings and 
‘authenticity,’ for there is always something else between. We cannot return to a bygone unity, for we can 
only know the past, memory, the unconscious through its effects, that is when it is brought into language 
and from there embark on an (interminable) analysis. In front of the ‘forest of signs’ (Baudelaire) we find 
ourselves always at the crossroads, holding our stories and memories […] while scanning the 
constellation full of tension that lies before us, seeking the language, the style, that will dominate 
movement and give it form. Perhaps it is more a question of seeking to be at home here, in the only time 
and context we have … . (in Hall 2005b, 544-45; emphasis added) 

 
Chambers’s observation is also illuminating about one more aspect, namely the 

existence of ‘something else between.’ The issue finds its relevance in the novel when the 

already quoted conversation between Hrehory and his wife takes place. Acknowledging the 

prospect of change that will inevitably affect the couple so that they will no longer be the 

same, Hrehory finally states ‘we’ll be neither this nor that’ (SofS 255; emphasis added). The 

character’s statement is to be related to the quotation in the title of this section and the 

paradox that it contains because it illustrates that ‘dwelling-in-displacement’ (Clifford 236)218 

is in fact about being placed ‘in-between’ (Bhabha 2002, 54),219 about ‘dwelling the hyphen’ 

(120), a space that opens the dialogue between one’s identities (cf. Radhakrishnan 120), but 

also between one’s identities and places of one’s belonging.220 It shows that, like tradition 

(Massey 184, online) or history (Fortier 47), identity/identities may be ‘place-based’ (Fortier 

                                                 
217 Discussing social constructionists’ ideas on diaspora, Cohen mentions Brah’s concept of ‘a homing desire [...] which is 
not the same thing as a desire for “homeland”’ (2008, 9). 
218 This quotation from Clifford is used in the section’s title. 
219 As Bhabha claims this concept, to which he also refers as the ‘Third Space’ (Bhabha in Friedman 79), ‘makes it possible 
to begin envisaging national, anti-nationalist histories of the “people”’ (79) and to avoid ‘the politics of polarity’ (79). For an 
important contribution to the discussion of the concept of in-betweenness see Anzaldúa’s Borderlands. The ‘third element’ 
(101) is looked at by Anzaldúa in the context of Mexican-American identity, which she defines as being ‘neither [...] nor’ 
(84), introducing in this way her notion of ‘new mestiza’ (99) that designates ‘a consciousness of Borderlands’ (99).  
220 One of Gilroy’s conclusive remarks in ‘Diaspora and the Detours of Identity’ is that the diaspora discourse brings into 
focus the importance of ‘the spaces in-between’ (341). We may suggest that this also refers not only to the discourse but in 
fact the life in a diaspora which brings about the consecutive feeling of being placed ‘in-between.’ To illustrate this we 
should mention here one more important fact substantial in the history of Ukrainian diasporic experience. The aspect of the 
registration agents’ and even the first immigrants’ confusion about the immigrants’ national belonging has already been 
discussed in this thesis (cf. here, Chapter 4.1.; also Luciuk 1995, 109), but it should be once more referred to due to an 
important observation made by Satzewich in his study of the Ukrainian diaspora, in which he states, ‘the case of Ukrainians 
[...] is that their consciousness of themselves as “Ukrainian” did not develop until they were in the diaspora and was not part 
of the baggage that they brought to the diaspora. In other words, many first-wave migrants became ‘Ukrainian’ in the 
diaspora’ (27). As it is in the case of Kiriak’s fictional community, it is in fact dwelling the Canadian landscape that 
emphasises the notions of belonging to the space of origin. Thus, the dialogue between one’s identities and places of 
belonging opens and so the shifting state of hyphenation or in-betweenness increases in its meaning so that the ‘pluralistic 
rather that particularistic’ (Luciuk 1995, 113) notion of identity is developed, the fact which is also observable in the case of 
Ukrainian pioneers described by Kiriak.  
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47) but need not be ‘place-bound’ (Fortier 47; also Massey 184, online). This is what we 

observe at the end of Hrehory’s life and at the same time at the end of the novel. On the 

threshold of his life which is also the beginning of his last journey to cross the final border to 

another space, Hrehory Workun is to leave Ukraine and Canada as his home-places, 

homelands, that will both tell the history/histories of ‘Sons of the [Soils]’ (SofS 302; emphasis 

added). 

 

5.1.3. Crossing Borders: Diasporic Re-/Inventions of Gender Identity 

The preceding subchapter illustrates that the diasporic experience may open for its 

participants the space of the ‘in-between,’ a space that allows them to remain in a 

transnational context. Gilroy states that ‘non-national tendencies in the diaspora idea have 

sometimes triggered de-stabilising and subversive effects’ (334). As we observe, such 

transgressions of boundaries that Gilroy implies take place among the community described 

by Kiriak in terms of their ethnic identity and national belonging which the community 

members had to renegotiate, proving in this way that ‘[e]tymology is not destiny’ (Clifford 

258). The question to be answered in this subchapter is whether the same statement can be 

applied to gender as presented in Kiriak’s novel. Consequently, at the centre of our attention 

will be the following question: ‘do diaspora experiences reinforce or loosen gender 

subordination?’ (Clifford 239). Additionally, we will explore the connections between gender, 

ethnicity and class and see whether or how these serve as regulatory practices in a multi-

culturally structured society.  

 

Sons, Daughters and the Soil: Deciphering Gender Code in Kiriak’s Novel 

Clifford claims that the diasporic context complicates the matter of gender roles because, 

‘[o]n the one hand, maintaining connections with homelands, with kinship networks, and with 

religious and cultural traditions may renew patriarchal structures. On the other hand, new 

roles and demands, new political spaces, are opened by diaspora interactions’ (Clifford 239). 

On the surface, we might say that the latter happens in Kiriak’s community for what we might 

observe in it at first glance are more liberal gender structures.  

 Women described in the novel have undeniably strong personalities, they are powerful 

characters with powerful standpoints. Thus, their silence and grim faces observable in the 

scene depicting the settlers’ train journey to their allotments may be read as their 

recalcitrance, their protest against their enforced emigration. Equally, their presentation in the 

private spheres of their homes reveals their usually very coercive nature which frequently 
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renders them the actual ‘masters’ of the house. Moreover, due to different conditions we see 

that working patterns had to be changed in the community, and thus, new paradigms enter the 

usual life of settlers. The new environment brings about some liberation to the depicted 

women; it allows them to move outside the circumscribed places of their homes and seek 

work in town. But it also poses new demands from both women and men, undermining the 

gender role division that they knew until their lives in Canada. When men decide to find jobs 

in town to survive the coming winter with the earned money, women stay at home and assume 

control of the land, clearing and ploughing it by themselves, while men away lead their 

clearly lonely lives in a cabin,221 taking over the tasks that used to belong to their wives’ 

duties, e.g. cooking and washing. Therefore, despite the old patriarchal structuring of the 

community that is still valid in the new place, we see that its nature is not as conservative and 

narrow-minded as we will witness it in its portrayal in Yellow Boots by Vera Lysenko (cf. 

Chapter 5.2.). 

 Yet, this is what might be stated cursorily. An in-depth analysis shows that gender 

conventions are still ‘there’ and deciphering their code illuminates the reality under the 

surface of posturing. Women in Sons of the Soil are perhaps more free but already their 

absence in the title of the work suggests that this freedom is largely superficial and their 

importance still neglected. The following is to prove this observation.  

 As mentioned, female characters have evidently more to say in their community. The 

question is whether they are truly listened to. Consequently, we may ask whether their silence 

during the journey is really a sign of a protest or in fact a sign of their powerlessness. To 

illustrate this we should return to the already quoted scene on the train during which: 

Across the aisle from the men the women sat with their restless children. The latter alternated boisterous 
play with squalls of fighting. To this their mothers seemed as indifferent as they were to the vastness of 
the prairie, which for them had only one meaning – eternities of space separating them from everything 
they had known and loved in the Homeland. (SofS 11) 

 
The quotation may be seen as the perfect example of how patriarchal conventions force 

women into their immobilisation and confinement to one place (cf. Smith 1999, 12-13).222 But 

it also illuminates the consecutive: how women are deprived of part of their ‘selves’ due to 

the enforced movement (cf. Levine 109) so that in fact what they become here is ‘the living 

embodiment of the difficulty and sadness of emigration’ (Colpi in Fortier 51). Perhaps, the 

                                                 
221 This aspect should be marked off here because it is usually the motif of a woman living in a cabin that recurs in fact in 
Canadian women writers’ works, e.g. Atwood’s Surfacing or Barfoot’s Abra, but also in Kostash’s The Doomed Bridegroom 
which, as we will see, includes this episode of a solitary woman in her cabin located somewhere on the prairies of Canada.  
222 But also how this paradigm evokes the male mobility (cf. Fortier 47 and 52; also Clifford 239). For the aspect of women 
and travel see subchapter 5.5.1.) 
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best example illustrating this idea is the character of Tetiana whose constant state of 

resignation, her misfortune that stroke her and her family with sickness, poverty and death of 

a child, but also her husbands ceaseless complaints and deprecating remarks on her being 

always ‘sluggish’ (SofS 15) and useless prove how women in this society are often seen as 

‘the cause as well as the locus of despair’ (Levine 117).  

 What is more, it was already mentioned that the presentation of women in their homes 

construes their image as more talkative, often more decided than men and surely not passive. 

Undeniably, the best example may be found in the portrayal of Kalina Dub who possesses all 

the virtues enumerated above. Nevertheless, what we see is that Kalina is portrayed in the 

novel in a very negative light. Her character traits are mocked so that what might be seen as 

her independence and individualism is presented as the woman’s arrogance, aloofness and 

self-acclaimed superiority over other members of the community.223 Thus, the readers’ 

judgement on the heroine is enforced on them by the fashion in which the characterisation of 

Kalina is handled. For if we look at Kalina’s case from another perspective, setting aside the 

narrator’s ready-made assumptions about her figure, we will see that she is in fact the only 

female character in the novel who states her mind publicly without first sieving it through the 

filter of social expectations and conventions.  

 What we observe here is that a woman who is not afraid to have her own opinions, more 

than that, who expresses them regardless of any social codes that would earn her the 

community members’ approval, who assumes control over her life, recognising that it can and 

‘will be just as [she] [commands]’ (SofS 14) so that she feels herself legitimate to seize power 

over her family’s affairs and who refuses to be treated like an object224 by her husband, is in 

fact laughed at, joked about and often ignored by the community. Her character is portrayed 

as crude, harsh and shrewd; as a ‘purse-proud contentious woman’ (SofS 148) despised by her 

own husband and even her own son, Wasyl, both of whom want to ‘silence her’ (149) to put 

                                                 
223 Kalina is shown as disrespectful of her comrades and relatives for whom she finds a wide spectrum of discrediting names. 
We hear her calling Hrehory an ‘ogre’ (SofS 208), his wife ‘a snob’ (77) and their daughters ‘witches’ (209), and even her 
own husband, daughter and son ‘a fool’ (155)/ ‘foolish’ (149).  
224 On their way to their farms, the travellers had to pass the ‘treacherous sloughs’ (SofS 23) of a trail they were following. 
All their goods transported in the wagons had to be carried over. This also included children and women, some of whom 
‘balked at the idea’ (SofS 23). Despite this fact, ‘[e]verything,’ we read further on, ‘would have gone well had it not been for 
the stubborn protest of Kalina Dub’ (SofS 23). Kalina’s protest to be carried by her husband like an object is downgraded by 
the community, which we learn from the narrator’s sarcastic comment that ‘[m]ost of the wives took it as a matter of course 
[...]. But not so Kalina. Oh no! She was not going to suffer the indignity of being transported like a bundle on the shoulders 
of her own husband’ (SofS 23), but also laughed at, so that in the end she becomes the people’s joke. The statements which 
Hrehory makes about Kalina in jest, are in fact taken by the woman ‘as a barbed insult which stung her to the quick’ (SofS 
23). This episode, which, clearly, was devised to be seen by readers as comic, reveals to what extent any kind of opposition 
from the woman’s side is ridiculed and dismissed by the society.  
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an end to, what they consider, her ‘incessant nagging’ (117) and ‘eternal wrangles’ (149), and 

what is to be seen in fact as the woman’s opposition that is merely uncomfortable for them.  

 For what we deal with here is women’s ‘talking back’ (Anzaldúa 76) that is forbidden to 

them. This may be related to the presentation of Kalina in which we see how the woman is 

thrust into this evidently widespread ‘tradition of silence’ (Anzaldúa 81). To illustrate the 

case, we should quote at length a scene in which Ivan Poshtar talks to Kalina and Pavlo Dub 

about the conflict between him and his father, Diordy: 

‘The grain doesn’t belong to Diordy,’ Kalina said. ‘It was Ivan who did the ploughing and the 
seeding. Our swat should take that into account.’ 
 ‘Swat Poshtar takes everything into account,’ replied Diordy with vehemence. ‘If you did less 
talking, there’d be less trouble around here. Everybody knows what belongs to Ivan, but that has to be 
proven in court. Taking it without the court’s approval makes it plain stealing.’ 
 ‘And who wound you up to follow your swat’s line of reasoning?’ asked Kalina, angrily. 
 ‘Just plain common sense!’ 
 ‘Didn’t that ogre, Workun, fill you with that kind of sense?’ 
 ‘Don’t listen to the woman. Ivan. Tomorrow Workun has promised to come here and the three of 
us will visit your father.’  
 ‘Can’t you do without Workun?’ asked Kalina. 
 ‘I like it when he talks,’ Ivan admitted sullenly. 
 ‘So you’re on his side too?’ Kalina exploded. 
 ‘Everybody but you knows that Hrehory is a good man,’ Dub spoke sharply. ‘It is time you got the 
bee out of your bonnet and straightened out your thinking.’ 
 ‘I shall think as I please, old man. Because I live with a fool doesn’t mean I have to think like one.’ 
 ‘I think you should go home, Ivan,’ said Dub ignoring his wife’s sally. ‘Olga may be afraid to stay 
alone.’ 
 ‘Olga has plenty of company,’ Ivan mumbled. ‘Maria comes to the house almost every other day.’ 
 ‘Then you better watch out she doesn’t ruin your life,’ Kalina warned him. ‘That hussy makes the 
trouble wherever she goes.’ 
 ‘You better go my boy before Kalina gets started on her special brand of witchcraft. […]’ Dub’s 
voice was sarcastic, the glance he gave Kalina bitter and resentful.  
 ‘She bewitched our son!’ Kalina snapped. […]  
 ‘My good wife, slander is a sin before God. Try to keep a guard on that malicious tongue of yours 
lest you stir up mischief we shall regret.’ 
 ‘So I’m a slanderer, am I?’ Kalina wailed. ‘Because I wish to warn the innocent you insult me 
before my own son-in-law!’ 
 ‘Oh, shut up!’ roared Dub. ‘If you don’t, I will give you a beating you’ll never forget.’ 
 […] 
 Dub stared at her with contempt. ‘I hope you are bawling for the right reason,’ he said coldly. ‘You 
haven’t a friend in the community. Your acid tongue has cut you off from decent people […]. You’re so 
full of hateful notions you can’t see anything good in anyone or anything.’ 
 ‘What have you against Maria, for instance? Is she a bastard or social outcast, or do you hate her 
because she’s young and pretty, intelligent and ambitious? Wasyl fell in love with her, […]. That’s his 
affair, say I. Yes, and if she’s ten times a witch he, not you or I, has to live with her.’ 
 Kalina let out a screech as if he had struck her, flung herself on the bed and buried her head in the 
pillow. Pavlo grinned wryly. There were many ways of winning peace. For the moment the house was 
quiet. (SofS 208-10) 
 

Putting aside what is to be read as Kalina’s truly mean character, we see that ‘keeping the 

house quiet’ and ‘winning peace’ is what gives Pavlo his satisfaction because for him this is 

the right order. A silenced wife is a good wife; the one you do not have to warn your visitors 

against her ‘acid, malicious tongue’ or her ‘hateful notions,’ the one you do not have to talk to 
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‘with vehemence’ or ‘contempt,’ and to whom you do not have to be ‘sarcastic, bitter and 

resentful’ because she does not talk at all.   

 Pavlo’s ‘misfortune’ is that his wife does talk and ‘think as [she] [pleases]’ (SofS 209). 

To silence her, the man comes not a long way from his verbal or non-verbal threats of giving 

Kalina ‘a beating’ (SofS 209) or ‘a dressing down [she] won’t forget’ (84) to his actual rage in 

which ‘he threw his boot, narrowly missing [Kalina’s] head’ (84). To ‘stop [her] damned 

nonsense’ (SofS 183), he employs varied tactics that indeed reveal his own sense of 

superiority over the woman (cf. Sattel 120-22). For what we see is that the scene quoted 

above is preceded by a number of strategies that may be read not as Pavlo’s ostensible and 

conventionally accepted male inexpressiveness, but as his conscious way of seizing control 

over his wife (cf. Sattel 120-22). His strategies include such behaviour as ‘[coughing] so 

loudly and then [keeping] it up so long that Kalina was silenced and slightly alarmed’ (SofS 

84), ‘blinking’ (183) when she speaks, or in fact ‘[remaining] silent’ (220) in order to ‘[l]et 

her have it […]’ (221) because he knows his powerful silence about his future plan of leaving 

Kalina will make her speech useless and Kalina herself – powerless.  

 As we see, language is unbreakably connected with power (cf. Sattel 119). Both, 

however, are the areas of male dominance. In Sons of the Soil, the phrase, ‘[j]ust keep quiet, 

woman!’ (SofS 30) is a common exclamation expressed by a man, not only to Kalina, but also 

to the other women, e.g. Anna Poshtar or Helena Workun. Despite the numerous examples of 

assuring the latter’s pre-eminent authority which allows her to ‘[lecture]’ (SofS 152) her 

neighbour Wakar, to ‘[chide] the men for talking nonsense’ (205) or to scold her own husband 

for not ‘[thinking] before [he] [speaks]’ (147), and which is recognised by the men who see 

that ‘[Helena] [is] right in everything she [says]’ (152), we see that such a respectful position 

as cherished by Helena is recognised by men under the condition that it does not interfere 

with their affairs. This becomes evident in one of the scenes in which Helena accusing her 

husband of the fact that ‘[he’s] always thinking. Why not do something for a change’ (SofS 

254), is taken aback by his answer ‘[m]aybe you might keep quiet for a change’ (254).  

 Helena’s statement in which she expects her husband to act is also indicative of her 

female torpor to which she is doomed. Although the women presented in the novel may 

express their views, the final statement is to be made by the man. On Anna’s suggestion to 

Helena that their children, Ivan and Maria, could be wedded, Helena answers, ‘[b]ut I 

couldn’t make such a decision without consulting her father. […] I will have to discuss it with 

Hrehory’ (SofS 146). Such an answer can only please Hrehory who, when learning about 

Anna’s idea, asks his wife impatiently: 
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‘And what did you tell her?’ […] 
‘Nothing!’ 
‘You were lucky it was nothing! I don’t fancy Ivan.’ (SofS 146; emphasis added) 

 
Thus, the women are always to rely on either their husbands or God to whose powers they are 

taught to give their lives225 (cf. Levine 112).  

 What the examples above prove to us is the fact observed by Levine that ‘[w]oman is, in 

effect, in a perpetual diaspora; her location is never her own, but is contingent on that of her 

father, husbands, or sons’ (110). Sons of the Soil is sated with illustrations of this fact. But it 

also informs us that this condition is so deeply rooted in the patriarchal system that it is 

imposed on women as a natural and self-evident arrangement. When Maria ‘[dares] to order 

[Ivan] about’ (SofS 29) and when the boy meekly ‘[obeys] each order in submissive silence’ 

(30), the boy’s father is ‘[l]ess pleased’ (30) about the female power transforming his son and 

decides to bring things back to order by ‘[reminding] [Ivan] where duty and authority lay’ 

(30). When the man comments upon Maria’s nature to her father, he declares rather baffled, 

‘[y]our girl would make a good officer’ (SofS 31). To this, we hear Hrehory answering, ‘[t]he 

Lord intended her for a boy, but somehow or other she turned up as a girl’ (SofS 31). The 

division into gender roles is clear here: while ‘boys will be boys […] [and] [a] boy without 

mischief is like food without salt’ (SofS 107), girls will stand quietly in their prescribed places 

and any form of their behaviour that goes beyond this classification is a deviation from the 

norm. Thus, Maria’s being renders her not an active and a dexterous woman in her own right 

but ‘the pretty tyrant’ (SofS 29), ‘a wild thing’ (48), ‘a devil not a girl’ (32) and so 

‘dangerous’ (32) because ‘worse than a witch’ (32). 

 Without a doubt, the actual ‘duty and authority lay’ with men in the community 

presented. If women do not know their places and functions, it is in a man’s understanding 

that ‘[t]hey have to be taught, that’s all’ (SofS 154; emphasis added). ‘If [the woman] wants to 

listen to [the man], well and good; if not, [he’ll] tan her hide’ (SofS 154). Therefore, the faster 

the woman learns this self-evident truth, the better for her. And the number of lessons given 

by men is not at all small. What the woman learns is that perhaps ‘[g]irls are better workers’ 

(SofS 41) but only ‘with their tongues’ (41), and because ‘[she’s] a woman’ (121) she should 

possess her female instincts and know about her female roles. What is more, she is also taught 

that ‘[w]hen a woman gets drunk […] she’s like a pig dressed in wreath’ (SofS 105) and so it 

                                                 
225 In the novel, we hear Helena mention the probable marriage between her daughter Maria and Kalina’s son, Wasyl, ‘[i]f 
God wills it, so let it be’ (SofS 14), which clearly contrasts and implicitly judges Kalina’s assurance that ‘[i]t will be as I 
command’ (14). The similar invocation is made by Anna when talking to Tetiana about her plight, ‘[i]t will be as God wills, 
[...]. Among people no one will be allowed to perish. You have children, thank the Lord; they will help you to get along’ 
(SofS 38). 
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is the men’s job to drink heavily in order not to ‘[degenerate] […] [and] fear strong drinks like 

shrinking females’ (106). 

 It is not surprising therefore that having undergone such extensive ‘education’ the 

women react to what they learn ‘more in jest than in anger’ (SofS 105). More than that, having 

their pre-determined position inflicted upon them, they have internalised it to such an extent 

that they not only do not react to their subordination, but in fact blindly copy patriarchal 

convictions, reinforcing unconsciously their own subjugation. Discussing her future with 

Wasyl, Maria finally states that ‘I’d be laughed at by the people if I refused [Ivan]’ (SofS 50; 

emphasis added). Her statement is conditioned by common knowledge that the woman’s 

existence depends on the man’s so that, as the women themselves recognise, ‘[a] girl can’t be 

too choosy, otherwise she may end up an old maid and spend the rest of her life cursing her 

fate’ (SofS 147).  

 The idea of being an old-maid, who is clearly treated by society as a social outcast, is 

equally feared by Sophia Wakar who being ‘twenty years of age, past the spring of you, […] 

had begun to give up hope of ever having a bridal wreath sewn for her’ (SofS 279). The 

patriarchal way of thinking is imposed on hers and so the girl can only imagine her future at 

the side of ‘some old bachelor or widower with several children’ (SofS 279) because ‘who 

was she to be choosy?’ (279). Clearly, the girl’s self-esteem is effectively lowered by social 

expectations according to which the woman’s life is beyond her personal choice or control. 

Thus, any sign of the woman’s attempt at a path of life other than wifehood or motherhood is 

treated exclusively as ‘a passing phase peculiar to a spirited girl who [prizes] her freedom 

above marriage’ (SofS 276). Proving it to be more than a ‘passing phase’ equals with being 

ridiculed even if by one’s own mother; when Olena expresses her wish to attend school, 

Kalina derides her daughter’s idea, ‘[w]hat’s wrong with you? […] Who ever heard of a big 

girl like you going to school? You ought to be ashamed even to suggest such a thing!’ (SofS 

241). 

 It is not surprising therefore that the women see their lives only through the perspective 

of family and the household because any other existence is socially repudiated to such an 

extent that the women themselves see pursuing it as morally wrong. Having learned about 

Maria’s possible work in town, Teklia warns the girl, ‘[d]on’t take that job […]. It’s not worth 

it. People will start gossiping. They’ll say you are fast. In the Old Country girls who worked 

in town were the soldiers’ mistresses!’ (SofS 145). Consequently, on Maria’s actual removal 

to town, her mother, Helena, is ‘weeping’ (SofS 149) because, in her mind, everything is not 
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the way it should be, ‘everything [is] topsy-turvy in Canada’ (187). It comes only with time 

that Helena acknowledges that ‘Maria does as she likes in town’ (SofS 186). 

 The aspect of women working in town is vital because, as already suggested, it indicates 

a greater freedom that the women are allowed to cherish, earning their own money and 

finding themselves outside of the constrains of their households and the prescribed roles. It is 

important to notice that the same theme runs through Lysenko’s Yellow Boots (cf. Chapter 

5.2.). Contrasting the two works, we see a vital difference in the presentation of the father-

daughter relationship. The figure of the abusive father which is so flamboyant in Yellow Boots 

is not to be found in Sons of the Soil. What we observe in Kiriak’s work is the portrayal of a 

father who is clearly more liberal about his daughter’s life and the independence that she 

wants to proclaim.226 The father in question, Hrehory, recognises his daughter’s freedom of 

choice and, as opposed to Anton in Yellow Boots, he firmly rejects the possibility of 

objectifying the girl that is brought about when the question of Maria’s marriage to Ivan 

emerges. Learning about Anna’s idea of marrying their children to each other, Hrehory rages, 

‘I refuse to barter Maria like a piece of goods!’ (SofS 147). Consequently, when Maria herself 

rejects even the idea of such a proposal, the man feels content, stating, ‘[t]hat’s my girl! […] 

Don’t let anyone change your mind’ (SofS 147). Moreover, the progressive nature of Hrehory 

is once again emphasised when his younger daughter, Elizaveta, wants to marry an 

Englishman, Bill. Not only does the man wish well for his daughter in the life of her own 

choosing, but he is also determined to make sure ‘[o]ur Elizaveta will be the hospodinia 

(mistress) in her own house and […] that things are run according to her plans’ (SofS 213). 

 Evidently, the portrayals of a father figure in both works diverge markedly. Contrary to 

Anton, Hrehory seems to be truly supportive of his daughters. Nonetheless, the following 

question imposes itself to be asked: is it really the case? Is it Hrehory’s pure, paternal love 

that makes him grant his daughters such great freedom or are there any other motives hiding 

behind his manner? For if we examine his character more closely, the supposed 

disinterestedness of  Hrehory’s support wanes. The very first suggestion of the father’s true 

reasons to allow for his daughters’ independence that includes his approval of not only their 

future husbands, but also their working in town, is made when Maria earns her first money. 

Receiving her two-month salary, the girl lavishes all goods her family needs on her father 

                                                 
226 It is in fact the mother figure here who threatens her daughter. We may observe this in the case of Kalina, who forces her 
daughter, Olga, into her marriage with Ivan, which ends in Olga’s death. It is in fact Pavlo, the father, who attempts at 
defending his daughter from her mother’s influence by warning Kalina, ‘don’t destroy your own child or you’ll be sorry’ 
(SofS 155). Equally, it is Helena, and not Hrehory, who acknowledges the possibility that ‘[she’d] disown [Elizaveta] as [her] 
child if she ever [...]’ (SofS 255) dismissed her will and escaped to town to marry Bill.  
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who came to visit her; ‘Workun was indeed surprised when Maria spent sixteen dollars on 

essential purchases which she piled on his wagon. It left him spellbound, but happy with the 

thoughts of the future’ (SofS 158; emphasis added). We may assume therefore that it is the 

future prosperity that Hrehory keeps in his mind when accepting his daughters’ wills.  

 That Maria’s and Elizaveta’s independence merely pays off to Hrehory is the more 

evident when the man visits Maria once again, but this time, prompted by his wife’s urging, to 

bring their daughters back home. Seeing her father, ‘Maria overwhelmed him with affection’ 

(SofS 193), explaining her excitement with the prospect that ‘[w]hen Elizaveta and I come 

back for Christmas we will bring a pair of horses’ (193): 

 On hearing this Workun decided he would say nothing of Helena’s wanting the girls to come home, 
unless Maria broached the subject herself. 
 ‘Mother must be up to her neck in work,’ she said, as if she had read his mind. 
 ‘Yes, she could do with help,’ he answered reluctantly. ‘There is a lot of work all right, but not 
enough for three grown women. Not that I’m trying to influence you, one way or the other. Just use 
your own judgement. Money is money; it’s all right if you have it; but if you don’t, well … […].’ (SofS 
193; emphasis added) 
 

 In this way, the scene above as well as the previous examples prove that perhaps the women 

presented in Sons of the Soil are more liberated working in town and finding themselves 

beyond the old customs’ matrix, but their ostensible independence is in fact a trick that 

patriarchy plays on them. For, as it turns out, their liberation is still largely dependent on their 

families’ needs and satisfying them becomes the only condition for attaining it.  

 As shown, all dimensions of life need to remain under the rigid control of men. Loosing 

it is too threatening for them (cf. Massey 2004, 167) and so if this becomes the case, i.e. if 

their control is lost or unfulfilled, men struggle to bring it back. To illustrate this hypothesis 

we should turn our attention to one of the male protagonists, Diordy Poshtar’s son, Ivan. The 

boy is in love with Maria, but her rejection of him, which becomes a simultaneous declaration 

of her love to Wasyl and so Ivan’s inability to posses her, is to be revenged by him. When the 

possibility of their mutual life is gone, Ivan finds Maria’s substitute in Olga, Kalina and 

Pavlo’s daughter. He marries the girl only to despise her. In this way, one woman’s liberation 

is in fact paid by the other’s complete humiliation, mistreatment and confinement (cf. Levine, 

110). Ivan beats and abuses his wife relentlessly until she finally dies.227 

                                                 
227 What is remarkable is that Ivan’s image suddenly changes in the novel. His potrayal as a madman and the brutal, ‘sadistic’ 
(SofS 180) oppressor of his wife transforms in fact into the one of a victim of his father’s abusive treatment, who ‘browbeaten 
from childhood, overworked and imposed upon’ (279), ‘was always afraid of him, even as a child’ (285). In this way, we 
cannot avoid the feeling that Ivan’s guilt is to a large extent covered up. The fact of a woman’s physical abuse by a man is 
overshadowed here or even concealed by shifting the focus of attention to the source of the man’s mistreatment. Clearly, the 
man is redeemed here not so much by the readers and their interpretation of his character, but already by the creator of this 
protagonist. Ivan’s blame is pardoned so that in the end we perceive him as presented in a positive light. This observation is 
vital for when we compare the characterisation of Ivan, a male protagonist, with another largely negative but a female 
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 What we observe here is the fact that the woman’s existence out of the limit of their 

homes is much feared by men because, as Levine explains, ‘when women leave the safety of 

the home, category confusion and marital disharmony result’ (111). It is particularly ‘[u]rban 

life’ (Wilson in Massey 2004, 167) and the aspect of its uncontrollability that becomes a 

serious menace to patriarchy (cf. Wilson in Massey 2004, 167; also Massey 2004, 171 and 

189). Consequently, when the situation repeats itself in the case of Sophia Wakar, with whom 

Ivan falls in love, and who becomes another girl of the community ‘lost’ to the life in town, 

Ivan goes with the other men to fetch the girl back home. The order is thus finally restored.  

 Undecided whether her decision is right, the girl contemplates her return, when suddenly 

her thoughts turn to ‘Ivan’s house’ (SofS 295): 

[…] What a fine job she had made of cleaning and whitewashing it! That house could be hers for the 
asking or without the asking. She’d made it like Maria’s place: clean, pleasant and liveable, decorating it 
with periwinkle and mint. She’d make Ivan build a stove like the one Helena had, so that she could bake 
the same kind of sweet-smelling bread. 

She’d milk her own cows -  three of them: two that Ivan now owned and one that would be given her at 
marriage. She’d have her own butter and cheese, which she’d preserve in a barrel for winter. 

And her yard would be a thing to be proud of! Plenty of chickens, ducks, geese, pigs, calves and cows! 
And her garden would be a thing to see, just like Maria’s and Teklia’s, full of beautiful flowers arranged 
in neat colourful beds. Her dress would be like Maria’s and Teklia’s. She would exchange eggs for cloth 
at Poshtar’s, and Maria would make dresses for her. (SofS 295-96; emphasis added) 

 
With her thought, the fate of the girl, who once dreamt of ‘money for herself […] [,] work and 

a life of her own’ (SofS 280), is sealed: she is to become Ivan’s future wife and the mistress of 

the house.228 In this way, the importance of gender is conveyed to us; we understand that it 

serves in patriarchy as, using J.Butler’s words, ‘a project which has cultural survival as its 

end’ (in Fortier 57). Sophia’s return becomes the promise of the community’s continuation, 

but also the continuation of its patriarchal arrangement that could not be challenged even by 

                                                                                                                                                         
character, Kalina, we notice that the difference in their portrayals is radical. While the character of Ivan develops with the 
plot, Kalina remains the same flat character. She is there to be disliked and no source of her disposition is ever explained.  
228 What we see here is that the sphere of home is attached to a female identity. It is, as Massey points out, devised as ‘a 
woman’s place. [...] Home is where the heart is [...] and where the woman [...] is also’ (2004, 180). We observe in Sons of the 
Soil that this patriarchal idea is infused into social mentality to such an extent that even the women have internalised it and 
propagate it, which is proved by Sophia’s reconsiderations, but also Maria’s suggestion given to Ivan that all his place needs 
is a wife, ‘[i]t’s a shame to waste all this land on a man who doesn’t know the difference between a house and a pigsty. With 
a wife you would get somewhere ... . And there are plenty of girls who would jump at the chance of owning such land [...]’ 
(SofS 275). Maria’s statement additionally points out that even despite the fact that the home is inscribed typically as a female 
sphere, it is not to be acquired, administered and/or owned by the woman herself. It is only due to the man that the woman 
may find herself there. When Ivan decides to ask Sophia to share his life and the house, the girl asks, ‘[w]hy should I need 
your house when I have a home of my own?’ (SofS 277). Sophia’s remark describes the girl’s clearly feminist outlook. What 
Ivan asks her in fact is the replacement of this outlook with the conventional gender role division, ‘[y]ou know what I mean. 
You can live in this house. It would be yours. [...] I’ll live here too ... with you ... [...]. It would be nice for both of us. I would 
see to the wood and water and you would do the cooking and the housework [...]’ (SofS 277). Opposing the idea at first, 
Sophia sets herself on her road to town ‘in search of work and a life of her own’ (SofS 280). As it turns out, however, there is 
no place for feminism of the daughters living among the sons of the soil; they, like Sophia herself, are won over by patriarchy 
and return home, a home but not their own.  
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the community’s diasporic existence. The daughters are brought back to the soil229 to become 

its silenced reproducers230 who will toil on it to the same degree as its sons, but whose 

importance will nonetheless be neglected so that they will be deprived of not only their 

presence in the novel’s title, but in fact their title to the soil.   

 

Mutual Spectacles of Gender, Ethnicity and Class  

in the Multicultural Society of ‘Tolerance’ 

The aspect of marriage which brings about such notions as the prescription of female 

nurturing roles in the family as well as the circumscription of a female place exclusively 

within the frames of home is vital for the discussion of the diasporic existence in as much as 

the proper coordination of marital affairs, and what is meant here, marriage taking place 

within an ethnic community or a social class, is necessary for reducing the extent of the 

diasporic precipice (cf. Levine 105). As Levine explains this condition, ‘women are both the 

means of salvation and the threat of it [community self-definition]: exogamy and entry of 

women into the public sphere destroys the community; endogamy and an attendant restriction 

of women to the home saves it’ (109). The previous section reveals that despite the change of 

their lives’ conditions and environment, a necessary consequence of their emi-/immigration, 

the community’s structuring remains largely patriarchal and so restrictive for women.  

Nonetheless, living in Canada forces the community into their mutual existence with and 

among other groups of people. Therefore, the aspect of exogamy emerges and it is most 

clearly presented in the episodes that concern Maria and her affectionate relationship with 

John Fraser as well as the description of a courtship taking place between Elizaveta and Bill 

Pickle. Both men are Canadians of Anglo-Saxon descent. The purpose of the following is to 

examine both relationships and to see how the aspects of exo- and endogamy regulate 

relations between different groups of a multicultural society and the social norms of gender, 

ethnicity and class that constitute those relations (cf. Fortier 58).  

 When we examine both episodes in greater detail, we see that both of them reveal sexist 

and racist approaches among the Anglo-Saxon members of Canadian society. We should first 

                                                 
229 Except for Elizaveta, each girl, whose stay and work in town is described in the novel in greater detail, e.g. Olga, Maria, 
and Sophia, return to the settlement.  
230 The idea of the woman as a silenced reproducer belongs to the nationalist dialectic. As Fortier points out, ‘the nationalist 
discourse distinguishes between masculinized representations of national allegiance, and feminized representations of the 
nation itself […], where women are interpellated as mothers of the nation, bearers of national culture and in charge of its 
reproduction’ (53). Clearly, this image is included in Sons of the Soil where women are portrayed not only as the guardians of 
culture, who ‘observed the custom with inflexible propriety’ (SofS 39), but as the guardians of the community’s continuation 
in its literal and metaphorical sense; on their way to the future settlement, ‘[t]he women began examining their baggage and 
the seed they had brought. All of them, [...] had a variety of vegetable seeds and Helena had a measure of seed potatoes as 
well’ (SofS 19-20). For the discussion of woman’s image in a nationalist discourse see also here Chapter 2.2. . 
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focus on Maria’s case. Leaving her village and moving to town in order to find a seasonal 

occupation, Maria secures her working place at the Frasers’, a well-off, middle-class family 

with Scottish roots. Mr and Mrs Fraser are gratified by Maria’s effort and hard work, without 

concealing the fact that they simply like the girl. Their approach nevertheless changes when a 

‘problem’ occurs. The nature of this ‘problem’ is ‘the easy relationship which had sprung up 

between John [their son] and Maria’ (SofS 161).  

 The reason for the Frasers’ concern is expressed by Mrs Fraser in her conversation with 

her husband, ‘[i]t doesn’t look good to me, […] I like Maria. She is a good girl, but she’s not 

for him. She’s of a different race and a lower social level. A romantic attachment must not be 

encouraged’ (SofS 161). When we follow the construction of Mrs Fraser’s statement, we will 

see that each part of it displays a different form of bias. For what we read out of her 

expression is not only the woman’ sexism that is inscribed into her formulation ‘[s]he is a 

good girl, but she’s not for him’ which brings about a question whether any woman would be 

good enough for her son, but also racism marked by her expression that Maria ‘is a good girl, 

but […] [s]he’s of a different race’ as well as classism written into Mrs Fraser’s final 

distinction that Maria ‘is a good girl, but […][s]he’s of […] a lower social level.’ 

 The last form of prejudice expressed by the woman needs to be emphasised here 

because the conversation between the spouses that follows uncovers the fact that it is indeed 

the class distinction that underpins gender and ethnicity discourses. As Mr Fraser reacts to his 

wife’s remarks, ‘I have nothing against a fusion of races […]. It’s a good thing generally. If 

Maria had an education and could rid herself of peasant crudity, I should not ask for a better 

daughter-in-law. She is a good looking, intelligent, and energetic. What more could one ask? 

(SofS 161; emphasis added). Evidently, Mrs Fraser could and does, expressing this in her 

response which once again underscores the fact that racism has its roots in class (cf. Anderson 

149): 

I know that all. Outwardly she might easily acquire the manners of polite society, but you can’t change 
her inner character. She would remain a peasant, and our way of life would be strange and difficult for 
her. Besides she is not a docile type. She would be a hindrance not a help to our son. She wouldn’t know 
how to behave in professional circles. She is outspoken and domineering by nature, and the niceties of life 
really mean nothing to her. Work is her whole existence. (SofS 161) 

 
It is not only Maria’s Ukrainian ancestry but in fact the ancestry of, what the Frasers perceive 

as, barefoot, poverty-ridden, crude men and women in sheepskin coats that the Frasers’ 
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mostly fear231 because in their eyes this would be a stain on their impeccable, middle-class 

image.  

 That is why, ‘Mrs Fraser was doubtful that the dishevelled, dirty, tousled-haired girl her 

husband introduced into her neat home would be any help worth having, especially since she 

obviously did not understand a word of English’ (SofS 157). But the Frasers’ image was saved 

due to Mrs Fraser’s intervention which allowed the woman to congratulate herself on ‘her 

ability to transform an ignorant peasant girl into a capable and pleasant young woman’ (SofS 

157). Consequently, the narrator’s suggestion that the Frasers ‘accepted Maria as a friend 

rather than a servant’ (SofS 161) is questionable because all the girl could ever be to this 

family is ‘our Maria’ (161), a clear sign of their positive but nonetheless racist attitude.  

 The possibility of an exogamous relationship between the young is too threatening in the 

eyes of the boy’s parents and so even the hints of passionate emotions between John and 

Maria must be stifled at the point of their very inception. The words evolve into deeds and 

when Maria becomes too inconvenient, she is sent away by the Frasers ‘until John goes back 

to school’ (SofS 162). In this way, we see how the practices of gender, ethnicity and class are 

deeply implicated in the process of regulating the social norms (cf. Fortier 57-58). It is these 

norms that become the ground for biased expectations and parochial views on the Other; 

when the Frasers decide to get rid of the girl, Mrs Fraser seals their decision with ordering her 

husband ‘to buy [Maria] a cow and give her some money to buy a dress for her mother’ (SofS 

162). In their eyes, this would be more than a generous compensation for the girl. After all, as 

Mr Fraser decides, this is what Maria ‘[is] always thinking about […]’ (SofS 162), nothing 

more, nothing less than only ‘a cow’ (162).  

 Let us turn now to the second example illustrating the circumstances of a courtship and 

then marriage between Maria’s younger sister Elizaveta and Bill Pickle, ‘a wealthy rancher’ 

(SofS 189). When the man falls in love with the young girl working at his sister’s place, 

realising that Elizaveta is ‘the girl he had been waiting for’ (SofS 190), his sister, Mrs Griffin, 

‘decided it was time to tell him a few home truths’ (190; emphasis added). As we will 

observe, the nature of these ‘home truths’ turns out to be extremely chauvinist: 

‘Looks as if you are falling in love with Elizaveta […]. Or am I mistaken?’  
‘She is a nice girl,’ said Bill. 
‘And so different!’ Mrs. Griffin shot her brother a mischievous look. ‘She is a nice girl, of course, 

industrious and intelligent; but …’ 

                                                 
231 And here particularly and paradoxically Mrs Fraser whose social origin, as it turns out, is lower than that of a middle-
class, the fact about which she evidently forgot, but not her husband, ‘[h]e smiled, recalling that she herself came from a 
“lower stratum” and was by nature not unlike Maria’ (SofS 162). Mr Fraser’s reaction to his wife’s words is illuminating 
because suggestive of the fact that the hierarchical relations in terms of class are still present between them despite their 
marriage.   
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‘But what?’ asked Bill. 
‘Didn’t you know she was a Galician?’ 
‘What difference does it make?’ 
‘Perhaps none. But these foreigners stick together like bees in a hive. Her sister Maria has worked for 

the Frasers a long time, but all her money goes into the family pot. And now that they speak a little 
English they drive a hard bargain. Elizaveta’s father came here one day last fall, picked out one of our 
best cows and told us to charge it to Elizaveta.’ […] ‘[…] You’d better watch out, or he’ll take your mare 
and charge it to Elizaveta.’ 

‘We’ll make an exchange,’ laughed Bill. 
‘For Elizaveta? I think he’ll except quite a bit more to boot.’ 
‘If he does he’ll get it.’ 
‘Have you gone mad? She’s much younger than you are, uneducated, and a Galician.’ (SofS 190-91) 

 
The remarks of each, Bill and his sister, are sexist towards Elizaveta. They objectify the girl 

as an item of an exchange, a real bargain. But Mrs Griffins’ attitude clearly extends the 

notions of sexism, bearing the marks of discrimination against the girl in all its possible 

dimensions. Just like in Mrs Fraser’s case, Mrs Griffin’s standpoint, conveyed particularly 

through her response to Bill, ‘[h]ave you gone mad? She’s much younger than you are, 

uneducated, and a Galician’ uncovers the grounds of her chauvinism which is underpinned by 

ageism, classism and racism, respectively. Recognising the threat in her brother’s indifference 

to or ignorance of the directives of ‘home truths,’ Mrs Griffin is determined to seize her 

control over the affairs; she forbids Bill to talk to Elizaveta, stating, ‘I’ll do the talking for you 

and feel her out. I won’t have you shamed, even if you deserve it’ (SofS 191; emphasis added).  

 As it turns out, the ‘home truths’ of their own kind are also present among the members 

of Elizaveta’s family and community. To her mother, Bill is ‘[a]n Englishman and doubtless a 

heretic’ (SofS 187), whom Helena considers as threatening to such an extent that she sends her 

husband to town to bring her daughters back home. Even Elizaveta cannot decide upon the 

initial stage of their courtship on her feelings towards the man who ‘[seems] so old’ (SofS 

192), who ‘doesn’t shave, but […] is rich’ (192). Hrehory, on the other hand, seems to be 

more inclined to accept the man whom he perceives as ‘[a]n old grand-daddy’ (SofS 194), but 

‘[i]f he could speak Ukrainian he’d be all right’ (196). His positive approach towards Bill 

notwithstanding, Hrehory remains circumspect about his daughter’s suitor. Paying a visit to 

Maria, Hrehory leaves her with his directives, which reverberate Mrs Griffin’s instructions 

given by her to Bill, ‘you must make sure it [Elizaveta and Bill’s courtship] does not put us to 

shame. […] Don’t do anything without my advice; otherwise people will think we’re only too 

willing to trade Elizaveta for a pair of horses’ (SofS 194; emphasis added). Indeed, Hrehory’s 

warning given to Maria that ‘[y]ou have to be careful of such people; you can’t trust them’ 

(SofS 194) is instructed by a common belief among his compatriots that, as Wakar affirms, 
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‘the less you ride to town and mix with those high muck-a-mucks, the better it will be for you 

[…]’ (204). 

 The examples show that, as already suggested, prejudice is not uncommon among the 

community of the Other.232 Moreover, its grounds are similar to those evoked in the 

statements of the Frasers or Mrs Griffin because the lovers’ difference in age as well as in a 

cultural, ethnic, religious and linguistic background is equally emphasised. What we notice 

additionally is that the issue of class difference is also relevant. Hrehory warns Elizaveta, 

‘[d]o not be too sure of yourself, […]. If [Bill] comes our way and sees how poorly we live he 

may not want you. And who could blame him? A man like that should marry in his own class’ 

(SofS 197; emphasis added). Such a conviction is not Hrehory’s personal standpoint. Again, it 

is rooted in a collective belief because, as it is stated, ‘[i]n fact, the entire neighbourhood 

agreed that Mr. Bill Pickle was an agreeable man, though a little odd, perhaps, in not seeking 

a bride in his own circle and of his own religion’ (SofS 216; emphasis added).233 

 All in all, we see that bias is two-sided here and it bases largely on the idea that 

‘[d]ifference [may] [represent] a threat’ (Gilroy 313) to the steadiness and security seen as 

resulting from ‘sameness’ (313). In an attempt to explain to Elizaveta her attitude towards 

Bill, Helena states the following, thus illustrating Gilroy’s observation:  

I haven’t anything against him, my dear child, […]. He seems to be a nice person, but since we don’t 
speak the same language how can I be sure that he will respect your faith and customs? According to the 
old customs we should see his place. But with whom would we talk there? Whom would we visit? He has 
no parents. We’re strangers, my child, by reason of language and religion. (SofS 216; emphasis added) 

 
Nevertheless, while the members of the Ukrainian group are flexible enough to transcend the 

aspect of difference and their bias against it, finally accepting Bill as well as the school 

teacher, Mr Goodwin, as ‘one of [them]’ (SofS 244), the same cannot be stated about the 

Anglo-Saxon group as their self-acclaimed superiority seems to be unbreakable. 

                                                 
232 This may be referred not only to the community’s approach to the mainstream group but in fact to groups of other than 
Ukrainian descent. The Other, as we may see, are the Ukrainian group’s objects of their stereotypical misjudgement and even 
jokes as in the case of Jewish people (cf. SofS 105 and 172-73), or of their unjustified fear as we could observe in the group’s 
behaviour when Pavlo spreads his tale about ‘marauding Indians’ (SofS 72).  
233 If we examine the issue of class within the community presented, we will see it is not without its significance. We already 
mentioned that the stratification of the community in terms of social and financial status is practiced by its members. But the 
aspect of marriage underscores this fact once more. Clearly, the marriage within one’s ethnic community may also turn into 
exogamy when the aspect of class enters the view. This is visible in the example of Maria and Wasyl on whose paths towards 
their mutual future stand the arrangements agreed between Wasyl’s mother, Kalina, and Anna, Katerina’s mother. The two 
women press for the marital union of their children because their marriage would secure their social and financial standing. 
As Maria’s mother, Helena, remarks, learning about the possible marriage between Maria’s sweetheart Wasyl and Katerina, 
‘[e]ven here, it seems, the wealthy marry into each other’s families’ (SofS 148). Kalina’s attempts to marry Wasyl to the 
Poshtars’ daughter, Katerina, are not successful. Thus, her plan of marrying her children with the Poshtars’, which would 
become for Kalina ‘a double investment in good fortune’ (SofS 149), fades away. Nevertheless, she is determined to realise it 
at least partially by marrying Olga to Ivan. Notwithstanding her daughter’s protests, the marriage takes place but evolves into 
tragedy in the end. When Olga’s parents do not provide the newly wed with a satisfactory dowry, Ivan rages and revenges 
this fact on his despised wife, regularly beating her.   
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Consequently, we observe that although Mr Goodwin is accepted by the community and 

is himself ‘interested in seeing how these transplanted people lived’ (SofS 240), he cannot 

overcome his sexism and racism which make him believe, when considering the characters of  

Ukrainian girls, that ‘[a] little more nutritious food, more soap and water, better clothes and, 

at least an elementary education and these girls would be a fine lot’ (243). And so, the teacher 

rejects even the idea of a possible relationship between him and one of the girls, Olena, 

recognising that ‘[t]here is too wide a distance between [their] ways of life’ (SofS 243), while 

it is the companionship of Wasyl and, particularly, Maria that he considers as apt enough 

because their lifestyles influenced by the Canadian way of life are ‘less alien and depressive’ 

(240) to him. Mr Goodwin’s approach has not in fact changed from the scene introducing his 

character into the plot. The image of Ukrainians as ‘dirty and wild’ (SofS 232) that he 

established when brought to the village for the first time, confirmed to him by his driver that 

‘[a]s far as I know there is no difference between them […] [,] these barbarians’ (232), 

remains clearly intact.   

The same attitudes are evident among the guests brought by Bill to his future parents-in-

law. Surprised by their visit, but fully aware, and moreover, ashamed of their incomplete 

dress dictated by their hard labour in the field, Hrehory and Helena hide from their guests.  

They are downgraded by the visitors to an extinct species so rare that the visitors agree on the 

fact that it is ‘[t]oo bad we haven’t got a camera […]. We would take a few snapshots on the 

sly and then show Bill what a strange father-in-law and mother-in-law he’s going to have’ 

(SofS 248). Their newly rich approach makes them mistake the circumstances of meeting 

Elizaveta’s parents for, what they understand as, natural state of affairs common to the 

Ukrainians, but utterly outlandish to them:  

‘That’s a queer costume old man Workun’s wearing. He looks like a Mexican.’ 
‘Here in these jungles one can go around naked and not even be noticed,’ said one of them. 
‘They must be very economical,’ said another. ‘Look at Mrs. Workun; she’s hardly got any clothes on her; 
and to think that a woman has to pitch sheaves!’ (SofS 248) 

 
The culmination point of their prejudice comes with the following observation, ‘[s]trange that 

a mother like that could have given birth to a fine girl like Elizaveta’ (SofS 248). 

 The society presented in Sons of the Soil is multicultural but the principle the future 

policy of multiculturalism, namely the tolerance of and unity in diversity is not even a mirage 

at the time of the plot described. In the society in which sons and daughters of the soil find 

themselves, the places of the centre and the margin are clearly established: while the citizens 

of Anglo-Saxon descent enjoy their presence in the former, all ethnic groups, and here 

Ukrainians in particular, are forced into the latter position. That the hierarchy is rooted there 
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for good becomes mostly patent with the description of Elizaveta and Bill’s wedding, i.e. the 

scenes describing preparatory ceremonies preceding the final rite and the scenes concerning 

the whole event. They need to be shortly examined here because they bring together the 

spectacles of gender, ethnicity and class, revealing that they all feature in the same great 

spectacle, the spectacle of power.234  

 The traditional preparation for the wedding is depicted in detail in the novel. It is 

important to notice that the described rites acquire their meaning as a performance not only 

due to the complex, theatrical-like nature of their proceedings but by the very fact that they 

indeed become a performance for ‘Goodwin, Bill and Bill’s friends’ (SofS 259) who are 

presented as ‘[standing] outside [the Workuns’ house] looking in through the open window’ 

(259). Thus, what happens is communicated to us through their gazes. What we see is what 

the onlookers manage to observe when they ‘[catch] a clearer glimpse of Elizaveta’ (SofS 

260) through the crowds of ‘guests obscuring their vision’ (260): 

As she sat there, Elizaveta resembled a painting. Circling her loosely hanging hair was an embroidered 
coronet from which hung many long varicoloured ribbons that almost covered the back of her jacket. 
About her neck she wore strings of coral, silver and coloured beads which glistened under the glimmering 
candlelight. The blazing gold and silver sequins and the lavish embroidery of her jacket and blouse 
enhanced the splendour of her appearance. […] Olena Dub, as first bridesmaid, sat on her left, then came 
the Pidhirnys (wedding parents), Mr. and Mrs. Workun, Teklia and Maria, and the younger women and 
girls who were the singers for the occasion. On the bride’s right sat Sophia Wakar, as the second 
bridesmaid, and just next to her were the swachy and other near relatives. (SofS 259-60)   

 
As the performance continues we see that it in fact transforms into a performative act.235 

The idea of considering not only gender but also ethnicity as performative has already been 

touched upon in the preceding section (cf. subchapter 5.1.1.). However, with respect to the 

wedding scene we may claim that it constitutes a very good literary example in which both 

gender and ethnicity are acted out simultaneously and mutually as performative.  

Gunew explains J.Butler’s idea of performative acts236 as follows:  

In this case it is not a subject who acts (or ‘represents’ itself in the traditional humanist sense) but the 
discursive and reiterated performance which conveys power to a subject: ‘I can only say “I” to the extent 
that I have first been addressed, and that address has mobilized my place in speech … recognition is not 
conferred on a subject, but forms that subject’. (168)  

 
When we examine the description of the wedding rituals we see that Kiriak describes in this 

scene what Gunew theorises in her essay.  

                                                 
234 This idea and the following reasoning is primarily grounded in J.Butler’s and Foucault’s conceptualisations.  
235 Stating this remark, I follow the idea of Sneja Gunew presented in her essay ‘Performing Australian Ethnicity: Helen 
Demidenko’ (cf. Gunew 168). 
236 As already quoted here (cf. subchapter 5.1.1.), J.Butler’s theory of the performative acts enumerates official statements 
like ‘inaugurations,’ ‘declarations of ownership’ as well as solemn utterances of religious ceremonies like ‘baptisms’ as the 
examples. I will argue that all the following statements made in the presented scenes from Kiriak’s novel may be seen as 
other instances of Butler’s performative acts. 
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 When ‘[t]he rest of the guests remained standing, waiting for the wreath-weaving 

procedure […] [,] the musicians started to tune their instruments. Then the wedding music 

began’ (SofS 260). The procedures that follow this description are necessarily those acts 

which ‘[convey] power to a subject’ (cf. Gunew above) in question, namely Elizaveta. The 

songs are played because, as we learn, they are ‘signifying the transition from innocent 

girlhood to responsible womanhood’ (SofS 260), while the wedding wreath is plaited by 

Teklia and ‘finally held aloft’ (260) as the means of power which is also bestowed on the girl 

by another song whose verses point to her as ‘this maiden who will wed’ (260; emphasis 

added). Thus, Elizaveta ‘can only say “I”’ (cf. Gunew above) – the virgin because she is acted 

upon by the above performances and utterances, but also when Helena ‘[places] [the wreath] 

on Elizaveta’s head as a sign of virginity’ (SofS 260), an act which is preceded by her 

‘[blessing] [of] Elizaveta three times with the wreath’ (260). Equally, Elizaveta ‘can only say 

“I”’– the wife-to-be when she is ‘addressed’ (cf. Gunew above) with the following acts and 

statements made in ‘the second act of the drama, in which the bride must say farewell to her 

home, her parents and her friends’ (SofS 261): 

Elizaveta knelt before her parents, while Plishka the violinist made the farewell speech. ‘This child,’ he 
said, ‘appears before the Lord God, before Jesus Christ, and before the Holy mother, before her father and 
mother, sisters and brothers, her aunts and uncles, her kinsmen and neighbours, and before the whole 
Christian world, begging all of them to forgive her and to bless her on her long journey into the distant 
world to God’s home, once, twice and a third time.’ 

And to this the quests responded three times, ‘May God forgive her!’ 
Then Pliska continued: ‘Just before you leave this place, Cross the threshold with good grace; You must 

thank your mother dear, And obey your father here. And if you do wish to wed, Let them put sense in your 
head. … Now you leave us for the church, at the altar to be wed, there to swear before the Lord, vowed to 
live in accord; and all your sins he will forgive. May God bless you!’ 

The quests echoed the blessing. Then Elizaveta, kneeling on a white cloth before her parents, bowed her 
head and kissed the hands of her father and mother. (SofS 261-62; emphasis added) 

 
 Finally, Elizaveta is again acted upon and addressed already as the wife when she 

returns home after the marriage was given: 

The parents […] as custom dictated […] had to lead the bride into the house. […] Helena spread a white 
cloth from the threshold into the house. Then she greeted the bride, holding the kolachi in her hands. 
Elizaveta knelt down at the threshold. Helena blessed and kissed her, and invited her to enter the house. 
They marched around the table three times, then sat down to dinner. After the dinner the dance began. 
Elizaveta, now Mrs. Pickle, and her brother Pavlo were the first couple on the floor. (SofS 266-67; 
emphasis added except for ‘kolachi’) 

 
Gender is presented here as a performative act; Elizaveta is addressed to and acted upon 

via the reprised blessings, songs, and rituals, all of which, using again J.Butler’s terms, ‘form 

[her] subject’ (in Gunew 168; cf. above), they define her as a woman, constructing her female 

roles directly, i.e. calling her up into the existence of a wife, and indirectly, by means of an 

unspoken suggestion of the consequence, i.e. her role of a future mother. However, as 
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suggested, the scene combines also the workings of gender and ethnicity as performative.237 

For what we should notice is that the portrayal of the first part of the ceremony is disrupted by 

another scene, namely the conversation between Bill and Mr Goodwin who comment upon 

the wedding procedures: 

‘Well, what did you think of it?’ asked Bill as he and Goodwin walked back home.  
‘My evening certainly wasn’t wasted,’ Goodwin replied. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t understand the gist of 

their songs. But I could tell by the mood of the gathering that the affair was no theatrical mummery, but a 
genuine expression of racial tradition. Those simple songs had a deep significance for everybody taking 
part.’ (SofS 260-61) 

 
 What we should notice in this scene is the fact that the conversation between the men is 

not a mere recognition of what they experienced, it is rather their explanation given of the 

performance of the Ukrainian tradition that they witnessed. This is confirmed by Bill’s 

response to Mr Goodwin’s statement quoted above, ‘[y]ou talk as if you were giving your 

pupils a lesson’ (SofS 261; emphasis added). The following words spoken by Mr Goodwin 

become even more vital here. Asked by Bill about ‘[h]ow […] [he] [felt] about Mrs. Workun 

and Elizaveta crying so much’ (SofS 261), the teacher answers: 

‘As I saw it, their ceremony has something to do with preparing the mind of the bride for the transition 
from girlhood to womanhood, by dramatizing the event in a sequence of acts; and as Elizaveta saw the 
drama unfolding before her, she could not help crying. Mrs. Workun, as you saw, played the leading part 
in this drama. The role of course gave her no pleasure, because the transition meant parting with her 
daughter and handing her over to the tender mercies of a stranger like you, […] and with her blessing. 
Therein lies the reason for all those tears.’ 

‘Yes, but one could do without these tearful ceremonies; a bit melodramatic, don’t you think? 
‘Perhaps, but they’ve been a part of their culture for centuries. They can’t be done away with until 

something equally dear has replaced them.’ 
‘That may be true, and I’ll admit the symbolic crown is a pleasant reminder that virtue is a woman’s 

chief treasure. But why the piece of garlic in Elizaveta’s coronet?’ 
‘ I don’t know. Possibly to suggest that earth and heaven are co-partners in married happiness.’ (SofS 

261; emphasis added) 
 

What we deal with here is neither a simple conversation nor a mere hypothesis for the 

meaning of what the men experienced. As J.Butler purports, ‘[p]erformative acts are forms of 

authoritative speech’ (in Gunew 168). The men’s statements may also be seen as such; this is 

confirmed not only by the frequency of the words ‘I’ and ‘you’ appearing during their 

conversation, but also by the quality of the men’s statements. Their ‘I’ is clearly, by their 

standards, the authority here and renders their speech alike. What is more, their authority is 

also asserted by means of the fact that the wedding ceremony is commented upon not by the 

Ukrainian voice/voices, but by the voices of the representatives of the Anglo-Saxon 

mainstream group. The voices rendered by this group as marginal are simply not heard. 

                                                 
237 That these acts present gender and ethnicity as performative should be evident by means of the very fact that they concern 
gender roles, but they are primarily to be seen as cultural rituals expressing the Ukrainian tradition and identity.   
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In this way, Kiriak reveals whose voices are in fact the voices of power. The men feel 

authoritative enough to give ‘the reason for all those tears’ (SofS 261), for all the components 

of this Ukrainian tradition. What is more, when we use Gunew’s idea of applying the 

Butlerian performativity also to ethnicity, and when we go back again to Butler’s definition 

that ‘[p]erformative acts are forms of authoritative speech … statements that, in the uttering, 

also perform a certain action and exercise a binding power’ (in Gunew 168), we will see, 

following Butler’s lines, that the authoritative statements of the men, the representatives of the 

Anglo-Saxon Canadians, ‘perform’, what Gunew calls, ‘the appropriation of voice’ (167) and 

‘exerise their binding power’ over the discussed. In other words, because no Ukrainian voice 

is heard, and because it will be unlikely that it ever will be heard in its own right in the 

described society, it is only through the statements of the Anglo-Saxon Canadians that the 

Ukrainian subject comes into the speech. But it can do so only by being rendered as ‘ethnic’ 

by the Anglo-Saxon mainstream.  

This is what Gunew terms as ‘the ventriloquizing of “ethnicity” and what counts as 

“ethnic” […]’ (166), explaining earlier in her essay that who and what actually counts as 

‘ethnic’ is usually a matter of its ‘idealisations’ (166) by those who are not: 

[…] there is a moment in M. Butterfly when Song Liling (the transvestite) states that ‘only a man knows 
how a woman should act.’ […] It is interesting to substitute ‘ethnic’ here, meaning that only those who are 
the ‘non-ethnic’ audience for the spectacle of ethnicity know how an ‘ethnic’ should act in order to 
produce that spectacle, that theatrical display, ‘authentically’.238 (165) 

 
This is precisely what happens when the two men converse; they are idealising what they saw 

in the wedding spectacle. However, what is important to observe here is that their 

idealisations are not the matter of the fact that what they are idealising is not ideal, because 

such is not the case and it is beside the point here, but that these idealisations are the only 

                                                 
238 Again, Kiriak’s work includes an example that brilliantly illustrates the combination of gender and ethnic workings in 
their discourses. Just before the wedding preparations take place, Bill and Mr Goodwin talk about Bill’s marriage with 
Elizaveta in the context of mixed marriages in general. Their conversation becomes another example of their racism and 
sexism. Particularly, it is Mr Goodwin’s approach that is indicative of such biases. Not only is this evident in his comments 
that by marrying the girl and allowing her to take control over marital affairs, Bill will find himself ‘under the dictatorship of 
a woman for life’ (SofS 256), but also that the teacher himself would not marry the girl because ‘[s]he wouldn’t be accepted 
in [his] sphere of life’ (256). By this statement he refers to the ‘truth’ that is ‘as old as the hills’ (SofS 256), namely the fact 
suggested by Bill that ‘beyond her primitive surroundings she wouldn’t fit in’ (256), which is contextualised by the teacher’s 
reference to the French fur-traders who married Indian women. According to Mr Goodwin, ‘[t]he only reason the French fur-
traders married Indian women was that there were no white women around. To them their redskin wives were not 
companions in our sense of the word, but simply women’ (SofS 256-57). This statement is indicative of the teacher’s personal 
racism and sexism, which he furthers stating that ‘mixed marriages sometimes have unfortunate results’ (SofS 257) and turn 
into ‘a sort of traditionless no-man’s-land with nothing to look back to or forward to’ (257-58). When the teacher sees that he 
has discouraged Bill, who declares that ‘perhaps I should look for a girl of my own race’ (SofS 258), he reverts his reasoning 
and emphasises his idea that ‘I don’t think for a moment that Elizaveta would disregard your opinions in the larger affairs of 
the household, so long as she is free to observe her own religious duties’ (258). He continues stating what becomes probably 
the best illustration of Gunew’s idea, ‘[t]he house and the children are their domain. They are quite content to leave all the 
rest to the men’ (SofS 258). What we see here is precisely what Gunew refers to but in the amalgamated form. For the non-
Ukrainian man clearly defines here what place, role and the according behaviour of the Ukrainian woman should be. This 
example is additionally illuminating about the plight of ethnic women who are doubly marginalised, being ‘caught between 
patriarchies’ (Clifford 240) of both, their own community and the mainstream society.  
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thing that the men can in fact do for they are simply unfamiliar with what they saw and 

therefore they can only romanticise what becomes evidently ‘ethnic’ to them (cf. Gunew 166). 

Consequently, when Bill asks Mr Goodwin about garlic in Elizaveta’s crown, the teacher 

cannot provide him with a straightforward answer because he simply does not know it, and so 

his response can only be his conjecture. Likewise, their idealisations concerning the ‘ethnic’ 

manner of the performers become only the men’s assumptions which are in fact related by 

them to themselves; when asked by Bill about Elizaveta’s and Mrs Workun’s tears shared at 

the ritual, Mr Goodwin answers, ‘I think you and I would have cried if we had been in their 

places’ (SofS 261). 

 But the men are not ‘in their places’ and the question is whether they would ever want 

to be. Evidently, they would not because their powerful, central positions within the society 

are too vital for them. Their lack of knowledge about the group they discuss allows them to 

keep idealising it, constructing this group’s ‘ethnicity,’ but also its ‘marginality’ at the same 

time. As Gunew states in her essay, ‘one might suggest that lack of knowledge of any of the 

details of ethnic differences (languages, history and so on) provides the very conditions for 

the acceptable construction of ethnicity in the framework of official or state multiculturalism 

as a system of surveillance and control in the Foucauldian sense’ (166). Adapting Gunew’s 

thought to Kiriak’s presentation of Canadian society which is already multicultural in its 

social structure, but pre-multicultural in the political sense, we may see his Sons of the Soil as 

the commentary on the state of affairs approximating the time of the plot which do not go far 

from what will still be valid in the future, namely the circumstances in which the mainstream 

voices will always find themselves eligible enough to explain the Other, fortifying in this 

way their central position, and that the mutual spectacles of gender, ethnicity and class norms 

will always be performed to secure this state of affairs that is favoured by the mainstream. 

 

5.2. Yellow Boots (1954) by Vera Lysenko 

Illia Kiriak’s work was introduced in the previous chapter as one of the foundational texts of 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature. But this statement needs its further explication: written 

originally in Ukrainian and by a Ukrainian immigrant, it should rather be considered as one 

of the examples of Ukrainian literature in Canada. It is in fact Vera Lysenko’s Yellow Boots 

that is recognised as ‘foundational’ of Ukrainian-Canadian literature in its strict sense: a 

literary piece written in English by an offspring of Ukrainian immigrants, a second 

generation Ukrainian-Canadian.  
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 Lysenko’s seminal work in Ukrainian-Canadian literature written in English is 

considered as its ‘starting point’ (Grekul 2005, 33), marking Lysenko as ‘the first writer to 

“write back” to Anglo-Canadian representations of Ukrainian Canadians’ (33). When 

published in 1954, the novel did not, however, as Grekul informs us, generate much interest 

of literary critics, which changed considerably with its second edition in 1992 (cf. 2005, 33). 

Since that time the critics have divided in their stances and literary perceptions of the novel 

that distinguished them between those who read Lysenko’s work and her protagonist as 

feminist and those who oppose this view, as well as between those who proclaim the work as 

supporting and propagating multicultural ideals and those who see the work’s message as 

complying with assimilationist ideology (cf. Grekul 2005, 33-34, 36-37, 38, 40 and 44).239   

 In fact, both Lysenko’s and Kiriak’s novels are disregarded for including ostensible 

assimilationist paradigms (cf. Aponiuk 51, 54-55, 59). But the works of the two writers are 

also accused of being sentimentalised and romanticised portrayals of Ukrainian-Canadians.240 

                                                 
239 In her analysis of Lysenko’s novel, Grekul talks about this divergence of critics’ stances, opposing her views to those 
proclaimed by Kruchka Glynn (Kryvoruchka), Mycak, Palmer Seiler, Rasporich, and Swyripa. Grekul contradicts their 
readings of the novel which underscore its feminist and/or multicultural manifestations (cf. 2005, 33-34, 36-37, 38, 40 and 
44). Grekul states that ‘[…] Lilli’s status as a “practical feminist heroine” (Rasporich, ‘Engendering’ 205) is questionable’ 
(2005, 40) and that despite Lysenko’s ‘noble […] intentions’ (39), the writer in fact ‘offers a decidedly ambivalent portrait of 
Ukrainians in Yellow Boots’ (39), which, in Grekul’s view phrased more bluntly a few lines later, is a result of the fact that 
‘she internalised, to some extent at least, many Anglo-Canadians’ derogatory attitudes toward Ukrainian immigrants’ (39) 
and thus her portrayals of Ukrainians in Yellow Boots are largely ‘negative’ (39) and based on ‘[s]tereotypes of the Ukrainian 
community’ (39). In this way, Grekul sees the novel as ‘[reinforcing] discourses of assimilation […]’ (xx) and so as 
reverberating this idea and the negative presentations of Ukrainian-Canadians as those to be found in Anglo-Canadian works 
like Connor’s The Foreigner: A Tale of Saskatchewan (1909), Ross’s As For Me and My House (1941) and Laurence’s A 
Jest of God (1966) (cf. 2005, 34). Grekul’s stance parallels Natalia Aponiuk’s view, according to which, assimilation is 
‘perpetuated in Yellow Boots’ (50) and, what is more, that it follows the idea propagated by Connor in The Foreigner (cf. 
Aponiuk 53-55). As Aponiuk puts it, ‘[t]his “solution” to the “problem” of the increasing number of less-desirable 
immigrants in Canada, which was proposed by a Presbyterian minister in 1909, is basically the same as that proposed almost 
a half-century later by the Ukrainian Vera Lysenko in response to the problem faced by the immigrant child, who, of 
necessity, must make his or her way in the wider world outside the insulated ethnic milieu’ (53). ‘Consequently,’ Aponiuk 
continues further on, ‘as in The Foreigner, the path laid out for the Ukrainian immigrant [in Lysenko’s Yellow Boots] is 
assimilation’ (54), or as she puts it differently, ‘to “Canadianize” the child’ (55). Palmer Seiler, on the other hand, clearly 
opposes the views by Aponiuk and Grekul by stating that, in her novel, Lysenko seems to have presented multicultural ideals 
‘[a]s if quite consciously deconstructing Ralph Connor’s version of Ukrainian culture in his novel The Foreigner (1909) […]’ 
(55) and so her presentation of Ukrainian-Canadians, ‘a dazzling showcase of folk art and custom’ (55), opposes and in fact 
‘replaces Connor’s “sordid” and uncivilised “social problem” […]’ (55). It is noteworthy that none of the critics (Aponiuk, 
Grekul and Palmer Seiler) refer to each other when stating their views but their texts clearly enter into dialogue, which may 
be a good example of how Ukrainian-Canadian literature and criticism engage in discourse, even if unconsciously as it is the 
case here.  
240 With respect to Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil, Aponiuk states that the work ‘evoked in a romanticised, idealised way the travail 
of four Ukrainian families in the uncleared wilderness of the Canadian West’ (51). This kind of view is also expressed by 
Balan (cf. 1999c, 1146) who additionally sees the novel as ‘conventional in form and style’ (1146), while Kostash sees 
Kiriak’s work as one of many examples propagating, what she calls, ‘ethnic myth’ (407), i.e. the mythologisation of 
pioneering Ukrainian farmers (cf. 1992a, 407-12). Mycak, in fact, theorises this concept as underwriting most of Ukrainian-
Canadian literature, drawing up several ‘identifiable elements to’ (51), what she terms, ‘the prairie pioneer myth’ (50) and 
regards both Kiriak’s and Lysenko’s novels as those literary examples to be examined together with other works across 
genres within a larger ‘project’ (55) that would expose ‘the discursive construction of the prairie pioneer myth’ (55) and, 
more precisely, ‘the ways in which a regional prairie identity and a Ukrainian cultural identity have merged and developed’ 
(55). Clearly, Ledohowski attempts at such an analysis in her thesis, discussing chosen Ukrainian-Canadian works with 
reference to Mycak’s prairie pioneer myth, detecting in them the correlation between a prairie and a Ukrainian identity (cf. 
Ledohowski, 94-143, online). Although, Ledohowski does not include Kiriak’s novel in her analysis of the prairie pioneer 
myth, she nonetheless considers it ‘the prototype for this entire genre’ (99, online). When it comes to Lysenko’s novel, 
Rasporich enumerates areas in which this work is ‘largely dismissed’ (249) by ‘[m]ainstream (or “malestream”) criticism’ 
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Lysenko’s Yellow Boots is downplayed for a reason that Kiriak’s novel would not be. As 

Rasporich explains, Lysenko’s gender is one of the reason why the writer is disregarded 

within Canadian literature of the prairie region (cf. 249). Connecting this with the fact that 

‘sentimentality itself can be viewed as a convention of gender, of femininity’ (Rasporich 

254), it follows that Lysenko’s work is undervalued not because it is infused with 

sentimentality per se but because it is infused with sentimentality that is associated as 

feminine (cf. Rasporich 261): 

Her [the female author’s] fiction, like Lysenko’s, is very often relegated to outside the literary 
mainstream, characterised as sentimental, extravagant, overly emotional; clearly these fictional 
characteristics which are frequently identified as inferior by virtue of being feminine. (261) 
 

And which, as Rasporich ends her statement, ‘are not inherently so’ (261), but which are 

deemed as such by masculinist ideology, i.e. ‘an implicit, self-defining male code of valuing, 

as well as blindness to the realities of feminine experience, and the possibilities of female 

genre’ (261). 

 ‘Femininie experience’ and ‘female genre’ define Lysenko’s work. While both Kiriak’s 

and Lysenko’s novels share the same subject matter, i.e. the Ukrainian pioneer experience in 

Canada, the focus on the subject position is different in the two. As shown, the view of 

Kiriak’s narrative is scattered to include other individuals into the story, nevertheless it is still 

a male protagonist who comes into its centre. Vera Lysenko, on the other hand, foregrounds a 

female character, ‘[pushing] her […] outwards and beyond, into taking control’ (Rasporich 

261).241 Not surprisingly therefore Yellow Boots is considered to be ‘important […] in 

Canadian feminist literature’ (Kryvoruchka xix).  

 Rasporich sees Lysenko’s protagonist as ‘a practical feminist heroine’ (250), but what 

becomes additionally important in Rasporich’s comments is her observation that this heroine 

is ‘the female figure [who] stands on female ground’ (257). We will see therefore how 

identity will once again become correlated with space/place. Kiriak proves his inventiveness 

in showing how space/place can include social relationships in its definition, but his 

conventionality is obtrusive in the fact that what he presents is the soil that remains the space 

of male domination. In Lysenko’s novel, the background is similar, but it is from this 

                                                                                                                                                         
(249). Firstly, it is disregarded in terms of Lysenko’s presentation of the prairie which is seen by male critics as 
‘unsophisticated, emotive fictionalising’ (254) and so, as Rasporich puts it, ‘Lysenko’s prairie garden as a female seduction 
replayed, a fictional siren song […] is […] ignored’ (254). Secondly, the critic points out to ‘[t]he spirit of accommodation 
that suffuses this fiction’ (257) and which in fact ‘may sound sentimental and overblown to modern ears’ (257). And thirdly, 
even the terminology used to describe Lysenko’s novel like ‘female folk legend, fantasy, even fairy-tale [suggests] inferior 
paraliterary forms’ (258). Hence, it is Rasporich’s contention that the novel should be salvaged from such possible 
renderings. To give the novel its due credit, Rasporich suggests that it should be termed ‘literary folk artifact’ (258) which 
would recognise Lysenko’s presentation of ethnic feminity that is powerful enough to let its portrayal struggle among the 
dominant ‘contemporary literary emblems of the masculine west, the studhorse man, and the stone hammer’ (258).  
241 And as Palmer Seiler claims by doing so, Lysenko necessarily ‘de-centres [the] male figure’ (56).  
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background that the female figure will free herself. With this comes a promise that Lysenko 

‘is [to] engender prairie space differently’ (Rasporich 252) in her novel. A promise that will 

be fulfilled when we will see that Lysenko’s heroine is to cherish her female space. As 

Rasporich puts it when she emphases the importance of space/place in Lysenko’s work (cf. 

Rasporich 253, 257 and 260), ‘from Lysenko’s point of view, the prairie landscape was 

meant to be celebrated, not dominated’ (249).  

 As we will see, nature becomes a crucial factor in female characterisation in Yellow 

Boots. Rasporich recognises this, stating that it is shown ‘as the regenerative, cyclic, 

inspirational and positive energy of female character’ (252). The analysis of Lysenko’s novel 

to be presented in this chapter follows Rasporich’s idea, according to which, ‘[i]n Yellow 

Boots […] Lysenko celebrates both the land as maternal body, and Ukrainian festivities and 

rituals, which are seasonal pagan and Christian markers of this natural world’ (253). But 

while, in her reading of the novel, Rasporich attaches mythical labels to Lysenko’s heroine 

herself,242 seeing her ‘as child of nature, assuming the function of the land itself and its status 

as a female agrarian muse’ (252), I would like to focus on and present in greater detail Lilli’s 

experience of and within nature as a space/place of her female ‘awakening’ and its aftermath, 

namely the entire process of her transformation so important not only for the novel’s female, 

but necessarily, feminist characterisation that is influential for the plot construction.  

 The latter observation is crucial particularly when we realise that the plot in Yellow 

Boots revolves around a female character who relocates from rural space to the urban one. 

Both spaces are flamboyant in Kiriak’s and Lysenko’s works. In Sons of the Soil the former 

is more stressed than the latter: women return from the city to the soil, being claimed back to 

it not by the soil itself (of which women themselves were denied any claims) but by the men 

so that the patriarchal order could be re-established. In Yellow Boots, this order is to be 

undermined as Lilli escapes ‘to leave the house, leave the garden, leave the family, leave the 

community and leave the man’ (Rasporich 261) and start again in another environment. 

Consequently, while nature is, as Rasporich sees it, ‘a jubilant legendizing of Ukrainian 

folklore and the female as ethnic, earth mother, artist’ (260), it will be shown that it is only a 

starting point for Lilli’s journey of constructing her female/feminist/ethnic/artistic identity 

(cf. also Rasporich 260). 

                                                 
242 This is Rasporich’s reading of Lilli’s figure ‘[o]n another, more mythical sublevel, [in which] she emerges as a striking 
extension of the prairie landscape, an iconic earth-goddess figure and something of a female agrarian deity’ (250; emphasis 
added). A similar interpretation of Lysenko’s protagonist is given by Palmer Seiler who refers to Lilli as ‘a new world 
embodiment of the ancient female earth goddess, a female creator who can link old and new and synthesize diversity through 
the power of a nurturing and holistic female vision’ (56; emphasis added).    
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 My analysis of Lysenko’s Yellow Boots will follow the path of its ‘travelling heroine’ 

(Rasporich 261; emphasis added). Firstly, Lilli’s female ‘awakening’ within nature and her 

further feminist development will be examined. Secondly, my analysis will show that this 

development is not without its consequences to the heroine’s ethnic identity and so it will 

prove that Lysenko’s portrayal of Ukrainian culture is meaningful and distinctive243 by 

focusing on the Song and Yellow Boots, the two vital ‘metaphors of the peasant tradition and 

folklore’ (Mycak 41). Lastly, a very brief discussion on the aspect of female belonging in a 

multicultural society as presented by Lysenko, and read against the claims ascribing 

Lysenko’s novel to a literary example of assimilationist theories, will close the analysis of the 

book. 

 

5.2.1. Female and Feminist Self-Discovery 

 

Female ‘Awakening’  

The novel by Vera Lysenko presents the events in the life of a girl coming to her maturity. It 

is a depiction of her journey towards womanhood, her development and transition into a 

professional singer but also a fully-fledged member of Canadian society. As Sonia Mycak 

summarises: 

The story of Lilli Landash is the story of a melancholy child, unloved and unwanted, who suffers a 
difficult life labouring in a farming family. It is a story of her life journey and blossoming into a beautiful 
young woman, her development as an artist, her finding love in the arms of a man […]. […] Yellow Boots 
is the story of Lilli’s finding not only her self-respect but her very sense of self. (1; emphasis added) 
 

Analysed as a portrayal of female self-discovery, the novel may be placed among other 

works presenting ‘women’s spiritual quests’ (Taylor 161) which Cynthia Taylor classifies 

under one term, i.e. ‘the novel of awakening’ (161).244  

 In her essay, Taylor bases on Carol Christ’s work entitled Diving Deep and Surfacing: 

Women Writers on Spiritual Quest in which Christ also dwells upon female ‘awakening’ 

(Taylor 161) and comes up with the characteristic scheme for such a development, or as 

Taylor puts it, ‘a common pattern in women’s spiritual quests, which takes a distinctive form 

                                                 
243 According to Ledohowski, is not marked as ‘a unique or specific ethnic categorisation’ (2007, 109) but rather ‘a kind of 
social underclass’ (110), which Ledohowski sees as Lysenko’s definition of ethnic identity. Consequently, Ledohowski 
considers Yellow Boots as ‘[striving] to demonstrate how all ethnicities are, at the core, the same, suggesting that cultural 
distinctiveness and differentiation are only maintained at a superficial level, represented by folk arts (if at all)’ (2007. 109; 
emphasis added). Grekul sees Lysenko’s portrayal of Ukrainian culture in the same terms when she states that ‘Lilli’s 
performances become a superficial mimicry of the rich and complex Old World culture’ (2005, 46; emphasis added).  For 
Ledohowski’s ideas as mentioned here, see also her thesis (cf. 58-59, online). 
244 Cf. also Rasporich (250). Other terms describing Yellow Boots may be applied here. Mycak provides three concepts by 
means of  which the novel in question may be analysed, namely ‘a feminist Bildungsroman, a portrait-of-the-artist, and […] 
a work of nostalgic discourse’ (1).  
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in the work of women writers’ (Taylor 161).245 In Christ’s view, the quest may be divided 

into phases which come in sequence that leads to its culmination point, namely the 

transformation of the female self (cf. Christ in Taylor 161). This stage-specific process may 

also be recognised in the development of Lysenko’s main protagonist, Lilli Landash, and 

thus, the following part of the work will be concerned with Lilli’s female self-discovery.  

 According to Christ, what brings a woman to the search of her own self, is the 

‘experience of nothingness’ (Christ in Taylor 161). The feeling of vacuum in a woman’s life   

becomes in this way the first phase in the process of self-exploration (cf. Christ in Taylor 

161). Without a doubt, Lilli’s experience may be characterised in terms of nothing else but 

absence and emptiness. As if to emphasise this void of her life, the novel itself starts with the 

depiction of dying Lilli who is being transported to her family home to draw there her last 

breath and finish, in this way, her very short life. As we learn, however, the dying child has 

no wish to return either to the place where she is taken from or the place she is taken to. 

Lilli’s anxious thoughts floating in her mind reveal her feeling of displacement and 

unbelonging, ‘[i]f only the journey would last forever, so that she could keep on travelling, 

that she could remain suspended in space, […] neither returning to her aunt’s place nor to the 

home of her father!’ (Yellow Boots 10; my emphasis) 

 It is not surprising that the girl prefers being ‘suspended in space’ (YB 10) rather than 

going back to the place where she was abusively treated as free labour which brought her to 

illness, or returning home where all that welcomes her is ‘a funeral feast’ (15) being prepared  

for the child who is barely, but still alive. Clearly, the feast is not the expression of family’s 

emotions towards Lilli, as even her mother, Zenobia, has no ‘sentiment for her daughter’ (YB 

16). It is out of respect for tradition and fear of ‘the censure of […] neighbours’ (YB 16) that 

the child is received by the family and the mourning is performed. All that Lilli receives from 

her parents is the inhuman coldness of her mother and ‘the full force of [her father’s] hatred 

[that] struck the girl across the face’ (YB 19). Not surprisingly: 

The girl’s feeling of despair and loneliness increased. […] The faces about her, coldly chiselled out of 
stone, betrayed no pity for the girl; they looked at her without emotion, watching her progress toward 
death with a kind of passivity, like spectators at a game. There was no help from them […]. The only 
warmth in the room was the flame of the candles and toward these the dying girl directed a desperate 
plea: ‘Help me, candles,’ she implored. ‘Help me, help me.’ (YB 19-20)  

 

                                                 
245 The essay in which Taylor applies Christ’s ideas is entitled ‘Coming to Terms with the Image of the Mother in The Stone 
Angel’ (161-71). Taylor’s essay reveals, together with a closer analysis and the comparison of the two novels, how many 
analogies may be found in the story of a ninety-year-old Hagar and a young, woman-to-be Lilli. It should be noted here that 
the study of Lilli’s development presented in this subchapter is based on Taylor’s analysis of Margaret Laurence’s novel, but 
also the source of Taylor’s analysis, i.e. the work by Carol Christ.  
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It is evident that except for the hired mourners who enact their paid roles, nobody ‘grieves 

for the dying child’ (Grekul 2005, 35), but equally ‘[w]hen Lilli miraculously survives her 

illness, no one rejoices’ (35) either.   

 Lilli’s life after her recovery only deepened her ‘experience of nothingness.’ Being 

considered by her father, Anton, as ‘ [n]ot much of  anything, […]. A gypsy brat’ (YB 18), 

Lilli is not treated as a family member. The symbolical and literal exclusion of Lilli from the 

family circle takes place when Anton dissatisfied with the supposedly unprepossessing 

appearance of Lilli cuts her figure out of the family photo. The desperate plea of his 

daughter, ‘I’m part of the family, too, let me be there’ (YB 76) is answered by Anton with his 

ruthless ‘[snipping] off the end where Lilli sat’ (76) so that ‘the tiny piece fell to the ground 

[and] it was not noticed by anyone except Lilli’ (76). 

 Despite the fact that Lilli is a bright person who, when finding herself in the classroom 

and holding the globe, cries out with the scholarly excitement in her voice, ‘I have whole 

world in my hands!’ (YB 42), she is not, in her father’s mind, worth of any education. Anton 

reserves this privilege only for his sons stating proudly to the teacher, Ian MacTavish, ‘I’m 

sending my boys to school’ (YB 53; emphasis added). Anton is ‘building for the future of 

Petey’ (YB 48), but it is Lilli who is to work for the prosperity of Anton’s youngest son and 

her brother. Due to this fact, Lilli is denied any possibility of self-development and all her 

attempts in this direction are scornfully laughed at. In such circumstances, Lilli is ‘relegated 

to the position of slavery in the house’ (YB 116) and any sign of her ostensible disobedience 

may cruelly be erased by Anton with ‘raising his whip’ (50) to simply beat her.  

 Clearly, Anton’s attitude towards Lilli works according to the traditional, patriarchal 

paradigms that define a man as ‘the Subject, […] the Absolute’ (de Beauvoir 2003, 150) and 

a woman as ‘the Other’ (de Beauvoir 150) relegating her, in this way, to the position of the 

inferior and marginal.  The process of Lilli’s objectification started when Lilli, ‘like a parcel 

of unsatisfactory goods’ (YB 10; emphasis added), is dispatched from one hands to the other, 

and this process is continued by her father when he reduces his daughter to the notion of 

‘some odd, stunted plant which had to be pulled up to make a room for another, heavily 

growth’ (19; emphasis added). 

 In accordance with Christ’s ideas concerning the process of female spiritual search for 

her identity, Taylor informs that ‘women experience nothingness in their own lives, 

especially in relationships with men’ (161). In the case of Lysenko’s heroine, the ‘experience 

of nothingness,’ but also, as should be added here, the experience of being nothing (not even 

‘nobody’) is evident, as shown above, in Lilli’s relations with her father, or rather his 



 171

mistreatment of her person. However, the same statement may be made about Lilli’s relations 

with her mother, Zenobia.  

 As already mentioned, Zenobia, expressed neither love nor any other affectionate 

feelings towards her own daughter. The absence of motherly emotions is most visible when 

Zenobia, being called out by her dying child, ‘could not utter a sound; the woman was alien 

to [Lilli], there was no tenderness in her’ (YB 16). Analogically to Anton, she abuses the girl 

as a workforce but does not consider her an equal member of the family. Strangely enough, 

Zenobia, just like the rest of the family, does not even remember her daughter’s real name, 

and in this way, deprives the child of an important part of her identity.  

 Due to the fact that the girl’s ‘real name was forgotten’ (YB 18), we learn that to her 

family, the girl is either ‘the Luckless’ (16) or ‘Gypsy’ (18). It is only when she attends the 

lesson at Ian MacTavish’s classroom that he bestows on her the English-sounding name of a 

flower, ‘Lilli’ ( YB 41), that is mostly used in the novel. However, the girl is also called by the 

factory workers ‘their songbird’ (YB 292) and, most importantly, she is even provided with 

her ostensibly real name, ‘Oksana’ (275), by her friend, Tim.246  

 Although the novel introduces the abundance of names given to Lilli by her family but 

also, as the plot develops, by other characters, these are only her nick-names, the substitutes 

for the real one or, using the words of Robert Kroetsch, ‘the inherited […] names’ (‘No 

Name’ 51). Therefore, Lilli functions in the novel, in fact, as a nameless character. This 

aspect positions Yellow Boots among other Canadian literary pieces which create, as it is 

observed by Kroestch, ‘this new literature’ (‘No Name’ 41) whose idiosyncratic trait is to be 

recognised in ‘the recurrence of major fictional characters who have no names’ (41). 

 As already discussed in this thesis (cf. Chapter 2.1.), the name is a fundamental 

constituent of one’s identity. Despite the constraints that may accompany acquiring a given 

name/label, without designating one’s identity, its formation and further development, i.e. its 

construction and deconstruction, may be impeded. However, in Kroetsch’s view, the process 

may take on, unexpectedly, a converse form. Discussing the literary texts, he points out that: 

It may be that a villain (namelessness) turns out to be the hero in the story of the Canadian story. The 
nameless figure who seems to threaten us may in fact be leading us to high ground. To avoid a name 
does not […] deprive one of an identity; indeed it may offer a plurality of identities. (‘No Name’ 52) 

  
Analogically to Kroetsch’s statement, we may say that the fact that Lilli was given several 

names as a consequence of her real name being consigned to oblivion, which makes her a 

                                                 
246 As stated in the novel, the name Oksana Landash is written on Lilli’s ‘birthday paper’ (YB 275) which Tim acquired for 
Lilli ‘[f]rom the Manitoba Government’ (275). However, the authenticity of this name is not dwelled upon in the novel and 
no further explanation whether it is the name given by her parents is provided. Additionally, the name is mentioned only 
once, and it is ‘Lilli’ that is most often used throughout the novel.  
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heroine without a name, does not strip her of her identity but gives her the possibility to 

develop many selves. Moreover, as Kroetsch suggests with reference to the nameless 

characters of other novels, perhaps it is also the case of Yellow Boots in which the real name 

is ‘[held] […] in suspension, to let the identity speak itself out of a […] namelessness’ (‘No 

Name’ 51).  

 Kroetsch’s idea about a character’s multiple identities reflected by her/his namelessness 

may be compared to an argument made by another critic, Coral Ann Howells. In her work 

Private and Fictional Words: Canadian Women Novelists of the 1970s and 1980s, Howells 

analyses the idea of identity, and more precisely, the female search for it, in respect of 

women writer’s fiction. One of her statements concerns the multiplicity of identity and is 

closed with an interesting comparison, ‘instead of the self being solid and unified it becomes 

a more shifting concept without fixed boundaries, something for which “wilderness” would 

be an appropriate analogy’ (25). Applying Howells’s observation to the analysis of Lilli’s 

identity, we notice that it is not only that Lilli links her own self with nature stating, ‘[t]hat 

prairie is me, and I am prairie’ (YB 161), but it is also that Lilli’s self, or in fact, her many 

selves, awaken within nature. And this, in fact, occurs to the main protagonist of Lysenko’s 

novel during her ‘singular moment of self-revelation’ (YB 59).   

 Lisa Grekul points out that the very ‘crucial moment in the novel’ (2005, 45) is ‘the 

scene in which MacTavish teaches Lilli to speak English […]’ (45). The importance of this 

scene lies, according to Grekul, in the fact that ‘it dramatises the superiority of Anglo-

Canadian culture over the Ukrainian-Canadian culture […]’ (2005, 45). We may suggest here 

another reading of the same scene (or more precisely, the events happening afterwards, the 

outset of which the scene in question becomes), acknowledging its significance not in respect 

of the reason provided by Grekul, but emphasising it as Lilli’s experience of ‘awakening’ 

during which the above mentioned ‘singular moment of self-revelation’ takes place.  

 The scene starts when the teacher, Ian MacTavish, is taken by Lilli ‘around the farm 

[…]’ ( YB 54) by order of her father. What follows, is the description of this kind, ‘[t]he two 

walked out into the yard, beneath the archway of trees, which interlaced over a ploughed 

road, formed a protected entrance’ (YB 55). The description clearly specifies the location and 

leaves us in no doubt that it is nature that will play a significant role in the following events. 

This aspect is of great importance especially when taking into account Christ’s remark that 

the experience of ‘awakening’ presented in ‘women’s spiritual quests’ novels occurs usually 

within nature (cf. Christ in Taylor 161). Moreover, Lilli’s comment on the place and the 

analogy she draws, ‘[l]ike a church’ (YB 55), sets into this portrayal of the setting an 
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atmosphere of mysticism. And this may be seen as very reasonable when connected with 

Christ’s observation that ‘[a]wakening often occurs through the third stage, “mystical 

identification”’ (Taylor 161).       

 The fact that it is a natural scenery in which ‘the mystical identification’ takes place is 

not surprising. As Howells observes, in the tradition of Canadian women writer’s fiction, 

nature, or using Howells’s term, ‘the wilderness myth’ (1987, 11) which has become ‘a 

national myth’ (11), has undergone its ‘consistent feminisation […]’ (11). Hence, in 

Canadian women’s literature, wilderness has been portrayed ‘as an image of female 

imaginative space’ (Howells 1987, 11), a space that has become ‘symbolic […] for the 

exploration of unknown regions of the female self’ (17). 

 In Yellow Boots, Lilli explores her own self, and the deep connection that exists 

between her and nature is emphasised by the frequent use of ‘Woman-Nature metaphors or 

equations’ (Atwood 2004, 238). Although, as Margaret Atwood points out, such comparisons 

may be identified as constrictive for women they have become ‘the kinds of patterns 

literature makes – literature created by women as well as men – and in literature itself they 

cannot be avoided’ (2004, 238). Such is the case of the discussed novel which does not avoid 

drawing analogies between Lilli and nature.247 Thus, what we find out about Lilli is that ‘she 

was one with the wind and rain and lightning, she was part of nature itself’ (YB 165), but also 

that ‘[s]he looks more like a wild animal than a child’ (3). We see the girl dancing ‘like a leaf 

down the road’ (42), and when she trembles with excitement ‘[h]er body [is] lithe as a young 

birch’ (158). The changing image of the girl is first compared to a ‘wildflower’ (YB 265), 

then to ‘violets, crocuses, buttercups’ (279), and finally to ‘an exotic plant come into 

blossom’ (315).  

 Additionally, apart from Lilli, the relation of ‘isomorphism’ (Mycak 3) is also 

presented in the novel between other female characters and nature.248 Consequently, the old 

age of Granny Yefrosynia is compared to ‘an animated potato peeling withered by age to a 

snuff-brown colour’ (YB 115). While pickling she looks ‘like a gnarled tree trunk’ (YB 115) 

and when she comes to the end of her days ‘she will drop soon from the tree of life like a leaf 

in autumn’ (194). Conversely, the youth and charm of Lilli’s sister, Fialka, is described as ‘a 

                                                 
247 Rasporich takes this idea even further when she states that ‘Lilli is a female avatar of the natural world in tune with its 
seasonal rhythms of reproduction’ (252).  
248 See Mycak (3-6) for her examples of ‘isomorphism’ (3) which she detects in the novel with respect to all of its Ukrainian 
characters in order to emphasise their intrinsic connection to the prairie nature, as well as her example of the novel’s 
personification of the prairie. 
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beautiful rose in the garden’ (YB 132), while the colourfulness of dancing girls is compared 

to ‘a big bunch of wild flowers, all colours mixed up’ (289). 

 ‘Nature as woman,’ Atwood states, ‘keeps surfacing as a metaphor all over Canadian 

literature’ (2004, 238), and so such is the case in Yellow Boots. The abundance of such 

analogies may be exemplified by a few instances. In the novel, ‘the wind in the grass [is] 

[l]ike girl combing hair’ (YB 58), and ‘the land [is] relaxed like a mother after a childbirth’ 

(75). Moreover, while ‘the poplars […] [shiver] in the wind […] [l]ike ladies dancing and 

shaking their hair’ (YB 233), ‘the moon [is] like a white enchantress’ (158), and the whole 

‘earth […] is the mother’ (133). 

 By means of such analogies, we notice that nature acquires certain extraordinary quality 

and certainly ‘becomes more than just a location within the fictional world’ (Mycak 4). Its 

distinguishing attributes allow therefore for the ‘mystical identification’ in the process of ‘the 

awakening that often resembles a conversion experience’ (Christ in Taylor 168). Thus, when 

Lilli experiences her ‘singular moment of self-revelation’ (YB 59), she is overwhelmed with 

the uniqueness of this event which, as we learn, is ‘too much for the reticent girl’ (59). But 

when she is finally ready to experience it, the whole occurrence develops into a kind of a 

divine act: 

[…] suddenly she lifted her head and looked with strange intensity at MacTavish. ‘I hear now,’ she 
exclaimed. ‘Listen, listen!’ 
 Wild music arose from everywhere around them – the church bells, the wind, the birds arising from the 
swamps, the insects, the trees. Lilli stood barefoot and bareheaded on a little knoll, head raised to the sky, 
watching intently the procession of clouds. It was almost like an attitude of prayer, prayer to the 
inanimate forces of nature. … Here in this land […] old legends lived on in the winds, the sunshine, the 
clouds. Lilli moved with the wind, not disturbed by it, adapting herself to its rhythm. Everything 
provided a background for her […]. So excited was she that MacTavish could see her heart throbbing 
through her ragged shirt. Standing thus, […] she appeared a heroic figure […]. (YB 59; emphasis added) 

 
 After experiencing this spiritual sensation, which may be described precisely in Christ’s 

terms as Lilli’s ‘mystical identification’ we recognise the transfiguration that occurred within 

Lilli herself.249 Unlike the girl before the event of her renewal, who had problems with self-

expression and whose ‘[thoughts] which struggled like a captive bird for liberation from the 

dark recess of her mind’ (YB 55) and which were finally verbalised but ‘in a choked voice, 

eyes cast down, in an agony of shyness’ (56), Lilli, miraculously converted, is now fully 

capable of articulating her feelings. As if still under the influence of the experience, ‘with 

eyes shining’ (YB 60), Lilli reveals her ‘self’ to MacTavish:  

Oh, I feel it [the old songs] belongs to me! […] When old people tell stories, when granny tells fairy tale, 
when mother sings of old country, I get all excited; it makes me feel rich and warm. (YB 60) 

                                                 
249 Mycak also uses the quoted scene but to emphasise the idiosyncrasy of Lilli’s connection to nature (cf. Mycak 6). For the 
aspect of ‘transformation’ in Lysenko’s novel see also Rasporich (254). 
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At the climax of this scene of ‘awakening,’ we witness the birth of Lilli’s sense of self, when 

she finally defines for herself the purpose of her existence; in a state of exaltation, Lilli 

‘enchanted’ (YB 61) proclaims, ‘[t]o sing without ending!’ (61). 

 The consequences of such an experience are to be felt because the process of 

‘awakening’ has not been completed. According to Christ, the ‘mystical identification’ is to 

be followed by ‘a new naming of self and reality that articulates the new orientation to self 

and world’ (in Taylor 168). Such results are noticeable in Lilli’s case. As already mentioned, 

one of the girl’s names is ‘the Luckless’ (YB 16), which was given to her because, as Zenobia 

states, ‘from birth she had been attended by misfortune’ (16). Curiously enough, in one of the 

very first scenes taking place after Lilli’s awakening, we notice that Lilli is renamed by her 

mother who now calls the daughter ‘the “lucky luckless one”’ (65; emphasis added) and, 

what is more, ‘[values] Lilli’s assistance in planting […]. When ‘[baking] bread or [making] 

pickles’ (65) because, as it turns out, ‘[Lilli] always had success’ (65; emphasis added).  

 Not only is the girl perceived differently by her mother, but also by other people. The 

change in Lilli is noticed by the guests at her sister’s wedding party where Lilli, after years of 

being only laughed at, is praised and admired for the first time in her life. Everybody, 

including herself, is ‘amazed at the transformation in her appearance’ (YB 135). Clearly, the 

process of Lilli’s awakening during the above related conversion was double. It is not only 

her ‘self’ that has been awakened then, but also her ‘feminine allure, the beginning of 

womanhood’ (YB 59). Lilli’s ‘sudden and unexpected gesture of coquetry which [then] 

amused the teacher […]’ (YB 60) so much, equally enchants the guests at the party, 

especially ‘the young men [who] exchanged compliments’ (138) about Lilli. The awakening 

of Lilli’s beauty and femaleness is further developed into the birth of her female sexuality 

when ‘[s]he walked daintily, with head up and a little swing of the hips […]. [when] [h]er 

eyes shone with excitement and she licked her lips a little to make them red’ (YB 206). And 

finally, into ‘the first awakening of desire’ (YB 207) that Lilli feels for Vanni.  

 Equally, as Lilli is perceived differently by her family and the rest of community, it is 

also the case that the girl gains a new perspective on people and the world surrounding her. 

What becomes a noticeable change in her attitude, is her greater boldness; she is neither 

afraid of singing for the company of railroad workers nor does she fear of disobeying her 

mother who warns her against touching ‘the lady slipper’ (YB 63), a plant which, according 

to the old superstition, ‘is an evil flower’ (63). Lilli disbelieves that ‘anything so rare and 

beautiful [could] be evil’ and by admiring the flower every day and ‘[paying] homage to it as 
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to royalty’ (YB 64), she, as Mycak observes, ‘[rejects] the ways of older generation’ (18) 

showing the first signs of her intellectual independence.  

 Additionally, Lilli develops even greater confidence in her individual convictions and 

her own sense of righteousness which speak out when she approaches and talks to Tamara, 

showing her friendliness to a woman who has been ostracised by the community. When 

Tamara is chased out by her neighbours, it is only Lilli who rejects being governed by 

‘ignorance and superstition’ (YB 179). Moreover, she recognises the wilful blindness of the 

members of her own community stating, ‘Lord, what darkness is in their minds!’ (YB 179). 

The climactic expression of Lilli’s awakened ‘self’ comes with her defiance against Anton’s 

wish to marry his neighbour, Simon Zachary, a man notorious for the mistreatment of his 

previous wives.   

 To Anton, the idea of marrying off his daughter to Zachary is the matter of his 

opportunity to gain more land. Thus, it is of great importance to the farmer to bring the affair 

to the successful end, whether it takes him to ‘tame [Lilli] to his will’ ( YB 219) verbally, or 

physically by ‘[dragging her] by the hair, in the sight of all’ (221). In such circumstances, it 

has become a matter of life and death to the girl who ‘felt that her life had been snatched 

from her’ (YB 223). In order to survive, Lilli escapes.250 But, as Grekul observes, her 

runaway ‘is as much an act of survival as it is an act of independence’ (2005, 40). Surely, the 

protest against her father and her flight required from Lilli much strength and determination, 

the attributes of a truly free and independent person. Thus, the escape becomes the outburst 

of her ‘feminine rebellion’ (Mycak 17) that has sparked off in her already at the moment of 

her ‘awakening.’  

 In Christ’s view, ‘a new naming of self and reality’ is to be considered as a finale to the 

female quest for her ‘self’ (cf. Christ in Taylor 161). We may argue that it is not so in Lilli’s 

case. It is true that the girl’s defiance against her father and her escape are the expressions of 

this re-naming but they are not to constitute its completion. On the contrary, the process of 

‘awakening’ is to be continued in Lilli’s life. She may have defined singing as part of her 

identity, equally, her escape may have given her the feeling that ‘she regained the right to her 

own life’ (YB 228), but when asked by Vanni, ‘[w]hat do you want of life […]?’ (208), Lilli 

is greatly confused: 

What do I want? A sense of longing filled Lilli. Longing for what? What was she seeking of life? She 
sighed and stirred restlessly. “I don’t know exactly,” she confessed. (YB 208) 

                                                 
250 As one learns from the introductory chapter to Yellow Boots, Lysenko was inspired to write the novel by the life story of 
her friend who left her family for the same reasons (cf. Kryvoruchka xvii-xviii). In fact, such escapes were quite a common 
case among the Ukrainian-Canadian women (cf. Kostash 1992a, 167-68). 
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Lilli’s female self has been awakened, but it has also established the path of her further self-

discovery and her feminist emancipation.  

 

Feminist ‘Awakening’  

Dwelling upon Lilli’s self-development after the escape, Grekul casts into doubt whether her 

growth is to be really perceived as the independent and individual one (cf. 2005, 40). The 

scholar disputes: 

Given that she leaves one patriarchal social structure only to enter into another, however, Lilli’s status as 
a ‘practical feminist heroine’ (Rasporich, ‘Engendering’ 250) is questionable. Her transition from the 
farm to the city – from an abused farm girl to an independent city woman – is made possible less through 
her own actions than through the interventions of a series of men: her schoolteacher, Ian MacTavish; her 
pianist friend, Sam; her suitor, Tim; and her choirmaster-cum-fiancé, Matthew Reiner. (2005, 40)251  

 
Consequently, Grekul develops her argument by claiming that the enumerated male characters 

exert their patriarchal power over Lilli, which Grekul proves by providing specific examples 

from the novel (cf. 2005, 40-45). What is more, she purports that Lilli yields to their 

influences and thus ‘she is never free from domination by male figures’ (2005, 45).  

Grekul’s contention is an argument with which I can only partly agree here. There is no 

doubt about the patriarchal leanings of the above mentioned male figures. Grekul is right 

when stating that almost all of them are ‘sexually attracted to her [which] points rather 

unambiguously to their ulterior motives in helping Lilli’ (2005, 40). It is also true that they 

attempt, or, in fact, do patronise, objectify, and define her with reference to themselves. To 

summarise the arguments given by Grekul which may prove this fact (cf. 2005, 40-45); the 

scholar claims that Ian MacTavish, apart from being sexually attracted to Lilli, treats her as 

his ‘prime specimen’ (41) of Ukrainian culture that he studies. Consequently, she ‘becomes 

MacTavish’s project’ (41) about whom he finally states, ‘“she was mine – my discovery”’ 

(quote from YB in Grekul 2005, 41). In Tim’s case, he becomes, according to Grekul, Lilli’s 

‘father/lover’ (42). Although attracted to Lilli and planning to marry her, he also patronises 

the girl by ‘[treating] Lilli less like a woman than a child’ (42). Analysing the character of 

Matthew Reiner, Grekul points out that he is inclined by ‘his double-edged desire to transform 

her in dress, mannerism, and speech […]’ (42), and what is more, that he ‘[moulds] her 

                                                 
251 A similar idea is voiced by Palmer Seiler who, although recognises Lysenko’s novel as an effective and serious challenge 
to colonial discourses subjugating the female and the ethnic, states that ‘[o]ne of […] points of unresolved tension is between 
rural and urban values’ (56) because ‘[w]hile Lilli must move to the city to escape the tyranny of her father, she does not find 
there an unblemished paradise’ (56-57) and ‘male mentors who, though not at all like her crude, peasant father, nevertheless 
want to control her’ (57), are mentioned among the negative aspects with which Lilli’s urban life will force her to face. My 
analysis attempts at revealing other aspects challenging the notion that the male power is successfully exerted over Lilli.   
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according to the precise specifications that he always has in his mind’ (43). To illustrate this, 

Grekul gives such an example: 

[…] when Lilli makes her own decisions – when she […] appears at the choir practice in elegant evening 
attire – Reiner steps in, criticising her choices. “We can wait a few years for this suit,” he says, “next time, 
wear the angora dress” ([YB] 280). (43) 
 

We may add that this instance not only points to Reiner’s objectification of Lilli in attempting 

to make her his nice ‘calling card’ but it also reveals him patronising, or even infantilising her 

by his use of the collective form ‘we.’ Grekul emphasises that ‘with unmistakable parallels to 

MacTavish, Reiner harbours a secret dream to conduct an experiment – “what would be done 

to develop a human being of great ability […] but of almost absolute ignorance?” ([YB] 273)’ 

(42). ‘In Lilli’ (42), Grekul continues, ‘Reiner finds an ideal specimen’ (42).   

Without a doubt, Grekul’s judgement about the male attempts to dominate Lilli is apt. 

The fact is clearly visible throughout the novel. The air of superiority with which the men 

treat Lilli is evident and we may assume that it is not only Reiner who ‘had the habit of 

thinking that [Lilli was his] discovery, [his] property’ (YB 307) and that it is not only he who 

‘was taken aback that [Lilli] could develop independently, without asking [his] permission’ 

(307). We may challenge Grekul’s contention that Lilli wilfully and easily succumbs to their 

domination and, in this way, ‘negotiates herself into a corner’ (2005, 45).252  

It is true that Lilli tries to ‘impress’ (YB 208) those around her, specifically, Matthew 

Reiner, while finding and developing her own ‘self.’ However, stating that Lilli is dominated 

by men so that she ‘is never without a master’ (Grekul 2005, 45) would be misleading as the 

novel includes the abundance of instances that prove Lilli’s independence. First of all, we 

should emphasise that although it is MacTavish who helps Lilli in her escape, it is Lilli’s own 

idea directed by her will to ‘work out her own destiny’ (YB 228): 

Although outwardly acquiescent, her course of action had already been determined. Her father’s laws 
were made in the old country, she reasoned, but she, Lilli, had been born in the new. Her need for Anton’s 
approval vanished, and how much she has grown with his knowledge. She was strong now, strong enough 
to revolt against his authority. Rebellion that had been growing within Lilli sprang up and took shape. (YB 
224) 
 
Secondly, Lilli defies the authority of her father and his influence over her life, likewise, 

she rejects any other form of claiming possession over her person, even if it comes from her 

sweetheart, Vanni. When he declares, ‘[d]on’t forget, you belong to me’ (YB 209), his 

supposedly innocent statement does not correspond with Lilli’s state of mind as she replies, ‘I 

                                                 
252 My challenging of Grekul’s reading also counters Rasporich’s interpretation, according to which ‘[…] Lilli’s author 
capitulates to the societal ideal of romantic love, of passive female and dominant male, by having her heroine succumb in a 
melodramatic moment, albeit with the feminist qualifications of “equal passion,” (Yellow Boots, p. 310) to Prince Charming 
and romance’ (258).   
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don’t know if I belong to anyone’ (209). Thirdly, Lilli’s idea about herself as a free person 

who makes her own decisions about her life and exerts control over it by herself, is also 

evident in her relations with Tim. Lilli is aware of the fact that the development of her identity 

is a complex journey she has to undertake, that it is ‘the long way she still had to travel’ (YB 

277; emphasis added). Hence, when the young man proposes to her, she rejects his marriage 

proposal stating, ‘[t]o marry, I don’t think now, Tim. Too much to learn, too much to do. I’m 

growing too fast, can’t settle down’ (YB 277).  

Moreover, when we analyse Lilli’s relationships with men, we see that it is Lilli who 

dictates the terms and sets the rules. When asked by Reiner about her connections with 

‘young men’ (YB 284), ‘Lilli [shrugs]’ (284) and answers, ‘Tim and a few others. We are not 

in love, it is only that we are young and like to play. […] it is only for fun’ (284; emphasis 

added). Consequently, it is Lilli who exerts power over men and what is more, she is fully 

aware of the fact. At the end of the novel, Lilli admits, ‘I loved to tease the boys and make 

them fall in love with me. It was so exciting when I discovered my power over them!’ (YB 

348).  

Similarly, Reiner’s frequent and explicit statements about his jealousy of Vanni and 

other men dispel any doubts about his feelings towards Lilli. Their romantic union is 

supposedly postponed by Reiner who will ‘[wait] long enough for [Lilli] to grow up’ (YB 

349). We could thus suppose that it is Reiner who stimulates Lilli’s growth. This assumption 

is, however, delusive because Reiner does that only outwardly. It is Lilli who decides about  

her ‘journey’ and it is the girl who marks the right time for her love to be overtly expressed to 

Reiner when she symbolically puts on her yellow boots. All in all, Reiner (like other male 

characters) may attempt to influence Lilli, but she does not succumb to it and, moreover, she 

is the only person who is in charge of her identity development and who monitors its process.  

As already mentioned, Grekul questions the figure of Lilli as that of a feminist. 

Additionally, the scholar states that Lilli is dominated by Reiner to such an extent that she 

‘freely admits her debt to [him]’ (2005, 43). In order to support her statement, Grekul quotes 

the scene in which Lilli declares, ‘I studied hard to please you, to speak well, to dress 

properly. … All for you ([YB] 347)’ (in 2005, 43). A further insight into the scene and Lilli’s 

statements reveal however that her will to impress him was dictated by the process of 

exploring herself, which often overwhelmed her, but also made her impatient for the results to 

be visible. Lilli explains: 

I hadn’t found myself. So full of curiosity I was, so eager to learn! I always thought of satisfying you, of 
trying to reach the standards which you set up for me. I was bewildered, dazzled. […] I wanted to explore, 
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to find myself. I wouldn’t be the same if someone else did my discovering for me. I was in the process of 
becoming. Now I wanted this, now I wanted that. (YB 347; emphasis added) 
 

After all, Lilli tries to ‘find [her] true [self], […] by experiment’ (YB 286), her experiment. 

Lilli’s development takes on many directions, while she discovers her many selves, 

‘these disparate pieces [that] make a composite portrait of [her] […]’ (YB 315). She 

recognises her female identity transforming from the stage of girlhood into womanhood, 

which brings about emotions she has not previously experienced. Additionally, she improves 

her voice by being ‘[devoted] to her music lessons, [and] solo work with the choir […]’ (YB 

309), which soon qualifies her as a professional singer ready to perform publicly. What is 

more, she unlocks her potential as a designer ‘and [establishes] herself in a small dressmaking 

shop […]’ (YB 309). Eventually, she comes to a stage when she is ready and strong enough to 

take up the final step, to go back to the place she run away from, her family home.  

That the visit paid to her family and the ‘reconciliation with herself and her parents’ (YB 

342) is needed by Lilli, is not clear to Lilli herself. The questions for the reason she is coming 

back, keep returning to the heroine, ‘[w]hy was she going back […]? […] she wanted – what? 

To claim her own heritance? To return to her origins? What was drawing her back? (YB 326). 

The fact that Lilli longs to make peace with the past wrongs committed to her by her parents 

is visible when, having reached the family village, she talks with her father after several years 

of silence and separation:  

‘Father!’ Lilli choked. She ran to him and they clasped hands. Anton saw from her eyes how he had 
changed. ‘Yes, age has sprinkled many snowflakes on my head. A hard struggle with the land, Lilli. I 
thought to beat it, but look, it has beaten me. […] We learn, sometimes too late. (YB 327) 
 

Lilli anticipates apology from her father, thus being puzzled with Anton’s statement, she asks 

herself, ‘[w]as he apologising to her?’ (YB 327). Whether these were his words of regret or 

not, Lilli’s attempt to be finally reconciled with her father by her stating, ‘[n]o, not too late, 

[…]. We still have time to know each other’ (327), is simply ‘shrugged’ (327) off by Anton.  

In the end, Lilli is prayed for forgiveness not by her father but her mother, Zenobia, who 

asks Lilli, ‘“You are not still angry, that we did nothing for you?’ (YB 331). This act together 

with Zenobia’s eagerness to please Lilli and gain her daughter’s appreciation for the family’s 

progress, ‘broke down the barriers of Lilli’s reserve’ (YB 329). Clearly, for the first time, the 

two women find a common language that helps them to establish ‘the new relationship’ 

(Mycak 23) based on a mutual understanding and affection. In this way, Lilli’s ‘last trace of 

bitterness disappeared’ (YB 331) so that in a response to her mother’s expression of regret, 

Lilli states, ‘I have learned everything I needed to learn, and you see, I haven’t lost. Perhaps it 

was better that way’ (331).   
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The reconciliation between Lilli and her mother constitutes vital part of Lilli’s female 

self-discovery, which can be explained by Taylor’s remark referring to: 

[t]raditional accounts of psychological development [which] argue that the child acquires a sense of self 
from the nurturing gaze of its mother-figure, grows away from her into an independent being, and goes on 
to master the world outside, symbolised by the father. The mother figure represents the first external 
mirror, eventually internalised, into which the girl-child looks to discover her identity. (165; emphasis 
added) 

 
Referring this idea to Lilli’s childhood relationship with Zenobia, or rather lack of it, the 

‘journey’ that Lilli had to set out on can be explained. Due to her mother’s emotional absence 

in Lilli’s life, the girl lacked the aforementioned ‘first external mirror’ into which she could 

look ‘to discover her identity.’ ‘She felt incomplete’ (YB 326) until her reconciliation with 

Zenobia took place. By means of this event, a mother-daughter bond has been forged between 

the two women, and it allows Lilli to re-discover her ‘self’ by realizing in the end that 

‘[e]verything she had, everything she was came from them [her people]’ (YB 339; emphasis 

added). 

The symbolism and importance of the reconciliation scene also extends into another 

level. Apart from apologising to Lilli, Zenobia bestows on her a very important gift, the 

yellow boots. The significance of this pair of boots in the novel is, without a doubt, 

fundamental since they become the title of the book. They stand for ‘a talisman […] brought 

from the old country […] to symbolise [immigrants’] heritage’ (YB 348-49). However, these 

are also ‘shoes to dance in, fairy tale shoes, wedding shoes’ (YB 119), by means of which 

Zenobia ‘met and married [Lilli’s] father’ (348). And in the scene, in which Zenobia, as the 

mother and a woman, gives them to her daughter, they become the symbol of Lilli’s arrival at 

her womanhood and sexual maturity,253 but also the symbol of her initiation into another stage 

of constructing her identity as well as of a ‘journey’ that will continue in the future, 

assumingly, for her offspring.   

Finally, it should be stated that Lilli’s ‘Return Home’ (YB 326) has a key importance in 

Lilli’s development as an artist. Having visited her family and community, Lilli eventually 

realises that ‘the ability to endure, the love for the detail, everything that made her an artist 

was inherited from [her people]’ (YB 339). She decides, therefore, to continue her 

professional career with singing the folk songs through which ‘other people in [Canada] can 

look into the hearts of [the Ukrainian] people […], and see what beauty is there’ (YB 339). 

But she also takes up an individual path when she becomes an ‘universal’ singer who sings 

                                                 
253 Analysing the scene from such a perspective but with reference to Zenobia in her youth, and not her daughter, Mycak 
reads the yellow boots as the symbol of Zenobia’s ‘awakening desire’ (12). Additionally, Mycak observes, ‘[…] with this 
movement towards the fetish, an individual woman’s desire for the man who is to become her husband merges with culture 
as paternal and socio-symbolic law’ (12).  
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‘of human things’ (YB 354). As Mycak observes, ‘Lilli will go on and sing all kinds of folk 

songs to all kinds of immigrants who have made Canada their home’ (26). In this way, Lilli 

has become a truly independent and individual artist.254 

Writing about the Ukrainian folk ballad, Robert Klymasz points out that it is cherished 

‘in the Canadian Ukrainian folk community […] as the most popular traditional narrative folk 

song genre’ (1989, 5). Its main theme concerns usually some tragic event in the life of a hero 

(cf. Klymasz 1989, 11). Consequently, ‘[t]he tragic outcome of the ballad […] represents a 

[…] cry of protest against the socio-cultural pattern which manipulates, overwhelms and 

finally destroys the ballad hero’ (Klymasz 1989, 11; emphasis added). This genre of folk song 

is to be seen therefore as a liberated form of expression. By choosing to sing the folk songs, 

Lilli has chosen ‘the cry of the soul for freedom’ (YB 60) not only of her people, but also her 

own. Thus, it is the Song that becomes here the symbol of Lilli’s personal liberation, her 

declaration of independence. Once attempted to be silenced by the patriarchal structures, Lilli 

protested and decided ‘[t]o sing without ending!’ (YB 61) so that she could never be silenced 

again.   

 

5.2.2. To Dance in the Yellow Boots, to Sing the Song of the Past: Gender and Ethnicity 

In the previous subchapter, Lilli’s identity construction, the development of her individuality 

and artistry came into focus. Most importantly, the process of recognising her female identity 

was emphasised. However, as Grekul observes, ‘Lysenko’s central character is female and 

ethnic’ (2005, 34-35; emphasis added). Therefore, this part of the paper will discuss Lilli’s 

ethnic identity, and more precisely, the relation between ethnicity and gender that is presented 

in the novel. This will be achieved by making direct references to the position and 

experiences of Ukrainian-Canadian women.  

In her essay ‘Wedded to the Cause: Ukrainian-Canadian Women,’ Frances Swyripa 

dwells on the predicament of ethnic women in Canada (cf. 238-253). The critic points out that 

their struggle for self-determination is doubly complicated as it requires establishing 

themselves not only in Canadian society but also in their own communities: 

[…] for many ethnic women the problem was not simply to improve women’s position in society. It was 
to improve their position in an Anglo-dominated society (as women and as non-Anglo-Canadians) while 
simultaneously addressing their position (as women) within their group. (1991b, 240) 
 

                                                 
254 It is noteworthy that the literary portrayal of the main character forming her identity strongly opposes Erikson’s 
assumptions about a woman’s development of her identity (cf. Chapter 2.2.). Neither does Lilli fulfil her ‘self’ when 
becoming a wife/mother, but contrary to Erikson’s claim, just before coming to that part of her life, nor does she treat the 
‘interpersonal’ (Patterson et al.13) issues as her priority. Evidently, it is her vocation as an artist and her self-development, 
and not affections, that assume the central importance for Lilli.  
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Swyripa continues with referring the issue to the case of Ukrainian-Canadian women and their 

experiences within Canadian society in which, as the critic observes, ‘[…] being Ukrainian 

(and female) prejudiced women’s mobility as Canadians […]’ (1991b, 240). Thus, according 

to Swyripa, ‘[w]omen’s ethnicity […] represented external forces beyond their control: 

Ukrainians’ low immigrant entrance status, […] the nativism shared by Anglo-Canadian men 

and women alike, and Canadian attitudes to women’s roles in both public and private spheres’ 

(1991b, 241).  

However, ‘being Ukrainian (and female)’ (Swyripa 1991b, 240) turned out to have the 

especial importance in and for the Ukrainian-Canadian community. As shown in the 

discussion on the evolvement of Ukrainian identity in Canada, the subsequent groups of 

Ukrainian immigrants differed in their views about the concept of Ukrainianness in their new 

country. However conflicting ideas they expressed, they were unanimous about one point; all 

Ukrainian immigrants considered ‘the Ukrainian cause’ (Kaye and Swyripa 52) their priority. 

Thus, their fierce nationalism which also fostered their deep ethnic awareness put the 

importance of the group on a pedestal (cf. Swyripa 1991b, 241). In this way, as Swyripa 

declares: 

The primacy of the group subordinated not only female issues and perspectives to Ukrainian ones but also 
individual women and their sex to the agenda of the organised Ukrainian-Canadian community. 
Ukrainian-Canadian women merited attention because they had specific needs and obligations as 
Ukrainians; because their attitudes and behaviour impinged upon the group image and group objectives; 
and because they shared a common mission with Ukrainian men that overshadowed narrowly female and 
individual interests.  (1991b, 241-42) 
 
Clearly, the recognition of Ukrainian-Canadian women as the ‘indispensable 

participants in the Ukrainian-Canadian experience’ (242) by the male members of the 

community was paid by the women with the marginalisation of their femaleness (cf. Swyripa 

1991b, 242). Ironically, it was the potential aspect of their femaleness, namely the 

motherhood, that was so highly valued as their contribution (cf. Swyripa 1991b, 242). Thus, 

the enacted stereotypical gender role division determined Ukrainian-Canadian women’s 

place and function ‘outside as well as inside the home’ (242). In the domestic sphere, 

Ukrainian-Canadian mothers were responsible for preserving the values on which ‘the 

quality of Ukrainian-Canadian life and commitment of future generations to things 

Ukrainian’ (242) depended. In this way, as Swyripa purports, ‘their traditional functions 

acquired new meaning with peculiar Ukrainian nuances’ (242).  

Indeed, when we compare the accounts of Ukrainian-Canadians that concern culture 

preservation in the community, we notice frequent references to mothers producing the items 

that were to stand for Ukrainian culture, e.g. Ukrainian embroidery, ‘pysanka’ (i.e. the Easter 
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egg) and food so much important for the celebration of religious holidays like Christmas or 

Easter and familial festivities like wedding receptions (cf. Kostash 1992a, 176-81). Not 

surprisingly, the concept of a woman as the ‘site of Canadian-Ukrainian culture’ (Mycak 2) 

is also portrayed in the discussed novel. 

Analysing the idea of culture as presented in Yellow Boots from ‘the gendered 

perspective’ (10), Sonia Mycak defines three levels, or using the critic’s term ‘dynamics’ 

(10), by means of which a woman is constructed as the personification of culture; ‘Woman as 

site of the performative’ (10), ‘Woman as site of the inter-generational confrontation’ (14), 

and ‘Woman […] [as] site of the unlawful’ (18). By the first dynamic, Mycak understands 

the way in which women ‘are responsible for acting out of culture; the cooking, baking, 

sewing that are the essence of rituals of the Ukrainian family and community’ (10). The 

scholar elaborates on the point by discussing such scenes from the novel as the pickling and 

the matchmaking (cf. Mycak 10-11 and 13-14). The second dynamic introduced by Mycak 

points to the generational issues that are evoked in Yellow Boots through the representation of 

women ‘as custodians of the past’ (Mycak 17). At this point, the critic indicates how the 

performance of work activities, identified as traditionally Ukrainian, by the female 

protagonists of the novel is portrayed as an essential component in passing on the cultural 

customs and knowledge to the younger generations (cf. Mycak 14-18). Finally, by means of 

the last dynamic, Mycak shows that ‘whilst Woman remains custodian and preserver of 

tradition, it is also her responsibility to change that which is ethnically wrong’ (18).  

Mycak’s classification illustrated by the particular scenes from the novel offers a 

revealing insight as to how the woman-as-culture construct is presented in Yellow Boots. In 

the following part of the paper, it will be attempted to refer to the ‘dynamics’ distinguished 

by Mycak, however, from a slightly different perspective, namely by connecting them to the 

function of two main cultural symbols that operate in the novel, i.e. the Yellow Boots and the 

Song.255 Both of them appear in the most crucial moments of the plot which portray all of the 

dynamics enumerated by Mycak. To prove the argument, we should focus firstly on the 

Yellow Boots.  

 

The Yellow Boots and the Song 

When studying the novel in greater detail, we may come to a conclusion that the symbol of 

the Yellow Boots is present or at least mentioned whenever the function of a woman as the 

                                                 
255 In order to stress their symbolical function, both concepts are capitalised in this subchapter.   
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preserver of tradition is most flamboyant. Consequently, the very first scene in which the 

boots are introduced into the plot represents Zenobia and her daughter having a rest after 

their work in the kitchen garden, which as we learn ‘was Zenobia’s domain’ (YB 63). What 

comes into focus of this portrayal is the conversation between the mother and her daughter. 

Asked by Lilli to ‘tell [her] stories of [Zenobia’s] life in the old land’ (YB 67), the woman 

‘began to talk, trying to describe Lilli, born on the prairie, the world of the Carpathian 

Mountains’ (67) and finally relates to the girl the story of Yellow Boots: 

A pair of yellow boots! Zenobia saw them now, as they appeared […] when her father had presented 
them to her to wear to a dance in a neighbouring village. ‘Yes, a pair of yellow boots, […]. Oh, they were 
of the finest leather, soft as a stocking, tall as my knee, yellow as gold. … They were made by my father; 
he was an artist – people came from miles around to have him make boots for them, but nobody had 
yellow boots like mine. (YB 69-70) 
 

Zenobia’s story evolves here into the history of her family, in which the pair of Yellow Boots 

becomes ‘symbolical of peasant craftsmanship’ (YB 70). By narrating it to her daughter, the 

representative of the younger generation, Zenobia spreads the ancestral knowledge. Referring 

to Mycak thesis, we should state, therefore, that both protagonists, the mother as the story-

teller, and the daughter as the listener, fulfil their ‘role […] as custodians of the past’ (Mycak 

17), a component in the creation of ‘Woman as site of the inter-generational confrontation’ 

(cf. Mycak 17). 

The second scene in which the Yellow Boots appear takes place during the preparations 

for Fialka’s wedding. In fact, in her study, Mycak quotes only the scene’s initial part when 

‘[i]n speaking of Fialka’s forthcoming marriage, Zenobia outlines the problem between the 

generations […]’ (14). The critic includes it as the instance of ‘Woman as site of the inter-

generational confrontation.’ However, as the scene continues, we also witness the female 

figures at the moment of carrying out their ‘performative’ (Mycak 10) function, namely the 

examination of Fialka’s dowry:   

‘And now,’ said Zenobia as she disposed of the last of the dishes, ‘now we’ll look at Fialka’s linen chest. 
The three [Zenobia, Granny and Lilli] went over to the wooden chest […]. ‘Have you everything 
prepared for her – sheets, blankets and so on?’ asked Granny bending over and peering into the chest, 
which was filled to the top […]. ‘Everything.’ Zenobia took the articles one by one from the chest and 
enumerated them: ‘Fifty yards of cloth, linen, cotton wool, […]; three pillows and slips, all hand-
embroidered, in finest work; six embroidered linen towels, two silk cushions, two blankets, a comforter, 
embroidered table cloths, a tapestry, a black woven wool bedspread of heaviest wool, which I made 
myself –’. (YB 118-119) 

 
The presented scene is instructive not only about the kinds of materials and items that will be 

received by the future bride, but also about the fact that these are the products made, 

according to tradition, by the mother of the bride.  
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 Additionally, with the development of the scene, when the Yellow Boots are taken out 

and Lilli sets her eyes on them for the first time, we learn about Zenobia’s design, ‘Fialka 

will dance at her wedding in them, and then I’ll put them back in the trunk until the time 

comes for Lilli to have them’ (YB 119). By saving the boots for the next daughter, Zenobia 

fulfils another form of women’s ‘performative’ (Mycak 10) role. The woman becomes the 

treasurer of tradition, who, as Mycak declares, is ‘responsible for the act of hoarding, 

accumulating of cultural treasures, [and keeps] objects and symbols safe, so that they, like 

the knowledge, can be passed on’ (11), which eventually happens to the Yellow Boots as 

they are inherited by Lilli from her mother.  

Other events, by occasion of which the Yellow Boots reappear, include again the 

‘Woman as site of the performative dynamic.’ Consequently, we see Fialka wearing the 

boots while respecting the old customs during her wedding, but also Lilli who puts them on 

as a part of her ‘peasant holiday costume’ (YB 145) so that she could celebrate the religious 

festival of the Paschal Night. While wearing the boots for the second time, the main 

protagonist performs the traditional Midsummer Night spell of the maidens by providing her 

sweetheart Vanni with the enchanted lump of sugar so that the charm of love could be 

exuded. This scene becomes the premonition of the final act of putting on the Yellow Boots 

by Lilli. Just as Lilli – the girl – danced in the boots with the lover from her youth, Vanni, it 

is also Lilli – the woman – who ‘began to execute a lively dance, her yellow boots flying and 

whirling and tapping about the room’ (YB 348) for the love of her life, Reiner. More 

importantly, it is by performing the dance in the Yellow Boots that Lilli revives the tradition 

initiated by Zenobia who also ‘wore these to a dance – that’s how she met and married 

[Lilli’s] father’ ( YB 348).  

Lastly, the novel also presents the moment when Zenobia once again wears the boots. 

The event takes place when ‘there came one day to the house a delegation of farmers to 

discuss with Anton and Zenobia the reports concerning the activities of the witch woman’ 

(YB 171), i.e. Tamara. This scene constitutes an essential part in the whole construction of 

‘Woman as site of Canadian-Ukrainian culture’ that is present in the novel as it once again 

illuminates the importance of a woman in performing the cultural rites.  

We see how ‘Zenobia, [who] wearing her yellow boots […] appeared […] as an 

admirable hostess, showing flashes of spirited humour, attendant upon guests […], and a 

good listener’ (YB 172), but also as the provider of the food to her visitors; ‘[a]s each dish 

was emptied, Zenobia replenished it from the pots on the kitchen table: rings of garlic 

sausage, loaves of braided bread, pickled mushrooms, stuffed cabbage’ (172). As the scene 
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continues, taking on the unexpected and tragic turn, namely the ‘execution’ of Tamara by the 

crowd of hostile villagers, we notice how the focus of attention shifts from Zenobia to Lilli 

who continuously assists her mother in performing her role of a hostess. Lilli’s 

disapprobation of people’s convictions that condemn Tamara works here according to the 

third dynamic, i.e. ‘Woman [as] site of the unlawful’ (cf. Mycak 18-20). Mycak remarks that:  

Lilli not only shares the site of the unlawful with Tamara, she is further entrusted with the duty to learn 
from this experience. Without losing her role as preserver of tradition and culture, Lilli is not destined for 
destruction but to rebel and ultimately to effect change […]’ (20).256 
 

 In fact, it is only Lilli who is not, and will never be, blinded by the ‘[o]ld grudges, old 

resentments, old fears and envy’ (YB 175) in which the gathered people immerse themselves 

completely. She is the only person among the crowd who will stand exclusively for ‘[a]ll 

those old things – […] the old beauties’ (YB 70) of her cultural heritage, symbolised by the 

Yellow Boots, eliminating in this way all that ‘is ethnically wrong’ (Mycak 18), namely 

‘ignorance and superstition’ (YB 179), symbolised in the scene by ‘her father’s great, tan 

peasant boot’ (YB 183).257  

 Apart from the Yellow Boots, we should point to another symbol, the Song, whose 

strong presence in the plot reveals the relation between ethnicity and gender that is encoded 

in the novel. The fact that this symbol is to become the fundamental link between the two 

may be inferred already from the ‘Author’s Foreword’ in which Vera Lysenko declares that: 

For all those whose forefathers suffered the anguish which the immigrant must endure when he is called 
on to surrender his ancestral rites, this story of the girl’s search for music is offered as a reminder of their 
lost inheritance, and to preserve for them something of the old beauty. (YB ix; emphasis added) 
 

The author’s design to construct a female protagonist embarking on a journey into ‘a 

vanishing world’ (YB 136), accompanied by her music cannot be neglected and deserves 

closer attention.  

 From the outset of the novel, the connection between Lilli and music is immensely 

strong. The initial scene describing Lilli as a dying girl, who is transported on a wagon by 

                                                 
256 Rasporich recognises that ‘Tamara […] remains for Lilli a positive “alter ego,” a passionate self’ (259).  
257 What may be easily overlooked by a reader is the fact that during the whole scene of Tamara’s ‘trial’, Zenobia is still 
wearing the Yellow Boots. This possible neglect is, of course, understandable due to the fact that the scene focuses primarily 
on presenting the nature of human ‘wrath’ (YB 178) and its consequences. We may suggest, however, that this ‘oblivion’, 
into which the Yellow Boots are consigned here, is purposeful. What is more, we may imply that the very structure of the 
scene gains the symbolical meaning. As already discussed, the Yellow Boots are mentioned in the beginning of the scene 
when Zenobia welcomes her guests. The boots become here the symbol of ‘old beauties’ (YB 70), in this case, the traditional 
hospitality to be offered by Ukrainian women. The focus of the scene shifts, however, from the friendly atmosphere of the 
visit to the verbal hostility of people towards Tamara and finally to the full expression of their hatred, i.e. taking violent 
action against the woman. The chapter is closed with ‘the sight of Dunia’s [Tamara’s dead daughter] flower headdress being 
trampled beneath the heal of [Anton’s] great, tan peasant boot’ (YB 183). The fact that the Yellow Boots are never mentioned 
again throughout the scene, although they are still ‘there,’ may be interpreted on the symbolical level as immigrants’ 
negligence by means of which the beauty of old culture and tradition is lost. Additionally, the final symbolical appearance of 
the peasant boots, which Rasporich recognises as ‘the alternative to’ (252) the Yellow Boots (cf. also Palmer Seiler 56), may 
be treated as the warning about the danger of exchanging ‘the beauty’ (YB 227) with the ‘brutality’ (227). 
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two men, establishes this link by means of two particular moments. The first presents Lilli 

who, despite her poor health condition, helps one of the men to locate the meadowlark that 

sings from afar; ‘“[m]eadowlark on fence post,” whispered the girl, her eyes indicating the 

position of the songster. “Why, so it is!” exclaimed Mike, […] Imagine her noticing that, in 

her condition!” (YB 9). The second shows Lilli’s highly emotional reaction to the song sung 

by the Ukrainian people passing by: 

[…] it was extraordinary to see what was happening to the dying girl. Her features were all alight and 
there was a glow in her eyes […]. The intensity of her feeling communicated itself to the men, even 
though she was almost inarticulate. ‘O music lovely, O music lovely!’ she gasped […]. (YB 12) 
 

 Both of the described moments reveal a complete harmony developed between the girl 

and music. However, each of them illuminates a different aspect of this unique relation. 

While the former points to nature as the source of Lilli’s attraction to music, the latter 

emphasises the girl’s deep connection to the members of her community that is expressed 

through music; as one of the men remarks, ‘[s]he has music in her soul, like her people’ (YB 

12). Mycak connects both of the aspects that come together in, what the critic calls, ‘a double 

discursive shift […]. […] shift from nature to song and from song to Ukrainian culture’ (7). 

And it is Lilli’s voice that is to represent this shift. As Mycak explains, ‘[d]espite its being 

born of nature, her talent and voice will go on to express culture and identity’ (7). Clearly, it 

is by means of the second symbol, the Song, that a figure of a woman is to be again 

constructed in the novel as the embodiment of Ukrainianness (cf. Mycak 9).  

 Analysing the symbolic use of the Yellow Boots, it has already been shown how the 

concept of a woman is linked to the idea of ethnicity in the novel. The similar instances 

showing different kinds of such a construction may also be evoked with reference to the 

Song. We should focus here specifically on how Mycak’s ‘Woman as site of the inter-

generational confrontation dynamic’ works in this case. First, however, some general points 

concerning the function of this symbol need to be presented. 

 In her study of Ukrainian-Canadian literature, Swyripa writes that ‘Yellow Boots […] is 

valuable as a record of Ukrainian peasant customs and beliefs as they were practiced by first 

generation Ukrainians in Canada’ (1978, 83). It is the Song that accompanies the members of 

the community in their every-day life activities. Lilli explains this phenomenon to Reiner 

when she recalls, ‘[o]n the farm we always sang. I remember singing at church, on Christmas 

Eve, at Easter, funerals and weddings. For every holiday, we had a song’ (YB 270). In fact, 

Mycak purports that it is the Song itself that functions in the novel ‘as the ultimate 

expression of Ukrainian consciousness, […] the essence of Ukrainianness […]’ (8). The 
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novel’s abundance of the descriptions that present the act of singing performed by Ukrainian 

people may support this argument.  

 When examining the novel, we discover that the Song becomes a form of group 

entertainment, but also more private method of passing time like the one performed by Lilli 

and her father when on their way to the town. The Song also becomes the medium of 

expressing Lilli’s feelings, e.g. her motherly affections to her brother, Petey, as she ‘devised 

for the little boy many song-pictures in which she described people, things, tastes, sounds’ 

(YB 72) and ‘[w]hile Petey slept, Lilli sang a lullaby, composing the words and tune 

simultaneously […]’ (73). Additionally, it constitutes the medium of experiencing particular 

events; the joyful ones like Fialka’s wedding during which different kinds of songs are 

performed, e.g. the Song accompanying the ritual of plaiting the wreath for the bride, ‘the 

song of farewell’ (YB 133) sang for Fialka leaving her family, and the ‘song to wish the bride 

happiness, good health and prosperity […]’ (134), but also the sorrowful ones such as 

Granny Yefrosynia’s funeral during which Lilli’s Song becomes the lament over her 

Grannny’s death.  

 Following Mycak’s argument that ‘it is the song that epitomises Ukrainianness that […] 

[Lilli] will sing’ (7), we see that the function of the Song in such descriptions as quoted 

above not only stimulates the plot, but it also imparts the knowledge of Ukrainian rituals 

concerning specific ceremonies to the reader. Consequently, what we learn is that Ukrainian 

culture is deeply connected with nature. Thus, the change in seasons is reflected by different 

‘Songs of the Seasons’ (YB 45) with which the second part of the novel is concerned. In 

spring, when ‘the earth is full of music’ (YB 49), it is also the Ukrainian community that 

gathers by ‘[t]he bonfire, chanting a song of resurrection. […] a glorious Easter hymn’ which 

continues into ‘the polyphonic chants’ (148) sung by the altar to express the worship of 

‘Christ [who] has risen!’ (148). The blissfulness of summer and the warmth of summer 

evenings is expressed by ‘a sentimental old country tune’ (YB 206) that begun by one person 

is sung in the end by a whole crowd.  And while ‘the songs of summer had enchanted Lilli on 

her prairie walks, then the voices of the wind in the fall were even more compelling’ (YB 75). 

When the season of winter comes, we ‘hear’ the carols that are sung by Lilli’s family to 

celebrate the festival of Christmas.   

 Each time any Song is sung, it is also a story that is told. As Lilli explains to Reiner, the 

tradition of Song is deeply rooted in the culture of peasants whose ‘ancestors couldn’t read, 

so to express their feelings, they made them into songs’ (YB 343). This oral tradition is 

handed down from generation to generation and, in the novel, it is women who keep it alive. 
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As already shown, it is Lilli’s mother who performs this role, however, even greater 

significance, i.e. that of the singer and the story-teller, is attached to Granny Yefrosynia. The 

figure of grandmother is undoubtedly the best representation of a woman in her ‘role […] as 

[custodian] of the past’ (Mycak 17). Not only is the old woman the primary and invaluable 

source of stories and songs to her granddaughter, but she also becomes to the girl their 

personification; to Lilli even ‘[Granny’s] face […] was like an aged parchment written over 

with stories of a vanished age’ (YB 196-97).  

 As one of the most important examples of the ‘Woman as site of the inter-generational 

confrontation dynamic,’ Mycak cites the fragments of the novel concerning Granny’s 

decoration of Ukrainian Easter eggs, during which ‘[t]he symbolic significance of the 

patterns on the pysanky are explained […] as Granny Yefrosynia imparts her knowledge to 

her granddaughter’ (Mycak 15), but also Granny’s ‘age-old act of telling stories’ (Mycak 15) 

performed by the grandmother in the fifth part of the novel. We can provide here an 

additional example which is equally crucial as it emphasises the enactment of ‘the inter-

generational confrontation’ (Mycak 14) on its both sides, namely the grandmother and the 

granddaughter. The instance in question concerns Granny’s ‘story of the Cranberry Flute’ 

(YB 28) related to Lilli during her recovery. The event of this story-telling258 takes an 

unexpected turn when the roles of the act are switched: 

As Granny sang, the girl listened critically. She knew by instinct that the quavering sentimentality of 
Granny’s voice was not adapted to this particular song. […] When Granny sang the song a second time, 
she protested, ‘That is not the right tune, Granny.’ Granny stopped abruptly. She did not relish 
interruptions. ‘Well, you sing it, then,’ she snapped. The girl hummed the tune […]. Granny listened 
appreciatively tapping her feet. ‘Yes, yes, I forgot,’ she murmured. ‘That is the way it goes. Thank you 
for reminding me, dearie.’ (YB 28) 
 

 The quoted scene is important for three main reasons. Firstly, it should be emphasised 

that ‘the story of the Cranberry Flute’ (YB 28) is, in fact, sung by Granny. Thus, the scene is 

a very accurate portrayal of the already mentioned fact that the Song and the story come in 

the novel as one. Secondly, the scene reveals not only the strong relationship between the 

protagonist and her grandmother, but it also shows that it is through Lilli’s deep connections 

with the elderly in general that her connection to the past is established (cf. Mycak 16-17). 

Such a relation is visible once again when the ‘the story of the Cranberry Flute’ (YB 28) 

appears for the second time in the plot, this time in its variation of a Scottish ballad related to 

Lilli by Maggie’s Gram. The old woman becomes here a parallel figure to Granny 

                                                 
258 Mycak also refers to ‘the age-old act of storytelling’ (15) that Granny performs to Lilli, which depicts ‘Woman as site of 
the inter-generational confrontation dynamic,’ but the illustration chosen by Mycak from the novel is unrelated to the symbol 
of Song (cf. Mycak 15-16). 
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Yefrosynia and it is also her Song that takes Lilli on a journey to the past ages. Thirdly, this 

scene, in which, it needs to be emphasised, it is the granddaughter who corrects her Granny, a 

representative of ‘folk tale spinners’ (YB 28), shows the signs of Lilli’s talent that is both 

exceptional when it comes to music, and natural when it comes to story-telling. The fact that 

‘[t]he girl did not know herself she had composed a tune – she had heard it and knew it must 

be the right one [...] [as] [s]tories, for her, were accompanied by melodies heard only in her 

mind […]’ (YB 29) foretells that Lilli, who in this act of story-telling functions as a listener, 

will uphold the tradition in the future by fulfilling the role of the story-teller herself.  

 Lilli’s unique talent and her heightened sensitivity to the Song, which not only for her 

but also, as Ian MacTavish states in the novel, ‘[f]or [Ukrainian] people […] is part of their 

daily existence, their unwritten record and history’ (YB 205), accredits her to be recognised 

as the fully-fledged member of her community. Mycak writes that ‘Lilli is to become the 

repository of Ukrainian culture and the representative of the next generation’s Canadian-

Ukrainian culture and identity in Canada’ (9). However, before it happens, Lilli is to suffer 

oppression at the hands of patriarchal forces that control the community. In the following 

part of the subchapter the discussion of women’s ethnicity presented in the novel will be 

continued by paying particular attention to the limitations imposed on women, their ethnic 

and female identities, by the social structures. 

 

Gender, Ethnicity and Patriarchy 

As presented in Chapter 2.2., the process of Othering of women takes place on varied levels, 

including the sphere of national life. When establishing a national identity, it is a frequent 

case that women are relegated to the position of the marginal as the superior status is 

maintained by men. The fact may be specifically referred to the experience of Ukrainian-

Canadian women whose participation in founding the Ukrainian group in Canada did not 

earn them their due recognition (cf. Swyripa 1991b, 243). Swyripa emphasises this neglect 

stating that ‘[i]f Ukrainian-Canadian women have always enjoyed a niche in their group’s 

history, that niche did not preclude an overall male perspective that saw Ukrainian-Canadian 

development as an essentially male experience’ (243).  

 The unjust disregard for female contribution is deeply embedded in the patriarchal 

ideas. Since the identity of a woman was considered only from the perspective of her 

‘qualifications’ as a future wife and mother so that her significance was reduced back in 

Ukraine to ‘another pair of hands and a new piece of farming equipment or possibly a patch 

of land as dowry’ (28), but also to her procreative functions (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 28), 
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the status of a woman was also lowered in a similar fashion in Canada. Myrna Kostash states, 

in fact, that:  

The patriarchal organisation of the family was transferred intact to Canada: the father’s word was 
authoritative, family earnings were often confiscated by him, marriages were arranged, women often did 
not even eat with the men but served them first and, over all such sexist transactions, the church spread 
its benediction. (1992a, 167; emphasis added) 
 

The examination of Yellow Boots from this perspective also proves the case.  

The extent of male power that limits a woman’s choice of her identity/identities by 

forcing her into the preordained roles of a wife and mother without leaving much space for a 

woman’s own decisions is portrayed in the novel when Anton attempts to use his patriarchal 

authority over his daughter and thrust her into the unwanted marriage with Zachary. The 

prospect of this marital union is to bring Lilli a bright future of ‘the grandest housewife in the 

district’ (YB 221; emphasis added), which Anton forecasts for his daughter with the air of 

satisfaction in his voice. Evidently, according to Anton, ‘a nest made just for [Lilli]’ (YB 221) 

which includes ‘a home all made of bricks, with a stove half as big as [the] room’ (221), 

‘[p]ots, dishes [she has] never seen the like! And a new copper kettle [Zachary] just got from 

town’ (221) is all that Lilli is to expect from her life and it is to be the fulfilment of her 

dreams. Any other option is out of the question because, as Anton informs his daughter, 

‘[f]or you, there is no choice’ (YB 221). 

 Apart from patriarchy, it is also Anton’s materialism that speaks through him. Anton 

reveals that, ‘Lilli is to marry [Zachary], and in exchange he will give me some acres he 

owns at the south end of our fields. Think what a bargain! He is not even asking for a 

dowry’ (YB 218; emphasis added). Clearly enough, Lilli is to become only a commodity by 

means of which a successful ‘deal’ (YB 218) between Anton and Zachary is to be struck. 

Anton is fully aware of the danger that the marriage with Zachary may bring to Lilli,259 but 

the land is more valuable to him than his daughter’s fate. When Lilli protests, ‘[b]ut father 

[…] a person is more important than a piece of land. Isn’t it so?’ (YB 220), Anton’s   

indifference to his daughter and his want of land is evident; his answer is, ‘No! […] Land 

comes first, always’ (220). 

 The position of authority held by Anton is deeply grounded in the patriarchal tradition 

of the community, according to which a woman is the inferior and thus her obedience to men 

is expected from her. Due to this fact, Lilli’s protests are easily dismissed by her father, 

                                                 
259 The information about Zachary’s cruelty to women is given previously in the book, when Lilli meets the man at Fialka’s 
wedding. However, the rumours about Zachary’s brutality are also revealed by Grandfather Nestor, the only witness of the 
conversation between Anton and Lilli. He relates that Zachary beat his pregnant wife. Both, the child and the woman 
eventually died. He warns Anton against the marriage but his attempt to save Lilli from her father’s will is unsuccessful.   
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‘[y]ou will learn to like [Zachary]. What is it to me, if you like, not like it. My mind is made 

up […]’ ( YB 219; emphasis added). What is more, her defiance is read by Anton as a typical 

behaviour of a bride-to-be. Therefore, while Lilli speaks her own mind, ‘[h]er father listened 

unmoved throughout […]. After all, it was traditional for girls to protest against marriage, it 

established their modesty’ (YB 219; emphasis added). The fact that the male-rule tradition 

leaves no room for female independence, but expects only submission is further emphasised, 

when it is stated, ‘in the end, they [girls] all gave in and resigned themselves well enough’ 

(YB 219). Likewise, Lilli’s surrender is required. When she attempts to seek help from her 

grandfather as a last resort, he cuts her short, ‘[h]e is your father, you must obey him’ (YB 

223). 

The re-creation of patriarchal structures in Canada, as mentioned by Kostash, is made 

evident in the novel not only by including the description of the above episode itself, but also 

by Anton’s explicit statement made during this event. The objection raised by Lilli that ‘[i]n 

Canada girls can marry whom they please’ (YB 222) draws her father’s rapid response, ‘[i]n 

Canada, I am still head of my family, […] [a]nd I won’t hear any more talk from you’ (222). 

Additionally, when we examine the relations established in the Landash family, we see that 

they reflect Kostash’s other points concerning the form of ‘[t]he patriarchal organisation of 

the [Ukrainian] family’ (1992a, 167) in Canada, e.g. women’s service to men.  

Anton’s absolute authority and the fact that it is he who takes the decisions about his 

daughter’s marriage have already been illuminated. To illustrate that the novel is also 

straightforward about women’s inferior position in the community, attention should be drawn 

to a particular example, namely MacTavish’s visit to the Landash’s farm. What the scene 

presents is the conventional gender role division, according to which the status of a woman is 

lowered to that of a men’s servant:  

Leaving the two men engaged in conversation, Lilli rushed into the house and began to set the table […]. 
She brought the best food […], and by the time the two men had entered, a platter of chipped beef with 
sour cream and horseradish stood on the table. (YB 51) 
 

 The further development of the scene shows that Lilli is not only deprived of the 

possibility to converse with the men, but she is also denied her equal right to join them in 

their meal. As we see, while ‘[t]he men sat down […] Lilli waited on the table’ (YB 52), and 

‘after she had tended to the men, [she] returned to the window’ (54). Moreover, Lilli’s forced 

subjugation to her father’s will and power is easily identified by the teacher who while 

conversing with Anton ‘noted the bruises on her arms and her downcast, apparently 
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submissive behaviour. Yet there was, in the glance of her eyes as she looked at her father, 

something like inner rebellion’ (YB 52).  

 Undoubtedly, Lilli’s ‘inner rebellion’ (YB 52) is the consequence of mistreatment to 

which the girl was regularly subjected. As already noted, the girl was abused in terms of 

labour by her parents as her part in carrying out domestic and farm work greatly extended the 

notion of mere ‘help.’ Being fully aware of this fact, the teacher implores Anton during his 

visit, ‘[d]on’t you think she is rather young to do such heavy work?’ (YB 52). In a response to 

this question, the father of the girl states unflinchingly, ‘[s]he has to learn to work hard’ (52).  

 Lilli does learn the true meaning of hard work. But, the division of work that ascribes 

specific domains to particular gender blends in Lilli’s case because she is expected to 

undertake both types of work: that conventionally regarded as women’s and the one 

primarily ascribed to men. Thus, her duties concern not only the domestic sphere, but also 

farm land which requires from the girl immense strength: 

On an uncleared field, Lilli and Anton were breaking the land with an enormous plough […]. Anton held 
the reins of the horses while Lilli, dressed in boy’s shirt and overalls, guided the plough. As the 
ponderous share cut a four-foot lap through the stubborn soil, a slow, burning ache began to make itself 
felt in her muscles. She staggered over the clods of earth which cut sharply into her bare feet. Searing 
pains crept up her back and legs. A red light glared before her eyes and tears trickled burning down her 
face. Her mouth swollen and dry inside and her eyes bulged with strain. […] ‘O God, how it hurts!’ 
thought Lilli. ‘Oh, let me stop for a minute to rest! […] Father!’ she gasped, […] but he did not hear her. 
(YB 47-48) 
 
Lilli works like a grown up men but not for her own profit. It is the future of Petey with 

which Anton is mostly concerned. And while ‘[a]bsorbed in his dreams’ (YB 48) about his 

son, ‘[…] his seed [that] would benefit by his present labour’ (48), Anton ‘did not notice the 

small figure guiding the plough behind him, and was not concerned when Lilli tripped over 

[…], panting as the plough nearly slid from her hands’ (48). Lilli’s effort is not only cruelly 

disregarded by her father, but is also ‘repaid’ by him with his use of violence against the girl. 

When dissatisfied with her work, the man does not flinch from punishing the daughter 

physically. The scene in which the two work together ends with a portrayal of Anton’s 

brutality to his child who finds a momentary relief from her toil in splashing herself with 

water: 

Anton looked about and spied Lilli standing by the trough. He strode over and regarded her with 
incredulity while she went through this fantastic performance […]. ‘Are you mad?’ He seized her and 
dragged her to her feet. His pride was outraged by the spectacle of this half-drowned daughter […]. 
Raising his whip, he struck her about the head and shoulders, then shook her violently and threw her 
from him. She lay sprawling on the ground. ‘When will you learn to come when I call you?’ he 
exclaimed with exasperation. ‘Go into the house.’ She staggered over the steps into the kitchen and stood 
for a moment, the water running down her body […]. (YB 50) 
 



 195

Indeed, Lilli’s life on her parents farm brought her nothing but adversity. In fact, the 

comparison of this literary portrayal with the true accounts of Ukrainian-Canadian pioneers 

and their children reveals that such was the case of the majority of Ukrainian-Canadian 

women whose lives on the homesteads meant genuine hardship.260 Not only were women left 

alone when their husbands were forced to find employment outside their farms, but it often 

happened that the burden of the initial work on the homesteads was placed on women and 

children (cf. Petryshyn and Dzubak 76). Despite this fact, Ukrainian pioneer women received 

from their own community very little, if any, recognition for their commitment (cf. Kostash 

1992a, 167). Additionally, they were disregarded by Canadian law which deprived them of 

any legal rights to the homesteads, income and, for a long time, child custody (cf. Kostash 

1992a, 167).  

The predicament of Ukrainian pioneer women was deepened by the fact that their 

access to education was limited because the work on homesteads came as the priority (cf. 

Kostash 1992a, 167). Thus, the frequent cases of Ukrainian pioneer women’s illiteracy, but 

also their lives in seclusion resulted in the fact that the women were unaware of issues other 

than those concerning their familial life, farm work and church (cf. Kostash 1992a, 167 and 

173).261 As Kostash observes, the situation was different in the case of urban women who 

were not isolated, could earn money and organise themselves in varied activities (cf. 1992a, 

167). Nevertheless, the scope of such activities and the extent of women’s freedom in 

running their organisations was severely curtailed. As Swyripa indicates, ‘[w]omen’s 

organisations were formed not because Ukrainian-Canadian women had specific concerns, 

needs, and duties as women, but because they had specific concerns, needs, and duties as 

Ukrainian women’ (1991b, 246), thus, they were ‘prohibited […] from organising simply as 

women within their community’ (246). Consequently, the requirement was fulfilled as 

women were engaged in activities done for the sake of the group, but the form of their public 

work again confined women to fulfilling their nurturing functions262 (cf. Kostash 1992a, 169-

                                                 
260 Such accounts may be found in Kostash’s study which is highly informative about the issue (cf. 1992a, 9-10). The scholar 
includes the following information about Ukrainian pioneer women’s predicament, which may be referred to the case of 
Lysenko’s heroine; ‘It was a commonplace observation that in the Ukrainian pioneer family “women are little better than 
slaves who toil laboriously at the beck and call of inconsiderate husbands. Wife-beating is common…’ (Young in Kostash 
1992a, 167).    
261 An account given by a son of Ukrainian pioneers should illustrate this fact; ‘I’d say we lived in a Ukrainian home. We 
spoke Ukrainian at all times. Christmas and Easter Ukrainian style. Mother went to church on all the holidays. She liked 
being with Ukrainian people, it was all she knew. She didn’t have anything against English; she didn’t understand them’ 
(Paul Spak in Kostash 1992a, 173). 
262 As Kostash states, ‘[t]here is a depressing sameness to the activities of women’s organisations, as though the availability 
of leisure time only transferred women’s work from the private household to the community at large. Orthodox, Catholic, 
Protestant, or Communist, women cooked, raised money, beautified the church or the hall, taught Sunday school or 
kindergarten, made handicrafts, practiced good works, and administered social services – all of it as volunteers. […]. […] it 
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70). Even if it extended to their engagement in political and ideological organisations, these 

were either totally dependent on or served as auxiliary to the formations established by men 

(cf. Swyripa 1991b, 247).263 

The discussion above gives a very brief and general overview of Ukrainian-Canadian 

women’s status in the community. Nevertheless, it indicates the patriarchal manipulations 

that sustain ‘traditional sex-role stereotyping and divisions of power’ (Swyripa 1991b, 247). 

These aspects may be referred to the novel which also relates to the nature of conventions 

and power relations in the community.  

What may be noted about Yellow Boots is the fact that although it consist of six parts, 

its structure may be, in fact, divided into two; while the first one depicts Lilli’s life within the 

community, the second one delineates her experiences outside of it. In the first part, Lilli’s 

portrayal is consistent with the facts about Ukrainian pioneer women as related above. There 

is only one description of Lilli attending school and lack of education in her life is asserted 

when she informs the teacher, MacTavish, ‘[f]ather won’t let me [come to school]. I have to 

work on land’ (YB 48). Like other Ukrainian pioneer women, Lysenko’s protagonist is also 

shut in the cloistered world of her community: 

Brought up on this isolated homestead, Lilli had had no basis for comparing her parents’ world with the 
outside world, from which came only echoes, sometimes, in the speech of MacTavish or a visitor. (YB 
179-80) 
 

Lack of academic knowledge and life experience notwithstanding, Lilli has a broad outlook. 

The girl does not share the narrow-mindedness of some community members and so when 

they lead a witch-hunt against Tamara, we learn that Lilli ‘[…] felt by intuition that another 

way of life is possible, that this thing which was happening in the darkness […] might have 

been prevented; that a day would come […], when such tragedies would no longer be 

possible’ (YB 180). 

Attention should be drawn here to the fact that it is the story of Tamara that reveals to 

what extent the power relations within society are determined by the patriarchal rule to which 

any sign of female power is unacceptable (cf. Mycak 19). The character of Tamara is 

presented as an alienated widow who lives by herself and who, additionally, ‘is an expert in 

traditions and customs’ (Mycak 19). In this way, the woman gains ‘her unconventional 

                                                                                                                                                         
was […] done “for the love it,” and there is a considerable irony in the fact that the unpaid labour of women has netted 
millions of dollars’ worth of goods and services for almost everybody but themselves’ (1992a, 169-70).  
263 Swyripa makes this point with reference to the female sections of political parties that appeared between 1922 and 1949 
such as the Ukrainian Canadian Women’s Committee, the Women’s Section to the Ukrainian Labour-Farmer Temple 
Association (ULFTA), the Ukrainian Women’s Association of Canada (UWAC), the Ukrainian Catholic Women’s League 
(UCWL), the Ukrainian Women’s Organisation of Canada (UWOC) and the Women’s Association of Canadian League for 
Ukraine’s Liberation (cf. 1991b, 246-47). 
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independence and strength’ (Mycak 19), which becomes too threatening to the community. 

Their fears are displayed, first, by their attitudes and mistreatment of the woman, and then, 

by their groundless accusations against her, which finally leads to her ‘execution’264 (cf. also 

Rasporich 259).   

As Mycak observes, ‘[i]t is in the figure of Tamara that superstition and irrationality 

come together with the illegitimacy of a strong female presence living independently of her 

society’ (19). It is only Lilli who considers Tamara ‘an exceptional woman’ (YB 182) and she 

understands that the forces governing this society contributed to the eventual downfall of ‘a 

woman who in other circumstances might have blossomed into a brilliant and productive 

personality, but, placed in this primitive community, could only dash her head against a wall 

of prejudice’ (182). Lilli’s empathy for Tamara results from her non-conformism which will 

become the driving force for her own protest. Although, as Mycak points out, ‘Lilli […] 

shares the site of the unlawful with Tamara’ (20), the girl is to be successful in her rebellion 

because its right path is shown to Lilli through Tamara’s experience (cf. Mycak 20).   

Lilli’s unconventionality is additionally emphasised in the second part of the novel 

which deals with the girl’s life in the city. It is in this section of the book that the portrayal of 

a woman and the relation between her female and ethnic identity is the most interesting. We 

see how Lilli accommodates herself to the new society; she becomes an independent urban 

woman who develops her social, but also professional skills which help her to sustain herself 

financially. Lilli’s transformation concerns a marked change in all spheres of her life but one. 

Escaping from and living outside her community has not deprived Lilli of her deep 

connections with her Ukrainian heritage as she still acknowledges her ethnic identity. 

Moreover, it is the Song that becomes here the greatest link with her ethnicity. This is a 

remarkable fact, which when referred to Kostash’s points about Ukrainian-Canadian 

women’s domestic nature of their public activities, emphasises the unconventionality of 

Lilli’s figure as a Ukrainian-Canadian woman. As Mycak states, ‘[n]o longer limited to the 

domestic stuff of culture, Lilli is to use her voice and talent to become the public expression 

of her culture and ethnicity’ (25; emphasis added).  

                                                 
264 Lysenko’s description of people during the night of Tamara’s ‘trial’ when she was not only accused of performing ‘her  
ungodly work’ (YB 176) and, thus, of being ‘the witch woman’ (171), but also already ‘convicted’ for it at the very outset, 
calls for drawing an analogy to another literary discussion of a witch-hunt and power relations within society, namely Arthur 
Miller’s The Crucible, a drama work from 1953, a year before Yellow Boots was published. Lysenko presents ‘the people 
[who] roused by the memory of wrongs, real or imagined, gave voice to their wrath, the condemnation [of Tamara] coming 
from all […]’(YB 178), ‘each seeking for some accusation […] to discredit the woman, as if hoping to gain esteem 
thereby’(176). Noteworthy is the observation of how closely this portrayal relates to the study of human drives in Miller’s 
dramatic work. 
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Lysenko’s novel introduces an interesting insight into the issue of a woman’s ethnicity. 

The novel’s characterisation puts forward a valuable suggestion that it is feasible for a 

woman to cherish her ethnic identity beyond any traditional schemes. Lilli knows ‘how much 

she owned [her people]’ (YB 339), thus, she becomes their bard, their spokesperson who is to 

‘[t]ake back with [her] what is best in [their] past and preserve it for [them]’ (339). She does 

that, however, as a fully liberated woman. Her freedom and unconventionality find their final 

expression in the fact that she decides to become the ‘folk poet who [sings] of human things’ 

(YB 353-54) for all immigrants living in Canada. In this way, as Mycak states, all dynamics 

‘Woman as repository of culture, as site of the performative, as place of inter-generational 

conflict, as the unlawful […] blend into one last vision: a multicultural future for Canada’ 

(20-21).  

 

5.2.3. ‘Where Is My Home?’ 

The novel’s ‘last vision’ (20) incorporating all of the dynamics is expanded on, in Mycak’s 

view, in the scenes closing the story. According to Mycak’s argument, the scenes in question 

are to embrace all events that occur in the plot at the outset of Chapter 13, ‘Return Home’ (cf. 

Mycak 20-29). It is through Lilli’s journey back into the world of past, which in fact evolves 

into her entering the world of ‘modernism’ (YB 334) as her family becomes the apotheosis of 

progress and full assimilation into Canadian society, but most importantly, through the 

mission given to Lilli by her brother Petey ‘to cherish the old and give it new meaning’ (YB 

339) that the discourse on Canadian multiculturalism is addressed (cf. Mycak 20-26). Its 

apogee is to overlap with Lilli’s ‘“moment of self-discovery” [YB 345]’ (26) that defines her 

place of belonging (cf. Mycak 25-26). 

In her essay, ‘Kwtlakin? What is Your Place?’, Jeannette Armstrong discusses 

‘Indigeneity’ and ‘Immigration,’ both strictly connected with the issue of one’s belonging. 

The writer dwells upon the matter in reference to her Syilx ancestry and culture stating that: 

The question, ‘Kwtlakin, What is your place?’ is a vastly different question than another phrase asking 
‘where do you live?’ It is a phrase used to ‘Place’ an individual. Instead of asking one ‘where are you 
from?’ or ‘who are you?’ the question seeks to ‘Place’ you within the context of the land’s story. (31) 
 

Thus, as Armstrong explains further on, the ‘Syilx answer would not be a specific location but 

to give the story of the “cultural location” that identifies you’ (31). Consequently, when asked 

about your place of belonging, ‘[y]ou would tell the story of your place’ (31; emphasis 

added).  
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What is stated about Lilli in the novel is the fact that ‘the music […] haunted her’ (YB 

73). As already noted in the previous subchapter, the Song, according to Mycak, stands in the 

novel for the quintessence of Ukrainian ethnic identity. Connecting the two points, it should 

be stated that it is Lilli’s want of belonging, or as Mycak calls it, ‘an acute sense of 

displacement that haunts her throughout the years’ (32). Lilli longs for identification that 

would comprise her female and ethnic self. This requires from her answering her searching 

question, ‘Where is My Home?’ (YB 342) which she asks throughout the process of her 

identity construction. The form of this question calls for suggesting an analogy to the one 

addressed by Armstrong in her essay.  

Apart from the questions that coincide in their forms, the parallel may also be found in 

the answers. Towards the end of the novel, Lilly states, ‘I know now where I belong, […] I’ve 

found out what I really want, is not fame at all, but simply to sing and be heard by these 

people – my people, wherever they are –’ (YB 345; emphasis added). Clearly, Lilli identifies 

her identity not by pointing to ‘a specific location’ (Armstrong 31), but by declaring her will 

to sing and thus, since the Song is also to be seen as a story, to ‘tell the story of [her] place’ 

(Armstrong 31).  

By singing and telling the story of her ancestral place, Lilli is to become ‘the interpreter 

of her people to old and new Canadians’ (Swyripa 1978, 81). However, Lilli also decides to 

incorporate into her Song the stories of all immigrants (cf. Mycak 26). Thus, her self-

realisation that she wants ‘to sing and be heard by these people – [her] people’ (YB 345) may 

be translated as her will to become a member of Canadian multicultural society in which her 

female and Ukrainian voice may be heard. Her membership is assured to her by her 

multicultural audience who ‘[a]roused by this re-creation of their own vanished past, […] 

acclaimed in many languages, as they stood up and cheered, shouted, stamped, ‘She is ours! 

She is ours!’ (YB 354).  

 In the introduction to the novel, Alexandra Kryvoruchka writes about Vera Lysenko’s 

contention concerning the idea of ethnicity in a multicultural society, stating that the novelist 

‘believed that in order to develop a sense of one’s identity it is necessary to confront one’s 

ethnic past and then retain that heritage while moving out into the larger community’ (xviii). 

The fullest expression of Lysenko’s idea is incorporated in the very final scene of the novel. 

While performing for her multicultural audience, ‘a cross-section of the city’s cosmopolitan 

make-up’ (YB 351), Lilli sings ‘The Song of the Cranes’ (YB 354) which is to stand for the 

story that depicts ‘the unique yet shared experience of the immigrant’ (Mycak 27). She 

addresses in this way the members of ‘the larger community’ (Kryvoruchka xviii), i.e. 



 200

Canadian society, however, she does that, as we learn from the last words of the novel, to 

‘[acknowledge] her debt to her own people for what they had given her’ (YB 351). In this 

way, Lilli retains her Ukrainian ethnic identity, but also finds her place among other 

members of Canadian society, which delivers Lysenko’s ‘message that there can be “unity in 

diversity”’ (Kryvoruchka xviii). 
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5.3. A Letter to My Son (1981) by George Ryga 

Arthur Miller’s final conclusion to his essay ‘The Tragedy of the Common Man’ reads as 

follows, ‘[i]t’s time, I think, that we who are without kings, took up this bright thread of our 

history and followed it to the only place it can possibly lead in our time – the heart and spirit 

of the average man’ (7). In Chapter 5.1., we explored the way Illia Kiriak, using Miller’s 

formulation, followed the hearts of his fictional compatriots struggling for their survival and 

establishing their identities in the new land. The viewpoint from which the world of ‘sons and 

daughters of the soil’ is seen in Kiriak’s novel belongs to one of the depicted pioneers, 

Hrehory Workun, who reminisces about the lives of his family and co-settlers when the end of 

his own life nears. Despite the hardships and dangers lurking for the community in Kiriak’s 

work, Sons of the Soil presents an almost idyllic saga of Ukrainian settlement in Canada.  

Approximately two decades after the publication of Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil, another 

writer, this time the offspring of Ukrainian interwar immigrants (cf. Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 

14-15), attempts the same, i.e. to ‘[follow] […] to […] the heart and spirit of the average man’ 

(Miller 7). The author in question is George Ryga whose play A Letter to My Son appears 

onstage in 1981. Despite the fact that Ryga’s work is based upon a similar subject matter, 

namely the portrayal of a Ukrainian-Canadian farmer who, just like Kiriak’s Hrehory 

Workun, appraises the value of his life, approaching its final moments, A Letter to My Son 

differs from the foundational work by Kiriak. Not only is it distinct from Kiriak’s text in 

terms of form in as much as the story by Ryga is dramatised, but also in terms of content 

which at first seem quite analogous. For what we observe in A Letter to My Son is Ryga’s 

attempt to portray his character not only as a Ukrainian farmer in Canada, but more 

particularly as “a working-class Canadian ‘everyman’” (Hoffman, ‘Nothing but a Man’ 35; 

emphasis added). 

 This literary endeavour is not exceptional in Ryga’s oeuvre but is in fact representative 

of his writings in which ‘Ryga’s search for a folk-lore of the Canadian common man’ (Innes 

21) is inherent. The Canadian everyman is however ‘[sharing] a planet […] [of] the masses of 

ordinary people’ (Ryga, ‘Artist’ 1) and the reason why Ryga devoted to them so much of his 

artistic effort is explained by his will ‘to become the spokesman for the masses’ (Innes 16). 

Among them, the writer finds a place for and elevates in importance those usually displaced 

and marginalised (cf. Innes 23): Kiriak’s ‘sons and daughters of the soil,’ i.e. peasants, 

farmers, ‘rural people’ (Balan 1982b, 47) in general as well as working-class people, ‘[m]en 

with arms reaching down to their ankles [who] will do all the work’ (Ryga, Sunrise on Sarah 

161) but who will nonetheless remain poor. As the writer announces in the foreword to the 



 202

collection of his short stories Poor People (1962),265 ‘I write of the poor … on whom the 

success or failure of all the great dreams rest’ (in Innes 23), and continues in his later work 

Notes from a Silent Boyhood (1967), ‘I hold in my hands the kneeling man planting a tomato 

bush, for he speaks to God as wisely as an astronaut, flying into the eye of the heaven!’ (84). 

The potential of the common man recognised by Ryga and his trust vested in this persona is 

enormous (cf. Innes 23 and 93). ‘[T]he people,’ we hear Ryga proclaim elsewhere, ‘[…] [are] 

the fountainhead of all things worthwhile’ (1979, 9) and so the general human priority should 

be, according to the writer, to keep people’s self-respect continuously aflame (cf. Ryga, 

‘Artist’ 8).  

Clearly, as Ryga’s biographer James Hoffman observes, it is in the average men and 

women that George Ryga found his poetics which also became his politics (cf. ‘Indian’ 21). It 

is for them that the writer, more widely known as a dramatist,266 endeavoured to find a niche 

in theatre (cf. Ryga 1979, 8-9). In Ryga’s view, their voice, i.e. ‘[t]he common speech of 

people’ (1979, 8), and ‘[r]egional speech mannerisms’ (8) in particular, is to constitute the 

core of ‘theatre language’ (9).267 In this way, the existence and subjectivity of the common 

masses is to be elevated because such is to be, according to the dramatist, ‘[t]he role of theatre 

[…] [namely] to give light, color and nobility to the quality of our lives’ (1974, 32).268 For 

Ryga, such needs to be particularly a Canadian, ‘national theatre, a full-bodied, dynamic 

theatre of people for people’ (Ryga 1974, 29) which Ryga attempted to bring into existence, 

having directed his creative energy into rejuvenating its aspirations towards the working-class 

(cf. Innes 110-11 and 19). Ryga’s ‘populist drama’ (Innes 109) had thus inevitably evolved, as 

Innes observes, into ‘political drama’269 which seems to be a logical consequence of the 

writer’s personal stance, ‘I am political, but I’m not associated with any political movement, 

because I distrust them all. My politics are the politics of constant change’270 (in Innes 71).  

                                                 
265 The initial unpublished version of Poor People included Ryga’s ten short stories (cf. Hoffman, ‘Indian’ 22). It is only five 
of the ten that were published in The Athabasca Ryga edited by E. David Gregory (cf. Hoffman, ‘Indian’ 22; also Gregory 
129-66). 
266 Cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 9. 
267 Cf. also Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 15. 
268 Cf. also Hoffman, ‘Ordinary Person’ 59. 
269 Innes observes this in respect of Ryga’s play Captives of the Faceless Drummer (1971) (cf. Innes 110). For more 
information about Ryga’s drama tending towards the popular and the political see, e.g. Chapter One ‘Self Definitions’ and 
Chapter Four ‘The Psychology of Politics’ in Politics and the Playwright: George Ryga by Christopher Innes. 
270 It should be noted that, in his youth, Ryga was engaged politically and his leanings were clearly socialist. During the 
1950s, as Hoffman informs, Ryga’s ‘political allegiance was strongly left-wing: he read Marx, befriended progressive 
agrarian reformer Bill Irvine, one of the founders of the CCF party, wrote poems for the socialist journal New Frontiers, and 
worked briefly for the Communist Party’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 15; see also Hoffman, ‘Prometheus’ 299). In 
1955, Ryga travelled to Europe where he took part in a Congress of World Peace in Helsinki, representing the Albertan 
branch of the Canadian Peace Council (cf. Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 41). Ryga made acquaintance of important people of the 
literary world who influenced his understanding of ‘what a socialist writer should be’ (Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 42) which 
evolved into forming his idea of ‘a Western Canadian version of a similarly “committed” or engagé writer’ (42-43). At that 
time, he also visited Poland, the south-west of Ukraine and Bulgaria where he participated in a World Youth Festival (cf. 
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Hence, Ryga’s work became his ‘mission’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 10). As 

his biographers remark, the writer devoted himself artistically to the utmost degree in order to 

create for Canada what would be recognised as its national drama (cf. Innes 19 and 73). More 

than that, Hay points out that ‘[t]he creation of a Canadian repertoire of classics [was] a near 

obsession with George Ryga’ (1976, 9). The fact is also confirmed by Innes who observes that 

the core of Ryga’s obsession was his ‘urgent concern for both defining and expressing a 

Canadian literary identity’ (109). It was found by Ryga in the identity of ‘the true Canadian’ 

(Innes 20), the label that, in Ryga’s understanding, belongs to ‘the immigrant with earthy 

peasant values and a heritage of political struggle’ (20).  

Therefore, it is not surprising that the description above could serve as an introduction 

of Old Lepa, the main character in Ryga’s A Letter to My Son, whose story becomes Ryga’s 

case study of ‘identity’ and its unsettled nature, greatly complicated by the harshness of social 

reality in which the character finds himself. The work was conceived by the author as a 

television play entitled at first Lepa and later re-titled as A Letter to My Son. It was composed 

as a television play included as one of CTV’s series Newcomers that dealt with presenting the 

stories of ‘ordinary people’ whose lives made them face the need to migrate. The play was 

presented on 19th November 1978, and having been well received, it brought Ryga an 

ACTRA award nomination ‘for best dramatic writer for the series’ (Hoffman, ‘Letter’ 323) in 

1979. In the same year, the piece was revised by Ryga and published in McClelland and 

Stewart’s collection The Newcomers: Inhabiting a  New Land, in which it appeared in the 

form of a short story under the title ‘A Visit from the Pension Lady.’271 Finally, Kam Theatre 

Lab of Thunder Bay in Ontario staged A Letter to My Son in 1981, ‘celebrating the ninetieth 

anniversary of Ukrainian settlement in Canada’ (Hoffman, ‘Letter’ 323).272 But the history of 

the play’s publicity continued. In 1984, Ryga’s piece became second in the category ‘drama’ 

of the Governor’s General Award competition (cf. Noonan 1028), but its fame went beyond 

                                                                                                                                                         
Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 43). His journeys around East Europe changed his political stance as he became disillusioned about 
the communism propagated by Stalin, which differed utterly from what Ryga understood as the socialist ideology (cf. 
Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 43 and 45; see also Hay 1979, 44; Hoffman 1995, 279 and Hoffman, ‘Prometheus’ 300). In 1956, 
Ryga left the Communist Party in his response to the dramatic events in Hungary (cf. Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 44). Hence, it 
is, as Ryga proclaims, ‘the politics of constant change’ (in Innes 71) that fashioned Ryga’s idea on ‘popular people’s theatre’ 
(in Innes 114) as shifting and always probing the conventional that pervaded, in Ryga’s view, the contemporary Canadian 
theatre (cf. Innes 114). In his influential 1974 essay ‘Theatre in Canada: a Viewpoint on Its Development and Future,’ Ryga 
accuses the Canadian theatre of the time of its conformist and bourgeois nature, stating, ‘[o]ur theatre is an accurate reflection 
of our economic and political reality’ (29). By means of this statement, Ryga referred to the manipulative politics of 
‘theatrical charlatans and economically-vested boards of directors’ (29), who as the mere pawns in the hands of ‘funding 
agencies’ (29) and ‘the interlocked corporate structure’ (30), stood on the way of Canadian people’s theatre to its 
establishment and growth (cf. 1974, 29). Moreover, Ryga questions in the same essay the existence of the Canadian theatre 
by shedding light on the fact that it refrained from staging national works (cf. 1974, 29). 
271 The publications of the play itself can be found in Canadian Theatre Review 33 (Winter 1982) and the 1984 Turnstone 
Press edition (cf. Hoffman, ‘Letter’ 323). 
272 All of the information about the beginnings of Ryga’s play are taken from Hoffman, ‘Letter’ (323) and 1995 (279-81). 
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North America. It reached Europe and more precisely Germany where after the appearance of 

its German translation on South German Radio, the play was appreciated by the German 

Academy of Performing Arts, having been granted another award (cf. Hoffman, ‘Letter’ 323 

and 1995, 281).  

 

5.3.1. ‘No Country for Meek Men’: Canada’s Post-Colonial Landscape of Subject 

Positions 

As a social activist, Ryga galvanised others into action. ‘He wanted,’ Hoffman states, ‘tough, 

fearless writers, “raging, possessed poets and novelists,” who would speak […] about the soul 

and stresses of the ordinary person, and roar defiance at all forms of political oppression’ 

(‘Laddie Boy’ 287). The questioning of the widely accepted, but also the protest against the 

social wrong was to be performed by these artists via their literary weapon, i.e. their works. 

Ryga’s call for astute observers and fierce critics of society, whom he himself became (cf. 

Hoffman, ‘Laddie Boy’ 287), was directed by his demand for ‘social justice’ (Balan 1982b, 

42) which was clarified by and throughout his life.   

According to Lisa Grekul, Ryga’s biographers are unanimous about the fact that the 

source of his interest in the ordinary people, particularly farmers and other labourers, and his 

empathy for their lot is to be found in his family background (cf. 2005, 79). The writer felt for 

these people because he felt related to them, having grown out of the Albertan rural ethnic 

community.273 Balan talks about Ryga ‘as having had the unusual experience of being a 

peasant in twentieth-century Canada’ (1982b, 45) or his ‘unique experience of “pioneering” 

when it was already only a memory in most other parts of Canada’ (45). The author himself 

regarded the conditions of life in his community as ‘very primitive’ (in Hay 1979, 39), 

comparable to ‘the 17th century […] Eastern Europe’ (39) which made the members of the 

community familiar only with ‘bare essentials’ (39) not unusually leading them, as it was in 

the case of his father, to a ‘black despair’ (in Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 16).274 

Ryga’s early life in severe poverty had not remained without its consequences in his later 

years. His parents’ destitution inevitably limited Ryga’s educational opportunities and forced 

him into taking diverse, very often manual, jobs (cf. Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 24-26 and 46; 

also Hay 1979, 40). 

                                                 
273 As Gregory informs us, Ryga was raised on his parents’ homestead at Deep Creek located (near Athabasca) in the 
Richmond Park region in northern Alberta. The place was pioneered by immigrants from Ukraine as well as people from 
Poland, Russia, Germany, Scotland and Iceland (cf. ‘Introduction’ 13-14).  
274 Hoffman also refers to the tribulations experienced by Ryga’s father (cf. ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 14 and ‘Indian’ 
21). Ryga’s recollections concerning the destitution of the region and its peoples is also quoted in Balan 1982b (45) and 
Gregory, ‘Introduction’ (15).  
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During one of them, Ryga lost two fingers and cut part of the third one which in 

consequence meant that his job options as a manual labourer were seriously questioned (cf. 

Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 34-36). This also included work on his father’s farm or rather 

inheriting it; as Gregory comments, ‘the industrial accident gave him the excuse for which he 

had been looking to not take over the family farm’ (‘Introduction’ 36). But the supposed 

freedom from his father’s legacy was only superficial due to the fact that, firstly, Ryga was 

often summoned for help and, secondly, that the burden of striding away from his father’s 

land inheritance was weighing upon Ryga’s conscience.275 The fictional world that Ryga 

created, according to Hoffman, was the place where he aimed at the resolution of his inner 

conflict (cf. ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 14-15).276  

Apart from his novels, Hungry Hills and Ballad of a Stonepicker, where these attempts 

are most apparent (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 14-17), the dramatised story of 

Old Lepa told by Ryga in A Letter to My Son may also be referred to as an example of this 

endeavour. The main tension of the play is generated around the figure of Ivan Lepa, the 

aging father of his son Stefan who is unwilling to accept his father’s farm-land and farm-life 

as his own. What is interesting about the conflict presented by Ryga in his drama is the fact 

that it is shown from the perspective of the father (cf. Hoffman, ‘Letter’ 323 and Hoffman 

1995, 280). This aspect is quite remarkable when we take into consideration what was said 

above, namely the idea that Ryga reflected his personal experience in his works and his was 

the position of a son.  

Indeed, Hoffman argues that ‘A Letter to My Son is Ryga’s most autobiographical play’ 

(1995, 280). ‘The central character of Old Lepa […],’ Hoffman continues, ‘is modelled on his 

own father […]. While many of the specific details vary from real life, the central theme of 

reconciliation between father and son is heartfelt wish as well as a tribute from Ryga’ (280). 

What is more, Hoffman quotes Ryga’s words confirming the autobiographical elements 

included in the story of Ivan Lepa: 

essentially it’s the story of my father … […]. When the production was aired on television my father wept 
through the whole evening. He recognised himself – I didn’t disguise it that well. (in 1995, 280) 

 

                                                 
275 Cf. Gregory, ‘Introduction’ (36-38) and Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels (14-15). 
276 Cf. also Grekul, 2005 (79 and 88).  
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Nevertheless, in his 1985 ‘Essay on A Letter to My Son,’ Ryga is careful not only about 

making any connections between the work and his life, but also about defining the play as 

ethnic:277 

I would wish that A Letter to My Son would be viewed not as an ethnic work, but as a work arising from 
ethnic origins. When my father first encountered this drama, he wept, and we both achieved reconciliation 
we had never had before. But this is not the story of my father; it is the story of many mythical fathers 
[…]. (78)  

 
Ryga’s shift in his point of view, from essentialising his play as his father’s story to 

eschewing such labelling, is quite remarkable for it brings to the surface an important aspect.  

Commenting upon Ryga’s statements as quoted above, Grekul points out that ‘the play 

becomes Ryga’s attempt not only to retrieve the immigrant everyman from the margins of 

official history but also to come to terms with a particular man in his own private history’ 

(2005, 79; emphasis added). By reversing Grekul’s order of enumerating the figures and by 

stating that through coming to terms with ‘a particular man,’ Ryga retrieves ‘the immigrant 

everyman,’ we come to the core of the meaning of Ryga’s statement that A Letter to My Son 

‘is the story of many mythical fathers’ (‘Essay’ 78). Clearly, it is in the particular that Ryga 

looked for the universal,278 and moreover, it is from the familiar familial that Ryga aimed at 

extracting the familiar national.  

In his essay, ‘The Artist in Resistance,’ Ryga proclaims, ‘[i]t is important to recommit 

again and again our talents and energies to rediscovery and activation of popular local and 

national mythology’ (7). In Ryga’s view, Canada’s folklore, ‘the tales of natural story-tellers 

among the miners, fishermen and woodworkers’ (1979, 6), was ‘lost’ (6) due to Canada’s 

‘experience with colonialism’ (6). The restoration of ‘a Canadian mythology’ (Innes 88), or 

even its creation, belonged thus to one of Ryga’s priorities as an artist because he believed it 

to be the national foundation (cf. Innes 88 and 90). The writer’s call to Canadians for their 

need to ‘study this country’ (1974, 32) was equal for Ryga with Canadians’ exploration of the 

country’s local, i.e. its ‘people, traditions, folklore, languages myths and customs’ (32). This 

was Ryga’s solution for Canada as a nation; ‘[f]ortified with these qualities,’ the writer 

professed, ‘none of us need have an identity crisis’ (1974, 32). Whether the author meant a 

                                                 
277 Ryga acknowledged his ethnic background and its heritage, perceiving it as fundamental for his work as a writer. 
Nevertheless, he considered it to be only a small part of his total existence of a human. Instead of being confined by the past, 
Ryga preferred to focus on the present and the future. Ryga makes these statements in Balan, 1982a (142).   
278 I refer here to the remark made by Innes that ‘Ryga himself [believed] that the rhythms and language are both universal 
and correspond to a particularly Canadian experience’ (49) which he supports by quoting Ryga’s statement about his play 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe (1967) and the ideas he tried to incorporate in this play:  

in Rita Joe ... the point is not what she’s saying. You’re conscious of the fact that it’s not accepted and would not even be understood by 
other characters in the play. It’s universal because it expresses the kind of general fear and reservation that people in any culture would 
have when coping with a new experience and trying to define it. So the kind of lines I give to Rita Joe would not be different from the kind 
of lines I would give a Polish or Finnish immigrant who is caught in the same conditions. (in Innes 49; emphasis added) 
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personal or national identity crisis is not clear. But it would certainly not be an exaggeration if 

we claimed that he meant both. The aspect of identity on the whole plays a major role in 

Ryga’s poetry, fiction as well as drama. More than that, examining Ryga’s works, we may 

come to a conclusion that the writer was a remarkable researcher of identity which he 

examined on various levels.   

Starting with the thematic exploration of personal identity which ranges in Ryga’s works 

from studying family relationships (cf. Parker x) to sexual identity (cf. Hoffman, 

‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 16) and the aspect of personal self-fulfilment whose presence or 

lack is presented as the consequence of the conflict between the individual and the 

conventional (cf. Parker ix-x), and ending with cultural and national identity. Against the 

background of the latter, all the tensions of personal identity are played out because, as  

Hoffman confirms, ‘Ryga had always been interested in the personal, private world of the 

individual as it confronts both its public and its social contexts’ (‘Sarah’ 155). Thus, what we 

see in Ryga’s works is the individual struggling in Canadian natural or, equally harsh, urban 

environment, which gives rise to Ryga’s major themes like survival (cf. Innes 23; also 

Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 16), the sense of displacement, ‘homelessness, […] 

rootlessness’ (M.Moore 70) as well as marginalisation and prejudice as the dire consequences 

of social battles over power and dominance (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 16 and 

Balan 1982b, 49-50). The ramifications of these identities meet in Ryga’s works on one more 

level of subjectivity, namely the metaphysical which, as it seems, Ryga charges with hope for 

change brought about by ‘social revolution [and] […] spiritual renewal’ (Innes 27). As it will 

be shown, all of these issues concerning identity are also relevant in A Letter to My Son.279 

                                                 
279 Hoffman implies that we should compare Ryga’s works totally, examining his individual pieces against each other (cf. 
‘Introduction’/Other Plays 9). In this way, we will see Ryga’s consistency in his choice of the subject matter which spreads 
over varied genres he worked in and despite the ambivalent public reception of his works (cf. Grekul 2005, 78 and Gregory, 
‘Introduction’ 60). The author’s loyalty to his thematic inspirations evolve, as already noted, primarily around the writer’s 
‘passion for what he called “ordinary people”’ (Hoffman, ‘Indian’ 21). The description of their travails and austerity, which 
reflect his personal experiences, undeniably dominates Ryga’s early and previously unpublished works like the pieces 
gathered by E. David Gregory in The Athabasca Ryga. These include Ryga’s essay ‘Smoke’ (1949), the selections from his 
first novel ‘The Bridge’ (1960), his ‘Notes from a Silent Boyhood’ (1967) as well as a vignette ‘The Pitchfork’ (1979), a 
short story ‘One October Evening’ (‘Undated’ cf. Gregory 7) together with five out of ten short stories collected in the 
anthology Poor People (1962) (‘Love By Parcel Post’ [1962], ‘The Meek Shall Inherit’ [1960], ‘Gold in the Aspens’ [1960], 
‘Nellie Boy’ [1962] and ‘Half-Caste’ [1962]), and finally two drama works ‘Village Crossroad’ (1961) and ‘Storm’ (1962). 
For more information about these works see Gregory’s subchapter ‘The Athabasca Ryga’ in his ‘Introduction’ (61-69). The 
poverty and adversity of ordinary people’s lives, farmers in particular, is also portrayed in Ryga’s prairie novels Hungry Hills 
(1963), Ballad of a Stonepicker (1964) and Night Desk (1976) (see Hoffman’s edition George Ryga: The Prairie Novels). But 
the spectrum of topics the author investigates in his works is wide. All of them, however, may be systematised here for the 
sake of clarity. With respect to some of Ryga’s stage plays, the classification may be applied according to the subject matter 
that stands out in each of the play most flamboyantly. Consequently, ‘the motif of non-identity’ (70), which M.Moore 
observes in respect of Ryga’s first work Indian (1964) may be referred, as the critic points out, to Ryga’s other plays like The 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe (1967), Grass and Wild Strawberries (1968), or Captives of the Faceless Drummer (1971) (cf. M.Moore 
70). But the enumeration of Ryga’s plays under the category of ‘self-doubt’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 17), or 
rather lack of ‘self,’ may in fact be continued as his other plays could be mentioned here: Nothing but a Man (1966), Just an 
Ordinary Person (1968), Ploughmen of the Glacier (1976), including the play analysed in this thesis, A Letter to My Son 
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What comes, however, into the foreground of the landscape of identities that Ryga depicts in 

this work is Canada’s post-colonial setting.280  

 

Canada’s Post-Colonial Identities in A Letter to My Son 

Hoffman makes the observation about Ryga’s depiction of post-colonial Canada, referring to 

Ryga’s varied works, A Letter to My Son inclusive (cf. ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11). He 

explains that the reason for Ryga’s engagement in Canada’s post-colonial context is the fact 

that Ryga’s social criticism aimed at defining the country’s identity out of the post-colonial 

circumstances in which Canada found itself at the time and which it needed to finally confront 

(cf. ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11). And so, when Hoffman discusses Ryga’s early play that 

brought him popularity, namely Indian (1964), the scholar states, ‘[e]xile, as in the case of the 

nameless Indian, involves uprooting and displacement from the land, and therewith from 

cultural and ethnic origin. This diasporic man must of necessity question the notion of a 

Canadian post-colonial “nation” […]’ (‘Introduction’/Other Plays 14). Hoffman’s last 

statement about Indian is particularly interesting for we may also apply it to our analysis of 

Ryga’s drama in question.281 In Sons of the Soil, we saw how Kiriak employed the immigrant, 

‘diasporic man’ to show Canada in its settlement stage and its settlers in their endeavour to 

establish there a place and define an identity for themselves. Ryga also puts to use the figure 

of the immigrant, ‘diasporic man’ but to dramatise the aftermath of the Canadian settlement 

and, what comes with it, to explore the circumstances of settlers’ need to re-define their place 

and identity in the changed context (cf. Lutz 2010, keynote speech).  

Commenting upon Ryga’s works in terms of their content, Parker draws a conclusion 

that Ryga’s involvement in his literary study of personal identity originates in ‘a very 

individual demand for the principle of “parenthood”’ (x), which Parker understands as 

                                                                                                                                                         
(1981). The complexity of family relations and the problematics of the generation gap becomes the core of Ryga’s discussion 
in Grass and Wild Strawberries and Compressions (1969) as well as Jeremiah’s Place (1978), in which the issue presented in 
A Letter to My Son, i.e. the postcolonial belonging and land inheritance, is also apparent. Referring to Ryga’s social criticism 
included in his works, we should point to such plays as Captives of the Faceless Drummer, Paracelsus (1972), Portrait of 
Angelica (1973), Seven Hours to Sundown (1976), Laddie Boy (1981), Prometheus Bound (1978) or One More for the Road 
(1985). However, Ryga’s strong criticism of society in terms of racial and gender terms is also visible in the dramas like 
Indian and The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, as well as Sunrise on Sarah (1972), respectively. Basing on the example of the latter 
play, which, apart from commenting upon society in the context of gender issues, also discusses the idea of childhood 
traumas and the perplexity of family relations as well as the anxieties concerning identity (female in particular), we see that 
categorising of Ryga’s dramas as performed here can only be very broad. Each play interweaves, to a greater or lesser extent, 
all the topics mentioned here as well as includes other themes and so should also be approached individually. Nevertheless, 
approaching Ryga’s works comparatively proves that their content is, as Innes remarks, always consistent (cf. 20, 27 and 94). 
For the analysis of the themes appearing in Ryga’s plays it is useful to confer Hoffman’s remarks included as an introduction 
to each of Ryga’s plays published in Hoffman’s George Ryga: The Other Plays.   
280 Cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels (10) and ‘Introduction’/Other Plays (11). 
281 The experience of exile of the Native and immigrant people is undeniably different, but the similarities can also be found, 
at least in the very fact that both groups are forced to face this experience and the experience of ‘paternalism and ostracism’ 
(Hay 1979, 37). See also Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays (14).   
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operating on two levels, familial and social, neither of which is to harm the child/member (cf. 

x). Yet through and in his works, Ryga asks what happens if this principle is not respected (cf. 

Parker x). If we agree with Hoffman that Ryga presents to his readers ‘the narratives of a 

society desperately fractured by its colonial past’ (11), then we will see that its sole aftermath 

is, what Hoffman proposes further on, that the subjectivity of the child/member of this society 

in Ryga’s works is equally torn (cf. ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11). This becomes 

symptomatic, as Hoffman points out, quoting Gilbert and Tompkins, of ‘the post-colonial 

subject […] figured as a split site defined by the remnants of a pre-contact history, the forces 

of the more official colonial record, and the contingencies of the current situation’ (in 

‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11-12). Based on Hoffman’s observations about Ryga’s interest in 

Canada’s post-colonial identity/identities and Ryga’s reworking of the subject in his 

oeuvre,282 the following part of the chapter will thus be devoted to the examination of a 

Canadian ‘post-colonial [split] subject’ as presented by Ryga in A Letter to My Son.  

Ryga’s works, specifically his fiction, are abundant with immigrants doubly dislocated 

because forced out of their homelands as well as pushed into the margins of Canadian society 

(cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 14). As implied above, Ryga’s drama A Letter to 

My Son portrays the same circumstances. What we encounter in the beginning of the first act, 

is an old Ukrainian-Canadian farmer, Ivan Lepa, sitting alone in his house and engaged in 

writing a letter to his son, Stefan. One of the first things we learn through Old Lepa’s words 

spoken out into the emptiness of the house but directed imaginatively to his son, is that he was 

visited by Nancy, a government agent.   

The woman immediately emphasises the nature of the man’s subjectivity when she 

states her first words in the play, ‘Mister Lepa – you’ve died’ (A Letter to My Son 73). These 

words also reveal the reason for Nancy’s visit paid to the old man. As a representative of the 

Canadian government, Nancy is to prove Old Lepa’s existence as a citizen because in the 

government’s official record the man is proclaimed as dead, being considered one of the 

casualties in a mine accident in 1934.283 The fact that, in the eyes of the government, Old 

Lepa is non-existent is an obstacle to his receiving of an old age pension for which he applied. 

That Lepa is not dead is insignificant to the government,284 the fact upon which Old 

Lepa sarcastically comments, ‘[i]f I was the government of Canada, I would at least listen for 

                                                 
282 Cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels (9-20) and ‘Introduction’/Other Plays (9-19). 
283 According to the story related by Old Lepa, he was saved in the accident that took place in the mine at Timmins, as 
opposed to his friend and co-worker Vladek Olyknyk. Due to the fact that Lepa went away from the site of the accident, 
never informing anybody about his leaving the job, he was considered as dead (cf. LtoMS 78-79). 
284 Cf. also Grekul, 2005 (82). 
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a heartbeat before I pronounced a man dead’ (LtoMS 73). The indifference and heartlessness 

of the system is additionally underscored by another of Old Lepa’s responses to Nancy. Due 

to the fact that Lepa has no documents that would confirm his identity, the woman exclaims 

discouraged, ‘[n]othing you have told me helps your case!’ (LtoMS 91), which meets Old 

Lepa’s reaction that, expressive of his linguistic misunderstanding, is also illustrative of the  

core of the matter, ‘[w]hat case? I’m a man, not a tool-box. What have I got to do with some 

kind of case where you put things into?’ (91).  

Clearly, the old man’s testimony about his existence, i.e. his actual physical presence as 

well as his oral confirmation of the fact, is worthless. When Nancy attempts once again at 

proving Lepa’s identity, asking him for, ‘[o]ne recorded date on which you were alive after 

your presumed death in the Timmins mine’ (LtoMS 97), Old Lepa proclaims angrily, ‘[a] 

hundred times I tell you already that I am alive!’ (97). Finally, when Nancy assures him again 

that ‘I need something more substantial that your word for that!’ (LtoMS 97), Lepa’s 

helplessness forces him into attempting at a more violent proof of his existence: 

(He fumbles in his pants pocket and takes out a closed pocket-knife, which he opens and swings under her 
nose. She is startled and freezes.) 
OLD LEPA: Alright … get a quart jar by the stove! (Points knife to other wrist.) I cut that vein there and 

fill the sonofabitch to the brim … you can take that to your boss – a present from Ivan Lepa! Come on – 
you bring the jar, I do the rest! Come on, I got to die sometime, anyway! (Nancy is shaken. He puts the 
knife away.) (97-98) 

 
Lepa’s desperation comes finally to its peak when ‘[i]nflamed’ (LtoMS 113), he states the 

words which, taking into account Ryga’s inclinations to the working-class, may serve as the 

Canadian labourers’ manifesto, ‘[w]ith these hands I make this country … I make the 

pensions! I make your job!’ (113). But his persuasion meets only with Nancy’s mocking 

behaviour as she ‘roars with laughter and slaps the table, as if goading him in her 

amusement’ (LtoMS 113-14).  

As we see, Old Lepa is the representative of the displaced immigrants. He is nowhere 

really wanted; his unofficial existence is unacceptable in Canada, equally unaccepted was he 

in his old country, his leaving of which was merely the matter of bribing a doctor well enough 

to gain a health certificate (cf. LtoMS 83). But clearly, Lepa’s circumstances are not 

exceptional and he is not alone in this ‘society of neithers’ (M.Moore 70). This may be easily 

deduced from Nancy’s ‘overstuffed attache case’ (LtoMS 73) that points to quite a large 

number of ‘cases’ similar to Lepa’s to be solved, or ignored, by the Canadian government.  

Apart from Nancy’s abundant briefcase, there are also Lepa’s personal recollections of 

his immigrant friends that expose the commonality of the immigrant experience. When Lepa 

recalls his first years in Canada, we hear the story of his Polish friend, ‘I had a friend. I called 
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him mazur’ (LtoMS 92). As the story of Mazur evolves, we learn that ‘[f]or the bishop of 

Warzawa [sic], he would have given his right arm. As he would have for the Polish gentry, 

who exported him like so much meat to dig tunnels and lay railway track’ (92; emphasis 

added). His unrecognised devotion notwithstanding, Mazur ‘gave away every second pay 

cheque to the church … and sends the rest to his mother in Warzawa [sic]’ (LtoMS 95), while 

he himself ‘does without tobacco or a new shirt so that the ones he loved will not forget him’ 

(95), always sewing buttons to his ragged clothes as if mending the rags of his torn identity.285 

It seems that it is only Lepa who is compassionate about his Polish friend. When the 

time comes for their separation, Old Lepa, only superficially insensitive and boorish, 

confesses, ‘[m]y heart races, with regret, sorrow. I cannot see myself working alone without 

this mazur’ (LtoMS 95). Yet, the old man’s story about his friend, ‘[t]his flat-faced fool in 

cracked boots … crossing himself before he eats … his fingers bleeding with callouses … 

thanking God for the watery turnip soup we are about to swallow’ (LtoMS 95), which 

becomes nothing more than a sentimental portrayal of an immigrant, the nostalgia of which is 

kept by Ryga’s employment of a ‘[f]aint, pastoral music […] in background’ (93), is not 

devoid of Lepa’s stereotypes concerning Mazur which originate from the national identities of 

both men and the historical conditionings of their nations.286 Nonetheless, the stereotypical 

positioning is revised by Ryga when it is overturned by him. For what we learn from Lepa’s 

story is that ‘[b]orn a Polyak, [Mazur] never learned to read or write his own language. I read 

Polish … I read his letters from his mother to him, and write back for him as if she was my 

own mother’ (LtoMS 93). Thus, the clichés embedded in the mentalities of both men’s nations 

are reversed here because it is a Ukrainian offspring of the illiterate ‘serfs’ reading and 

writing letters for a Polish offspring of the educated ‘pany.’  

Ryga refers to this historical and orthodox structure of power relations between 

Ukrainians and Poles in another crucial instance. Evoking his memories about Mazur, Lepa 

confirms the state of affairs between both countries, stating ‘[h]ad you and I remained in the 

old country, mazur, we would have been enemies … soldiers in two different armies, and 

that’s for sure. We might have shot each other dead for the honour of homelands that had no 

                                                 
285 While Lepa tells Mazur’s story, his figure appears on the memory stage. Interestingly, he is portrayed in a truly Becketian 
fashion ‘replacing,’ as we learn from Ryga’s stage directions, ‘torn buttons on his coveralls’ (LtoMS 93) and always 
‘mending his clothes’ (94).  
286 It should be noted that both men refer to each other as ‘Polyak’ and ‘hutzul,’ accordingly (cf. LtoMS 92-93). Lepa calls his 
friend ‘mazur’ because, as he explains, ‘to me, every Polyak is a mazur’ (92). His stereotypical evaluations of Mazur and the 
overgeneralisations the man makes about Poles are also observable when he states, ‘[mazur] clears his throat and spits behind 
his bed, like the Polyaks do [...]’ (92) or when he is surprised that his friend does not accept the money he earned, working 
Lepa’s shift so that Lepa could get married with Hanya, ‘I offer to return the money he earned for me. But he won’t take it ... 
even though he is a mazur, and I heard it said in the old country that mazurs take anything that’s not tied to a post’ (93).  
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use for us’ (LtoMS 95). Yet, it is not only their common fate of the citizens of countries who 

‘had no use for [them]’ (95), but also their common fate of the immigrants in Canada that 

brought about their mutual understanding ostensibly unattainable to them in their homelands. 

As Lepa continues his pondering, ‘[y]et thrown upon each other as we were for a few short 

seasons in this country of wind and ice, we became closer than brothers … more loving than 

we were to our wives … sisters … children …’ (LtoMS 95). 

As Hoffman states in respect of Ryga’s fiction, ‘the thrust of Ryga’s prairie novels is to 

engage the difficulties of identity formation in a population severely alienated by the process 

of migration and resettlement’ (‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 14). Evidently, the same applies 

to Ryga’s drama discussed here. Marginalisation experienced on both grounds, European and 

Canadian, brought Lepa and Mazur together, thus made them capable of overcoming the old 

prejudices. The same refers to Lepa and another immigrant figure appearing in the play, i.e. 

Nancy’s grandfather, who turns out to be a Russian Jew. The information about her 

grandfather’s ethnicity generates Old Lepa’s complex reactions. These are kindled 

particularly when Lepa is told about the grandfather’s name change from Odinsky to Dean 

because it was ‘was hard to spell by immigration’ (LtoMS 86) on his entering Canada. This 

propels Lepa’s reflection: 

How many names … going back six hundred – a thousand years – of warriors, merchants, slaves, … died 
with the stroke of a pen in Halifax? Maybe one day we make a big monument of stone … of a man 
standing looking into the country … he’s got hands, feet – everything. But no face. And we put that up in 
Halifax to remind us how we got a fresh start, no? (LtoMS 86; emphasis added)   

 
What follows this statement is Lepa’s sudden turn to the past and the extent of the past wrong 

done to the Jews by the prejudice common among Ukrainians in the old country, ‘[w]e laugh, 

but we are sad. There is much to forget before Halifax and all that business’ (LtoMS 86). Lepa 

wants Nancy to know that he is aware of the sins committed and he wants to explain to her his 

complicity in them, stating ‘I will not deny the pogroms, and you must know how poor I was. 

And that makes us sad’ (LtoMS 86).   

 As we will see in Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library and Grekul’s Kalyna's Song, it is 

also in Ryga’s play that the oppressor and the oppressed meet. They meet in Canada, and 

what is more, they are to share here the same lot, i.e. the lot of the faceless immigrant 

everyman, whom both, Old Lepa and Nancy’s grandfather, became among the many in the 

new land. And it is precisely the reason why Lepa, who does not know Nancy’s grandfather 

personally, indeed knows him so very well: 

OLD LEPA: […] Your grandfather was a good man, I think.  
NANCY (With surprise): He’s never mentioned you. Where did you meet him? 
OLD LEPA: Here … there … . 
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NANCY: My grandfather lived in Winnipeg. 
OLD LEPA: Sure, I know. He was the city man … the rag and bone man … the man who sold shoes for a 

living. I was a country man. (LtoMS 87) 
 
Their common Canadian experience made them understand and respect each other’s 

positions. Thus, ‘[w]e,’ Old Lepa states for the two of them, ‘spoke the same language, he and 

I. So we told each other what could not be understood in silence’ (LtoMS 87).    

 The aspect of silence should be emphasised here. In another play by Ryga, A Portrait of 

Angelica, the main character, Danny Baker, states what can be related to Old Lepa’s remark 

above: 

In Saskatoon, Edmonton, Fort Saint John, we are taught to endure in silence heat, cold … poor health … 
taxes … a wrong choice of government or marriage … and our reward for this stoicism is an ulcered 
stomach, heart disease, brutality between the young and old. We drink like horses at the trough. Screw out 
of duty and work for generations to erase laughter, music and a purple curse out of our minds and souls. 
(200) 

 
A Portrait of Angelica is undeniably a critical commentary on the Canadian social reality. A 

Letter to My Son, which is Ryga’s later play, is clearly its continuation because what might be 

added to Baker’s examples of Canadian social depravations is the silent incomprehension that 

burdened Lepa’s and Mr. Odinsky/Dean’s conscience and which could be finally and solely 

articulated by means of their mutual language. That the two oppositions, i.e. silence and 

language, are combined here is a device employed by Ryga to accentuate the complexity of 

the characters’ subjectivities.  

 Explaining the structure of ‘colonial narratives’ (18), Hoffman points out that the 

characterisation of ‘the colonised subject’ (18) usually evolves around his silenced nature, 

while that of ‘the coloniser’ (18) is underlined by his mastery of language and knowledge (cf. 

‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 18). When we refer Hoffman’s observation to the fact 

commented above that such is precisely the form of expression of both characters in Ryga’s 

play, i.e. it is divided between their ability to communicate between themselves but also their 

experiences of silence, we will have the core of their post-colonial split identities exposed. 

Consequently, we will see that these characters, and Old Lepa in particular, are merely stuck 

between their positions of being both, a colonised subject and a coloniser (cf. Hoffman 

‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 11; also Grekul 2005, 102).  

 Using the definitions by Slemon and Lawson, Grekul explains that this juxtaposition 

comprises the ‘settler subject’ (in 2005, 102).287 According to its post-colonial theory: 

                                                 
287 Although Grekul also analyses Ryga’s play in her work, she uses the post-colonial theory of ‘settler subject’ by Slemon 
and Lawson to analyse the poetry of Andrew Suknaski (cf. 2005, 102-103). What I try to show here, following Hoffman’s 
observations about Ryga’s works in general, is that the same theory can be applied to Ryga’s play.  
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[…] newcomers to a settler colony like Canada are ‘suspended between “mother” and “other,” 
simultaneously colonised and colonising’ […]. Although Slemon and Lawson have in mind British 
colonial subjects, their thinking can be generalised to describe the situation of more recent immigrants 
from other ethnic groups as well as their descendants. The point is that, by settling in the colony, 
immigrants participate in the colonial enterprise, serving the British ‘mother.’ At the same time, even as 
they permanently move to the colony, they become separate from the imperium, seeking instead the 
indigenous status of the First Nations or aboriginal ‘other.’ (Grekul 2005, 102) 

 
As Grekul continues, the circumstances of such positioning lead them thus inevitably to 

‘[m]imicry’ (Slemon and Lawson in 2005, 102), a characteristic behavioural manner of the 

‘settler subject’ which is in fact doubled. On the one hand, she/he ‘represents, but also 

mimics, the authentic imperial culture from which he – and more problematically, she – is 

separated’ (in Grekul 2005, 102), but on the other hand, she/he ‘mimics, appropriates, and 

desires the authority of the Indigene’ (102). Both cases, however, lead to the constitution of a 

settler subjectivity as ‘a central site of […] colonial power’ (in Grekul 2005, 102).  

 In the case of Old Lepa, it is rather the remnants of colonial power that still govern its 

subject because Ryga’s focus in the play becomes the post-colonial stage of Canada’s 

historical development. Old Lepa is an aging farmer who is past his settlement in Canada, the 

pictures of which are referred to in the play only as his memories. Nonetheless, following 

Grekul’s idea about the currency of the issue, the identity of a settler split between being the 

coloniser and the colonised is still relevant in his case as well as the case of other characters 

of the play; the consequences of Canada’s colonial experience being too far-reaching to be 

eliminated right on the official end of colonial period in this country. 

 To exemplify how this kind of subjectivity is depicted in the play, we should focus on a 

particular scene in which Lepa reminisces about one of his visits to his sister, Marina, and her 

husband, Dmitro, who after the death of Lepa’s wife, Hanya, raised their son, Stefan. When 

Lepa recollects his meeting with Stefan, we learn that the son is not willing to continue his 

father’s life style and despite his promises of help on the farm, Stefan assures Lepa he cannot 

live with him. What is noteworthy is that when the aspect of land is mentioned in Lepa’s 

memory, a faint music, ‘a plaintive warrior’s lament’ (LtoMS 105) appears in the 

background, rising ‘slightly over [Old Lepa’s] words’ (106), and then comes suddenly to an 

abrupt end when Stefan, ‘[t]ormented’ (106), shouts out to his father, ‘[y]ou need more land!’ 

(106). To his son’s statement, Lepa answers as follows, ‘[n]o problem. We can clear another 

twenty acres of bush … who needs that bush, anyway?’ (LtoMS 106; emphasis added).  
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Lepa’s response seems heartless and indifferent to the lot of other people, particularly 

the Native inhabitants of the land,288 but from the information included in the stage directions 

we know that Lepa’s reaction is the reaction of a man forced into his colonising position. 

What is more, Lepa is fully aware of the fact, and so his behaviour prior to his statement 

indicates his inner conflict rather than indifference and heartlessness: ‘(Music dies. OLD 

LEPA looks down at his hands. He is a failure in his own estimation, and deeply distressed. 

His words lack conviction. The joviality is forced, strained)’ (LtoMS 106). 

 But the ‘[w]arrior music’ (LtoMS 107) comes back and it ‘builds softly’ (107) when Old 

Lepa continues, ‘[n]othing is given to those who sit quietly … trusting in the kindness of 

others. Nothing!’ (107). Clearly, Old Lepa’s stance shows what he has learned from his lesson 

on Canadian social reality; he has been taught that to achieve anything here, one has to fight 

for it, even at all costs. And so, Old Lepa is aware of the point where ‘the settler’ is made to 

become ‘the invader-settler’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 10),289 when he states 

that ‘no one weeps except the immigrants! We are not people, I have heard some angry men 

say … we are not people until we learn to fight’ (LtoMS 107; emphasis added). The issue 

becomes even more complicated with the possibility of assuming another kind of position in 

this structuring of power relations; as Lepa continues his statement, ‘[o]thers say – do as the 

strong one asks – even if it costs you pride’ (LtoMS 107), which culminates in his desperate 

question to Stefan, ‘[w]ho is right in this?’ (107). But all that Stefan is capable to answer his 

father is, ‘I have never heard such talk’ (107).  

                                                 
288 That ‘a plaintive warrior’s lament’ (LtoMS 105) is to be heard in the background at the very mention of the land should 
not be overlooked. In fact, we may interpret this sound effect in two ways. Firstly, we may see it as a means of emphasising 
Lepa’s enforced posture of the warrior-coloniser, who compelled to fight for his survival, performs it at the cost of the Native 
people whom he colonises when settling their land. Simultaneously, such an interpretation, would mean the exposure of 
Canada’s politics of colonisation of its indigenous peoples, as a result of which their presence on the land is more and more 
threatened. Ryga’s play underscores this by the marked absence of the Native people in it (cf. also Hoffman’s remarks on ‘the 
absent aboriginal owners’ [‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 15-16] in Ryga’s novel Hungry Hills; also Hoffman, 
‘Introduction’/Other Plays 16). And yet, although absent, they are still strongly present there. This leads us to the second way 
of reading ‘a plaintive warrior’s lament’ as the cry of the Native warrior mournful about the loss of the land and the fate of 
the indigenous peoples exiled from it. Both interpretations, however, lead us to the aspect that is the key theme in Ryga’s 
works, namely the questionable issue of owning the land in Canada, the core of the conflict between the settlers and the 
indigenous peoples (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 16-17 and ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 16). Basing on 
Hoffman’s ideas, we may say that A Letter to My Son, like Ryga’s other works, shows, his ‘complex response to the dilemma 
of a questionable colonial inheritance’ (‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 17) in as much as Lepa’s right to the land is questioned 
by the claims of its indigenous inhabitations and, in this way, its probable inheritance by Stephan is also challenged (cf. 
Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 16). Moreover, the fact that Lepa possesses the land is also uncertain when we take into 
account, firstly, the fact that he has already lost the majority of it, and secondly, that Stephan rejects his father’s legacy. A 
Letter to My Son is thus one of Ryga’s works which point to the settlers’ failure, i.e. their ‘desire for the land, struggle for it, 
and finally dispossession of it […]’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 11).  
289 Hoffman uses this term when applying the post-colonial theory of ‘the settler subject’ to explain Ryga’s works, but also 
the writer’s personal conflict (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 12-13). Additionally, the critic mentions that the 
position of ‘the invader-settler’ became a psychological contradiction with which the immigrant pioneers of the 1930s had to 
face (cf. ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 10).    
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That Lepa’s son has never even been faced with this issue and so that this issue, which 

constitutes such a great conflict to his father, is not even a matter to be questioned by Stefan, 

is what Old Lepa fears for his son. The father is afraid Stefan will accept the position of 

Marina and Dmitro which Old Lepa condemns. When the couple is mentioned, we hear Lepa 

confess to Stefan, ‘I love them for what they did, but I do not admire them, Stefan. They are 

timid, and they asked for, and received – the worst of things this land gives. […] They have 

settled for a tray of coloured eggs at Easter, and promises of something else they will never 

taste or touch’ (LtoMS 107).  

Clearly, what Lepa means is the aforementioned status of both ‘the Imperial and the 

Native’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 12), the ‘authority and authenticity’ (Slemon 

and Lawson in Grekul 2005, 102) of the fully-fledged members of society as well as 

inhabitants of the land promised to them by the Anglo-Saxon mainstream on their settling in 

Canada. But the promises may be fulfilled only to the extent of being called by ‘the Angliki 

[…] “them good Ukrainians”’ (LtoMS 74). For the sake of this ostensible recognition, Marina 

and Dmitro acquiesced to their social blindness and conformism. In order to be seen as ‘[t]he 

ones who did good’ (LtoMS 74),290 the couple ‘learned to speak softly’ (102), to be 

unobtrusive and compromising in order to be allowed into the bourgeoisie of Canadian 

society: 

OLD LEPA: Dmitro, the merchant, is now wearing a small English-man’s moustache. A white shirt and 
dark tie. His shoulders hunch … not with the cares of the world, but with the humiliation at the 
goodness of his life. He joins every club that will have him as a member … but he is restless and driven 
by the things he will not speak of … . (LtoMS 102) 
 

Craving to be seen as both authoritative within and indigenous to the Canadian space, 

Marina and Dmitro became oblivious to their actual ancestry. When Old Lepa asks them, 

‘[d]o you still remember words spoken by dying men to the living? Learn from others, but 

remember who you are, they said – for we were slaves tasting the freedom of escape’ (LtoMS 

103), Dmitro answers, ‘I don’t remember anyone saying that. But I’ll ask my business 

associates to enlighten me if they can’ (103). To secure their positions, they keep up to what is 

expected of them, and what is left for them in an Anglo-Saxon society, i.e. their role of being 

‘genuinely’ Ukrainian, not ‘genuinely’ Canadian which is the role of the Anglo-Saxon.291 And 

so, they play their role well, filling their house with ‘Ukrainian calendars […] [,] [p]aper 

flowers [,] […] the plaster crucifix of a tormented Christ’ (LtoMS 101). In Lepa’s eyes, this 

                                                 
290 Again, as shown in the discussion of Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil and Lysenko’s Yellow Boots, the discourse of ethnicity is 
usually pervaded with the issues of class. As Innes remarks in his analysis of Ryga’s Indian, ‘[w]hat on the surface seems a 
racial question is in fact a general statement about class and status’ (25).   
291 This might be seen as a part of what Ryga calls in his ‘Essay on A Letter to My Son’ ‘the ethnic game’ (76) with its rules 
prescribing ‘who is “real” ethnic and who is not’ (76). 
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remains only a pose, particularly in the case of his sister who being ‘leader of the local 

nationalist language group’ (LtoMS 102) is nevertheless ‘determined to bring back the Dark 

Ages to the [sic] Ukraine. […] She is consumed with hatred and distrust of her homeland, 

now a socialist state for longer than she has lived’ (102). 

Thus, to sum up what has been said so far, we should point out that Ryga’s play is the 

portrayal of post-colonial subjects who, once playing the role of the coloniser while settling in 

Canada, have become colonised themselves (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 

14).292 The awareness of being both, a victim and a perpetrator of colonialism, is what 

constitutes the schism in the characters’ subjectivities. The difference between Lepa and his 

family members, Marina and Dmitro, is that the old man does not pretend he is not the victim 

and the perpetrator only for the sake of leading a blissful life.293  

The old man rejects Marina and Dmitro’s approach, considering them the defeated. But 

Lepa’s tragedy is his understanding of another brutal fact that to have ‘the authority of the 

Indigene’ (Slemon and Lawson in Grekul 2005, 102), but also to simply survive, one has to 

act as the powerful do. Directing his words to Stefan, the father warns him, ‘I want you to 

understand this country and be ready for it. I want you to move away from the shadows of a 

priest’s skirts … there is no place for that here. […] it is an old darkness from which you must 

run if you are to be a man for this country. […] That I know’ (LtoMS 108). Lepa’s stance is 

not so much expressive of his fierce resistance to the old ways inapplicable in the new land, as 

it is of his abused mentality of ‘the settler subject.’ For what he asks his son is to shed the skin 

of the colonised and to become the coloniser himself.  

Showing such circumstances in his work, Ryga exposes the extent to which, using 

Parker’s term, social parenthood may be dysfunctional, i.e. how it represses the 

children/members who in turn learn to repress their siblings/co-members. Hoffman reveals 

another side to these adverse conditions. The critic uses the term ‘the invader-settler’ to refer 

to the theory of ‘the settler subject’ split between the subjectivities of the coloniser ‘mother’ 

and the colonised ‘other.’294 Relating to the former, Hoffman points to not only the British 

empire, but also to the settlers’ homelands, when he states that ‘[s]eemingly freed from 

imperial structures of repression in their former homelands, they [settlers] nonetheless seemed 

                                                 
292 It should again be emphasised here that this observation is made by Hoffman with respect to Ryga’s works and with 
particular emphasis on his prairie novels, but also his dramas, and Ryga himself (cf. ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 10 and 14; 
‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11-12). 
293 The idea of victimisation is taken from Margaret Atwood’s Survival: a Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature and her 
thesis on Canada as ‘a collective victim’ (45) and the ‘the Basic Victim Positions’ which she defines in detail (cf. Chapter 
One ‘Survival,’ particularly 45-52).   
294 Cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels (10 and 14) and ‘Introduction’/Other Plays (11-12). 
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doomed to replicate the same rapacious attitudes and operations on a day-to-day basis in their 

new country’ (‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 10).  

Hoffman’s remark is undeniably applicable to the analysis of the character of Lepa 

because the ‘oppression’ experienced by him in the old country and in Canada result in his 

amalgamated ‘oppressiveness’ that expresses itself in, but also explains, his standpoint.295 In 

Old Lepa’s eyes Canada is, re-phrasing the title of McCarthy’s book, ‘no country for meek 

men’ because the harshness experienced by Lepa in his life has proved to him that ‘the meek 

will [not] inherit’ here,296 a stance which the old man confirms again when we hear him 

proclaim to Stefan, ‘[t]his is a place where tenderness has no meaning’ (LtoMS 107), which 

also explains why Lepa ‘would have wished for stronger people to have helped raise […] 

[Stefan] to manhood’ (107; emphasis added). 

Lepa’s approach is what brings about his inner conflict as we see the old man getting 

tangled in his split subjectivity. Thus, when the father asks his son ‘to understand this country 

and be ready for it’ (LtoMS 108), to be the coloniser and not the colonised, but also to avoid 

‘an old darkness’ (108) and refrain from its influences, and when he hears his son’s answer 

that ‘I can’t do that. I’m sorry, father. But I am a Christian and I must go to church as I have 

been trained to do’ (108), Old Lepa capitulates, responding ‘[d]rily ’ (108), ‘[y]es … yes … I 

understand …’ (108). These words are followed by Lepa’s own depiction of his reaction: 

OLD LEPA (To himself): How wretched that moment was! I felt myself aging, turning grey in his 
presence … taste of ashes in my mouth and a coldness creeping through my flesh into my bones. (108) 
 

Lepa’s emotions evoked in this situation may be interpreted as the bitterness he felt due 

to his defeat. We should ask thus for the reasons of Lepa’s feeling of being vanquished. On 

the one hand, it might be explained with his realisation that it is too late for Stefan; that his 

son has already adopted his aunt and uncle’s position of deliberate social blindness and 

subordination. On the other hand, the old man’s emotional state at the very moment may be 

seen as the result of his awareness that his own stance is morally wrong. The latter may be 

                                                 
295 I also refer here to Slemon and Lawson as quoted by Grekul, according to whom, ‘[b]ecause the settler is “caught between 
two First Worlds, two origins of authority and authenticity” – because he “has colonised and has been colonised” – he “must 
speak of and against both [his] own oppressiveness and [his] own oppression”’ (in 2005, 102).  
296 ‘The Meek Shall Inherit’ (1960) is the title of Ryga’s early short story, one of the ten collected in his anthology Poor 
People. The Biblical words that serve as the title of the story expose the hypocrisy of the community the story describes. 
Those who supposedly believe in God’s words forget about them when they condemn a young girl, who being forced by the 
parson to marry an old man, finally commits adultery. The story ends in a suggestion that, despite the adversity, the young 
girl will overcome the hostility of her society and that she will eventually, speaking figuratively, ‘inherit.’ However, Ryga’s 
disillusionment in this respect is visible in his novel Night Desk (1976) in which its main character, Romeo Kuchmir, states 
blatantly, ‘[i]t says in the Bible the meek shall inherit the earth. I don’t believe it, kid. All the meek shall inherit is bad breath 
an’ a hollow wind aroun’ the heart’ (262). 
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supported by the fact that Lepa’s memory of the conversation with his son as discussed above 

ignites his other memory, this time of his Uncle Mikita.  

Lepa’s uncle serves as another example of a subject position, which, in the light 

presented by Old Lepa, is the purest form of dignified resistance: 

OLD LEPA: Uncle Mikita …lived to doors down the street in our village in the old country. He walked 
with a stoop, but his eyes were those of an eagle. When they clouded with anger, heaven itself darkened 
… there was a man! I can still see him like it was yesterday, coming down the road, his books on his 
arm … . (LtoMS 108; emphasis added) 
 

The character of Uncle Mikita is a vessel of Ryga’s belief in the power of the spiritual that he 

presented in his works. His persona is clearly vested with power that promises freedom and 

change but which constitutes no danger to others except for the ‘danger’ of kindling the spirit 

of revolution among them. Consequently, we hear Lepa repeat his uncle’s words, ‘[d]on’t 

read Shevchenko like nuns murmuring vespers at sundown! Children! Read him with fists 

clenched … blood racing in your ears … your eyes turned to the uplands of the spirit’ (109). 

This is also a position of a subject who for his ideals and honour has to pay the highest price:  

OLD LEPA (To Stefan […]): I still hear his words ringing in my ears. As children, we were afraid for 
him, because the country was over-run by occupation troops of yet another foreign country. […] Uncle 
Mikita, the teacher, was returning one evening from the library. Two soldiers, blind with drink, […], 
dragging their rifles with fixed bayonets […] saw my uncle. One of them raised his rifle and stabbed at 
the books my uncle was carrying. The books fell to the street. […] 

SOLDIER […]: Stop! … Are you a horse … or a goat? 
OLD LEPA: Uncle Mikita bent down to pick up his books … […].  
SOLDIER […]: Yantik – look! He is not a goat or horse! He … is a dog … a field dog. See how he falls 

on all fours before his masters? Bark for us, dog! 
OLD LEPA: They laughed, and my uncle reached for a loose cobble. But one of the soldiers saw the 

move and brought the butt of his riffle down on my uncle’s hand … smashing it with a crushing sound. 
My uncle said nothing, but I saw blood trickling from his lips as he chewed his tongue with pain … . 
[…] As crowd gathered, the soldiers became wild with fear and rage. My uncle looked at the soldier 
who had hurt him. ‘You wretched fool,’ I heard him say … the last words he said. For the soldier […] 
lunged at my uncle with his rifle, burying the bayonet to the hilt in his back. […] The teacher coughed 
and slowly … his head drooping first, died on the street where he taught children to read poetry and be 
proud … . (LtoMS 109-10) 
 

 Lepa retells the story of Uncle Mikita with apparent reverence and admiration of his 

fearlessness of the authorities and his opposition to those holding power. Mikita’s position 

becomes a legacy that Lepa cherishes and, following his uncle’s example, he becomes 

recalcitrant to the establishment. This is particularly noticeable in his approach towards 

Nancy. Her figure is an interesting foil to Lepa; while the old man is the representative of the 

faceless immigrant everyman, Nancy is the representative of ‘[t]he faceless bureaucracy’ 

(Innes 88) of the government. Consequently, the woman evokes in Lepa his fierce opposition 

to it as she also reminds him of other authorities he had to deal with in his past like a doctor, 

who only when bribed, ‘stamped [Lepa’s] passport with good health’ (LtoMS 83). ‘All the 

time I stared at him,’ Lepa comments, ‘as I stare at her’ (83). The encounter with Nancy 
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brings about conflicting emotions in Lepa (cf. Grekul 2005, 85). As Innes observes, ‘[t]he old 

man […] is a touchstone for different attitudes’ (86). Entangled in the web of his split 

subjectivity, Old Lepa is helpless and struggles for a balance, which is depicted in the play by 

means of different dramatic devices.  

 

The Drama of the Split:  

A Letter to My Son and the (Stage) Setting of a Post-Colonial Subject 

Analysing Ryga’s drama plays, one aspect is easily observable; apart from being consistent 

with the subject matter for his works, (cf. Innes 20, 27 and 94), Ryga was equally consistent 

with his dramatic form or, more precisely, he was very persistent in experimenting with it, 

being fully determined to explore a novel dramatic expression for the content of his works, 

which he eventually managed to establish.297 Consequently, his pieces for stage constitute his 

continual attempt at introducing novelty into the Canadian theatre by means of his use of 

lighting, song, music and dance as well as soundtracks or recordings, screen clips and images 

which give his works ‘the cinematographic character’ (Gregory, ‘Introduction’ 55).298 

Additionally, we may detect a regular tendency in Ryga’s planning of the stage; it is 

repeatedly either symbolically empty (cf. M.Moore 70), levelled by means of ramps or 

elevations, or ‘circular’ (M.Moore 71). All these effects serve to reflect the psychology of 

Ryga’s characters (cf. Innes 47), but they also emphasise his way of narrating the story which 

is disrupted ‘by constant flashbacks, foreshadowings, digressions and insets’ (viii) which 

Parker compares to ‘the ballad’s method of narration’ (viii). 299 Almost all of these effects are 

employed in A Letter to My Son: Ryga’s manipulative use of lights, music and sounds, which 

serve to create a background for a given scene, keeping the audience in suspense and 

enhancing their reception of the play, as well as his scrupulously devised construction of the 

setting. The latter needs to be examined here in greater detail.  

Firstly, it should be noticed that the setting in this play is almost entirely empty as is the 

case of other plays, e.g. Indian or Nothing but a Man (cf. M.Moore 70 and Innes 30). As we 

learn from the stage directions, there is some kitchen furniture, but ‘[a]ll this is only 

suggested, with isolation of items necessary to the functioning of the old man’ (LtoMS 82). 

                                                 
297 Cf. Gregory, ‘Introduction’ (60), Innes (74-75) and Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays (12). 
298 Cf. also Gregory, ‘Introduction’ (60), Parker (ix), Innes (46-48), M.Moore (68-75) and Balan (1982b, 46-47). 
299 In fact, Parker uses the term ‘ballad-plays’ for Ryga’s drama works (cf. vii-xx), which, as Innes informs, the critic 
continued after Ryga himself (cf. 47). Apart from this designation, Ryga also used the term ‘orchestrated composition’ (cf. 
Innes 47).   
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The emptiness is very crucial here for it symbolically represents Lepa’s loneliness and 

alienation (cf. Grekul 2005, 81) as well as it is expressive of his identity crisis on the whole: 

([…] It must be a room as viewed through the eyes of its elderly, widowed, lonely occupant. He only sees 
what is useful and essential to him, all else flows out of focus. It has been many years since fine touches of 
another presence – or even his own expression of self through choice of paint, artifacts, design of kitchen 
furnishings – have mattered all that much to him.) (LtoMS 71) 

 
Secondly, the play does not merely present to us the scenes from a life of an old man. It 

does more than that for it deals with the inner conflict of ‘[t]he old man, in whose mind the 

action takes place […]’ (Innes 86). A Letter to My Son is, as Hoffman sees it, ‘a memory play’ 

(‘Letter’ 323) and thus it is flooded with Lepa’s reminiscences of his life. This aspect of the 

dramatic characterisation of Old Lepa is also visualised by means of the stage levelling: 

(The staging could be on two levels: the lower front level where most action in the play takes place, and a 
slightly elevated level to the rear where he encounters his memories in fading and indistinct 
surroundings.)’ (LtoMS 71) 

 
Thus, what we see here is that the old man is stuck between his memory and his actual, 

current life, or putting it differently, he remains in the sphere between his past and present (cf. 

Grekul 2005, 82).  

The fact that Old Lepa revisits his memories so frequently has its additional 

consequence, namely Lepa’s loss of touch with reality (cf. Grekul 2005, 82). His imagination 

takes over his rational state of mind and, as a result, his sense of boundary between ‘reality 

and fantasy’ (Grekul 2005, 82) is utterly blurred. The two levels are therefore the space where 

the drama of the old man’s identity is played out. As Grekul remarks on the issue, ‘Lepa’s 

psychological movement between the present to the past is dramatised by his literal 

movement between the two levels of the stage’ (2005, 82). This idea is confirmed by the 

information included by Ryga in the stage directions, according to which, ‘([…] [s]hould he 

have to move to this area to encounter his past, his frailty and thwarted optimism may be 

heightened in having to cope with the rise in levels.)’ (LtoMS 71).300 

The two-level structure of the stage symbolises the complexity and juxtaposition that 

builds up Lepa’s identity. As already shown, Lepa’s recollections of his past experiences 

prove that his life was not devoid of prejudice against the other and his stereotypical 

evaluation of them, and yet his memories also reveal him as a person who is empathic about 

and respectful of the other’s lot (e.g., Mazur’s) as well as capable of acknowledging his guilt 

and wrongs done to the other (e.g., the Jewish people). Moreover, as it will be shown, some of 

Lepa’s statements in the play expose him as truly sexist and cruel to women, and yet his 

                                                 
300 This is what we witness during the play particularly in the scenes where Old Lepa wants to reach the figure of his dead 
wife (cf. LtoMS 88), his friend Mazur (cf. LtoMS  94) as well as his son (cf. LtoMS 107). 
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compassion and sympathy for the immigrant widows, undeniably complicates evaluating the 

character in clear-cut terms.  

The complexity of Lepa’s figure visualised by means of the stage levels is also extended 

to his complexity as a post-colonial subject, which is depicted in the same fashion. For what 

we observe is that the two people, the relationship with whom constitute for Lepa the greatest 

psychological conflicts, i.e. Nancy and Stefan, are positioned exactly on two different levels; 

Nancy being the only character who appears on the level of reality and so has ‘her entrances 

and exits directly into his kitchen area’ (LtoMS 71), while Stefan is positioned on the elevated 

level, appearing as the figure either from Lepa’s memory or his imagination. And so, if we 

accept the point of view from which we may see Nancy as the representative of the coloniser 

and Stefan as the representative of those whose unquestionable agreement to the coloniser’s 

way makes them the (more) colonised, we see that Old Lepa is once again confined between 

the two levels or dimensions of identity positions, and the two people who personify them. 

The fact that Lepa’s subject position evolves around the two figures, Nancy and Stefan, 

is illustrative of one more aspect, namely ‘parenthood.’ Its social dysfunction has already 

been discussed here and, as indicated, it is Lepa’s encounter with Nancy that exposes its 

problematics. It also refers to another dimension of ‘parenthood,’ i.e. parenthood in its 

familial terms. Lepa’s position in his relationship with Nancy, the agent of the society’s 

leaders, is that of the society’s child/member. Nonetheless, we learn about their encounter 

precisely at the moment when the old man is trying to write a letter to his son, i.e. when he 

attempts to re-define the aspect of parenthood in his own family, in which he is to play, in 

patriarchal terms, the role of the family’s leader. But, this kind of parenthood is equally 

troubled. 

We witness the old man ridden with anger and bitterness, while he stumbles with, what 

he calls, ‘the labour of the damned’ (LtoMS 74), namely expressing himself in a letter to 

Stefan for whom, in contrast, ‘words come easy’ (74). What we learn is that his anger and 

bitterness are in fact the result of his guilt over what he had done to his family in the past. 

When the old man tries to find the appropriate words to compose the letter in question, we 

hear him scold himself, ‘[y]ou cannot say such things, you crazy man! Stefan will not thank 

you for writing like that in a letter … yet someone has to know. I cannot die with that secret. 

No man should’ (LtoMS 87; emphasis added). This statement signals that it is not so much a 

letter to be written by Old Lepa as it is a confession to be made by the man.  

As it turns out, Lepa feels guilty of his wife’s death. We learn from his recollections that 

in the first years of their marriage and when Hanya was pregnant, she had to stay alone on the 
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farm, while Lepa sought work beyond it. As he came back home, he found his wife in the 

company of another man. Enraged and unwilling to listen to Hanya’s explanations about the 

man’s help, Lepa accused his wife of adultery, throwing the man out into the snow blizzard, 

in which he eventually died hit by a train. Although Hanya was ordered by Lepa to follow the 

man, she stayed, but some time after the incident, she died in labour, leaving Lepa stricken 

with remorse. 

When we witness Lepa trying to confess all this to his son, his words are accompanied 

by ‘[a]ncient liturgical music […], passionate and distant’ (LtoMS 87). Moreover, we read in 

the stage directions that ‘OLD LEPA rises and turns this way and that, as if searching for 

something he has lost’ (LtoMS 87). Evidently, it is his ragged soul that wants his clear 

conscience and his restless mind that longs for its peace.301 This tormented state of the old 

man is emphasised in the scene by ‘[s]ounds of anguish, indistinct outcries of pain’ (LtoMS 

87). 

The time comes, when Lepa tries to confide his wrongs in his son, revealing to him that 

‘[a] thousand time I have seen this nightmare of my foolish mind … wanting to tell you, but 

afraid I would anger you’ (LtoMS 89). Yet these words prove not only his willingness to 

confess, but also the fact that his act of confessing has always remained performed only in 

Lepa’s imagination. And so is the scene in which the confession takes place because the 

following conversation with his son does not belong to Lepa’s memories, but is yet another 

flicker of his imagination (cf. Grekul 2005, 84). This explains the nature of their dialogue 

which lacks any coherence between the father and the son; Old Lepa cannot achieve any 

logical communication with Stefan and the whole scene appears as if the two of them were 

leading two separate monologues. Finally, when the father begs his son: 

Stefan – listen, please! […] It was my fault that I had broken her spirit when she was young and beautiful 
… that I turned against her … betrayed the love that I felt for her. I am an old man, soon I will die. I ask 
for your understanding … and forgiveness. Stefan! (LtoMS 90) 

 
we are struck by Stefan’s reaction, which suddenly becomes directly relevant to Lepa’s 

words. As the stage directions inform us, the son becomes unexpectedly attentive as he ‘stares 

                                                 
301 This is, however, not the first time Lepa experiences his spiritual crisis. The old man relates to Nancy the story from his 
childhood from which we learn that Lepa’s existential anxiety appeared very early in his life, ‘[w]hen I was a small boy, I 
said to myself – if I’m that important to God ... if he really worries about me, then he must show me another road’ (LtoMS 
100). Because the boy has not received any answer from God, he decided to take his fate into his own hands, ‘if God has no 
time to speak with me, then I’m gonna find freedom for myself’ (LtoMS 101). In his old age, however, Lepa realises he has 
not achieved it because, in his view, ‘[t]here is [in fact] no freedom for the living’ (LtoMS 101). The only thing he is left with 
is his ‘pain’ (LtoMS 101). Thus, Lepa’s atheism is not only the result of the circumstances in his old country where his ‘road 
to God was always blocked by a priest [...] in the pay of police and feudal landlords from some other country’ (LtoMS 100). 
It is in fact an act of self-defence, an approach the old man has chosen to avoid being hurt once again. But underneath the 
mask of a man defying religion is a human longing for God’s comfort and love, ‘OLD LEPA (Overwhelmed): [...] here I am, 
with time left over to stand and watch the sunset ... and dream that in that great fire I see something ... something men call 
God, and my heart is filled with excitement ... thirst ...’ (LtoMS 99).     
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at OLD LEPA, then knots his hands into fists’ (LtoMS 90). What follows is not Stefan’s 

absolution given to Lepa, but rather his bitter accusation against the old man, ‘STEFAN (In 

petulant rage): Betrayed her? You killed her, you ridiculous old bastard!’ (LtoMS 90). On 

these words, Lepa, ‘contorted with anguish’ (LtoMS 90), tears his letter, while ‘[h]ard crash 

of thunder and sound of rain deluge’ (90) are heard in the background as if to underline our 

realisation that what we witnessed is not so much Lepa’s imagined conversation with his son 

as it is the old man’s battle with his conscience.  

 

5.3.2. ‘In my heart … there’s a different drum a-beatin’!’: Power, Gender, Language 

and the ‘triumph of the spirit’ 

 

Power 

The sounds of thunder appear in the play already before this final scene of Act 1. We hear it 

start during Lepa’s conversation with Nancy when the volume of its sound alters, signalling 

the approaching climax. This sound effect becomes an accurate commentary on the 

relationship between the old man and Nancy, which Ryga defines in the stage directions as 

‘ immediate and ongoing’ (LtoMS 71), but which is also very intense; ‘stormy’ is probably 

even more accurate word to describe their relations and their conversations in particular.   

 Constructing a dialogue of such a fiery nature is not infrequent in Ryga’s plays. 

Hoffman points to this observation stating that: 

In their dramaturgy, Ryga’s plays are structured in an oppositional mode reminiscent of classical Greek 
plays built on the agon, the dialectical speech/reply between two protagonists. Ryga’s essential strategy is 
to stage a lengthy, heated debate between two central characters, each of whom has claims to the land, one 
representing the position of the indigene, the other that of the settler. […] Their debate is about control.302 
(‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18; emphasis added) 

 
This remark may also be employed to define the relationship between the old man and the 

government agent. For, as we see, it becomes in fact a verbal duel that they lead together in 

order to establish who is in charge of the situation they found themselves in.   

The tension between Old Lepa and Nancy marks their meeting from the very beginning. 

Their tug-of-war acquires different dimensions while it is performed by varied means. Until 

their relations reach their climax, symbolised in the play by means of thunder, their attitudes 

towards each other change as fiercely wild weather. They range from such reactions as 

Nancy’s compassion and tenderness shown to Lepa at the beginning, through her feelings of 

being ‘humiliated and angry’ (LtoMS 77), ‘anxious’ (84) and ‘[d]istressed’ (85), but also 

                                                 
302 The latter statement quoted and emphasised here is used by Hoffman with respect to Ryga’s play Captives of the Faceless 
Drummer (1971), by means of which Hoffman illustrates his point.  
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concerned about the man (cf. 82), ‘[d]elighted’ (82), ‘[a]mused’ (83), and ‘[m]oved’ (85) by 

his story, to her ability to embarrass Old Lepa (cf. 80), or irritate him by, what Lepa sees as, 

her indifference and recklessness (cf. 84).  

 Yet, an assumption that prevails when estimating their relationship is that it is in fact 

Old Lepa who controls the situation. The old man shows his dissatisfaction and disagreement 

about Nancy’s presence in his house from the very moment she enters it. The man ‘ignores 

her’ (LtoMS 76) and ‘refuses to acknowledge’ (76) her arrival, or is in fact straightforward 

and blunt about his necessity to converse with her, ‘OLD LEPA (Irritably, turning away): To 

hell with you! Speaking with you is like speaking to a fence post! (LtoMS 84). Additionally, 

the old man confirms his position of power over Nancy by his constant gaze at the woman; 

while the two of them talk about Lepa’s life, Nancy ‘corrects the odd notation in her forms 

[…] [, while] [h]e never takes his eyes off her’ (LtoMS 83). As we learn further in the play, 

this is Lepa’s strategy that he adopted ‘[l]ong ago […] [when he] learned [that] the best way 

to deal with government is to stare at it … and think of a toothache’ (LtoMS 82). This is 

precisely how Lepa sees Nancy; as the representative of the government whose ‘government 

smile’ (LtoMS 113) is felt by the old man ‘right in the middle of [his] back, like a needle’ 

(113), whereas he himself stands on the other side, i.e. the abused people of the land, who 

learned to distrust those above them in this hierarchy of power.303 

 Nevertheless, their relationship also reveals that the two can ‘both laugh and share their 

coffee in momentary silence’ (LtoMS 79), that they are capable of caring about each other 

which is expressed by their varied gestures of solicitude. These may be exemplified by 

Nancy’s ‘[reaching] for [Lepa’s] hand’  (77) or ‘[taking] [him] by the arm and [guiding] him 

to his chair’ (80) when in his fit of agitation, while, in Lepa’s case, by his scolding himself for 

his attitude towards Nancy, which unmasks his nervousness and distress about the situation 

(cf. LtoMS 77). Despite such signs of tenderness, it seems that Lepa’s distance or even 

coldness towards Nancy always freezes their relations.  

 The circumstances change however, when Old Lepa uncovers Nancy’s ethnic belonging, 

realising by looking into her face that, as he states, ‘[s]he’s not one of the Angliki’ (LtoMS 84) 

but ‘one of ours’ (84). The old man in fact forces Nancy into revealing her identity. When the 

woman finally unveils her origin, the tension between them suddenly breaks.304 While ‘[t]hey 

both laugh and lean towards each other’ (LtoMS 86), the old man states, ‘[s]o … after all 

                                                 
303 Cf. Hoffman’s remark on the previous page.   
304 Grekul also recognises this aspect, pointing to both the scene in question and the scene in which Lepa threatens to cut 
himself with a pocketknife as ‘crucial in the development of the relationship between the two characters’ (2005, 85). 
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these years, I have a Jew in my house. I’ll make some tea for us’ (86). With this invitation to 

sit and drink together, Old Lepa acknowledges Nancy for the first time, and more than that, he 

acknowledges her as equal, which expresses itself in his understanding that ‘[i]f I need tea, 

you need tea’ (LtoMS 86).305 

 Referring to Ryga’s use of repartee, Hoffman points out that the dialogue the writer 

constructs in his plays ‘often [verges] on violence’ (‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18). This is 

what we witness in A Letter to My Son as well, particularly at the beginning of Act II in which 

the positions of power again alter unexpectedly, but this time also more violently. At first, it 

seems the state of affairs between Lepa and Nancy is analogous to what we witnessed in the 

opening act. When Nancy enters at the beginning of Act II, we learn from Ryga’s stage 

directions that there is ‘[s]ame setting as in Act I’ (LtoMS 91), but ‘OLD LEPA is at his table, 

laying out a hand of solitaire’ (91). Seeing the old man, Nancy ‘hesitates’ (LtoMS 91) but 

‘moves towards him, […] [keeping] her distance’ (91), while Old Lepa continues his usual 

tactic, i.e. ‘[h]e ignores her’ (91). His distrust of the woman is emphasised by his words, 

‘[s]he has no interest in how my day has been. She is not sure of herself … not sure how to 

take me … the government in my house. […] She insists on being nice … I don’t like nice 

people, and that’s for sure’ (LtoMS 91).  

 As the dialogue between the two starts to develop we realise one crucial aspect, namely 

that the card ‘game’ (LtoMS 91) Old Lepa plays ‘in silence’ (91) is the literal illustration for 

what is to happen between the man and Nancy in figurative terms. The fact that Old Lepa is 

engaged in playing cards marks the point where, speaking metaphorically, the cards are 

shuffled and the game, which will prove who in fact holds all the cards, is about to begin: 

NANCY (With irritation): Come on, Mister Lepa … stop playing silly games with me. I’m here to help 
you.  

OLD LEPA: Funny how everybody comes to help me … one more helper and I don’t have time to play 
cards, take a crap, or go to sleep. So go away. […] Tell your government to go to hell, too! No more 
talk! I play cards now! (He plays his cards angrily. She remains watching him. He glares at her. […] 
He lifts his chair and noisily moves to sit with his back to her. He rudely moves his arrangement of 
cards on the table to face him.) (LtoMS 92) 
 

Evidently, the cards start to turn; in her agitation, Nancy becomes Old Lepa’s opponent 

unafraid to face a duel with him and to ‘[return] his gaze’ (LtoMS 92) of challenge. What is 
                                                 
305 The aspect of drink becomes quite an essential sign of power in the play. As we observe, it is constantly present while Old 
Lepa and Nancy’s relations develop. It appears at first in the form of brandy which Nancy brings with her to calm down the 
old man clearly agitated by his memories (cf. LtoMS 80-82). In this episode, it is Nancy who controls the situation as well as 
extends control over the old man. The situation is repeated in another scene, in which it is again Nancy who serves Old Lepa 
a drink, this time coffee. But despite the fact that she is serving the old man, it is the woman who is once again in control (cf. 
LtoMS 95-97). Finally, the drink which appears at the beginning of the play is also present at its end. This time however it 
serves to confirm the compromise and agreement the two reached, but also, although conditioned by Lepa’s patriarchal 
thinking, the equality between them, ‘[s]he has been here … and we have both drunk brandy, like two men, from a bottle I 
saved for the difficult nights’ (LtoMS 117). 
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more, she is about to take control in the game, in both, its literal and metaphorical terms, for 

what we see here is that the actual game of cards is to become expressive of the conflict and 

trial of power306 between Old Lepa and Nancy: 

NANCY: You’ve got the four of clubs to go on the five of hearts. (OLD LEPA notices his oversight and 
angrily makes the change.) 

OLD LEPA: Shit! (LtoMS 92) 
 

 Afterwards, it is Nancy who will invite Old Lepa to drink coffee with her (cf. LtoMS 

95). Despite his rudeness towards her, Nancy offers a cup to Lepa which he finally accepts, 

‘sighs in resignation and takes a long, noisy sip from [it]. NANCY watches him and laughs 

[…] ’ (LtoMS 95). The woman’s behaviour at that moment is revealing about the change in 

their relations; from this point, it is Nancy who will dictate the terms of their game. Thus, 

when she accidentally scatters Lepa’s cards with her briefcase, she is quite determined in her 

answer to the old man who shouts out: 

OLD LEPA: […] You pick that up, woman! 
NANCY (Sternly): Later.   
OLD LEPA (Angrily): I said – pick it up! That’s my property. I want to play cards or write, that’s my 

business! 
NANCY: Nope. 
OLD LEPA: You say … nope? 
NANCY: That’s right. Later I’ll even clean your house for you. But first, I have other work to do, and 

we’ll do it my way from now on. […]. (LtoMS 96-97; emphasis added) 
 

The show, or rather the game, goes on but this time it becomes even more violent. In his 

helplessness, Lepa threatens to cut his wrists as this is, in his eyes, the sole way he is left with 

to prove his identity. He does not carry out his threat but the incident ignites another violent 

act between him and Nancy. This time it is the verbal aggression coming from Nancy, who 

takes a stand against the old man and his accusations towards her: 

NANCY: […] I can’t prepare a legal statement based on your feelings. Not even when you fortify them 
with horses, dogs … goats … or any other peasant ammunition! 

OLD LEPA (Rising to the challenge): Ah, ha! … Now it comes out! I’m an old peasant now … you have 
to deal with an old peasant, and you don’t like that! It’s not very nice for a pretty city girl with soft 
hands and new clothes! You couldn’t say that … it had to slip out by mistake!   

NANCY (Also roaring): That’s right … that’s exactly it, Mister Lepa – you are an old peasant! An 
obstinate peasant who has no need of a pension. There should be no pensions for people like you! 

OLD LEPA: What’s that? What did I hear you say? 
NANCY (Nose to nose with him): I think the government should give you a few carrot and turnip seeds. 

You can plant them … watch them grow … harvest them and make yourself soup. And as you eat your 
soup, you can pontificate to your four walls as to how you did right, while the rest of the world is 
skidding down to hell! (LtoMS 98) 
 

                                                 
306 This idea is borrowed from Roger Boxill who in his essay A Street Car Named Desire refers to the poker games presented 
by Williams in his play, which Boxill interprets as the trial of power between the characters (cf. 83-85). Additionally, Boxill 
points to ‘[t]he symbolic use of food and drink’ (83) which, as he states, ‘is further evidence of William’s unusually careful 
dramatic planning’ (83) and which can also be recognised in Ryga’s play. Just as, in Boxill’s view, ‘[…] drinking, like the 
two card games, celebrates victory or registers defeat in the struggle between Blanche and Stanley’ (84) in William’s play, 
the same is observable in the case of Ryga’s work and his characterisation of Lepa and Nancy (cf. my analysis in the main 
text above).  
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Extreme as their emotions in this verbal duel are, the release of its tension comes and the 

dialogue ends with their laughter, drinking coffee and a friendly conversation.  

 

Gender 

The aspect of power struggle between Nancy and Old Lepa has another dimension for what 

we should not overlook is the fact that Nancy is, in Lepa’s words, ‘woman from government’ 

(LtoMS 96; emphasis added). This marks their encounter and their struggle over seizing the 

more powerful position in their relationship as crucial also in terms of gender.  

 Viewing their encounter from this perspective, we see that Lepa opposes Nancy’s 

presence not only because she is the government agent, but also because she is a woman, 

‘OLD LEPA (Grouchy): How come they don’t send a man to tell me? […] What’s the matter? 

They afraid to send a man to talk to a man? Now I get the women! I dream when I’m sick my 

pall-bearers will be six women’ (LtoMS 76). Undeniably, such a statement does reveal the old 

man as sexist307 (cf. Grekul 2005, 85). His prejudice against women is so great that it ruined 

his own wife,308 but it has also ruined him as a human, and continues ruining him in his 

relationship with Nancy.  

In fact, his approach towards Nancy takes the form of a vicious circle; the old man 

admits to himself that he ‘[likes] this young woman … but [he’s] not going to show it’ 

(LtoMS 82). The reason why Lepa suppresses his human reactions309 in himself and why he 

remains prejudiced against women is that he fears losing power, which he believes he has, 

over his life, himself and others. When laughing together with Nancy at the joke he retells, the 

old man suddenly becomes suspicious of, what becomes to him, too blissful and unguarded an 

activity: 

OLD LEPA (To himself): I must stop this laughing – what’s wrong with me? Look at me – tears leaking 
out of my eyes – nose running – and all because I’m laughing so much! She may be a pretty girl, but 
she is the government … who’s starting to pour me coffee as if I was some thirsty paralytic. I know 
now I have let her visit too much and stay too long. I will throw her out of my house! […]. (LtoMS 112) 

                                                 
307 Lepa’s sexist stance may also be proved by his statement made directly about Nancy and indirectly about women in 
general, ‘OLD LEPA (To himself): I look her up and down. She’s not dumb, not this one’ (LtoMS 77; emphasis added). 
Moreover, that Lepa’s thinking is orthodox because governed by patriarchal ideology is visible when the old man ascribes the 
female and male manner according to the conventional binaries, ‘OLD LEPA: When I was young, and stood on my soil … I 
saw beautiful things … so beautiful they almost left me blind! No birds … no soft winds … that’s the woman’s thing’ 
(LtoMS 96; emphasis added).   
308 When, having returned from his seasonal job, Old Lepa finds his wife in the company of another man, he becomes 
furious. Blinded by his anger, Lepa is rash in his judgement, and so inhibited by no constraint, he utterly condemns his wife, 
‘OLD LEPA (Roaring in rage): Leave my land at once! [...] Begone, whore! Pack your things and go with him!’ (LtoMS 81).  
309 Clearly, the old man is not heartless. His solicitude for others is evident in some of his utterances, e.g. when he shows his 
empathy for the immigrant women, ‘[t]o be a widow immigrant is bad. To be a widow with nothing is like being blind and 
deaf and have nothing to eat’ (LtoMS 83) or about the underprivileged on the whole, ‘[y]ou laugh – but if you are a widow 
and don’t speak the language – eh? Who would worry for you? Your neighbours? The government? […] Bullshit! Nobody 
worries for the poor! (LtoMS 84).  
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Evidently, Old Lepa chooses hostility to dissipate his feeling of being threatened by both the 

social and female authority.  

 

Language 

Finally, Nancy wins; she helps Lepa to receive his pension. But it is also Lepa who helps 

Nancy because the situation of the woman, just like the situation of other characters in the 

play, is quite problematical. The complexity of her character is connected with the fact that 

Nancy belongs to two different worlds of Canadian social matrix; the world of the Anglo-

Saxon mainstream and the world of the immigrant minorities, in as much as she is the 

employee of the former and the descendant of the latter.  

 Hoffman begins his discussion of the one-off line dialogues in Ryga’s plays by stating 

that Ryga’s ‘characters heavily engage in one central activity: they talk’ (‘Introduction’/Other 

Plays 17-18). The critic finds the reason for this aspect in, what he calls, ‘their strong sense of 

self-doubt’ (17). As we see, Hoffman’s remark may undeniably be referred to the character of 

Lepa. However, it is also applicable to the figure of Nancy. Her emotional distress in the 

scene when Old Lepa forces her to reveal her roots may be suggestive of her own identity 

crisis (cf. LtoMS 84-87). Thus, unexpectedly, it may also be Lepa who helps the woman to 

come to her self-understanding:   

OLD LEPA […]: […] (He rises heavily to his feet. Music ends abruptly. Sound of distant thunder.) 
What’s your name? Your real name, Nancy Dean? 

NANCY (Distressed): What difference would it make, Mister Lepa? Would that help me to help you get 
your pension? 

OLD LEPA: To hell with that pension! In my heart I know this – there are no people called Dean in 
Halychina. I could say more – but it is for you to speak.  

NANCY (Angrily): It’s for me to speak – and suddenly everything you needed to know will be self-
evident? (LtoMS 85; emphasis added except for stage directions) 
 

Finally, Nancy speaks out her grandfather’s real name, articulating in this way her ethnic 

belonging. Whether this act is to be accepted as the resolution of her identity crisis (provided 

we accept there is one), is a matter of interpretation. Nonetheless, one aspect is certain; the 

encounter with Old Lepa makes Nancy visit her grandfather in the retirement home and this 

might be seen as a family reunion or in fact Nancy’s symbolical return to her roots.310 

We see therefore that, after all, the two, Nancy and Lepa, ‘have become friends again’ 

(LtoMS 115). They help each other because they both live in the society of ‘captives of the 

                                                 
310 Particularly when we take into consideration a suggestion given by Old Lepa that Nancy ‘put [her grandfather] into an old 
man’s home over his objections ... ’ (LtoMS 110). 
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faceless drummer.’311 They both are pushed into their lives of, what Hoffman calls, ‘mutual 

capture’ (‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18). Confined by the greater force of a ruthless socio-

political system that beats out the rhythm of their lives and so deprives them of their 

individuality, they try to resist it,312 but all that they are left with is their doom to co-exist in it. 

As Hoffman observes, they face the situation in which ‘they must somehow merge, must 

reach some sort of mutual understanding’ (‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18). In this light, we 

may no longer perceive Old Lepa and Nancy as oppositions but rather as people who both 

know well enough how you ‘laugh through tears’ (LtoMS 101).313  

 Despite his fate, Old Lepa is a man who may nod empathically to what Volcanic, the 

character of Ryga’s Ploughmen of the Glacier (1976), states in the play, ‘[i]n my heart … 

there’s a different drum a-beatin’!’ (212).314 As suggested above, the beat of Lepa’s heart 

diverges from the one enforced by ‘the faceless drummer,’ the system. Such a situation cannot 

remain without its consequences and therefore we see how confused the old man is. His 

perplexed state is illustrated already at the beginning of the play, at the point of which, we 

                                                 
311 This quotation is in fact the title of Ryga’s earlier and controversial play Captives of the Faceless Drummer (1971). Its 
message about the conflict between the individual and the socio-political system corresponds with the conclusion of the play 
discussed here.  
312 ‘There is no freedom for the living’ (LtoMS 101), Old Lepa states in the play. This is his standpoint on existential matters 
but, equally, it may be treated as his comment on the status quo of his society, which undeniably is Ryga’s voice of criticism. 
As already noted, social matters were close to Ryga’s heart and expressing his opposition against social wrongs through his 
social activism or his literary work became essential to his state of mind. Ryga chose his subject matter because he knew its 
reality; the trials experienced in his life enriched his artistic sensitivity and inspired his ideological stance. ‘[T]he ghosts of 
Ryga’s past’ (1982b, 50), to use Balan’s expression, haunted the author continually, influencing his creativity. Nevertheless, 
the experiences belonging to Ryga’s life already as a young man also turned out inspirational. The researchers of the writer’s 
life and career emphasise the impact of his trip to Europe which gave him a broader perspective from which he could review 
Canada’s participation and role in the global process of colonisation and exploitation (Gregory, ‘Introduction’  43; also Hay 
1979, 44). Ryga’s observations in this respect went in hand with his other realisation that ‘[w]riters […] could be useful 
agents in the revolutionary struggle against political and cultural imperialism’ (Gregory, ‘Introduction’  43). With this flash 
of insight, Ryga found his role as ‘an artist-in-resistance’ (Ryga, ‘Artist’ 8) whose function was to protest against global, 
capitalist, neo-colonial forces destroying not only the exploited, e.g. the Third World, but also the exploiters, e.g. Canada. 
The latter, Ryga proclaimed, perhaps gained economically, but, primarily, became self-destructive victims who lose 
culturally and spiritually by putting at stake their ‘ancient languages’ (‘Artist’ 1), ‘folk memory’ (1) and so ‘the cultural 
acquisitions of thousands of years of history’ (4) on the whole. Ryga’s status as the defying artist added to his sense of being 
‘an outsider’ (Innes 13) in terms of his origin because, accepting the role of ‘an artist-in-resistance,’ he suddenly became ‘an 
outsider’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 14) also in terms of his profession, having been ostracised by Canadian 
theatre producers and other writers (cf. Hay 1979, 38 and Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 14-15). Exposing Canada as a 
colonising force, writing against its establishment and system, but also criticising outspokenly or, in fact, questioning the 
actual existence of Canadian theatre by pointing to its lobbyist functioning that obscured all other versions of Canadian 
history except for the official one, Ryga became simply inconvenient because he stirred the public on a level of their personal 
as well as national conscience (cf. Innes 13 and 26; also Ryga, ‘Artist 4). For this disturbed morality of the privileged, 
educated, middle-class audience of ‘the haves rather than the have-nots’ (Innes 27), Ryga had to pay his price, on which he 
commented in one of his essays: 

Because I refuse to divorce theatre from the larger issues of life confronting us, I get punished. My plays are produced less frequently in 
the regional theatres today than they were five years ago. Words written by me have been bastardised and rearranged beyond recognition, 
yet my name has been left on the playbills. […] Certainly, I’ve been hurt. And because I’ve been hurt, so have you. Because I do no more 
than reflect your experiences, thoughts and possibilities through my art. (1974, 30) 

313 As Hoffman concludes in his introduction to Ryga’s plays, ‘[h]is characters may be physically trapped by colonial 
uncertainties, but they have great capacity to envision a different tomorrow [...]. They may experience political stasis in their 
attempt to create a truly public space [...], never easily constructed in the invader-settler colony, but, in the intensity of their 
debates, they attempt to negotiate for a shared common ground and the elements of an emergent post-colonial identity’ (19).  
314 This is also the quotation used in the title of this subchapter.  
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hear ‘the cacophony of the musical sounds’315 (‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11). Both Hoffman 

and Grekul agree this technique employed by Ryga to be suggestive of Lepa’s psychological 

puzzlement (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 11 and Grekul 2005, 83). However, 

while Hoffman focuses in his comment on the effect of such a state, pointing out that it 

exposes Ryga’s characters’ ‘severe need of reconciliation’ (11), Grekul puts emphasis rather 

on its cause, declaring that this ‘musical collage – or, better, clash – of songs […] [reflects] 

[Lepa’s] divided sense of loyalty to his ethnic and national communities, as well as the 

tensions between his socialist politics and nationalistic sentiments toward Ukraine’ (83). On 

the whole, the statements of both scholars point to Lepa’s ‘post-colonial split subjectivity’ 

which should once again be considered but this time in the context of language.  

 The aspect of language already appeared here when it was discussed in terms of colonial 

power or its lack, illustrated by the presence of language and silence, respectively, in 

characters’ lives. The fact that the two are present in Old Lepa’s life only proves his 

conflicting position as the post-colonial ‘settler subject.’ Lepa’s access to language may be 

explained with his enforced role of the coloniser; it is only when the man plays the role of the 

‘invader-settler’ that he is allowed to the sphere of the powerful, i.e. those who both speak and 

are heard. Yet, he never in fact enters this sphere, being isolated from it and pushed into the 

margins of social privilege (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 14). Thus, his power 

of expression is circumscribed either utterly, when he is silenced, or partially, when his 

language is possible only in the communication with those like him, i.e. those who are 

considered as inferior by the mainstream.316   

 Hoffman points out that such was also the position of the author himself: 

Within the interrogative frame that Ryga set for his work, he necessarily engaged in the difficult search 
for authenticity of both his own narrative voice and the dramatic voices of his characters. For whom and 
to whom does he speak? And by whose power? The solution is a complicated one as the authenticity of 
voice Ryga is constantly in search of in his colonial circumstance is always and necessarily derived from 
two authorities: the Imperial and the Native. Both of these voices are distinct and distant from him, yet 
both are indirect sources of his own cultural identity. Ryga’s relationship with each is a deeply ambiguous 
one: on the one hand, as the offspring of immigrant invader-settlers, he indirectly represents the 
colonising, Imperial culture which has oppressed and displaced the Native one, but, in his physical 
separation from Europe, his Imperial authority is reduced to mimicry, an empty simulacrum of the 
original. (‘Introduction’/Other Plays 12) 

 
The imitation to which Ryga was compelled largely concerns his necessity to use the English 

language in his works as well as to follow the established cannon of structures and forms 

                                                 
315 A strain of music is prescribed by Ryga to appear in the opening act. It includes the following (cf. LtoMS 72): ‘a lively 
Ukrainian folk dance,’ ‘ Solidarity Forever,’ ‘ O Canada,’ ‘ Land of Hope and Glory,’ ‘ Soviet national anthem,’ ‘ God Save the 
Queen,’ ‘ The Internationale,’ and ‘Battle Hymn of the Republic.’   
316 I refer here again to Lepa’s statement, in which he talks about himself and other immigrants like Nancy’s grandfather 
whose situation is more than familiar to Old Lepa, ‘[w]e spoke the same language, he and I. So we told each other what could 
not be understood in silence’ (LtoMS 87). 
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available in/for theatre (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 12). Consequently, as 

Hoffman suggests, Ryga’s personal conflict is reflected in his plays, at the core of which we 

often find ‘the struggle for the control of language as a medium of power’ (18).  

Not surprisingly therefore, Parker comments that ‘Ryga’s, in fact, is basically an oral 

art, a development of the popular arts of storyteller and folksinger to the scale of novel or 

play’ (viii). The writer focused on the oral tradition because he tried to restore it as he knew it 

was lost throughout the history of Canadian national development and its global advancement 

(cf. Ryga 1979, 6 and ‘Artist 4). Additionally, he tried to rewrite the linguistic standards by 

bringing back the value of the vernacular from the shadow of ‘royal’ English and the 

Eurocentricity it implied (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18).317 This explains the 

nature of agon-like debates of Ryga’s characters, their use of common speech and dialects (cf. 

Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18), while their ‘grapple with each other […] to 

determine issues of identity and ownership’ (18). 

 According to Grekul, this becomes the major point in A Letter to My Son, in which the 

old man has to struggle with the standard English for his own sake: his existence as a father 

and as a citizen (cf. 2005, 84). It is apparently the man’s proficiency only in this language that 

may bring back his son as well as his pension to him (cf. Grekul 2005, 83-84). But the fact is, 

as Grekul points out, that Lepa’s is ‘a hybrid “english”’ (83) marked by its deviations from 

the normative English in terms of grammar, accent or style (cf. 2005, 83). And so, ‘[j]ust as 

Lepa is suspended between the past and the present,’ Grekul concludes, ‘so too he is caught 

between two languages – he is able to speak oral “english,” but writing in “English,” for Lepa, 

is “the labour of the damned!” […]’ (83). 

Lepa’s conflict is finally assuaged. But, as Grekul suggests, it is effected ‘not through 

his application for old age pension, or through letter to his son, but through his relationship 

with Nancy’ (2005, 85).318 Grekul supports her comment by pointing to the fact that it is 

Nancy who, apart from helping the old man to receive his pension, helps him regain his 

control over language and thus his power over his own subjectivity, by persuading the old 

man that his oral self-expression should not be devalued in favour of the written form of 

articulating one’s identity (cf. 2005, 84-85 and 87). We may agree with Grekul’s idea 

particularly when we take into account that, indeed, at the end of the play, when Nancy leaves 

                                                 
317 The type of English used by Ryga was his ‘resistant language’ (18). It was the essential element of ‘telepathic drama’ (18) 
he aimed to create (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 18). In its essence, this form of drama was ‘a kind of 
foreshortened vernacular writing marked by brevity but powerful in its ability to stir deep memories and meaning’ (18).  
318 Grekul’s idea seems even more accurate when we recall the fact that the title of Ryga’s short story, a prose version of his 
dramatic work, is ‘A Visit from the Pension Lady,’ which highlights the importance of Nancy as the figure in the play. 
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Lepa as her visit comes to an end, the old man stops writing his letter and ‘dictates the letter 

to himself’ (LtoMS 117), speaking out easily what he tried so hard to write. 

In Grekul’s view, this achievement is the old man’s success: 

In the final scene, Lepa sits alone again at his kitchen table, trying once more to write a letter to his son. 
But upbeat country and western music now plays in the background – heralding, in its tempo, the start of a 
new and brighter day for Lepa, and in its style, Lepa’s successful transition from the past, his Ukrainian 
roots, to the present, contemporary Canadian society. […] Midway through this draft of his letter to 
Stephan, Lepa ‘[b]reaks his pencil and throws the pieces across the room’; as the music ‘rises in volume 
slightly,’ he then ‘slaps the table with his hands, his expression elated’ […]. Lepa chooses to speak – 
rather than write – about his life because he has learned from Nancy that, orally, he can author his own 
life story. […] As the light fades and the curtain closes on him, Lepa proceeds to tell stories about his 
experiences as a young man, chuckling at some of the individuals and incidents he describes. The figure 
of the aging immigrant, weeping for the past, becomes the figure of an old man laughing as he celebrates 
it – laughing, that is, as he reinvents the past, remembering some events and forgetting others, in his own 
words and in his own voice. (2005, 86-87) 

  
Indeed we may accept the idea that the old man’s identity conflict is diminished and so that 

the ending of the play is the portrayal of Lepa’s eventual success in achieving his spiritual 

balance. We may even consider it ‘the triumph of [his] human spirit’ (10), which, in 

Hoffman’s view, Ryga’s characters always express (cf. ‘Introduction’/Other Plays 10). Yet it 

seems that the picture of Old Lepa and his identity presented by Ryga requires to go further 

and ask the question which lingers between the lines and which does not in fact settle on a 

clear-cut answer.  

 

The ‘triumph of the spirit’  

In One More for the Road (1985), one of Ryga’s later plays, ‘the narrator-performer’ 

(Hoffman, ‘One More’ 349) retells the incident concerning some individual: 

On the golf course, this old guy goes nuts! He’s trying to put the ball in the hole. He’s moving like this 
[…] and he’s talking out loud to the ball: ‘Get in there, you sonofabitch! […] … Get … Ay! She’s in! 
Whoo-ee! … Anyone see me do that, eh?’ 
There was no one. Nobody to tell the world, for this was not an organ transplant … or a car bombing … or 
even a conflict of interest in government scandal. This triumph of the spirit was nothing – just one fat man 
making a small, white rubber ball into a hole in the ground … scooped out just for that purpose! (360; 
emphasis added)319 

 
The implications of this episode may be referred to Lepa’s case, leaving a space for necessary 

questions to be asked about the old man’s ostensible ‘triumph’ (Hoffman 1995, 280).  

First of all, we should ask whether there is anybody to listen to the old man’s story 

which he retells at the end of the play, i.e. the point of supposedly successful resolution of his 

inner conflict.320 Secondly and consequently, we should inquire if this resolution brought 

                                                 
319 It should be noted that the italicised phrase in the quotation from Ryga’s One More for the Road (1985) is also used in the 
title of this subchapter. 
320 Grekul however recognises this fact stating that ‘[t]he oral history that Lepa embraces is not without its limitations’ (2005, 
87). Consequently, the critic asks a question as also posed here but concerned specifically with Nancy who, as Grekul 
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Lepa what he has in fact aimed at, namely the reconciliation with his son. In both cases, the 

answer is negative.321 Thus, we might be sceptic about interpreting the ending of the play as 

‘a happy conclusion’ (Hoffman 1995, 280). In fact, it is more agreeable to see it as Grekul 

does, i.e. as an ‘ambivalent’ (2005, 88) one which is ‘as poignant as it is triumphant’ (87). 

Grekul recognises its poignancy in the fact that Lepa’s life has been more bitter than sweet 

and that it is approaching its end, forcing Lepa to face his ‘inevitable passing’ (87). 

Nonetheless, she also points to the aspect of his triumph when stating: 

By forgiving himself for his mistakes and finding humour in his hardships, he comes to terms with the life 
he has led; by becoming the oral teller of his own history, and by choosing the aspects of his history that 
he wishes to be remembered, he challenges the ways in which official history is recorded. (2005, 87) 

 
Yet, if analysed further even these statements become questionable. 

 It is undeniably true that Nancy helps the old man and teaches him out of his colonial 

inferiority by showing him the value of his oral self-expression (cf. Grekul 2005, 84-85). Yet 

it is also true that Lepa’s life and identity still has to be written down by Nancy to make the 

man exist in a public record. For, in order to enable the man to receive his pension, Nancy is 

required by the law and system to ‘prepare a legal statement’ (LtoMS 98) concerning the 

man’s identity, which she eventually does. This questions Grekul’s statement according to 

which ‘no book exists in which his history is included’ (88). The book does exist in the form 

of the official documents Nancy draws up for her supervisors. Yet, this aspect does not effect 

the country’s recognition of Lepa as an individual, but rather adds to his personal tragedy. 

After so many years of being a faceless immigrant in and to his country, sharing the lot 

of the many absent – the invisible and inaudible – in the official history of Canada, Lepa’s 

personal history is finally marked but it is not the version that he wants to be revealed. The 

issue becomes clear when we take into account what has in fact been written down and filed 

under the old man’s name. Having no documents confirming his identity, Nancy comes up 

with an idea: 

NANCY: If you were in trouble with the law, and the incident is recorded sometime after 1934, then it’s 
all the verification I need. And by the way – I don’t have the slightest interest in what you did to get in 
trouble! 

OLD LEPA (Defiant): I bet you don’t. To hell with you – you’ll never find out! 
NANCY: Oh yes I will – I’ll find out! 
OLD LEPA: Besides, I was never in that kind of trouble! 
NANCY: I already know – the question remaining is the exact date. 

                                                                                                                                                         
ponders, ‘[h]as heard [Lepa’s] history, but will she pass it on?’ (2005, 87). We see that Grekul accepts the idea that Nancy 
has heard the whole story Old Lepa has to retell. However, at the time of his greatest and eventual achievement, i.e. the point 
when he is finally capable to put the story of his life into his words, Nancy is already gone, while Lepa is still alone as he was 
at the beginning of the play.   
321 In the case of the latter, Hoffman sees it quite differently. The critic believes that ‘[t]he ending establishes Old Lepa’s 
belief that he has achieved lines of trust and understanding with his son’ (1995, 280). However, even if we agree on 
Hoffman’s interpretation, we would have to take into consideration the idea that Lepa’s reconciliation still remains only his 
‘belief’ and is not a matter of fictional fact.  



 235

OLD LEPA (Wary): Who told you? 
NANCY: You did. I can see it written all over you – Ivan Lepa, the gangster!  
OLD LEPA: I’m not gonna speak! My lips are shut! You sit and wait until tomorrow .. but you don’t hear 

me say a thing! 
[…] 
OLD LEPA (To himself): Three years after Vladek died, I go to Vancouver, I’m walking by the post 

office, and there is a big meeting on the street. Unemployed men are demanding work. All my life I 
give money to the labour movement, but I don’t go to meetings. There’s no work, and a meeting don’t 
change that. But this time I stop to listen. I don’t see the police – nobody does. They attack me from 
behind where I’m standing – clubbing and pulling men away. Two of them knock me to the pavement. 
I’m big and strong in them days, so I jump to my feet and kick one bastard down and throw the other 
against the building so hard his hat falls off. Then I run as I can. Behind me, they’re chasing. ‘Get that 
big sonofabitch!’ I hear one of them shout. I’m in an alley when they jump me a second time. I fall 
down and they hold me by the pantlegs. I get to my hands and knees and kick to get free. But my 
suspenders rip and I’m out of my pants. Now they got me around the neck … . 
 

(At the table, OLD LEPA throws his hands in resignation and enters into an animated, mimed discussion 
of the incident with NANCY. She laughs and makes rapid additional notes to an affidavit she has already 
prepared. She silently reads excerpts from it. He cheerfully corrects it, gets another glass and pours her a 
brandy. They have become friends again, and OLD LEPA pushes back his cloth cap as he tells her of 
additional facts related to the incident. Country music continues in background.) (LtoMS 114-15) 

 
As the old man continues retelling the story of his encounter with the law, we learn that 

he was taken to the police station only in his underwear and shirt. The man was to be charged 

with ‘unlawful assembly and resisting arrest’ (LtoMS 115). In the end, however, he was 

accused of ‘indecent exposure’ (115), for which he was sentenced to seven-day imprisonment. 

‘But I never see jail,’ Old Lepa relates: 

[…] I am taken to the room where there are a lot of other men … some from the meeting, others drunks 
… thieves … maybe murderers – I don’t know. […] They divide us up after the morning court, and I get 
mixed up with someone else who is in the toilet and I walk out the door with the innocent ones and 
nobody calls me back or tries to stop me. (LtoMS 115-16) 

 
Accidentally, the man is set free. But he does not free himself from the memory of this 

incident and his resistance in retelling its story to Nancy proves that the man prefers the 

incident to be silenced even at the expense of his pension, the receiving of which could be 

effected by the man’s confirmation of his participation in the event. Thus, when Old Lepa 

says at the end of the play, ‘Stefan … a man wants to be remembered for the good things he 

made possible … not the stupid things, but the good things’ (LtoMS 117), there persists our 

bitter assumption that the old man will be remembered for what he tried to conceal or even 

forget. For even if Nancy has not described the whole event in ‘an affidavit she has already 

prepared’ (LtoMS 115), she has inscribed in it the date of the incident which will ensure that 

Lepa’s participation in the episode will not be forgotten. More than that, its circumstances, 

particularly the arrest of Lepa only partially clothed and the charge of ‘indecent exposure’ 

brought against him, will forever raise the possibility that the man will be remembered not for 

‘the good things’ but for ‘the stupid’ ones, which he wished so heartily to avoid.  
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We may say therefore that, ironically, it is the incident of ‘indecent exposure’ that has in 

fact brought the old man back into his public existence. This aspect becomes Ryga’s scathing 

comment on the Canadian judicial and social system in as much as it reveals its functioning as 

a mockery; the citizen may be arrested and accused of an act she/he has not even committed, 

while her/his identification may easily be mistaken by the system even when  her/his identity 

is unmistakeable. This underlines the main point of Ryga’s criticism included in the play, 

namely the author’s exposure of the fact that the citizen’s actual presence and existence in 

Canadian society may not be an evidence tangible enough to prove his identity.322 

That Ryga’s play in question becomes his study of the social circumstances governing 

his country brings us back to what is implied by the ‘narrator-performer’ in One More for the 

Road (1985), when he states that an individual’s personal success, her/his ‘triumph of the 

spirit [is] nothing’ (360). For what we see here is that Old Lepa might have regained his 

power over his identity, language and life, but the question that Ryga poses is whether such a 

triumph is enough in a society, like a Canadian one, to be heard and to be acknowledged so 

that ‘[t]here was [someone]. [Somebody] to tell the world […]’ (Ryga, One More for the 

Road 360) about it. 

The answer to this question is quite self-evident. Revealing the brutality of social 

existence to which Lepa is forced and the social indifference he must face, Ryga shows that 

Lepa’s achievement might only remain his personal and private triumph because, repeating 

the words of the ‘narrator-performer’ of Ryga’s One More for the Road, it ‘was not an organ 

transplant … or a car bombing … or even a conflict of interest in government scandal’ (360). 

Instead, it is only a success of ‘just one’ (Ryga, One More for the Road 360) old immigrant 

whose life, just like the life of Kiosk in Seven Hours to Sundown, ‘[has] been … such a job … 

[…] just holding up [his] goddamned head among the men!’ (267). Consequently, we may 

also ask whether this triumph is enough for Lepa himself; whether the old man can cherish his 

achievement in a society in which, as Ryga describes it in another play, ‘[n]obody cares about 

the dreams of old men’ (Seven Hours to Sundown 264) because in fact ‘[n]obody cares for 

anybody’ (264).   

The reason for this question to be posed is connected with a final scene of the play. 

Grekul points to both positive and negative aspects of Old Lepa’s life indicated by Ryga in 

the conclusion of his play. When she refers to the former, the critic underscores the fact that 

                                                 
322 When we consider the incident of Lepa’s ‘indecent exposure’ in this context, we see how a potential ‘exposure’ of the 
absent/silent/invisible is downplayed by society: the only time when Lepa ‘exposes’ his presence in his society, or whose 
presence is to be exposed, is in fact considered as ‘indecent.’ 
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the old man undergoes his major transformation; he changes from ‘the aging immigrant’ 

(2005, 87) devastated by the trials of his life to ‘an old man laughing’ (87), ‘chuckling’ (87) 

as he ‘[finds] humour in his hardships’ (87) and rejoices in his achievement of self-awareness. 

Yet there is one more aspect connected with the closing scene of the play which Grekul does 

not mention.  

Following Ryga’s final stage directions, we read that Lepa’s last words are to be 

overridden by the music, which ends the play together with the sound of his ‘sardonic 

laughter’ (LtoMS 117) in the background and ‘[continuing] into darkness’ (117). In the light 

of Grekul’s careful attention paid to the aspect of Old Lepa’s laughter,323 which indeed has its 

key importance to the analysis of the play, it is surprising that Lepa’s final act of laughing has 

not become of interest to the critic. And the old man’s laughter in the closing scene acquires 

its special significance when we take into consideration its nature, i.e. the fact that Lepa 

laughs sardonically.  

This particular manner of the old man’s laughter is crucial for the understanding of the 

conclusion of Ryga’s play, nevertheless it is not defining. For the way in which we may 

interpret its meaning remains ambivalent; depending how we approach it, we may see Old 

Lepa’s ‘sardonic laughter’ as his awareness of either his success or his defeat. If we accept the 

former interpretation, we may uncover the meaning of his laughter as Old Lepa’s being 

scornful about the system and the establishment he has opposed so ferociously all his life and 

which he has finally managed to overpower by taking control of his subjectivity, choosing his 

individual, oral way to articulate it.324    

On the other hand, if we accept the later interpretation, we may understand his ‘sardonic 

laughter’ as self-mockery. In such a case, Lepa, although caught in a space between the past 

and the present as well as reality and fantasy, may in fact realise subconsciously, or even quite 

consciously for that matter,325 that he has not achieved the actual reconciliation with his son. 

Additionally, he may sense that the story he tells about his life in the end will not be retold as 

there is no one to listen to it and thus his ‘cry [will forever remain] the cry of the spirit […] 

                                                 
323 Grekul even entitles her chapter about Ryga’s play in question, using very crucial words of the play, which in fact refer to 
the act of laughing, namely ‘“We laugh, but we are sad”: Oral History in George Ryga’s A Letter to My Son’ (cf. 2005, 77-
88).  
324 This interpretation clearly corresponds with Grekul’s (cf. 2005, 86-87). It also relates indirectly to Hoffman’s reading of 
the play, according to which Lepa achieves his reconciliation with Stefan (at least in Lepa’s understanding), but also his 
‘citizenship in his adopted country’ (1995, 280), which Hoffman sees as, ‘[p]art of Lepa’s triumph’ (280). 
325 We should quote here Innes whose remarks on the play correspond with the idea of Lepa’s complete self-awareness; ‘[h]is 
memories are not only relived involuntarily, but grappled with consciously in his attempts to communicate their significance 
to a generation whose vision of life is different […]’ (87-88; emphasis added). If Lepa’s endeavours are consciously 
performed by him, so is, we may conclude, his realisation about his probable defeat.  
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[that] no one hears […]’ (Ryga, One More for the Road 362).326 Thus, the country music 

closing the scene, which Grekul interprets as the harbinger of ‘the start of a new and brighter 

day for Lepa’ (2005, 86), may actually serve the opposite; to emphasise, by means of contrast, 

the irony of Old Lepa’s life, namely that the old man has found his language and regained his 

power when it is too late as he is soon to die.  

Whichever interpretation we decide upon, one aspect is certain: Old Lepa’s ‘sardonic 

laughter’ expresses more about him than his ‘finding humour in his hardships’ (Grekul 2005, 

87). The equivocal conclusion of the play exposes the complexity of settlers’ lives which, like 

Lepa’s, not uncommonly comprise of ‘manure,’ ‘chocolates’ and ‘bad teeth.’327 In this way, it 

simultaneously unveils the harsh reality of a Canadian rural society. We may say thus that no 

clear solution in Ryga’s A Letter to My Son does however function as the resolution for the 

author himself, and more precisely the resolution of his conflict as an artist.  

Caught in the web of post/colonial subject positions (cf. Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Other 

Plays 12), Ryga’s artistic way clarified in one direction, namely his focus on ‘the anti-colonial 

struggle’ (Hoffman, ‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 20).328 This became the fundamental 

element of his work as ‘a committedly Canadian writer’ (Balan 1982b, 51) whom he aimed to 

be recognised as, and who, as Balan confirms, he has become ‘because he has always fought 

for creation of an indigenous Canadian culture and has identified himself totally with this land 

and its peoples’ (51). But also, as we should add, because he did not flinch from exposing the 

complexity of the country’s colonial past.  

By giving Lepa a final chance of self-expression, Ryga proves his personal, unshakeable 

belief in the potential of the individual. However, by leaving unanswered so many questions 

concerning the social value of Lepa’s achievement, the author challenges any complacent and 

self-righteous discourses in Canadian society, shedding light on the fact that the 

circumstances and forces dominating in this society may be detrimental to the individual’s 

power and progress. What Ryga shows in A Letter to My Son is, as he explains in his essay on 

this play, ‘that life without dignity and compassion is only half a life’ (‘Essay’ 78).  

                                                 
326 Moreover, apart from being self-mocking, Lepa’s laughter may simultaneously expose itself as the old man’s way of self-
defence. To explain such a reading we should quote the lines of Romeo Kuchmir, a character of Ryga’s novel Night Desk, 
‘we laugh at death, by laughing at ourselves!’ (277). 
327 I refer here to a particular episode retold by Old Lepa in the play, which serves as a good illustration of the harshness and 
irony of settlers’ lives, ‘OLD LEPA [...]: [...] I’m cleaning the chicken coop ... pushing the wheelbarrow and putting manure 
in the garden. Stefan had sent me chocolates by mail the day before – why, I’ll never know. I still got my own teeth, but 
eating chocolates – even one small piece – makes them hurt now’ (LtoMS 74).   
328 It should be noted that the idea presented here that Ryga postpones any clear-cut answers and resolutions in his play is 
based on Hoffman’s conclusion which he makes in his introduction to Ryga’s prairie novels (cf. ‘Introduction’/Prairie 
Novels 20). The critic states there that Ryga’s ‘deferral of temporary solutions becomes, in these novels, a strategic political 
position in the anti-colonial struggle that so powerfully marks all of his subsequent work’ (20).  
 



 239

It is not surprising that Ryga devised Ivan Lepa to communicate this idea because this 

character, being an old immigrant and a farmer, represents those whom Ryga valued the most, 

i.e. the ordinary people of the land. And it is their ‘private and not-so-private thoughts’ (Ryga, 

‘Essay’ 79) that the writer recognised as a crucial space where ‘new metaphors emerge’ (79). 

Therefore, by choosing the ordinary people as his subject matter Ryga has found his metaphor 

for Canadian culture. As Hoffman observes with respect to Ryga’s prairie novels and what 

may equally be referred to A Letter to My Son as well as Ryga’s other plays: 

The harshness of Ryga’s prairie landscape derives from its resistance to an assumed domestication. His 
fragmented family homesteads delegitimise colonial possession as a natural right; the presumed bonds 
within families are disrupted and the project of prairie settlement remains, in these novels, an imagined 
one. Yet at the same time he offers the roughhewn energy for survival and self-determination, as a 
possible ground of origin for an authentic post-colonial culture. (‘Introduction’/Prairie Novels 19) 

 
Clearly, constructing their identities is never socially easy for Ryga’s characters and 

frequently, just like in Old Lepa’s case, their identification journeys become a life-long 

process that remains unfixed and unsettled as well as unsettling. But, following what is 

suggested above by Hoffman in his remark, in such ‘resistance,’ fragmentation, disruption, 

and projects that can only be ‘imagined,’ and which altogether constitute the social world of 

Ryga’s characters, there is a place for these identification journeys to be continued, and so for 

‘new metaphors’ (cf. Ryga above) for not only culture, but also social identities and realities.   

A Letter to My Son does not provide us with clear-cut answers, it does not present any 

full reconciliation. According to Grekul, such an ‘ambivalent conclusion of the play becomes 

[…] [in fact] a mirror to the author’s world’ (2005, 88). But ‘it [also] illustrates,’ in the 

critic’s view, ‘the extent to which Ryga was unable to imagine himself out of his social 

reality’ (88). The question that immediately comes to our mind in response to Grekul’s 

comment is whether Ryga aimed at such dissociation at all. Perhaps this was not his purpose; 

as the writer himself suggests, ‘we cannot disconnect ourselves from the reality of who we 

are’ (in Balan 1982a, 141). Therefore, if the play does not offer any reconciliation it might be 

seen as Ryga’s deliberate attempt at showing that perhaps no reconciliation is possible 

because such is reality. Nevertheless, revealing the dangers of social reality threatening the 

individual opens up prospects for social change: the dangers exposed might be avoided and so 

the reality might be changed.  

 The fact that A Letter to My Son does not include a one-dimensional scenario unveils 

one more aspect about Ryga as a writer. It becomes another proof for what Balan observes 

with respect to an episode depicted in Ryga’s novel Night Desk, and which might be related 

to the play in question, namely that it ‘shows a sensitivity that does not permit any superficial 
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or black-and-white conclusions’ (1982b, 50). It is precisely Ryga’s social sensitivity that 

allowed him to show, as Miller puts it, that ‘[s]ociety is inside of man and man is inside 

society, and [that] you cannot even create a truthfully drawn psychological entity on the stage 

until you understand his social relations and their power to make him what he is and to 

prevent him from being what he is not’ (online). Ryga managed to prove this in/by means of 

his work because he knew his Canadian reality and understood the social relations of the 

ordinary people and their identities only too well. 

 

5.4. The Green Library (1996) by Janice Kulyk Keefer 

Vera Lysenko’s novel engages in discourse on ethnicity by means of portraying the life of a 

woman born into the family of first generation Ukrainian immigrants who settled in Canada. 

However complex the nature of ethnic identity turns out to be for her protagonist, its presence 

is never questioned; although Lilli realises at some point of her literal and symbolical journey 

that her self-development becomes in fact ‘the long way she still [has] to travel’ (YB 277) and 

that this journey also entails further development of her ethnic identity, her awareness of this 

identity has always been a part of her life.  

The Green Library by Janice Kulyk Keefer puts a completely different perspective on 

the issue of ethnicity. The originality of this novel lies in the fact that contrary to Lysenko’s 

heroine, it ‘has for its protagonist a woman who, having grown up as a WASP Canadian, 

suddenly discovers that she is half-Ukrainian; consequently, her sense of self is multiply 

fractured along familial, ethnic, and even national lives’ (Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 84; emphasis 

added). Similarly to Lysenko’s heroine, Kulyk Keefer’s protagonist is set on a travel to learn 

about her identity/identities and this endeavour makes her cross the literal borders when 

travelling from Canada to Ukraine and back, as well as it makes her cross not only her own 

personal borders, but also those of the others, on both personal and more general, communal, 

levels.   

The use of the italicised words in the quotation above is of great importance here as it 

allows us to assume that the position on ethnicity adopted in the novel corresponds to the 

ideas shared by sociologists and optionalists in the discussion on the concept of ethnic 

identity, but also identity in general (cf. Chapter 2.1. and 2.3.). In accordance with their 

stances, the words appear to indicate that identity is a multiple, fragmented and mutable 

construct assigned to an individual, as a result of which ethnic identity becomes a variable and 

‘optionally cultivated’ (Gleason 469) entity which can be discovered or even continuously re-

discovered. Whether such a stance is fully incorporated in the work by Janice Kulyk Keefer 
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becomes the question to be answered in this chapter as its purpose is to analyse the concept of 

ethnic identity, its nature and the issues connected with it in the context of their presentation 

in The Green Library.  

 

5.4.1. Breaking Silence: Stories and ‘Language’ as the Markers of Ethnic Identity  

Referring to Kulyk Keefer’s words (as quoted above), Grekul states that, with the exception 

of the fact that the writer did not discover her ethnic identity because ‘[u]nlike Eva Chown, 

the central character in The Green Library, […] Kulyk Keefer grew up knowing that she was, 

and is, Ukrainian’ (2005, 129), the author ‘could be describing herself’ (129). Having read 

Kulyk Keefer’s autobiographical work Honey and Ashes: a Story of Family, it is difficult not 

to agree with this idea. In fact, the writer herself points to such an affinity in her essay 

‘“Coming Across Bones”: Historiographic Ethnofiction,’ which Grekul also uses to sustain 

her observation,  while explaining the development of her sense of belonging:  

It is only now that I feel it possible to approach my imaginative home ground, however obliquely, through 
a novel whose protagonist is only half-Ukrainian, and who discovers her ethnicity and all its ramifications 
at the age that I am now. (88-89) 
 
The very first words of Kulyk Keefer’s statement need to be emphasised here because 

they reveal the difficulties in the writer’s experience of her ethnic identity. As already 

indicated, the author has always dealt with her divided self, wandering in-between different 

worlds and thus lacking a strong sense of her belonging (cf. Chapter 2.3.1. and 4.2.). Kulyk 

Keefer admits, ‘[a]lthough I grew up in a premulticultural Canada, I was always aware that I 

was a split subject with multiple selves, always crossing borders between languages, cultures, 

histories’ (1996a, 86). What generally could be seen as clear and unproblematic, for Kulyk 

Keefer could only be indefinite; her language, handwriting and even name, all marked by 

being ‘fissured’ (1996a, 86) and ‘doubled’ (86), all becoming ‘the […] inscription of [her] 

split identity’ (86) and her feeling of confusion about ‘where or when or even who [she] was’ 

(1998a, 14). And it is precisely such lack of adequate understanding of her ‘self’ that becomes 

the main point of connection between the author and her protagonist in The Green Library.  

Her name: Eva Chown; age: forty three; family status: a Canadian-born daughter of 

Holly and Garth Chown, a mother of eleven-year-old Ben, and a partner of a Jewish-

Canadian, Dan; occupation: a worker at a day-care centre in Toronto; characteristic traits: ‘the 

moles and freckles’ (The Green Library 87), ‘the […] fish-shaped scar’ (87) on her neck; 

additionally, unusual character traits: ‘[t]aking precautions’ (10), ‘the most selfless person’ 

(14), ‘never cries, never swears – the best person in the world’ (15). Clearly, identification is 
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the last issue in Eva’s life that could be deemed ‘problematic.’ Such a status quo has its 

expiry date for Eva and it comes together with a casual ‘bare white envelope’ (GL 11) 

containing ‘nothing more alarming than a photograph […] of a boy straining in the embrace 

of a woman who looks to be about Eva’s age’ (19).  

But it is not the similarity of age between the women that deprives the picture of its 

ostensible ordinariness. It is the idea that the boy in the photograph does not only ‘[look] a bit 

like Ben’ (GL 21) but ‘[e]xactly like Ben’ (21), ‘wearing the same puzzled frown on his face’ 

(19). The mystery that stands behind this photo and the circumstances of its delivery upset the 

predictability of Eva’s life. Surely, it is not something that she would expect and hence she 

refuses to consider it a mere ‘fluke, a coincidence [that] […] happens all the time’ (GL 21). 

Utterly baffled by receiving it, Eva is nonetheless sure that it was sent purposefully to her by, 

as she believes, ‘someone who needs to ask me something. […] it’s a message, and I’ve got to 

give some kind of answer. But I don’t know how to read it, I don’t know what to say’ (21).  

The possible solution to this mystery, or at least a partial explanation for the 

resemblance between Eva’s son and the boy in the photo, comes to her as unexpectedly as the 

picture itself. Eva asks Dan for help and it is during their conversation about the photograph 

that Dan comes up with a spontaneous idea which, as it turns out later on, becomes more than 

probable. He states, ‘if it isn’t coincidence, accident […] then it has to be […] family 

resemblance’ (GL 22), thus, ‘the kid in that photo looks so much like Ben because he’s Ben’s 

– what? […] his grandfather?’ (22).  

This suggestion seems irrational to Eva because she cannot consider anyone else, except 

Garth, to be Ben’s grandfather and thus her father. Hence, the thought perplexes her and, 

moreover, it shakes the stability of her life. No longer does she ‘know […] what she wants, or 

what she should do’ (GL 23), but also who she is. ‘Because of what’s been given to her, 

thrown her way out of malice or kindness or brute curiosity’ (GL 23), Eva’s understanding of 

her own ‘self’ is undermined to such an extent that she in fact starts to consider her identity as 

doubled, consisting of ‘her old self’ (25), i.e. ‘Eva Chown: daughter of Holly and Garth 

Chown’ (34) and the new one, ‘Eva X: mother an amnesiac, father unknown’ (34), about 

which she knows nothing except that it makes her feel as ‘[s]he has never felt’ (36) before; ‘so 

helpless, and so exposed’ (36).  

Eva is thrown into total confusion when Dan’s assumption turns into a fact; she learns 

from an old acquaintance of her parents, Phonsine Kingfisher, that her mother had a lover and 

it is this man, and not Garth, who is Eva’s biological father. At this point, it is not only her 

own identity, but also the identity of her biological father that Eva is unaware of. What she 



 243

knows about him is limited only to Phonsine’s derogatory remark that he was ‘[o]ne of the 

bohunks from the lumber camp’ (GL 48), one of the ‘Dee-Pees […] [b]rought in all the way 

from Germany, on boats, just like cattle’ (49). Having researched the history of ‘Displaced 

Persons: the people she grew up calling, when she thought of them at all, Dee-Pees’ (GL 75), 

Eva learns that the word ‘bohunk’ used by Phonsine is ‘a pejorative term for Ukrainian’ (77) 

and despite the fact that ‘[t]here is no proof, no evidence, […] she knows her mother’s lover 

was Ukrainian’ (77).  

Her belief in the man’s Ukrainian identity is reaffirmed to her by another person, this 

time not an utter stranger but a woman from her past, Olya Moroz. Mrs. Moroz, also a 

Ukrainian and a Displaced Person, was a cleaning lady at the Chown’s when Eva was a 

teenager, and it is with Mrs. Moroz’s two children, Oksanna and Alex, that Eva learned the 

true meaning of two extreme emotions, ‘[h]ate, love’ (GL 61), respectively. No longer as Mrs. 

Moroz, a cleaning lady, but as Olya Pavlenko, a researcher at the Department of Slavic 

Studies, the woman helps Eva to identify the two people in the photo: the man’s name is Ivan 

Kotelko, and the woman’s, Lesia Levkovych, who was Ivan’s mother, but also a great 

Ukrainian poet.329  

Despite this knowledge, Eva is incapable of admitting the possibility that she might be 

‘half Ukrainian’ (GL 113). In fact, it is still impossible for her to assign any meaning to her 

new divided self, but also ‘to that man Ivan Kotelko, or his country’ (GL 113). Eva’s inability 

to define her own identity, but also ‘to define and locate connections’ (Kroetsch, ‘Silence’ 88) 

to those she has always known and those about whose existence she has just learned, is 

important not only in terms of a character’s psychological development, but also in terms of 

the narrative structure.  

In his essay ‘The Grammar of Silence,’ Robert Kroetsch reflects upon the possibility to 

trace ‘a characteristic narrative of the ethnic experience’ (84), or as he re-phrases it, ‘the 

grammar’ (84) of such a narrative. Supporting his arguments by providing the literary 

illustrations from Frederick Philip Grove’s Settlers of the Marsh and In Search of Myself, 

Kroetsch comes to a conclusion that ‘the basic tension’ (88) in the narrative ‘of ethnic 

experience’ (87) is the lack of interplay ‘between signifier and signified’ (88). As the critic 

explains, Grove’s characters thrust into the new circumstances of their immigrant experience 

can no longer ‘attach the right’ (88) meaning to specific words, for example, they ‘cannot 

                                                 
329 The photo that Eva gets is in fact cut. Mrs. Moroz identifies also a person from the missing part. It is Pavlo Bozhyk, an 
artist, but also Lesia’s lover, who, as readers learn, committed a suicide while the couple sheltered themselves and Ivan from 
Stalin’s purges at Soloveyko, ‘an artists’ colony not far from Kiev’ (GL 98), the place where the photo was taken.  
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locate the “I” […]’ (88). Kroetsch dwells upon this point stating that, ‘[i]n the Europe of their 

past – as Grove’s characters remember it – it was possible to define and locate connections. In 

the abrupt change to this new world, a chasm opens’ (88). Unable to bridge this gap, ‘the 

characters are caught between two worlds – caught […] in silence’ (88). And it is this 

‘[g]rammar of [s]ilence’ (84) that Kroetsch purports to be ‘a characteristic narrative of the 

ethnic experience’ (84). 

Undeniably, Eva’s position differs from the one in which Grove’s characters find 

themselves; she is not an immigrant. But it is the experience of her newly discovered ethnicity 

and its consequences that allow for drawing an analogy between the characters. Thus, it is 

also in Eva’s case that ‘[a] gap opens between word and object’ (Kroetsch, ‘Silence’ 88); she 

cannot specify her ‘I,’ but also signifiers like ‘my father’ (GL 35) although, as she affirms, 

‘that title belongs to Garth, will always be his’ (35); ‘mother,’ the word that has always been 

so empty to her, but still ‘tears the lids off her eyes’ (105);  ‘family’ which now becomes to 

her only a ‘fiction [that Garth] […] tried so hard to hold together’ (33); and ‘home’ which 

suddenly doubles tearing Eva between Canada, the place where ‘she was born […], raised’ 

(113), and Ukraine, her unknown, ancestral land. 

According to Kroetsch, ‘[a] principal way to establish and re-establish narrative 

coherence in the face of the gap between signifier and signified is through a re-telling of 

stories’ (‘Silence’ 89). Undoubtedly, stories are the key factor in Kulyk Keefer’s novel and its 

whole structure that is formed by their amalgamation. Consequently, what we learn about the 

main character already at the outset of the novel is that Eva’s world is full of stories; it is in 

them that she finds ‘comfort’ (GL 15) and it is through them that she comforts others. But it is 

the real stories, ‘her own stories’ (GL 10) and not ‘those she finds in books’ (10) that she 

considers so much more enchanting.  

On receiving the photo, the key that opens the vault of stories of ‘Ivan, Lesia […] [a]nd 

everyone else who’s come crowding in beside them: Holly, Ben, Oksanna, Olya, Alex. And 

herself’ (GL 102), ‘[e]verything’s become so tangled, so confused’ (102) to Eva. Despite the 

fact that she has nothing else but different stories of so many people, Eva knows ‘by instinct’ 

(GL 102) that it is only through these stories that she may find the man from the photograph, 

‘find out what he wants from her’ (102). It is only through ‘a re-telling of stories’ (Kroetsch, 

‘Silence’ 89) that she already heard, but also through listening to the new stories of others that 

Eva may bring back a balance into her life. 

Kroetsch’s idea about story-telling may be considered a way of restoring not only a 

‘narrative coherence’ (‘Silence’ 89), but also a coherence in a life experience. Janice Kulyk 
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Keefer admits that at one point in her life she ‘distanced [herself] from, even repudiated [her] 

ethnicity’ (1996a, 88).330 However, there was one factor, ‘the most important if invisible 

component of that ethnicity […] something [she] could never or wanted to shake off’ (1996a, 

88) that simultaneously did not allow her for complete estrangement. ‘It was, simply,’ the 

writer confesses, ‘the component of story, narrative my grandmother, mother and aunt would 

tell me all through my childhood and adolescence about growing up in a world so utterly 

different from my Canadian one’ (1996a, 88). These stories ‘obsessed’ (1998a, 4) the author 

to such an extent that she finally has ‘come to hear the river of the past, [her] family’s and 

[her] own’ (4), re-establishing in this way the link with her ethnicity.    

By writing down the stories of her family, Kulyk Keefer has paid tribute to ‘the dead, 

whose lives would otherwise become invisible as air’ (4), but it has also become her way of 

coming to terms with the fact that ‘love is one of the debts we can never repay’ (16) and 

which she felt she owed so much to her grandparents (cf. 1998a, 16). Thus, writing stories is 

also to be seen as her ‘act of exorcism’ (1998a, 16), or as Kroetsch would call it, ‘an attempt 

at healing by the rewriting of myths’ (‘Silence’ 89). And it is the myths that Kulyk Keefer has 

followed, ‘private images, family myths’ (1998a, 5), but these have been confronted by her 

with ‘the vortex of context – a public world full of other people and events’ (5). Because it is 

only the combination of the two, ‘familial stories’ (89) and ‘a collective history’ (89), that is 

to form, in Kulyk Keefer’s view, the core of ethnicity (cf. 1996a, 94). Consequently, when 

referring to The Green Library the author states: 

[…] my heroine’s experience of her newly discovered ethnicity has nothing to do with religious rituals, 
social customs, cultural traditions, national costume, and cuisine – those standard markers of ethnicity. 
[…] Rather it has to do with history in a twofold sense: personal and public, private and collective. 
(1996a, 84) 
 
Throughout the novel, Eva learns not only the two images of history, but also the pain 

that the knowledge about them may bring. The first wave of painful information comes when 

Olya relates to Eva the tragic life of Eva’s grandmother, Lesia Levkovych, whose fate merges 

with the atrocities of history. Being one of the Ukrainian artists and intellectuals, Lesia like 

‘they all died before their time, during the Terror or in the war that followed’ (GL 99). It is in 

the context of her grandmother’s life that Eva learns about Ukrainian history of the day; Olya 

refers to the ten-year interwar period of Ukrainian independence, when Ukrainians could for 

the first time ‘[build] something that had never been allowed before. Their own culture, in 

                                                 
330 Due to ‘the claustrophobia and painfully split subjectivity induced by my experience of ethnicity,’ the writer elucidates in 
her essay, ‘I had decided to remove myself as far as possible from’ (1996a, 87) it. Thus, soon after moving out from her 
parents and marrying ‘an Anglik, […] Englishman’ (1996a, 88), she went to England, where she undertook her studies in the 
field of English literature, and ‘even developed an English accent’ (88), all to ‘[become] an arch-Anglophile’ (88) so that she 
could ‘[leave] [her] ethnicity behind’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 199). 
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their own language’ (GL 100). Independence that was brutally squashed by Stalin. When all 

traces of a re-built Ukrainian culture were ‘wiped out’ (GL 100) by the Soviets, the time came 

for the people to be exterminated because ‘[t]o be Ukrainian was to be anti-Bolshevik, to use 

[the Ukrainian] language was to commit counter-revolution’ (101). Massive purges started, as 

Olya relates, ‘just when everyone thought things had got as bad as they possibly could’ (GL 

101). As if this terror was not enough, another began, but this time it wore a Nazi uniform. 

And it is also at this point that the private story meets the public history for Eva. Olya 

provides Eva with an article from The Literary History of Ukraine in which Lesia is 

mentioned ‘[a]mong those executed in 1941 for political activities deemed subversive by the 

Nazi occupiers of Kiev’ (GL 120). Olya’s note written on the article is even more specific, 

‘[Lesia] was taken to Babi Yar and shot, her body thrown in the ravine’ (GL 120).  

To Eva, however, the experience of history becomes even more traumatic when she 

learns that ‘a history cuts both ways, showing Ukrainians as both oppressed and oppressors’ 

(Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 99). Kulyk Keefer’s contention that one needs to face both portrayals is 

stressed by the author in the novel when presenting Eva’s confrontation with her Jewish-

Canadian partner, Dan, to whom ‘[i]t’s not just Easter eggs and perogies, being Ukrainian. It 

also happens to be things like pogroms’ (GL 112) (cf. also Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 99). Raging 

on, Dan states: 

Your national hero, Khmelnitsky – […] one of the great pogrom-makers of all time […]. Khmelnitsky and 
his cossacks. […] We have the little matter of Babi Yar, and all those jolly Ukrainian guards at the death 
camps, some of whom are alive and well and living in friendly, all-Canadian towns […]. (GL 112-13) 
 
In the case of Eva, who ‘[doesn’t] even know who [Khmelnitsky] is’ (GL 112), 

traumatic means also disorientating because having lived in her ‘peaceful’ world of 

unawareness, she is suddenly thrust into the unknown world opulent with historical atrocities, 

the world to which she is said to belong. Hence, Eva’s conversation with Dan and her 

dawning realisation that she has not been told everything by Olya confuses her completely. 

The pain of what she learns from her partner throws her into a state of physical and emotional 

disarray: 

The little matter of Babi Yar, Ukrainian guards at the death camps. If he looked at her now, he would see 
her shaking her head, a gesture she isn’t aware she is making. Saying no to these things Olya has never 
talked about; no to whatever it was that Ivan Kotelko may have done in that war he was supposed to have 
vanished in. How can all that be a part of who she is? (GL 113) 
 

Painful as it is, this experience is also only initial in Eva’s entire journey into the world of her 

ancestors. ‘A world too complex, its energies too violent, to be contained in the contours of an 

Easter egg’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 157). 
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Convinced by Olya to ‘[g]o to Kiev, to [her] grandmother’s grave [to] [g]ive her back 

her name, her past; honour her’ (GL 103), Eva travels to Ukraine. Reaching her destination, 

she meets Alex, Olya’s son who was forced to leave Canada as a teenager and was taken by 

his father back to Ukraine. Alex’s Canadian experience and Eva’s newly discovered 

Ukrainian identity, put them in, what Kulyk Keefer calls, ‘the paradoxical situation of being 

both strangers and intimates’ (‘Introduction’ xiv). The equivocal relation between them only 

strengthens when the mutual affection from their youth comes back to them and they finally 

unite in a torrid love affair. It strengthens because it is through the developed intimacy that the 

differences existing between Eva and Alex are felt by them more intensely. It may be the 

language of shared emotions and ‘the language of desire’ (GL 109) that connects them, but 

the language of their different life experiences is inescapably stronger; as Alex writes to Eva, 

‘ [w]e don’t speak the same language, the same history’ (GL 263).  

That is why Eva feels in Ukraine as if she was ‘transported to another planet’ (GL 155). 

It is not only Ukrainian tradition, customs, and language that are strange to her, but also the 

experience of daily life that makes her ‘so disoriented’ (GL 159). Faced with the poverty and 

hardships of Ukrainian people, Eva is embarrassed about her Canadian affluence, the feeling 

which in fact evolves into her sense of guilt that she feels ‘just for wanting to be comfortable’ 

(GL 205). Nonetheless, she tries to learn more about Ukraine which she believes would also 

allow her to understand Alex, ‘what brought him back, [and] what keeps him here’ (GL 

181).331 

Unexpectedly, Eva is also given the possibility to learn the truth about Ivan. It is 

revealed to her by Ivan’s friend from his childhood, Mykola Savchuk, who is now, by chance, 

Alex’s neighbour. Eva listens to the old man’s story which unravels the intricacies of Ivan’s 

life. She learns that Ivan joined, first, the nationalist guerilla organisation of Stepan Bandera 

who fought ‘whoever stood in the way of a free Ukraine’ (GL 194), and later, ‘the German 

army on Bandera’s urging’ (195). Eva learns the truth about her biological father, but not the 

whole truth. Mykola conceals from Eva that it was Ivan ‘who turned over his own mother, 

Eva’s grandmother, to the Nazis, ensuring her death at Babi Yar’ (Grekul 2005, 138), but he 

also lies about Ivan’s death during the war, although he is fully aware of Ivan being alive and 

living in Canada.  

When analysing Eva’s meeting with the old man, Grekul pays attention to the fact that 

the scene ‘provides important insight into the narrative structure of the text’ (2005, 138) as it 

                                                 
331 Not until the end of her stay with Alex, does Eva learn about his family life: his broken marriage with Galina and their 
daughter’s cancer which she contracted after the explosion in Chernobyl.    
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clarifies that it is Savchuk who functions as ‘the unknown scribe’ (138), the author of stories 

which are interwoven into the novel but distinguished as the ‘italicised portions of text, 

narrated in the first person’ (138). Additionally, Grekul purports that the scene is significant 

for the development of the plot, being its ‘turning point’ (138). Grekul’s observations are 

undeniably accurate. However, the scene in question engages in discourse on at least two 

more important issues.  

Firstly, the scene may be considered the analysis of the concept of truth with relation to 

a story. Savchuk is introduced in the novel as ‘the one person in the whole city who can tell 

[Eva] what she needs to know about that stranger, her father’ (GL 192; emphasis added). 

Hence, he functions here as the commissioner of the truth who is to tell the only and real 

story. This is undermined when we learn that Savchuk in fact manipulates the truth by 

omitting its certain aspects or even lying to Eva. It leads us therefore to address a question 

whether it is possible to speak about such a concept as the one and true story. In fact, the idea 

is challenged not only in this scene, but throughout the novel.  

In Honey and Ashes, Kulyk Keefer states that ‘[p]erhaps there’s no such thing as a true 

story, just the echoes between different versions, and the desire to know, that keeps us 

speaking, and listening, at all’ (62). And this is exactly what the protagonist of The Green 

Library is faced with; she has nothing ‘just the echoes between different versions,’ or as it is 

stated in the novel ‘a twisting together of stories’ (GL 102) about Ivan, but it is her ‘desire to 

know’ that makes her continue building a story out of bits and pieces, ‘making the story she 

wants to believe’ (GL 102). 

The fact that Eva is constructing the story for herself and by herself shows the 

intervention of her personal believes and desires into the truth. This brings her character close 

to the figure of Savchuk. The old man ‘has the whole past to chronicle’ (GL 201) but despite 

being a scribe who is to present history, he is not objective. Grekul states: 

[…] Savchuk chooses not to tell Eva about her father’s complicity in Lesia Levkovych’s murder. He also 
chooses not to write about Kotelko’s act of betrayal. Although Savchuk knows that his friend moved to 
Canada after the war, he insists to Eva that Kotelko died in the war. (2005, 138; emphasis added except 
for ‘write’) 
 

The italicised words in Grekul’s statement underline the fact that Savchuk enforces his vision 

of facts into his representation of history, which he does for Lesia’s sake because, as he 

admits, ‘it’s [her] story that he’s at pains to tell – Lesia’s and the story she has chosen for her 

son, in order to protect him’ (GL 201). Therefore, it is primarily through this character that 

Kulyk Keefer challenges not only the idea of the absolute and ultimate truth, but also the 

concept of the history, showing that, as Linda Hutcheon puts it so accurately, ‘[k]nowing the 
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past becomes a question of representing, that is, of constructing and interpreting, not of 

objective recording’ (1993, 74).332 

The aspects discussed above lead us to the second issue that may be pointed out when 

analysing the scene in question, namely the idea that suggests one’s language to be the marker 

of one’s identity. It is stated in the novel that ‘[y]ou are what you speak’ (GL 263), however, 

referring this statement to Savchuk and his story, we should add that you are what you choose 

to speak or choose not to speak, which indicates that it is not only the national language or the 

mother tongue, but one’s choice between speech and silence about certain aspects that defines 

who one is.  

Savchuk commits himself to ‘keeping secrets’ (GL 201), however, when Eva shows to 

him the photograph of Ben, ‘the shock of […] resemblance’ (201) between this boy and his 

childhood friend, Ivan, ‘[takes] [him] off guard’ (201) and the old man lets himself speak out. 

Nonetheless, he does not forget himself completely. At the decisive point of his story, 

Savchuk decides on ‘Necessary Lies,’333 knowing that the truth about Ivan may be too painful 

to Eva, but also too dangerous for those he tries to protect. Thus, he persists in his conviction 

that ‘[i]t is better for Ivan to be dead in the war [because] [d]ead men court no dangers’ (201). 

Whether Savchuk’s stance, which requires lingering in the world of the silenced past, 

permitting only some aspects of it to be unveiled, is the right one to adopt, becomes the 

question that the novel challenges through its main character who keeps on searching for the 

answers about her father. In this way, as Grekul puts it, ‘Eva necessarily questions Savchuk’s 

story’ (2005, 131) because she already realises that ‘[n]o story tells the whole truth, and no 

                                                 
332 This idea is also transmitted to the novel through the appearance of a photograph. Writing about postmodern fiction, 
Hutcheon claims that ‘[i]llustrations, especially photographs, function in much the same manner as other paratexts in relation 
to the apparatus of novelistic realism’ (1993, 91). What we observe in The Green Library is the fact that in ‘[t]he novel’s 
collage-like structure’ (Grekul 2005, 131) built out of stories, the photo itself becomes a story, or rather it functions as a text, 
‘a message’ (GL 21) sent to Eva which she ‘[doesn’t] know how to read’ (21). The only thing that the protagonist is certain 
about the photo is that it represents the past. How Eva will finally read this past, before she learns about it from Olya, 
depends on her interpretation of the photo. That there are many alternatives of interpreting it, is shown in the scene when Dan 
implies different options to Eva. Moreover, it is also the photo itself and the way it represents the past that conveys the above 
mentioned idea. As Hutcheon puts it, ‘[a]ll photographs are by definition representation of the past’ (91), however, due to the 
fact that they show that ‘the thing has been there’ (Barthes in Hutcheon 1993, 91) but it may no longer be so, they ‘mark only 
the absence of the recorded’ (91). Thus, as Hutcheon continues, they ‘do record yet in a very real sense […] also falsify the 
real they represent’ (1993, 91), which brings the critic to the conclusion that ‘[l]ike writing, photography is as much 
transformation as recording’ (91). Undeniably, we may refer Hutcheon’s remarks to the function of the photo in The Green 
Library. The photo represents here the past occurrence that is no longer valid and the people who no longer exist either 
physically, like Lesia, or emotionally, like Ivan. But the idea about a photo being ‘as much transformation as recording’ 
(Hutcheon 1993, 91) is intensified in the novel by presenting the photograph whose part has been cut off. This is an 
additional transformation of the photo’s content. The questions Eva asks herself about the person and her/his reason to cut the 
photo is to be never unravelled to her, just like certain aspects of Savchuk’s story, both instances corresponding with 
Hutcheon’s argument that ‘representation is always alternation, be it in language or images’ (1993, 91). 
333 The words are capitalised here as they are to allude to Eva Stachniak’s novel Necessary Lies, in which the question of 
one’s choice between truth, silence or lies, both on personal and national level, is central in the work, whose protagonist finds 
herself and her life entangled in the web of ‘Lebenslüge. […] A lie you live with for so long that it transforms your life’ 
(Stachniak 258). 
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story’s nothing but lies’ (GL 197). Eva continues asking and listening to other stories, also 

despite the torment she suffers when faced with such questions as ‘what did he do in the war, 

this long-lost daddy of yours?’ (GL 113). Painful as they are, the questions of this kind entail 

confronting the entanglement of private and public history, which is the only possible way for 

Eva to learn about her ethnic identity.  

 

5.4.2. The Memory of the Past 

Unlike Savchuk, Eva chooses speech despite the fact that her unearthing of the past may 

result in ‘coming across bones’ (Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 101). This is the risk she has to 

undertake because, as Kulyk Keefer declares, one simply ‘cannot not know’ (1996a, 101). But 

the language one decides to speak about the painful truth of the past is not the only choice one 

has to make. In view of the past already unravelled, another question arises, namely ‘what 

[…] will [one] make of those bones’ (Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 101) found? Because, it is also the 

way one deals with the past and how one cherishes the memory of it that matters. To decide 

upon this issue is to decide upon one’s belonging and it is another choice that Eva has to face. 

Eva’s house contains ‘the half-finished attic [she] calls her study’ (GL 17). It is 

described as an ‘austere’ (GL 17) place that ‘runs the length of the house’ (17). There is 

nothing extraordinary about the room except for the fact that Eva considers it ‘the one part of 

the house which is hers alone’ (GL 17). But there is another aspect that calls for paying 

attention to this room; the attic becomes Eva’s depository in which she locks up the items 

connected with her past.  

We learn that the room is decorated with ‘the crayon scribbles, fingerpaintings, sketches 

Ben has done over the years’ (GL 23), it also contains ‘two bean bag chairs […] these battered 

remnants of Eva’s hippie days in Nova Scotia’ (17) and ‘an old-fashioned rolltop desk’ (17) 

that once belonged to Eva’s father and which now accommodates the family albums which 

Eva placed there, ‘only out of loyalty to Garth’ (33). All of the objects belong to her past life, 

the life before she learned about her Ukrainian descent. But at the moment of the discovery of 

her ethnic identity, the attic will also become the store for Eva’s ancestral past. Consequently, 

it is in this room that the photograph of Lesia and Ivan, sealed in a never read library book, 

together with ‘the read-flecked leaf’ (GL 225) and ‘clay figures’ (230) she will bring from 

Ukraine, will find their place. Clearly, it is not only the physical items of the past that Eva 

locks in her attic; it is mostly her memory that she tries to blot out. 

‘Everything, I suppose, turns to dust eventually. A man’s memories end up in some attic 

[…]. […] his face is lost in fading photographs […]’ (Kogawa 30). Taking into account what 
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has been stated above about Eva, it could be assumed that these words belong to the 

protagonist of The Green Library, but they do not. The quotation is taken from Joy Kogawa’s 

Obasan, a novel which, like Kulyk Keefer’s work, calls for breaking the silence and the need 

to confront the painful history, both personal and public. The cited words are stated in the 

book by its main character, Naomi, a Japanese-Canadian woman, who, like Eva, tries to come 

to terms with her ethnic identity. The circumstances of making her statement are not without 

their importance as they become another point of correspondence between the two novels; 

they are Naomi’s reflections after she has helped her aunt, Obasan, to search the attic, coming 

across the items belonging to the dead members of their family. Reflecting upon this scene, 

Arnold Davidson terms Naomi’s words ‘the rule of the attic’ (35) and develops the metaphor 

of the attic into the symbol of memory by relating it to all characters of the novel and their 

way of dealing with the past (cf. Davidson 36). This brings the critic to come up with what he 

calls, ‘“attic philosophy” of the past’ (36) and to enumerate its four possibilities which may 

also be referred to the characters of The Green Library and their approach to the past.  

One of the possibilities presented by Davidson concerns one’s attitude which treats the 

‘literal and metaphoric attic’ (35) ‘as a convenient junk room where anything not presently 

useful can be consigned, out of sight and hopefully out of mind’ (36). This approach may be 

compared to the one initially adopted by Eva. As indicated, she attempts to store all her past 

in her attic. It is a safe place where she may put, metaphorically speaking, her memories away 

but which she may refresh any time she wants by simply entering the room. When the burden 

of the past turns out to be too heavy for her, she simply locks the items which revive this 

memory, like her family albums, ‘in the bottom drawer of the rolltop desk’ (GL 33), in this 

way, ‘sending them into another form of exile’ (33).  

The Green Library, just like Obasan, presents other possible alternatives of dealing with 

the past. By introducing the figure of Savchuk, who closes himself in the silence of his 

knowledge about the past, the novel shows that ‘[o]ne can shut oneself up in’ (Davidson 36) 

this ‘literal and metaphoric attic’ (35). Additionally, it suggests such possibilities as either ‘to 

flee it completely’ (Davidson 36) or to ‘view it as a repository that allows and requires 

ordering, sorting’ (36), the options illustrated in The Green Library by means of Oksanna and 

Olya, respectively; the former ‘[cutting] her memory short, like her hair’ (GL 33),334 while the 

                                                 
334 It should be explained here that Oksanna, traumatised by her childhood and youthful experiences of being left first by her 
father and brother, and then by Ivan, who was her lover, but also of being bullied at school for her ethnicity, cuts herself off 
from her Ukrainian heritage in her grown-up life. In order to ‘[have] nothing to do with anything Ukrainian’ (GL 116), 
Oksanna changes her Ukrainian name to its English equivalent, from Oksana Moroz to Susan Frost, and ‘[refuses] to speak 
the [Ukrainian] language’ (116). Even her apartment, unlike her mother’s, lacks all items that would point to her Ukrainian 
background. As Olya confesses to Eva, ‘my books, my kilim and embroidered cushions, […]. They will all die with me; I 



 252

latter always ready ‘to sing the most haunting song […] “ Vichnaia pamiat” [...] “in 

everlasting memory”’ (103). 

Eva’s approach gradually changes with the next stages of her journey of her ethnicity. 

When meeting the aforementioned people, she is confronted with their ways of dealing with 

the past, but it is Olya’s stance that influences Eva to the greatest extent. At the outset of a 

very emotional scene that presents Olya singing the song of memory, “Vichnaia pamiat” (GL 

103), the woman states the unforgettable words about Ukrainians, ‘[w]e are a people who 

remember, Eva, even when there is nothing to remember but defeat and death. That is the only 

way we have kept ourselves alive – by remembering’ (102).  

The statement is so striking to Eva that the sound of it will reverberate in her head; when 

Dan mentions to her ‘[t]he little matter of Babi Yar, [and] Ukrainian guards at the death 

camps’ (GL 113), it is Olya’s words that Eva ‘keeps hearing […] through his’ (113). Powerful 

as these words are, they are additionally, at that very stage of Eva’s development of her ethnic 

identity, quite confusing to Eva. It is only when she visits Babi Yar that she is finally capable 

of assigning a meaning to them because it is at this place that she feels truly connected with 

her ancestral past for the first time. Standing at the site where her grandmother was killed, she 

feels that ‘the bones piled under her […] belong to her’ (GL 186) and the intensity of this 

feeling increases to such an extent that she finally realises, ‘it tugging at her now: that line 

between herself and the woman she calls at last, with no awkwardness or forcing, her 

grandmother’ (186). 

Writing about her personal experience, Janice Kulyk Keefer confesses that the 

Ukrainian-Polish war, which took place from 1918 to 1919, constitutes ‘for [her], one of those 

crucial places where private and public history, family memory and public record, intersect’ 

(1998a, 174).335 For Kulyk Keefer’s protagonist, it is Babi Yar that becomes such a place. As 

it is at this site that Eva’s grandmother was murdered together with, ‘[s]eventy thousand Jews 

[…]. The poor Jews from Podol, the ones who couldn’t leave the city when the government 

cleared out. Men and women; the very old; small children. And after them, some hundred 

thousand other “enemies of the people”’ (GL 185).  

What intensifies Eva’s trauma of visiting the place where her familial tragedy 

interweaves with the public one is her confrontation of the fact that ‘many Ukrainians 

                                                                                                                                                         
have no one to pass them on to. Not just the things, but my love for them’ (GL 116). Oksanna has no place either for this 
feeling or even the memory of it. She takes care of her mother but forbids her to contact Alex, closing Olya, as she herself 
admits, in ‘[a] very comfortable coffin’ (GL 116).   
335 It should be explained here that Kulyk Keefer’s grandfather was half-Ukrainian and half-Polish, but he ‘[identified] with 
the cause of his mother’s people [Ukrainians]’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 174) when the war broke out. 
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collaborated with the Nazis during the Second World War – at Babi Yar, most notably’ 

(Grekul 2005, 225). The fact already mentioned to Eva by Dan becomes to her something 

more than a piece of information at this place, the very proof of the crime. When challenged 

by Alex who states: 

And yes, five days after the Khreshchatyk was destroyed, the Nazis rounded up all the Jews in Kiev, and 
yes, everyone watched them walk to their deaths down this very street. Because if they’d done anything to 
stop the Nazis, they would have ended up exactly where the Jews were headed. Tell me, what would you 
have done? (GL 184) 
 

Eva cannot speak out. She can only ‘[imagine] herself standing there with her son beside her, 

watching. Just watching’ (GL 184) and when suddenly ‘she pictures, among those thousands 

of Jews marched into the ravine, Dan and Julie’ (185), the agony inflicted by these images is 

unbearable, and so ‘[s]he stops, needing to hide her face’ (185). 

Reflecting upon her visit to the monument at Babi Yar, Kulyk Keefer admits that: 

Thinking of the unstoppably interconnected bones of the dead below, I remembered what had made me 
flee the Ukrainian community in Toronto and the construction of ethnic identity it had authorised: its 
refusal to make connections, to admit the legitimacy and value of any ‘other,’ to step outside the 
boundaries it has imposed on itself in the name of survival and a highly selective notion of tradition. 
(1996a, 98) 
 

Although Eva cannot find any words to react to Alex’s question, although she is silenced by 

‘the weight of what she’s […] heard’ (GL 185), she is not afraid to ‘make connections’ 

(Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 98) and it is through her actions, not words that she proves it. Because 

‘she feels she ought to make some gesture […] to the bones piled under her’ (GL 186), she 

performs the ceremony of a symbolical funeral by ‘[completing] the circle around the statue’ 

(186), commemorating in this way not only her grandmother, but all the dead buried at the 

place.  

 At the same time, she asks herself an important question, ‘why the air around her [at 

Babi Yar] isn’t so deeply scarred, so crammed with the memories of the dead that no one can 

ever breathe here again’ (GL 186). Eva’s question is her necessary revision of Olya’s words 

about remembering; it is not only the memory of ‘defeat and death’ (GL 102) of Ukrainians, 

but is also the memory of ‘defeat and death’ (102) of ‘any “other”’ (cf. Kulyk Keefer above), 

like those murdered at Babi Yar, that Eva will keep. This is also the ultimate expression of her 

developed need for her ‘feeling of continuity with the past’ (De Vos in Leman 149), the past 

which she will no longer lock up in her attic to obliterate it, but in her mind and heart to 

cherish it. 

 

5.4.3. The Nature of Ethnicity: Bloodlines vs. Construct 
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The funeral Eva gave to the dead at Babi Yar becomes the expression of her changed attitude 

towards past; her new feeling of being connected with it and her new strength to confront its 

all aspects, both the bright and the dark ones. But this is achieved by the protagonist through 

her gradual development. As its initial stage we may consider another symbolical funeral 

conducted by Eva which takes place at the beginning of Eva’s search for answers, but still 

before her journey to Ukraine.  

When Eva learns from Phonsine about her mother’s love affair with Ivan, she visits 

Balsam Island located on a lake at Porcupine Creek, the island where Holly and Ivan’s 

romance began. It is noteworthy how Kulyk Keefer works on the metaphor and symbolism 

when describing the scene of Eva’s visit to the island. Although the location is initially 

described as ‘the place where [Eva] was born’ (GL 42), ‘this place where everything began’ 

(56), on her way to which, Eva ‘rests her paddle, shutting her eyes and letting the canoe rock 

sweetly’ (54) so that it makes her ‘feel like in the womb, its blood-warm waters’ (54), it turns 

out in the end that it is in fact the place of ghosts and death.  

For it is on this island that Eva ‘can’t help seeing’ (GL 54) the phantoms of the gone: her 

mother’s tent, ‘a length of white canvas, fishing tackle, pots and pans’ (54) and finally her 

own mother as ‘a young woman sunbathing in short shorts and an improvised halter top’ (54). 

It is also the place where Eva prepares ‘the grave […] for the photographs’ (57) which she 

brings with her and which represent the past of her family and thus her own; ‘a bungalow, a 

log house, a tent; Garth with his surveying equipment, Phonsine impersonated by Holly, 

Holly sunbathing. And a boy who could be her own son, with a woman who’s a perfect 

stranger’ (55). Burrowing the earth for the grave, she intends to ‘dig a whole world into this 

ground’ (GL 55) but when she sees it is futile as ‘there isn’t enough for digging’ (55), she 

buries the photos with a stone, ‘so large you can’t tell anything buried beneath it. Phonsine’s 

story, and whatever story underlies it, a story that starts in a foreign country, that happens to 

people she will never know – all dead, done with’ (55). Finally, Eva tries to transform even 

herself into ‘something dead or still unborn’ (GL 57).   

In ‘The Grammar of Silence,’ Kroetsch suggests that ‘the death in ethnic narrative is, 

explicitly, a death out of one language into another’ (90), which he specifies as ‘a movement 

from the old language, through silence […] into a new language’ (91). As shown, Eva 

attempts to bury the old family photographs which would entail the metaphorical death of 

stories, the symbols of, using Kroetsch’s term, ‘the old language.’ What follows in the 

described scene corresponds to Kroetsch’s observation; Eva leaves the buried photographs to 

experience the silence, symbolically represented by the stillness of water in the lake, which is 
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broken only by ‘the small disturbances she’s made in [it]’ ( GL 56) by putting her hand into 

the water. Her change ‘through silence into a new language’ (cf. Kroetsch above) ensues 

when she returns to the burial ground and ‘[u]ncovering [the photos]’ (GL 57), she ‘[a]rranges 

them in a fan’ (57), choosing only one of them, ‘the last one with its scissored edge’ (57). Her 

choice of the photo, ‘the one that doesn’t belong’ (GL 57), reflects her readiness for the 

renewal, the new language, the new stories she is about to hear: stories painful and confusing, 

but essential ‘identifying marks’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 299).  

Emphasising the factor of death in the island scene is important when relating it to 

another scene that occurs in the same place, but contrary to the first one, at the end of the 

novel. When Eva comes back from Ukraine, she is forced by Oksanna into meeting Ivan who 

happens to find his shelter by the lake at Porcupine Creek. The intricacies of this experience 

drive Eva to visit the island once again. The island scene becomes in this way a recurring 

motif in The Green Library. Hence, the second scene is ‘is at once a repetition and a reversal’ 

(Kroetsch, ‘Silence’ 93) of the first one because it describes Eva’s experience of her 

symbolical rebirth:336 

Staring into the black space inside her shut eyes, she has a sudden sensation of sliding through a chute, a 
blood-warm, blood-dark chute that is her mother’s body, the flesh shiny and fast like the walls of a 
playground slide. Tipping from uterus down birth canal and through those wide, astonished lips that push 
her out into air and light. Yet the womb which tipped her out is linked to that other womb, the one that 
harboured the man who is her father. (GL 260-261)  
 

 What should be emphasised in the description above is that the imagery it draws on 

represents Eva floating in between the two women, her mother and grandmother; the women 

who should be the most important females in Eva’s life, but with whom she feels 

                                                 
336 As already mentioned in the discussion of Yellow Boots, the female rebirth taking place in nature is a leitmotif that runs 
through many works of Canadian women writers (cf. Chapter 5.2.). This also includes a recurring pattern of an island on 
which a woman redefines her female self, which is present in, for example, Marian Engel’s Bear or Margaret Atwood’s 
Surfacing. Especially in the case of the latter, there are many analogies that we may draw with The Green Library for it is not 
only the motif of the island that connects the two novels. Firstly, both protagonists of these works are emotionally insecure 
before their rebirth on the island. The heroine in Surfacing describes her life in terms of ‘absence’ (99) because she ‘didn’t 
feel much of anything […] for a long time’ (99) and herself as ‘something minor […]; numb’ (102) who doesn’t ‘know how 
to love, [as] there is something essential missing in’ (131) her. Similarly, Eva is presented, in the beginning of the novel, as a 
person who, although being so full of love to others, has nothing ‘but an absence’ (GL 20), ‘the hole where her heart should 
be’ (21). Secondly, both women are in search of their fathers; the missing father in Surfacing and the unknown one in The 
Green Library which brings about the third similarity, namely, heroines’ unearthing of the past and coming to terms with it 
(the use of symbolism in this case is almost identical; the tokens of the past in both novels are the old photographs, which 
both protagonists destroy at some point). Moreover, just as Eva ‘sees’ her mother during her first visit to the island, the 
protagonist in Surfacing also experience such an ‘illumination’ (Rich 242). Thus, what Rich states about the heroine of 
Surfacing, namely that ‘[t]he search for the father leads to reunion with the mother’ (242) may also be referred to Eva. 
Finally, as a result of their experience of rebirth on the island, both of the figures find their new ‘selves;’ Eva recognises her 
ethnic identity, while Atwood’s heroine develops a new sense of her female self which gives her strength ‘to refuse to be a 
victim’ (Surfacing 185). 
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disconnected instead.337 It is thus through Eva’s experience of her rebirth that the connection 

between the women is established.338  

 The forging of this link also results in Eva’s redefinition of her female identity when she 

recognises her ‘self’ as substantial in ‘[a] series of connecting rings: her mother, her 

grandmother, herself. Women with their own histories, moving in and against a time and 

place that are as much a part of who they are as their names and faces’ (GL 261). By 

perceiving herself as connected to ‘Holly, Lesia: their lives, their stories’ (GL 261) and by 

admitting that ‘she carries them in her bones’ (261), Eva also identifies herself in terms of her 

ethnicity because she accepts ‘her role as a link between generations’ (Grekul 2005, 140) of 

different cultures, Ukrainian and Canadian. 

The fact that Eva comes to recognise her ethnic identity through a rebirth opens a 

discussion on the issue implied in the beginning of this chapter, namely the nature of 

ethnicity. The reason why the imagery of birth used by Kulyk Keefer to relate to Eva’s 

ethnicity is so important here is because it indicates the connection between ethnicity and ‘the 

bloodstream of […] inheritance’ (Rich 246). In Grekul’s view, this connection, i.e. seeing 

one’s ethnic identity as an entity inherited through blood ties, becomes ‘the explicit message 

of the novel’ (2005, 139) and is in fact criticised by Grekul who considers it ‘a relatively 

straightforward and conventional understanding of both ethnicity and history’ (140). Grekul’s 

contention needs to be challenged here because, apart from the aspect of blood ties, there is 

also another issue already related to, namely the protagonist’s discovery of her ethnic ‘self’ 

                                                 
337 The reason for Eva’s feeling of detachment from Lesia is understandable due to the fact that she never knew her 
grandmother. Metaphorically speaking, the same can be stated about Eva and her mother. Holly’s presence in Eva’s life is 
described as ‘phantom presence’ (GL 59) that marks itself through ‘her mother’s endless withdrawals, refusals of love’ (55), 
which results in Eva’s feeling that Holly ‘certainly hadn’t been a mother’ (30). Hence, the protagonist of The Green Library 
can be considered a literary example of ‘the “motherless” woman’ (243), a term evoked by Adrienne Rich in her analysis of 
mother-daughter bond. Basing on the findings of modern psychoanalytic research, Rich states that ‘the “motherless” woman’ 
(243) is ‘relegated […] to second-class status’ (244) by her mother whose full attention is usually directed ‘to the son (or 
father)’ (244). In this way, it is often a father who takes over the upbringing of a daughter (cf. Rich 245). His efforts in 
replacing a mother are in fact futile, no matter how hard he tires; ‘the mother is twice-lost, if love for him takes the place of 
love for her’ (Rich 245). Consequently, it is a common case that ‘the “motherless” woman’ (243) compensates lack of 
motherly love by ‘the “mothering” of others’ (243). Eva’s portrayal in the novel corresponds precisely with Rich’s remarks. 
Before Eva was born, Holly had a son who died after two years; with him ‘something had died in her’ (GL 27) so that ‘when 
her daughter was born, she had nothing to give her’ (27). Thus, ‘[i]t was Garth who’d taken charge of Eva’ (GL 30) and 
simply raised her by himself. Although ‘he’d tried so hard’ (GL 55) to explain to Eva ‘why Holly was the way she was’ (55), 
he ‘[succeeded] only in making her feel she could never, ever make up to her mother for the child’s lost’ (55). As a result, in 
her grown-up life, Eva becomes ‘Mother-Teresa-of-the-Big-and-Little-Sorrows’ (GL 14), ‘the most sympathetic […] person’ 
(14) who comforts everybody especially children; not only her own son, of whom she is very possessive, but also Dan’s 
daughter, Julie, and the children at the day-care centre. Taking into account the coldness and distance existing between Eva 
and Holly, Eva’s experience of rebirth, which is so intimate in its essence, increases in importance. As Rich states, it is 
particularly vital for women to hold each other in a deep affection because ‘[u]ntil a strong line of love, confirmation, and 
example stretches from mother to daughter, from woman to woman across the generations, women will still be wandering in 
the wilderness’ (246), the idea which is to be portrayed in greater detail in Kulyk Keefer’s another novel analysed in this 
thesis, namely The Ladies’ Lending Library (cf. Chapter 5.7.).  
338 In the case of Eva’s relation to Lesia it is rather re-established after its forging at Babi Yar.  
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which implies that the understanding of ethnicity as presented in The Green Library becomes 

much more complex in its essence than it is suggested by the critic.  

Without any doubt, we may agree with Grekul’s idea that the novel includes ‘recurrent 

references to, and images of, blood’ (2005, 130) when dealing with the notion of ethnicity.339 

The very first of them is made already on the first page of the work which reads as follows, 

‘ the dead travel in our blood, crossing seas and years to show themselves in those they’ve 

never seen: in the shape of an eye, a way of touching a face’ (GL 1). This image, although 

truly poetic, is quite clear about the idea it suggests; it shows explicitly that one is connected 

through blood with one’s family, and renders an implicit message that one’s identity is 

inherited and defined by these blood connections.  

This thought, which purports to show an identity as ‘primordially given’ (Gleason 

469),340 reverberates in the novel when Eva reflects, ‘[b]lood ties, family ties. You’re born 

with family like a chain around your neck: metal rings, each one kissing, biting into the next’ 

(GL 41). The primordialist stance is further developed in the same passage when Eva 

continues, ‘[a]nd even if you break the links, the chain doesn’t dissolve. It just sinks under 

your skin, you wear it without knowing’ (GL 41). Clearly, one’s identity, or ethnic identity for 

that matter, is, just like blood through which it is passed on, so ‘internal’ (Gleason 468) an 

entity that it is indestructible; ‘is simply there and cannot be changed’ (Gleason 469). Thus, 

the fact that one bears one’s family belonging ‘inside [one’s] very cells’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 

15) is inescapable, and moreover, it becomes crucial for one’s self-determination. On Eva’s 

learning from Olya about the fate of her family, the image of blood appears once again, but 

this time it becomes the medium of establishing a connection:  

It’s all so foreign to Eva, and yet far too close. There’s a bloodline, not just ink on a paper, but a thin, 
tough line of blood linking her, now, […] with these doomed people […], in a country no more real to her 
than a kingdom in a fairy tale. Suddenly, the impossible distance between this young, scowling boy in the 
photograph and her own son has been bridged, and by nothing more than a line of blood. (GL 99) 
 
In view of what has been stated so far, we may agree with the statement that The Green 

Library presents the bloodlines, or putting it differently, the genetic inheritance, as vital in 

defining one’s ethnicity (cf. Grekul 2005, 130). Nevertheless, this is not the final point that 

the novel makes on the nature of ethnic identity. When explaining the reason for creating her 

novel, Kulyk Keefer admits that it was ‘the emergence of a need to explore and redefine [her] 

long-repressed ethnicity’ (1996a, 98). This statement already signals what the author has 

incorporated into her work, namely the idea suggesting ethnicity as a construct to be 

                                                 
339 The following examples taken from the novel, except for the first one, are also used by Grekul to illustrate her point. 
340 Cf. also the discussion on ethnicity in Chapter 2.3. 
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‘optionally cultivated’ (Gleason 469) by an individual: a construct that may be ‘left […] 

behind’ (Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 199) or recognised, in both cases being a matter of personal 

choice and influence.  

The very first aspect that allows for discussing ethnicity as a construct as presented in 

The Green Library is the fact mentioned already in this chapter; Eva learns about a Ukrainian 

part of her identity but it is not until the scene in which she is told by Dan that she is ‘exactly 

half Ukrainian’ (GL 112) that Eva realises this fact. On a symbolical level, the scene 

illustrates the social process of constructing an identity.341 Consequently, Dan may be seen as 

the personification of society that involves Eva, an individual, into the process of labelling by 

means of which she is to assume a given name with all its ‘requirements’ (Gleason 468): 

being a Canadian all her life, the protagonist suddenly also becomes a Ukrainian and is 

expected to acknowledge this identity with all its aspects, cultural and historical, about which 

she in fact has no idea. Identity is seen here thus as something that is not ‘internal’ (Gleason 

468), to which the bloodlines discussed above allude, but rather it is considered from the 

sociological or optionalist perspective which refers to it as ‘something ascribed’ (Gleason 

468), a process that entails constructing and/or reconstructing (cf. Gleason 468).342 

As stated by Kulyk Keefer, on discovering her ethnicity, Eva’s identity becomes split. 

The protagonist has to find herself in a situation that requires from her facing ‘her old self 

[…], the self she fashioned so long ago’ (GL 25; emphasis added) and the new one which she 

is only about to construct. It entails not only a gradual redefinition of Eva’s self in terms of 

ethnicity, but also her feminity. Consequently, we see how the heroine changes from ‘the Eva 

of Goodwill and Bi-Way’ (GL 135) into ‘newly born, a peacock Eva’ (135) who starts 

                                                 
341 Cf. the discussion on identity and its social construction as presented in Chapter 2.1. 
342 The construction of one’s identities is presented in the novel not only through Eva’s identity formation. In The Green 
Library, this process concerns in fact the majority of characters. It is the aspect of personal names that becomes stressed by 
the author when presenting the cases of other figures. The importance of one’s name is first signalled when discussing Eva’s 
experiences. Reflecting upon her schooldays, Eva recalls her uncertainty about her identity, ‘[e]ven the name, Eva, is suspect: 
Evelyn would be okay, even Eve, […] but Eva? Like Eva Gabor, who may be a movie star, but remains, after all, Hungarian’ 
(GL 81). The fragment clearly indicates the interconnection between one’s name and identity and the social process of 
labelling which is once again stressed when describing Oksanna and her efforts to erase her Ukrainianness. Oksanna was 
rejected or even tormented by her schoolmates primarily because of her foreign name, ‘[s]he may speak perfect English and 
smell of Yardley’s lavender talc, the girls say, but you only have to look at her to know she isn’t one of us. After all, what 
kind of name is Moroz?’ (GL 82). Oksanna’s Ukrainian identity is attached to her through her Ukrainian name so that when 
she grows up, she deconstructs this identity by changing her name into an English one in order ‘to become Canadian’ (GL 
116). The aspect of identity’s variability is also shown by means of characters like Olya and Ivan, both of whom appear in the 
novel under different names. In the case of the former, the name-change does not mean the erasure of Ukrainian identity but 
the deconstruction of her female identity because Mrs. Moroz’s second name ‘Olya Pavlenko’ still underlines her 
Ukrainianness but redefines her womanhood (she is no longer a cleaning lady but an academic researcher). When it comes to 
Ivan, he assumes different identities by changing his name so that he in fact becomes a different person to different people. 
Eva is confused about his multiple ‘selves’ to such an extent that ‘[s]he does not know how to address him. As Mr. 
Marchenko, which is the name he goes by now? As Mykola, the way Oksanna does? Ivan?’ (GL 253). The fluidity of his 
identity is also emphasised by Alex who states about Ivan that by ‘[changing] his name, his hitory’ (GL 197), Ivan ‘could 
have turned into anyone, anything he wanted’ (197). 
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‘dressing to please someone other than a child with grubby hands, or a baby liable to throw up 

its breakfast over her shirt’ (135). She also revises her sexual identity by learning a new 

‘language of desire’ (GL 109) through her love affair with Alex, the experience of which fills 

her with joy, making her feel that ‘[f]or once, she is her self’ (148).  

The process of constructing Eva’s new identities is primarily connected with the 

redefinition of her Canadian identity that now is to evolve into its hybrid form, i.e. Ukrainian-

Canadian identity. In fact, Eva is repeating the process through which her Ukrainian 

immigrant ancestors had to go through; just like them, Eva is to ‘[make a new life for herself]’ 

(GL 77). But as she soon learns, ‘making a life is [not] as easy as making a bed’ (GL 77).  

As already shown, Eva’s experience of her new ethnic identity, about which she learns 

in Canada, is not deprived of pain and confusion. Not much is clarified either by her journey 

to Ukraine because, although personally confronted with the country’s history, culture and 

everyday life, and despite the connections already forged at Babi Yar, Eva continues to feel 

perplexed: ‘she doesn’t know what she thinks, what she wants, what is possible or impossible 

anymore’ (GL 202). The only thing she is sure about is the fact that ‘Alex is no help to her’ 

(GL 202) because the differences between them, ‘the barrier between their native worlds’ 

(159) only pile up. All his attempts to help Eva to get through the process of learning about 

her Ukrainian ancestry culminate only in Eva’s conviction that ‘[t]here is nothing for her 

here’ (GL 208) in Ukraine, ‘this country she neither loves, nor understands’ (209). Ultimately, 

tired of her feeling as ‘clueless, […] helpless’ (GL 158), ‘new born baby’ (158) because she 

cannot speak Ukrainian and thus is always sentenced to ‘her guide, interpreter, bodyguard’ 

(158), tired of her inability to understand the mentality of the people to whom she is said to 

belong, Eva comes to a dawning realisation that she is ‘homesick’ (204) and feels a desperate 

need to go back to Canada, ‘to be [finally] home’ (205).  

The problem is that when she returns to Canada, she does not feel there as she used to. 

Although ‘she never felt more Canadian in her life than walking through the streets of Kiev’ 

(GL 222), she finds it hard to relate to this feeling walking down the streets of Toronto 

because after her Ukrainian experience: 

[…] she feels like a tourist in her own city unable to take the commonest things for granted, telling herself 
how people in Kiev would never believe this – ‘this’ being the endless supplies of gasoline at service 
stations, the pyramids of oranges and pineapples in grocery stores, the fleets of perfectly innocent taxis. 
(GL 222; emphasis added) 
 

In order ‘to prove to herself that she is in Canada and not in Ukraine; that her life is here and 

not there’ (GL 235), Eva goes to Bloor West Village, the district ‘she used to call the ethnic 

strip’ (234). But instead of heightening the feeling of her Canadianness, Eva is torn, ‘[h]er 
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heart beating too loud: short rips of cheap satin’ (GL 236). She responds emotionally to such 

things as an advertisement of a fashion show, a charity event to raise funds for ‘the Children 

of Chernobyl’ (GL 235), but also the ethnic items, omnipresent in this neighbourhood, ‘the 

decal embroidery and Easter eggs and folk dancing’ (234), all of which ‘she would have 

dismissed, before, as moral kitsch’ (235) but which now bring to her the images of human 

pain. While the former conjures up for her the physical pain of the suffering children like 

Katia, Alex’s daughter, the latter brings to her mind the mental agony experienced by 

immigrant families ‘because they got out, and the others didn’t. And because of what they 

have left behind, however threatening or threatened, is no longer theirs, but is changing, even 

as they are’ (GL 234).  

In her analysis of the novel, Grekul casts into doubt Eva’s progress in terms of 

constructing her ethnicity, criticising that ‘[r]eaders must suspend their disbelief once more if 

they are to accept that Eva’s and Ben’s lives have been altered in any concrete way as a result 

of their newly-discovered ethnicity and history’ (2005, 141). To question this statement, we 

should refer to the issues discussed above which clearly point to the fact that Eva ‘sees things 

differently’ (GL 235), which is the result of her development, but more importantly, we 

should turn once again to the previously discussed island scenes. What should be stressed here 

is not only the scenes’ content, but also the simple fact that they repeat.  

In his short study on ethnic narratives, Kroestch states, referring to the two particular 

scenes of Grove’s Settlers of the Marsh, that ‘[t]he repetition of the two scenes suggests a 

ritual unnaming and a renaming into new lives in a new world’ (‘Silence’ 93). With respect to 

the two repeating scenes in The Green Library, we see how Eva, paying her first visit to the 

island, tries to ‘unname’ herself by burying the photos and on the point of her return to the 

island, she experiences her rebirth which leads to her female and ethnic ‘renaming.’ Taking 

this into account, we should expect the obvious consequences of this renewal, i.e. changed 

names, new designations that would show that things ‘have been altered in any concrete way’ 

(2005, 141) just as suggested by Grekul. The fact that they do not appear does not mean, 

however, that the alternations do not occur either.  

‘[T]he paradox here,’ as Kroetsch declares, ‘is that the new names are exact homonyms 

for the old ones. The signifier sounds as it always sounded. But the signified has shifted 

radically’ (‘Silence’ 93-94). Consequently, the word ‘home’ may sound the same to Eva but it 

is its meaning that has changed. It no longer signifies ‘Canada,’ nor can it term ‘Ukraine’ as 

such because ‘home’ comes to mean to the protagonist, ‘somewhere in between, a borderline, 
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not a country’ (GL 225).343 The heroine does not change either her name to emphasise her 

discovered Ukrainian ethnic identity, she remains ‘Eva Chown,’ but while the outward label 

stays intact, it is the definition of her inner ‘self’ that alters; the multiple ‘self’ that now 

includes the redefined female and sexual ‘I,’ but also the ethnic ‘I’ that may still require its 

exploration and development, and which longs to be connected to her grandmother and thus 

her ancestral past, ‘[c]onnected to not just by blood, which means so little now, but by the 

choices other people made, the desires that pushed them’ (GL 229; emphasis added),344 

recognising the necessity to face all their consequences.  

Taking into account all the points discussed in this chapter, we see how the concept of 

ethnicity presented by Janice Kulyk Keefer in The Green Library is neither ‘straightforward’ 

(Grekul 2005, 140) nor ‘conventional’ (140). Moreover, it is only the opposite of the two 

words that can describe the writer’s idea of ethnic identity. Its complexity arises from the fact 

that the author includes in her discussion the points that may be repudiated by some members 

of her community who may deem her ideas unconventional or even controversial (cf. Kulyk 

Keefer 1996a, 98-99). As Kulyk Keefer herself admits, her stance which emphasises ‘the vital 

interconnections between ethnicity and history’ (1996a, 98) which simultaneously 

‘[downplays] the festive, traditional features of ethnicity’ (98) does not correspond to the 

                                                 
343 One of Kulyk Keefer’s conclusions in Honey and Ashes concerns the concept of ‘home.’ The writer states that ‘[p]erhaps 
home is only this: inhabiting uncertainty, the arguments desire picks with fear’ (328) which in consequences would mean 
‘[n]ot belonging, but longing – that we may live in the present, without craving the past or forcing the future’ (328). This 
inability to specify ‘home’ in terms of concrete location, i.e. making the clear choice between Ukraine or Canada is 
noticeable in the statements of other Ukrainian-Canadians. In his documentary My Mother’s Village, the director, John 
Paskievich, presents his interviews with Ukrainian-Canadian writers, artists, and intellectuals who, being the children of 
Displaced Persons, talk about their own feeling of displacement. Their views coincide with Kulyk Keefer’s to such an extent 
that even the same phrases are used to define their idea of ‘home’: ‘a sociological borderland’ (00,03,36), ‘the sense of 
longing’ (00,03,55), or ‘indefinable longing, yearning’ (00,06,33-35).    
344 The words are emphasised here because they directly challenge Grekul’s contention that the novel tries to convey the idea 
that ‘bloodlines do constitute an absolute link between Ukrainian Canadians and Ukraine, between Ukrainian Canadians and 
their history in both Ukraine and Canada’ (2005, 139). Due to all the reasons mentioned here and as supported by my 
illustrations chosen from Kulyk Keefer’s novel, I cannot agree with Grekul’s contention that genealogy is a prime constituent 
of (ethnic) identity in Kulyk Keefer’s works into which, apart from The Green Library, Grekul also includes Kulyk Keefer’s 
Honey and Ashes (1998). Both works, according to Grekul, ‘suffer from a similar assumption that ethnicity and history are 
not actively negotiated and interpreted but rather passively inherited through genealogy’ (2005, 200). With respect to Honey 
and Ashes, ‘[t]hat Kulyk Keefer self-consciously documents her family history for her sons is,’ in Grekul’s view, ‘key’ (200) 
because, firstly, in this way Kulyk Keefer supposedly emphasises the importance of blood ties in her family, and secondly, it 
proves that her family memoir is to serve for her sons as ‘her ready-made family history’ (201). Ultimately, ‘[t]he subtext of 
Honey and Ashes,’ as Grekul sees it, ‘is that, should her sons re-discover their ethnicity someday and become interested in 
the Old Place, they need only read their mother’s book to learn “The Truth” about their past […]’ (201). Grekul’s view can 
be challenged by the very fact that she also mentions: that Kulyk Keefer’s sons do not identify themselves with their mother’s 
heritage, but rather ‘consider themselves to be Canadian’ (Kulyk Keefer 1996a, 89), immediately counters any notion that 
ethnicity might be ‘inherited through genealogy’ (cf. Grekul above), stressing in this way that identity in general is rather to 
be seen in terms of construct. If genealogy was the prime constituent of (ethnic) identity, there would simply be no need for 
Kulyk Keefer’s sons to ‘rediscover their ethnicity someday’ (cf. Grekul above), as they would already have recognised their 
Ukrainian ancestry. Grekul claims that Kulyk Keefer does not regard (ethnic) identity as ‘constantly redefined by the fluid 
exchange of culture between two worlds and homes […]’ (2005, 201), but, in my view, she understands it in exactly the 
opposite way than Grekul maintains. Mårald’s interpretation of Kulyk Keefer’s earlier works (i.e. those preceding The Green 
Library) and her conclusion that ethnicity is presented there as ‘a process and not an inherent quality’ (166) as well as her 
interpretation of Kulyk Keefer’s presentation of identity on the whole in terms of fluidity, fragmentation and instability (cf. 
44, 68, 94 and 102), only confirm and support my statements here.  
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prevalent understanding of the concept and thus may be considered as ‘idiosyncratic, utterly 

unrepresentative of Ukrainian-Canadians’ (98). The same may be stated about other aspects 

which, according to the writer, should form the nucleus of ethnicity, but which certainly do 

not belong to the orthodox stances on the issue: the insistence on relativity when analysing 

history of one’s ethnic group, on considering its all aspects; the aspects that show the group as 

victims, but also those who victimised, which would require breaking the silence about 

painful issues, private and public (cf. 1996a, 99).345  

 Finally, by showing ethnic identity as entity strongly associated with one’s ancestral 

roots but by demonstrating it simultaneously as a construct whose shape depends on an 

individual, Kulyk Keefer’s work develops quite an innovative stance in the general 

discussion on the nature of ethnicity which tends to separate the two views, regarding them 

as contradicting. The author achieves to illustrate in her novel Leman’s contention that the 

efforts to keep these stances apart are futile because the views in fact ‘complement each 

other’ (150; cf. Chapter 2.3.) as well as Woodward’s idea of identity as ‘routes’ actively 

integrating ‘roots,’ but also Hutcheon’s ideas on the postmodern that does not repudiate but 

critically engages what it questions (for both see Chapter 2.1.). Consequently, what the 

example of Kulyk Keefer’s protagonist shows is that internalising the importance of one’s 

blood ties does not deprive an individual of her/his possibility to explore, develop, and thus 

construct one’s ethnic identity. Undeniably, this idea is as riveting as it is complex, but it is 

also a part of the understanding that, as Kulyk Keefer states, it is not ‘simple, this business of 

belonging’ (1998a, 299). 

 

5.5. The Doomed Bridegroom: A Memoir (1998) by Myrna Kostash 
 
Published in 1998, The Doomed Bridegroom: A Memoir by Myrna Kostash was to be 

incorporated into one of the writer’s previous works. As the author herself recollects, ‘this 

“erotic” memoir was originally written as part of a much longer work which, reportage minus 

the erotics, was eventually published as Bloodlines: A Journey into Eastern Europe (Douglas 

& McIntyre, 1993)’ (Kostash ‘In Myrna’s Words,’ online). Influenced by her agent, according 

to whom the text was ‘too intimate both in tone and content’ (Kostash, online), Kostash 

decided to remove the part from Bloodlines, but not from her publishing agenda. The project 

was revived due to an avid interest evinced for it by Smaro Kamboureli, the NeWest Press 

                                                 
345 Kulyk Keefer explains this stating, ‘I know that in the eyes of the Ukrainian-Canadian community, my emphasis on a 
history that cuts both ways, showing Ukrainians as both oppressed and oppressors, may be perceived as the attitude of 
someone so alienated from her ancestry that she has taken to fouling her own nest’ (1996a, 99). 
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editor. Fascinated by Kostash’s idea to make politics and history intersect with the erotic, 

Kamboureli pressed for the work’s publication, which eventually was even translated into 

Serbian, being presented at the 2005 Belgrade Book Fair.346  

 Kostash’s project clearly stands out when compared to all the previous works by female 

writers discussed here, both stylistically and thematically. When it comes to the former, The 

Doomed Bridegroom is, as will be shown, exceptional because it includes various literary 

forms and devices unorthodox for the genre referred to in its subtitle. Moreover, it combines 

romanticism present in Lysenko, poetic language explicit in Kulyk Keefer’s prose and the 

realist straightforwardness visible in Grekul which Kostash blends in her idiosyncratic style. 

With respect to the latter, the subject matter chosen in Kostash’s work refers to the issues also 

raised in the novels by Lysenko, Kulyk Keefer and Grekul, but it does that in its own 

particularly innovative way. Thus, the aspects of female self-search and the correlation 

between gender and ethnicity are present in The Doomed Bridegroom, but they are provided 

here within a wider context. This is achieved by Kostash mainly due to different spatial and 

temporal settings she (re)visits by describing them in her work. The writer extends the usual 

frame of reference depicted by other female post-immigrant authors analysed in this thesis, 

which is either a strictly Canadian context (as in Lysenko and Kulyk Keefer’s The Ladies’ 

Lending Library) or a two-country setting (as in Grekul and Kulyk Keefer’s The Green 

Library), and contextualises her work, describing female journeys across continents (North 

America and Europe) and countries (Canada, the US, Greece, Ukraine, Poland and Serbia).  

As it is the case with the novels by Lysenko, Kulyk Keefer and Grekul, spaces are as 

important for Kostash as are their hi/stories. Consequently, the travels portrayed by the writer 

are her journeys into probably the most fluid space of all, namely the space of time. What 

comes with it is the fact that Kostash puts a great emphasis, as the subtitle suggests, on 

remembrance. Apart from revisiting personal recollections, she also deals with a very special 

sort of memory that she rekindles – the national remembrance that becomes expressive of 

national belonging.   

All the points introduced here will be analysed in greater detail in the following 

subchapters. What should be explained at this point is the tone in which the second part of this 

chapter is addressed. The register used in section 5.5.2. is necessarily very personal and 

although this may still seem unusual in academic writing its application needs to be excused 

for two reasons: Firstly, the topic of nationalism included by Kostash in her project required 

                                                 
346 All of the information is taken from Kostash ‘In Myrna’s Words’ (online). 
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an analysis that could be neither indirect nor impersonal, and so it has been deliberately 

incorporated into this paper as a part of its main text and not in a ‘by-the-way’ stance 

inscribed in the form of a footnote. Secondly and consequently, a personal standpoint, which 

is indeed selective, was necessary for underscoring the key point of the analysis presented. 

Before turning to the part of the chapter that focuses on the matter of national belonging, we 

should begin with the subchapter which covers other vital issues considered by Kostash in her 

work. 

5.5.1. Journeys into the Sexual and the Political: Memory Revisited 
 
In her fervent 1970 article ‘Goodbye to All That,’ Robin Morgan expounds the contemporary 

position of women, revealing their subordination particularly ‘in the counterfeit male-

dominated Left’ (269). In fact, Robin’s article, mentioned by Myrna Kostash in her preface to 

The Doomed Bridegroom, is called by the writer, ‘a malediction of the male left in 1970’ (The 

Doomed Bridegroom i). But Morgan also touches upon a thorny issue that became the 

inevitable source of a clash within the feminist movement (cf. also Phillips 16) when she 

states, ‘[g]oodbye to Hip Culture and the so-called Sexual Revolution, which has functioned 

toward women’s freedom as did the Reconstruction toward former slaves – reinstituted 

oppression by another name’ (270). This matter becomes the departure point for Kostash who 

in the aforementioned preface writes about her personal experience of this deception: 

In feminist conversation in the early 1970s […] I learned that the Sexual Revolution was a fraud; that the 
sexual permissiveness of the late 1960s had been a trap for women lured by the patriarchy, with slogans of 
liberation, into inorgasmic sex with woman-hating men in long hair and sandals. (DB i) 

 
Although the writer, as she explains in the same preface, followed the line of argument in her 

works of the day, she eventually abandoned ‘the fantasy of the virginity’ (DB i) which no 

longer was sufficient enough to obscure her vision of the physical and mental abuse of women 

by men, the violent reality of which inflamed her awareness, ‘[t]he disappointment and 

deception […], not to mention the inextinguishable anguish’ (i).  

 Additionally, Kostash could not agree with the idea, which evolved as the consequence 

of the 1970s stand, that sexual liberation is not women’s liberation. Neither did Morgan’s 

stance that ‘in the light men are all the same’ (DB i) appeal to the writer, nor did she find an 

answer in the widely spread demotion of heterosexual sex and the simultaneous promotion of 

the lesbian one, both resulting from the proclamation of ‘the erotic selfishness and 

inefficiency of the male lover’ (ii) common among feminists particularly of the 1980s (cf. DB 

ii). Kostash airs her view in the following way: 

Where once feminism had analysed and theorised the material politics of sex and gender, building a case 
for the liberation of women from historical necessity, now the talk was all revulsion and outrage and pain 
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around the (hetero)sex itself, as though the act of coitus, and not society or history, were the source of 
women’s subordination. (DB ii) 

 
The writer depicts her standpoints against the background of her personal experiences in the 

1960s, the moments of both her sensual and emotional thrills whose sheer existence already 

counters the above mentioned feminist (dis)avowals:  

What I remember was that, because of the Pill, the counterculture of peace-and-love-making, and the 
international movement against the war in Vietnam, I lived a young woman’s life utterly different from 
the vast majority of women’s lives that had preceded me. I unapologetically assumed I had a right to 
pleasure, excitement, and the beat of my own drum – desires no longer prettified by Harlequin romances 
of marriage and motherhood. […]  

 What I remember is being always, almost without a break, in love. (DB ii) 
 

It is from this site, i.e. the site of female sexual and emotional gratification that Kostash 

works out to show that in a long-time feminist struggle to liberate women in all domains 

something perhaps was lost. This ‘something’ is women’s open acknowledgement of and the 

ability to speak about the positive side of female heterosexuality (cf. Phillips 12-13), i.e. ‘the 

excitements or compulsions or delights of sensual existence’ (13). The situation has come to a 

dead end, or as Phillips calls it ‘impasse’ (32), from which there may be no advancement 

because ‘[t]he possibility of erotic pleasure, desire and of sex [is] drown in a sea of 

knowledge of the power relations which underpin them’ (32). This has led Kostash to 

reverberate Phillips’s question: ‘[b]ut how about desire?’ (DB vii).  

 

Female Heterosexual Desire 

Consequently, Kostash’s novel is a necessary discourse on female sexual pleasure but 

precisely because the issue in question is so deeply implicated in a variety of other discourses, 

Kostash does not exempt the one from the other. On the contrary, the writer works towards 

the explanation of their correlation. Thus, the aspect of desire that the author describes in her 

work is not restricted entirely to its biological terms towards which certain feminist strains 

might have tended in their analyses (cf. Segal 194-96), but it is undeniably the force of the 

sexual drive that the writer puts in the centre of her attention in order to find its existing 

connection to the political.  

This vital link is discovered by Kostash in the specificity of the desire she describes; it is 

the desire for heroes, men who ‘are magnificently present in their bodies. […] [who] 

represent the ideal (for both men and women) of action potential in their physical readiness, a 

physicality mediated by their social and political commitments’ (DB iii). The source of this 

sexual attraction to heroes is their romantic nature: defiance, intractability and isolation (cf. 

Wilson 40-41). ‘He [the rebel hero] is,’ writes Kostash, ‘the transgressive par excellence. He 
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is a free spirit, nurtured in the oppositional state, unavailable to the claims of intimacy’ (DB 

iv). And it is precisely this last aspect that increases the degree of his romanticism and 

desirability (cf. also Phillips 25). The deferred prospect of conquering his love is, according to 

Kostash, ‘all the more enticing, exciting – the challenge of the male just out of love’s reach. 

And romantic: Eros’s animation fuelled by the sweet torments of elusive and transient 

couplings snatched from the agenda of the hero’s higher calling’ (DB iv; emphasis added). 

The reason for highlighting the two words in Kostash’s statement quoted above is the 

fact that they are crucial points that need to be referred to in order to unveil the core of 

Kostash’s project. Considered as the source of women’s sexual and psychic submission to 

men, romantic love was relentlessly deleted from, either the radical or left-wing, feminist 

agenda (cf. Wilson 37 and 39). Thus, it can be stated that sketching the aspect of desire 

around a figure of a hero who possesses a romantic nature is Kostash’s bold move towards 

advancing a novel argument. Instead of focusing on the romantic only as a cause of an 

everlasting oppression of women, Kostash draws on its evidently complex nature in the 

manner that seems similar to the one proposed by Elizabeth Wilson in her essay ‘A New 

Romanticism?’ (cf. 37-52).347  

Wilson’s argument does not reject feminist claims that point to the romantic as one of 

the causative factors in the subjugation of women by men. In fact, she deems them legitimate 

(cf. 50). But what she regards as worth analysing is the idea that ‘[i]n confronting the 

romantic we seem to reach the parameter of the political […] [which] is simply an attempt to 

restate the unresolved problem: what is the relationship of politics to emotions?’ (50). In The 

Doomed Bridegroom, Wilson’s question is also reversed by Kostash who seems to ask 

additionally: what is the relationship of emotions to politics? And here is the point where the 

second highlighted word becomes foremost. 

‘[T]he hero’s higher calling’ (DB iv; emphasis added), the unique cause that drives him 

towards its achievement or fulfilment refers inevitably to the fact that a hero usually is 

implicated in the political and so he is desired by women precisely because there is this vital 

element of ‘the thrill of identification with his socialist revolutionary politics – think of the 

perfection of the leonine-headed Che on posters in left-wing bedrooms around the world – 

and our fate as women in love was sealed’ (DB iii). What makes women desire the hero and 

what makes the hero desire his cause to be fulfilled is an all-consuming passion. Kostash 

quotes from Morgan’s The Demon Lover where the hero is described as follows:  

                                                 
347 Both Wilson’s and Phillips’s essays are used by Kostash in her preface. 
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He is a fanatic of dedication, a mixture of impetuosity and discipline; he is desperate and therefore 
vulnerable; he is totally at risk and therefore brave; he is an idealist and yet a hardened realist. Most of all, 
he is someone wholly given to a passion. (in DB iii) 

 
Hero’s passion is what arouses, according to Kostash, women’s passion. Thus, Kostash’s idea 

sets the framework for the above questioned entities, i.e. emotions and politics, pointing to the 

fact that it is passion that puts them into the relationship of reciprocity. In this way, passion 

becomes in Kostash’s work the common denominator for the two supposedly divergent 

issues, namely the sexual and the political towards which the writer directs her further 

analysis.  

 In her introduction to The Left and the Erotic, Phillips professes that the question 

concerning female desire might be addressed by means of ‘confronting the complexity of 

power relations across gender, race and class […]’ (33). This is what Kostash attempts to do 

in The Doomed Bridegroom, namely to devise her treatise on the sexual and the political 

arousal. The writer explicates in the preface to her memoir:  

So my ‘agenda’ for The Doomed Bridegroom may very well be to explore the erotic possibilities of 
female heterosexual desire after the ashes have cooled on the Sexual Revolution […]. As someone who 
came simultaneously to politics and sexuality in the 1960s, I am intrigued by the inextricability of 
political and sexual arousal and the ways in which I am drawn, over and over again, in sympathies of 
desire, to heroic figures in the extremity of resistance and sacrifice. Because of ten years’ worth of travel 
in eastern and southern Europe, these sympathies are now represented by an obsession to narrate a 
personal history of arousal by transgressive men, alive and dead, in Poland, Ukraine and Greece. (v-vi) 

 
What the writer’s statement above already signals is that the arousal she is to describe is 

highly contextualised; it is ‘specific’ (DB vi) because it is set in particular geographical, 

historical, political and social scenes. Therefore, Kostash’s aim is to ‘[explore] the eroticism 

associated with suffering and martyrdom, particularly as they were lived out in the political 

dramas of the Cold War and New Left’ (DB v). In this way, the writer’s analysis incorporated 

into her memoir becomes multidimensional due to analysing passion as a site where the 

sexual becomes necessarily politicised and the political vitally eroticised.  

 Although Kostash mentions certain men in the preface,348 her further text deals with 

other characters, different men whom the female character that Kostash creates349 meets 

during her literal and mental journeys that start in Canada and the United States, and then 

continue on the European continent, in the countries as mentioned above, i.e. Greece, 

Ukraine, and Poland, having their finish set in the encounter in Belgrade. All in all, it is 

‘[m]en of action’ (Edelson in DB iii) that Kostash is describing. Writing from a feminist 

                                                 
348  Kostash names in her preface, e.g. ‘[t]he Jewish boy in a political science class in Edmonton and then in a California 
prison’ (vi) Martin from Prague, Igor from Kiev and Tomaz from Yugoslavia (cf. DB vi-ix).  
349 As it will be explained further on in the chapter, the connection between the female character presented in The Doomed 
Bridegroom and the author will be avoided here, despite the form of the work (i.e. the  memoir) that could allow to do that.  
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perspective, it is difficult here not to address the immediate observation that comes to one’s 

mind; the centre, the action and a passion for the political is indispensably ascribed here to 

men. This might cause an uncomfortable feeling because it refers if not to ‘the idealisation of 

the masculinity of revolutionary leaders’ (T.Kaplan 172) then to the exaltation of men and 

masculinity, and it certainly sparks off the burning question: if men are in the centre, they are 

the action and the political passion, who and where are women in The Doomed Bridegroom? 

 At this point, we could say that by positioning ‘men’ as central in her work, Kostash’s 

analysis would tend towards the sort of idea as expressed by Cixous who declares that in all 

kinds of discourses from the premises of culture, society and art through philosophy to literary 

history, the rhetoric is the same: ‘all comes back to man – to his torment, his desire to be (at) 

the origin. Back to the father’ (65). But connecting Kostash’s project to this idea would be 

unfair and superficial. In fact, analysing The Doomed Bridegroom in greater detail we will see 

that the author writes against the frozen patriarchal conventions of gender. Smith states that 

‘the ideology of gender has reified essentialist notions of “masculine” and “feminine” 

selfhood as a way of casting sexual difference in stone […]’ (1987, 49). In her memoir, 

Kostash breaks this stone and she does that by subverting nothing else but precisely the sexual 

and the political.  

 

Subverting the Sexual:  

Objectifying the Male, Subjectifying the Female and Defying the Marriage  

The writer deposes the sexual in a way that her memoir becomes oppositional to the 

patriarchal proclamation that condemns women to passivity (cf. also Cixous 65, and Segal 

222). It is true: men are in the centre here. But they are in the centre of Kostash’s observation. 

The men, become the objects of her examination. Clearly, the orthodox roles are reversed here 

because it is she, the woman, who gazes at a man and, what is more, this gaze is powerful 

because overtly erotic. To name only one of the many examples; shouting out the anti-war 

slogan with her first lover, it is not only the political message that interests the woman 

Kostash describes, but it is also ‘the bulky bulge of his crotch’ (DB 3) that attracts her 

attention. 

 The men become in this way the objects of not only woman’s gaze, but also, what 

comes with it, her desire. It is men who are aroused by her, but most importantly here, it is 

also she who is aroused by men. It is the woman who is passionate and sexual and who 

describes with conscious precision her erotic feelings towards the men she encounters, soon 

lovers-to-be. Consequently, by depicting female active sexuality, Kostash achieves two 
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objectives. Firstly, she opposes the Victorian-rooted oxymoron, which imposed on women, 

marked their bodies as ‘sexualised, yet “passive” ’ (Segal 190). Secondly and consequently, 

the fact that the writer defines female sexuality in terms of activity and arousal, and not 

repression and restraint, serves to expose ‘the disavowed “passivity” of male sexuality’ (Segal 

222). To illustrate the latter, we should mention, e.g., the fact that when portraying her 

virtually unconsummated love-affair with ‘the Polish dissident’ (DB 80), who remains 

unnamed and referred to only by means of the initial ‘K,’ the narrator ponders: 

Why did this ‘affair’ not excite me quite as much as it should have done? Why did another idea altogether 
excite me more, the idea of the young Pole, who had organised a strike of railway firemen, or the priest 
who had heard his confession near a pile of scrap metal in the switching yards? (DB 77) 

 
Indeed, it is the woman who, despite playing the role of ‘a distant though necessary 

correspondent’ (DB 77) rather than a lover in this relationship, keeps up the last remnants of 

passion: ‘I wanted, of course, simply to admire K. Or at the very least to remain fascinated, 

aroused’ (DB 76-77). Another illustration of the point may be found in the woman’s love-

affair with a Mennonite-Canadian in whose portrayal we hear her confessing, ‘[n]ear you, 

close enough to press my shoulder into your arm, I don’t feel womanly. I feel chaste, the 

woman still to be touched. No marriage bed for us’ (DB 163). 

 The aspect of marriage that appears in the quotation above needs to be addressed here 

because it is exactly the opposite of this form of partnership that Kostash focuses on. The 

issue in question is already challenged in the preface where Kostash proclaims ‘[t]he rebel 

hero […] is not for marrying’ (DB iv). It can be assumed that such a proclamation emphasises 

the aforementioned characteristic of the hero, i.e. his remoteness, but it also suggests the 

opposite, namely that it is the woman speaking who remains out of the reach of the marriage 

bond. By deciding to take up a position of a lover, she rejects the traditional role that a woman 

is fit into, i.e. the role of a wife, choosing in this way perhaps a more complex path. As 

Kostash remarks in the preface, ‘[n]ot all of us want to evacuate these demon-lovers from our 

bodies nor retreat optimistically, like Morgan, into the safety of the marriage bond’ (DB iv).   

 Thus, what we encounter in The Doomed Bridegroom is in fact a woman who is not only 

active in terms of sexuality, but also in terms of exerting complete control over her life. 

Whether ready to ‘pledge a kind of fidelity’ (DB 9) to her ‘first bridegroom’ (9) through her 

virginal ‘body’s sacrifice’ (10) and even her willingness to ‘marry him’ (10) or whether ready 

to reject her sensual pleasure in another love-affair in order to take up the cause so that she 

could ‘be the virgin, tending [her lover’s] perpetual fire’ (163), the virgin who ‘will never 

marry’ (163), it is always and exclusively the act of the woman’s own will. It is she who 
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leaves her lovers or lets them leave (cf. DB 30) because this is her personal search of her 

‘self.’ It is the woman who is on her way to discover her sexual through the political, but also 

her political through the sexual.      

 

Subverting the Political: Passivity, Travel and Memory 

At his point, we should also comment upon the question of the political that Kostash poses in 

her memoir but simultaneously deposes it in a capturing fashion. The first facet to its 

presentation in the work is the aspect of travel. Considered only cursorily, the issue may 

appear irrelevant for the discussion of the political. But it in fact uncovers a variety of 

dimensions that can be analysed in this respect. Cixous writes that women are cast into the 

persistent myth of a sleeping beauty: 

Once upon a time … once … and once again. 
Beauties slept in their woods, waiting for princes to come and wake them up. In their beds, in their glass 
coffins, in their childhood forests like dead women. Beautiful, but passive; hence desirable: all mystery 
emanates from them. (66) 

 
It is the sleeping beauty’s passivity that charms her prince, and so when ‘[s]he arises – end of 

the dream’ (Cixous 66). Nonetheless, most of the women sleeping do arise. But those ‘who 

have awakened,’ Cixous continues, ‘remember having slept, having been put to sleep’ (66). 

Among them, there are also those who still lie, dreaming: ‘I am sleeping. If I weren’t asleep, 

he wouldn’t look for me, he wouldn’t cross his good lands and my badlands to get to me. 

Above all, don’t wake me up!’ (Cixous 67; emphasis added).  

 Cixous’s masterfully metaphorical and yet how precise remarks capture not only the 

female passivity myth, but also another myth, namely the centuries-old tale according to 

which ‘“the traveller” has remained endurably “masculine” ’ (Smith 1999, 13). It is the man 

who is to embark on adventure, cross the seas and lands to seek it and discover the unknown 

at the same time (cf. Smith 1999, 12-13). Woman? The woman stays at home, ‘she in effect is 

home itself,’ says Lawrence (in Smith 1999, 12). Thus:  

the domain of socially instituted norms, as it tethers feminine subjectivity to sessility, confinement, 
convention, and servitude, forces the masculinisation of the traveller, he who boldly negotiates unfamiliar 
and ‘undomesticated’ spaces. (Smith 1999, 12) 

 
Kostash shatters the sleeping beauty’s dream, makes her arise and sets her on the move, 

undermining in this way the stereotype that proclaims the traveller to be exclusively male. 

Depicting female journeys, the writer presents that it is the woman who is mobile while men, 

although positioned within rapidly developing historic events of their homelands, remain in 

fact confined in/through their countries and/or lives and, despite their presentation as rebels, 
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they are very often facing their impossibility to act.350 Due to this fact, the question arises 

whether the portrayed men are willingly central to these events or just in the centre, i.e. 

forcefully thrust into the midst of happenings, a perspective that would definitively challenge 

their heroism. After all, as the title of Kostash’s memoir suggests it is not the bride, but the 

bridegroom who is doomed. And it is through the woman’s journeys that we, the readers, may 

find out why. Consequently, we should focus briefly on the aspect of travel because the 

woman’s literary journeys across countries and continents become her necessary metaphorical 

journeys of her identity and memory.   

The two dimensionality of travel, i.e. its literalness and symbolism need to be addressed 

here because it is the aspect of identity that brings the two together. Departing on a journey in 

its straightforward sense, we very often confront the unfamiliar that soon changes our 

perspective on the world, the other people, and inevitably on ourselves as it is also the 

unfamiliar in ourselves that we have to encounter (cf. Bartkowski xxii). Willing to (re)define 

the idea of our ‘I,’ we need to consider the context this ‘I’ finds itself set into (cf. Bartkowski 

xxii) and the journey we undertake provides undeniably a variety of settings for self-

definition(s). And so, the literary aspect of journey meets its figurative facet here in as much 

as a journey becomes at once a physical as well as a mental undertaking (cf. Ifekwunigwe 

185):  

Transportation into diverse spaces shifts the terms of self-locating within personal, familial, and 
communal environments. […] [T]o be mobile, to be in transit, is to enter a liminal zone characterised by 
the oscillation between the emptying of identity and the filling of identity.  (Smith, ‘Amelia’ 16; emphasis 
added).   

 
In this way, we could state, following the main argument of this thesis, that since, as Smith 

puts it, ‘identity functions as a perceptual point of transition’ (1999, 17), it itself becomes a 

constant and an everlasting journey.  

Discussing her ethnographic work, Ifekwunigwe declares the following, ‘[a]s I write, I 

am still returning’ (185). This statement is of crucial importance here because it captures two 

aspects. Firstly, it reveals another dimension of a journey in its metaphorical sense, i.e. its 

connection to the concept of memory. Secondly, it indicates writing to be an act that allows to 

revisit this memory. Here is where we should look for connections with Kostash’s work and 

                                                 
350 The first lover needs to remain in Canada due to the fact that he is the draft-dodger from the US. It is only years after his 
escape that he comes back to his country where he is imprisoned. Other lovers like Kostas, K and a Serbian boy are either 
restricted or, like Vasyl Stus, literally confined by the governments of their countries. What should be added here is that 
mobility is also indicative of privilege and, what comes with it, ‘class-bound associations with exploitation and pleasure-
seeking’ (Bartkowski xxiii). Thus, presenting men’s enforced stagnation, their motionlessness and impossibility to act, with a 
simultaneous depiction of a woman’s activity, her travel and pursuits exposes who remains here in the underprivileged and 
the privileged position, which, on the whole, is another interesting case of undermining the orthodox patriarchal pattern.   
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more precisely its form because, bearing the above in mind, we might examine her memoir 

not only as the product of her writing, but also travelling, both literal and metaphorical. 

Working on personal recollections may lead to a wide array of the new conceptions of 

and approaches to identity as well as history and so its final product, i.e. a memoir, just like 

autobiography itself, may become a site for the expression of one’s (re)considerations (cf. 

Canning 108-109). What we can speak of here is, in fact, ‘a narrativisation of memory’351 

(Canning 109) because: 

[…] memory is ultimately a story about, and thus a discourse on, original experience, so that recovering 
the past is not a hypostatising of fixed grounds and absolute origins, but rather, an interpretation of earlier 
experience that can never be divorced from the filterings of subsequent experience or articulated outside 
the structures of language and storytelling. (Smith in Canning 109; cf. also Smith 1987, 45) 
 

Kostash reveals such workings of memory by means of the complex structure of her work and 

the subject matter she chooses for it. Consequently, she explores past memories as her key 

theme but she re-imagines and reconstructs them via her innovative literary devices. To 

illustrate this we should briefly ponder upon the stylistic composition of The Doomed 

Bridegroom.  

 

The Doomed Bridegroom: Structure and Style 

Discussing the process of creating the work and attempting at its generic definition, the writer 

admits that: 

I had the title right away but I didn’t quite know how to describe it. It is a work of creative non-fiction 
(broad definition: documentary subject matter treated in a literary manner) […], a travel narrative […]. 
The book is subtitled, somewhat misleadingly, as a memoir. The [NeWest] Press persuaded me that this 
was to help reviewers and booksellers figure out how to place such a multi-faceted text. But it is not a 
memoir in the conventional sense […].352 (Kostash ‘In Myrna’s Words,’ online)  

 
The project’s originality lies in the fact that it combines various forms of literature from 

descriptive, or even documentary-like, prose through its imaginative, poetic incarnations to 

incorporating verse lines themselves.353 The text is unique because it includes different genres 

like the elements of memoir, autobiography and fictionalised biography. Additionally, we 

encounter here the use of interview-like dialogues that interrupt the main narration, but 

                                                 
351 This as well as other terms quoted here from Canning are used by her with respect to her analysis of two feminist 
autobiographical texts, i.e. Robbie McCauley’s Sally’s Rape and Carmelita Tropicana’s Milk of Amnesia/ Leche de Amnesia.  
352 In her essay ‘Canadian Historiographic Metafiction,’ Hutcheon dwells upon our conception which tends to ascribe such 
genres as biography or historiography to reality, objectivity and science which is grounded in our idea that the meaning of 
fiction opposes that of reality (cf. 232-233). Kostash plays with this concept, creating a work that verges on the realm of 
fiction and non-fiction, which in consequence is difficult to define, even for the author herself. However, the fact that the 
NeWest Press influenced the writer into adding a subtitle that would ascribe the specific genre to the work which blends a 
variety of genres, is indeed the best proof that the general tendency mentioned by Hutcheon functions on a regular basis. 
Including the term ‘memoir’ as part of the title for the very purpose of helping the readers to decipher the genre clearly 
indicates our willingness or even need to be provided with clear cut terms operating according to, what Hutcheon calls, ‘our 
“analytico-referential” view of historiography and biography’ (1984, 232-33).  
353 Cf. also Grekul (2005, 172-73) for her remarks about the narrative mode implemented by Kostash in her work.  
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continue with the plot line, the inclusion of letters, journal/notebook entries, description of 

photographs and paintings, documented eye-witness accounts, and stories supported by the 

scholarly research of secondary sources. All of this is very frequently narrated by ‘the 

contradicted “I”’ (Canning 122) marked by a change of a narrator’s voice into either first- or 

third person (cf. Canning 122). This ‘experiment’ (DB 175), as the writer calls her 

endeavours, is furthered by the graphic representation of the text and the text’s structure; 

while the former means the frequent use of italics interwoven with the standard print, the 

latter indicates the subdivision of regular chapters into titled or untitled ‘subchapters.’   

 Indeed, it may be argued that Kostash conducts her literary account in a postmodernist 

vein in as much as she deconstructs the traditional ways of handling the subject matter 

through its unconventional stylistic expression. The author confesses to her consciously 

devised literary eccentricity present in The Doomed Bridegroom:  

I’ve never written like that again. To tell you the truth, I was really pushing the limits of non-fiction, right 
over the frontier with fiction in some places, and I’ve retreated to more staid forms of the genre. But there 
are many parts of it which I love reading out loud, just for the thrill of the way-out-there technique: ‘Look, 
ma, no hands!’ (Kostash ‘In Myrna’s Words,’ online) 
 

Her unique, deconstructive way of expression354 in this work may be ascribed not only 

to postmodernism, but also to a feminist articulation in a double fashion. Firstly, by using her 

idiosyncratic style to express the female erotic sensation and gratification, Kostash’s work can 

be aligned with the French feminist undertakings to give substance to ‘the language of 

                                                 
354 Grekul puts forward ideas relevant for my discussion here (cf. 2005, 169-92). For example, she considers Kostash’s 
language in the said work as its most powerful and pivotal element, stating that ‘[a]s much the story of her love affairs with 
the process of writing as it is the story of her love affairs with various “rebel men,” her memoir reveals the ways in which she 
becomes empowered as a writer to redefine her sense of self and community in and through language’ (169). As a result of 
Kostash’s innovative language use, Grekul sees the writer’s possibility ‘to develop a new identity’ (169):   

The process of writing [...] is what empowers her to transcend the limitations of reality, and what simultaneously enables her to accept 
the limitations of fantasy. By creating a textual world in which the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction are radically blurred, 
Kostash arrives at a new understanding of herself. In doing so, she at least succeeds in her quest to redefine her sense of community 
beyond borders and bloodlines – at least in her own eyes. (190) 

Grekul’s observation referring to Kostash’s identity construction in/via The Doomed Bridegroom are quite vital for my 
analysis, and some of Grekul’s ideas concerning the issue, but also her ways of interpreting each of Kostash’s chapters and 
the literary illustrations that she chose from Kostash’s work (cf. Grekul 2005, 169-92), clearly concur with my observations 
presented here (e.g., as those concerning the first of Kostash’s chapters ‘Mississippi Dreaming;’ for all my analyses see the 
following ). Yet, there are significant differences in our studies of Kostash’s work. Suffice it here to point out only the main 
ones. Firstly, Grekul finds direct associations between Kostash, the author, and Kostash, the character/speaking person in her 
memoir, which is avoided in this thesis. Secondly, while Grekul’s final observation about Kostash’s ‘new identity’ (169) and 
her ‘[reinventing of] herself as an agent of social change, a “rebel woman” […]’ (190) corresponds with my general 
interpretation of the position of the woman in Kostash’s work, our readings of feminist aspects are at points quite contrary: 
what Grekul often reads as the presentation of Kostash as ‘doomed to play a passive, supporting role in relation to […] [the 
men]’ (190), paying more attention to sexual/emotional relation between them, my analysis tends from its beginning towards 
emphasising the woman’s (attempts at her) political activism and feminism. To Grekul, all of Kostash’s ‘separate love 
stories, each focused on a specific “doomed bridegroom,” collectively […] form a single story of the “doomed bride”’ (173). 
In my interpretation, the idea about the doom of the bride is rejected. Finally, Grekul considers Kostash’s imaginative 
interventions to be formative for her role/identity of the writer, my analysis also tends towards stressing the constructed 
nature of identity (which is the major goal of the first part of this chapter) but mainly for the purpose of revealing the 
subjective/selective/manipulative discourses that govern our (national) identities (which is to be proven in this chapter’s 
second section).   
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feminine desire – the écriture féminine of Hélène Cixous, the womanspeak of Luce Irigaray, 

the jouissance of Kristeva’ (Smith 1987, 58). Secondly, the innovative language that the 

writer uses to talk about past memories becomes her ‘feminist structuring of memory’ 

(Canning 110) which means, following Canning’s idea, that through this sort of language 

Kostash ‘[intervenes] in and [seizes] ownership of the ways in which such structures are 

conventionally constructed in and utilised by oppressive discourses’ (110). In order to 

exemplify her unconstrained voice, we should go back to her introductory statements 

concerning the other feminists’ stances that proposed their visions of the 1960s Sexual 

Revolution as deceptive for women. In response to them, Kostash declares, ‘[n]o, I protested, 

this is not how I remember it’ (DB ii; emphasis added). Clearly, the writer does not flinch 

from challenging more general recollections.  

As the author defines her literary piece in its preface, it is ‘a series of “auto-fictions”’ 

(DB v; emphasis added). Such a definition captures the meaning of, what Smith calls referring 

to the genre of female autobiography, ‘[t]he doubling of self’355 (1987, 47), i.e. its division 

into ‘a narrating “I” and a narrated “I”’ (47), where in a very curious way the creator of the 

text becomes its subject herself which she continually ‘[displaces] by one or multiple textual 

representations’ (47). Consequently, since the author uses memory as her working device by 

means of which she re-imagines and reconstructs her past, her own figure is implicated in this 

process and thus also becomes ‘a fictive persona’ (Smith 1987, 46).  

In this way, we are faced with a fascinating combination of a personal story presented in 

a clearly fictionalised way. Moreover, Kostash’s private account also goes beyond the area of 

intimacy because its main point is, as already suggested, to clash with the political in its 

public aspect (cf. also Canning 111). Kostash explains her strategy in the following way:  

[…] although it [the memoir]’s about me, it’s not really about me. From the very first moment when I 
played around with the stories, I knew that the reason for introducing such personal subject material was 
to explore the relationship between my emotional and sexual arousal and a certain kind of history and 
politics. The personal is in service to the political. (Kostash ‘In Myrna’s Words,’ online; emphasis added) 

 
Through the liaisons with specific men, Kostash sets the subject of her work within a wider 

context because the lovers she describes represent one of the many entangled in the web of 

historical and political changes. The following sections will therefore focus on the political as 

                                                 
355 Smith also quotes Renza who explains such a technique as the ‘divorce between the writing self and his textual rendition’ 
(1987, 47). Consequently, it should be stated with respect to The Doomed Bridegroom that although Kostash as an author is 
most clearly present in the preface to her work as well as in, for example, one of its chapters, ‘Inside the Copper Mountain,’ 
where she also speaks as a narrator and becomes one of the narrated characters, it will be avoided here to identify the person 
of Kostash as the author with the narrator as well as the narrated woman in The Doomed Bridegroom. This strategy is also 
dictated by the unclear definitions of the work given by the author herself (and as presented here).  
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presented by the author in her work by briefly pointing to each journey and encounter the 

woman depicted by Kostash makes. 

 

Journey into Disillusion: Lenny 

Kostash states that when depicting ‘the ideal figure of the “doomed bridegroom”’ (‘In 

Myrna’s Words,’ online), she was ‘[i]nspired by [her] first lover (who is also the opening 

chapter of Bridegroom)’ (online). The chapter in question is entitled ‘Mississippi Dreaming’ 

and goes back to 1965. The author presents a woman, a ‘Ukrainian-Canadian daughter of 

schoolteachers, student of Russian and French literature’ (DB 1) whose inner thoughts 

presented already at the beginning of the chapter signal her rising political consciousness, 

‘[s]ucking the air down into my lungs I am thinking that I wish to be in Mississippi. I wish to 

be in that hot, moist place, tramping along the delta, my arms linked through black arms, on a 

freedom march’ (DB 1). And thus, walking through the snowed streets of the campus in 

Edmonton, she conjures herself as being exactly in this other place, ‘I am elsewhere, in the 

drama of strangers in pain’ (DB 1).  

 As the political is already indicated to in these very first pages, it is also the sexual that 

is to find here its significance: 

In little rented bungalows near the university […], the members of the New Democrat Youth have parties. 
The frat-rats are short-haired boys in blue blazers and grey flannels who study Commerce and pre-Law. It 
is not that I despise them but that they do not arouse me. They are just there, in my peripheral vision, 
while the boys at the parties of the NDY snap and snizzle, heating up the space around them […]. (1-2) 

 
The aspect of female sexual arousal introduced in this way magnificently blends with the 

political because, as we learn, the cause of this sensual feeling is ‘the ardour of their [the 

NDY] ideas’ (DB 2). It is the ideology of politics and philosophy that stirs the erotic emotion 

in the woman, as she admits, ‘[i]t is the defloration of my virginal vocabulary: oppression, 

class enemy, being and nothingness’ (DB 2). 

 But the most essential stimulation comes with the encounter of a particular man, 

‘Lenny’ (DB 2) who, as we learn from the narrator, ‘sits in the desk right in front of me in 

“Political Institutions of the Soviet Union” class. […] He’s from Bronx. He’s a draft dodger’ 

(2). The passion initiated by the woman’s ‘staring at the back of his head, pulsing with 

admiration’ (DB 2) evolves into her first love-affair in which she ‘[takes] care to cultivate 

[her] feelings’ (3). Lenny becomes her passionate lover, her ‘first lover’ (DB 3), her ‘first 

bridegroom’ (9). But the affair with Lenny introduces her not only to her erotic passion, but 

also to the passion of socialist ideology.  
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As it turns out, Lenny is a fervent activist who is ‘writing not only his term papers but 

also articles for the student paper about Vietnam and the draft resistance in the United States, 

speeches for a rally in front of legislature, not to mention letters to all his strung-out friends 

back in New York’ (DB 2). Engrossed in the tales of his political activism, she imagines the 

violent scenes of this fight for the cause, comparing it with the stagnation of her own world, ‘I 

look around the campus coffee shop, my friends eating cinnamon buns and plugging nickels 

into the jukebox’ (DB 3). 

Although the initial presentation of this affair clearly depicts the powerfulness of this 

attraction, we cannot eliminate our impression that this power and superiority is virtually self-

claimed and one-sided. A somewhat muted voice of criticism manages to break through the 

woman’s account, and so we see that Lenny drowns in fact in his own self-centredness:  

He brags about how clever he was in coming up here to university so far north in an outpost no American 
authority has heard of. He feels snug here, he tells me, cosy and taken care of. He puts his arm around me 
as if to say he means me too, that I am part of his shelter. (DB 3; emphasis added) 

 
Clearly, the places are already prescribed in this relationship by the man and it is he who 

takes up its central position. The woman is either pushed aside or in fact completely away. 

While Lenny rebels, ‘[arguing] passionately with the men’ (DB 4), his Marxist friends, about 

issues that matter like ‘about vanguardism’ (4), we see the girl ‘[sitting] in the corner, abashed 

that [she] [has] not done the reading, and [leafing] through old copies of Red Flag as though 

[she] could catch up’ (4). Moreover, it is she who is to take on the blame when the love affair 

ends due to her departure. In his letters that will still continue arriving for some years, Lenny 

will accuse his lover of the fact that ‘[h]e hoped that in [their] brief four months together [she] 

would have got to really know him but, alas, it seems [she] was only looking at [herself]’ (DB 

4-5). Suggesting to the girl that she should ‘expand [her] sexual repertoire’ (4), he will blame 

her for ‘[spoiling] [their] sexual adventures by being altogether too passive, too virginal, lying 

there being made love to rather than being a participant in a sharing process’ (4).  

Reading the story, we anxiously await some unexpected twist in the plot that would 

show the woman’s feminist resistance. Surprisingly, there is no objection to the man’s 

approach, but only a note of forbearance, ‘I forgive all,’ declares the woman, ‘knowing he is 

staying up all night working on a paper on the changes in the Soviet economy, auditing a 

computer science course, organising a blood drive for the Vietnamese and dreaming about a 

‘slum project’ for the summer’ (DB 5). Evidently, it is the political cause and Lenny’s passion 

for it that the woman is completely absorbed in, seeing in it some ample justification for all 

his deeds. After all, he is the woman’s ‘first lover’ (DB 9) with whom ‘she had lain body and 
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soul’ (9), ‘[pledging] a kind of fidelity she had never revoked’ (9). This is what she realises 

when visiting Lenny years after they parted and while he is imprisoned in the United States: 

They say that a woman’s first lover is the only lover; all who come after are surrogates. I had had my 
share of them, chasing one proud dark man after another around Toronto to London to Ibiza and back to 
Toronto. Thinking I was done with Lenny, I had folded him away into the box of old letters in my 
basement, accepting that I had grown up and fled the girl who had sat on his living room floor, weeping, 
as a bottle of cheap sherry, upset, dripped its sticky contents onto a pile of anti-war pamphlets. Now I 
remember her […]. (DB 8-9; emphasis added) 

 
Lenny, playing a vital role in the woman’s search of her ‘self,’ is in fact an essential 

component of her self-definition. And so, having visited him in the prison, the woman is still 

determined not to run away, but to stay and await the impossible, ‘wait […] until he was free 

[…]. […] [to] marry him, […] be his bride again, the virgin […] [to] be taken again and again 

and again, repeating ritually the first act of [her] body’s sacrifice to the doomed bridegroom’ 

(DB 10; emphasis added).  

Dwelling on the contents of her book, Kostash asks, ‘[a]nd who or what is the doomed 

bridegroom?’ (‘In Myrna’s Words,’ online). The author immediately follows her question, 

answering that he is ‘a revolutionary male on the (doomed) Left who is fated (doomed) never 

to marry, or never to marry me’ (online). The question that arises here is whether this is in 

fact only the bridegroom’s unavailability that Kostash points to as his doom. Or is it rather her 

questioning of the value and truthfulness of the engagement in fighting for one’s beliefs that 

she exposes by describing the woman’s affair with Lenny? That this might be the case is 

assured by the author in her preface where she defines the goal of her work as her 

examination of the sexual and the political ‘after my cohort,’ as she states, ‘has disappeared 

into marriage, parenthood, divorce, celibacy, death’ (DB v; emphasis added). All the 

paradigms that her ‘cohort’ had struggled against in their youth. 

Likewise, it is her first bridegroom that once rebelled and raged, trespassing all literal 

and metaphorical borders, but who, now, set in prison, ‘was no longer proud that he had 

managed to slip away from the war and go up to Canada’ (DB 10). ‘Now he was ashamed’ 

(DB 10) because ‘[w]hile his class brothers died, he had pretended he too had “acted”’ (10; 

emphasis added). Is this the final expression of his sincere heroism? Or is it just his 

repentance to which Kostash alludes to when asking, ‘[h]ad Lenny come back into the belly 

of the beast to find some way to be with them, to stand beside them as they dropped?’ (DB 

10). While this would indicate that Lenny is really a man of principle, we may suspect that it 

is not a matter of principle but just another part of his ‘programme.’ Out of prison, Lenny’s 

life does go on: 
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Yeah, he’s still trying to understand ‘everything,’ how class relations can be changed and which 
classes ‘benefit from what’ but, hey, that doesn’t mean we can’t all go play among the flowers, make love 
in a meadow, get stoned, and head off into the sunset on our motorbikes. 

Six months later he married his lawyer. (DB 12) 
 

The chapter ends in rather a disappointing tone as if to emphasise the transience or even 

failure of past beliefs. We hear the narrator stating the final words of the chapter, ‘I would not 

be going to Mississippi. I would never go to Mississippi’ (13). The question raised here by 

Kostash is crucial as it re-appears throughout her work. This refers to ‘The Collaborators,’ the 

second chapter of the book, in which the issue is also presented, revealing its another aspect.  

 

Journey into (Self-)Delusion: Kostas 

The encounter described in this part takes place in Greece in ‘Nafplion, on the Peloponnese, 

in late May of 1981’ (DB 14). Kostash presents ‘the woman, a Canadian in her mid-thirties, 

[…] vacationing in Greece, which she had last visited in 1969’ (DB 14) and thus defines her 

as ‘a solitary traveller’ (14). The woman strikes up an acquaintance with a man met 

accidentally at the café. This chance meeting develops into a passionate love-affair because, 

as we soon learn, the man, Kostas K., is an ardent supporter of a Greek struggle which 

inflames the woman’s imagination. As a member of a socialist party, and even an 

underground Communist association, who adopted a clearly anti-American standpoint, Kostas 

seems to be the right man in the right place, a true rebel without a self-cause, but only with the 

national cause in his mind.  

 While Kostas is frequently away on his mission ‘to spread the gospel’ (DB 18), the 

woman is left to her own meditations on ‘the history of this often wretched country’ (18), her 

recollections of the revolutionary songs Kostas played to her ‘again and again and again until 

she was almost, unbearably, aroused’ (18) or the excesses of her imagination thanks to which 

she could construe what she was deprived of to witness, i.e. to experience the fervour of his 

activism: 

In Olympia he paid in advance for their room, made love to her and then […] left her, explaining he had 
to go back to Patras. By now Patras had become focused in her mind as a small house on the outskirts of 
town where, very late at night, six, ten, fifteen men of all ages, with moustaches and smoking suicidely, 
shouting and waving their arms in the chip-chop Greek manner, plotted their strategies for the defence of 
the Greek republic. She imagined, there in the darkened anteroom, heavy wooden boxes holding AK-47s 
from Bulgaria. (DB 20; emphasis added) 

 
What we observe here is the repetition of the situation as presented in the first chapter; 

while the man is engaged in his political fight, the woman can follow ‘his treks […] [t]o give 

him company’ (DB 22) but only in her imagination and even when she participates in his 

propaganda tours she is excluded from the company, only waiting and observing his doings 
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from a distance. Not only did the woman ‘[make] no protest’ (DB 27) against such a 

treatment, what is more, she became the more impassioned for his cause. We see emotions 

mounting in her when she listens to another song played by Kostas, ‘this time about the 

students massacred by the guns on the tanks of the Junta during their sit-in at the Polytechnic 

in 1973 […]. It made her cry’ (DB 23; emphasis added). 

The woman’s sensitivity for the wrong experienced by and the pain inflicted on the 

Greek nation makes her eligible, in her lover’s eyes, to serve the people by becoming their 

chronicler who would ‘[write] about the truth of their history, the justice of their ideals’ (DB 

24). In this history, Kostas’s story would have to be inscribed and if she was to write it down, 

she would have to tell the story of a hero who had ‘grown up […] with rifles […] [and] guns 

in his parents’ house’ (DB 27), ‘how he learned to hate injustice’ (23-24) from his uncle who 

‘had been in the Resistance’ (23), how ‘[h]e was there’ (24) where the Polytechnic students 

where ruthlessly ‘crumpled […] like matchsticks’ (24) and finally, to underscore his utter 

‘commitment to revolutionary politics’ (21), how being an altruistic hero, ‘[h]e had serious 

reservations about marrying, […]. Or having children’ (21). She could or even would write 

down this story, if only it was true.  

 Although the woman was agitated by the drama of Kostas’s country, being haunted, 

‘spooked by the characters of all Kostas’s stories’ (DB 25), it turned out in fact that her 

empathy for the people, who in fact were not her folkmen, was not reciprocated by her lover 

whose freedom fighter’s stance would allow to take his sensitivity to human pain for granted. 

Learning that the December 1981 drama was taking place in Poland, the woman states: 

Just, as before, we [she and her lover] had sat close together, almost embracing, and shared our 
indignation and hurt in the recital of the events at the Polytechnic, so now I wanted us to share the events 
in Poland, the Silesian coalminers shot to death, the strikers herded into freezing prison camps, the 
students beaten like dogs. (DB 30) 

 
But instead her lover mocked around and all she received was his cruel attack on Poland, his 

heartlessness towards the Polish strikers and ‘a look of contempt’ (DB 30) for her lover, 

followed by an accusation that ‘[she] [is] not a Communist!’ (30).  

 The relationship was put to an end because as the woman states, ‘[m]y head was running 

other movies than his’ (DB 30). But the incident reveals that the affair which was built upon 

the respect of supposedly the same values turned out to be fraudulent. As such was also 

Kostas’s identity. What we learn is that after some time the relationship had been broken, the 

woman received a phone call from Kostas’s wife ‘and the mother of their two children’ (DB 

31) who evidently forced Kostas to admit by himself to the woman ‘that he had told her many 

lies’ (31). In this way, the illusion of identity he created is exposed. And so, in the following 
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pages, Kostash provides the readers with Kostas’s ‘probable biography’ (DB 32), debunking 

his mythic posture and showing that his biography the woman was familiar with was a lie: 

from Kostas’s uncle who turned out to be, in fact, anti-Communist ‘[boasting] of killing 

Communists’ (DB 32), through Kostas’s being nothing but a bystander of the Junta crimes as 

well as an entirely accidental and utterly indifferent witness of the Polytechnic students’ strike 

to the fact that what the woman participated in was not Kostas’s spreading of ideological 

propaganda among the villagers but his propagation and sale of ‘agricultural chemicals 

manufactured by an American multinational corporation’ (33).  

 Referring to the incident of Kostas’s mockery and condemnation of on-goings in 

Poland, the woman declares, ‘I was naive enough to believe that, as a man of the left, he 

would champion the Polish workers’ (DB 30; emphasis added). The statement discloses how 

easily certain aspects can be taken for granted, pointing in this way to identity as an entity 

inscribed into ‘perception […] [and] imagination’ (van Maanen 30), the former being ‘as 

much a product of imagination as […] [the latter] […] a product of perception’ (30). And so, 

Kostash’s story shows that, in fact, both the woman and her lover are implicated in this 

process356 but it is their motivation that makes the difference between them.  

While Kostas construed himself as a hero to gratify his masculinity, to have ‘someone 

who would see him […] stride manfully into the village square’ (DB 33) and for the promise 

of his sexual fulfilment, which altogether reduces his political to pure biology and his 

physiology, the woman conjured him as a hero because she needed the embodiment of ‘[h]er 

Greek ideals’ (DB 28) - ‘heat in their embrace and harmony in their discourse’ (28). And so 

she let the illusion be, ‘[s]he had seen the advertising flyers while rummaging for cassettes on 

the back seat of his car, but had refused to assimilate the information. She wanted a lover who 

was leafleting the Greek countryside with revolutionary pamphlets’ (DB 33; emphasis added). 

In this way, the roles are again reversed; the passion for the political was the woman’s, and 

not the supposed hero’s, craving.  

 Exposing Kostas’s lie to herself would mean an inevitable loss of the ideals that the 

woman wanted to thrive on. Therefore, she subconsciously rejected the idea of probable 

deception and participated in perpetuating the illusion until its falsehood became unbearably 

                                                 
356 Grekul also recognises this aspect when she states that the woman (Kostash in Grekul’s view) ‘[has] learned through her 
relationships with Lenny and Kostas that what is real is always nuanced by what is imagined [...]’ (2005, 179). With the 
respect to the latter man, Grekul also observes that the two, as she puts it, ‘were both active in constructing the fictional terms 
of their affair [...]’ (178). But while Grekul sees the woman’s participation in this relationship as her conscious way of being 
‘an active participant – a “collaborator” – in shaping this doomed love story’ (178), I would rather connect the woman’s part 
in constructing/imagining their identities as emblematic of the woman’s fervour for the political, which will be commented 
upon further on in the main text.    
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explicit. The aspect of identity as an imaginative entity is continued in the next chapter ‘Inside 

the Copper Mountain’ but here Kostash is deliberate and straightforward about her use of it. 

In ‘The Collaborators,’ we see how this aspect of identity is used to mask the fraud, in ‘Inside 

the Copper Mountain’ we observe how it is implemented to discover the ‘truth’ about the 

hero, to fill the missing gaps in the knowledge about him. And so, for the first time in the 

work, the man described turns out to be a true hero.    

 

Journey into (‘the’) Truth: Vasyl Stus 

The hero Kostash depicts in ‘Inside the Copper Mountain’ remains her imaginary lover, 

whom Kostash has never met except, speaking in a metaphorical sense, through her work on 

dissident Soviet Ukraine poets. ‘His name is Vasyl Stus,’ writes Kostash, ‘I know that he was 

a poet and a member of that band of young writers in Ukraine called the “Sixties People” 

[…]’ ( DB 34). Thrust into the world in which his homeland was under the rule of the 

oppressive Soviet regime, Stus shared the lot of many other people condemned by the system. 

As a consequence of one act performed in 1965, namely his brave because openly-stated 

protest ‘against tyranny’ (DB 37), shouted out loud to support other artists’ verbal attack on 

the regime powers for imprisoning all the critics of ‘the Russification of Ukrainian culture’ 

(37),357 Stus had to face a chain of punishments that bound him until his death.  

The elimination of the poet from the intellectual and artistic scene was the first strike of 

the Soviets. This included the loss of his status of a Ph.D. student, of ‘his assistantship at the 

State Historic Archives’ (DB 39), and the possibility of publishing his works. The aim was 

achieved because Stus ‘had become unemployable in his profession’ (DB 39), but 

paradoxically also in any other position due to ‘a Soviet Catch-22’ (39) forbidding to ‘[work] 

outside his specialisation’ (39). But even more drastic because his physical elimination 

followed soon. Starting in 1972, when ‘the General Pogrom, the harshest single assault by the 

KGB on dissidents in Ukraine since the death of Stalin’ (DB 44) took place, Stus had to face 

his arrests, interrogations, imprisonment, the sequestration of his possession, and finally his 

trial that he had to stand twice. The second opened just after Stus had served his first term for 

‘slandering the state’ (DB 45), i.e. ‘five years in special regime labour camp in Mordovian 

ASSR and three years internal exile’ (45). His second sentence, this time for ‘anti-Soviet 

agitation and propaganda designed to undermine or weaken Soviet power’ (DB 57), according 

                                                 
357 As Kostash provides, the attack was launched by Viacheslav Chornovil, a journalist, and Ivan Dziuba, a critic, in the 
Kievan cinema after the screening of Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors by Sergei Paradzhanov during which Stus was also 
present (cf. DB 37). 
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to which the poet was to serve ‘ten years’ forced labour and five years’ internal exile’ (57), 

assured his death which came in 1985.  

In her essay, Phillips discusses the essence of heroism, dwelling upon the matter 

whether it is not in fact human ‘egoism [that] so shapes things that one sets himself up as a 

man performing an heroic act’ (Chernyshevsky in Phillips 22; emphasis added). In fact, she 

quotes a stance which proclaims that indeed, ‘[e]verything is conducted in the spirit of 

selfishness but because of our morality we want to keep quiet about that, because we want to 

seem nicer people’ (in Phillips 22). Reading the biography of Vasyl Stus presented by 

Kostash in her work, we can say that if it is so as the statement above declares, then Stus was 

doomed from the beginning, being an utterly selfless man. The biographical data given by 

Kostash as well as the accounts of people who knew the poet prove his altruism. It seems that 

the poet’s posture was looked up to not only for help which he gave, for example, by  

participating in general strikes of prisoners for receiving at least the remnants of their human 

rights, or by his individual protest calling for the appropriate protection ‘for every miner’ (DB 

52), every prisoner, but also for giving comfort. Kostash reports: 

Sergei Soldatov, who arrived a prisoner in 1976, called him [Stus] Hetman (Cossack chieftain) ‘because I 
pictured him on a frisky, raven-black horse, in a gold helmet with a glittering sword in hand, at the head 
of a brave regiment of Cossacks going into battle.’ The Hetman would wait until everyone in the barrack 
was asleep (except for the insomniac, Soldatov) to creep out into the corridor and expel the groans he 
suppressed all day in his degenerating body. (DB 50) 

 
Evidently, Stus neither let his torment and pain inflict the others, nor was he ever self-

concerned. While being still in exile, Stus managed to pay a short visit to his family at the 

occasion of his father’s death. Stus’s friend registered the poet’s ‘[r]eserved’ (DB 53) 

behaviour that was expressive of the fact that ‘[t]here was pain and anxiety in him but not for 

himself’ (53; emphasis added). Additionally, despite the wrong he experienced by some 

people, Stus was still free of any contempt or hatred, still capable to claim in a letter to his son 

that ‘people must live like the angels, with love for one another, with feeling; that all people 

are equal and honourable, all-powerful, whole, crystalline, made in the image of God. … For 

everything is alive and wants to live’ (DB 66). This made his person exceptional, his fate  

extraordinary; ‘a hero among the damned’ (DB 69). 

 Kostash creates Stus’s heroic figure out of the accounts of various people, one of whom 

declared that the poet ‘couldn’t have lasted in our world. It was as if he bared his chest to the 

gun’ (DB 56). This world he lived in was built on falsehood, whereas Stus’s ideas were based 

on truthfulness. The same friend explains, ‘[i]t was hard for him to breathe in that suffocating 

atmosphere of the half-truth and the false’ (DB 55), admitting that indeed ‘[t]hey were all […] 
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victims of the false and unfree’ (55). It is at this point that Kostash lets the aspect of identity 

meet its correspondence with freedom and language.  

The writer presents her hero not only as truthful but as truthfulness itself. Stus, being 

honest to himself, to others and his ideals, the articulation of which he never silenced despite 

the regime’s attempts to force him into silence, the poet was always free, no matter how many 

times he was sentenced and how long his terms would have been. Never afraid to speak up, to 

create his ‘stirring manifestos’ (DB 59) that accused the regime powers and their agents of 

crimes, murders and ‘[deprivng] [his] people of word and voice’ (Stus in DB 47), the poet, 

Kostash seems to say, was always committed to the cause he took up because ‘[p]rotests 

against lies and injustice was the only means of existence for him’ (58). And this is what set 

him free despite the physical confinement to which he was doomed, namely his determination 

to possess ‘a clean, innocent heart’ (Stus in DB 60) that would know no ‘sin’ (58). For Stus, 

this was the core and purpose of human life. Kostash quotes the poet who acknowledged his 

doomed fate, ‘[w]e have lost every right to belong to ourselves’ (DB 59), but to this statement 

Kostash quickly adds, ‘[h]e belongs to no one else either’ (59; emphasis added). 

 

Journeys into Power and (/of) Language: K and a Menno-Canadian Lover 

The presentation of Stus’s life as portrayed by Kostash is important because it is to enter into 

a dialogue with the writer’s depiction of two other lovers, ‘the Polish dissident’ (DB 80) K, 

and a Mennonite-Canadian writer.358 The aspect of Stus’s truthfulness and loyalty to human 

values and his stances serves to provide a contrast to the standpoint of the two men. In her 

portrayal of K, Kostash discusses the aspect of language in its ideological dimension, and thus 

considers the issue of adopting a given point of view that defines who one really is,359 while 

the study of her Mennonite-Canadian lover unravels the aspect of language as a vehicle of 

power, ‘a symbol of domination […] [and] […] the quintessential entitlement issue’ 

(Horowitz in Safran 88).   

In both cases presented by Kostash, we observe that the men do not become the 

woman’s bridegrooms, the epitome of a hero. Thus, the issue of construing identity is once 

again examined by Kostash in a double fashion. Firstly, the lovers’ identities are again and to 

                                                 
358 The writer in question is identified as Patrick Friesen (cf. Grekul 2005, 171 and 186; also 2002, 168). It should also be 
noted that the main aspects that Kostash focuses on while depicting these two encounters of the men in question, respectively 
in Chapters ‘The Masked Man in Warsaw’ and ‘Lord, History Falls through the Cracks,’ will be discussed in greater detail in 
the following subchapter.   
359 A similar discussion is also present in Janice Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library. For its analysis see Chapter 5.4. .  
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a great extent imagined by the woman.360 Due to the fact that her privately collected 

information about K lacks crucial facts about his life, the woman admits, ‘[a]nd so I have had 

to construct a “probable” biography of K from less intimate sources, and then to embellish it 

with the fugitive dust of desire and receding memory’ (DB 79; emphasis added). The same 

applies to the case of her Mennonite-Canadian lover in which the woman states when 

dwelling upon his life, ‘[w]hy you, Menno misfit for brother? I’m not family, not blood. The 

things I don’t know. But guess at or imagine’ (DB 132; emphasis added).  

Secondly, the woman is also to construe the identities of other men, the real heroes, the 

substitutes who will replace her lovers. The woman comes to her self-realisation that in fact 

she ‘had misrepresented K in [her] own imagination as a dissident’ (DB 72; emphasis added) 

and that he in fact does not apply to her definition of a rebel because, as she explains:  

What I had really wanted was a lover from my own generation, one who had fought the student battle of 
1968, the Solidarity battles of 1980-81, and who had then gone to jail. K belonged to an earlier generation 
who had joined the Party in its heady, reformist days of 1956 and then made endless little ‘adjustments’ as 
the Party reneged on all its promises. Eventually I wondered if it were still possible to desire such a man. 
(DB 72-73) 

 
Such a portrayal completely clashes with the initial one when the character of K is introduced. 

Kostash presents him in a very positive light as a man brave enough to speak up for 

Solidarity, although proclaiming himself a Communist. This picture thrills the woman 

especially when she puts K in the current time frame of Polish events during which ‘it was 

unwise to speak too loudly, painful to breathe too deeply’ (DB 72). But her excitement does 

not last long because she soon notices ‘the mask upon mask’ (DB 77) that the man puts on. 

And thus, his later portrayal is problematised in as much as the complexity of his figure is 

disclosed.  

At the core of his character’s complexity lies in fact the reader’s own struggle how to 

read his figure, how to define K’s life posture, namely whether to accept it as a matter of his 

strategic survival or as an opportunistic gain.361 The cause of both could be found in the 

current circumstances K found himself in, but each would be governed by a divergent 

motivation that, particularly in the moment of crisis, defines who one really is. And so the 

question whether K is ‘one of these weaklings who went whichever way the wind blew. […] 

Or a survivor’ (DB 123) haunts the entire presentation of the Polish lover.  

 As we learn, K is a man who, ‘[i]n the 1950s, […] had been an ardent and idealist 

Communist’ (DB 74), and now might be convenient for the present authorities or indeed ‘a 

                                                 
360 Indeed, the woman’s manipulation in constructing her lovers’ identities may be expressive of the writer’s literary 
strategies when construing the character of K because as it is admitted by Kostash ‘[d]etails about K have been changed to 
protect his identity’ (DB 179). 
361 Cf. also Grekul (2005, 183-84) who additionally points to ‘the complexities of K’s personal life’ (183). 



 285

tool of the regime’ (78). Just like Vasyl Stus, K is also said to be an intellectual and a writer, 

but here is where the parallel ends. To illustrate the statement, suffice it here to quote the 

following:  

In Czeslaw Milosz’s Cold War classic, The Captive Mind, a taxonomy of intellectual types in post-war 
Poland, I look for a man like K and find ketman. Ketman is the quality of a Muslim who, while in 
possession of the truth, nevertheless remains silent about what he knows when in the presence of his 
enemies and, in extreme situations, dissembles and denies everything, confounding the infidel by deceit. 
 In Stalinist Poland there were two kinds of ketman, aesthetic and professional, in both of which I 
catch a whiff of K’s procedures. Torn between the compulsions of his own educated tastes and the 
obligation to admire the outcomes of socialist realism, our hero writes flattering reviews of the current 
theatre, then goes home, to the only privacy allowed him in a pitilessly public life, to read Schiller and 
Sartre in their original languages. (DB 84) 

 
We hear K criticising Solidarity, the Polish people and even the establishment to which 

he belongs, accusing it of imposing despotic rule over Poland where, as K announces, ‘[t]he 

situation is hopeless […]. There can be no change’ (DB 82). Hearing this, we are anxious to 

ask: ‘for whom is it hopeless?’ Certainly not for K, who having stated the words, swallows his 

‘blini with smoked salmon and […] Bulgarian wine’ (DB 82). And all this is expressed by 

him with ‘this gratuitous correctness’ (DB 78) which shows that K knows how to stay within 

the lines. The portrayal of K is also challenged by Kostash who, among different facts about 

his life, also includes the information that proves the complexity of her Polish lover’s 

character. As it is stated in the text, ‘I learned that, thanks to K’s “understanding” with the 

authorities, none of his staff had to appear for verification: K vouched for all of them. It is 

possible that K, a gentleman and a scholar, sought to protect those in his charge from a scene 

of unforgivable vulgarity’ (DB 86). 

 Nevertheless, this is not enough for the woman Kostash portrays. She realises that K 

cannot fulfil the role of a hero and so she decides, ‘[i]f I want a Polish lover, I will have to 

dream him up’ (DB 82; emphasis added). Therefore, she sets herself on her search ‘for a more 

promising avatar of revolution’ (DB 119). Until she finds the appropriate one in the person of 

a young student, Adam Michnik,362 a ‘future dissident and political prisoner’ (DB 106), who, 

unafraid of the consequences, stood up against the regime’s oppression. ‘Here, then,’ the 

woman confesses, ‘is the doomed lover from my own generation’ (DB 107). And so, she 

proceeds to ‘imagine him still slender but with a sensual suggestion of fleshiness around his 

shoulders and thighs’ (DB 106; emphasis added) and to visualise him as her imprisoned lover, 

her ‘outlaw’ (107), her ‘angel’ (107). 

 The same case occurs with her next lover, the character of ‘Lord, History Falls through 

the Cracks,’ but here a greater emphasis is put on the woman’s fantasies about the lover’s 

                                                 
362 Michnik is currently the head editor of one of the largest newspapers in Poland Gazeta Wyborcza.  
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substitute rather than the lover himself. The difference between the two is exposed by means 

of going back to history, the past events to which in fact the surrogate belongs. The first 

historical context Kostash uses is the 18th century during which the Mennonites were invited 

by Catherine the Second to cultivate the Sich, the former lands of Ukrainian Zaporozhian 

Cossacks, which Catherine had put to an end (cf. DB 126-27). In her description of the 

circumstances in which the two groups met, i.e. the arriving Mennonites and the Ukrainians 

already inhabiting the land, Kostash presents the picture of the former in terms of prosperity, 

power and privilege, whereas the latter are depicted as ‘shoeless’ (DB 141), landless 

‘servants’ (142) of the Mennonites. But the most important aspect differentiating the two 

communities is their access to the power of language. While the Ukrainians are presented as 

those who lack it, being largely ‘illiterate’ (DB 141), the Mennonites are seen as those who 

are in its command by means of their ‘German language [that] gave [them] the names of 

things. It was what held [them] to the material world as [they] fled and settled’ (140).  

 Both aspects of ethnicity and language become the more important when we realise that 

the reflections on history narrated by the woman are directed to her Canadian lover of 

Mennonite descent who is, in fact, a writer. This issue is not without its significance as it 

serves to underline the past connections between the two groups. No wonder that the woman’s 

lover ‘[belongs] to The Word’ (DB 145) since the history of his people is ‘carried in the 

language […] [of] stories’ (135). This puts her lover in the privileged position in which he 

may claim that ‘not all stories must be told. It is the only way out of myth […]. It is the only 

freedom’ (DB 145). What follows his statement is the woman’s necessary question that her 

Ukrainian ethnicity, her kinship with the muted, prompts her to ask: ‘[b]ut I say, what about 

those who never did leave a trace, whom history never inscribed? For whom myth is not the 

untrustworthy grandiloquence of story, as you would have it, but the modest trace elements of 

people’s secrets held in common? (DB 145). 

 In this respect, her lover becomes to her insufficient to be her rebel. Although 

historically rooted in the site of domination, he shrinks in the woman’s imagination, ‘[grows] 

smaller and smaller’ (DB 163), until she is capable to see his image only as of the defeated. 

Thus, she finds ‘[her] avenging revolutionary angel’ (DB 145) among those whom history 

condemned. It is the historical and controversial363 figure of Nestor Makhno, who although 

                                                 
363 This is the second historical context used by Kostash. The writer presents Nestor Makhno as the Ukrainian people’s 
liberator; ‘the soul of the peasants’ movement’ (Voline in DB 148) and the leader, ‘Batko (Father)’ (151), of the peasant 
troops during the Ukrainian Revolution. She contrasts her presentation with his image vivid among the Mennonites and the 
Soviets. While to the former, Makhno became, as Kostash claims, ‘a wolf from the steppe’ (DB 147), ‘[t]his bandit, assassin, 
highway robber, pogromist, and scourge of the Mennonites’ (146), to the latter, at least according to the Great Soviet 
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silenced still kept struggling for his and his nation’s voice, that becomes more powerful to her 

than her Mennonite-Canadian lover, the offspring of the privileged. Addressing to her lover 

and virtually all of his Mennonite ancestors, the woman venerates her Ukrainian doomed 

bridegroom:  

To you he [Maknho] was only a body that laboured and sweated and shat in the barn, raped when 
overtaken by lust and fought to the near-death. Maybe you think of him as some black-furred mole who, 
scooped out of his lair, can only flail blindly, struggling stupidly for purchase in the light of day. 
 But I see him sweating furiously for a language, any language, a system to hook him into a code of 
meaning that is neither cryptic nor provisional, but historic. Others see the impulsiveness, the sudden 
tantrums, the crazy risks, but I see a man trying to catapult himself into the universal language of cause-
and-effect, into the company of the revolutionaries who preceded him and those who will come after. (DB 
155-56) 

 
While her Mennonite-Canadian lover may go back, at any time, to his ‘typewriter. […] [his 

grandfather] […] hopping between the keys’ (DB 159), Makhno was deprived of any voice at 

all times; ‘history cut him off in the middle of a speech’ (156). And yet, it is only him that the 

woman wants to listen to, and so to let him be heard, she envisions him as delivering his 

speech, his call for the outbreak of the revolution.  

 

Journey into the Future: a Serbian Boy 

The recollection of the encounter in Belgrade, by means of which Kostash describes a young 

Serbian man whose world, burdened with the terrors of war, makes him despair that ‘[t]he 

truth is gone out of here’ (DB 174), closes Kostash’s study of the doomed bridegrooms. 

Reading this conclusive part of Kostash’s work, it becomes most clear to the readers that her 

work is primarily a study of identity. What we realise is that the identity Kostash discusses is 

in fact, what Bauman calls, ‘a palimpsest identity’ (53), which he explains as ‘a series of “new 

beginnings”, experimenting with instantly assembled yet easily dismantled shapes, [which] is 

painted one over the other’ (53).  

 This is how we may consider Kostash’s literal and metaphorical journeys as well as the 

encounters of each men she depicts; as a chain of new experiences written one on top of the 

other. What Bauman points to as central in this identity is its aspect that allows for forgetting, 

which he emphasises to be as important as its aspect of remembering, ‘the art of memorising’ 

(53). With respect to Kostash and her presentation of identity in The Doomed Bridegroom, 

remembering is, in fact, what matters mostly in her experiment. Because, just like in the 

palimpsest manuscript itself, the traces of the previous do see through, being not completely 

deleted.  

                                                                                                                                                         
Encyclopaedia, the excerpt of which is provided by Kostash, the period of Makhno’s activity known as ‘Makhnoshchyna […] 
[is] recorded as a “criminal-anarchist counter-revolution”’ (155). 
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 In this way, we may understand the journeys and encounters portrayed by Kostash as the 

traces marked on the woman’s identity which in itself becomes her search and her experiment 

that she always keeps in control. The woman Kostash depicts in The Doomed Bridegroom left 

and returned to places as well as men, all the way using her imagination to understand her 

sexuality and discover what are her politics. And in this search she needed those men whom, 

egoistically or not, she ‘was preserving […] for [her] own purposes’ (DB 123). Thus, in 

response to the Serbian boy’s question: ‘Why are you interested so much in us? Why do you 

keep coming here to Belgrade?’ (DB 174), the woman gives an answer that may be treated as 

the quintessence of her search: 

Oh, my doomed darling. […] Perhaps, much later, if someday he should live in peace and write poems, 
my story will be in his. But that is the future, beyond me to tell. My story is this moment, a receding point 
of light in a contracting history, what is left of memory and a fury of hapless love. (174; emphasis added)   

 
Whether her story will indeed find its place in the stories of her lovers remains a matter 

of speculation. What is, however, a matter of certainty is that her story includes not only men 

and herself, but the voices of other women as well. Here is where the idea of ‘a palimpsest 

identity’ functions most clearly because we see that the woman whom the author depicts 

establishes herself, or indeed her ‘self,’ as connected with other women. These women may 

not speak too loudly in The Doomed Bridegroom, but the echo of their powerful presence is 

inscribed in the woman’s voice.  

 

Journeys into Female Identity/Identities 

The following section will deal only with two instances that most clearly indicate to the fact 

that the writer infuses the identity of the woman she depicts in her work with the identities of 

other women. The first example will portray the link created by Kostash with one of Vasyl 

Stus’s friends, Mykhailyna Kotsiubynska, while the second will concern the theme that runs 

through the two chapters in Kostash’s project, namely ‘The Masked Man in Warsaw’ and 

‘Lord, History Falls through the Cracks.’364 

 While researching for more facts about Vasyl Stus, Kostash365 came across something 

which she considered ‘a gift’ (DB 38). As she reports, ‘in the magazine Ukraina, I find four 

dense pages of the memoirs of the critic Mykhailyna Kotsiubynska about her friend, Vasyl 

Stus: “In the Mirror of Memory,” written June 1990’ (DB 38). Kotsiubynska’s recollections 

                                                 
364 While Grekul also recognises the importance of the two female figures with whom this section will deal (i.e. Mykhailyna 
Kotsiubynska and the character of the Ukrainian maiden girl), she additionally pays more attention to the significance of 
other women present in Kostash’ work like K's wife and lover, or Vasyl Stus’s wife (cf. Grekul’s interpretations of each of 
Kostash’s chapter 2005, 173-91).   
365 This time we may in fact connect the woman Kostash presents here with her own person as the link is directly made by the 
author herself.   
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became priceless due to the scarcity of information about Stus’s life which Kostash had to 

face. But their value enriched not only Kostash’s knowledge about the Ukrainian poet, but 

also, we may assume, about herself.  

 Writing about the concept of a female traveller, Smiths states in her essay that ‘[i]n 

various senses of the word the traveller unbecomes a certain kind of woman as she voyages, 

literally and virtually, through new social spaces’ (1999, 17; emphasis added). What we 

observe in Kostash’s work is the case in question. As, in a metaphorical sense, the writer 

‘[empties]’ (Smith 1999, 17) her identity in order to ‘[fill]’ (17) it with the identity of 

Mykhailyna Kotsiubynska, the woman who knew the poet, Kostash’s doomed bridegroom 

whom the writer could only envisage for herself. This is how Kostash comments upon the 

process: 

I am enchanted. I haul out my Ukrainian-English dictionary. I look for words, following with my finger 
the elaborate syntax as the tender remembrance of this woman rises from the paper […]. I do pages of this 
work before I realise, fascinated, that Mykhailyna’s initials are the same as mine: MK. The temptation is 
huge: to enter her words here and join her voice contrapuntally as the woman who did not know Stus. But 
she did […]. (DB 38)   

 
In this way, Kostash pierces the two identities and then stitches them with one voice stating, 

‘and there I am, she is beside Vasyl Stus in the Ukraina cinema in Kyiv’ (DB 38; emphasis 

added, except for ‘Ukraina’).  

 Having proclaimed her unification with Kotsiubynska, Kostash’s following endeavour 

to emphasise this relation is a literary device that she implements paradigmatically throughout 

the whole chapter. This device is a fascinating form in which the writer combines their voices 

by creating subchapters which blur the distinction between the two women. Always headlined 

with the women’s intials (MK), the subchapters challenge our certainty about which of the 

women is speaking here. Deciphering their voices, to which the readers seem to be invited, 

becomes the more difficult when we notice that some portions of the text in these subchapters, 

which are presented in a standard print, refer specifically to the plot, providing us with more 

information about Stus in a prose-like fashion, while other parts, which are italicised, become 

poetic (though non-verse) and intimate descriptions of two lovers. Again, this prompts our 

curiosity to ask: whose reflections are put down here? Where is the line that divides between 

one woman’s recollections and the other’s imagination?366  

                                                 
366 Indeed, in a literary sense, the two are the creations of Kostash, the author of the work. We may assume that the standard-
print text is based on Kotsiubynska’s memoirs, whereas the italicised fragments become Kostash’s imaginative compositions. 
This inference is supported by the fact that in one instance of the italicised part, there is a mention of Canadian surroundings 
and a cabin to which it was already referred in ‘Mississippi Dreaming.’ Grekul interprets the italicised parts of Kostash’s 
chapter as ‘entirely imagined and sometimes erotic scenarios […] [which] [c]ollectively […] form the narrative of a love 
affair between “MK” – Kostash/Kotsiubynska – and Stus that never really took place’ (2005, 180). For Grekul’s 
interpretation of Kostash’s blending of the two female identities see her study (2005, 178-82).  
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At the end of the chapter, we realise that the attempt at the distinction is pointless 

because the identity presented here is one; one in the sense that it speaks the same, namely the 

female language of a passion for a doomed hero. Thus, the ‘I’ is mutual when it is stated 

toward the closing of the chapter: 

He [Stus] did not hold on. I hold on. I insist on that broad back, the elegant line of the narrow hip in black 
trousers, the sinews under the hairy skin of his arms. I imagine the clenched musculature of his buttocks, 
the long shaft of his thighs, the dark, soft curl of his sex laid against his belly. He is lying on the grass. His 
bony fingers hold a plum, its blue skin split open, the flesh’s golden liquor smearing his thumb. He shades 
his eyes against the sun. A small, pale butterfly lifts off from the cabbage plant and lights on his lip […]. 
 Remember how later, after the food and drink, we went walking along the riverbank and talked and 
the air smelled of hay and mint? (DB 69-70; emphasis added) 

 
In the second example to be discussed here, Kostash comments upon the link between 

sexuality and ethnicity, exposing certain ‘misogynist […] as well as racist stereotypes’ (Segal 

192) that underlie the discourses of the two. Describing the woman’s relationship with her 

Polish lover K, Kostash points to the lovers’, to pun the title of Natalka Husar’s painting, 

‘Guilt Quilt,’ that covers the lovers not in their love-making, but the historical connections 

that bind their nations. It is here, in their lovers’ bed, where the sexual once again meets the 

political. Recalling their love-affair, or rather sexual attraction, we hear the woman stating 

about K, ‘[h]e confessed it was exciting to him that I was a Ukrainian just as his wife’s 

Jewishness excited him. Later I would think of her and me laid out together on a slab of 

Polish guilt, Polish lust’ (DB 75). This observation is soon followed by her need to ponder, 

‘[a]s to what he found so glamorous in my Ukrainianness, I was uncertain’ (DB 111). 

 The woman finds her explanation in history and thus she puts their relationship in the 

context of past relations between Ukraine and Poland. She declares, ‘[t]he Ukrainians had 

been bonded labour on the great Polish estates of Galicia. […] If K was to lust after the 

Ukrainian in me, it should be that wench, barefoot in his kitchen, heating up his bathwater, the 

steam slick on her face’ (DB 111). In this way, Kostash introduces into the plot the character 

of a Ukrainian maiden working for a Polish landlord. But referring to figures and 

circumstances of the past serves Kostash’s purpose to indicate that to the woman she presents 

(but also, we may assume, to the writer herself), ‘the past … has never really passed’ (Fabre 

and O’Meally in Canning 119) because ‘a memory [of it] is written on her body’ (Thompson 

in Canning 118); her female, Ukrainian body. Not only does the writer refer here to ‘the 

master/slave dialectic’ (Cixous 70) present in the context of past relations between the Polish 

and the Ukrainian, more than that, she personifies it by narrating the story of an abused 

female Ukrainian servant in first person. Thus, switching between the ‘I’ of her narrated 
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Ukrainian-Canadian woman and the ‘I’ of a Ukrainian girl, Kostash once again blends the 

identities of the women.  

The writer does that to expose the idea of ‘the physicality of memory’ (Canning 112). 

This term is used by Canning in her essay in which she explains it by means of the statement 

that ‘memory occurs within and through the female body and is experienced physically 

through pain and pleasure’ (112). And so, Kostash uses this function of memory by depicting 

the abuse of the Ukrainian girl by the Polish landlord. In this way, she revives a woman’s pain 

to expose the extent of the degradation of woman’s body. The debasement in question is 

presented by Kostash from two perspectives, by showing its more specific, but also a wider 

context.  

The former relates to the chauvinist and racist discourse according to which a woman is 

debased not only due to her femininity, but also her ethnicity (cf. Segal 192). This discourse 

reads ‘“eastern” or “oriental” bodies [as] invested with decadent corruption, suggesting 

satyriasis, nymphomania, androgyny and pederasty’ (Segal 192). It reads an ethnic woman as 

the master’s slave, an object to be taken at any time by the master to satisfy his wish. This is 

how Kostash presents the issue in her work: 

I place the melancholic lord at the wattle fence. He has his horse by the bridle and watches me at the well 
for several minutes before he speaks up and asks for water. I bring him the whole bucket. He lifts it too 
quickly and the water slops over the brim and splashes the front of his white shirt, plastering the fine linen 
to the muscle of his breast. He laughs. He drinks in gulps. He laughs again and this time looks at me. 
[…] Suddenly he leans over the fence and grasps a stem of white daisy, snaps it and presents it to me with 
solemn gallantry. I arrange it in my hair. […] He […] bends suddenly with his mouth to my ear. ‘I 
congratulate you, ma chère mademoiselle. […] On your forthcoming marriage to my ploughman.’ He 
steps back, once again the melancholic pan. He hoist himself onto the horse and looks down at me. My 
hands rest on the toe of his boot. ‘Be ready.’ (DB 114-15) 

 
The fact that the master is positioned up on his horse, casting his gaze down on the maiden is 

not without its significance here as it introduces visually the patriarchal idea of hierarchy that 

deems the position of woman at its bottom.  

Kostash exposes the aspect of gradation once again in the following chapter but this 

time disclosing its inclusion of ethnic men. To her examination of the objectification of ‘the 

Ukrainian girl’ (DB 166) by ‘the Menno boy’ (166) to whom the girl’s ‘significance is that 

[he] will never marry her. Simply fine, physical fucking without guilt’ (167), Kostash also adds 

the issue of, what she calls, ‘an interesting political economy of cross-cultural desire in a time 

of scarcity’ (168) by which she means the following ‘rule’:  

The Mennonite male desires the Ukrainian female, and may have her. The Ukrainian male desires the 
Mennonite woman but may not have her. There is no notion of the specific desire of the Ukrainian woman 
– she’ll take anybody – nor of the dignity of marriage between Ukrainians. (DB 168-69) 
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With respect to the quotation above, questions should be asked about the presence and 

desire of the Mennonite women which seems to be overlooked here. But in fact Kostash 

includes it further on, relating the two groups of women to each other, ‘[a]s for the girls of the 

Ukrainian village, compared to the comely Mennonite maidens of the German farms, they are 

“cows”’ (DB 169). The writer turns nevertheless her observations specifically to the 

Mennonite women, revealing that the patriarchal oppression is also extended onto them, ‘[t]he 

Mennonite women, of course, are wives: their bodies signify not their own pleasure or anyone 

else’s but the conduit of patriarchal lineage’ (DB 169). Kostash’s general conclusion refers, 

however, to women’s common lot. The writer points to the difference in female experiences 

but discloses the wider context of women’s degradation, underlining the fact that women do 

speak (to quote Rich) ‘a common language’ of the abused. Thus, we hear the following, 

‘[s]luts or mothers, all the women in these villages seem fraught in their flesh while men 

dance around them, out of their skins’ (DB 169; emphasis added). 

The author depicts a humiliated body of an ethnic woman, the body which is inevitably 

divided between men: the master/owner of the land, i.e. the ‘pan,’ and the master of the house, 

namely her husband. The degradation of this body is not only emotional, but also and 

primarily, painfully physical: 

Our chapped hands and calloused feet and thickening waist will be for our husbands, as will be the womb 
stuffed with the brats they make on us every year and the flattened teats the babies pull on, chewing them 
up with their little milk teeth. But our svelte girlishness, flat bellies and skinny thighs, our high, hard 
breasts, our fearful giggles as the pan pulls us down and reaches inside our skirts to touch us there, our 
bewildered, tearful anguish as the pan pushes, pushes his thick, glossy purple knob against the spastic 
resistance of our thighs and breaks us open as if we were bitches, our stillness as our breath returns to us – 
all this is the pan’s. He is the master and he has the right. (DB 115)  

 
What is explicit in this fragment and what also refers to another scene of rape described in the 

work is the woman’s inability to change her situation, her unwilled passivity forced upon her 

by the historical and social circumstances she finds herself thrust into. The circumstances 

which make her ‘[stand] quietly’ (DB 118) while the master brutally rapes her, the act to 

which ‘[s]he is condemned to repeat […] over and over; even her pleasure is part of the 

necessity that traps her’ (118; emphasis added).  

Hope is the only means she possesses that allows her to survive her affliction for the girl 

knows that the outbreak of the Cossack revolution is coming soon. Her future husband is to 

become a part of it because ‘she knows what Pavlo is thinking: he wants to kill the pan’ (DB 

116). And although this is a promise to her, it only emphasises the extent of her restriction 

because we see that ‘[s]he is mired in necessity and repetition and cannot create her own 

activity, but the Cossack can, and he does it for her’ (DB 117; emphasis added). The woman 
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is not allowed to perform, to rage; she can only dream up the revolution by men which ‘[s]he 

has worked […] out in some detail while bent over the washtub’ (DB 117). Thus, pain and 

passivity is inscribed in her doom; for she, just like her sweetheart Pavlo, is doomed. But 

while he will die fighting, she is fated to die being raped and abused.   

 By entering into a young Ukrainian maiden’s experience through blurring her identity 

with the identity of the woman who narrates the Ukrainian girl’s story as her own, Kostash 

ensures that as the ‘feeling is embodied’ (DB 170) so is the memory. The writer shows that 

the memory of the women abused in the past, their injury and hurt is inscribed into the 

memory of their female offspring, the writer herself included (cf. Canning 112-13). Through 

her work, her personal remembrance, Kostash lets her maltreated female ancestors defy their 

oppressors by declaring that ‘we [the abused women] will print our body’s memory on you’ 

(DB 169).367 By giving the central voice to these women, the writer breaks the bondage of 

phallologocentrism that downgrades altogether the female body, pleasure and language (cf. 

Segal 200-01). And so, Kostash frees the Ukrainian maiden, lets her ‘get away, melt her flesh 

down to release her spirit mired in the material muck and go join the revolution’ (DB 170).  

 Concluding, we should point out that Kostash’s work refers not only to the ‘histories 

[which] intricately interpenetrate other histories’ (Smith 1999, 15), but also to, what the writer 

calls in her project, ‘the intimacies of overlapping histories’ (DB 110; emphasis added). In 

this way, the author combines the public and private aspects of the sexual and the political. 

Moreover, by reporting on female voyages, encounters and experiences, she exposes varied 

histories, cultures and nations, which allows us to compare the outcome of it, namely The 

Doomed Bridegroom, to a fascinating literary example of an ethnographic work (cf. van 

Maanen 1-35). Additionally, by making her project largely personalised, because writing 

about female experience seen from her feminist perspective, Kostash becomes, using 

Ifekwunigwe’s term, ‘the critical feminist auto-ethnographer’ (184). Apart from the feminist 

aspects that this term may cover and which have been disclosed in this subchapter, there are 

other issues that the designation ‘auto-ethnographer’ may include. Therefore, the following 

subchapter is to explore them in greater detail.   

 

5.5.2. ‘Remembering’ as a Means of ‘Re-membering’ 

The term applied here to Kostash, i.e. an ‘auto-ethnographer,’ serves the purpose of evoking 

only a comparison but which might allude to necessary issues to be mentioned when 

                                                 
367 This proves what is stated by Canning, ‘memory is also a specific resistance to oppression’ (112). 
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analysing her work. In the ethnographic sense, an ‘auto-ethnographer’ is to incorporate into 

her/his study both the exploration of a given cultural group (to which the researcher belongs) 

and her/his personal self-examination (cf. Ifekwunigwe 184-85; van Maanen 9-10). Apart 

from this basic meaning, there is also another dimension related to the first part of the term; 

the use of ‘auto’ in the definition indicates not only the presence of the researcher in the 

study, which is inscribed by the mere fact of working upon her/his group of belonging, but it 

additionally points to the fact that the personal view of the scholar will become a crucial part 

of the whole project (cf. van Mannen 9-10). 

By depicting female personal journeys, Kostash gives us the portrait of different cultures 

and nations, as well as their historic political and social affairs. The writer talks about the US, 

Greece, Poland, and Serbia, interweaving her discussions about them with her recollections 

concerning two other countries, the most essential to her identity, namely Ukraine and 

Canada. Here is where we can understand most clearly the meaning of ‘auto’ in Kostash’s 

project; the author’s explorations cover her two cultural backgrounds and precisely because 

these explorations are concerned with her personal belonging, her individual stances are at the 

definite centre in her work.  

 That Kostash’s private view on historical circumstances is pivotal in The Doomed 

Bridegroom has its another source. This is necessarily connected with the fact that Kostash 

presents us with the recollection of past experiences. It has already been mentioned that 

working upon memory is indeed working upon its ‘narrativisation’ because recollecting an 

event means infusing its narration with certain implications, i.e. one’s private inferences about 

this event (cf. Smith 1987, 45). Thus, the final product of this process can equally be defined 

in terms of ‘recovery’ (45) as well as ‘creation’ (45) (cf. also Canning 110).  

Discussing remembrance as a particular, individual rendition of the past corresponds to 

the debate initiated in Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library and Grekul’s Kalyna’s Song. Both 

works show that representing history is based not on objectivity, but selectivity and partiality. 

The aim of this subchapter and the analysis of relevant issues included in The Doomed 

Bridegroom is to once again explore the idea of subjectivity in historical representation but by 

relating it to the concepts of nationalism and social memory.  

That Kostash’s project is a vital study of identity is evident from its introduction in 

which the writer clearly states her personal objectives in that direction. But the part in which 

Kostash refers to the idiosyncratic experience of the woman, whose portrayal she creates in 

her work, namely the woman’s hyphenated identity, is included in Chapter ‘The 

Collaborators.’ As already mentioned the woman whose voyages bring her to Greece, is of a 
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Ukrainian-Canadian background. She becomes passionately attached to a Greek man and it is 

through the intersection of their different ethnicities that the woman discovers some vital 

aspects.  

Although the couple is united in their love-affair, it is due to their different cultural and 

national backgrounds that the feeling of unfamiliarity haunts the lovers. While the woman 

wonders whether her lover is capable of understanding ‘these words: prairie, Ukrainian, Cree, 

counterculture, New Left, sisterhood’ (DB 15), the designations so substantial to her self-

definition, we learn that indeed ‘he wouldn’t be able to imagine her place’ (25) that 

incorporates all of these parts of her ‘self.’ And so, feeling desperate about the widening gap 

between them, the woman ‘cursed the things that estranged them. Language […], […] home. 

[…] friends […]’ (DB 28). Being shown the photographs of Canada, the man: 

[…] stared at them without comprehension. He did not know how the earth could be flat or how black 
earth smelled. She showed him photographs of friends and tried again to explain the passions that bound 
them but, even as she spoke, of Ukrainian weddings and the crisis in the Writer’s Union, of a picket line 
and a study group, she could see on his face how risible these were compared to the project of the Greek 
revolution. She put the photographs away and asked him to explain again the problem of Cyprus. (DB 28)  

 
Clearly, their lack of comprehension results not from the difference in their languages, 

cultures and life-styles, but the geographical and historical environments of their countries 

from which all the differences originate. Indeed, the woman admits that ‘[t]his Greek place is 

nothing like her homeplace’ (DB 16) and that Canada’s multicultural context cannot have its 

equivalent ‘[h]ere were people [are] so deeply rooted in their communal past that they shared 

a physiognomy, carried the same body. Here there were emigrants, not immigrants […]’ (16). 

 The woman knows the rich history of this place, calling it ‘[m]illennia of activity’ (DB 

22). But she also learns new historical facts and events about which she had never heard 

before. Faced with the information about the tragedy of Greek Polytechnic students in 1973, 

the woman feels ‘cheated’ (DB 24), embarrassed, and even ‘ashamed’ (24) that she ‘did not 

know this story’ (24), asking herself angrily, ‘[w]here the hell was I, and all my friends, on 

November 17, 1973, that this story should not be known?’ (24). Later, she finds an answer to 

this question in her journal; ‘the entry for November 17: “Ceta’s birthday party BYOB”’ (DB 

24). This becomes a vital statement on her Canadian experience, which she also questions 

earlier in the text. Witnessing the determination of her Greek lover and learning about the 

fierceness of his compatriots in their mutual fight against oppression and for the freedom of 

Greece, she wonders about Canada, its citizens and the national circumstances, declaring 

directly that ‘[a]t home she knew no men who did such a thing. Whom would they agitate?’ 

(DB 21; emphasis added), but also indirectly: 
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These songs, he told me, were about partisans and squatters and dead students, about the death of Garcia 
Lorca, about the executions of Communists and the roses that grew up in the craters left behind the bullets 
in the wall. I told him that I had never heard such songs before. I mean, who would sing them? (DB 17; 
emphasis added) 
 
However, the woman also challenges her Canadianness for another vital reason, namely 

the hybridity of her identity, or rather her Ukrainian ethnicity to which she feels deeply 

connected. This emotional link forces her to reconsider her connections to Canada, ‘the shore 

where baba landed, that grab bag of inheritance striving for a coherence’ (DB 22-23). Thus, 

we hear the narrator pondering, ‘[h]er parents had been born there and now she: was she now 

sufficiently evacuated of Europe not to be disappointed with her homeplace but to have 

learned to love what was actually there? (DB 22-23). This is an undeniably striking example 

of reconsidering one’s identity as compared to all the instances already discussed in this 

thesis. Its novelty is inscribed in the fact that dwelling upon the connections to one’s places of 

belonging is in a vital way reversed here; the third generation Ukrainian-Canadian with whom 

we deal with here calls into question not her Ukrainian affiliation, but her attachment to a 

Canadian part of her identity.   

What is more, her ethnic background clearly provides her with the feeling of being a 

part of the greater past. It is stated in the work that the woman ‘had a past’ (DB 25), ‘stories of 

her own’ (26), and so tracing them, she aimed at unravelling the intricacies of ‘the ancestral 

webbing’ (25). At this point, Kostash’s message becomes the most evident; just as the people 

meet, so do their stories and the histories of their nations. And so, the woman observes a vital 

historical link ‘that slings together the flaking Byzantine frescoes in a deserted church near 

Sparta with her baba’s wedding dance outside the onion-domed church in Tulova’ (DB 25-

26), which makes the stories of the lovers’ families and their own familiar to them. Therefore, 

referring to her lover, the woman asks: ‘[c]an you sort your story out of mine?’ (DB 26) and 

shows that in the face of nations’ similarity in their historical experience, particularly war 

atrocities, the personal difference may indeed fade away: 

You talk of Turks and Ottomans, bandits and guerrillas, wars of liberation and those betrayed. Well, I 
have heard these stories too, of Huns and Mongols and Cossacks, wars of genocide and treachery. […] 
You tell me of your parents’ neighbour, a man the anti-Communists strung up on a lamp-post and left 
there to rot, and I tell you of my great-uncle Petro, dragged out of his hut at Christmastime and into the 
barn and shot by Ukrainian nationalist insurgents, and left to die face down in the dung for the crime of 
his Red Army uniform. And what of your brothers and sisters and their youth in the torture cells of the 
Security Police and of my generation, condemned to another death by the boredom of their enemies. Are 
we not related after all, Greek? (DB 26; emphasis added, except for ‘my’) 

 
The theme of the amalgamation of national histories is re-examined by Kostash in the 

following chapters that deal with the intricate relationships established between the woman 

Kostash creates in her work and her two lovers, the Mennonite-Canadian and the Pole. 
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Consequently, the descriptions of encountering these men reveal important historical 

connections between different groups of people: Ukrainians and Mennonites as well as 

Ukrainians and Poles. The following is to examine the concept of objectivity, or rather its 

lack, in the historical representation in the context of its analysis as included by Kostash in her 

project.368    

The historical circumstances that made the Ukrainians and the Mennonites meet have 

already been sketched in the previous subchapter. Depicting their mutual past, Kostash 

discloses the fact that history, or at least its ‘official narrative’ (Canning 120), belongs to the 

privileged and powerful, in this case the Mennonites. Kostash presents them as those in 

possession of material goods which gave them their access to education and thus the power of 

language that was heard and not silenced. That this language was favoured is depicted by 

Kostash through her tracing back of the Mennonites’ arrival to the land of Cossacks, the 

Ukrainian warriors destroyed ‘to clear the way for [these] more tractable settlers’ (DB 128), 

i.e. the ‘Danzig congregations [which] would succeed the Brotherhood [the Cossacks]’ (126). 

Kostash portrays how the Mennonites, supported by the Russian tsars, managed ‘to become 

landlords’ (DB 128), to create their ‘Menno arcadia’ (130) in ‘this empire of Ukrainian pain’ 

(140) which they mistook as ‘a wilderness’ (131).  

Against such a historical background, Kostash depicts the muteness of the Ukrainian 

people. The writer shows that their presence was clearly disregarded and their position largely 

disempowered by those who spoke the favoured voice. It is stated by the narrator that the 

Mennonites ‘moved in from the Baltic and named them [the villages of Khortytsia] all’ (DB 

129), but underneath this statement a note of protest can be distinguished and it becomes 

explicit further on when we hear, ‘[b]ut we [Ukrainians] had our names for things just the 

same. We got here first’ (140). As we are informed, they also remained the last. We learn 

about this fact when the following is stated in a somewhat critical undertone: 

Are you mad? You had come to Russland precisely to fill the emptiness, to feel at home once again 
around barns and hayricks and the church, to put the ghastly yellow steppe to blooming, and you rode 
several generations in a row down the wagon tracks you cut yourselves through the sod on the way to 
town, a German-speaking town. You did all this, God’s work, and then you upped and left for Canada 
and started all over again. (DB 135) 

 

                                                 
368 In her analyses of Kostash’s stories about both men, Grekul also points to Kostash’s discussion of the historical conflicts 
dividing the groups of people that each of the character in the stories represents (cf. 2005, 184-88). Although lack of 
objectivity in the historical representation, or rather its purposeful subjective rendition, does not concern Grekul’s analysis in 
any significant, direct way, its aspect seems to be recognised by her when she points out that ‘[i]n some ways similar to her 
writing about K, Kostash’s chapter on Friesen is primarily focused on “righting” history by drawing attention to the historical 
tensions between Mennonites and Ukrainians’ (187). What is more, Grekul points to Kostash’s attempts in this direction to be 
handled in the chapter on Mennonite-Ukrainian relations ‘with mounting anger and frustration’ (186), which is emphasised 
by Kostash’s ‘tone [which] is aggressive and confrontational’ (187).     
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And so, what we learn further on is that ‘[m]aybe that’s what it means to be Ukrainian 

instead: to be everlastingly of this homeplace’ (DB 136), while ‘[having] no homeland […] is 

the Mennonite condition’ (134-35). Despite the fact that we know about the woman’s attempt 

to understand the circumstances in which, as it is claimed, the Mennonites ‘feel [they] are 

only the step-children of the chernozem’ (DB 135), we have to struggle with lack of 

information clear enough or perhaps sufficiently emphasised that the migration of the 

Mennonites was not the result of their whim, but the necessary outcome of constraints 

imposed on their group (cf. Magocsi 1996, 346).369 Instead, we hear the following suggestion 

of the Mennonite departure as an easy and a convenient escape:  

It’s funny: I have thought of you as salt of the earth […]. But yours is a story of flight and the roots spread 
shallow: you have to be able to get up and go when you feel the pressure, the danger; you have to be able 
to shake off the dirt as though this earth were not beloved, and you get away. (DB 135)370 

 
As readers, we cannot evade the impression that the subjective point of view underlies 

the manner of presenting this historical context. The notion returns when a particular event is 

narrated to us. This concerns the woman’s recollection of her meeting with her lover’s 

mother, the encounter which is recalled as follows: 

Your mother’s first words to me were, Dai bozhe! [Ukr. Your health!] Then: ‘So why did your people kill 
my people?’ […] 

Your mother then denounced the anarchist, Nestor Makhno, and the slaughter of the 199 Mennonite 
farmers from God knows which and whose village. Why have your people killed my people? (DB 144) 

 
What we witness next is the woman’s reaction, a mixture of consternation and abashment: 
 

Among Jews I would have been more or less prepared for the question, but among Mennonites? What on 
earth had we done to you? Because I did have some knowledge about the concurrence of Menno and 
Ukrainian history in southern Ukraine after the destruction of the Cossack sich, I wondered if the 
Ukrainian peasants, in league with Cossacks, had done something unspeakable to you too. (DB 144) 

 
Despite the fact that, as the woman herself admits, she ‘was never much interested in Nestor 

Makhno’ (DB 144), she confesses: 

Nevertheless, I appreciated your [her lover’s] intervention into the discussion. ‘Mother, some of our 
Mennonites ruthlessly exploited the Ukrainian peasants. Remember the story they tell of Makhno, that he 
had once been cruelly flogged by a Menno employer?’ (DB 144; emphasis added) 

 
What we could ask about here is the reason for the woman’s appreciation. Perhaps, it is 

caused by the uncomfortable situation she finds herself in, its inconvenience out of which her 

                                                 
369 Magocsi mentions about these limitations put on the Mennonites in Danzig and West Prussia by the Prussian rulers who 
seized those regions after 1772 when Poland’s First Partition took place (cf. 1996, 346). It is only later in the text by Kostash 
that we hear empathy for the group in question; ‘You [Mennonites] taught us how to work for you, you taught us to plant 
potatoes, and then you left. Left, or were killed or forcibly resettled or hounded, hurled into box cars and shoved across a 
border. We had the folk songs and the name for the place. I came back first. This is for you’ (DB 136). For the relations 
between Mennonites and the Ukrainians see the essay by Detlef Brandes, also referred to by Kostash.   
370 This passage ends with the already quoted sentence, ‘[m]aybe that’s what it means to be Ukrainian instead: to be 
everlastingly of this homeplace’ (DB 136) which adds to the intensity of the suggestion or even an accusation that ‘[y]ou [the 
Mennonites] left and we grew back’ (136). It should be pointed out that, as we have already seen, Ukrainians were also 
forced into their emigration due to the unbearable oppression and plight that was experienced by them (cf. Chapter 3.1.).   
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lover ‘rescues’ her. But we cannot evade the probable answer that might point to the fact 

observable in The Green Library and Kalyna’s Song, namely that it is genuinely perplexing to 

face the negative image of your own group and intensely painful to confront others’ 

accusations of the possible crimes committed by your group or nation. Moreover, the nature 

of her lover’s statement, which becomes nothing else but a way of finding an ‘ample’ enough 

justification for the crimes, proves once again how the mechanism of ‘[constructing] […] 

victimisation narratives’ (Himka, online) operates. It discloses that in times of conflict, the 

interchange of these narratives between the two sides is stimulated by their escalation which 

inevitably leads to the already mentioned ‘competition in the intensity of victimisation’ 

(Himka, online). 

 Discussing her personal experience, Cixous announces, ‘[m]y people: all those that I 

am, whose same I am. History’s condemned, the exiled, the colonised, and burned’ (72). 

Evidently, the woman narrated by Kostash in this part of The Doomed Bridegroom would nod 

to Cixous’s statement, relating it to her own stance. Her willingness to ally herself with her 

people is most visible in her presentation of the figure of Nestor Makhno. Despite the 

controversy evoked around his person, and despite the accusations of crimes ascribed to him, 

the woman chooses her version of the story about Nestor Makhno. She ‘[wants] to “hear” his 

voice separate from the clamour of those who spoke for him’ (DB 149) because his enforced 

silence is, according to the woman, expressive of her people’s historical muteness.  

 The fact that the woman chooses the story she wants to believe in and propagate 

becomes an important argument in Kostash’s presentation of the idea that history consists of, 

what the writer calls, ‘shifting points of view’ (DB 156), and what comes with it, that taking 

sides is imprinted in our national identity which makes our willed objectivity difficult or even 

impossible. The point of view we decide upon is demonstrative of our nationalism. But the 

stance we accept in a historical dispute is also deeply connected with the manner of our 

historical remembrance governed by the ‘collective memory’ (Szacka 33) that we share with 

the other members of our nation. And so, the way we ‘remember’ history and the dead 

becomes in this way a necessary means of ‘re-membering’ ourselves among the alive (cf. 

Anderson 198; Szacka 36).371 This remembrance is very often selective and inevitably infused 

with our partiality because it bases primarily on our emotional attachments to our nation and 

                                                 
371 The word pun quoted here and in this subchapter’s title is taken from Bell who, in her introduction, shortly discusses the 
article by Anne-Marie Fortier ‘Re-membering Places and the Performance of Belonging(s)’ (cf. Bell 3). The idea included in 
this subchapter, i.e. the assumption that the manner of our remembering is a way to ascertain one’s belonging is also based on 
Fortier’s conception that acting out memory by performing traditional practices is a substantial means of performing and 
reclaiming one’s affiliation (cf. Bell 3). 



 300

thus it is stimulated by our sense of patriotism (cf. Szacka 34-35). Szacka portrays this idea, 

recognising that while ‘[t]he truth of the knowledge of the past is the truth of reason. The truth 

of the collective memory is the truth of the heart’ (35). But what is important to stress here is 

that, whether governed by reason or heart, both of the concepts are constructs just like 

nationalism and national identity that they constitute. Thus, while they are constructed by us, 

they can also be meaningfully re- or deconstructed.372  

 The subjective point of view when narrating history is also visible in Kostash’s portrayal 

of the love-affair between the Ukrainian-Canadian woman and the Pole in her chapter ‘The 

Masked Man in Warsaw.’ Introducing a Polish man into the plot, Kostash necessarily refers to 

the historically rooted conflict between Ukraine and Poland.373 Consequently, the writer 

depicts the two lovers immersed in the mutual contempt existing between their countries, 

sketching their unwilling participation in the conflict in the following way, ‘[i]t was as though 

we formed our own little Polish-Ukrainian Friendship Society, […] while the rest of Warsaw 

carried on, hating the whole idea’ (DB 113). ‘I knew,’ the woman states, ‘that as a Ukrainian I 

was supposed to detest his Polishness’ (DB 110). The same is expected from K, the woman’s 

lover, who just like, supposedly, other Poles, is to recognise the paradigm according to which, 

‘[w]ordless, head down, cap in hand, probably smirking under his moustache, the Ukrainian 

has stood for a whole repertoire of brutes that terrorise the Polish imagination: shifty Asiatic, 

godless Orthodox, witless yokel, treacherous bandit’ (DB 112).  

But the man rejected such a stereotype because ‘as a Communist K understood that if 

anyone had right to historic grievance it was surely the Ukrainians, the Galicians, who had 

lived daily with the violence that governs the relations of the master and the servants’ (DB 

112-13). The man acknowledges the historical wrong done to the Ukrainians by the Polish 

people as well as Poles’ hostility to Ukrainians. As he declares, ‘Poles will not be 

sympathetic’ (DB 113) to ‘the “Ukrainian question”’ (113) and that ‘[a]t best […] [they] will 

make the point that “some of their best friends” are Ukrainians, who are now elevated by that 

friendship to status of honourary Poles’ (113). To portray this situation, the woman refers to 

her personal encounter with a Polish woman, Marta, who, during their meeting, emphasised it 

clearly that her Ukrainian husband recognises his identity as Polish. The woman reports her 

reaction to this statement; ‘I understood her perfectly. A Ukrainian husband who is no longer 

                                                 
372 To recognise this is to acknowledge the fact that nationalism is not intrinsic or natural but only creates itself/is ctreated as 
such: ‘[n]ationalism […] is indeed inscribed neither in the nature of things, nor in the hearts of men, nor in the pre-conditions 
of social life in general, and the contention that it is so inscribed is a falsehood which nationalist doctrine has succeeded in 
presenting as self-evident’ (Gellner 125).    
373 For the history of this conflict and the historical relations between the two countries see, e.g. Andrzej Furier, Ivan L. 
Rudnytsky, Paul Robert Magocsi, and Orest Subtelny.  
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a Ukrainian is not a social impediment. But I was feeling prickly about this. What did she 

think I was?’ (DB 114; emphasis added). 

 At this point, some personal statements need to be made because, as a Polish reader, I 

feel, using Kostash’s word above, ‘prickly’ about the generalised portrayal of Polish people as 

the nation primarily expected to hate the Ukrainians. My feeling of ‘uneasiness’ increases 

when the figures of the Polish landlord and the Ukrainian maiden (as also discussed in the 

previous chapter) are introduced. As a woman and human, I want to rage about the occurrence 

of the act depicted, i.e. the brutal rape of a woman. As a Pole, I rage at the Polishness of the 

rapist. I want to protest, basing on Rudnytsky’s statement, that although ‘in those regions 

where Poles and Ukrainians did come into contact – in eastern Galicia and the Right Bank – 

antagonistic social classes represented two nationalities’ (15), ‘of course, not all Poles were 

noble landowners, and not all Ukrainians were peasants’ (15) and likewise, I want to 

conclude, not all Poles were oppressors and rapists. And such an image might be inferred 

from what we are presented with in Kostash’s work. Yet, this becomes my emotional struggle 

for as much as I would defend the positive image of my nation, I would never try to deny the 

historical wrong inflicted by Polish people upon the other.  

The work’s portrayal of Polish people during World War II becomes equally disturbing 

to me, a Polish reader. Admitting that ‘I do not remember. I was not there’ (DB 92), the 

woman retells a story from K’s childhood, presenting how: 

[…] during the very days of the ghetto uprising in 1943 […] [h]e was sent out, nine years old, with his 
father’s money to buy French cognac, Spanish oranges and Swiss chocolates from suppliers in central 
Warsaw. Little K, basket over his arm, surveyed the bleeding roasts of pork, the amber liquors, the silver 
furs and the jars of black caviar while the Jews of Mila, Nalewki, and Swietojerska streets lobbed 
Molotov cocktails at the Germans and burned. (DB 93)   

 
The narration is switched to the very presentation of the uprising events, with emphasis put on 

the fact that this time ‘[t]his is not K’s story. He was out shopping’ (DB 94). What we learn 

from the way the uprising is represented in The Doomed Bridegroom is that at its end, ‘some 

respectable Poles came down to the smoking ruins with their children to view the last of the 

Jews being hunted down. You could say this was their cinema’ (DB 94; emphasis added). The 

indifference of Poles is demonstrated as rather widespread because including all classes of 

Polish society: 

[…] the demon Slavs of Jewish memory, those Catholic villagers standing about in the perpetual gloom of 
their half-wrecked countryside, coarsened by hardship, who remember the beautiful Jewesses of their 
town and their fine clothes, and who were bystanders to their savage fate. (DB 95; emphasis added) 

 
This image showing Poles as onlookers to the atrocities perpetrated during World War 

II, which they ostensibly treated as perhaps moving, but above all, thrilling entertainment, is 
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as highly selective as it is unfair. It is also dangerous because it can introduce a reader who 

might not be familiar with the horrors of WWII with a distorted portrayal of the events.374 

What is more, the persuasiveness with which it is depicted casts a shadow over the fact 

mentioned only later that to the Nazis the Ukrainians as well as the Poles were ‘the asshole of 

the world’375 (DB 95) for whom they would have had no mercy, would have ‘not [bestowed] 

better treatment on mongrels and other subhumans [Slavs] […] than on these eleven million 

[Jews]’ (95).  

 Such a selective presentation of the Polish nation prompts me to stand for the Polish 

people, enforces me to lose objectivity no matter how much I try to maintain it. Once more, it 

urges me to protest; I want to say ‘NO’ to this image, I want to oppose it, asking why the 

information that ‘the small arms [were] smuggled in [to the ghetto] by the Polish Resistance’ 

(DB 94) is mentioned in what seems to me a trivial by-the-way tone.376 I want to say all this 

for the Polish people who did help the Jewish (undeniably the victims of World War II), who 

fought and died with them.377 I want to rage again until I realise that Kostash’s work evoked 

                                                 
374 I am referring here to such dangerous distortions of history as it happened when the notion of ‘Polish concentration 
camps’ appeared in and was disseminated by the North American media (cf. Piasecki, online). 
375 These and the following quotations are Kostash’s quotes of ‘Reinhard Heydrich, obergruppenfuehrer of the SS’ (DB 95) 
taken from Heinz Schirk’s film Wansee Conference (cf. DB 178).  
376 In his work Polacy, Żydzi i Holocaust (the English translation: The Jews and Poles in World War II), Stefan Korboński, 
one of the leaders of the Polish underground state and the participant in the fightings against the Nazi during World War II, 
gives a detailed account of the proceedings of the Ghetto Uprising in Warsaw in 1943, enumerating the military help of the 
Home Army (AK: Armia Krajowa) given to the Jewish Battle Organisation (ZOB: Zydowska Organizacja Bojowa) fighting 
in the ghetto. This help included not only the provision of weaponry, but also the organised military actions by the Polish 
Resistance units (cf. Korboński, online). The mutual armed attacks against the Nazis were planned by the two, Jewish and 
Polish, guerilla armies which co-operated with each other, as Korboński relates, from the beginning of the uprising (cf. 
Korboński, online). Among the many Polish commanders fighting together with the Jewish ghetto armed units against the 
Nazi troops, Korboński mentions Henryk Iwański and his military operations in which his brother and his two sons also took 
part, dying during the fight. After the war, Iwański together with his wife, Wiktoria, received the Yad Vashem distinction 
from the Jewish ambassador in Warsaw (cf. Korboński, online). As Korboński reports, the fighting against the Nazis was 
acted out mutually; just like the Polish guerilla fighters supported the Jewish units during the Ghetto Uprising, the Jewish 
Battle Organisation (ZOB) joined the Home Army (AK) in the fighting when the Warsaw Uprising broke out (cf. Korboński, 
online).  
377 There are two issues that need to be mentioned here. Firstly, the help came not only from the Polish military units, but also 
ordinary people who were often brutally murdered when their help for the Jewish (which usually meant providing the Jews 
with the hidding places) was discovered by the Nazis (cf. Korboński, online). Despite the fact that the actual and full 
statistical report of Polish help to the Jewish does not exist, Korboński attempts at providing such cases in numbers in his 
work (cf. Korboński, online). He supports the account of individual cases with more complete estimate given by the Jewish 
Historical Institute in Warsaw, which until 1968 provided a list of 343 identified and 101 unidentified by name Poles 
murdered for helping the Jews (cf. Korboński, online). The estimates in the same area attempted by other organisations like 
the Assosiation of Former Political Prisoners and the Maksymilian Kolbe Foundation provide figures 2,300 and 2,500, 
respectively (cf. Korboński, online). Such numbers are important because they fight against the portrayals of the ostensible 
Polish indifference and inhumanity. These portrayals are overgeneralised and unfair because they include the people who 
offered their help and died together with those whom their tried to help survive. The points of view on the issue do vary. This 
fact is also mentioned by Norman Davies in his work on the history of Poland in which he states, ‘[i]t is often asked why so 
little help was extended to Polish Jewry in the hour of distress’ (63). ‘The question,’ Davies continues, ‘can only be put by 
people with no conception of the circumstances in occupied Poland, which bore little relation to the relatively genteel 
condition of occupied Denmark, France, or Holland’ (63). Davies follows this statement with the explanation that the existing 
in Poland Christian-Jewish enmity did not play a role in the circumstances of the day. As he states, ‘[t]he Jews were 
segregated since the winter of 1939-40, since when all normal intercommunal contact had been lost’ (63). What is more, 
Polish families were terrorised by the Nazis with the punishment of being put to death once a family member was found out 
to help the Jews in any way (cf. Davies 63). ‘In this light,’ as Davies, concludes, ‘it is as pointless to ask why the Poles did 
little to help the Jews as to enquire why the Jews did nothing to assist the Poles’ (63). Secondly, it needs to be emphasised 
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in me virtually all the feelings that other novels analysed in this thesis only depicted for me, a 

Polish reader. Thus, I feel like Kulyk Keefer’s Eva who is willing to shake off her newly 

acquired knowledge about the war atrocities and the Ukrainians’ participation in them, I feel 

like Grekul’s Colleen who cries her eyes out, having faced the same facts, and like Colleen’s 

father who wants to keep up his romanticised belief about his nation and his hope that we all 

are good people.  

 In view of human pain, we want to acknowledge the wrong even if inflicted by our own 

group. But to confirm ourselves in the righteousness of our views, we confer history to seek 

for the truth and objectivity in it, until we realise that there is none. All we are confronted 

with are the aforementioned ‘shifting points of view’ which give us no certainty that would 

fill us with the feeling of peacefulness that our stance is definitely right. More than that, what 

we have to deal with instead is the fact that, when conferring history, the chain of arguments, 

pain and tears of the other will always appear, countering our claims. And so, if we are not 

blinded by our nationalism and if we are sensitive to human pain, we cannot dismiss those 

arguments.  

That this becomes a desperate, emotional struggle is also proved by Kostash in her 

work. In ‘Lord, History Falls Through the Cracks,’ we see that the woman presented there, 

striving to come to terms with the mutual past of the Ukrainians and the Mennonites, is in fact 

exhausted by her struggle. As a result, she finally turns despairingly to her Mennonite-

Canadian lover, stating, ‘[t]alk to me, be my friend. Drag me away from this dispute. Maknho 

is mouldering in his grave. Tsvetayeva hanged light as a rag on her rope. I feel giddy with the 

argument. Embrace me’ (DB 161; emphasis added).  

 Finally, I also realise that my emotions are expressive in fact of my own subjectivity 

evoked in response to what I, a Polish reader, recognised as selective in Kostash’s work. 

Indeed, the very appearance of my indignation is the result of Kostash’s subjective but very 

skilful management of her text. And so, my reaction becomes the best proof or explanation of 

how the whole mechanism of nationalism functions. It reveals that its main paradigm of 

operating works according to the idea that although ‘[i]t [is not] a nationality that [kills]’ 

                                                                                                                                                         
that the Poles who tried to rescue the Jewish people were helping other Poles because a lot of the Jews considered themselves 
as Polish by nationality. This is confirmed by Eli Zborowski, the chairman of the American and International Society for Yad 
Vashem and the vice-president of the World Federation of Polish Jews, in the interview by Waldemar Piasecki (cf. Piasecki, 
online). Due to this fact, i.e. the Jewish recognising their Polish nationality, Zborowski, who was also rescued with his family 
by two other Polish families, explicates that it ‘somewhat hurts’ (in Piasecki, online; my translation) when being confronted 
with the notion that it were the Poles who rescued the Jews (cf. Piasecki, online). Zborowski explains that such a statement 
implicates that the Polish people helped ‘some ‘‘foreigners’’ who happened to be there accidentally’ (in Piasecki, online; my 
translation). ‘For us,’ Zborowski declares, ‘Polish citizens rescued other Polish citizens whom the Germans wanted to 
eliminate, having recognised them as unworthy of living’ (in Piasecki, online; my translation). 
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(Kulyk Keefer 1998a, 189),378 it is still exceedingly difficult to transcend one’s nationality 

when one is mired in conflicts between nations which strive for ascribing clear-cut labels and 

distinguishing between the oppressors and the oppressed, and what comes with it, the killers 

and the killed.  

In fact, there is no better way of demonstrating to the reader that history does change, 

depending on which side we take and which point of view we decide to choose, than by 

stirring in her/him emotions which prove to her/him that objectivity although undeniably one 

of the highest ideals, very frequently remains only an unattainable one. This is due to the fact 

that  when ‘[describing] our own archive, our own discursive history, […] we speak from 

within it’ (Hutcheon paraphrasing Foucault 1984, 232). Thus, what we are left to confront, 

when dealing with history, is our selectivity and subjective point of view which very often 

make us consider only the positive, rejecting simultenously the negative image of our own 

nation.379  

 Proving this in/by means of her work, Kostash adds a crucial statement on the aspect of 

historical representation380 to those made by Kulyk Keefer and Grekul in their novels. What 

                                                 
378 I am referring here to the story of a woman named Katrusia retold by Kulyk Keefer in Honey and Ashes (cf. 185-89). In 
1945, Katrusia lost her father and brothers killed among the many Ukrainian men by the Polish inhabitants of the same 
village, Pavlokhoma. Due to the fact that the intermarriages between the Ukrainians and the Poles were very frequent at this 
place, the killers were mainly the relatives of the killed. Although only 4 years old at the time of the horror, Katrusia carried 
the burden of the memory and pain throughout her life, even when emigrating to Canada with her mother. Kulyk Keefer 
closes her story by quoting Katrusia’s recollection about one particular event when already a grown up woman; ‘“Years 
later,” she says, “when I was at university, I was talking to my mother about something that had nothing to do with 
Pavlokhoma. Suddenly I was telling her how much I hated Poles. She grabbed my arm – my quiet, gentle mother. “Don’t you 
ever say that,” she told me. “Don’t ever think like that. It wasn’t a nationality that killed your father and brothers. Remember 
that. You have Polish blood in you: remember that, too.”’ (189; emphasis added). In the interview by Piasecki, Zborowski 
also talks about the misuse of ‘the generalisations using adjectives that refer to the entire nations’ (in Piasecki, online; my 
translation). ‘Just as all Poles are not responsible for killing my father,’ Zborowski states, ‘all Jews are not responsible for the 
crucifixion of Christ. And every German does not answer for gas chambers and crematoriums’ (in Piasecki, online; my 
translation). 
379 Szpocinski discusses a pattern according to which our selectivity works. Using the concepts of ‘national culture of ours’ 
(39) and ‘national culture of the others’ (39), Szpocinski proposes that the negative portrayals of nation are excluded from the 
former being considered as only ‘accidental’ (43), while the negative images or values of a given nation are included by us 
into the latter on a regular basis. These are seen as ‘essential and characteristic’ (43) to the ‘national culture of the others,’ the 
fact which consequently gives rise to ‘national prejudices and stereotypes’ (43).  
380 The idea that Kostash works upon in her work and which is analysed in this subchapter, namely the fact that narrating 
history becomes a matter of recollecting which is inevitably infused with the personal stances of the narrator can be examined 
not only in terms of social memory and nationalism, but also from a strictly literary perspective in the sense that the very 
theme allows for classifying The Doomed Bridegroom into the works categorised as historiographic metafiction (cf. 
Hutcheon 1984, 228-38). At the core of this genre is the conviction that ‘selection and interpretation’ (231) are the devices 
that govern historical representation, fictionalised or not, which is therefore to be seen as the writer’s own creation (cf. 
Hutcheon 1984, 231-32). Therefore, historiographic metafiction is always contextualised which means, using Hutcheon’s 
words, that it is ‘in a very real sense, […] ideological fiction’ (235) because the writer’s implications inscribed in her/his 
work will inevitably influence the reader (cf. 1984, 235-37). In this way, what we deal with here is, what Hutcheon calls, ‘the 
potential for ideological manipulation of the reader – through rhetoric or through the power of language and of the vision it 
can create’ (236). This aspect is undeniably present in Kostash’s work and my personal statements made in its analysis serve 
the purpose of proving it. But, as Hutcheon claims and what also finds its relevance in Kostash’s project, this ‘ideological 
manipulation of the reader’ is necessarily connected with the fact that historiographic metafiction is indeed co-operating with 
the reader by establishing a relation of so-called ‘énonciation’ (235) between her/him and the author. The term means that the 
two agents remain in ‘the “circumstantially dense interchange” […] that has social, historical, and ideological dimensions’ 
(236), which in consequence connects the processes of the author’s and the reader’s work into ‘the joint creative acts of 
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is original about Kostash’s project is the fact that the writer achieves all the above by 

engaging the reader381 not only in receiving her text and arguments, but also in judging them 

according to the criteria comprising the reader’s personal stance. In this way, The Doomed 

Bridegroom enters into a necessary dialogue with its reader, demonstrating that ‘[r]eading is 

also a creative act and perhaps a far more creative act than we have to date recognised’ (van 

Maanen 26).382 

 

5.6. Kalyna’s Song (2003) by Lisa Grekul 

In the introduction to her study Leaving Shadows: Literature by Canada’s Ukrainians, Lisa 

Grekul dwells on the content of her first novel Kalyna’s Song explaining that it is ‘the semi-

autobiographical coming-of-age story of a fourth-generation Ukrainian Canadian woman’ 

(2005, xxii). The woman in question is Colleen Lutzak, a teenager who lives together with her 

family on the farm located at St. Paul, one of the Alberta towns. The fact that the novel 

presents the process of maturation of a girl coming from the prairie province suggests the 

analogy with Lysenko’s Yellow Boots, which, as already indicated, deals with a similar 

subject matter. The major difference which needs to be stressed when contrasting the two 

novels is the generational position of the protagonists; while Lilli, being the daughter of the 

Ukrainian pioneer immigrants, is the representative of their second generation, Colleen, as 

stated above, belongs to the fourth one. This aspect introduces a new perspective into the 

discussion of Ukrainian-Canadian identity, exposing the wide range of complexities with 

which the coming generations of Ukrainian-Canadians have to deal.  

 The intricacies of coming to terms with one’s hyphenated identity are also the focal 

point in The Green Library by Janice Kulyk Keefer. Contrary to Kulyk Keefer’s novel, 

Kalyna's Song does not reflect upon the issue of forming one’s Ukrainianness within the 

                                                                                                                                                         
writing and reading’ (230; cf. also 228). That such a relationship is also established in Kostash’s The Doomed Bridegroom 
will become my final conclusion in this subchapter (see above). 
381 In her review of Kostash’s work, Grekul also points to Kostash’s activating of the reader in the process of reading The 
Doomed Bridegroom, which Grekul recognises in the context of the complexity of Kostash’s work, stating that ‘there are 
multiple narratives – and narrators – here, but they emerge in a stylistically complex marriage of historical and imaginative 
detail that requires work on the part of the reader’ (2002, 169).   
382 Some time after having written these concluding statements, I came across an article by Myrna Kostash ‘Writers Read; 
Readers Write: Democratizing the Relationship,’ which proves not only the validity of the above observation that the reader 
and her/his stance are equally crucial for Kostash’s work (as well as other writers’ in general), but also that this idea seems to 
be consciously employed by the writer herself in her works. In her article, Kostash calls for greater recognition of readers as 
crucial subjects in the literary processes and their integration with writers in cooperative undertakings (cf. 1984, 61-62). 
Kostash grounds her appeal in the reality which very often proves to the contrary, resulting from obscuring a fact that ‘writers 
are also readers, voracious readers, and readers often write’ (62). Consequently, Kostash sees writers and readers on equal 
terms and thus having equal responsibilities. Recognising ‘the reader [...] [as] part of the community and process of literature’ 
(63), Kostash points to ‘the reader’s role’ (63) that entails ‘[democratizing]’ (63) and ‘[collectivising] literature’ (64). All in 
all, Kostash points out that literature as discourse is never one-sided, and that it always includes an emotional and intellectual 
input of both the writer and the reader (cf. 1984, 64).  
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firmly established Canadian identity, but it focuses on the danger of losing one’s ethnicity. 

Grekul points to the generality of this problem which is encountered not only by Ukrainian-

Canadians but ‘all third-, fourth-, and fifth-generation ethnic Canadians who have been given 

the simultaneous gift and curse of passing’ (2005, xxii).  

 Hence, in the following subchapters it will be attempted to include the analysis of the 

novel’s presentation of Ukrainian-Canadian identity in relation to the concept of Canadian 

multiculturalism. But before putting the issue in question into this broader perspective, we 

should focus specifically on the idea of Ukrainian-Canadian identity that the novel discusses 

through the portrayal of its central character and her figurative and factual travels. As we will 

see, it is once again the concept of this two-dimensional journey that becomes pivotal not only 

to the plot of the novel, but also to its characterisation as well as the study of identity that the 

novel presents. Grekul’s Colleen, like Lysenko’s Lilli, Kulyk Keefer’s Eva and Kostash’s 

‘heroine,’ is to embark on a journey that will eventually become equivalent to her way of self-

understanding and self-constructedness, but in its non-metaphorical sense Colleen’s self-

search will take the girl even further than in Lilli’s and Eva’s case, adding a new territory to 

the journeys made by Kostash’s ‘heroine’ because to another continent, Africa.  

 

5.6.1. Ukrainian-Canadian Identity 

The ideas on what should constitute the ‘appropriate’ Ukrainian identity in Canada varied 

considerably among the members of the Ukrainian-Canadian community. The conflict to 

which the difference in stances finally led was resolved by adopting a general standpoint that 

underscored the folkloric expression as the primary medium of Ukrainian ethnic identity (cf. 

Grekul 2005, 54). This resolution in the form of ‘ethnic revival’ (49), whose ‘most visible 

aspect’ (54) was, according to Grekul, Ukrainian folkloric dance, took place throughout the 

decades of the 1970s and 1980s (cf. 2005, 54). And it is precisely this event of the period that 

Grekul chooses as the opening theme for the first part of her novel.  

‘Dauphin […] Canada’s National Ukrainian Festival, August 1-6, 1984’ (Kalyna’s 

Song 10). It is the occasion of this authentic contest that takes place annually since 1966 and 

constitutes, next to the festival in Vegreville, the major event celebrating Ukrainian folklore 

that is used by Grekul for the purpose of presenting an episode in her fictional work (cf. 

Grekul 2005, 55 and 213). What we learn is that Colleen, being a member of the dance club 

Desna, comes together with her family, friends and other members of the ensemble to take 

part in this popular competition. The importance of the festival is emphasised not only by the 

serious, competitive moods of contestants, but also by their number. We learn that the place is 



 307

virtually flooded by ‘[a]ll the Ukrainian dance groups from every corner of the country’ (KS 

11). ‘Hordes of them, hundreds of them’ (KS 11) come to Dauphin: ‘[t]he Volya dancers from 

Saskatoon, Trembita from Sudbury. […] Vancouver’s Dazhboh Ensemble, Kamloops’ 

Skomorokhy Ensemble. […] Sopilka, Kateryna, Vesna, Dumy’ (11) and among them the 

representatives of St. Paul, the Desna club, ‘[a] proud sea of Alberta blue’ (9) which starts 

unluckily by missing the opening parade.  

When the festival begins it is not only its performative part that commences. As it turns 

out, the event that serves to celebrate Ukrainian culture and tradition also becomes a good 

occasion for their sale. Apart from ‘the festival grounds [that] are alive with people’ (KS 12), 

it is also ‘Baba’s Best’ (12), ‘a trailer that’s been converted into a portable kitchen’ (12), 

selling ‘pyrohy and kolbasa’ (12) that attracts ‘a long lineup’ (12) of customers. Clearly, 

‘[s]even dollars for a half-dozen pyrohy, a chunk of sausage, and a pop’ (KS 12) is a bargain 

for the buyers and thus a good business for the sellers. Although very short in its length, the 

fragment presenting the festival in Dauphin as a market place is significant as it refers to the 

danger of commercialisation that oversimplifies the importance of cultural heritage. It is also 

a clear reference to the situation of the day because, as Grekul points out in her Leaving 

Shadows:  

In response to multicultural Canadian society’s demand for “crisp, well-packaged, snazzy and eye-
catching” ethnic culture, and in order to establish a place for themselves within the national mosaic, 
established and third-wave Ukrainian Canadians turned their heritage into a commodity-like product, a 
staple […]. (54) 
 

‘In the interest of codifying the product,’ the author continues quoting Robert Klymasz, ‘the 

national costume, the national instrument (the bandura) and even language norms came to be 

based solely on those traditions that originated in the Poltava region in central Ukraine’ (in 

2005, 54).  

 Grekul also includes this aspect in her novel, describing the proceedings of the festival. 

When Colleen prepares herself for her performance, she wears her ‘Podillian costume’ (KS 

18) which is somewhat extravagant because ‘Poltava is the norm. At Ukrainian festivals in 

Vegreville and Hafford, Poltava is everywhere’ (19). But, due to the fact that it is not the 

norm but departure from it that governs the market, Colleen’s dance team learns ‘the 

Podillian Polka’ (KS 18). The perfection at this dance would be quite an achievement as ‘no 

Ukrainian dance club in the country has ever done a Podillian dance’ (KS 18). It may also set 

a fashion just as it was in the case of other dance styles. Colleen enumerates their passing 

crazes: 
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On occasion, we’ve seen a Transcarpathian dance, and Lemko is gaining in popularity. For a while, 
Hutsul was in vogue […]. […] the Hutsul trend caught on, and the Hutsul costumes dancers from every 
dance club started to look the same because all mothers took the Hutsul-vest-making seminar in 
Saskatoon. I know. My mother made three. (KS 19) 
 
Undeniably, the use of such words as ‘popularity’ (KS 19), ‘vogue’ (19), and ‘trend’ 

(19) with respect to Ukrainian dance shows how the branch of culture is trivialised by 

adopting an approach that takes cultural heritage only at face value without considering its 

deeper meaning. In fact, it seems that the participants of the festival tend to treat the 

celebration of Ukrainian culture largely on a superficial level, focusing mainly on the place on 

the podium and thus their win in the competition which would prove that ‘the trip [to 

Dauphin] was all worthwhile’ (KS 35).  

When the misfortune of the Desna club continues and each of its sections loses one by 

one, ‘[t]he dancers are devastated, the chaperons livid’ (KS 14). The whispered remarks 

‘about the judging’ (KS 14) evolve into the outspoken rage of disappointed parents who 

organise ‘an emergency meeting’ (14) to discuss the unjust losses of their children. Clearly, 

‘[s]omething is wrong’ (KS 14) and the reason provided by the adjudicators for disqualifying 

‘Senior Girls’ Lemko Ribbon Dance’ (KS 13), namely the girls’ supposedly inauthentic 

costumes, are easily dismissed by the parents due to their unshakeable conviction that ‘[w]e 

are the best in the goddamn country!’ (15).  

Moreover, the event that is to gather and unite the Ukrainian-Canadians in cherishing 

their culture reveals in fact the inner division in the community. Outraged by the decisions of 

the judges, one of the parents shouts accusingly, ‘[t]his is discrimination! […] Did you notice 

how many Manitoba groups took gold today? It’s because we’re from Alberta. It’s 

discrimination!’ (KS 15). The accusations stated by parents, which may be interpreted as a 

form of the defence of their children and which could be undermined by the fact that they are 

accompanied by ‘drinks being poured’ (KS 14), are in fact confirmed by more objective 

individuals, namely the audience. When Colleen, who is ‘the last of the group to compete’ 

(KS 35) in the singing contest, becoming in this way ‘Desna’s final hope’ (35) to win the 

gold, loses in the competition because her Ukrainian singing sounds, according to the judges, 

too Canadian, the audience disagree, stating their opinions that ‘[i]t’s politics. These 

competitions are all political’ (40). This completes the author’s picture of the community and 

it leaves readers with an uncomfortable feeling that indeed ‘[s]omething is wrong’ (KS 14; 

emphasis added) in the presented way of celebrating Ukrainian culture. 

The fact that the Desna club members are disqualified by the judges on the grounds of 

either their inauthentic costumes or incorrect pronunciation becomes an interesting point that 
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opens a discussion on the issue of what is to be understood as ‘the’ Ukrainian-Canadian 

identity and what is to constitute the right indicator that decides on the degree of one’s 

Ukrainianness. Clearly, the decisions of the judges and the fact that they do hurt the pride of 

the team, especially their parents, may suggest that it is the presence and quality of such 

outward signs as national costumes and language that is to define who is more and who is less 

Ukrainian. That this is in fact the prevailing view of the community is emphasised by the 

heroine’s belief that it is only her win in the contest, her ‘gold medal [that] will prove that [the 

Desna members] are good, authentic Ukrainians after all’ (KS 17). Consequently, Colleen 

elevates the importance of wining the gold, the token of being an ‘appropriate’ Ukrainian, to 

such an extent that she is convinced she is not ‘just competing’ (KS 17) but ‘going to do 

battle’ (17).  

The assumptions that the external aspects are to decide upon one’s ethnic belonging are 

subconsciously accepted by Colleen. They are particularly visible when the girl meets Corey 

Bespalko, a boy who plays tsymbaly and with whom she falls in love. Evaluating his 

Ukrainianness according to the criteria in question, Colleen states, ‘Corey is really Ukrainian, 

there is no doubt about that. He went to bilingual school and everything. He talks a lot about 

famous Ukrainian authors, Ukrainian art, Ukrainian music’ (KS 32). What is more, when the 

girl daydreams about their future, planning their mutual life in their apartment, she includes in 

her imaginings all the items necessary to show off their perfectly Ukrainian identities: 

In our bookshelf, we’ll keep copies of Ukrainian books like The Kobza-Player, Sons of the Soil, Men in 
Sheepskin Coats. One wall we’ll cover with his grandmother’s long Bykovynian tapestry – a kylym, […]; 
underneath it, we’ll place Corey’s tsymbaly, and beside the tsymbaly, a bandura, […]. All along our 
windowsills, we’ll put framed pictures of paintings by William Kurelek. […] And we’ll hang gold 
Orthodox icons of baby Jesuses and Virgin Marys. (KS 33) 
 

Colleen is not worried about the fact that she is not religious. As she believes, ‘it doesn’t 

matter’ (KS 33). What counts is that ‘[i]cons are very Ukrainian’ (KS 33) and thus she is 

determined that ‘[they]’ve got to have icons’ (33).  

Corey may be an example of an ideal Ukrainian boy but not an ideal boyfriend. He 

shatters Colleen’s dreams by kissing Carla Senko, Colleen’s schoolmate whom she dislikes. 

Colleen’s disappointment with Corey influences the girl to such an extent that she decides to 

quit her Ukrainian dancing and singing. Although Colleen is clearly intent on her resolution 

that her ‘singing days are over’ (KS 51), she admits to herself that still ‘[p]art of [her] wants to 

sing’ (59) because ‘[i]t’s tradition’ (59). And it is this tradition together with its rules that 

Colleen is also determined to uphold.  
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Tradition becomes Colleen’s ‘reason to fight’ (KS 61) whenever its preservation is 

threatened. Thus, when her cousin marries an Englishwoman and their wedding reception is to 

be conducted in the English not Ukrainian way, which equals ‘breaking rules’ (KS 60) and 

‘doing it all wrong’ (60), Colleen realises that she needs to sing at their wedding. Her 

performance is crucial because ‘[i]f [she doesn’t] sing at Dean and Diana’s wedding, it would 

set a precedent for other weddings. Then everything would change’ (KS 61), a situation that 

Colleen cannot allow to happen. Similarly, when the Ukrainian language classes are cancelled 

by the headmaster of Colleen’s school because the number of students participating is too 

low, Colleen feels outraged because ‘[her] language is being taken from [her], and nobody 

seems to care’ (KS 99). Because ‘[n]obody wants to fight’ (KS 99), Colleen has to carry out 

her mission all by herself just like during the festival in Dauphin. But despite her efforts, 

Colleen fails once again; her ‘request to have Ukrainian reinstated is denied’ (KS 104) and 

she is asked to enrol for the French language course. 

Colleen’s fierce fight to keep Ukrainian classes could be seen as an expression of her 

deep connection with Ukrainian which would articulate itself through her mastery of this 

language. But such is not the case. Colleen’s knowledge of the Ukrainian language is solely 

rudimentary and although she is the best student in Ukrainian classes, she neither speaks it 

fluently nor understands it. The fact does not create in Colleen any sense of guilt or 

embarrassment. On the contrary, she believes ‘it doesn’t matter if [she doesn’t] speak the 

language’ (KS 89) because she is ‘Ukrainian in other ways’ (89).  

The legitimacy of her ‘other ways’ of being Ukrainian is questioned when Colleen, 

already as a university student, becomes one of the participants in Ukrainian classes. She 

finds herself among the people who not only have an excellent command of Ukrainian as 

‘[t]hey all come from the same Ukrainian immersion school in Edmonton’ (KS 243), but who 

are also the active members of the Ukrainian-Canadian community: 

they all seem to go to the same Ukrainian church; and […] nearly all of them belong to the Ukrainian 
Club at the university. […] At least half of them are Shumka dancers. They have been on tour in Ukraine 
two or three times. One guy in class is the president of the National Ukrainian Canadian Students’ Union. 
[…] Almost everyone […] is in the Ukrainian Studies program, so they all take all kinds of courses in 
Ukrainian literature, folklore and history. A few of them have summer jobs at the Ukrainian Cultural 
Heritage Village by Elk Island. (KS 243)  
 
The fervour with which the students express their Ukrainian ethnic identity completely 

overwhelms Colleen. She considers them ‘the most Ukrainian people [she has] ever met’ (KS 

243) and conjures up their image of ‘the Super Ukes’ (244) who ‘dressed in superhero 

costumes – embroidered shirts, tight satin pants, velvet capes’ (244) are always ready to 

‘[whiz] around the world to save Ukrainian culture wherever it’s threatened’ (244). Although 
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somewhat ironical in her judgement of the students’ achievements, Colleen realises that, when 

compared, her contribution to the prosperity of the Ukrainian-Canadian community appears to 

be very modest and thus she can only helplessly ask herself, ‘[h]ow can I compete?’ (KS 243). 

Nonetheless, she tries to prove once again she ‘might not speak Ukrainian, and […] 

might not belong to any of their dance groups and church clubs, but [she is] just as Ukrainian 

as they are’ (KS 244). In order to achieve this, she sings the same song which was to bring her 

the gold medal in Dauphin. The situation repeats itself because Colleen is once again 

‘disqualified’ for her pronunciation. This time by her teacher, Dr. Pohorecky, who asks her to 

redo her oral presentation, but also by the other students who not only laugh at Colleen, but 

also shun her, which makes her feel as ‘the outsider, and the inside joke’ (KS 247) at the same 

time.  

 Due to the experience in Ukrainian classes, Colleen harbours conflicting feelings. On 

the one hand, she feels ‘just as Ukrainian as’ (KS 244) her co-students, but on the other hand, 

she comes to the conclusion that ‘[she is] not one of them’ (248). Clearly, the protagonist is 

somewhere in-between such polar extremes of belonging. In this way, she becomes the 

representative of those to whom the novel is specifically directed, ‘the children of 

multiculturalism and the grandchildren of assimilation’ (Grekul 2005, xxiii), the people about 

whom the author, also speaking about herself, states: 

We are not ‘read’ as different, anything other than ‘Canadian,’ because we wear no outward signs of 
difference: most of us don’t speak our ethnic language, we don’t speak accented English, we don’t 
practice customs and traditions that make our ethnic identity visible. But many of us nonetheless feel 
different, and that feeling is legitimate. (2005, xxiii) 
 

Colleen feels different but because she does not posses these ‘outward signs’ of her ethnicity, 

she feels ambivalent about her belonging. By means of her figure, Grekul shows the problem 

with which the succeeding generations of ethnic Canadians have to deal, namely how to 

sustain this feeling of difference, how to ‘keep it from passing away’ (2005, xxiii) when one 

is ‘many decades removed from [one’s] ancestral roots’ (xxiii).  

Colleen is the fourth generation of her family. She was born in Canada and considers 

this country to be her home. It is not surprising therefore that her ethnicity is seriously 

threatened to pass. Due to the fact that Colleen’s parents share traumatic experiences of their 

ethnicity because they were often ‘looked down on’ (KS 57) in their childhood and youth for 

being Ukrainian, they want to save their children from the hurt they felt. Hence, they decided 

Colleen and her siblings not ‘to be too Ukrainian’ (KS 57). ‘That’s […] why,’ Colleen 

explains, ‘they gave us English names. It’s partly why they never take us to the Greek 

Orthodox church they went to when they were growing up’ (KS 57). It is also the reason why 



 312

they did not teach their children to speak Ukrainian, the language which Colleen’s parents 

treat only as ‘a secret code […] when they don’t want […] kids to know what they’re talking 

about’ (KS 89).  

The fact that Colleen and her siblings cannot speak Ukrainian does not, however, 

distinguish them from the other members of their community. In fact, Kalyna's Song is a 

realistic portrayal of Ukrainian-Canadians’ connections with the Ukrainian language. When 

one compares statistics concerning the knowledge of Ukrainian among the Ukrainian-

Canadians of the decade in which the author sets the plot of her novel, we see that the 

experience of Grekul’s fictional character corresponds to the experiences of real individuals 

(cf. Isajiw 1991a, 262-63).  

Moreover, the validity of Colleen’s situation, i.e. her inability to speak the Ukrainian 

language, may even be personalised to a greater extent by referring it to the experience of 

such writers as Janice Kulyk Keefer, whose difficulties with Ukrainian have already been 

mentioned in this thesis. Another author who relates to the same experience is Myrna 

Kostash. The writer defines herself as ‘a third-generation Canadian (the second generation 

born in Canada) raised as an ethnic without the Ukrainian language’ (in Balan 1982a, 137). 

Referring to her personal experience of ethnicity, Kostash raises important questions which 

are also relevant to the analysis of Grekul’s heroine: ‘[h]ow was this possible? How is 

ethnicity inherited without the language or literature?’ (in Balan 1982a, 137). ‘I have evidence 

from my own life,’ Kostash argues, ‘that my ethnicity was, as it had to be, transmitted through 

ways other than language’ (in Balan 1982a, 137).383 As the writer explains, the Ukrainian 

language was in fact present in her life:  

through the conversations of my parents, my grandparents, the people in church, etc., and I went to ridna 
shkola rather haphazardly for a few years and learned some rudiments. One went to church as a 
Ukrainian. There was the music and dance […]. There were rituals around Christmas and Easter, 
weddings, funerals and family reunions. There was the neighbourhood […]. Finally, there was my 
parents’ community, almost entirely Ukrainian and my very best friends from childhood have been my 
relatives, especially my cousins. (in Balan 1982a, 137) 
 
The reason why Kostash’s statement is quoted here is because it corresponds directly to 

Colleen’s experience of her ethnicity. She may not know the language, but Ukrainianness is 

communicated to her in other ways, which is done, surprisingly, by her parents. Although 

Colleen’s parents try to establish their children as more Canadian, they themselves ‘can’t 

forget where their came from’ (KS 58) and, more importantly, ‘[t]hey don’t want to forget, 

either’ (58). Thus, they retain their Ukrainian identity and ‘do everything their parents did’ 

(KS 58): they farm, do gardening, cook, celebrate Ukrainian festivals and observe the 
                                                 
383 Which she learned eventually when a grown-up. 
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customs, all according to the traditional ways which they transmit to their children, ‘[making] 

a point of teaching [them] everything’ (KS 58) they themselves learned from their parents. In 

fact, the Ukrainian language and the church attendance are the only aspects, generally held as 

‘the external aspects […] of ethnic identity’ (Isajiw 1991a, 262), which are neglected in the 

Lutzak’s family. But the fact that Colleen’s parents do not expect their children to speak 

Ukrainian or attend church, is strictly connected with their personal traumatic experiences. 

Hence, they developed their own, individual approach to their ethnicity and its retention, 

which is also influenced by the fact that they are, like their children, Canadian born. Their 

Canadianness inevitably influences their views and life-styles which differ considerably from 

their parents’.  

By means of Colleen’s family, Grekul shows that the ethnic community is a construct 

which is constantly transforming and that the circumstances of experiencing and retaining 

one’s ethnicity are largely individuated. Thus, Kalyna's Song is a literary proof that the 

concept of ethnic identity passed on from generation to generation cannot be generalised and 

formulated according to specific rules as it was proposed by Marcus Lee Hansen (cf. Chapter 

2.3.). Moreover, it suggests a view that ‘[b]eing Canadian does not exclude being […] 

Ukrainian’ (256), a stance which, according to the research studies, is maintained, in fact, by 

the majority of ‘the Canadian-born generations of Ukrainians’ (Isajiw 1991a, 256). It also 

reveals that, using Grekul’s words, ‘keeping ethnic identity alive requires acts of will, 

courage, and, above all, imagination’ (2005, xxiii) and this is what Grekul’s protagonist is to 

learn about.   

Grekul starts her discussion on the aspect of preserving one’s ethnicity by presenting 

Colleen and her family who express their ethnic identities largely on a symbolical level. We 

see the extent to which their lives are opulent with Ukrainian food, dance and music, but 

which are performed by them somewhat automatically. Additionally, the description of the 

Dauphin event emphasises most strongly the dangers of adopting an approach which deprives 

ethnic identity of any deeper meaning and which ‘[tends] towards boosterism and the upbeat 

marketing of Ukrainianness in Canada’ (Kulyk Keefer 2007a, 112). Such a way of expressing 

ethnicity is challenged by Grekul by introducing into the plot the character of Sister Maria, a 

nun from the French Catholic convent in St. Paul, who becomes Colleen’s piano teacher.  

Initially, Sister Maria remains an enigma to Colleen, revealing nothing of herself despite 

Colleen’s repeated attempts to disclose Sister Maria’s identity. All that Colleen learns about 

the nun is the fact that she has a great knowledge of Ukrainian composers who ‘suffered and 
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died because they were Ukrainian, because they wanted to stay Ukrainian when other 

countries invaded Ukraine’ (KS 95) and that she tries to save their masterpieces from oblivion.    

This, together with Sister Maria’s interest in Colleen’s ethnic background, is the only hint that 

allows Colleen to suspect that the nun ‘is Ukrainian herself’ (KS 89), an idea that Colleen 

quickly dismisses, just as she abandons her efforts to learn about Sister Maria’s past. The girl 

accepts the distanced personality of the nun and develops with her an affectionate relationship 

based on their mutual love to music.  

 Sister Maria becomes Colleen’s confidante to whom she confesses her worries. During 

her lessons she tells Sister Maria about Kalyna, her grown up cousin, who being abused by 

her husband loses her mind and the whole ‘normality’ of her life. But in Kalyna’s madness, 

‘[t]he Ukrainian part of her brain is completely normal’ (KS 122). Being Ukrainian is the only 

part ‘of her old life that she hasn’t forgotten’ (KS 122). In fact, Colleen believes that Kalyna is 

‘like a Ukrainian encyclopedia’ (KS 122) because she knows all Ukrainian folk songs and 

church rituals, she is the best in her family in ‘cooking Ukrainian dishes […] and embroidery 

and making pysanky’ (122). In Colleen’s eyes, it proves that Kalyna ‘knows so much about 

being Ukrainian’ (KS 122). But all that fascinates Colleen about her cousin becomes the 

source of irritation to Sister Maria who ‘isn’t impressed’ (KS 122) by ‘Kalyna’s latest cross-

stitched pillow, or […] Kalyna’s latest egg’ (122), the items which Colleen considers very 

Ukrainian, proudly displaying them to Sister Maria, and about which the nun, as Colleen 

observes, ‘just doesn’t care’ (122).  

 Sister Maria’s behaviour is wrongly judged by Colleen. It is not her ignorance, but the 

expression of deeply suppressed traumas, which reveals itself during one of their music 

lessons. When Colleen sings to the nun ‘O Ukraina’ (KS 122), a song that she learned from 

Kalyna, Sister Maria suddenly bursts out. She criticises Colleen for ‘throwing away [her] 

talent on foolishness. Signing about Ykraina’ (KS 124), the country which Colleen knows 

nothing about, treating it thus as ‘some fairy-tale land that doesn’t exist’ (123). The 

culmination point of Sister Maria’s accusations comes when she states, ‘[y]ou put on a 

costume, paint an egg. It means nothing to you’ (KS 124). She reduces such a way of 

expressing Ukrainian identity to ‘make-believe nonsense’ (KS 124) which creates, according 

to the nun, an impression that ‘it’s fun to be Ukrainian’ (123). That this is only a distortion is 

the fact that Sister Maria knows herself because, as it turns out, she is indeed Ukrainian. To 

her, however, being Ukrainian means pain, a deep hurt of which she is constantly reminded 

by the Auschwitz numbers on her arm.   
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 Sister Maria becomes here the voice through which Grekul communicates the idea that 

folk symbols and customs do not ‘adequately [reflect] what it means to be Ukrainian and 

Canadian’ (60) when they are deprived of their historical and social meanings (cf. 2005, 57). 

This becomes a clear reference to the stance which was developed in the 1970s and 1980s as a 

backlash against ‘folkloric expressions of ethnicity’ (Grekul 2005, 57) and which emphasised 

the importance of history, ‘an understanding of […] ethnic group’s past [as] essential to 

maintaining ethnic identity in the present and future’ (61).  

 That facing the past frequently entails uncovering its painful and precarious aspects is a 

message that was already conveyed by Janice Kulyk Keefer in The Green Library. Lisa 

Grekul reverberates this idea by unfolding the story of Sister Maria’s life. We learn that 

‘[b]efore [Sister Maria] became a nun, she […] had a family, like everyone else, and a house 

of her own. Before the war, she was a different person altogether’ (KS 134). This changed 

with the coming of war during which Sister Maria lost her husband and their two daughters. 

They died in the Auschwitz camp to which they were taken by the Nazis because her husband 

was a Polish Jew. Sister Maria’s pain and guilt that she was the only one who survived is 

deepened by the fact that ‘the soldiers who came for [them] were Ukrainians’ (KS 136), the 

trauma from which she could never recover and which made her avoid ‘Ukrainians after the 

war’ (134). All her life, Sister Maria tried to keep her story secret and thus when Colleen 

asked her questions, she ‘told her stories about […] composers, but […] never [her] own’ (KS 

136).  

 The fact that Sister Maria hides the truth about the past allows us to refer her figure to 

Mykola Savchuk, the character of Kulyk Keefer’s novel. The major difference between the 

two protagonists is that Sister Maria ultimately breaks her silence, retelling her life to Colleen 

and her family. She admits that she ‘wanted to forget this story’ (KS 136) but came to realise 

that she needs to speak out because otherwise ‘how [would] people know?’ (136). Certainly, 

revealing the stories that present one’s compatriots as the oppressors and not the oppressed is 

very painful and thus it requires great courage, both from the speakers and the listeners. When 

the nun continues her story about the Ukrainian soldiers, Colleen observes:  

I see my dad is troubled by this part of the story, too. He frowns while Sister Maria talks about the 
Ukrainians who joined the ss. I don’t think he likes hearing about bad Ukrainians. He wants to believe that 
we’re all good people. I don’t blame him. (KS 137) 
 

The reaction of Colleen’s father shows that it is the feeling of loyalty which inspires one’s 

desire to keep up the romanticised image of one’s ethnic group or nation, and which makes 

one even more disillusioned when this image is tarnished (cf. Kurelek 49). What Grekul 



 316

suggests through the confrontation between Sister Maria and Colleen’s family is that although 

loyalty is indeed a crucial aspect of one’s ethnicity, one cannot allow to be blinded by it. With 

respect to the past of one’s ethnic group, this would mean facing its all portrayals, positive 

and negative.  

 Sister Maria wants to cherish the fond memory of Ukrainians; ‘[w]hen she writes down 

the music of the Ukrainian composers, she is remembering the good things that Ukrainians 

have done’ (KS 137). But her pain lingers and does not allow her to blot out the horrific 

memories because ‘she can’t forget all the terrible things that happened to Ukrainians in the 

past. And she can’t forget what Ukrainians did to their own people, and to Jews, in the war’ 

(KS 137). It is something that she does not want to forget either because she knows that just as 

the beauties of one’s ancestry are to be appreciated, the wrongs have to be acknowledged, too. 

And this is what Sister Maria expects from Colleen and her family, having revealed to them 

the tragedy of her life, to remember ‘[t]he good things, and the bad things’ (KS 137) of 

Ukrainians’ past. This becomes her last lesson that she manages to teach because soon after 

this event she dies of heart attack. That Colleen and her family will follow Sister Maria’s will 

is confirmed by them during her funeral when Colleen and her parents are the only people to 

sing ‘the traditional Ukrainian funeral song, “Vichnaia Pam’iat”’ ( KS 176) – ‘[i]n everlasting 

memory of Sister Maria’ (177). 

 As already shown when analysing The Green Library, learning about the painful truths 

of history may be a truly traumatic experience. The same relates to the heroine of Kalyna's 

Song. When Colleen first hears that Sister Maria was held in the concentration camp in 

Auschwitz, she cries her eyes out and closes herself in her room for a week because she 

cannot function normally, carrying the burden of her knowledge. Janice Kulyk Keefer 

confirms in her autobiographical work that she went through such an ordeal when she learned 

about the atrocities of World War II that were also committed by Ukrainians (cf. 1998a, 201). 

The knowledge of this was too painful to the author and thus she ‘longed for permanent flight 

and forgetting’ (201). It was only after that she realised that she, in fact, ‘can’t flee’ (201) the 

memory of it. Colleen knows it as well because she was taught by Sister Maria that it would 

be the ‘easiest to forget’ (KS 136).  

 Being confused about her own self, Colleen tries to push away all that she experienced. 

When she begins her studies at the university, she decides, ‘I am going to be a whole new 

person’ (KS 230). But the attempt at her new self is not successful. ‘New city, new friends, 

new piano teacher’ (KS 230), all confirm her only in her feeling of displacement and 
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unbelonging. Thus, when she is given a chance to leave for the United World College 

scholarship, she uses it and flies away to Swaziland in South Africa.  

 Colleen’s willingness to leave Canada becomes her attempt to escape her problems with 

defining her identity. But the very outset of her journey to Africa shows that running away 

from one’s self is impossible. During her flight, Colleen meets Siya, an African prince who is 

coming back to Swaziland, his country, having finished his studies at Oxford in England. 

When the newly befriended talk about their backgrounds, Colleen becomes confused about 

how to explain her identity. She asks herself, ‘[h]ow do I explain to Siya that I’m Ukrainian, 

even though I have never been to Ukraine? I could say Ukrainian-Canadian. But then I’d have 

to explain how it works, being two things at once’ (KS 291). Eventually, she decides and 

states, ‘I’m Canadian. […] This is my first trip away from Canada, away from home’ (KS 

291). Colleen’s confusion about explaining her hyphenated identity repeats when she arrives 

at the college and meets the other girls who received scholarships. When one of them, Katja, 

insists that Colleen should declare herself as either Ukrainian or Canadian, Colleen states, 

‘I’m both. It’s hard to explain’ (KS 321).  

 The culmination of her distress concerning her double self is to come when Colleen 

becomes engaged by her teacher, Mrs. McBain, in taking part in the annual Christmas 

performance at the Rotary Club. The event is important for the future of the Waterford college 

because the members of the club are its donors. Thus, Colleen is to enthral the Rotarians with 

her musical talent which would prove that the Rotarians’ ‘money has directly benefited 

students from around the world’ (KS 398-99). Consequently, Colleen is asked by her teacher 

‘to represent the Ukraine at the luncheon’ (KS 400). The fact that Colleen is not Ukrainian is 

completely unimportant to Mrs. McBain because as she informs the girl, ‘[t]hat isn’t the point. 

The point is that you can pass for one and not a single Rotarian soul will know the difference’ 

(KS 400). Not even through the fact that Colleen is not going to wear a Ukrainian national 

dress, as none is at their disposal, but a Polish national costume which is considered by the 

teacher ‘not genuine Ukrainian […] but close enough’ (KS 400). Clearly, what does matter to 

the teacher is the money that the school may receive. This episode is based on the same idea 

as presented by Grekul through her portrayal of the Dauphin festival as it shows how the true 

value of one’s ethnicity or nationality may be substituted with the value of money when a 

culture of a nation and its symbols are treated only superficially as meaningless entities.  

 The ignorance of the teacher that underestimates the two separate national cultures, 

Ukrainian and Polish, is stressed by the author when Colleen’s ‘disguise’ is seen through by 

one of the Rotarians, Eduardo Shabalala. It is noteworthy how Grekul works out the question 
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of belonging through the encounter of the two characters. The author constructs Mr. Shabalala 

as a person who is ‘part South African, part Mozambican’ (KS 412) and who happened to 

study in Kiev for six years. During his stay in Ukraine, he forged a bond of affection for this 

country and its people. Fond of recounting to Colleen how he was welcomed by Ukrainians, 

Eduardo states, ‘[e]verywhere I went in Ukraine […] the people loved me. They said, “You’re 

one of us! You learn to speak our language, you touch our hearts!”’ (KS 413) and when he 

concludes declaring, ‘I feel very close to the Ukrainian people. I feel –’  (413), Colleen 

interrupts him. Although unfinished, Eduardo’s sentence is quite clear; it is obvious that Mr. 

Shabalala wanted to say that he feels Ukrainian himself.  

 This suggest an interesting relation between the two characters. Both of them feel 

Ukrainian and are in fact connected to Ukraine, Colleen through her ancestry and Eduardo 

through his six-year stay in this country. Both of them are also linked to other countries due to 

their different cultural backgrounds and hyphenated identities. All of these should suggest a 

mutual understanding that could develop between the two. What we see instead is its lack. 

Eduardo questions not only Colleen’s Ukrainian pronunciation, but also her Ukrainian 

identity stating, ‘[y]ou are a fine singer. […] Not much of a Ukrainian, but a fine singer!’ (KS 

414). This remark sparks off Colleen’s inner monologue by means of which the author raises 

the crucial questions about belonging: 

Not much of a Ukrainian. What does he know? Who made him the expert on being Ukrainian? […] I 
might not speak Ukrainian, but I still feel Ukrainian. And I might feel Ukrainian, but that doesn’t mean 
I’m guilty for all every historical injustice perpetrated by other Ukrainians. So what if I’ve never been to 
Ukraine? The Ukrainian people accepted Mr. Shabalala. Why wouldn’t they accept me? A person can be 
more that a one thing at the same time. Mr. Shabalala said so himself. He’s South African and 
Mozambican. I don’t see why it’s so hard for people to get. Ukrainian Canadian. Ukrainian and Canadian. 
(KS 414) 
 

 The encounter with Eduardo during which Colleen’s Ukrainianness is once again 

rejected on the basis of her ‘all wrong’ (KS 412) Ukrainian, deepens Colleen’s crisis of her 

identity. At its climactic point, the girl declares, ‘I am tired of people telling me what I am’ 

(KS 414). She accuses ‘[t]he adjudicators in Dauphin, Dr. Pohorecky in Ukrainian class, Katja 

[…] and […] Mr. Shabalala’ (KS 414) that they ‘have judged [her] without bothering to know 

[her] first’ (414). What the protagonist neglects is the fact that she does not know herself fully 

either. Her self-realisation comes at the end of her stay in Africa which is shortened when 

Colleen learns about the death of her cousin, Kalyna.  

 Kalyna’s death evokes in Colleen the memories concerning not only her cousin, but also 

Sister Maria. Clearly, both women played a significant role in Colleen’s life and her 

maturation. The influence they exerted over Colleen largely extended the field of music. They 
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became Colleen’s two guides who represented so different ways of expressing ethnicity. The 

girl rejected neither of these ways because she realised that each of them was shaped by a 

similar, and yet a distinct, cause, i.e. a deep psychological trauma brought about by the 

different circumstances of their lives: Kalyna’s – by the personal tragedy of her family, while 

Sister Maria’s – by the public historical tragedy of the Second World War to which her family 

fell victims. And so, both women directed the girl into her own course, her own understanding 

of her ethnic identity. She combined the stances of the two women when she came to realise 

that ‘[f]olk songs are an important part of [her heritage]. But they’re not everything’ (KS 421). 

Additionally, she managed to observe what both women could not see; that folk culture 

changes, that its symbols like folk songs and ‘pysanky are different each time you make them’ 

(KS 438) because they are not ‘timeless, never changing artforms that are passed down over 

the centuries, repeated perfectly by each new generation’ (437).  

 They all alter just like the identity of Canada’s Ukrainians, the new generations whose 

concepts of ethnicity will inevitably differ because of their varied experiences. Colleen 

manages to include all of the ideas into her essay about Ukrainian folk music, the project that 

she needs to finish before she flies away to Canada for Kalyna’s funeral. As a conclusion to 

this work, Colleen creates the song which is developed in a way which would make it ‘sound 

partly African and partly Ukrainian, with some Ukrainian words, and some English words’ 

(KS 440). She calls her work ‘Kalyna’s Song’ (KS 441) but it becomes necessarily an 

expression of Colleen’s identity which, just like the song itself, is her own composition.  

 That her ethnicity becomes her personal creation is confirmed in the epilogue in which 

we see Colleen visiting Kalyna’s grave during Provody, the traditional ritual of bringing 

flowers and food to the graves of the dead beloved. When the priest, who, according to this 

tradition, is to celebrate Provody Mass in the cemetery, does not come, Colleen states to her 

mother, ‘[w]e don’t need a priest. We don’t need other people. We can have our own 

Provody’ (KS 455). Colleen’s statement and participation in the ritual proves that she wants to 

retain her cultural heritage, but she will do it her own way. Likewise, she will maintain her 

Canadianness because this identity is also a part of her ‘self.’ As she finally realises after her 

escape to Africa, Canada is ‘the place where [she] belongs’ (KS 453). Thus, it is through her 

heroine that Lisa Grekul drives an important message home. The author shows that ‘[h]ow far 

one should go in being a hyphenated Canadian […] is an individual matter’ (Pier Giorgio di 

Cicco in Balan 1982a, 151) and that it is impossible to judge one’s ethnicity according to 

certain criteria which show who is ethnically suitable enough and who is to be disqualified. 
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Belonging is not measurable because as George Ryga states ‘[i]t’s a very personal thing’ (in 

Balan 1982a, 148), it is something ‘just [your] own’ (148).  

 

5.6.2. Multiculturalism and the Aspect of Difference 

Another issue that clearly stands out in Lisa Grekul’s novel is the aspect of identity related to 

Canadian multiculturalism, but also to the general idea of difference. In fact, Kalyna's Song is 

an interesting study of the issues. Therefore, the purpose of this subchapter is to briefly 

discuss the concepts in question as presented by the author in her work.  

 The concept of identity put into the Canadian context, i.e. the context of 

multiculturalism, and the concept of Ukrainian identity also seen from this perspective have 

already been considered in subchapter 2.3.1. and Chapter 4.1.. The issues explored in these 

chapters bear their relevance to the discussion of multiculturalism as presented by Grekul in 

Kalyna’s Song. The author reveals in her novel a number of problems that exist in 

multicultural Canadian society.  

 The first problematic issue that should be mentioned here has already been signalled in 

the previous subchapter. As stated there, Colleen’s parents share very painful experiences of 

their ethnicity which becomes their primary reason to bring up their children to be more 

Canadian. The fact that the members of an ethnic minority group want their offspring to 

assimilate into the mainstream society in order to save them from prejudice and 

discrimination already shows the seriousness of the problem. But the extent of it is 

emphasised by the author when the traumatic experiences of Colleen’s parents are described.  

 In their childhood and youth, Colleen’s parents were often marginalised or even 

discriminated against because of their ethnicity. They had to face racist standpoints which 

assigned pejorative meanings to their ethnic identity. As we learn, it was widely held that 

‘[b]eing Ukrainian meant being poor and ignorant’ (KS 57). Surrounded by such 

discriminatory beliefs, Colleen’s parents grew up being ‘embarrassed […] because they 

couldn’t speak English properly, and because they ate different foods’ (KS 57). Their 

foreignness was seen as something negative, something for which they were put to shame. 

Not only were they ‘looked down on’ (KS 57) by the teachers, but also punished by them with 

‘strapping […] when they spoke Ukrainian with other Ukrainian kids’ (57). Thus, when 

grown-ups, they attended university in order to guarantee their children better conditions and 

treatment ‘[s]o that [they’d] never be ashamed of where [they] come from’ (KS 58). 

 It needs stressing that prejudice and assimilationist stances were encountered by 

Colleen’s parents in the days of their childhood and youth, i.e. the period before the policy of 
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multiculturalism was introduced. Grekul continues her discussion on the point by setting the 

life intricacies of her protagonist in the decades when the multicultural policy was already 

operating. What the writer reveals is that not much has changed within the decades and that 

belonging to the WASP establishment is still largely privileged in the times of 

multiculturalism.384 

 The criticism of multiculturalism is included already in the first part of the novel which 

describes the Ukrainian folklore festival in Dauphin. The episode is very revealing about how 

the multicultural promotion of ethnic diversity may in fact contribute to reducing the 

celebration of ethnicity only to its marketing. The author brings the issue a step further and 

points to another problem, when she presents the aftermath of the festival. When Colleen goes 

back to school after the failure of the Desna club in Dauphin, she realises that although the 

majority of the team are her schoolmates, they never discuss their membership and activity in 

the Ukrainian dance club at school:   

Even when we competed and won at festivals in Vegreville and Hafford, we never talked about it at 
school – not to each other, and definitely not to other kids who don’t Ukrainian dance. Dancing is like 
some kind of secret that we all keep. (KS 54) 
 

Moreover, it dawns on Colleen that ‘[i]t’s not just dancing, it’s everything’ (KS 54) because 

the Ukrainian students simply ‘don’t talk about anything Ukrainian’ (54) at school.  

 Clearly, there is an unspoken assumption among the children that it is better to hush up 

their ethnic background. What Colleen observes is that the same concerns the Native students. 

In fact, she admits that ‘[i]t must be even worse for them’ (KS 55):   

 I’ve never heard them talk about what’s like to be Native, what it’s like living on the reserve. Do they go 
to powwows in the summer? Do any of them speak Cree at home? There are five Indian reserves around 
St.Paul – Saddle Lake, Frog Lake, Kehewin, Good Fish, and Fishing Lake – and we have students in our 
school from almost all of them. It’s never occurred to me before but – why isn’t there a Cree teacher at 
our school? (KS 55) 

 
The situation of Native students is once again referred to in the novel when Colleen, already a 

high school pupil, observes that the number of Native students is seriously diminished at this 

level of education, which makes her wonder, ‘[d]oesn’t anyone notice how many Native 

students have dropped out? Doesn’t anybody care?’ (KS 144) When the girl attempts to draw 

                                                 
384 In the conclusion to his essay on the changes within the Ukrainian-Canadian community that have come with 
its second and third generations, Isajiw states that ‘[t]he community has developed more widely differentiated 
attitudes towards the society as a whole and towards itself. But the community’s subjective status in Canada, its 
prestige in the eyes of the general Canadian population, does not seem to have changed much’ (1991a, 267-68). 
Basing on the results of Peter Pineo’s research (1977), which Isajiw includes in his essay, this prestige may be 
described as ‘low’ (1991a, 257). The validity of the experiences that Colleen’s parents share may be confirmed 
by the authentic experiences of Ukrainian-Canadians, the children of immigrants and refugees, who, like 
Colleen’s parents, had to face social prejudice and discrimination against their ethnicity; see the fragments of 
John Paskievich’s documentary in which George Melnyk and Fran Ponomarenko (Ukrainian-Canadian writers), 
but also Halya Kuchmij (a Ukrainian-Canadian director) talk about such experiences.   
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attention to this issue during her social studies class, she is asked by her teacher ‘to stick to 

the textbook’ (KS 144) which, ironically, reflects upon ‘multiculturalism in Canada’ (145), 

revealing ‘how great it is’ (145).  

The facts observed by Colleen provide a powerful commentary on the state of Canadian 

multiculturalism, showing that there is, as Linda Hutcheon puts it, a wide ‘territory that lies 

between that ideal and its reality, between intention and achievement’ (1997, 13). Grekul 

carefully examines it in her novel and discloses that despite the political assurance of equality 

and tolerance, ‘there are rules’ (KS 59) about being Ukrainian, Native or of any other than 

Anglo-Saxon background in multicultural Canadian society. These unspoken but widely 

known rules are the ‘[r]ules that can’t be broken’ (KS 59) because they dictate the social 

status quo. They define the expected behaviour of ethnic Canadians like Ukrainian-Canadians 

for whom ‘[i]t’s okay to be Ukrainian at home but not at school’ (KS 59) or other public 

places, but they also determine their position that they should occupy in the society.  

That the place of ethnic Canadians is often pushed into the social margins is 

symbolically represented in the novel by means of the scene describing the wedding of 

Colleen’s cousin, Dean, who marries Diana, an Englishwoman. During the wedding 

reception, we see how the Ukrainian part of the family is separated from the English one, 

being seated ‘behind the pillars’ (KS 71) which make them not only invisible, but also 

inaudible. In this way, the only real participants of the party are the rich members of the 

bride’s family and friends.  

Clearly, the wedding reception of a Ukrainian-Canadian with an Englishwoman 

becomes here a metaphor for the implementation of multiculturalism, the symbolical attempt 

at creating the union between the Anglo-Saxon and the other cultures of Canada. This union, 

on the basis of which the equality is to be developed, is only superficial and it masks the 

colonial impulses that tend towards the exclusion and ‘ghettoisation’ (Kulyk Keefer 1996b, 

63) of the ‘other.’ Grekul shows it when Colleen together with her siblings suddenly move 

closer to the pillars:  

In front of the pillars, the ladies wear long gowns and big, gold hoops on their ears. The men don’t wear 
regular suits like my uncles and my dad. They were tuxes, like the groomsmen, with real cufflinks. 
Standing against the wall and staring, Sophie, Wes, and I look like little brown Indian kids, brown from 
the time we spend outside on the farm. Looking in, from the outside.  (KS 72) 
 

That the children trespass on the forbidden to them territory, that they ‘are out of place, out of 

[…] assigned spots, on the wrong side of pillars’ (KS 73) is effectively communicated to them 

by their aunt, the mother of the groom and the organiser of the reception, who ‘gives [them] a 

horrified look, a look of embarrassment, disgust, reprimand’ (73), the look which makes them 
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‘blush and move back to [their] table’ (73) which is hidden well enough to make them 

disappear. 

The description of the wedding party is clear enough about who is treated as the poorer 

and inferior part of the family. Clearly, the presence of Colleen’s family in this celebration is, 

according to the organisers, quite superfluous and thus their invitation to the party may be 

seen as a formality. Hence, the event may be rendered as the author’s criticism of the policy 

that only officially proclaims the equality of all groups and their participation in the national 

life of Canada.  

That the presence of some of them is in fact neglected by the system is presented in 

another episode, namely Colleen’s history classes, during which the students learn from their 

teacher that ‘Canadian history [starts] with the arrival of the French and English’ (KS 144). 

The historical presence of Native People is completely disregarded by the teacher who either 

simply ignores their history, only because ‘it isn’t written down’ (KS 144), or presents it 

subjectively; as Colleen observes, ‘[h]e hardly mentioned the Riel Rebellion, and when he 

did, he made Riel and Dumont out to be bad guys’ (144). The novel clearly sets out to expose 

that the injustice of this kind may be present in Canadian society. Moreover, it points out 

through the voice of its protagonist that the mistreatment and displacement of First Nations 

people, but also ethnic groups, is in fact ‘a sort of cultural genocide’ (KS 199) which ‘in 

Canada takes different forms’ (199), but the worst of it is committed by ‘taking away 

[people’s] history’ (201). 

Colleen’s experiences at school and the wedding reception are crucial for another highly 

important matter, namely the aspect of difference. While the former shows to the girl that the 

ignorance towards some is excusable but, as she learns from her English language teacher, 

‘we should think twice before we criticise one of our own’ (KS 147; emphasis added), the 

latter proves to Colleen that the joyous family celebration is not to be joined by all, as Colleen 

remarks, ‘[f]or us, there is no dancing’ (KS 73; emphasis added). The italicised words are 

crucial here because they point out how the emphasis of difference may lead to creating a 

dichotomy, i.e. a social division into ‘we/us’ and ‘they/them.’ 

Establishing one’s own group by differentiating it from the other groups may be seen as 

a common factor in the processes of social identification. Its perpetuation may lead to serious 

distortions like intolerance and bias. Gordon Allport states that the social identification 

achieved through the dichotomous categorisation also includes the sphere of ‘social values 

and attitudes’ (in Gleason 465). Allport explains: 
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Sometimes a child who confronts a social issue for the first time will ask his parent what attitude he 
should hold. Thus, he may say, ‘Daddy what are we? Are we Jews or gentiles; Protestants or Catholics; 
Republicans or Democrats?’ When told what ‘we’ are, the child is fully satisfied. From then on, he will 
accept his membership and the ready-made attitudes that go with it. (in Gleason 465-66) 
 

Grekul includes this aspect into her novel and shows that such ‘ready-made attitudes’ are 

subconsciously incorporated into one’s mentality. The author presents it by means of her 

protagonist who happens to activate certain negative stereotypes when expressing her 

personal judgements. For example, being in conflict with her music teacher, Mr. Schultz, a 

German-Canadian, Colleen states in her mind, ‘[h]e points his Nazi baton in my direction’ 

(KS 152; emphasis added). Similarly, we hear the pejorative overtones when Colleen 

describes the Polish national costume which she is to wear for her performance at the Rotary 

Club, ‘I see the frilly, round clown’s collar around my neck. Katja’s costume isn’t the least bit 

flattering to my figure. All in all, I look short and fat and Polish’ (KS 407; emphasis added). 

Moreover, in her evaluations of Katja, a Polish girl, Colleen states, ‘I see her throwing back 

her head, and cackling like the Wicked Witch of Poland’ (KS 405; emphasis added).  

The negative attitude that Colleen has towards Katja is the result of the conflict that took 

place between the two girls during their first meeting. Their argument is the best portrayal of 

how dangerous the persistence of dichotomous relations is and how immediate the adoption of 

‘the ready-made attitudes’ may be, the attitudes that very often may take form of, what Janice 

Kulyk Keefer calls, ‘learned contempt’ (1998a, 196). When the two girls meet, Katja accuses 

Colleen of crimes committed by Ukrainians during World War II, ‘[y]our people are cowards. 

Cowards and traitors. They have no conscience. They murder innocent people without a 

second thought. Tell me. How does it feel to be one of them?’ (KS 322; emphasis added). In 

response to Katja’s accusations, Colleen prepares the list of historical dates showing the 

injustice done by Poles to Ukrainians and purposefully ‘underlying the words Poland, Polish 

and Poles’ (KS 326) by means of which Colleen wants to stress ‘Katja’s ignorance and her 

people’s cruelty’ (327). The mutual accusations of the girls may remind us of, what Paul 

Himka names, ‘a competition in the intensity of victimisation’ (on-line), but this makes the 

nature of the argument even more conspicuous. Their conflict is visibly based on making clear 

the difference between ‘your’ and ‘my’ people which is intensified by the addition of 

antagonistic feelings originating from the historical events that could have created them.    

The conflict between Colleen and Katja may also be referred to the aspect already 

pointed out when discussing Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library and Kostash’s The Doomed 

Bridegroom, namely the element of selectiveness and subjectivity in representing history. We 

witness how the girls manipulate the memory of the past and select specific historical events 
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which serve the purpose of proving their stances. In this way, they are, using Himka’s words, 

‘instrumentalising this memory’ (on-line), which works according to the scheme that ‘“our 

own” evil is kept invisible’ (on-line) and so ‘our own’ people are the victims, whereas it is the 

‘other’ who are the victimisers (cf. Himka, on-line). That both of the girls are fully aware of 

their manipulative attempts is revealed when they try to settle their dispute. At the end of her 

stay in Africa, Colleen confesses to Katja:  

You were right […] Ukrainians did a lot of terrible, awful things – during the war, before the war and 
after the war. They did kill people. They murdered Poles and Jews. I’ve known that for a long time. I just 
didn’t want to admit it to you. (KS 435; emphasis added) 
 

Moreover, Colleen admits that all she tried to achieve by bringing the accusations against 

Polish people was ‘to prove [Katja] wrong’ (KS 435). The feeling is reciprocated by Katja 

who explains her behaviour with her stubbornness to which she tends to cling ‘even when 

[she is] wrong’ (KS 436). All in all, the girls come to realise that ‘[h]istory isn’t that simple’  

(KS 436) as they attempted it to be by defining it with clear-cut terms, discriminating ‘us’ 

from ‘them’ by applying the labels ‘the good’ and ‘the bad’ respectively.  

Through the resolution of the girls’ dispute, Grekul shows that the difference, which 

divides them at first, brings them eventually to the mutual understanding and belief ‘that 

[they] can be friends’ (KS 436). In this way, the author proposes another idea which points to 

the fact that emphasising difference does not have to lead to separation; on the contrary, it 

may be seen as a means of communication. By setting the fourth part of her novel in South 

Africa fighting against apartheid, Grekul shows that the process of communication across 

difference is not devoid of difficulties, but also that it is not impossible. Colleen’s experiences 

in Africa, her friendship with the African students like Siya or Thandiwe, but also with Rosa, 

a girl from New Zealand and other scholarship girls coming from different parts of Europe 

prove this fact. Moreover, what they illustrate is that ‘through our encounters with others and 

their differences, we become other to ourselves and in the process become ourselves’ (Olivier 

177), the idea which is conveyed by Colleen when she explains to her mother, ‘I changed a lot 

in Swaziland. In some ways, I did become a different person’ (KS 458).  

What Colleen learns in Africa is that difference is not an obstacle, if one does not allow 

it to be as such. She may spread this knowledge among Canadians because this is what is 

expected from the scholarship recipients; ‘to return to their communities to share what they 

have learned from the United World College experience’ (KS 189). That this knowledge will 

be needed in Colleen’s community is presented when Colleen, having returned to St. Paul, 

observes that despite the visible economic progress that St. Paul has made during her absence, 
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‘[d]eep down, though – beneath the surface – some things haven’t changed’ (KS 452). When 

Colleen drives with her mother out of their town and onto the highway, they see ‘[t]hree older 

Native men, looking for a ride to Saddle Lake’ (KS 452). ‘As we drive past them,’ Colleen 

relates, ‘they don’t bother to stick out their thumbs. They can see that we’re white. They know 

that we won’t stop. A few miles down the road, we pass another hitchhiker. He looks away as 

we pass by’ (KS 452-53). Colleen’s observation may suggest that there is still a lot to be done 

in a multicultural Canada. But the novel ends with a positive message. Canada’s different 

voices may harmonise to ‘sing to each other, and for each other’ (KS 460). Just as it is 

performed by Colleen and her mother who unite in singing ‘Kalyna’s Song’, ‘the song [that] 

works […] [i]n layers. One voice on top of another voice on top of another. If you dig deep 

enough, there’s an embryo of a melody at the centre of it all that ties the song together’ (KS 

6), the unflinching belief that despite the difference, ‘[w]e are all the same’ (342). 

 

5.7. The Ladies’ Lending Library (2007) by Janice Kulyk Keefer 

One of the main aspects discussed in Chapter 2.2. concerns the problematic of equating 

women’s social standing and role with their procreative functions. What this means for 

women is that their identities are usually perceived only through the aspect of motherhood. 

‘Mothers’ are omnipresent (cf. Woodward 2002a, 243); they are the ‘hot topic’ of women’s 

magazines and other media  (cf. Woodward 2002a, 241; also 265-73), they are the frequent 

subject of political and social debates, at times very controversial ones, particularly when 

evoking the notion of abortion, and finally, they are the recurring literary theme. The paradox 

of this is the fact that ‘[w]e know more about the air we breathe, the seas we travel, than about 

the nature and meaning of motherhood’ (Rich 11). This is observed by Woodward, who 

referring to Rich’s observation, recognises our urgent ‘need to ask whose version of 

motherhood we have’ (2002a, 241) since these are not mothers who speak to us. As Kaplan 

states, ‘the mother [is] being “spoken rather than speaking”’ (in Woodward 2002a, 243).  

 Nonetheless, the ‘myths of motherhood’ (Woodward 2002a, 247), just as ‘[t]he myth of 

woman’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 260) are continuously being told. While the former spread the 

message coded in: 

[an] […] archetype: the Mother, source of angelic love and forgiveness in a world increasingly ruthless 
and impersonal; […] the symbol and residue of moral values and tenderness in a world of wars, brutal 
competition, and contempt for human weakness. (Rich 52) 
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referring simultaneously to motherhood not only as ‘[a woman’s] natural “calling”’ (de 

Beauvoir 1989, 484), but also as her ‘sacred’ (Rich 42) vocation, the latter makes ‘[w]omen 

taboo to women – not just sexually, but as comrades, cocreators, coinspiritors’ (Rich 255).  

 Both myths, i.e. of mother and woman, resemble in their foundation other myths 

because each of them ‘is not something that springs “clean and clear” out of the imagination 

[…] but is rather a response to the environment, an interaction between the mind and its 

external world. […] It expresses a need, a longing’ (Harrison paraphrased in Rich 92), but 

what should be added here, an exclusively male one. Because the myths of mother and 

woman have been created by patriarchy and for its perpetuation (cf. Rich 61-62; also de 

Beauvoir 1989, 256-61). Motherhood and womanhood (and here wifehood in particular) have 

become institutionalised as ‘[p]atriarchy could not survive without motherhood and 

heterosexuality in their institutional forms’ (Rich 43) which allow this system to exercise 

‘male control’ (Rich 13) over ‘the potential relationship of any woman to her powers of 

reproduction and to children’385 (Rich 13), but also over her social position of the inferior and 

dependent, i.e. the position of the Other (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 255-61; cf. also here, Chapter 

2.2.). In the following subchapters the consequences brought about by the persistence of the 

two myths are to be analysed in relation to their presentation in Janice Kulyk Keefer’s The 

Ladies’ Lending Library. 

 A very cursory examination of the plot and characters presented in Kulyk Keefer’s 

novel, and particularly female characters, could render them rather static in terms of their 

mobility: no significant literal journey is conducted by them.386 But The Ladies’ Lending 

Library extends the meaning of journey and becomes in fact the best example of how the 

concept of ‘journey’ can be seen in its figurative dimension that is equivalent to the idea of 

identity/identities. Therefore, apart from focusing on the aspects of motherhood and 

womanhood which will expose the destructive power of patriarchal discourse subjugating the 

female subject, the literary analysis of Kulyk Keefer’s novel that will follow here is to reveal 

again the processual nature of identity/identities, showing how the subject development of 

presented female characters, who are in fact immobilised, directs them onto the path of their 

future ‘mobilisation,’ i.e. their further self-development as well as the literal journey that 

some of them will eventually find courage to undertake.     

                                                 
385 In this way, Rich ‘[distinguishes] between two meanings of motherhood’ (13), i.e. the woman’s personal ‘experience’ of 
her motherhood vs. ‘the institution’ (13) of motherhood created by the patriarchal system. 
386 The Ladies’ Lending Library takes place at Kalyna Beach to which the characters travelled to spend their vacation there. 
But the journey itself is not described in the novel. Neither does Kulyk Keefer’s work depict the characters’ everyday urban 
lives outside Kalina Beach which could be informative about the transition from one space to the other.  
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5.7.1. Motherhood and the Presentation of the Mother-Daughter Relations  

The Ladies’ Lending Library by Janice Kulyk Keefer is a story about ‘the World of the 

Mothers’ (The Ladies’ Lending Library 54-55). This universe is a very particular one because 

it is limited to a small community of seven Ukrainian-Canadian women (Sonia, Sasha, Zirka, 

Annie, Halia, Stefka and Nadia)387 spending, together with their children, the summer at the 

bay called ‘Kalyna Beach’ (LLL 17). By creating the plot and sketching deeply psychological 

portraits of her protagonists, Kulyk Keefer enters into the discussion of motherhood and it is 

particularly by means of the central character, Sonia, that the problematic of 

‘[i]nstitutionalised motherhood’ (Rich 42) is analysed by the author. How this has been 

achieved by the writer is to be examined in greater detail in this subchapter.  

 

The Mother 

One of the first statements that the narrator makes about Sonia is that she is ‘a thirty-nine-

year-old woman who’s had too many children too quickly’ (LLL 13). A very simple piece of a 

sentence, but it has a strong undertone. It tells us a lot about Sonia’s state of mind concerning 

her identity as a mother. It tells us that mothering four daughters, i.e. Laura, Katia, Bonnie 

and Alix, is indeed an overwhelming task to her. It articulates Sonia’s feelings about her 

position: a sense of regret, bitterness, entrapment, and finally, enforcement. These are very 

strong feelings. These are the feelings forbidden to mothers by the ‘institution of motherhood’ 

(see Rich above). Exposing them to the readers, Kulyk Keefer shows already in the very first 

pages of her novel that it is with this story taking place at Kalyna Beach that ‘[t]he words are 

being spoken now, are being written down; the taboos are being broken, the masks of 

motherhood are cracking through’ (Rich 24-25).  

 As it is in the case of The Green Library, a paramount importance is attached to the 

stories in The Ladies’ Lending Library. One of the stories that is frequently repeated in the 

novel is the story retold by Laura to Bonnie; ‘the one about Our Mother’ (LLL 21). This story 

is especially important to the daughters because it is the story of their origin; it is the account 

that relates to Sonia’s meeting Max, her future husband and father of her children, ‘Our 

Father’ (LLL 23) to the girls. Clearly, the story is charged with a magical air and the fact that 

Sonia exists in it as ‘Our Mother’ (LLL 21) shows that the girls elevate her status to the one of 

a mythical heroine. The general assumption that could be made here is that Sonia becomes in 

                                                 
387 Apart from these women, there are also: Lesia Baziuk, Nettie Shkurka, Pani Durkowska and Mrs. Maximoynko, who do 
not belong to ‘the Ladies’ Lending Library Society’ (LLL 2) established by the seven women.  
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this way an incarnation of this archetype of ‘the “perfect mother”’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 484), 

demonstrating in this way that ‘the idea of woman-as-mother has worked to endow all women 

with respect, even with awe’ (Rich 13) and therefore that it works also in Sonia’s case. But 

what we learn with the development of the plot is nothing of the kind. If Sonia as the Mother 

cherishes admiration on her daughters’ side, it is virtually only in this story. And it is 

precisely because the story is the account of their origin that it is so highly important to the 

girls. Moreover, it is through the character of Sonia that the readers may see how ‘motherhood 

as institution has ghettoised and degraded female potentialities’ (Rich 13), but they may also 

understand what Adrienne Rich means by stating that the myth of the Mother created by 

patriarchy is ‘a dangerous archetype’ (52).  

 What is threatening about this myth is the fact that it is deeply entrenched in ‘[t]he 

dangerous falsity of [certain] preconceptions’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 521). According to de 

Beauvoir,  one of ‘these preconceptions is that maternity is enough in all cases to crown a 

woman’s life’ (1989, 521), or putting it differently that ‘[i]t is “woman’s highest and holiest 

mission […]”’ (Rich 42). This idea is incorporated into the framework of  ‘[i]nstitutionalised 

motherhood [that on the whole] demands of women maternal “instinct” rather than 

intelligence, selflessness rather than self-realisation, relation to others rather than the creation 

of self’ (Rich 42). What follows from this preconceived idea is the notion that a mother 

cannot have any other identities apart from the one defined in maternal terms (cf. Rich 22). In 

response to the statement that motherhood is to be a woman’s supreme achievement and the 

only directive in her life, Simone de Beauvoir states definitively, ‘[i]t is nothing of the kind’ 

(1989, 521). Moreover, according to the scholar, resting a woman’s life and identity entirely 

on her motherhood ‘is an error as harmful as it is absurd to regard the child as a universal 

panacea’ (521).  

 In her work Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution, Rich 

explicates what kind of harm ‘institutionalised motherhood’ may cause to women. Going back 

to her personal experiences accounted by the scholar in her diaries, Rich shows in how  

devastating a condition a woman ‘imprisoned’ in her motherhood may find herself (cf. 21-31). 

The most frequent words that appear in Rich’s entries are as follows: ‘depressions, […], sense 

of entrapment’ (27), ‘a tangle of irritations […], bitterness, disillusion with society and myself 

[…]’ (27-28), ‘terrible mental depression and physical exhaustion’ (28), and ‘[a] sense of 

insufficiency to the moment and to the eternity’ (30). The most pervasive term in Rich’s 

accounts is ‘anger’ (23); ‘[a]nger at a child’ (22) confusingly mixed with the growing anger at 

herself for both her inability to conform to ‘the stereotype of the mother whose love is 
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“unconditional”’ (23) and her feelings of ‘the futility of any attempt to salvage [herself]’ (23). 

This anger is interwoven with the permanent feelings of guilt which Rich calls ‘the guilt of 

Everymother’ (223) and explains it as ‘the full weight and burden of maternal guilt, that daily, 

nightly, hourly, Am I doing what is right? Am I doing enough? Am I doing too much?’ (223). 

 Rich’s confessed feelings are highly relevant to the discussion of motherhood as 

presented in Kulyk Keefer’s work. All of the emotions referred to by Rich can also be traced 

in the portrayal of Sonia and her inner, psychological and emotional state. Consequently, what 

we observe is that Sonia suffers genuine distress over nothingness that she feels about herself 

and her life. In fact, Sonia states it very clearly, writing a letter to her friend Olya, and 

confiding in her that ‘[c]hildren keep coming, days keep passing, but I’m not alive any more – 

my life has stopped’ (LLL 9). She regrets having emigrated from Ukraine, her real homeland, 

the only place where she did feel alive, ‘[o]h, why did we come here at all, Olya, was it only 

for this? If I could wish myself back to the Old Place, the way it used to be, I’d go in a minute. 

I swear it’ (LLL 9). A very honest confession, and a very brave one, too, because it ends with 

the words all mothers would be afraid to utter, ‘I’d leave it all behind, husband, house and 

even, God help me, the children’ (LLL 9). Without a doubt, such a statement reveals her state 

most accurately. The hopelessness that she feels is additionally expressed in her wish that she 

‘could sleep […] forever and ever’ (LLL 40) and her day-dreaming of being ‘a kite floating 

wherever the wind will take her’ (40).    

 The feeling of futility so much present in Sonia’s life originates from the dullness of 

activities she has to perform as a mother of four children. This role burdens her with 

responsibilities and duties which make her welcome ‘[a]nother fine, bright, [but also] endless 

day’ (LLL 10; emphasis added). In her work, Rich expresses another view which can be 

related to Sonia’s position: 

The physical and psychic weight of responsibility on the woman with children is by far the heaviest of 
social burdens. It cannot be compared with slavery or sweated labor because the emotional bonds between 
a woman and her children make her vulnerable in ways which the forced laborer does not know.  (52) 

 
As if paraphrasing Rich’s words, Kulyk Keefer creates the following portrayal:  

Another half-hour’s sleep might make all the difference between a good and a bad day, between drifting 
or dragging herself through the duties required of her [Sonia], but it’s so peaceful when she is the only one 
awake, the children cocooned, still, in their dreams. With irresponsibility of a ghost she glides from room 
to room, watching her daughters asleep: Laura and Bonnie […]; Katia and Baby Alix […]. Opening the 
doors so softly, imaging herself all tenderness, beautifully good, like the Blue Fairy in the movie of 
Pinocchio. They are all of them so beautiful, so good when they are fast asleep, whatever wounds they’ve 
got or given healing gently, as if without scars. She loves them so much, she could be such a wonderful 
mother if only her children were always still like this, and lying sleeping. (LLL 12-13) 
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Sonia realises she could be a better mother, but she is also aware of how overpowering 

motherly tasks can be and how quickly their load can weigh one down. Overwhelmed with 

her responsibilities, Sonia, like other mothers at Kalyna Beach, can feel herself free to ‘shut 

[her] eyes and let [herself] drift’ (LLL 40) only ‘[w]hen the children are being good, making 

sandcastles or playing tag behind the dunes’ (40). At such times, ‘[s]he’s so grateful for this 

[…] [because] nothing is expected of her’ (LLL 58). What she feels at most times is her 

desperation and weariness of child-rearing to be performed entirely by herself; helplessness 

and anger which she, in fact, expresses by recollecting in her mind the usual words directed to 

her husband when he is to arrive with his sister, Marta, an additional duty to the already long 

list of Sonia’s tasks:   

Do you think it’s any picnic for me up here, with four kids, and Darka too […] And now you bring me 
your witch of a sister. What am I supposed to do with her? I’ll go to the office and you stay here with her 
– you look after her and the kids all week, see how you like it. (LLL 14)   

 
Despite her personal sacrifice she makes for her family, the only thing she senses is the 

feeling already referred to by Rich, i.e. her own ‘insufficiency to the moment and to the 

eternity’ (30), but most of all, to her children: 

[Max]’ll kiss whichever of the children are still awake, take them out on the lawn to look at the stars, not 
even thinking to ask if she’ll come out with them, because of course she can’t, she has a million things to 
do before they can all go to sleep for the night. And the children will leap to him like fish, […] even Laura 
who loves no one and wallows in her own misery; the children he almost never sees and who love him all 
the more because of it, more than they’ll ever love her. (LLL 14; emphasis added) 

 
Sonia’s feeling of being insufficient is also connected with another aspect demanded of 

a woman-mother by patriarchy, i.e. giving birth to a son (cf. Rich 192-95, and 222-23). 

Beginning with her father-in-law’s hardly whispered, cutting remark passed to Max on the 

point of Bonnie’s birth that ‘[t]hree chances she’s had now and she can’t even give you one 

son?’ (LLL 42), Sonia is constantly reminded of her ‘failure.’ She hears the harsh words of 

criticism expressed either very openly or in an ostensibly humorous manner but with a cruel 

undertone. The former is performed by Marta, her sister-in-law, who tends to ‘shake her head 

and mutter darkly about how Sonia’s failed to produce a son […] [because] Girls are useless. 

It’s the boy that counts’ (LLL 44), while the latter by Zirka, her second sister-in-law, who with 

an air of admiration for Annie Vesiuk for producing eight sons, gives Sonia a useful piece of 

advice, ‘eight boys! You and Annie should trade recipes […]’ (45). 

 Bearing a male child turns out to be a woman’s supreme achievement and if such has 

not been accomplished by her, it is still considered to be an effective remedy for a woman’s 

‘worries’ (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 521). Such an idea is considered by Sonia’s best friend Sasha 

who ponders whether sons ‘would have cured [Sonia], once and for all, of her fearfulness, her 
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lack of confidence, her habit of always looking at the wrong side of the cloth’ (LLL 92). But 

this becomes more than conjecture in Max’s mind; for Sonia’s husband, it is rather a 

‘panacea’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 521), a secret wish that ‘[i]f only […] the next one could be a 

boy, everything would be all right again’ (LLL 111). A wish that voices a desperate hope that 

‘[t]here is still time for a boy’ (LLL 111) who would work miracles for Sonia:  

It wouldn’t weigh on her so much, then, her mother’s death, and she’d stop worrying so much about Alix, 
thinking it’s her fault the child won’t speak, is so cold, so closed off to them all. Saying she hadn’t wanted 
her, and the child knows it, is punishing her. (LLL 111-12; emphasis added)    

 
Max’s thoughts reveal another aspect of Sonia’s psychology; Sonia is haunted by 

dreadful guilt about her children. Not only does she feel remorseful over her youngest 

daughter, but she also feels guilt-ridden about her oldest child Laura. Although Sonia rejects 

these feelings, believing that ‘[i]t’s not her fault that Laura’s the way she is’ (LLL 43), she 

admits to herself that ‘[s]he had felt such a failure’ (43) with Laura during her infant stage, 

and even now she cannot get over a feeling she has for her oldest child; ‘[a]fter all the hopes 

she’d had, with that first pregnancy – this great lump of a Laura with glasses thick as a 

telephone book, and the fine, limp hair they can do nothing with’ (43). All attempts to 

improve Laura’s beauty are made by Sonia who hopes that by their means ‘[m]aybe Laura 

would be happier […] – sunnier’ (LLL 43). Her lack of success in that direction makes Sonia 

feel all the more the burden of her guilt. In fact, the feeling turns out to be prevalent in Sonia’s 

case. It sticks to her so closely as if she could not exist without it; ‘[a]lways having to hug 

some guilt to her chest, is Sonia: some thorn or spike of glass,’ Max wonders, ‘[h]e has never 

known a woman with so small a gift for happiness’ (LLL 112). Sonia realises this and all she 

wishes for is ‘a boat on the water, or some distant sign of land: a place where she will feel, at 

last, guiltless, requited, home’ (LLL 45). 

All emotions which Sonia experiences revolve around and lead to one feeling, which in 

Rich’s view is ‘the most exquisite suffering’ (21), i.e. ‘the suffering of ambivalence: the 

murderous alternation between bitter resentment and raw-edged nerves, and blissful 

gratification and tenderness’ (Rich 21). Ambivalence rising within a mother, making her 

confront her inner contradictions and in this way swing her emotional balance. Or as Rich 

puts it, to experience ambivalence is ‘[t]o be caught up in the waves of love and hate, jealousy 

even of the child’s childhood; hope and fear for its maturity; longing to be free of 

responsibility, tied by every fibre of one’s being’ (Rich 22). The discussion above shows that 

all that Sonia experiences through her motherhood can be summed up exactly with this one 

word: ‘ambivalence.’ In fact, it is not only that Sonia feels ambivalent about motherhood, but 
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it is also that she herself becomes in the novel the incarnation of this equivocation because it 

is by means of her character that the author introduces the contrasting figures of  ‘the “good” 

and the “bad” mother’ (Woodward 2002a, 279). 

In her work, Rich writes: 

[…] the mothers, if we could look into their fantasies – their daydreams and imaginary experiences – we 
would see the embodiment of rage, of tragedy, of the overcharged energy of love, of inventive 
desperation, we would see the machinery of institutional violence wrenching at the experience of 
motherhood. (280) 

 
Kulyk Keefer manages to reveal all of this to her readers. By disclosing Sonia’s inner 

thoughts, the author unveils to us the fact that Sonia has shocking fantasies. Writing the letter 

to Olya, Sonia admits that: 

[s]ometimes I catch myself looking at them [children] at the breakfast table, seeing them at the bottom of 
the lake. All four of them in a row, holding hands and sitting still, so still, the waves lifting their hair, 
ruffling the frills of their bading suits. (10; original italics) 

 
Discussing the consequence brought about by ‘institutionalised motherhood,’ Rich states 

that this convention allows one to dwell upon motherhood exclusively in its ideal terms, and 

to bear in mind only the beautiful images of ‘Renoir’s blooming women with rosy children 

[…], [or] Raphael’s ecstatic madonnas’ (275), suppressing in this way the grim and very often 

brutal reality experienced by mothers; women deceived by the patriarchal and imperialist, but 

also commercial, establishments of their inability to nourish their children, women-mothers 

raped by fathers or gangs, single mothers struggling on their own, lesbians fighting with the 

system to keep their offspring, mothers-to-be losing their jobs when their condition is 

revealed, mothers trying to make the ends meet and mothers forced to give their children 

away (cf. Rich 276). Finally, the writer declares, ‘[w]e are not supposed to think of what the 

infanticide feels like, or fantasies of infanticide […]’ (276). And yet (and unfortunately), there 

are women who do know these feelings and fantasies, because they do experience both or 

either of them (cf. Rich 278-79). The cause of this is what Rich calls ‘murderous anger’ (24) 

flaring frequently in mothers; anger at children which is ‘undeniable’ (24), but also ‘an 

unacceptable […] anger’ (24).  

That this emotion is intolerable is a fact clearly understood by Sonia. Having revealed 

on the paper the forbidden but tangible expression of her anger, the protagonist ‘crumples it 

[the letter] in her fist’ (LLL 10), but she knows ‘this isn’t good enough’ (10):  

She takes the ball of paper to the fieldstone fireplace. […] she hunkers down and lights a match. The letter 
flares up, quick and bright as tears, then falls into ash. She stabs it with the poker till it breaks into small, 
bitter flakes. In the thriller Sasha’s loaned her, a detective is able to piece together a letter that the 
murderer burned in a grate, picking up the charred pieces with tweezers: Sonia isn’t taking any chances. 
(LLL 10; emphasis added) 
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The last part of the statement above proves that Sonia knows that line she cannot cross despite 

the degree of her own desperation. It also shows that she fears becoming, but also being 

accused of becoming ‘a monster – an anti-woman’388 (Rich 22), ‘the “bad” mother’ 

(Woodward 2002a, 279).  

Clearly, there is a violent conflict occurring within Sonia’s ‘self.’ She balances between 

the opposing feelings; her fear of becoming ‘the bad mother,’ but also her ‘own mistrust of 

[herself] as a “good mother”’ (Rich 195). The latter feeling is fuelled by the constant criticism 

directed towards Sonia by Marta who disapproves of her sister-in-law’s ways of fulfilling her 

motherly tasks as well as by some of the Ukrainian-Canadian community members who 

indirectly accuse Sonia of not being the proper Ukrainian mother due to her and Max’s act of 

‘changing their [family] name, making it English-sounding’ (LLL 34), but also due to having 

‘[t]heir children […] the last ones of all to be enrolled at Ukrainian School’ (LLL 34). 

Referring to Melanie Klein’s work, Woodward mentions Klein’s idea of ‘the process of 

“splitting”’ (280), taking place during the formation of child’s identity (cf. 2002a, 280): 

[…] the process of ‘splitting’ occurs, whereby negative feelings are projected onto the ‘bad’ mother 
whereas the ‘good’ mother receives the positive feelings of the child. Splitting, through projection and 
interjection, is the early mechanism of defence where both the ego and the object may be split into the 
ideal (good) and the destructive (bad) parts, through projective identification as the primitive self tries to 
eliminate the unwanted parts of the self to protect them and resolve – or avoid – internal conflict. (280) 

 
The reason why this process is related to by Woodward is because the scholar continues with 

making an interesting comparison; she declares, ‘[a]s the child “splits” its mother in Klein’s 

account, we can see women as mothers splitting their own perception of the role of mother 

into these two categories to resolve psychic conflict’ (2002a, 280). Woodward’s observation 

can serve here as the explanation of Sonia’s contradictory emotional states; to release her 

anger and solve her confusion about it, Sonia splits herself into the two binary motherly 

figures: ‘the “good mother”’ (Woodward 2002a, 251) she indeed is and ‘the “bad mother”’ 

(251) her imaginary self (which exists only in her fantasies) whom she must not become. This 

psychological split allows Sonia to keep her balance, to know the lines she must not cross.  

 But if Sonia allows herself such a venture, i.e. imagining her vile mother-self, she also 

knows that by doing this she has to subside into silence. Because this is what is required of 

her, this is what is demanded of mothers by ‘the religion of Maternity [which] proclaims that 

all mothers are saintly’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 513), completely rejecting the idea that ‘while 

maternal devotion may be perfectly genuine, this, in fact, is rarely the case’ (513) because 

‘[m]aternity is usually a strange mixture of narcissism, altruism, idle daydreaming, sincerity, 

                                                 
388 It needs to be noted here that Rich’s expression ‘an anti-woman’ was the inspiration for the phrase used in the next 
section’s title, i.e. ‘The “Anti-Mother”’ (see the following pages). 
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bad faith, devotion, and cynicism’ (513). The omnipresent idealisation of motherhood defines 

‘[m]other-love […] [as] continuous, [and] unconditional’ (Rich 46), and by declaring that 

‘[l]ove and anger cannot coexist’ (46), it silences the fact that, indeed, they can and frequently 

they do (cf. Rich 52). Thus, any sign of ambivalence, not to mention a direct articulation of 

anger, has to be suppressed.  

It is not surprising then that Sonia is reduced in the novel to her muteness. As shown, 

she fears that her fantasies could be disclosed to anyone, hence she burns the letter which 

describes them. The novel is abundant with other examples presenting how Sonia is reduced 

or reduces herself to her muffled voice. These range from very symbolic descriptions like the 

one displaying Sonia lying ‘[f]lat on her stomach, face pressed into the dough of the pillow, 

[…] [playing] at suffocation’ (13) or direct examples like the doctor’s attempts to literally 

deaden Sonia’s pain by ‘[giving] her prescription after prescription […]: sleeping pills, 

Valium’ (59) which she, in fact, ‘never fills’ (59), nevertheless remains always charged with 

that ‘stiff silence of hers’ (108), the only possible way of  her ‘shouting loud and clear’ (108).   

 The fact above, namely the paradox that Sonia’s exclusive way of expression or 

rebellion is her silence, touches upon another important aspect brought about by 

‘institutionalised motherhood,’ i.e. women living on the verge of insanity. This becomes one  

of the main issues explored by Rich in her work where the writer raises a crucial question that 

sums up accurately the condition to which a woman may be brought by ‘the institution of 

motherhood’:   

What woman, in the solitary confinement of a life at home enclosed with young children, or in the 
struggle to mother them while providing for them single-handedly, or in the conflict of weighing her own 
personhood against the dogma that says she is a mother, first, last, and always – what woman has not 
dreamed of not ‘going over the edge,’ of simply letting go, relinquishing what is termed her sanity, so that 
she can be taken care of for once, or can simply find a way to take care of herself? (280) 

 
In fact, ‘physical or mental breakdown’ (53) is, according to Rich, the most frequent way of 

women’s defiance, or indeed the only way to come out on their ‘wildcat strikes’ (53).  

 

The ‘Anti-Mother’ 

This aspect is introduced into the novel by means of another mother-figure, Nettie Shkurka, 

one of the women spending the summer at Kalyna Beach, but not belonging to ‘the Ladies’ 

Lending Library Society’ (LLL 2). Nettie Shkurka serves in the novel as the example of a 

woman who crosses the forbidden line. Thus, she becomes here the personification of both 

madness and the ‘bad’ mother, the archetype of Medea, the mythic ‘killer-mother’ (Rich 116; 
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cf. Woodward 2002a, 251). In this way, she is also the foil for Sonia because her deeds are 

not limited to the dreadful mental images, but they extend to reality.  

Discussing the aspects of motherhood, Simone de Beauvoir states: 

The great danger which threatens the infant in our culture lies in the fact that the mother to whom it is 
confided in all its helplessness is almost always a discontented woman: sexually she is frigid or 
unsatisfied; socially she feels herself inferior to man; she has no independent grasp on the world or the 
future. (1989, 513)  

 
Although de Beauvoir speaks here about a mother of an infant, it can be assumed that the 

same situation may also take place with mothers rearing older children. When we relate this 

statement to the character of Nettie, we see that her condition is not the one of ‘a discontented 

woman’ as de Beauvoir describes above.  

Mrs. Shkurka is known among the mothers as a woman who fulfils her role of a mother 

flawlessly. She is unrivalled in her function, which makes her famous as ‘a Mother in a 

Million’ ( LLL 179). Additionally, she is a professional woman who ‘teaches school from 

September to the end of June’ (LLL 180), but she is also an active member of the Ukrainian-

Canadian group and an ardent believer. As ‘a tireless supporter of worthy projects in the 

Ukrainian community’ (LLL 180), Nettie engages in such activities as ‘[fashioning] cross-

stitched bookmarks to be sold at Church Bazaars and Easter Teas’ (180), and as a devout 

follower of her religion, she expresses her devotion when she ‘ardently […] kisses the cross 

and the gold-plated cover of the Gospels at the cathedral each Sunday’ (180). It seems thus 

that discontent is not what Nettie could feel about herself and her life. And yet, this is a very 

superficial assumption which becomes clearer when learning more about Nettie’s life. 

Although Nettie may find her professional position and her social and religious activities 

most gratifying, we learn that her lot as a woman and a mother is not as satisfactory as it may 

seem on the surface. In fact, Sasha’s jokes about Mrs. Shkurka that she ‘has vinegar in her 

veins and stuffs her bra with leftover Communion bread’ (LLL 2) give us a clue that Nettie’s 

successful professional and social life may only be a cover for the misfortune she experiences 

in her personal life. Indeed, what we learn is that Nettie is an abandoned woman whose 

husband ‘ran out on’ (LLL 178) her and their infant child, which makes her a single-mother 

who struggles with rearing her daughter Nastia on her own. Bringing up her daughter by 

herself also means that Nettie’s life is not an affluent one, and so spending money for even the 

most necessary expenditures is problematic for Nettie and her daughter. Thus, the renovation 

of  ‘the Shkurkas’ cottage […], the oldest building at the beach, and […] certainly the 

smallest’ (LLL 176-77) which simply ‘needs fixing […] [because] the floors sag and the roof 

is nothing but patches’ (177) is something that Nettie ‘can’t afford’ (177).  
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Nettie seems to take her affliction with an air of complacency; ‘[t]here’s something so 

self-satisfied in Nettie’s misfortune, Sasha says – something so righteous in her feeling herself 

to be poor and neglected and eternally shining up that crown in heaven she’s buying on the 

instalment plan’ (LLL 177). What Nettie achieves by this is, in fact, her ‘assuming the role of 

victim’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 514). According to de Beauvoir, this kind of behaviour is 

characteristic for what the scholar calls ‘masochistic devotion’ (1989, 514) which, in fact, 

incorporates other aspects:  

the mother makes herself the slave of her offspring to compensate for the emptiness of her heart and to 
punish herself for her unavowed hostility. Such a mother is morbidly anxious, not allowing her child out 
of her sight; she gives up all diversion, all personal life […]; and she derives from these sacrifices the 
right to deny her child all independence. This renunciation on the mother’s part is easily reconciled with a 
tyrannical will to domination; the mater dolorosa forges from her sufferings a weapon that she uses 
sadistically […]. (514)   

 
This psychological portrayal could serve, in fact, as the description of Nettie. Although 

Mrs. Shkurka is seen as a perfect mother by other women at Kalyna Beach, it is also true that 

they recognise that Nettie is ‘overprotective […], making Nastia wear those long-sleeved 

blouses and ankle-length trousers’ (LLL 181), but also:  

making a hermit out of that girl […] – it’s all very well to say she has sensitive skin and needs to keep out 
of the sun, but to keep her locked away from all the other girls, as if she thought nobody was good enough 
for her, when anyone could see that. (LLL 181)  

 
Indeed, Nettie ‘had pinned her daughter down’ (LLL 181). What the women themselves do 

not know is that Nettie’s being overprotective rises to her tyranny over Nastia. It is only Laura 

who knows Nettie is, as Laura puts it, ‘a flimsy jailer’ (LLL 179) who ‘keeps Nastia under her 

thumb, as if she were a prisoner so important she has to be guarded day and night’ (178). Mrs. 

Shkurka deprives her daughter of any freedom, denying to her even the right to meet Laura, 

her best friend. In order to send Laura away, Nettie comes up with different reasons, 

preventing the girls from meeting: 

Anastasia’s asthma is acting up again, she might say, or Anastasia’s got a sick headache, or else a rash. 
Whatever the plot of Nastia’s ‘bad days,’ the story always ends the same way: Anastasia has to lie down; 
she doesn’t want to be disturbed. (LLL 178) 

 
Nettie’s despotism becomes all the more clear to us, when we realise that all the reasons are 

made up by Nettie to keep her daughter enslaved,389 the fact that Laura ‘knows, but cannot 

actually say to herself, that Mrs. Shkurka is lying when she talks about Nastia not wanting to 

see her’ (LLL 179). 

 Simone de Beauvoir also assigns a ‘masochistic type of motherliness’ (1989, 518) to 

women who ‘feel their femininity as an absolute curse’ (518). That Nettie may be described 

                                                 
389 But also to keep secret the fact that she beats her child.   
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as such a woman is articulated in the novel by Nettie’s approach to her femaleness. It is so 

disagreeable to her that she in fact ‘disapproves of mirrors, preferring the way she think she 

looks to what actually confronts her in the glass’ (LLL 266), i.e. ‘a skinny woman with 

unnaturally pale skin and features thin as the teeth of a comb’ (179). Such an approach may 

only emphasise Nettie’s profound distaste for her female identity and life. And the degree of 

her disapprobation becomes all the more clear when referring again to de Beauvoir who 

explains that a woman who feels doomed by her feminity ‘wishes for or accepts a daughter 

with the bitter pleasure of self-recognition in another victim’ (1989, 518). She does that 

because ‘[i]n her daughter the mother does not hail a member of a superior caste,’ de 

Beauvoir declares, ‘in her she seeks a double’ (1989, 517).  

 Not surprisingly, Nastia behaves and looks exactly the way her mother expects her to; 

‘[p]ale, quiet, good as gold and far more pliable, Nastia seems to know what her mother wants 

of her before Mrs. Shkurka says a word or even gestures to her’ (LLL 179). What is more, 

‘Nastia is closer to her mother than Laura has ever thought it possible for any daughter to be’ 

(LLL 179). In fact, the girl is ‘the kind of prim, proper, perfect daughter’ (LLL 180) which is 

nothing remarkable when one takes into account the fact that ‘Nettie’s obsession is perfection’ 

(264). Thus, the absolute necessity of the perfect mother is to have a perfect ‘double.’ Hence, 

‘Nastia’s perfectly neat handwriting’ (LLL 180), ‘A-pluses Nastia has racked up on her report 

cards over the years’ (180), and Nastia’s distinguishing ‘ability to memorise vast chunks of 

Shevchenko, Franko and Ukrainka’ (181). Clearly, Nettie has brought up her daughter in such 

a way that the girl not only resembles her, but she is her mother’s duplicate through which 

Nettie can keep up her perfect image so that ‘[w]henever she [Nastia] talks of her mother she 

sounds as though she’s quoting her – not Mrs. Shkurka’s exact words […], but what the lady 

would like people to believe she’s said’ (LLL 182-83). 

 In order to explain Nettie’s attempt at transforming her daughter into her own copy, we 

can go back to de Beauvoir’s observations. As the scholar explicates, the mother ‘hopes to 

compensate for her inferiority by making a superior creature out of the one whom she regards 

as her double’ (1989, 518), a statement which becomes even more interesting when de 

Beauvoir continues, ‘and she also tends to inflict upon her the disadvantages from which she 

has suffered. Sometimes she tries to impose on the child exactly her own fate: “What was 

good enough for me is good enough for you; I was brought up this way, you shall share my 

lot”’ (518).  

We see that this is exactly what Nettie practices upon her daughter. The fact that Nastia 

is so perfect is a part of Nettie’s plan, according to which her daughter ‘[is] not going to run 
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after boys; and she’ll continue to do well at school, entering the teaching profession just as 

her mother and grandmother have done before her’ (LLL 264; emphasis added). And this 

plan is to be implemented flawlessly by Nastia because, as the girl learns from her mother, 

‘[p]eople are always watching you […]. […] They’re always watching and waiting for you to 

make a mistake, fall flat on your face. I never gave them that satisfaction, and neither will 

you’ (LLL 264; emphasis added). Nettie’s dogma is imposed by her on Nastia not only by 

having it continually repeated ‘from the moment the child could give signs of an independent 

will’ ( LLL 264), but also by literary beating it into her child. For ‘Nettie knows’ (LLL 264):  

The only way to achieve perfection […] is to have it beaten into you, beaten till you’re black and blue. 
The way her mother beat her; the way Nettie beats her daughter at home in their cramped apartment, and 
here, in the equally constricted cottage. (LLL 264-65; emphasis added) 

 
 ‘[T]he mother,’ writes de Beauvoir, ‘excuses her outbursts of anger by the pretext that 

she wants to “train” the child’ (1989, 514) and ‘the mother’s persecution’ (519) is  

accomplished by her in a manner that ‘[v]ery often the mother slaps the child without rhyme 

and reason: “That will teach you”’ (519). Clearly, Nettie attempts to achieve this. Although 

‘she should feel relatively confident in the daughter department […] [because] Nastia would 

sooner throw herself under a bus than talk her back’ (LLL 264), Nettie keeps wondering ‘how 

to keep her [Nastia] as good as she is now – if not good as gold, then as copper: bright, 

serviceable, but needing to be shined up every so often’ (264). And so, to achieve this, or, 

using de Beauvoir’s term, to ‘train’ her daughter ‘Nettie is taking a hairbrush or a wooden 

spoon to Nastia. Or else the peeled birch wand’ (LLL 265). In any case, Nettie makes it a 

regular practice that beating Nastia has to take place away from ‘the bathroom with its 

lockable door’ (LLL 265) to prevent the girl from escaping and always it has to be 

unexpected, ‘when the girl has let down her guard, can be taken by surprise by what, after all, 

she should have suspected was coming’ (265). What is additionally terrifying about the whole 

act is the fact that Nastia does truly learn that she has to be vigilant; ‘[s]he knows she must 

save her energy for running, ducking, deking this way and that, so she can get to the bathroom 

without her mother realising where she’s heading’ (LLL 265; emphasis added); so that the 

wounds were not so deep, so that the chances of her survival were higher. 

 The atrocity of child abuse is even greater when we realise that it may become the 

unstoppable, vicious circle, a crime perpetrated from a mother to her daughter, from one 

generation to another. As de Beauvoir explains: 

Deeply scarred by their [mothers’] early home life, their approach to their children is through complexes 
and frustrations; and this chain of misery lengthens indefinitely. In particular, maternal sado-masochism 
creates in the daughter guilt feelings that will be expressed in sado-masochistic behaviour toward her 
children, and so on without end. (1989, 523) 



 340

 
That such is Nettie’s case has already been shown. Whether it turns out the same for Nastia 

remains unknown but the possibility is not denied. Moreover, it is suggested by the fact that 

Nastia feels ‘guilty’ (LLL 266) and worthy of her affliction. While being beaten by her 

mother, Nastia hears ‘the words, a rhythmic accompaniment to the blows: “Ty durna kor-o-

va”’ ( LLL 265), but she always accepts them meekly, ‘never [saying] anything in reply, for 

her mother’s logic is unassailable: if she weren’t a stupid cow, why would her mother be 

beating her?’ (265). And thus, she takes everything that Nettie inflicts upon her in a belief that 

the beating is justified and thus ‘she is almost willing to take the punishment she knows she 

deserves’ (LLL 266).    

 The situation takes a sudden and unexpected turn when Nettie’s daughter shows to her 

mother a sign of both her independence and rebellion. It takes the form of ‘small, immaculate 

lettering’ (LLL 266) written by Nastia on a bathroom wall, the lettering which reads: ‘I hate 

Nettie S.’ (187). When Nettie discovers the writing, she becomes all the more furious because 

‘a text [is] as deliberate as a message in a bottle’ (LLL 266), it is ‘scratched right into the 

paper, for anyone to find’ (266). On her discovery, she feels disorientated: 

At first, Nettie won’t believe her eyes. It can’t be her name etched into the wallpaper; it can’t be I hate in 
front of her name. Who would wish her ill – who could say something so cruel? For a moment she feels as 
though she is going to faint; she wants to stagger off to her room and lie down, unpick the words from her 
memory as if they were a spoiled stretch of embroidery. (LLL 266)   

 
But soon her anger reaches its peak and she flies into a fury because it dawns on her who is 

the perpetrator of this unpardonable crime: 

But then she tightens her grip on the handle of the comb and pushes the tray or rollers away from her. Half 
her hair up, half down, her mouth taut, her eyes hard, she steals from the bathroom, down to the corridor, 
to her daughter’s room. (LLL 266)   

 
Nettie feels outraged because her daughter rebelled against her; she performed an act by 

means of which she proved to her mother that she can be independent of her, asserting in this 

way ‘the otherness, the alterity, of this alter ego’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 517) her mother believed 

she had in her daughter. As de Beauvoir suggests, for the mother such a proclamation is 

disastrous because ‘the mother feels herself betrayed’ (1989, 517). But by portraying this 

incident, Kulyk Keefer reveals something more that the mother’s feeling of being betrayed by 

her daughter. The author shows that motherhood may become ‘a battleground […], an endless 

contest of wills’ (Rich 31), or using Foucauldian terms,390 that the patriarchal discourse 

transforms motherhood into a constant trial of power, ‘a tug-of-war’ between a mother and 

                                                 
390 For the analysis of motherhood made in the context of Foucault’s idea of ‘[d]iscourse, power and “figures”’ (253), see 
Woodward 2002a (253-55).  
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her child, in which each win or loss determines their subjectivity, the position of either 

powerfulness or powerlessness (cf. also Rich 38). Simone de Beauvoir clarifies it, stating:  

The pleasure of feeling absolutely superior – which men feel in regard to women – can be enjoyed by 
woman only in regard to her children, especially her daughters; she feels frustrated if she has to renounce 
her privilege, her authority. (1989, 519) 

 
That is why, Nettie is burning with rage when she discovers her daughter’s message. By its 

means, Nastia has not only betrayed her mother, but also deprived her of her power and the 

authority Nettie considered to be absolute.  

Consequently, ‘[t]his time […], the beating isn’t the matter of bruises, but jabs and cuts’ 

(LLL 267). This time, Nastia ‘knows she must think harder, faster, must find some way she 

hasn’t tried before to get away’ (LLL 267). The girl realises ‘for some reason [she] can’t 

fathom’ (LLL 267) that this time the punishment will not be a ‘regular’ one because this time 

‘the steel comb strikes not just at her arms and legs, which can be covered up with long 

sleeves and trousers, but at her face as well’ (267). That this beating will be a matter of life 

and death for Nastia is what the girl feels literally on herself with the violent blows, but she 

also senses it before the beating begins. It dawns on Nastia at the very moment when her 

mother enters her room. And it was Nettie’s image that terrified her daughter; ‘for the woman 

by her bed isn’t recognisable as her mother, this woman with wet hair swinging across her 

face and rippling over her shoulders, with half a helmet of rollers stabbed into her head’ (LLL 

267). Clearly, what we see here is the woman on the point of going mad. As, with Nettie’s 

desperate feeling of losing control over Nastia, the only power she has, Nettie also loses her 

mind.   

As already shown, de Beauvoir elaborates on her ideas upon sadomasochism as 

experienced by the mother and inflicted upon her daughter. The writer also discusses the 

aspect of child beating. She writes:  

A mother who whips her child is not beating the child alone; in a sense she is not beating it at all: she is 
taking her vengeance on a man, on the world, or on herself. Such a mother is often remorseful and the 
child may not feel resentment, but it feels the blows. (1989, 513)   

 
In this statement, the scholar is analysing the source and consequences of child abuse. What 

she performs here is virtually never done by society (cf. Rich 263). She is considering the 

child abuse not only from the child’s perspective, but also the mother’s. That the child beating 

is an appalling crime is unquestionable. Its victim is an innocent, defenceless child who, as de 

Beauvoir puts it, ‘feels the blows.’ Thus, the deed is hardly excusable. Clearly, de Beauvoir is 

not excusing or justifying the mother who beats her child, but with her remarks upon the 

source of the crime, she reveals that the tragedy of child abuse may also be the tragedy of the 
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mother, the woman who is herself ‘beaten’ by the structures of patriarchal system. This aspect 

is also considered by Rich who claims that society condemns very quickly and easily a 

woman-mother who committed the crime of child abuse and ‘[i]nstead of recognising the 

institutional violence of patriarchal motherhood, society labels those women who finally erupt 

in violence as psychopathological’ (263).  

 Referring de Beauvoir’s observation to the incident presented in the novel, we observe 

that Nastia does feel ‘resentment’ (1989, 513) towards her mother and she does feel the pain 

of her mother’s violent strikes; the blows suffered by the girl are so severe that the bleeding 

wounds transform the child into ‘an animal of some kind’ (LLL 267). Whether Nettie feels 

‘remorseful’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 513) remains unknown. What we do learn about is the 

reaction of other women at Kalyna Beach; ‘the women are still nervous, exhausted really, 

with the aftershock of what they’re calling Nettie’s Breakdown’ (LLL 275) because to them 

‘[f]or a mother to harm her own child – it’s unthinkable’ (276), and ‘to lose control like that – 

to let go […] [is] something far more scandalous than anything encountered through the 

Lending Library; something far more frightening, too’ (276). But the women do not turn a 

blind eye to the incident. They take care of Nastia, driving her to ‘Dave Lazar, […] a skin 

specialist, one of the best there is’ (LLL 275), but also, they do not turn their backs on Nettie 

and, what is more, they themselves take care of her, ‘taking turns’ (276) in watching over the 

woman ‘who is sleeping soundly with the help of some NightEez administered by Halia 

Bozhyk’ (276). 

 By explaining the reasons for women’s organised help to Nettie, Kulyk Keefer touches 

upon this crucial, but still very controversial matter which is discussed by both de Beauvoir 

and Rich. It turns out that the justification of women’s action, which is, in fact, performed by 

them in secrecy from their husbands, is their feeling of ‘loyalty’ (LLL 276): 

Not so much to Nettie, as to what Annie Vesiuk calls ‘their own kind.’ Not just Ukrainians – and can you 
imagine the scandal it would cause if word got out to the Anhleetsi? Loyalty not just to Ukrainians, but to 
women themselves. (LLL 276) 

 
The women are loyal because no matter how cruel Nettie’s deed is to them, it is also 

something to which they could relate; not the beating itself, but the circumstances which 

brought Nettie to this atrocity; ‘for nearly all of them can confess to moments, with their 

children, when they have just kept themselves from lashing out in the old country style’391 

(LLL 276) and to their ‘episodes that gave what their doctors call “cause for concern”’ (275). 

                                                 
391 With this statement another controversial issue is touched upon, namely the suggestion that this kind of beating was a 
regular practice in the women’s homeland, which gave women the idea that although ‘[letting] go’ (LLL 276), i.e. the 
mother’s beating, ‘[harming] her own child [...] [is] unthinkable’ (276), slapping is, in fact, a ‘natural’ and acceptable method 
of bringing up a child; ‘[s]panking, yes; discipline, a swipe with the wooden spoon, of course’ (276).  
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Therefore, Nettie’s crime becomes to them ‘far more scandalous […], […] far more 

frightening, too’ (LLL 276). And that is why, they remain loyal not to Nettie – the monster 

beating her innocent daughter, but to Nettie – ‘a woman wild with pain and lost power’ (LLL 

286), a victim of ‘institutionalised motherhood.’ 

 

Mothers and Daughters 

The idea of power and its loss reveals another aspect of ambivalence that might be felt by 

women towards the idea of motherhood, namely ‘the sense of confused power and 

powerlessness’ (Rich 36). In the already quoted statement by de Beauvoir, the scholar 

comments upon this issue, comparing the feelings of superiority felt by mothers towards their 

daughters to the authority exerted over women by men. De Beauvoir’s observation is crucial 

here for it demonstrates two vital matters. Firstly, the scholar’s view makes it clear that the 

only power that women have is the one exerted over their children (cf. also Rich 38 and 

Warner in Woodward 2002a, 251). Secondly, by making such a comparison de Beauvoir 

discloses that the motherly power may be equalled with the patriarchal one, or as Rich puts it, 

‘[t]he one aspect in which most women have felt their own power in the patriarchal sense – 

authority over and control over another – has been motherhood’ (67), and therefore: 

The power-relations between mother and child are often simply a reflection of power-relations in 
patriarchal society: ‘You will do this because I know what is good for you’ is difficult to distinguish from 
‘You will do this because I can make you.’ (Rich 38) 
 

What may be concluded from the above is the fact that this power struggle is transmitted from 

mothers who fight to release themselves from male power to daughters who strive for freeing 

themselves from their mothers’ influence, launching, in this way, their rebellion against them.  

 The act of daughters’ defiance against their mothers is clearly visible in the novel, 

particularly in the relations between Sonia and her oldest daughter Laura. In fact, the girl’s 

resistance against Sonia is articulated in terms of a real battle that the daughter believes she 

and her mother are engaged in. Thus, Laura is determined never ‘to make any excuses for her 

mother: that’s bad strategy; you must never feel sorry for the enemy’ (LLL 23). Consequently, 

she would never ‘bring herself [even] to put Sonia’s lipstick on her mouth; it would be too 

much like having to kiss her mother in company, showing what an obedient, affectionate child 

she is’ (LLL 78). Instead, the girl pursues her strategy that ‘will diminish [Sonia’s] power’ 

(LLL 54) by means of ‘saying her mother’s name over and over to herself’ (54), and she 

would never flinch from seeking a last resort like throwing up the supper virtually forced into 

her by Sonia. The revolt against mothers is also led by other girls like Darka, Olya’s daughter 
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who stays for the summer with Sonia and her family, because the girl believes ‘[t]here’s no 

language between them any more, no shared hopes or plans’ (LLL 85), but also Katia and 

Tania, the daughters of Sonia and Sasha respectively, who stage a rebellion against ‘the Mean 

Mothers’ (102) who ‘will think [the girls are] […] bad […], [because this is what] they always 

do’ (77). 

 The daughters’ feelings arise to what Rich, following Lynn Sukenick, calls 

‘matrophobia’ (235), namely ‘the fear not of one’s mother or of motherhood but of becoming 

one’s mother’ (235). That is why, when Laura repeats her mother’s name to undermine her 

authority, she also does that to ‘shrink what Laura calls the World of the Mothers, a world apt 

to swell up over their children and press down on them at the same time. A world of Because 

I Said So, and I Told You So; of What Is It Now? and That’s Just The Way It Is’ (LLL 55). The 

world to which Sonia belongs and from which Laura wants desperately to escape to avoid 

becoming her mother. This idea is also acknowledged by Katia and Tania, who are already 

determined not to share their mothers’ lot, having planned not ‘to marry, or have babies’ (LLL 

26) because ‘the last thing they would ever do is become their mothers’ (166), but also Darka, 

who likewise ‘wants to escape from the life her mother’s led’ (85). 

 Discussing the aspect of ‘matrophobia,’ Rich states that it is ‘[e]asier by far to hate and 

reject a mother outright than to see beyond her to the forces acting upon her’ (235). Taking 

into account the discussion above, Rich’s remark might be referred to the approach adopted 

by the daughters mentioned. Nevertheless, this could be done only partially as the daughters 

in The Ladies’ Lending Library do understand those forces. They understand them because 

they experience their mothers’ outbursts of anger, ‘a spasm of irritation so pure, [and] so 

lethal’ (LLL 97). Because they see who seizes the ultimate power, a fact so evident to them 

when they mothers are ‘waiting for the fathers to deal with’ (LLL 103; emphasis added) their 

daughters’ ‘bad enough’ (103) mischief. And finally, they understand the forces because they 

sense their mothers’ powerlessness mixed in ‘the stew of [their] misery, [their] helplessness’ 

(LLL 138), their ‘emptiness and nothingness’ (61).  

For all those reasons, the daughters want to escape ‘the World of the Mothers’ (LLL 55); 

they realise it is the world of ambivalence being both at once ‘a treasure, a monstrosity like 

the statue of the boy and the girl beneath an umbrella’ (55), ‘the first luxury Baba Laryssa had 

ever owned’ (49) shattered into pieces by Laura and Katia during their fight. The daughters 

fear it, plan their way out of this world, but, deep in their minds, they keep a thought which 

proclaims: ‘that life – everyone’s life, from Chucha Marta’s to Baby Alix’s’ (LLL 55) is ‘the 

law, verging on commandment, […] [being] fixed in a pattern rigid as the wool of Baba 
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Motria’s kylym, the black rug woven by Baba Motria herself’ (55). The daughters realise this 

world is inescapable for them and thus they know that ‘what [they’ll] be is nothing more than 

a version of [their mothers], full view and profile […] [although] [t]hey have imagined it so 

differently […]’ (LLL 166).  

 Consequently, the daughters reject their mothers’ weakness and they even ‘rage at 

[their] powerlessness or lack of struggle’ (Rich 244). This is, as Rich explains, due to the fact 

that they closely relate their own identities to their mothers’ (cf. Rich 244), but also ‘because 

in order to fight for [themselves] [they] [need] first to have been loved and fought for’ (244) 

by their mothers. This fact is to be observed in the novel’s scene that presents Sonia 

comforting Laura after the tragedy that took place at the Shkurka’s cottage. In particular, it is 

Laura’s behaviour that should draw our attention. When Sonia endeavours to soothe her 

daughter’s pain and the feeling of guilt she feels about Nastia, ‘Sonia feels something unlock 

in her, something buried painfully deep’ (LLL 269) and she opens herself to her daughter, 

telling Laura about the incident from her childhood in Ukraine, when the group of youngsters 

attempted to drown her. At that point: 

Laura barely breathes. For the first time in as long as she can remember she has her mother all to herself; 
her mother is holding her, stroking her hair, speaking to her as if her daughter were a friend, and not an 
enemy. (LLL 270)  

 
The girl feels the uniqueness of the moment and thus she is ‘afraid to break the delicate 

spell that binds them together’ (LLL 270). But the magic spell does break, and with Sonia’s 

statement that ‘it’s time to get dinner ready’ (LLL 272), the sense of reality sets in, making 

Laura furious about the fact that her mother’s voice ‘is no longer the voice of the woman who 

held her in her arms, or who told the story of the girl who was rescued from drowning. It is 

the voice of Our Mother: tired, resigned, commanding’ (272). The girl bursts out shouting and 

accuses her mother of lack of understanding, wishing Sonia her death. 

Laura’s behaviour in this scene is remarkable392 for it reveals the extent of her 

‘matrophobia.’ In her work, Rich mentions that ‘where a mother is hated to the point of 

matrophobia there may also be a deep underlying pull toward her, a dread that if one relaxes 

one’s guard one will identify with her completely’ (235). This behaviour is to be observed in 

                                                 
392 The same episode also illustrates a very crucial aspect coded in the mother’s behaviour. Being accused by her daughter of 
the fact that ‘[she] [doesn’t] know anything, [she] [doesn’t] even try’ (LLL 273), Sonia reveals through her reaction what 
Rich classifies as a tendency among mothers who ‘[r]eading of the “bad” mother’s desperate response to an invisible assault 
on her being, “good” mothers resolve to become better, more patient and long-suffering, to cling what passes for sanity’ 
(278). And this is exactly what Sonia wishes for herself ‘to become for her daughter what she can never be: the perfect 
mother, all wise and all-loving’ (LLL 273; emphasis added). Although Sonia’s response is prompted directly by her 
daughter’s accusations, the indirect reason for the whole occurrence between Sonia and Laura is the Shkurkas’ incident, i.e. 
Netttie’s assault on her daughter, which altogether stirred in Sonia feelings of ‘anguish, and a desire stronger than any she has 
ever known’ (LLL 273) which transformed into her resolution to be a mother ‘[k]nowing her own flaws and failings, 
struggling to change the bitterness and fear inside her to love’ (273). 
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Laura’s case because the girl ‘knows how close she’d come that afternoon, folded in Sonia’s 

arms, in the warmth of her lap, to giving herself to the World of the Mothers’ (LLL 283; 

emphasis added). The world which used Laura’s relaxed vigilance and sent her ‘an invitation 

never before extended’ (LLL 272):  

Join us, become one of us, women who know what life is and what it can never be, who must hoard what 
little power they have, power not to save the beaten or to keep ourselves from drowning, just power over 
our children’s lives, for as long as we can hold them, nothing more than that. (LLL 272; emphasis added) 

 
 What the episode related above shows primarily is another wrong done by patriarchy to 

the experience of motherhood and daughterhood, namely the existence of ‘the “motherless” 

woman’ (Rich 243), a fact explained by Rich as follows, ‘[f]ew women growing up in a 

patriarchal society can feel mothered enough; the power of our mothers, whatever their love 

for us and their struggles on our behalf, is too restricted’ (243). Consequently, what we may 

state about the women, mothers and daughters, as presented in The Ladies’ Lending Library 

and as discussed so far is that all of them are sorely in need of motherly love, which is due to 

their mothers’ literal (physical) or symbolic (emotional) absence.393  

 All of the ‘motherless women,’ i.e. Sonia, the mother, but also Laura and Katia, the 

daughters, express their longing for a mother through their recollection of the past. Each of 

them returns in their memories to the time when Sonia’s mother and thus the girls’ 

grandmother lived. For each of the women, Baba Laryssa becomes the epitome of the ‘perfect 

mother,’394 the person for whom and for whose love all of them desperately yearn. Their 

longing for Baba Laryssa’s presence is the demonstration of the mother’s absence; for Laura 

and Katia, this means the metaphorical and thus emotional absence of Sonia, their mother, 

who is present physically, while for Sonia, this means both the literal and symbolic absence of 

her mother Laryssa, who when passed away, left Sonia stricken with inconsolable grief.   

Consequently, what we observe about the women’s emotions is the fact that they all feel 

anger and regret at Baba Laryssa’s death, which for the girls appears at the moments when 

they are put under emotional strain, whereas for their mother the process seems to be 

                                                 
393 The prime example of ‘the “motherless” woman’ (Rich 243) in the novel is Marta who experiences both her mother’s 
physical as well as emotional absence. When a child, Marta, together with her sister, was left due to the girls’ illness by her 
parents when they emigrated. It was only after eight years that the family brought Marta to Canada. She came alone as her 
sister did not survive the disease and died in Ukraine. This explains Marta’s ‘sourness’ (LLL 136) and the fact that ‘Marta’s 
drenched in [misery]’ (136), ‘[carrying] her big black handbag on her arms as if it were the coffin’ (136). She was deprived 
of her mother’s physical and emotional presence both in Ukraine and then in Canada. In fact, the very first expression of 
motherly love, which made Marta reveal her deeply buried emotions, came from her niece Bonnie, which serves as an 
example of Rich’s contention that ‘[w]e are, none of us, “either” mothers or daughters; […] we are both’ (253). Marta and 
Bonnie become both mothers and daughters for each other in their exchange of love; the idea visually represented in the 
scene in which the two are standing at the beach ‘[s]ide by side, not touching, but seeming to be holding hands, though [in 
fact] […] clutching […] the straps of Marta’s handbag’ (LLL 148).  
394 And thus, another foil for Sonia, the incarnation of motherhood’s ambivalence, but also for Nettie, the archetype of the 
‘bad’ mother.  
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continuous. Hence, while arguing with Sonia over the supper, Laura thinks of no one else but 

her grandmother; ‘[i]f Baba Laryssa were here this wouldn’t be happening […]. But Baba’s 

dead, and there’s no one to help her’ (LLL 99). Likewise, apart from the nostalgic memories 

of her Baba’s ‘baking […], and the preserving of strawberries and raspberries […], […] [and] 

her bosom’ (LLL 159), Katia recalls her grandmother when she desperately needs being 

comforted and this is not to be granted to her by Sonia. Having destroyed Sonia’s dress, and 

fearing Sonia’s anger, but also being disoriented by the changing relations with her friend 

Tania: 

Suddenly, Katia finds herself saying her grandmother’s name, softly, sadly, then coaxingly, as if she could 
make Baba Laryssa appear beside her, just by the force of her wanting. Her Baba would have been able to 
help her, would have taught her what to do. She would have started by asking Katia a few questions, not 
trick ones, not angry ones that supplied their own, wrong answers, but questions that made you think 
about what mattered most, and what didn’t count. She wouldn’t have lectured, and she wouldn’t have 
shouted; she’d just have asked questions and made Katia think, until everything became – not easy, but 
clear. (LLL 227)  

 
What is remarkable is the rapid change in emotions Katia suddenly feels; her sentimental and 

regretful memories evoke her anger which suddenly is expressed by her physical aggression 

because ‘[s]he wants to tear the hammock from its hook, rip it into pieces; she wants to hurt 

something as bad as she herself is hurting now with missing her baba’ (LLL 227). The violent 

feelings erupt and transform into Katia’s emotional rebellion; 

She pounds her fist into the palm of her hand. She will not cry – what good would that do? She will not 
call out her grandmother’s name any more […]. And she won’t pray to God, either, the way the priest said 
they must at the funeral […]. It was God who ought to be asking forgiveness of Baba Laryssa – of Katia, 
for having taken her baba away from her. (LLL 227)  

 
The regret that both girls feel for their grandmother is even deeper in Sonia’s case. In 

fact, Sonia herself ‘thinks that the only real thing in her life, the only real thing about her, is 

this ragged, unquenchable grief at her mother’s death’ (LLL 59). The memories of her mother 

make her ‘eyes swim with tears: sleek, useless tears’ (LLL 59); she is desperate ‘for the 

mother who’d died before her time’ (59). Laryssa’s death left Sonia with nothing else but her 

emotional ‘emptiness’ (LLL 60), and her wish for only one thing, ‘a ship sailing away’ (60), 

the ship that ‘moves off into a blue that isn’t emptiness or nothingness, but everything you’ve 

ever longed for …’ (61). The extent of Sonia’s misery is the more evident when absorbed in 

her day-dreaming about going away, the woman experiences ‘her illumination’395 (Rich 242): 

Suddenly, clearer than she’s ever known them, clearer even than in life, Sonia sees her father and her 
mother. […] there’s the boat, or part of it; they’re standing on the varnished deck, their arms wound tight 
round one another, staring in her direction, but not waving, not calling – not seeing her at all. Sonia can’t 
help herself; she throws her arms and calls to them […], ‘Take me with you, don’t leave me here alone – 
oh, take me with you!’ (LLL 61) 

                                                 
395 For Rich’s statement on Atwood’s protagonist ‘[having] her illumination: [...] [seeing] her mother’ (242) and its reference 
to Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library see here subchapter 5.4.3.. 
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Undoubtedly, Sonia’s mirage is expressive of her torment. But the woman recollects the 

past and her mother not only out of her pain, but also out of her need to relate her experience 

of motherhood to Laryssa’s. Because in Sonia’s memories, Laryssa is not ‘[a] baba – […] old 

woman, granny – but […] still that lonely young woman who’d read out letters from their 

father […] about the distant country they, too, would go one day’ (LLL 60) and the mother 

who struggled with mothering her children on her own for a long time. Thus, Sonia’s 

recollection of Laryssa as the woman and mother shows that:  

Motherhood is not only about having children. It is about having a mother; that is, about being mothered 
too […] [thus] our interpretation of motherhood can derive from the experience of being mothered. 
Women who are mothers interpret their own experience through having had a mother, and the experience 
of motherhood is reconstructed through the past and by memory. (Woodward 2002a, 243-44)     

 
Sonia subconsciously performs this all the time by going back in her memories to the 

life with her mother, but her very conscious realisation dawns on her only later when she 

finally understands that ‘she wants something like her mother’s talent for hopefulness’ (285): 

Her mother, who had led no charmed life, who had made as many mistakes as anyone else, […] and yet 
done what she could. Had given her children life and kept them from knowing war and all the horrors 
[…]. Who had brought them safely here, to this new place where it was up to them to make good or bad 
but to make their own ways, their own lives, and not keep them locked up […]. (LLL 285)   

 
This is what Sonia wants to teach her daughters. But before this could be possible, the woman 

needs to learn it herself. Only then can she transmit this value to her children. In this way, 

Sonia will endow on her daughters what Rich calls ‘a kind of strength which can only be one 

woman’s gift to another’ (246). She needs to achieve this because ‘[u]ntil a strong line of 

love, confirmation, and example stretches from mother to daughter, from woman to woman 

across the generations, women will still be wandering in the wilderness’ (Rich 246). 

 That this ‘love, confirmation, and example’ (Rich 246) is already spread by Sonia is 

something of which the woman herself is unaware. And yet, it is made evident for the readers 

in the scene where Sonia again immerses herself in her memories of her mother and the life in 

the Old Place, ‘the best part of her life, the child she’d once been in that village: at home, at 

one, complete’ (LLL 118). Thinking about ‘that road she will never travel now, no matter how 

urgent, how huge her longing’ (LLL 118), Sonia holds in her arms her youngest, almost three-

year-old daughter Alix who has awaken in the middle of the night. It is worth mentioning that 

the baby was taken care of in her infant stage by Baba Laryssa due to Sonia’s illness, and so 

‘[i]f it hadn’t been for Baba Laryssa, Alix would have never thrived’ (LLL 117). Therefore, 

that the baby is present in this scene is by all means no coincidence; for Alix becomes here 

the connection between Sonia’s past, present, but also future. The child’s presence in this 
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scene is the more important when we connect this episode with another one taking place 

earlier in the novel. 

 Sonia feels guilty about the fact that Alix does not speak and that she seems absent. The 

mother blames herself for this, explaining her daughter’s silence with her own emotional 

withdrawal. Although the child does not utter words, we learn that Alix does, in fact, know 

them, or learn them, because the child’s perspective is presented to us through the narrator’s 

description of Alix’s silent pre-symbolic world. Consequently, what is disclosed to us is the 

fact that ‘Alix watches the words fly in pairs, English and Ukrainian, across the sky inside her 

head’ (LLL 87): ‘Poi-son. Ot-ru-ta. Heart. Ser-tseh. Red. Cher-vo-na’ (87). But we also know 

why the girl does not want to utter them because her logic is revealed to us: 

Where her mouth is, there’s a window, dangerous; […] [and because] [n]ames can’t catch you till you say 
them loud; you must never, never let them go, you must keep them safe inside, heads tucked tight, blind, 
under their wings. (LLL 87-88) 

 
There is only one word the child wants desperately to know and utter; it is the word by 

means of which ‘she could call […] back’ (LLL 88) a thing she notices ‘on the pillow beside 

her’ (87): 

[A] candy, like a cinnamon heart […]. A candy, but no sugar smell like the one her mother sprays on her 
neck; she pushes the pump, a cloud comes out and makes a smell like candy. This one has black spots so 
small she has to blink to see them, pushing with her finger. It stops being a candy: hairs shoot out its 
sides, black hairs like the ones round your eyes. Alix watches the red spot push itself up her finger, 
tickling her skin. Lets it crawl up one finger to finger on her other hand, climbing up and over, like on the 
monkey bars at school when they’re waiting for Bonnie. Up to her arm, meeting the fence her finger 
makes, and down again, and up and down. Till she holds it to her mouth and blows, gently. Two small, 
dark scarves shoot out from the red, a buzzing sound, and it’s gone, her finger bare now, nothing. (88) 

 
In this scene, so masterfully described, the child’s way of thinking and perception of the 

world is presented to us; what we observe is Alix playing with a ladybug. Although the child 

does not know the name for it, she will learn it soon. As it is the word her mother will utter in 

the very scene where she holds Alix in her arms, ‘[reciting], very softly, the words of the 

rhyme’ (LLL 118): 

Ladybug, ladybug, 
 fly away home. 
Your house is on fire, 
 your children are gone. 
All save the little one, 
 whose name is Ann, 
And she’s hiding under  
 the frying pan. (LLL 118) 
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By giving this word to her daughter, Sonia gives ‘the Voice’ (A.Kaplan 291) to Alix; 

she ‘[passes] the Voice on the female child’ (291).396 Although it can be stated that, in this 

way, Sonia ushers Alix’s path to the symbolic language of patriarchal order, it is not in fact 

the case; for the word is conveyed by Sonia through the rhyme, the kind of a verbal 

expression which belongs to ‘the pre-Symbolic world’ (A.Kaplan 291). Reciting its words to 

her daughter, Sonia becomes for Alix ‘the Voice,’ which as Cixous writes, ‘sings from a time 

before law, before the Symbolic took one’s breath away and reappropriated it into language 

under its authority of separation’ (Cixous and Clément in A.Kaplan 291). This ‘Voice’ is for 

Cixous ‘milk that could go on forever’ (Cixous and Clément in A.Kaplan 291) and it is for 

this milk – Voice that Alix in fact longs; an idea visualised by means of the image showing 

that ‘[t]he child’s mouth lies open at her [Sonia’s] breast as if she were about to nurse’ (LLL 

118).  

The two scenes analysed above are undeniably important for the whole discussion of 

motherhood and mother-daughter relations as presented in The Ladies’ Lending Library. 

Thus, they should serve here as the closing remarks to what has been analysed in this 

subchapter. Creating the psychological portrayals of her female characters, Kulyk Keefer 

reveals that the struggle to break the wall of silence enforced on women in patriarchy is not an 

easy task. But it is precisely through undertaking this subject for her novel, the writer has 

achieved to give the voice to the mothers and to the daughters. In this way, Kulyk Keefer has 

created one of very few chapters to this ‘great [but still largely] unwritten story’ (Rich 225) 

about the mother-daughter relationship. What is more, by disclosing certain hushed aspects of 

motherhood, Janice Kulyk Keefer has ‘[offered] a voice for this often silenced world’ 

(Woodward 2002a, 274), ‘the World of the Mothers’ (LLL 283), and demonstrated to what 

extent the patriarchal ‘institution of motherhood’ can ruin a woman’s personal ‘experience’ of 

mothering.397  

 

5.7.2. ‘Immanence,’ Objectification and Male Gaze: Women in Patriarchal Society 

In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir declares that a woman’s identity, or using her words, 

‘woman’s character – her convictions, her values, her wisdom, her morality, her tastes, her 

behaviour – are to be explained by her situation’ (1989, 624). A variety of women’s 

‘situations’ and identities, in fact, unite them when compared to the position of men in 

                                                 
396 The importance of the two scenes and particularly the one presenting Sonia giving the word to her daughter is marked by 
the fact that the latter episode becomes the closing scene of the novel’s first part which is, in fact, entitled ‘Ladybug.’ 
397 Both terms are used by Rich in her aforementioned distinction that she makes between the two of them (cf. Rich 13).  
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society; it is through ‘the difference in their [women’s and men’s] situations’ (de Beauvoir 

1989, 643) that the similarity of women’s positions is revealed.398  

In its portrayal of a group of different women of varied ages and experiences, although 

of the same ethnic identity, The Ladies’ Lending Library presents the very different 

‘situations’ in which women may find themselves and thus it demonstrates to the readers a 

wide array of female identities. But the novel also discloses important aspects concerning 

women’s shared experience and their lives that become common when put in the same social 

and cultural context. The problematic consequences of patriarchal enforcement in women’s 

lives will become the main focus of attention in the following subchapter. The analysis of 

Kulyk Keefer’s work from this perspective will be frequently referred to the classic feminist 

work The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir whose remarks included there strongly support 

the examination of the novel in question. 

 

‘Immanence’ 

The major distinction between female and male ‘situations’ is the fact that divergent subject 

positions are assigned to them in and by patriarchal discourse (cf. Woodward 2002a, 256-

261). The issue has already been discussed in this thesis (cf. Chapter 2.2.) and it can be 

summed up again with de Beauvoir’s contention that ‘[t]o pose Woman is to pose the absolute 

Other, without reciprocity, denying against all experience that she is the subject, a fellow 

human being’ (1989, 253). Putting it simply, patriarchy consigns women to powerlessness, 

inferiority and ‘a service’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 584), but most primarily to the enclosed 

existence which de Beauvoir calls ‘immanence’399 (255) and explains it stating, ‘when one 

offers the existent no aim, or prevents him from attaining any, or robs him of his victory, then 

his transcendence falls vainly into the past – […] falls back into immanence’ (255). As the 

scholar claims, ‘[t]his is the lot assigned to woman in the patriarchate’ (255), while the man 

becomes the personification of ‘transcendence’ (429) through his projects and undertakings 

that lead his way towards society and its progress (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 429). 

 This is precisely what is portrayed in the novel discussed. In the very first pages, we are 

informed that the story is about women who spend their summer with their children at Kalyna 

Beach. This fact is very important for it emphasises the constriction of these women’s lives; 

they are alone in nature, waiting for their husbands to arrive every Friday, coming straight 

                                                 
398 Undeniably, the aspect of overgeneralization may appear here. We need to remember about the variety and complexity of 
female experiences. It needs to be stated that the analysis of this problematic is carried out here in the context of its 
presentation in Kulyk Keefer’s novel which places its female protagonists within one specific patriarchal status quo.   
399 It should be noted here that de Beauvoir’s term is quoted by me in the title of this subchapter. 
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from work at the city. What we deal with here is the author’s working upon binary 

oppositions that serve to underline the limitation imposed on women: female loneliness and 

passivity taking place within nature is opposed here to male activity and connection to the 

work place. But the introduced polarities do not describe such a status quo in terms of ‘laws 

of nature’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 643), i.e. they do not present it as something natural and 

inherent. On the contrary, they serve here to expose the situation as a fatal consequence of 

patriarchal thinking that dooms women to such convictions.400 Thus, the ‘immanent’ existence 

of women as imposed on them by patriarchy is clearly depicted already at the beginning of the 

novel when the main female characters are introduced.  

As stated above, The Ladies’ Lending Library includes a variety of female characters 

and thus we see that the aspect of ‘immanence’ relates not only to the lives of grown up 

women, mothers and wives, but also to those on the very threshold of adulthood like Darka 

and even younger women, girls experiencing their puberty, e.g. Laura, Tania and Katia. With 

respect to the oldest of girls, i.e. Darka, we observe how a sexually, but not so much 

emotionally, mature adolescent is to be controlled by Sonia who, on Olya’s request, agreed 

for Darka’s stay at the cottage to ‘see her through a difficult patch […]: allow her to earn 

some pocket money, teach her some housekeeping skills – and keep her out of harm’s way’ 

(LLL 12; emphasis added). That women are deprived of ‘transcendence’ in their lives is 

probably most visible in the depiction of the younger children and the difference between the 

parents’ treatment of boys and girls. While boys’ affairs are virtually not interfered by their 

parents, girls are constantly watched over. Moreover, any signs of girls’ independent projects, 

although construed in their still childish imagination, are stifled by their parents. This is 

symbolically, but most vividly represented in the scene when Tania and Katia’s passage to 

                                                 
400 Moreover, the author works on those binaries to undermine them further on. Although the mothers at Kalyna Beach are 
physically present, the majority of them are emotionally alienated from their families, e.g. Sonia (cf. the preceding  
subchapter). Additionally, the novel describes the world of ‘absent [fathers]’ (LLL 96; cf. also Rich 57) and presents men 
who are, in fact, weak and experiencing their existential distress. For example, Max feels helpless about Sonia’s emotional 
withdrawal, but he also worries about his family, asking himself existential questions which prove his insecurity in the 
modern world; ‘Is this what my life, and, [Sonia’s] have come to […]? If those men in high places, with their oh-so-powerful 
fingers decide to push that button, will it all have been for nothing. And my daughters […] – if they’re spared to grow up – 
will there be nothing more for them than this?’ (LLL 113). These questions reveal the ontological dilemma with respect to 
one’s life and identity felt in the contemporary world as discussed in Chapter 2.1. . Moreover, Max does not feel he holds any 
position of authority; he is ‘the man of the house, paterfamilias, but with no more power, really, than a moonbeam’ (LLL 
106). Also, it should be emphasised that Max contemplates his life alone at the beach, i.e. within nature, a characteristic 
feature ascribed previously here to a female self-examination (cf. Chapter 5.2.1. and 5.4.3.). Max is accompanied at one point 
by Peter, his brother-in-law, who although married to Zirka, hides his true love to Nadia, Jack Senchenko’s wife. But it is not 
only his unfulfilled love to Nadia that makes him agitated. Peter feels reckless about his whole life which he considers as 
‘woefully misspent’ (LLL 244) as a man, a husband and even a father; he confides in his sister Sonia that ‘[w]hen [he] [steps] 
into the Almighty Father shoes [his sons] laugh at [him] [...] [because] they can see those shoes don’t fit’ (245). Moreover, he 
fears the approaching death or even awaits it, ‘counting [...] [t]he days you can’t pretend aren’t passing you by [...]’ (LLL 
252). It is also Peter whom the readers may see ‘[w]hen he tries to imagine the world he knew inside his mother’s womb’ 
(LLL 236), another metaphor already related to when analysing a female rebirth (cf. Chapter 5.4.3.). 
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China, their way of escape from life awaiting them, is destroyed by Max, Katia’s father, urged 

by ‘their mothers, who were concerned that someone walking alone the beach in the dark 

might trip into the hole and break an ankle’ (LLL 25).  

As de Beauvoir writes, historical, literary and cultural accounts are masculine accounts, 

they all ‘are one long exaltation of man’ (288) because they present only men as  creators, 

explores and masters (cf. 1989, 288). Men’s ways towards progress and transcendence are 

made possible because, as de Beauvoir claims, ‘there is no contradiction between his vocation 

as human being and as male’ (1989, 336). Such a conflict is, on the other hand, persistent in 

women’s lives. Women cannot assert themselves as ‘[creators]’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 714) 

because in a patriarchal society they ‘still [have] to struggle to become [human beings]’ (de 

Beauvoir 1989, 714). And so, all that they are left with are the consequences of their 

predetermined immanent lot, i.e. passivity, stagnation, and unhappiness.  

These repercussions are presented by Kulyk Keefer in her work and they can be pointed 

out in relation to wives and mothers, but also their daughters. In the case of the former, we 

notice that marriage may be equalled with ‘uprooting’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 542) a woman from 

her past, ‘family and friends of the youth’ (542). Women at Kalyna Beach agree upon the fact 

that marriage means that ‘you [are] stuck for life, for better or worse, only it was hardly ever 

for better’ (LLL 30). The deepest regret is expressed by Sonia who writing her letter to Olya 

confides in her, ‘I wish, how I wish we were girls again – things were hard then, but we could 

hope for anything. But we went and got married, and now there is nothing but the ever-after’ 

(LLL 10). Olya is Sonia’s ‘best friend before their marriages’ (LLL 11), and, as we learn, ‘they 

hardly saw one another now, living at the opposite ends of the city, and in such different 

circumstances’ (11), i.e. their different social and financial status acquired when marrying 

men of different professions and class. Sonia, marrying Max Martyn, a lawyer, ‘had moved 

from downtown to a big house’ (LLL 11), while Olya, marrying Walter Marchuk, ‘a cutter at 

Canada Packers’ (11) became a cleaning lady at ‘the houses of women who lived in suburbs 

similar to Sonia’s’ (11).  

Clearly, marriage dispossesses women of their past lives and the people connected with 

them as ‘it’s your girlfriends that you lose on your wedding day’ (LLL 29), but more 

importantly of their self-definitions as it marks the point when they are defined in relation to 

their husbands, which is additionally indicated by the fact that the women gave up their 

professions after getting married. Hence, what we learn is that Sonia first sewed ‘at the 

sportswear factory’ (LLL 29), and then having been noticed by Mr. Streatfield, the owner, she 

dealt with modelling. When married to Max, Sonia resigned from her professional life. The 



 354

same lot is shared by other women at Kalyna Beach who had their careers ‘before marriage,’ a 

characteristic clause used when describing their lives; a clause evoking certain beginning, but 

also marking some end. Consequently, we learn that Annie Vesiuk ‘[had] been a nurse before 

she got married’ (LLL 62), Zirka ‘worked before she married […] at Beaver Bakery’ (41), 

while Nadia Moroz before marrying Jack Senchenko, ‘used to draw a little, paint a little’ (70) 

and even before coming to Canada from England, ‘had, in fact, been a student […] of a 

subject as useless as philosophy: fine art’ (197).   

Having no professional occupations that would advance the women towards society, 

they establish their own circle of ‘The Ladies’ Lending Library [which] is not an institution; 

though communal, it certainly isn’t public’ (LLL 1). In doing so, the women do not show their 

independence. On the contrary, they reveal the tendency common among ‘comrades in 

captivity’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 545) who gather ‘to endure their prison’ (546) and who ‘do not 

discuss opinions and general ideas, but exchange confidences and recipes, they are in league 

to create a kind of counter-universe, the values of which will outweigh masculine values. 

Collectively they find strength to shake off their chains […]’ (542; emphasise added).  

Consequently, the women depicted in the novel gather in a society because they are in 

want of a ‘feeling [which is] sophisticated and daring: women of a wider world’ (LLL 1; 

emphasis added). A feeling which does not concern their intellectual development but their 

need for leisure and refuge, ‘something to amuse them, to get them through each long and 

repetitious day, and look forward to at night’ (1). This ‘something’ is what they find in ‘gin 

and gossip’ (2), but also ‘the books [which] aren’t supposed to be that kind of “educational”’ 

(2) because it is not ‘the discussion of the literary merits of the books they read’ (2) that the 

woman gather for; ‘[d]irt is what they desire and dread in these books’ (5). The content of 

these books reveals ‘the forbidden, hide-and-go-seek side of the Society’ (3), something about 

which women can only ‘whisper questions to one another’ (2), hiding the books, ‘[shoving] 

[…] [them] to the drawer, to the very back, where no one will find [them]’ (13). 

What we are presented with are the passive, almost lethargic lives of women who are, 

on the one hand, ‘bored, [and] safely buttressed’ (LLL 5), but on the other hand, doomed to, 

what de Beauvoir calls, ‘the “service” of the bed and the “service” of the housekeeping’ 

(1989, 457), finding no satisfaction in either. While sex is known to the ladies only as ‘haste 

and exhaustion’ (LLL 3) marked by their husbands’ kiss which, for the women, is not a sign 

of tenderness, but ‘the warning signal for what will happen later’ (3), their housework consists 

of activities that leave them with their wishful thinking that ‘[i]f only you could do all the 

things that have to be done each day just once’ (5) and feeling grateful for their husbands’ 
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absence because it is ‘much simpler […] to cook and clean when they haven’t […] [them] 

around checking up on things, […] expecting their dirty shorts to be washed, ironed and put 

away as soon as they’ve been tossed in the direction of the laundry hamper’ (56-57).  

The Ladies’ Lending Library demonstrates marriage in its conventional form which 

denies women their opportunity for transcendent self-development. Due to their lack of this 

possibility, women of marital status, de Beauvoir declares, ‘can thus propose to do nothing 

more than construct […] a life of happiness’ (1989, 448). As the incarnation of ‘the ideal of 

happiness’ (448), the scholar considers ‘the house, whether cottage or castle’ (448) because it 

is at this place, the place of ‘permanence and separation from the world’ (448), that the family 

and their values are defined across generations, the memory of the gone is kept together with 

the ‘furnishings and ancestral portraits’ (448) and this ‘gives promise of a secure future’ (448) 

which may be symbolically represented, as de Beauvoir informs us, in the seasonal changes 

occurring ‘in the garden’ (448).   

The reason why de Beauvoir’s remark on the issue is mentioned here is because the 

symbol of a house is also present in Kulyk Keefer’s work and can be related to the portrayal 

of women’s happiness. We should take here into consideration two houses, i.e. Sonia’s and 

Nadia’s cottages. Whereas Sonia’s cottage may be interpreted as the symbol of this upholding 

of tradition to which de Beauvoir relates because it is at her place that her mother’s beloved 

statue and her mother-in-law’s own creation, i.e. the ‘kylym, the black rug’ (LLL 55) are kept 

and her mother’s garden still exists, Nadia’s dwelling which is ‘not [even] a cottage but a 

House-Beautiful’ (57), built ‘away from all the others’ (57), stands here for this heaven of 

continuity and isolation as referred to above. When analysed in greater detail we see that these 

representations are only superficial because, in fact, none of the houses symbolises women’s 

happiness.  

Indeed, both cottages stand precisely for the opposite. Thus, we notice that the relics of 

the past sheltered by Sonia are deteriorating; Baba Laryssa’s statue is crushed, Baba Motria’s 

kylym is ‘rugged, worn […] [and] shelved in the basement’ (LLL 84), Laryssa’s garden is 

depicted as only ‘the remnants’ (58). Additionally, the whole decline is emphasised by 

Sonia’s frequent remarks on ‘[t]he porch steps [that] are rotting […] [and which] Max has 

been promising for the past two years to replace’ (LLL 59). In Nadia’s case, her mansion is 

the place where she is ‘all alone […] [and] with no one but herself to rattle round it the whole 

week long’ (LLL 57) and for whose richness that Jack, her husband, so proudly shows off, 

she, in fact, does not care.  
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De Beauvoir states that housework, in all its repetitiousness and endlessness, forces a 

woman into ‘all this halting of decay,’ which, as the scholar continues, ‘is also the denial of 

life; for time simultaneously creates and destroys’ (1989, 451). We observe that Sonia’s 

attitude, i.e. focusing her attention on ‘the stairs that so badly need fixing’ (LLL 116) and her 

being more than determined to ‘get Max to buy the lumber to fix the porch steps; stand over 

him to make sure he actually does the carpentry’ (114) shows the sign of rejecting life 

because it is, using de Beauvoir’s words, ‘only […] [time’s] negative aspect [that] concerns’ 

(451) the protagonist. The same could be stated about Nadia who also lives in denial, neither 

stopping her house’s possible decay nor contributing to its progress.   

The Ladies’ Lending Library introduces us therefore to the women who endeavour to 

create happiness, or at least its illusion, but not for themselves. In fact, Sonia and Nadia, but 

also Zirka401 experience their feelings of grief and despair. Nadia is ‘so naked […] in her 

unhappiness’ (LLL 237), Zirka feels bitter and disillusioned by her marriage, while Sonia 

grieves over her mother and ‘her [own] lost life’ (42). Sonia’s feeling is visualised in the 

novel by the image of drowning which describes Sonia’s real experience she had in the Old 

Place, and whose memory that comes flooding back also emphasises in a symbolic manner 

Sonia’s present life.  

Describing the situation of the married woman in patriarchy, de Beauvoir points out that 

there is a tendency for the women of marital status to escape their unhappiness in various 

ways (cf. 1989, 476). One of them is, according to the scholar, women’s daydreaming, 

namely ‘seeking refuge in romantic dreams, […] scenes, [and] imaginary dramas’ (476). This 

can be referred particularly to Sonia who frequently escapes into her thoughts and 

imagination. Apart from her daydreams already described, i.e. Sonia’s visions of her mother 

and father, the protagonist conjectures in her mind the images of tragic events, e.g. her 

children’s drowning or Max’s death in a car accident. Clearly, in her ‘dreamy and passive 

gloominess’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 577), Sonia wonders about her life, her past and all possible 

mistakes. Again in de Beauvoir’s view, such a behaviour is characteristic of a woman who 

feels ‘robbed of her chances, that she has been duped, that she had slipped from youth into 

maturity unawares’ (577) and who thus contemplates her past and future by ‘[meditating] day 

and night upon her regrets, her wrongs […] [and by] [going] over the stories of her youth 

again and again’ (577). Not only does Sonia recall her family and the life in the Old Place, 

which she evidently romanticises, but also her life at the city where she used to work as a 

                                                 
401  Zirka is the sister-in-law of both Nadia and Sonia, being the sister of Jack Senchenko (Nadia’s husband) and the wife of 
Peter Metelsky, Sonia’s brother.  
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model and for which ‘she longs’ (LLL 16). Her dwelling upon her childhood and youth also 

makes Sonia question her present life, particularly marriage with Max, and wish for herself 

that she ‘could marry [her] husband and have [her] children, and then climb on board a ship 

bound for nothing but sea’ (LLL 60). Such a way of dealing with her problems is evidently 

useless for Sonia as it only deepens the woman’s despair without her striving for some change 

(cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 259). 

‘Her escape in dreams’ (341) is also the consequence of the affliction experienced by the 

young girl (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 340-41). This is how de Beauvoir explains the position of 

the adolescent, ‘[s]he is […] convinced that she is not understood; her relations are then only 

more impassioned: […] she feels herself different, superior, exceptional; she promises herself 

that the future will be a revenge upon the mediocrity of her present life’ (340-41). The 

scholar’s words can serve here as the most accurate characterisation of Darka. For what we 

learn about Olya’s daughter is the fact that she does feel misunderstood; while absorbed in her 

daydreams, Darka expresses her feeling that ‘she has a life – doesn’t anyone here understand 

that? […] They think they are so smart with their advice […]. They think they know 

everything and they haven’t a clue’ (LLL 86-87). Such lack of others’ understanding makes 

her think that ‘she is somebody special’ (LLL 86) and so it is due to her extraordinary quality, 

so much disregarded by others, that Darka is convinced ‘that no harm can ever come to her, 

that wonderful things are about to happen’ (86). And despite the fact that, at present, 

‘marooned as she is among mothers and children’ (LLL 87), Darka is determined that ‘[s]he’ll 

show them all’ (87). 

Daydreaming as a way of avoiding the harshness of reality is also to be observed in the 

case of Laura, one of the girls at puberty. To consider this example, it should be again referred 

to de Beauvoir who describes the case as follows: 

At ten or twelve years of age most little girls are […] children who lack something of being boys. Not 
only do they feel it as deprivation and an injustice, but they find that the regime to which they are 
condemned is unwholesome. In girls the exuberance of life is restrained, […] they become bored, and, 
through boredom and to compensate for their position of inferiority, they give themselves up to gloomy 
and romantic daydreams; they get a taste for these easy mechanisms and lose their sense of reality; […] 
instead of acting, they talk, often commingling serious phrases and senseless words in hodgepodge 
fashion. Neglected, ‘misunderstood’ they seek consolation in narcissistic fancies: they view themselves as 
romantic heroines of fiction, with self-admiration and self-pity. (1989, 296)  

 
Referring the above to Laura’s character, it should be pointed here to one of the initial scenes 

in the novel that presents the girl retreating into a fantasy world in which she becomes 

Cleopatra. Her vision is shattered by her sister, Katia, who laughs at Laura’s comparing 

herself to the heroine, ‘[y]ou – Cleopatra? Who do you think you’re kidding? You’ve got no 

breasts, your hair’s the colour of dirty dish-water, and you wear glasses. Big, ugly, blind-girl 
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glasses!’ (LLL 19). Katia’s remark is exactly what Laura thinks of herself and thus it explains 

the reason for her dreaming; ‘for though [Laura] knows she’ll never be beautiful’ (LLL 52), 

she hopes for Cleopatra’s qualities: ‘a rare spirit and scintillating mind [which] are things she 

can train herself to acquire’ (52). The girl finds that hope and comfort in the story she keeps 

retelling to herself and the other girls, the story which she ‘[recites] from the Souvenir 

Booklet’ (LLL 51), a leaflet informing on the film Cleopatra featuring Elizabeth Taylor, 

which she was forbidden to see. Despite the fact that Laura continuously repeats this story, it 

is, at times, recreated by her in this confused manner mentioned by de Beauvoir. This is 

evident in the scene when she defines ‘anachronism [..] [as] a kind of sin. […] something you 

commit. Like communism’ (LLL 51), or when she explains to herself ‘[t]he word ardent [that] 

especially enchants her: it makes her think of small golden arrows, thin as fishbones and with 

flames instead of feathers at their ends’ (52). This altogether shows how passionate the girl is 

about Cleopatra’s, and thus her own, story.  

 When enumerating the consequences of women’s immanent existence, it should not be 

forgotten to address the issue of women being downgraded to silence in patriarchy (cf. de 

Beauvoir 1989, 612). The Ladies’ Lending Library also engages in discourse on the matter by 

describing the women living in the world of secrets kept by people around them,402 but also 

by themselves. What Kulyk Keefer’s work shows is that the source of women’s secrets is 

their ‘inability to express [themselves] in everyday action’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 634), and that 

women’s mysteries are, in fact, their only possible way of self-expression. It will be attempted 

here to present the issue again from the perspective of different female characters: Sonia, 

Darka, Tania and Katia. 

 Sonia’s secret is ‘her dress for the Senchenko’s party’ (LLL 16) which is ‘hidden […] 

away, like the books in the night-table drawer’ (16). The secret is guarded by Sonia to such an 

extent that she even ‘tiptoes to the closet, reaching into its soft depths’ (LLL 16). When the 

woman ‘[finds] the dress – the gown – by the metallic feel of the fabric’ (LLL 16), she touches 

it gently, imagining her mother’s reaction ‘at the clinging folds, the low-cut neck’ (16), and 

becoming herself ‘overcome by its sheer gorgeousness’ (16). The scene that portrays Sonia 

                                                 
402 It seems that almost everybody at Kalyna Beach, from the oldest to the youngest, has some secret to hide. The importance 
of this fact is emphasised in the novel by the title of its second part, namely ‘Keepers of Secrets.’ As shown, Nettie conceals 
her terrible mystery as to the fact that she beats and abuses her child; Marta safeguards her secret that she forgot her sister’s 
name; we are hinted at the possibility that Sonia miscarried a son; Peter and Sonia safeguard their secret from their childhood 
about the fact that it was Peter who saved Sonia from drowning; Peter hides his love to Nadia; Mrs. Maximoynko’s ‘secret’ is 
that she had a daughter who died after the war had ended; Bonnie hides her child’s fear of monsters coming out to her at 
night; boys devise their secret plans within the framework of their Brotherhood; finally, there is even the mention of life’s 
secret, i.e. ‘the unexpectedness, the mystery of any life’ (LLL 284) that Sonia wonders about at the moment when her brother 
rides off with Nadia, which becomes another secret soon to be uncovered by the whole circle at Kalyna Beach.  
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admiring her gown is charged with sexual intensity when it depicts the woman ‘[holding] the 

dress up against her herself […], the cloth dropping from her breasts like golden rain. Slippery 

and cool like rain, her skin drinking in the gold’ (LLL 16).  

According to de Beauvoir, the ‘integration of the erotic and social life is especially 

evident in the evening gown’ (1989, 532). It is not surprising, then, that Kulyk Keefer has 

chosen this item to emphasise her protagonist’s situation. For what we find out is that Sonia 

considers her dress ‘one sure consolation’ (LLL 16) in her life, the thought expressed at the 

moment when she questions her marriage with Max. By means of this attire the protagonist 

fills the emotional void that she experiences in her life. She touches it in an almost erotic 

fashion as if to compensate herself for ‘the crude masculine embrace’ (530) of her husband 

(cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 530). Additionally, she even awaits the moment to feel herself erotic 

when wearing the dress, ‘to move in the clinging fabric as if she were on a runway and about 

to launch herself on a sea of unknown, admiring eyes …’ (LLL 16).  

What de Beauvoir also states about the evening gown is the fact that it becomes a 

woman’s safeguard ‘to shield herself from men, from world, from time’ (536) and it arises to 

the status of ‘a rich possession, capital goods, an investment; […] sacrifice’ (536) so that a 

woman is afraid to spoil it or lose it (cf. de Beauvoir 536). Such an attitude can also be 

observed in Sonia’s case. When she feels anxious to wear the dress, ‘she resists the lure: she 

makes herself shove the dress to the very back of the closet; she swears not to look at it again, 

to try it on, until the night at the Senchenkos’ party, lest she damage its rareness with too 

much looking’ (LLL 16). De Beauvoir explains that loosing the dress, i.e. a shield, a woman 

‘feels directly threatened in the world […] [which] [manifests] her serious attitude and her 

sense of insecurity. A successful gown makes her the personage of her dreams; but in a twice-

worn toilette, or in one that is a failure, she feels herself an outcast’ (1989, 536). Sonia’s dress 

is destroyed first by Laura and then by Katia and Darka. This becomes the girls’ secret about 

which Sonia learns only at the very night of the party. Instead of her beautiful gown, Sonia 

wears ‘[h]er old pink gingham dress’ (LLL 281) and thus her attire becomes for her not ‘a 

weapon of conquest’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 537), but the apotheosis of her desperation 

summarised by the narrator in these words: ‘[r]uined dresses; ruined lives’ (LLL 278). 

Sonia’s dress, or rather the fact of destroying it, becomes a secret kept by Darka. But 

this is not the only mystery that the girl guards. In her case, it is her body that is her mystery. 

This fact reveals another attitude common among young girls that de Beauvoir refers to in her 

work. She observes that ‘the young girl accepts her femininity; she has already known the 

charm of passivity, […] she sees its power […]; her body seems endowed with magic virtues; 
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it is a treasure, a weapon; she is proud of it’ (1989, 337). All aspects of such an approach can 

be observed in Darka’s case. The girl admires her body and recognises its value, ‘thinking of 

the attention she gets, […] looks of interest, admiration from men’ (LLL 85). ‘Darka smiles’ 

(LLL 85) at the very thought of it because it fills her with the feeling of pride that also gives 

her hope, ‘a hunch, a glow that […] spreads itself through her whole body’ (85). It is her 

beauty that will assure her a better future when ‘she [will head] for far-off places, she’ll wear 

orchids and a snakeskin dress; men will leap to light her cigarette’ (LLL 86). Thus, she 

cherishes her secret, taking a good care of it. Again, this complies to what de Beauvoir writes 

about the young girl; ‘[s]he tries different make-ups, ways of doing her hair; instead of hiding 

her breasts she massages them to make them grow […]’ (1989, 337). This is also what Darka 

attempts; she uses cosmetics, dyes her hair blonde, and, in fact, in the scene already related to, 

we see her ‘[holding] her breasts, stroking them with her thumbs […] as if they were her only 

friends in all the world, the only one who understand her and love her no matter what she 

does’ (LLL 87). 

Darka’s admiration of her body arises to its worship which she performs when alone. 

This is what de Beauvoir calls the young girl’s ‘solitary cult of self’ (1989, 342; emphasis 

added) because to revere her body the girl ‘wraps herself in a grim solitude’ (340). Darka sets 

herself apart from the women and children at Kalyna Beach, which gives her an air of enigma, 

because she needs her isolation to guard another of her mysteries; her love affair with Frank 

Kozak, the ‘special friend’ (LLL 38) of Lesia Baziuk, one of the women at Kalyna Beach, but 

also to hide the evidence of her liaison with the man, ‘Darka’s whole stash of treasure’ (218), 

cosmetics ‘her gentleman caller’ (220) lures her with.  

Comparing the bonds of friendship between women and the comradeship between men, 

de Beauvoir marks that ‘[t]he latter communicate as individuals through ideas and projects of 

personal interest, while women are confined within their general feminine lot and are bound 

together by a kind of immanent complicity’ (1989, 542). Kulyk Keefer’s novel puts across 

this idea, demonstrating it on the example of younger children. While boys are ‘launching the 

Cossack Brotherhood of Kalyna Beach’ (LLL 93), or they are sent to ‘the Ukrainian summer 

camp […] run along military lines’ (46), the girls of the approximate age like Tania and Katia 

are always ‘plotting’ (26); ‘[t]hey’d begun their conspiracy their first summer at Kalyna 

Beach, when they were seven-year-olds’ (25).  

The girls’ puberty age also joins them in their will to decipher ‘the mystery of 

procreation’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 283) which is made ‘dirty’ (299) to them. In order to shed 

some light on it, they do what the girls of their age strive for (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 299-321); 
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to gather some pieces of information they read the books they happen to find, but all that they 

retrieve from these sources is that they ‘[grope] in obscurity and disgust’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 

302). Thus, they compare their own bodies, being especially animated on the subject of ‘that 

most conspicuous of secrets, the growing breasts’ (LLL 158) which they decide to be ‘[t]he 

one part of puberty that does not seem to be disgusting or imprisoning’ (158). ‘The sexual life 

of the little girl,’ de Beauvoir writes, ‘[…] has always been secret […], its mystery becomes 

agonising’ (1989, 321). And, it is precisely agony and ‘embarrassment’ (LLL 261) that Katia 

feels after her ‘first moment of nakedness’ (229) and her childish attempt at a sexual 

encounter with her cousin Yuri, her innermost secret revealed to the other girls by Laura, an 

accidental witness.  

 

Objectification 

All the cases discussed above disclose another important matter; a woman in a patriarchal 

society is not only objectified by men,403 but she is also made accustomed to objectify herself. 

                                                 
403 In her work, Simone de Beauvoir discusses the case of ‘primitive societies’ (426) in which women were treated as objects 
to be exchanged through the ceremony of marriage between the men of different clans (cf. 1989, 426-27). The same subject is 
examined by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his classic work The Elementary Structures of Kinship (cf. 478-97). Kulyk Keefer’s 
novel illustrates such processes of women being objectified by men as also functioning in modern times. First of all, what we 
are presented with is the circle of marriages between families which bound men through their wives (cf. Lévi-Strauss 480 and 
485): Max and Peter are connected by Sonia, Max’s wife and Peter’s sister, while there is also Peter and Jack who have been 
befriended even before Peter’s marriage with Zirka, Jack’s sister. The latter case is the best portrayal of the theories 
mentioned above. As it turns out, Peter and Jack, already as young men, had plans connected with marrying off their sisters 
to each other; Jack wanted Peter to marry Zirka, while Peter had ‘his plans for Jack to marry Sonia’ (LLL 198). In their 
treatment of their sisters we see the major example of objectifying women emphasised in the novel by means of terms used 
describing the relations. While ‘Peter could have had his pick of any of the girls’ (LLL 198), he was dating Zirka only 
because she was his best friend’s sister. When he found Nadia ‘in Jack’s possession’ (LLL 199; emphasis added), he fell in 
love with the girl, proposed to her, but it was Jack who married Nadia in the end. Although Nadia had her feelings for Peter, 
she chose Jack mainly due to her father’s poor health and her family’s financial problems which she could solve by marrying 
Jack, a prosperous businessman-to-be. In Peter’s view, Nadia married Jack because ‘she was afraid of her own feelings, 
because she didn’t love Jack, and would therefore be perfectly save with him, at no risk of losing herself’ (LLL 201). Peter 
‘had ended up with [...] Zirka, as a consolation prize’ (LLL 30; emphasis added). This was arranged by Jack for whom ‘it 
hadn’t been difficult [...] to manoeuvre [Peter] into doing “the right thing” by Zirka [...]. Didn’t Petro see how humiliating it 
was for Zirka to be left on the shelf? (LLL 241; emphasis added). And so, Peter by ‘[settling] on Zirka [...] [in fact] [settled] 
on Jack’ (LLL 198; emphasis added) because Jack ‘had Ambition, whereas Peter had Style’ (198) which has not, contrary to 
Jack, led him to his prosperity. We see here that both marriages evolve around money and can be compared to a business 
transaction entered into by men, who exchange their sisters as commodities, saleable goods. The whole deal is sealed with 
Nadia and Jack’s ‘wedding ceremony’ (LLL 241) during which Peter acts as ‘best man [...] and Zirka [...] [as] the only 
bridesmaid’ (241). Another example depicting men’s exchange of women as objects is the party, ‘a zabava at the 
Senchenkos’ cottage on Labour Day weekend’ (LLL 255). The episode presents precisely what de Beauvoir refers to in her 
work, namely ‘the party [...] [as] a potlatch, a ceremonial in which gifts are exchanged; each [man] offers, as a gift to all the 
others, the spectacle of the feminine body that is his property. In evening costume the wife is disguised as a woman, to serve 
the pleasure of all the males and gratify the pride of her proprietor’ (1989, 532) (cf. also Lévi-Strauss 480-81). Consequently, 
during Senchenko’s costume party, influenced by ‘the movie of the century’ (LLL 274), i.e. Cleopatra, we see Jack playing 
the role of an emperor ‘rigged out in a toga [...] and a laurel crown’ (274), awaiting his Cleopatra to come down. As it turns 
out, Jack ‘had it made up as a surprise by a dressmaker in town: an exact replica of the blue-and-gold dress Cleopatra wears 
in the throne scene’ (LLL 274). Jack seems very anxious because the dress does not fit Nadia, and so he explains the belated 
appearance of Nadia-Cleopatra, his precious gift to all guests, particularly the male part, turning it into a joke, ‘[d]amn thing 
hadn’t been ready till this afternoon [...]. “So [Nadia’s] taking it in here and there, [...] [s]he’s not built exactly like Liz 
Taylor,” he says flashing a grin at the men’ (LLL 274). Clearly, Jack wants Nadia to exist as his outstanding calling card. He 
transforms her into his vision of Cleopatra, a woman with whose support ‘a man […] could do anything. Could be not just 
Someone but a Conqueror of the Earth!’ (LLL 255). The fact that Jack ‘still didn’t want what [Nadia] was, what [she] could 
give him’ (LLL 255) made her put an end to their marriage and start her new life with Peter.   
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The fact is perfectly evident in Sonia’s expectations towards her dress; she desires to be 

admired when wearing the clothing. But it is also visualised in the descriptions of Darka who 

fantasises about achieving her happiness not as an active individual, but as a passive object. It 

is said that ‘[s]ometimes she [Darka] feels it give off this golden hum as she’s walking down 

the street, […] or when she just sits, […] waiting’ (LLL 85-86; emphasis added). What Darka 

does is, in fact, ‘awaiting Man […], [looking] to the male for fulfilment and escape’ (de 

Beauvoir 1989, 328), knowing that ‘[a]ll he has to do is look at her’ (LLL 87). 

The value of good looks is also known to Laura who recognises this importance, 

comparing herself to her sister Katia, ‘who can’t help being as clever, as pretty as she is, dark 

and thin and dancing almost before she could walk. While Laura still trips over her own two 

feet, bandages on her knees, a scowl on her face, and that huge, sharp chip on her shoulder’ 

(LLL 43). Laura sees how her sister being beautiful is also more confident, free and daring, 

even boyish in her behaviour, and, what is more, how she is allowed and ‘encouraged’ (280) 

to be so (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 280). Thus, to compensate herself for her lacks, Laura 

identifies herself with Cleopatra. Through her secret adoration of the heroine, Laura ‘[gives] 

herself importance’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 295). It is Laura’s figure and her situation that prove 

here de Beauvoir’s contention that ‘from the beginning […] [woman] is taught that to please 

[…] she must make herself object’ (1989, 280), and that:  

Her education has prompted her to identify herself with her whole body, puberty has revealed this body as 
being passive and desirable; it is something she can touch, like satin or velvet, and can contemplate with a 
lover’s eye. In solitary pleasure, woman may divide herself into male subject and female object […]. (630; 
emphasis added) 

 
De Beauvoir’s view is most vividly conveyed in the scene when Darka and Katia spend 

their time ‘at Sonia’s dressing table’ (LLL 221) and when Darka, a future ‘beauty consultant’ 

(221), transforms Katia’s looks. When finished, Katia inspects the effects of her 

metamorphosis: 

She looks at herself in the mirror, turning her head this way and that, pursing her lips, frowning, smiling 
dopily, like Marilyn Monroe. She leans forward, tugs the straps of her halter top down over her shoulders, 
and pushes up her non-existent breasts with her hands. ‘Look, Darka,’ she cries in her best imitation of a 
grown woman’s voice, ‘I’m a sex kitten! I’m slut!’ (LLL 223) 

 
What follows is the description of Darka’s reaction: 

But there’s no response from Darka, neither laughter nor impatience. Katia wheels around, stares at the 
older girl and gives a little cry. Darka looks as if she’s been turned into wood; her shoulders slope, and 
suddenly her eyes are the eyes of an old, old woman. (LLL 223) 

 
Darka’s behaviour can be interpreted here as her sudden realisation of ‘the lie to which the 

adolescent girl is condemned […] that she must pretend to be an object, and a fascinating one’ 
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(de Beauvoir 1989, 357). Due to Katia’s performance, it dawns on Darka that all that she can 

be in her life is a ‘female object’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 630) to be admired by a ‘male subject’ 

(630), the position that she will never attain for herself in reality.404 Before this occurrence, 

Darka was, just as Katia still is, ‘in a position of continual denial. […] not [accepting] the 

destiny assigned to her by nature and society; and yet […] not [repudiating] it completely’ (de 

Beauvoir 1989, 352). But through Katia’s behaviour she faces her lot; she realises the futility 

of her life. Hence, when Katia convinces Darka that her beauty is to be recognised, Darka 

disbelieves her and asks ‘angrily […]. “Who, Katia? Who’s going to rush up to me?”’ (223). 

 At the very moment, Darka’s childish naivety burns out. The girl faces the reality of 

women in patriarchy and thus in her ‘eyes of an old, old woman’ (LLL 223) we see her 

resignation. Such a situation is, according to de Beauvoir, ‘a most unfortunate condition to be 

in, to feel oneself passive and dependent at the age of hope and ambition, […] when the will 

to live and to make a place in the world is running strong’ (1989, 359). In Darka’s case, the 

extent of the wrong done to women by patriarchy is the most conspicuous; she is ‘[expected] 

[…] to become resigned’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 365), ‘to stay within the lines’ (LLL 218) and so 

she finally does (cf. also de Beauvoir 1989, 365). Her transformation is observed by Sonia:  

[…] Darka changed in a way that Sonia can’t pin down […]. All of a sudden, the girl has given up – given 
up on aggravating Sonia, flouting her wishes, rebelling. […] she hasn’t worn a trace of makeup […]. Nor 
has the girl spent hours curing her hair or flouncing about in her two-piece at the beach […]. Yes, Darka’s 
given up – the way women of a certain age give up on looking or acting attractive. (LLL 262-63) 

 
Finally, when Sonia re-dyes Darka’s hair into its natural colour, restoring the girl to her 

‘normal’ self and covering up the sign of her rebellion, Darka chokes and, in reply to Sonia’s 

alarm, states, ‘[i]t’s the stink that is getting to me’ (LLL 263). But with these words the girl is 

not describing the smell of the dye as Sonia thinks; in these words she sums up the feelings 

she has at the thought of her connection to Frank Kozak who stopped seeing Darka when he 

was himself sexually satisfied, leaving the girl utterly disillusioned.  

 

Male Gaze 

Katia’s act may serve here as the illustration of de Beauvoir’s view that ‘[w]oman […] is […] 

required by society to make herself an erotic object’ (1989, 529). This idea is emphasised here 

by the fact that it is the child who gives such a performance, which shows that this practice is 

infused into even the youngest women who, consciously or not, undergo this patriarchal 

                                                 
404 It is only in her fantasies and her ‘solitary pleasure’ (1989, 630), as de Beauvoir writes (see above), that Darka could 
acquire the position of the subject. But this status can be defined only as a male one because she achieves it by looking at 
herself through an essentially male gaze; she gazes at her female, objectified body through the perspective of male values and 
judgement. In this way, she is precisely ‘dividing herself into male subject and female object’ (see de Beauvoir above), the 
act which Katia is also unaware of performing.  
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working. What Katia’s act also shows to us is how a woman becomes a ‘prey to male desires’ 

(de Beauvoir 1989, 529) and, what should be added here, to male gaze. One of the scenes that 

the fact is visibly portrayed in is an episode presenting Andriy, Zirka and Peter’s youngest 

son, being cross-dressed405 by the other boys into a female to serve as a sexual bait to trick 

Billy, Lesia Baziuk’s mentally ill son, into ‘[getting] [him] a date – a date with Darka’ (LLL 

212). 

 A portrayal of a woman being gazed at by a man is also presented in a scene when Frank 

Kozak asks Darka to undress so that he could watch her ‘[a]s if she were on stage and he were 

in the back row of the audience, as if she were modelling for him, not her swimsuit, but her 

skin, or as if her body were nothing more than a swimsuit’ (LLL 219; emphasis added). The 

power of the masculine, erotic gaze is felt here to even fuller extent when it is stated that 

Darka is ‘hardly aware of [Frank] being there at all, […] it was as if she were […] standing in 

the front of the mirror, looking her body over […]’ (LLL 219).  

 The omnipresence and intensity of male gaze is emphasised in the novel by the 

religious, ‘masculine gaze’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 290) of God’s eye, ‘one huge, blue, 

unshuttable eye, trailing gold and locked in a triangle’ (LLL 17).406 This aspect makes us 

realise that there is, in fact, no female gaze because the women described in the work perceive 

themselves and others through a male view (cf. Nixon in Woodward 2002a, 275). As an 

example, we should mention the fact that there is no mirror at Nettie’s place (cf. the preceding 

subchapter), but also we should include here the way women at Kalyna Beach perceive the 

actress Elizabeth Taylor who is the star of Cleopatra, ‘the new film’ (LLL 5) released at the 

time of the plot, and ‘the subject [the women] discuss most often and with the most intensity’ 

(5). The women look at the actress as a sexual object defined by her love and marital affairs, 

and, in this way, men.407 That is why, the women of the Ladies’ Lending Library society 

become intrigued not so much by the film itself as by ‘its aftermath, the outrageous, 

                                                 
405 This may serve as another example of Kulyk Keefer’s undermining the gender distinction; the aspect of cross-dressing 
presented here may be referred to the idea of gender as questioned by Judith Butler, namely the question of ‘original’ gender 
vs. its ‘copy’ (cf. Chapter 2.2.). Additionally, we notice that gender and gender role division are also questioned in Kulyk 
Keefer’s novel through the figure of Andriy whose girlish looks, his leanings towards activities stereotypically ascribed to 
female gender identity and role, and the fact that it was he whom boys cross-dressed, but also Zirka’s contention that ‘she 
would have found it shameful to have turned any sons of hers into a mother’s help’ (LLL 210) underscore how deeply the 
strict division of gender identities and functions are entrenched into a social mentality; for the discussion of gender identity 
and role see Chapter 2.2. . 
406 For the discussion of the religious gaze of God the Father see de Beauvoir 1989 (289-90) and (621-22).  
407 Simone de Beauvoir points to ‘the movie star’ (1989, 565) as the most recent example of ‘the hetaira’ (565), the term used 
by de Beauvoir, as she herself explains, ‘to designate all women who treat not only their bodies but their entire personalities 
as capital to be exploited’ (567). Although ‘the hetaira’ can gain her position of a free and self-sufficient individual, this is 
achieved by her only to a certain extent because she, in fact, ‘becomes a passive object […] in the producer’s hands’ (535) 
(cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 565-74), but also her audience’s as her ‘private life is no more than an aspect of public life’ (570). 
This danger is made evident in the novel in the manner the discussions on Elizabeth Taylor are led by the women and men at 
Kalyna Beach.      
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irresistible love affair between Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton. A passion they read like 

the most forbidden, most enticing, and thus the dirtiest book of all’ (LLL 5; emphasis added). 

 In this way, we see that the visual perception of women works in two ways; women are 

gazed at by men and they gaze at themselves, but through a male perspective. This is, in fact, 

the idea put forward by Felicity Edholm who points out that ‘[a] woman has […] a split 

relation to her body and her face; she is both inside and outside, both self and other’ (155; cf. 

also Woodward 2002a, 276). The ‘outside’ aspect of looking has been discussed above. In 

order to analyse the inward gaze, the metaphor of the mirror cannot be overlooked (cf. 

Woodward 2002a, 276). In her essay, Woodward refers to the mirror as ‘a metaphor for 

constructing identity – making up the self […]’ (2002a, 276-77). And so, in  The Ladies’ 

Lending Library we deal with two kinds of mirrors: the imaginary and the real one. 

 As the example of the former, we should mention the fact that Katia and Darka become 

the mirrors for themselves when gazing at each other in the scene analysed above. The same 

applies to Katia and Tania when they are comparing their bodies.408 The best illustration of 

creating an imaginary mirror for oneself is the portrayal of Laura who, in her imagination, 

construes the film heroine, Cleopatra, as her own reflection. Writing about the narcissist, de 

Beauvoir claims that ‘[e]veryone can try to create a twin through inward dialogue’ (1989, 

633), pointing to the cases of women who, just like Laura, ‘see themselves in literary heroines 

already created […]’ (633). But, as Laura will soon learn, this is only her imaginary creation, 

a ‘[mirage]’ (537) for the effect of which it is also the dress that is to be worn by Sonia and 

the girls (cf. also de Beauvoir 1989, 537).  

The girl reveres the figure of her fantasies, Cleopatra, and the booklet, the tangible 

evidence of her worship, ‘as if it were alive. But it’s not, of course. It doesn’t breathe or speak 

or smile, or weep. It’s just a pile of paper’ (LLL 281-82). This is what Laura finally realises 

and therefore she burns the leaflet, choosing her real ‘self’ and not the imaginary; ‘[f]or she 

knows, now, who and what she is: her own self, however ugly and awful and stubborn she 

may be’ (LLL 283). Laura does that not only for herself, but also for the other women 

because: 

She is not just burning Cleopatra and her lovers. She is burning Nettie’s Shkurka’s steel-toothed comb and 
the boys who threw a frightened girl into a muddy river and left her to drown. She is burning the way she 
betrayed Katia and Yuri’s secret, and the way she’d pushed Bonnie away that morning at the beach. (282) 

 

                                                 
408 In both cases, the real item of a mirror appears as well.  
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The girl’s act of purification also becomes the act of her ‘sacrifice’ (LLL 282) performed for 

the other women suffering from their immanent lives of the dependent inferiors, lives which 

in the novel are symbolically compared to ‘the stiff heaviness of the kylym’ (55): 

In men’s lives there’s some give to the weave, there are holes you can slip through and escape from […]. 
Whereas women are stitched fast to their lives: stitched and slammed and stuck together like the wool of 
the kylym, with is clumsy, shrimp-coloured roses, its mouldy-basement smell. (55) 

 
 The most significant appearance of the real mirror takes place in the scene when Sonia 

talks to Sasha at the Senchenko’s party. Sonia already knows about her brother’s escape with 

Nadia. Nonetheless, she keeps this knowledge secret before Sasha who, being aware of the 

coming possibility of Peter and Nadia’s love affair, tries to rescue the situation and prevent all 

her friends from ‘the loss of community, so carefully built and contained, nursed along, 

laughed at, yes, but never scorned’ (LLL 287). What we are presented in this scene are the two 

kinds of gazes, i.e., using Edholm’s terms, the ‘inside and outside’ (155) looks.  

During Sonia and Sasha’s secret conversation, Sonia ‘is studying her reflection in the 

mirror’ (LLL 277), being at the same time gazed at by Sasha and us, the readers.409 What 

Sasha assumes Sonia to be contemplating at the very moment is the best proof of the 

stereotypical perception of women; for Sasha believes Sonia is checking on her beauty, being 

completely immersed in her vanity (cf. Edholm 154). Sasha expresses it, stating angrily, ‘[f]or 

heaven’s sake, Sonia, can’t you stop worrying what you look like and give just five minutes 

of your attention to helping me prevent a colossal balls-up?’ (LLL 277).  

Although Sonia does indeed observe her image reflected in the mirror, she is not 

absorbed in her ‘self love’ (Edholm 155). It is rather her inner ‘self’ that she is looking at 

because the moment of her transformation occurs. At this point, Sonia comes to her 

understanding that she cannot and does not want to stop her brother from ‘[granting] [his] 

heart’s desire’ (LLL 192). Moreover, she is ‘afraid he’ll miss his chance’ (LLL 278) to such an 

extent that she will protect him at the cost of lying to Sasha, ‘her best, most trusted friend’ 

(277), becoming ready to even ‘ruin this friendship’ (277).  

 Sasha wants desperately to save her community, but she does not understand that the 

Ladies’ Lending Library society which she initiated is only, what de Beauvoir calls, ‘a 

mechanical solidarity’ (597) because the women are bound by ‘the mere fact of their 

similarity’ (597), and their desire to create ‘a counter-universe’ (597) cannot be achieved 

because it is still grounded in the masculine world (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 597). This becomes 

‘the paradox of their situation,’ (597) because, using de Beauvoir’s explanation, ‘they belong 

                                                 
409 The idea of a character/figure being looked at by another character/figure and by the reader/viewer is borrowed here from 
Woodward 2002a (276). 
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at one and the same time to the male world and to a sphere in which that world is challenged’ 

(597). Therefore, ‘women of the wider world’ (LLL 1) exist, in fact, only as ‘the smug, small 

circle of Kalyna Beach’ (LLL 242). Being blinded, they do not realise they are soaked up with 

male rules: prescriptions and proscriptions which tell them how to behave, where their place 

is, what they should discuss, how to look at others and themselves, and even which books 

they must hide and all their passions and desires with them.  

 Consequently, the Ladies’ Lending Library circle can create only ‘a foundation of 

impotent revolt’ (de Beauvoir 1989, 608). Whatever the women do, dress or act, to show their 

nonconformity to society410 is not good enough because it is done as a last resort, a sign of 

desperation, and not a protest. Until Nadia, who rejects ‘counting […] [t]he days’ (LLL 252) 

left of her life, frees herself truly and lastly; she ‘[runs] off’ (277) with Peter. Leaving their 

families behind, they commit, in Sasha’s eyes, the worst ‘sins’ of all, they are ‘to make this 

outrageous, impossible break with the way things are and have to be’ (LLL 288). In this way, 

Nadia defies all rules and limitations, this ‘continual constraint’ (Bashkirtsev in de Beauvoir 

1989, 712) due to which ‘[t]hought is shackled […]. …That is enough to make your wings 

droop’ (Bashkirtsev in de Beauvoir 1989, 712).411  

 The novel opens with an introduction which indirectly gives its readers the signal of 

Nadia and Peter’s escape, describing it as ‘what happens this summer’ (LLL 6) that is to 

become for the women ‘a calamity, the social equivalent […] of an earthquake or a hurricane’ 

(6). Finally, it announces a promise coming afterwards, namely the women’s understanding 

‘[t]hat you don’t have to be Elizabeth Taylor to give away, to give yourself away. […] That 

you can make it happen’ (LLL 6). This statement echoes the words expressed by de Beauvoir 

who in her work states, ‘[w]hat woman essentially lacks today for doing great things is 

forgetfulness of herself’ (702; emphasis added) which is due to her limited and not 

progressing life (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 702). ‘[B]ut to forget oneself,’ the scholar continues, 

‘it is first of all necessary to be firmly assured that now and for the future one has found 

oneself’ (702). Thus, the catastrophe taking place at Kalyna Beach becomes a chance for the 

                                                 
410 It is a view presented by de Beauvoir (cf. 1989, 532-33) who argues that the ‘social significance of the toilette allows 
woman to express, by her way of dressing, her attitude toward society’ (532). Consequently, we observe Sasha who dresses 
extravagantly, Darka sexually, while Nadia modestly, all of them reject in this way the accepted social conventions (cf. de 
Beauvoir 1989, 532-33). When it comes to the women’s action directed against the oppression of social norms which on the 
whole remains silenced and unexplained, Nadia’s acts should be mentioned; her concealed drawing, her jump from the 
speeding motorboat driven by her husband, and her slapping Peter at the party.    
411 The quotation is given here as it refers to the idea of social oppression inhibiting an individual which is visualised through 
the metaphor of the ‘wings [that] droop’ (Bashkirtsev in de Beauvoir 712; see above). Interestingly, the very chapter of 
Kulyk Keefer’s novel in which the social bondage is most conspicuous is entitled ‘Water Wings.’ The image of soaked wings 
that bend down heavily to the ground becomes here expressive symbolism that serves to represent the oppressive situation the 
characters of the novel find themselves in.    
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women, a possibility to finally find themselves. And, as we learn, it will indeed ‘end up 

changing everything: [women] will lose their innocence by gaining imagination, 

understanding that it can happen to any of them’ (LLL 6).  

 Through her escape with Peter, Nadia sets herself literally and symbolically on this new 

path towards the future (cf. de Beauvoir 1989, 627); she is setting herself free. In this way, she 

also influences the other women’s lives. At the end of the novel, we witness Sonia’s change 

and her determination that ‘she’s had enough of living always in the purview of the Evil, or 

else the Ever-Watchful, Eye [and] [s]he wants something more, something far better from 

what’s left of her life’ (LLL 285). Her design for the future is captured in a moment, ‘the 

space of a waltz’ (LLL 288) she is dancing with her husband in the closing scene. Although 

this dance is only ‘the short space between anticipation and experience’ (LLL 288), it signals 

progress and a promise, both expressed in Sonia and Max’s mutual gaze, her ‘looking straight 

into her husband’s eyes; […] without reproach or apprehension’ (288) and their embrace in 

which ‘she is [finally] fierce, almost reckless in her happiness’ (288). It will also influence 

Sasha who, although desperate for the community to be alive and still verging on conflicting 

feelings as she ‘wants to curse them both [Nadia and Peter]’ (LLL 286), being eager to ‘lash 

out at them’ (288), she also ‘wants to shower them with rose petals’ (288) because she finally 

recognises a chance in ‘the two who are gone: no longer Peter and Nadia, but simply two 

lovers, driving together somewhere’ (288). Thus, she ‘wants to wave them off on their 

reckless, needy journey into possibility’ (LLL 288; emphasis added) that their ‘impossible 

break’ (288; emphasis added) may bring to them, but also to the other women at Kalyna 

Beach. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Identity is as vast a concept as the range of possibilities to understand it and its problematics 

has accompanied humanity throughout centuries. The question of identity is thus not new but 

these are its dimensions that have changed (Bauman, Baumeister, Giddens).412 The purpose of 

Chapter 2 ‘Multiple Identities’ was to indicate this and to point to the major theories of 

identity which, as shown, revolve around its two basic interpretations: those by primordialists 

and optionalists (Gleason). The former define identity in terms of a deeply-rooted inborn and 

intrinsic quality, while the latter in terms of the opposite: a voluntarily developed construct. 

Although remaining in no direct correlation (Gleason), these readings of identity reverberate 

                                                 
412 The names of the scholars provided in the brackets will serve henceforth to evoke the main theories/studies that were used 
in corresponding chapters.   
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in the spheres of psychology (Eriskon) and sociology (Jenkins) with such definitions of 

identity as, respectively, fixed and stable, and identity as malleable and socially ascribed. 

Other theories, however, point to identity as a form of the joint, personal and social, existence 

(Stets and Burke, Woodward, Sarup).  

While the presentation of identity discourses in subchapter 2.1. ‘Identity: Contemporary Context’ 
was of great importance for the introductory purposes, the chapter’s most vital aim was to put emphasis 
on a postmodern idea of identity that tends more towards a sociological view, seeing identity as a process 
and ‘becoming,’ beyond any essentialist notions or any fixed terms (Bauman, Foucault, Hall, Sarup). In 
this way, the perspective from which identity is viewed in this thesis was also underscored, i.e. ‘[i]dentity 
in postmodern thought [in which it] is not a thing; the self is incomplete, unfinished – it is “the subject in 
process”’ (Sarup 47). And it is precisely from this perspective that identity/identities in Ukrainian-
Canadian literature were consequently read in this project.  

 What subchapter 2.1. also revealed is that due to various developments taking place in 

our contemporary world, identity has become a fluid and split entity so that in fact we should 

consider its aspect in plural rather than singular terms. Among the developments mentioned 

was ‘the global postmodern’ (Hall) with its combined forces of media, globalisation and 

capitalist consumerism (Appadurai, Baudrillard, Bauman, Giddens, Jameson), but also the 

phenomenon of crossing borders and migration (Appadurai, Hall, Jenkins). It is in the context 

of these that the fragmentation of identity found its relevance in the said subchapter, but, with 

respect to the remaining parts of this thesis, the latter phenomena, i.e. those of crossing 

borders and migration, were emphasised and placed in the particular context of Ukrainian-

Canadian experience.    

 The consequence of migration and crossing borders is the increasing displacement and 

‘uprootedness’ of the migrants (cf. Minh-ha 11-12), but also ‘a vast pluralisation of 

experience’ (Sarup 49). To understand this is to understand that, as Sarup puts it, ‘[o]ur age 

has produced more refuges, migrants, displaced persons and exiles than ever before in history 

[…]’ (159). Multiplicity of subjects produces multiplicity of their experiences of identities, 

but the latter is also resulting from the multiplicity of their possible definitions. If we accept 

Lyotard’s definition of ‘postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives’ (xxiv; original 

italics), we will see the reasons for, as Sarup explains, the ‘enourmous relativisation [that] has 

occurred’ (49) and so for the multiplicity of ‘identity’ definitions in the contemporary world.  

 That the concept of identity, e.g. ethnicity, has become largely individuated (Isajiw) was 

presented in subchapter 2.3. ‘Ethnic Identity and National Identity,’ the aim of which was 

consequently to show that identity, ethnicity, national identity and nationalism, but also 

correlated ideas like history, past, and generation, all previously fossilised as axioms, are now 
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questioned and so perceived in terms of construction or ‘invention’ (Sollors).413 This idea 

opens up the possibility of their ever-continuing reconstruction and so what follows this is 

‘[t]he postmodernist notion of human identity as essentially constructed like a fiction […]’ 

(Ch.Butler 53). But defining the concept of identity in terms of a narrative (Giddens, Hall, 

Woodward, Sarup) is not exclusive to subjectivity; it extends this sphere, relating all fields of 

postmodern ontology with the purpose of showing ‘that there are all kinds of orders and 

systems in our world – and that we create them all’ (Hutcheon 1990, 43; emphasis added 

except for ‘and’).  

 And yet, the aim of subchapter 2.1. was additionally to indicate the reverse: that it is 

also ‘we [who] are all constituted in broad range of subject positions’ (Ch.Butler 56; emphasis 

added) via discourses of power, discourse formations and practices (Foucault). That these 

may indeed be destructive and oppressive for a subject was revealed in subchapter 2.2. 

‘Gender Identity,’ in which it was shown that a woman’s identity, her femaleness and 

feminity, is still subjugated to such patriarchal discourses as ‘the Feminine Mystique’ 

(Friedan) and ‘the myth of woman’ (de Beauvoir, J.Butler, Wittig) that includes the 

construction of ‘the woman as the Other’ (de Beauvoir) on all levels of social life, including a 

national one (Zetterberg Petterson, Yuval-Davis). Ours is ‘heterosexual matrix’ (J.Butler, 

Rich, Wittig) in which ‘gender trouble’ (J.Butler), which proves that a sex construction still 

largely informs and regulates gender (Bulter, Kessler and McKenna), seems hardly to be 

overcome.  

 What should be emphasised again in relation to the theoretical chapters of this thesis is 

that the phenomenon of (emi-/im-)migration is perceived here as deeply implicated in the 

condition of our contemporary, postmodern world. If we follow this general understanding, as 

it is done in this project, and if we agree to see ‘the history of migration […] [as] one of 

instability, fluctuation and discontinuity’ (Minh-ha 14) and refer to it within the framework of 

postmodern circumstances of ‘very rapid changes’ (Sarup 62) which bring about ‘an 

increasing complexity and fragmentation […] felt by people as uncertainty and self-doubt’ 

(62), we could attempt to understand what this doubly intensified identity-dilemma may mean 

in its particular contexts: that of Canada (subchapter 2.3.1. ‘Identity/Identities: Canadian 

Context’414) and that of one of Canada’s largest ethnic groups, Ukrainian-Canadians, which 

became the focal point of this thesis. 

                                                 
413 Other theories by: Barth, Bhabha, Gellner, Gleason, Gupta and Ferguson, Hall, Hansen, Isajiw, Kostash, Kulyk Keefer, 
Leman, Mårald, Renan, Sarup, Smith, and Winland. 
414 The information building up the subchapter in question is based on studies by, e.g. Bissoondath, Driedger, Hoerder, 
Howells, Kulyk Keefer, Lutz, Mackey, Palmer, Taras and Winter. 
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 Thus, it was of great importance for this project to sketch the nature of postmodern 

identity-dilemma as well as to show that it informs the nature of postmodern identities. 

Confronted with the instability and uncertainty in/of our world, with the plenitude of 

questions and no answers (cf. Hutcheon 1990, 42), we ‘[yearn] for some order which would 

have a privileged explanatory power’ (157), but all we can get is merely this ‘full knowledge 

both of power of and desire for those humanist master narratives and also of their 

impossibility’ (191; emphasis added). With no questions to be answered, no stability to be 

found we embark on a ceaseless journey which in fact is what our identities have become. 

Such was the conclusion of subchapter 2.1. and the reason why its final metaphor is recalled 

here is that it was used in this thesis as a descriptive term which embraced the reading of the 

nature of identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature that this thesis proposes.  

 Consequently, the aspect of ‘journey’ came to the fore when formulating one of the 

most vital hypotheses put forward in this project, namely the idea that identity construction 

presented in Ukrainian-Canadian literature proves that the process of developing Ukrainian-

Canadian identities appertains to ancestral experiences, e.g. ancestors’ migration journey, but 

also the immigrants’ lives prior to and after their exodus. These ancestral experiences clearly 

remain a formative influence for the immigrants’ offspring even generations later, but at the 

same time these are confronted with the offspring’s personal experiences in Canada where, 

due to this pluralisation of reference, the multiplication and diversification of their identities 

occurs.  

 It is obvious that part of the above argument corresponds to what has already been 

concluded by both Lisa Grekul and Lindy Ledohowski who contend in their studies preceding 

this project that ‘ethnicity still matters’ (Grekul 2005, 202; cf. also Ledohowski 219 and 221, 

online) for Ukrainian-Canadians. But the second part of the above argument introduces 

certain contradiction into the whole statement. It suggests that the process of Ukrainian-

Canadian identity/identities formation includes the opposites: some drive towards essentialist 

notions of the ancestral origin, but also, and at the same time, towards definitions of identities 

that are multiple and diverse and so that which go beyond any essentialism. Yet, these are not 

to be seen as a mere opposition but rather as reflecting what Linda Hutcheon calls ‘the 

postmodern paradox of being both complicitous with and critical of the prevailing norms – 

which it has inscribed’ (1990, 224). Therefore, following Hutcheon’s idea, we can understand 

the problematics of identity construction in Ukrainian-Canadian literature as always involving 
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the ancestral legacy but simultaneously never accepting it uncritically. What my examination 

of identities presented in chosen Ukrainian-Canadian literary works shows is that, in their 

construction, both Ukrainian-Canadian writers and their protagonists ‘install’ (Hutcheon 

1990, 157) their ‘roots’ (Woodward) but persistently ‘contest’ (Hutcheon 1990, 157) them, 

sieving them through the present ‘routes’ (Woodward) that they continually cross.  

 To understand Ukrainian-Canadian identities as presented in Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature in the light of Hutcheon’s ‘postmodern paradox’ or the postmodern theory in general 

is of course not to say that Ukrainian-Canadian literature is postmodern, rather it is to argue 

that it indeed contributes to the postmodern identity discourse due to the postmodern nature of 

identities and identity-dilemma that this literature presents. As shown in subchapter 4.2., such 

an understanding contradicts other scholarly interpretations of Ukrainian-Canadian literature, 

particularly the one proposed by Lindy Ledohowski who, by detecting a deeply-embedded 

Ukrainian-Canadian desire for a secure identity, departs from the idea of Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature as instrumental in the postmodern discourses of instability.  

Taking into account the conclusion of subchapter 2.1. that a stable, coherent identity is 

not the same as a yearning for such an identity (Woodward), but, most importantly, 

Hutcheon’s theories about the postmodern inscription of that which is not denied but disputed 

(cf. 1990, 41-42 and 55), it should be stated that the particular desire detected by Ledohowski 

in Ukrainian-Canadian literature is undeniable, but it is also and necessarily worked upon by 

Ukrainian-Canadian authors in their works, which follows Hutcheon’s idea emphasising the 

need for an ‘attempt to work with, rather than be paralysed by, the loss of stability and unicity 

of the Cartesian order […]’ (1990, 191). It is therefore in such a context that the Ukrainian-

Canadian writers mentioned in this thesis are perceived as, what Klymasz calls, the ‘creators’ 

(1983, 177) of Ukrainian-Canadian identities who challenge the essentialist notions that these 

identities are also inscribed with.415  

 The purpose of this thesis, particularly Chapter 5 ‘Ukrainian-Canadian Literary 

Explorations of Identities,’ was to show the above. The chapter in question is preceded by 

some preliminaries, which only very briefly sketched here, become a vital historical 

background for the literary analysis of identities in chosen Ukrainian-Canadian pieces 

presented in this thesis. In order to follow constructions of identities in the said literature, the 

knowledge of the development of Ukrainian-Canadian experience is indispensable. Therefore, 

                                                 
415 And who are very often secluded by their community for not complying with the community’s code or standards (cf. 
Klymasz 1983, 177; also Grekul 2004, 379 and 382, fn. 12), as it was also exposed by Janice Kulyk Keefer and her personal 
experience (cf. Chapter 5.4.).    
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a short overview of Ukrainian-Canadian history was provided in Chapter 3 ‘Ukrainians in 

Canada,’416 in which attention was paid to both the history of Ukrainians before their 

officially first emigration (subchapter 3.1. ‘Ukrainians Prior to Emigration’) and of 

Ukrainians’ immigration to Canada (subchapter 3.2. ‘Ukrainian Immigration to Canada’). 

 The chapter that followed this historical outline of Ukrainian-Canadian emi-/immgration 

experience was devised specifically for advancing the main arguments of this thesis (Chapter 

4 ‘Ukrainian-Canadian Identity’). Its contents proved the already mentioned idea that both 

ancestral influences and individual definitions matter for Ukrainian-Canadian identities 

formation, but it also offered another vital part of my argumentation, i.e. the suggestion that, 

in terms of constructing/forming their identities, the original, ancestral border-crossing 

constitutes an enactment of the journey which has not ended for younger generations of 

Ukrainian-Canadians. By providing an outline of the developments of and the Ukrainian 

immigrants’ disputes about the concept of the Ukrainian identity in Canada, subchapter 4.1. 

‘Formation and Retention’ revealed that the first border-crossing performed by Ukrainian 

pioneers, as well as the immigrants of each migration wave, made them find themselves ‘za 

hranetsiu, beyond the border’ (Bociurkiw 2007, 47), but also that this movement only 

initiated a succession of their and their offspring’s literal and metaphorical journeys.  

 This idea, based on Janice Kulyk Keefer’s two-dimensional view of the concept of 

‘border-crossing,’ was expounded in the second part of the chapter (subchapter 4.2. 

‘Ukrainian-Canadian Identity and Literature’), in which it was shown that with the 

development of Ukrainian-Canadian literature written by the offspring of Ukrainian-

Canadian immigrants the fossilised notions of the Ukrainian identity were subjected to 

scrutiny by Ukrainian-Canadian writers (Grekul). What happened was, to use Trinh T. Minh-

ha's words, that ‘[c]ritical dissatisfaction has brought about a stretching of frontiers’ (16). 

Consequently, new definitions of Ukrainian-Canadianness appeared in English-language 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature.  

These definitions were already studied by such scholars as Grekul or Ledohowski. The 

objective of this thesis was to go beyond Ukrainian-Canadianness and to look at other 

multiple identities which have also become focal to their Ukrainian-Canadian literary 

explorations. As a matter of course, these were always analysed in the context of Ukrainian-

Canadian belonging because their correlation cannot be avoided, and, as shown in this work, 

                                                 
416 The information included in this chapter was based on studies/theories by, e.g. Darcovich, Driedger, Gerus and Rea, 
Himka, Howells, Hryniuk, Isajiw, Kaye and Swyripa, Klymasz, Kordan, Kulyk Keefer, Lehr, Luciuk, Lupul, Mandel, 
Petryshyn, Prymak, Rozumnyj, Slavutych, Struk, Swyripa.   
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shouldn’t be avoided, if greater apprehension is to be achieved. As already proved by other 

scholars (e.g. Grekul or Ledohowski; also Klymasz 1983, 179), a Ukrainian and Ukrainian-

Canadian legacy remains important for Ukrainian-Canadians: Ukrainian-Canadian literature 

makes this evident that ‘[t]he source continues to travel’ (Minh-ha 16) in/via its works, but it 

is also indispensable to notice that ‘[t]he source keeps on shifting’ (18) there. Therefore, what 

this thesis put forward is the idea, formulated in the light of Kulyk Keefer’s definitions of 

‘transculturalism,’417 that Ukrainian-Canadian writers, although located on this figurative 

border due to their hyphenated existence, paradoxically, find themselves, just as their 

ancestors did, ‘beyond the border’ (Bociurkiw 2007, 47), but while their ancestors 

experiences mostly concerned their physical movement of migration, Ukrainian-Canadian 

writers’ ‘journeys’ extend their literal meaning to include Ukrainian-Canadian writers’ 

trudging the shifting, borderless grounds of literary possibilities,418 by means of which 

Ukrainian-Canadian, but also various other identities can be continuously reconstructed.  

In order to prove this, each literary analysis of a given Ukrainian-Canadian piece 

analysed in Chapter 5 ‘Ukrainian-Canadian Literary Explorations of Identities’ brought about 

diverse issues revolving around, but never exclusively, a particular identity, which means that 

multiple identities and their corresponding issues were in fact analysed as correlated and 

brought together under an instance of identity that comes to the fore in a given work. Thus, 

while the analysis of Sons of the Soil (1939-45/1959) by Illia Kiriak in subchapter 5.1. was 

mostly concerned with a diasporic identity, it also discussed its connections to a cultural 

identity, ethnicity and nationality, as well as gender, or rather it revealed their diasporic re-

inventions enacted due to the border-crossing movement that the novel’s characters made. 

Additionally, the analysis of Kiriak’s novel shows how ‘[t]radition […] is akin to memory’ 

(Sarup 182),  opening the vault of such issues as the redefinition of community, its members’ 

identities, tradition and memory via their constant production/invention as well as via the 

confrontation of its members’ diasporic displacement that informs the reformulation of 

notions like history, place/space, home/homeland, but also the conceptualisation of the idea of 

gender and ethnicity as performative.419  

 In subchapter 5.2. ‘Yellow Boots (1954) by Vera Lysenko,’ the protagonist’s identity as 

a processual self-discovery was first explored and so among the discussed issues were a 

female and feminist ‘awakening,’ the idea of nature as a female self-exploration space, 

                                                 
417 Cf. Kulyk Keefer (1998d, 104-105 and 109, fn. 5) and (1999, 23). 
418 Cf. also Minh-ha (10) and Kulyk Keefer (1998d, 101). 
419 The discussion of the enumerated issues was based on the theories by, e.g. Anderson, Anzaldúa, Bhabha, J.Butler, 
Clifford, Cohen, Fortier, Gilroy, Gunew, Hall, Hobsbawm, Massey, and Radhakrishnan. 
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family/mother-daughter relations, and a woman’s literal and metaphorical journey towards 

liberation from patriarchal chains. Secondly, the novel’s presentation of the relationship 

between gender and ethnicity was analysed, revealing the paradigms of the patriarchal 

marginalisation of a woman, the social construction of a woman as culture as well as the 

othering of a woman on a national level. Finally, the discussion of belonging, home, dis-

/placement and ‘unity in diversity’ closed the analysis of Lysenko’s work.420  

 The possibility of self-discovery and self-determination, despite experienced 

oppression, that was presented in the study of Lysenko’s novel clearly contrasts with what 

was analysed in subchapter 5.3. ‘A Letter to My Son (1981) by George Ryga,’ namely the 

institutional construction and repression of the subject. Examining a similar figure as in 

Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil, a Ukrainian immigrant in Canada, i.e. Ivan Lepa, but located in a 

different temporal milieu than the one presented in Kiriak’s work, namely a post-settlement 

stage, the analysis of Ryga’s drama included the examination of the ways the discourses of 

power influence the construction of the subject as well as how the subject, being implicated 

in such discourses, exerts power over the subjectivity of the other in a postcolonial context. 

Additionally, the drama (including drama techniques) of the subject’s striving for 

individuality in a system that suppresses and/or ignores any signs of it was explored and 

completed the analysis of Ryga’s work.421  

 In subsequent subchapters, i.e. subchapter 5.4. ‘The Green Library (1996) by Janice 

Kulyk Keefer’ and 5.5. ‘The Doomed Bridegroom (1998) by Myrna Kostash,’ particular 

attention was paid to ethnic and national identity. With respect to Kulyk Keefer’s novel, its 

emphasis on stories as instrumental in ethnic identity formation, but also its call for the 

verification of personal stories with public history came under scrutiny. Equally, the latter 

issue was examined in the light of such concepts as ‘the truth’ and ‘objectivity’ and the 

novel’s questioning of their (co-)existence. The main statement that comes out of the analysis 

of Kulyk Keefer’s novel emphasises the originality of Kulyk Keefer’s postmodern approach 

towards ethnic identity, which her work presents as a construct that does not reject or deny 

the significance of family ties. Not without its apparent correspondence to the analysis of 

Kulyk Keefer’s novel, the examination of Kostash’s work of creative non-fiction pointed to 

the fact that frequently ‘memory and language are places both of sameness and otherness, 

dwelling and travelling’ (Minh-ha 10). Travel, however, is vested in Kostash’s work with 

                                                 
420 The analysis of Lysenko’s novel was based on theories/interpretations by, e.g. Aponiuk, Armstrong, Atwood, Christ, 
Grekul, Howells, Kroetsch, Kryvoruchka, Ledohowski, Mycak, Palmer Seiler, Rasporich, Swyripa, and Taylor. 
421 The interpretation of the given issues was based on theories/ideas by: Balan, Gregory, Grekul, Hoffman, Innes, M.Moore, 
and Parker.  
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particular importance as it is by its means that all of these aspects, especially memory and 

language, but also the female sexual and political, are interrelated and mutually revisited. 

Consequently, following the female figure of Kostash’s work and her literal and 

metaphorical journeying and returning to diverse places as well as the memory and language 

of the past allowed us to understand Kostash’s message, which might be summed up with 

Minh-ha’s words, that ‘the return is also a journey into the layer of “future memory” […]’ 

(15; original emphasis) that, as may be added here, redefines one’s ethnic and national 

belonging.422 

   In subchapter 5.6. in which Lisa Grekul’s Kalyna’s Song (2003) was explored, the issue 

of history as well as the memory and language of the ethnic past reappeared. Here, its 

celebration was contrasted by various alternatives: the sophistication of historical awareness 

and the colourfulness of folkloric expression (cf. Grekul in Wawryshyn 8). The key question 

emerging from Grekul’s novel and its examination in this thesis concerned the idea whether 

the possibility of each has to be separated and contrasted instead of being artistically 

incorporated and enhanced by other ways defined by personal experiences, e.g. of hybridity 

and difference. As the story of Grekul’s protagonist shows, the experience of difference may 

be accumulated in particular by one’s journeys and encounters with the other, the 

understanding of whom is necessary for self-understanding: 

 To travel can consist in operating a profoundly unsettling inversion of one’s identity: I become me via an 
other. […] I am the one making a detour with myself, having left upon my departure from over here not 
only a place but also one of my selves. The itinerary displaces the foundation, the background of my 
identity, and what it incessantly unfolds is the very encounter of self with the other – other than myself, 
my other self. (Minh-ha 22) 

 
As the analysis of Kalyna’s Song shows, all of these ideas and issues become additionally 

valid for the novel’s statements about Ukrainian-Canadian identity and its expression in 

multicultural Canadian society.423     

 The final literary analysis presented in this project (subchapter 5.7.) concerned another 

novel by Janice Kulyk Keefer, The Ladies’ Lending Library (2007). The issues of female 

identity and gender, the examination of which reappeared, to a greater or lesser extent, but in 

each literary analysis conducted in this work, became the most central to the exploration of 

Kulyk Keefer’s latest novel. As opposed to Lysenko’s Yellow Boots which focused on the 

self-development of only one female character, The Ladies’ Lending Library introduces it 

                                                 
422 With regard to the issues discussed in each of the work, the references to the theories of the following scholars were made: 
Davidson, Grekul, Hutcheon, Kroetsch, Kulyk Keefer, and Rich in the case of Kulyk Keefer’s work, while the analysis of 
Kostash’s book included the ideas by, e.g. Anderson, Bartkowski, Bauman, Canning, Cixous, Himka, Hutcheon, 
Ifekwunigwe, Korboński, Morgan, Phillips, Segal, Smith, Szacka, Szpaciński, van Maanen and Wilson.    
423 The examination of Grekul’s Kalyna’s Song referred to the theories by, e.g. Himka, Hutcheon, Isajiw, Kulyk Keefer, and 
Olivier.   
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readers into the circle of mothers, daughters and sisters. Thus, the already mentioned issues 

of female identity and gender are presented there in a wider spectrum across generations and 

so the relations between mothers and daughters, as well as between sisters, could be 

examined. ‘Motherhood’ became the focal point of the analysis of the book, in the second 

part of which its study was continued in relation to ‘wifehood’ that completed the analysis of 

the position of women in patriarchy, the picture of which emerged from the novel.424      

 Having summarised the study of identities in each of the chosen Ukrainian-Canadian 

pieces, we should ask about the overall picture of identities that Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature gives us. Therefore, my aim in the following part is to draw some sound 

conclusions on the nature of identities, the exploration of which was this project’s primary 

objective. In order to point to my first inference, it should be emphasised here again that 

identity-dilemma is a quintessential element in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. This ‘anxiety,’ 

which was first noticed by Mycak and later by Ledohowski, became a prominent issue also in 

this study. What my project aimed at showing was the fact that identity-dilemma is indeed 

characteristic for Ukrainian-Canadian experience in general: the already mentioned chapters 

pointed to the problematics of ‘Ukrainian’ identity in Ukraine (subchapter 3.1.) as well as in 

Canada (subchapters 3.2. and 4.1.), while the parts of the thesis devoted to Ukrainian-

Canadian literature (Chapter 5; also subchapter 4.2.) proved that each of the chosen works 

was informed by some search for identity/identities.  

 Clearly, with respect to Ukrainian-Canadianness in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, this 

search always revolves around ethnic past, memory, and/or tradition, and this is what Mycak 

defines as ‘an important trend in Canuke writing: engagement with nostalgia’ (31). Seeing 

nostalgia in Ukrainian-Canadian literature in unorthodox terms (cf. Mycak 31-32), ‘as a kind 

of subversion of contemporary generic norms rather than a “social disease” […] or 

manifestation of reactionary sentimentality’ (46-47), Mycak nonetheless ends her analysis in 

rather a perplexed tone. Stating that ‘[t]he author of the Canuke text (written in English) has 

not undergone any […] upheaval […] [as] there has been no literal loss of home or 

birthplace, and no reason to suspect any dysfunction within his or her contemporary 

existence in Canada’ (47), Mycak continues and asks: 

Why then does the nostalgic mode predominate in representations of identity, and why does nostalgia 
mark the presentation of Ukrainian ancestry? There must be some issues of selfhood that are specific to 
the culturally ‘hyphenated’ self, subtle negotiations of identity which are still occurring two, three, four 
generations after the act of immigration. (47) 

 

                                                 
424 The following scholars’ theories supported the analysis of Kulyk Keefer’s The Ladies’ Lending Library: de Beavoir, 
Cixous, Edholm, A.Kaplan, Lévi-Strauss, Rich, and Woodward. 



 378

I believe the opposite of Mycak’s understanding included in her statement that precedes her 

question is in fact the key to its answer. The aim of this work was to show that, firstly, what 

Mycak calls, the ‘literal loss of home or birthplace’ has mattered to both, the immigrants as 

well as their offspring, even if the latter have not experienced it personally as their ‘home’ or 

‘birthplace’ is predominantly Canada, and, secondly, that there was a plenitude of reasons ‘to 

suspect any dysfunction within […] [the latter’s] contemporary existence in Canada’ (cf. 

subchapters 3.2. and 4.1.). 

 Consequently, this answers Mycak’s question about the predominance of nostalgia with 

respect to identity in Ukrainian-Canadian literature that the scholar observes. As it was 

pointed out in subchapter 2.3., ‘the traumas of emigration and exile are indeed 

transgenerational’ (Lutz 2007, 19) and hence is also identity-dilemma that is so flamboyant 

in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. The aspect of identity-dilemma being transgenerational, as 

well as the fact that this identity-dilemma is irresolvable (cf. subchapter 4.2.), is in my mind, 

the key issue of hyphenated selfhood and its identity negotiations that Mycak asks about. The 

‘upheaval’ of migration and identity-dilemma connected with it was never settled, either by 

literal or metaphorical Ukrainian-Canadian immigrants; as Kulyk Keefer explains: 

What happens when the term ‘immigrant’ is enlarged or loosened from the borders imposed on it by too 
strict, too literal an application of factors of time and space? Why should be the word ‘immigrant’ be 
applied to the experience of my mother, who left Poland for Canada in 1936, but not to myself, born 16 
years later in suburban Toronto? To recognise that we are all immigrants, and that the term is a far more 
flexible, capacious, ramiferous one than we have allowed it to be in the past is to de-stigmatize the word 
‘immigrant,’ to valorize those to whom the term most insistently applies, to make of that status not 
something to be got through and forgotten or hidden as quickly as possible, but rather something to be 
explored, its problematic features adumbrated. (1998d, 99; emphasis added)  
    

   Mycak’s understanding of ‘nostalgia’ in Ukrainian-Canadian literature that she refers to 

‘the desire for a full, present, authorised and largely uncomplicated identity’425 (39) is clearly 

applicable to Lindy Ledohowski’s idea about a Ukrainian-Canadian desire for a fixed ethnic 

identity that she also points to in Ukrainian-Canadian literature (cf. subchapter 4.2.), but also 

to Francis Swyripa’s observations about a post-1945 ‘large-scale popular romanticization of 

the homesteading era in the prairie provinces’ (1991a, 20), to which both Mycak and 

Ledohowski refer in their works. Swyripa explains this celebration of ‘the peasant pioneer 

myth’ (1991a, 20) in terms of nostalgia, or rather ‘a nostalgic escape from an increasingly 

complex world […] to a simpler time when the West figured prominently in the scheme of 

things and westerners were perceived to be in command of their fates’ (20; emphasis added). 

What this project’s chapters on Ukrainian-Canadian experience as well as on identities in 

                                                 
425 This desire opposes, in Mycak’s view, the contemporary literary presentations of problematised or even traumatised 
identity (cf. Mycak 46-7).  



 379

Ukrainian-Canadian literature (even those discussing works by Kiriak and Lysenko who are 

accused of sentimental portrayals of the ethnic/pioneer past) proposed is that, particularly in 

terms of identity constructions, ‘[t]he past was never “simpler” […]’ (Hutcheon 1990, 212). 

Even if considered as such, ‘it has only been simplified’ (Hutcheon 1990, 212), merely 

constructed as such, as the ideas of ‘the’ Ukrainian identity and the conflicts about it 

mentioned in this thesis may prove.  

 The influence of ‘nostalgia’ or the yearning for a coherent identity in Ukrainian-

Canadian literature is not denied here, only seen from a different perspective, i.e. as a 

Ukrainian-Canadian writers’ work with/on ancestral issues: history/past, memory and 

tradition. Patricia Waugh states that ‘[n]ostalgia rewrites history in terms of desire’ (194). In 

response to Mycak’s and Ledohowski’s remarks above, as well as referring to my analyses of 

chosen Ukrainian-Canadian literary works, I conclude that equally ‘nostalgia rewrites 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature in terms of desire’ but with the effect that it renders, as 

Ledohowski proves, a Ukrainian-Canadian desire for a fixed identity as unfulfilled, but also 

as the one which is never to be fulfilled because, as Ukrainian-Canadian literature shows and 

what this study aimed to reveal, identity is not a stable entity to be fixed or achieved but 

rather a processual one to be (re)constructed. As Stuart Hall puts it, ‘[…] this “return to the 

beginnings” is like the imaginary in Lacan – it can neither be fulfilled nor requited, and 

hence is the beginning of the symbolic, of representation, the infinitely renewable source of 

desire, memory, myth, search, discovery […]’ (2005a, 245). 

 This leads me to another conclusion that identities in Ukrainian-Canadian literature 

reveal their postmodern characteristics. What this aforementioned idea means is that the 

Ukrainian-Canadian literary works by Kiriak, Lysenko, Ryga, Kulyk Keefer, Kostash and 

Grekul show that identities, which the characterisations of their protagonists represent, are 

fragmented, i.e. usually divided between the influences of the ancestral and personal 

experiences, which becomes the core of a hyphenated existence (the hybridity of Ukrainian-

Canadian identity) that is in fact multiple as it incorporates various other identities (e.g. 

diasporic, ethnic, national, multi-/cultural, female/gender, sexual, mother/daughter identity, 

class, or postcolonial) which never constitute a unified, unchangeable whole but are rather 

fluid and malleable, straddling difference (e.g. age, generation, historical/cultural/class 

experience) and borders (literal/geographical and the constructed ones, e.g. by patriarchy, 

history or culture). In each of the works discussed in this thesis, identity is presented as a 

process of re-/construction: Hrehory and his compatriots, Lilli, Old Lepa, Eva, Kostash’s 
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‘heroine,’ Colleen and ‘The Ladies [of the] Lending Library,’ they all confront the need to 

re-/construct their identities due to their various and particular experiences.426 

 The idea of identities as re-constructed by particular individuals, their self-discovery 

and self-determination, and the simultaneous reading of such identities as postmodern seems 

rather contradictory when considered in relation to the question of autonomy and agency that 

the postmodern theory of subjectivity usually rejects (cf. subchapter 2.1.). And yet, their 

importance in Ukrainian-Canadian literature can still be explained within the framework of 

postmodern ideas. In this respect, particularly influential is Hutcheon’s idea of ‘the ex-

centric’ (1990, 12), i.e. ‘the marginal’ (12) speaking ‘from the decentered perspective’ (12) 

and so exposing ‘that our culture is not really the homogenous monolith (that is middle-class, 

male, heterosexual, white, western)’ (12).  

 Part of this thesis referred to the marginalised status of Ukrainian-Canadians in 

Canadian society (cf. subchapters 3.2. and 4.1.), the problematics of which is frequently 

commented upon by the scholars; Swyripa, Mycak, Grekul and Ledhowski are among those 

who point to the insufficiency or lack of public recognition of Ukrainian-Canadian 

experience and/or literature. Thus, seeing Ukrainian-Canadian literature as a discourse of ‘the 

ex-centric’ is quite obvious427 and, following Hutcheon’s ideas about the function of ‘the 

marginal,’ helps to explain the particular emphasis that Ukrainian-Canadian literature puts on 

the aspect of self-determination in terms of its characters’ identity construction. Speaking 

from the perspective of the group that has been frequently relegated to the margins of society, 

being denied authority and autonomy (cf. Mycak 93-94), Ukrainian-Canadian authors 

‘cannot reject that […] to which they have not been allowed access’ (Hutcheon 1990, 226); 

hence, the voicing of the importance, centrality, authority, autonomy and agency (cf. Mycak 

93-94) with respect to identity construction in Ukrainian-Canadian literature.  

 What seems particularly important in this matter is the fact that the elevation of self-

determination in the said literature does not refer exclusively to Ukrainian-Canadian – ethnic 

– experience, but also, or even more primarily to, Ukrainian-Canadian – ethnic and female – 

experience. As mentioned in this thesis, being ethnic and female ensues double-

marginalisation (Swyripa, Mycak; cf. also Palmer Seiler 51), and so what such works as 

                                                 
426 The impression of the finality of their endeavours may be misleading due to the closure dictated by the narrative 
construction; a literary work must have its beginning as well as the end. This however is usually resisted by Ukrainian-
Canadian writers by the open-endedness of their works; the pieces discussed here always end at some point of their 
characters’ identity re-/construction processes but they also leave some door open for further re-/interpretation.    
427 For example, Rasporich observes this aspect already with respect to the earliest, pioneering, piece of this literature, i.e. 
Lysenko’s Yellow Boots (1954) when she states that ‘[i]n the history of prairie and Canadian literature Yellow Boots, in 
postmodernist parlance, is an ex-centrix fiction’ (256). 
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Lysenko’s Yellow Boots (1954), Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library (1996) and The Ladies’ 

Lending Library (2007), Kostash’s The Doomed Bridegroom (1998) as well as Grekul’s 

Kalyna’s Song (2003) show is that this double-marginalisation can be opposed and even 

resisted, that self-determination for ethnic and female subjects is possible. In fact, the 

importance of Ukrainian-Canadian female authors in English-language Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature can serve to prove the fact. The double-marginalisation notwithstanding, Ukrainian-

Canadian literature has become the domain of Ukrainian-Canadian female writers (cf. 

Klymasz 2007, 246), and so their strong presence there, overshadowing the number of their 

male counterparts, should be seen as no coincidence. For what Ukrainian-Canadian female 

authors seem to ‘know’ (1990, 226) is that, using Hutcheon’s words, ‘they must first inscribe 

female subjectivity before they can contest it’ (226). Consequently, what might be seen as 

characteristic of Ukrainian-Canadian literature is that female and gender issues are its 

frequent subject matter, presenting its readers with a complex picture of a variety of female 

ethnic experiences.   

 What Hutcheon values in ‘ex-centric discourses’ (1990, 226) is that they ‘have such an 

important impact on the postmodern – through their inevitable and productive contradictions’ 

(226). Having applied here some of Hutcheon’s ideas of the postmodern to Ukrainian-

Canadian literature, it is evident that it is also in the light of her argument above that I would 

explain the significant role that this literature plays, or should be seen as playing, in 

contemporary debates. Grekul already pointed to a variety of topics that Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature incorporates and how these are, on the other hand, significantly incorporated into 

most up-to-date discussions (cf. subchapter 4.2.). But what is particularly important to 

acknowledge is the fact that literature by Ukrainian-Canadian writers should be seen as 

instrumental in the postmodern discourse, also due to, following Hutcheon’s line, 

contradictions that it reveals. These would include what this project proposes, namely the 

fact that Ukrainian-Canadian literature itself is not postmodern, but it does present identities 

in a postmodern vein and the fact that postmodern as identities in Ukrainian-Canadian 

literature may be read, they also refer quite significantly to, firstly, the essentialist notions of 

ancestral origins/roots, and secondly, to the humanist notions of agency, autonomy and 

authority.  

 There is also another issue that can be deduced from Hutcheon’s statement when 

applied to Ukrainian-Canadian literature, namely that the literature in question has become 

discourse itself. This observation was made by Mycak and I already referred to it in 

subchapter 4.2.. But what I would like to underscore here is the fact that this idea may be 
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seen as a significant change that took place in Ukrainian-Canadian literature in terms of its 

exploration of ‘identity’: clearly, what we witness is a transformation from a textual 

description of identities in such works as Kiriak’s or Lysenko’s to a discursive self-reference 

(cf. Mycak 88-89) that surrounds the writings of Ryga, Kulyk Keefer, Kostash and Grekul.428  

 As Mycak pointed out (cf. subchapter 4.2.), Ukrainian-Canadian writers frequently 

comment upon their texts, standpoints and/or experiences either within their literary writings 

or outside of them. But, as she rightly indicates, it is also more than that; their comments 

become political in as much as they are making the presence of Ukrainian-Canadians visible 

and audible (cf. Mycak 94). This becomes evident particularly when we take into account the 

fact that the most prominent contemporary Ukrainian-Canadian writers are in fact academics. 

Balan, Bociurkiw, Kostash, Kulyk Keefer and Grekul, i.e. poets, novelists, and non-fiction 

writers are also lecturers, essayists, journalists, editors, authors of scholarly studies and 

critiques of current issues to which they include Ukrainian-Canadian experience, literature 

and identity, creating in this way a possibility for a Ukrainian-Canadian voice, if not, as 

Grekul fears, to reach the centre of public attention (cf. Grekul 2005, 193-204), then at least 

to ‘write [itself] out of existing shadows and leave new ones’ (204).  

 ‘To treat literature as discourse,’ Fowler proclaims, ‘is to see the text as mediating 

relationships between language-users: not only relationships of speech, but also of 

consciousness, ideology, role and class. The text ceases to be an object and becomes an 

action or process’ (77). Consequently, seeing Ukrainian-Canadian literature as discourse 

opens up the possibility to see its texts in Fowler’s terms, i.e. in terms of activity. Such 

perception clearly adheres to post-structuralist ideas of text’s infinite meanings and 

interpretations (cf. Derrida 1997, 116; also Hawthorn 49), but more importantly, to the 

emphasis it places on ‘production’ (1995, 164) which Derrida defines as ‘necessarily a text, 

the system of a writing and of a reading’ (1995, 164; emphasis added). It is the process of 

reading that, in post-structuralist view, ‘should produce’ (Derrida 1995, 158) the meaning. 

And it is the importance of reading as well as the engagement of the reader in a literary 

process that Ukrainian-Canadian literature, becoming more discursive, has elevated.  

                                                 
428 Cf. also Mycak’s reference to Barthes’s theory on the mimesis in the modern literature that transformed according to him 
from ‘an operation of recording, notation, representation, “depiction” [...]’ (in Mycak 90) to ‘“a performative” [...], a “pure 
gesture of inscription” [...]’ (in Mycak 90) which rejects any connections between the text and the author (cf. Mycak 90). It 
was already pointed out in this project that, for Mycak, the strong presence of the author in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, 
which is made visible by engaging different discourses like the author’s auto-/biographical information, counters Barthes’s 
poststructuralist theories of literature. While I agree with Mycak about the visibility and significance of the author in 
Ukrainian-Canadian literature, I consider the function of, what she terms, ‘a discursive practice’ (89) implemented in this 
literature in different terms which adhere to the postmodern theories of multiple meanings, interpretations and productions of 
the literary piece (see my following discussion in the main text). Thus, my statement above about the change in Ukrainian-
Canadian literature is informed by my partial agreement with the ideas by both Barthes and Mycak.       
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 It has achieved this in a double manner; indirectly, by means of literary works 

themselves and directly by the deliberate calls Ukrainian-Canadian writers made. With 

respect to the former, the analyses of works particularly by Ryga, Kulyk Keefer, Kostash and 

Grekul prove that the process of their reading does not imply the mere reception of the 

provided meaning, but rather it requires the effort that the reader has to make to encode the 

meaning, which calls for putting her/his knowledge into the reading practice that, on the 

other hand, often calls this knowledge into question. In relation to the latter, two references 

should be made here.  In the conclusion to her 2005 study of Ukrainian-Canadian literature, 

Grekul makes a statement that vests equal responsibility for the future of this literature in 

critics, scholars, writers, but also readers, whom she in fact encourages to become writers 

recording their experiences (cf. 203). Likewise, it was Myrna Kostash who, in her essay 

published already in 1984, clearly championed, on a general basis, the cooperation of ‘writers 

[who] are also readers, […] and readers [who] often write’ (62), instead of sticking 

exclusively to ‘the romance of the “artiste”’ (61). Such a departing from ‘artistic aura’ (155) 

with a simultaneous call for the involvement of the reader is evidently a postmodern tactic 

(cf. Hawthorn 155). And so is Kostash’s perception of ‘the reader […] [as] part of the 

community and process of literature’ (1984, 63), the definition of which clearly points to its 

functioning as discourse: 

The writer says something. The reader responds. The writer advances an idea. The reader argues with it. 
The writer tells a story. The reader relates it to other stories. The writer imagines. The reader confirms or 
denies. The writer tests language. The reader becomes educated and makes discoveries. And so on. The 
point is, the reader as well as the writer challenges the authoritarian intellectual and literary structures by 
intervening in the process by which books are evaluated and ideas are promoted. (1984, 64)    
 
Seeing Ukrainian-Canadian literature as becoming more and more discursive allows us 

to observe another transformation taking place in the said literature. In order to define it, I 

should first refer to an observation made by Tarnawsky, who analysing Kulyk Keefer’s The 

Green Library, notices ‘a rather substantial shift in focus for literature depicting the 

experience of Ukrainians in Canada’ (online): 

From Illia Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil to Fran Ponomarenko’s Parcel from Chicken Street, through the 
works of Ted Galay, George Ryga, Andrew Suknaski, Vera Lysenko, and including non-Ukrainians such 
as Margaret Laurence or Gabrielle Roy, Canadian literature focused on problems of Ukrainian identity 
has traditionally concentrated on culture not politics, geography not history and Canada not Ukraine. 
Janice Kulyk Keefer has chosen otherwise. (online)  

 
 It is a statement that I could both agree and disagree with. In the light of the works 

analysed in this thesis, I agree that issues like culture, geography and Canada are brought to 

the fore by both Kiriak and Lysenko, but what my discussions of their novels show is that 

such a remark would be too straightforward as both Sons of the Soil (1939-45/1959) and 
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Yellow Boots (1954) deserve to be re-read as more complex literary pieces. Equally, there are 

definite instances in my analysis of Ryga’s drama that might prove Tarnawsky’s statement to 

the contrary. Additionally, what this project attempted to show is that Kostash’s and Grekul’s 

works, just like Kulyk Keefer’s, indicate the importance of politics, history and Ukraine in 

the process of their protagonists’ constructions of identities.  

 Additionally, I do not see the above authors and their works as dismissing the 

significance of culture, geography and Canada, but rather as problematising them. Therefore, 

instead of seeing both sets of issues in contrast, I would rather suggest to consider them in 

terms of complement. Tarnawsky’s remark however sparks off another observation that can 

be made with respect to identity construction in Ukrainian-Canadian literature, namely the 

idea that its notion of ‘identity,’ while being clearly ‘chronotopic,’ also starts to emerge as 

‘heterotopic.’  

 By showing how ‘place’ is redefined in Kiriak’s novel as including both spatial and 

temporal social aspects, and in Lysenko’s work how natural and urban space becomes the 

environment in which female and feminist self-discovery takes place, the examination of 

both Sons of the Soil (1939-45/1959) and Yellow Boots (1954) proves ‘the intrinsic 

connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in [these 

pieces of] literature’ (Bakhtin 15). Bakhtin’s words quoted here constitute in fact his 

definition of ‘chronotope (literally, “time space”)’ (15; original emphasis) and, in my mind, 

his example of ‘[t]he chronotope of the road’ (17) could serve as an additional explanation of 

seeing ‘identity’ in the said works as chronotopic, but also as a journey: 

Time […] fuses together with space and flows in it (forming the road); this is the source of the rich 
metaphorical expansion on the image of the road as a course: “the course of a life,” “to set out on a new 
course,” “the course of history” […]. (17) 

 
The identities of Kiriak’s and Lysenko’s protagonists become ‘the road’ in Bakhtin’s terms. 

So, rephrasing his words above, we could refer them to Sons of the Soil (1939-45/1959) and 

Yellow Boots (1954), stating that in these novels time (past and present) mingles with space 

(Ukraine and Canada), forming the protagonists’ identities during their literal journey, which 

speaking metaphorically, becomes in fact the equivalent of their identities.   

 This idea adheres to the identities of other works’ characters and so the role of time and 

space, as well as their correlation, are continuously emphasised in A Letter to My Son (1981), 

The Green Library (1996), The Doomed Bridegroom (1998), Kalyna’s Song (2003) and The 

Ladies’ Lending Library (2007). As the analyses of the respective works show, Ryga’s Lepa 

is bouncing between his past/Ukrainian and present/Canadian life, while Kulyk Keefer’s Eva 
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and Kostash’s ‘heroine’ are stranded between the history of the past events and its 

contemporary story they create. Likewise, Grekul’s Colleen is suspended between her 

Ukrainian heritage and Canadian experience, similarly to some of the women presented in 

Kulyk Keefer’s latest novel who often resort to their Ukrainian pasts as the only means of 

saving themselves from their unbearable current lives in Canada.  

 Clearly, all of these works show identities as ‘chronotopic:’ always straddling temporal 

and spatial sites which most frequently relate the geo-historical spaces of Ukraine and 

Canada. But what I believe to be noteworthy is that a trend seems to be emerging in 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature, namely a new perspective from which Ukrainian-Canadian 

authors start to re-/consider their/their characters’ (Ukrainian-Canadian) identities – that 

which embraces not only two temporal and spatial spheres of Ukraine and Canada, but also 

other spaces. It is in this light that these portrayals of identities can be seen as becoming 

‘heterotopic’ in as much as they adhere to one of the principles devised by Michel Foucault 

with respect to his idea of ‘heterotopia,’ according to which ‘[t]he heterotopia is capable of 

juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves 

incompatible’ (1986, 25). 

 In my view, we witness something of the kind in Kostash’s The Doomed Bridegroom 

(1998) that presents a woman reconsidering her identities in relation to places other than the 

primary two defining her ethnic and national belonging, places like Poland, Greece and 

Serbia. That these turn out to be linked historically and so valid for her identity construction 

may be an additional feature allowing us to see this identity as ‘heterotopic;’ in Foucault’s 

view, another principle defining ‘heterotopia’ is that it is ‘most often linked to slices in time 

– […] heterochronies’ (1986, 26). This correlation, temporal and spatial, between different 

places, ‘sites’ (Foucault 1986, 23) that define these other sites – her identities, is emphasised 

by Kostash in The Doomed Bridegroom most flamboyantly in her accounts about Greece, 

from which it is Kostash’s interest in Byzantium that emerges. As the author talks about it 

elsewhere: 

[…] my Canadian and European stories begin in this place: the triumph of Byzantine civilisation in the 
eastern Mediterranean, and the Balkans after the fall of Rome in the west. It was this civilisation that my 
Slavic ancestors entered, when they accepted Christianity and an alphabet from the Eastern Church, and 
it was a version of this experience that my Ukrainian grandparents bore with them on their immigrant 
trek to an Alberta homestead. (2007, 132-33).   

 
 This interest has turned out to be particularly important for Kostash as it has in fact 

sparked off her new project Prodigal Daughter: A Journey to Byzantium (published in 

September 2010), the production of which surely supports the idea that Ukrainian-Canadian 
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literature might be heading its new direction. The work by Marysua Bociurkiw, e.g. The 

Woman Who Loved Airports (1994), Halfway to the East (1999), or Comfort Food for 

Breakups: The Memoir of a Hungry Girl (2007), could also confirm Ukrainian-Canadian 

writers’ attentiveness to identities that consist, using the title of Foucault’s essay on 

‘heterotopia,’ ‘of other spaces’ (1986, 22).429 And this is probably most directly expressed by 

Lisa Grekul who, writing her Kalyna’s Song (2003), attempted ‘to write a Ukrainian 

Canadian story that hadn’t been told before – […] a story that would explore ethnic “roots” 

without focusing on going back to Ukraine’ (202), but that would lead her protagonist to 

Swaziland, Africa instead (cf. 2005, 202).  

 Consequently, it is in this context, i.e. of being en route between a variety of places, 

that I would point to identities presented by Kostash, Bociurkiw and Grekul as ‘heterotopic.’ 

Foucault explains his idea of ‘heterotopia’ as that which is ‘outside of all places, even though 

it may be possible to indicate [its] location in reality’ (1986, 24). Consequently, identities in 

works by, for example, Kostash, Bociurkiw and Grekul are located in the narrative realties of 

their characters’ lives, but their multiple and hyphenated nature sets them also in ‘a place 

without a place’ (Foucault 1986, 27) and so opens up a possibility for ‘an elsewhere-within-

here/-there’ (Minh-ha 19).  

 Bakhtin’s and Foucault’s terms are used here only cursorily, and they might become a 

subject for a more extensive study of Ukrainian-Canadian literature in this direction.430 

Referring to their theories is however important here as their terms clearly underscore the 

role of time and space, which Ukrainian-Canadian literary works stress in terms of identity 

construction: that ‘[t]he process of identification is first of all a process of spatialization […] 

[so] discovering his or her identity is framing the space of that identity’ (Rancière 33). All 

the works I analysed in this thesis also emphasise the context in which this is to be 

performed, i.e. a journey that needs to be undertaken, whether a metaphorical or literal one; 

evidently, their authors realise that ‘[t]he paradox of identity is that you must travel to 

disclose it’ (Rancière 33). And this is precisely what Ukrainian-Canadian works disclose: a 

                                                 
429 In my mind, this might also be referred to spaces beyond reality. Foucault defines ‘heterotopology’ ‘[a]s a sort of 
simultaneously mythic and real contestation of the space in which we live’ (1986, 24) and this is clearly visible in the works 
discussed in this thesis: the majority of their characters fall back on the spaces of their imagination and memory to deal with 
the realities of their lives/experiences. For example, Ryga’s Lepa, Kulyk Keefer’s Eva and Kostash’s ‘heroine’ question their 
belonging and/or lives being often stranded between reality and imagination, fact and emotion, ‘truth’ and delusion; Grekul’s 
Colleen uses her imagination, creativity and memory of the past to be able to express the complexity of her subjectivity, 
while some of the women presented in Kulyk Keefer’s latest novel often escape to their pasts, memories and fantasies, 
valuing them more than their actual lives.     
430 See my introduction in which I talk about Mårald’s use of Bakhtin’s ‘chronotope of the road’ in her study of Kulyk 
Keefer’s earlier works.    
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journey (on whatever level) during which space blends with time allowing for characters’ 

identities construction (cf. also Minh-ha 200 and 205). 

 The idea that identities in Ukrainian-Canadian works become increasingly ‘heterotopic’ 

was considered here on the level of narrative, dealing with characters’ identities and the 

enacted role of space in the process of their formation. But the involvement ‘of other spaces’ 

by/in Ukrainian-Canadian texts may equally be translated onto the level of discourse which 

Ukrainian-Canadian literature has become. Encouraging readers to participate in the process 

of creating Ukrainian-Canadian literature, as well as engaging them in the discussions about 

it, necessitates the involvement of a variety of subject positions and sites. As a result, we may 

state that Ukrainian-Canadian literature has become not only, as Mycak first observed it, 

discourse, but necessarily double-discourse that embraces its ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ levels. 

 By the former, I mean Mycak’s observation about discourse on Ukrainian-Canadian 

experience and literature by its members/‘creators’ within their works, as well as what I 

wanted to emphasise by means of this thesis, i.e. Ukrainian-Canadian literary discourse on 

the heterogeneity, multiplicity and complexity of identities, in which Ukrainian-Canadian 

identity does cherish its special but not exclusive significance. Studying varied identities, 

Ukrainian-Canadian texts clearly cover, as Grekul notices, a plenitude of themes. In this way, 

their authors become, what Kulyk Keefer calls, ‘transcultural writers’ whose literary 

preoccupation allows them to pay and draw attention to a variety of directions (cf. 1999, 23; 

1998d, 105) and, in this way, to speak also to non-Ukrainian-Canadians. 

 In her study, Grekul talks about her hopes of marking the presence of Ukrainian-

Canadian literature in Canadian literary canon and culture (cf. 2005, 203), but also of 

marking the importance of Ukrainian-Canadianness to both the members of this group and 

non-Ukrainian-Canadians to whom this literature and its multiple-themed nature should be/is 

evidently significant (cf. xxi-xxii and 202-203; also Grekul 2004, 379). It is in this context 

that I would see Ukrainian-Canadian literature as ‘outside’ discourse – to be relevant in 

Canada, but also elsewhere. 

 Being located outside Canada, being a Polish student studying at a German university 

and working on Ukrainian-Canadian literature, I can confirm the interest of the non-

Ukrainian-Canadian public and I do not mean here only my private and scholarly interest in 

the current status quo of English-language Ukrainian-Canadian literature. What I mean is the 

enthusiasm for this literature (and Canadian literature on the whole) of other scholars and 

students of British and North American Department at Greifswald University, Germany, who 

eagerly joined and participated actively in seminars on Ukrainian-Canadian literature. To my 
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knowledge, the interest is also growing in Ukraine where the first conference devoted to the 

topic of Canadian studies, which also included the examination of Ukrainian-Canadian 

experience, took place at the Yurii Fedkovych National University of Chernivtsi in 2010 (cf. 

“Chernivtsi Hosts Groundbreaking Canadian Studies Conference in Ukraine,” online).  

 Therefore, I think we can see the future of Ukrainian-Canadian studies, not denying or 

downplaying the obvious problems surrounding it, in quite a positive light. On the whole, I 

believe, as naively as it may sound to some, that ‘fostering ongoing dialogue about what it 

means to be Ukrainian and Canadian’ (cf. 2005, 199), the importance of which Grekul 

elevates in her study and for which she so eagerly calls there, can be in fact seen as operating 

in as much as it is important for the scholars of Ukrainian-Canadian literature from ‘within,’ 

but also from ‘outside.’  

 Both Grekul and Ledohowski refer to Ukrainian-Canadian literature as a development 

that has by no means been ‘straightforward’ (108), but rather non-linear and complex (cf. 

Ledohowski 2007, 108-109). In accordance with their remarks and in relation to what has 

been said so far, my conclusion about the nature of Ukrainian-Canadian literature with 

respect to its presentation of identity construction is that it is in fact circular. If we agree to 

see Ukrainian-Canadian literature as discourse, then we can explain its circularity deploying 

again Foucault’s idea but this time his observation in regard to ‘discourse’ itself: 

[…] the initiation of a discursive practice is heterogeneous to it subsequent transformations. To expand a 
type of discursivity, such as psychoanalysis as founded by Freud, is not to give it a formal generality that 
it would not have permitted at the outset, but rather to open it up to a certain number of possible 
applications.  […] In this way we can understand the inevitable necessity, within these fields of 
discursivity, for a ‘return to the origin.’ This return, which is part of the discursive field itself, never stops 
modifying it. The return is not a historical supplement which would be added to the discursivity, or 
merely an ornament; on the contrary, it constitutes an effective and necessary task of transforming the 
discursive practice itself. Reexamination of Galileo’s texts may well change our knowledge of the history 
of mechanics, but it will never be able to change mechanics itself. On the other hand, re-examining 
Freud’s texts modifies psychoanalysis itself, just as a reexamination of Marx’s would modify Marxism. 
(1991c, 115-16).    

 
In my view, such an understanding might also be applied to Ukrainian-Canadian literature 

and its exploration of identities. The literary analyses presented in this thesis prove that with 

its evident development Ukrainian-Canadian literature does return thematically to identity 

issues discussed in its previous texts.431 So, following Foucault’s line, we may say that 

Ukrainian-Canadian literary pieces, like Ukrainian-Canadian identities, ‘return to the origin,’ 

to that which was previously discussed, however, without blindly repeating it but rather 

                                                 
431 My idea concurs here with Mycak’s analysis of nostalgia in Ukrainian-Canadian literature in which the critic emphasises 
its intertextual references as well as ‘a proliferation of similar symbols and motifs and a distinct repetition of 
thematic/ideological content’ (45), but it disagrees with what Mycak points to as their consequence, namely the idea that they 
render ‘identity’ or ‘the construction of a consciousness that is direct, uncomplicated and able to be resolved […]’ (46). 
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continuously ‘modifying and transforming’ Ukrainian-Canadian literature as discourse on 

identity/identities.432   

 Consequently, what Grekul sees as the examination of diaspora and diasporic 

subjectivity in such works as Kulyk Keefer’s The Green Library (1996) and Honey and 

Ashes: A Story of Family (1998), as well as Kostash’s Bloodlines: A Journey Into Eastern 

Europe (1993) and The Doomed Bridegroom: A Memoir (1998) (cf. 2005, xviii and xx), 

might already be pointed to, as it was done in this project, in Kiriak’s Sons of the Soil (1939-

45/1959). Undeniably, the portrayal of the issue is different in these works due to different 

experiences that are described and different standpoints from which they are considered; 

Kiriak’s work reveals the immigrant experience and so the inception of diaspora, while both 

Kulyk Keefer and Kostash deal with a diasporic identity as experienced by Ukrainian-

Canadians – generations succeeding Ukrainian immigrants.  

 Likewise, the aspect of motherhood that is brought to the fore in Kulyk Keefer’s The 

Ladies’ Lending Library (2007) was a theme that was explored, perhaps not as extensively, 

but significantly marked, by Lysenko in her Yellow Boots (1954). The power of memory over 

a subject’s definition of (ethnic/national) belonging and the impact of one’s imagination on 

one’s self-delusion is central in Kostash’s The Doomed Bridegroom (1998), but the same 

might be referred to Ryga’s A Letter to My Son (1981). Equally, it is undeniable that 

‘multiculturalism’ in Grekul’s Kalyna’s Song (2003) is presented from a different perspective 

than Lysenko’s ‘unity in diversity’ in her Yellow Boots (1954), but there is no doubt that, 

although Grekul would most probably object to that, Colleen’s song and its message echoes 

Lilli’s, being by no means its copy, but a necessary re-vision and alternation.433 All in all, we 

see that Ukrainian-Canadian works of literature follow the circular track: they ‘return to the 

origin’ (cf. Foucault above), i.e. they approach the issues which might also be found 

discussed in the preceding texts, but, by such means, the nature of this track never remains 

the same – instead, it is continuously reconstructed, just like the identities that this literature 

explores.434 

 This latter observation puts me, on the other hand, on one more ‘track’ of thought.  

Concluding her study, Grekul refers to the Ukrainian-Canadian symbol of pysanka (an Easter 

                                                 
432 This may be confirmed and exemplified by Kulyk Keefer’s statement that points to her work as well as the work of 
Natalka Husar, a Ukrainian-Canadian painter, as originating from ‘a project of return’ (1999, 23). I should also mention here 
that Mycak also uses Foucault’s statements about discourse, made by him in another article, but which also point to the 
circularity of the meaning (cf. Foucault in Mycak 91-92). But, by emphasising his discussion of ‘the “theme of the founding 
subject”’ (92)  and ‘that of “originating experience”’ (92), Mycak attempts to pinpoint conventional strategies in Ukrainian-
Canadian literature, which clearly contrasts with my aim here.   
433 Cf. also Ledohowski (49-50 and 170, online) and Rasporich (257). 
434 Cf. also Mycak (45). 
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egg), quoting from Marusya Bociurkiw’s collection Woman Who Loved Airports, that ‘in 

Ukrainian, the word for writing is pysaty and … the word for Easter Egg is pysanka: 

literally, written object’ (in Grekul 2005, 203; emphasis original). Grekul uses Bociurkiw’s 

observation to conclude about the literary expression of Ukrainian-Canadianness: 

Perhaps as writers and as scholars, we need to see the Vegreville Pysanka as a tribute to our literary past 
and as a guiding light for the future of Ukrainian Canadian literature, keeping in mind that ‘to write – 
because with the pysanka, each mark is a symbol with a specific meaning – is to continue history and to 
believe in eternal life’ (xi). We have a chance to write ourselves out of existing shadows and leave new 
ones, we just need to take it. (2005, 203-204; original emphasis)  
 

In my mind, the symbol of pysanka, Bociurkiw’s and Grekul’s interpretation of its 

significance to Ukrainian-Canadianness and its literary representation is a very accurate 

metaphor. And the reason why I refer to it is that it indeed supports the idea of Ukrainian-

Canadian literature as circular. I see it not only in the visual image of an oval form of the 

pysanka, and so in the continuity of historical, cultural and literary meaningfulness of 

Ukrainian-Canadian experience that it conveys and that both Bociurkiw and Grekul 

emphasise, but most importantly, in the possibility of a never-ending reproduction that can be 

associated with it. So, while Grekul uses Bociurkiw’s creative statements to comment upon 

the literary existence, the past, present and future, of Ukrainian-Canadians, I would also refer 

to Bociurkiw’s metaphor presented elsewhere, but to underscore its another aspect. 

 In her poem ‘Palm Sunday’ included in her later collection of poems Halfway to the 

East (1999), Bociurkiw ‘returns’ to the symbol of the Easter Egg and writes: 

We make pysanky in vivid early spring  
four women around a table 
dipping eggs in brilliant primary colour jars of dye  
drinking gin   inhaling beeswax 
bodies set to the axis of the earth 
eggs moving in ancient circles in our hands  
I make a yellow/red/green/brown pysanka covered in birds 
they mean fertility  someone says. (‘Ancient Circles in Our hands’/‘Palm Sunday’ 33; original italics)  
 

I believe that Bocirukiw’s line about pysankas as ‘moving in ancient circles in our hands’ 

captures at best the picture and nature of identities which Ukrainian-Canadian literature 

includes and which this thesis attempted to reveal.435 Like the pysanka itself, (Ukrainian-

Canadian) identities in this literature are permeated with ‘ancient circles’ – traditional 

patterns, practices and discourses that are imposed on its creators-subjects, which might 

expose their limitations, but the fact that these are ‘moving […] in our hands’ reveals the 

influence that the creators-subjects also have. Just like creating the Easter Eggs, Ukrainian-

                                                 
435 I refer here specifically to subchapter 2.1. in which theories by Sarup and Hutcheon are presented. Their ideas about 
subjectivity as determined and self-determined is foundational for my reading of (Ukrainian-Canadian) identities in 
Ukrainian-Canadian literature.  
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Canadian subjects presented in literary works create their identities: re-/de-/construct their 

identities, discover them or discover them anew, or, figuratively speaking and rephrasing 

Bociurkiw’s line, ‘move them in their hands’ by being always in the process of their 

construction. 

 Considering Ukrainian-Canadian literature and its presentation of identities in terms of 

circularity clearly sets this literature and its idea on identities in a process of continual 

exchange. This breeds my final conclusion that would be based on my response to another 

study of Ukrainian-Canadian literature preceding mine. Concluding her thesis, Ledohowski 

shortly dwells upon a name that, applied to Ukrainian-Canadians, would signal at best the 

complexity of their ethnicity: 

I suggest, only half in earnest, that possibly the ethnic identity that this literature constructs could more 
rightly be considered as “Uke-Canadianness,” a name that recognizes the truncation of Ukrainianness into 
symbols, echoes, and shadows that haunt protagonists, engendering in the characters strange feelings 
towards their ethno-cultural heritage that drive them to struggle with its articulation. Mycak has chosen 
“Canuke” as her term for this literature and the identity it represents “as a way of denoting the synthesis of 
Canadian and Uke elements, alluding to the combination of Canadian and Ukrainian identities, themes, 
styles,” while also alluding “to the popular term ‘Canuck’ as meaning ‘Canadian’” (xi). For her, the 
combination of the two colloquial terms, “Uke” and “Canuck,” challenges concepts of both Ukrainianness 
and Canadianness. “Canuke,” however, tends to suggest a “synthesis” and balancing of the two entities, 
an equal connectivity that this dissertation unsteadies somewhat. Grekul’s book, in contrast, refers to 
“Canada’s Ukrainians,” a label that recognizes the potential subordination of Ukrainianness to 
Canadianness that I am beginning to see as meaningful; but it also implies possession that closes off a 
negotiation between two sides. The hyphen, therefore, seems crucial. It suggests both the joining together 
of two disparate terms, but also their perpetual distance. That little hyphen between the two words keeps 
them forever apart, allowing ghosts to haunt. (218, online) 
 

My understanding of the hyphen, as mentioned in this thesis (cf. subchapter 2.3.1.), tends 

rather towards the way Janice Kulyk Keefer sees it, i.e. as a ‘bridge’ connecting two different 

but equally important sides.436 During one of my seminars on Ukrainian-Canadian literature 

that I had the pleasure to conduct at the University of Greifswald, one of the students pointed 

out a highly important aspect connected with the idea of a bridge, namely the fact that one 

does not really need a bridge when one is not eager to cross it. However obvious this 

observation is, it might also be easily forgotten or overlooked.  

The remark echoed in my mind while being in Canada and conducting my research 

there, which included interviewing Ukrainian-Canadian writers and scholars like Marusya 

Bociurkiw, Janice Kulyk Keefer, Myrna Kostash, Jars Balan and Lindy Ledohowski. During 

my conversations with the said authors I realised two important aspects that helped me to 

formulate my idea on identities presented in Ukrainian-Canadian literature. Firstly, all of my 

interlocutors confirmed that they are willing and determined to, speaking metaphorically, 

                                                 
436 See, e.g., Kulyk Keefer (1998d, 105) and (1998a, 217) for the aspect of bridge and the idea of separate but equally vital 
identities, respectively. For the concept of hyphen, see also Kulyk Keefer (2009, 198-99).   
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continuously cross that ‘bridge,’ the ‘distance’ between their Ukrainianness and Canadianness 

that is mentioned by Lindy Ledohowski in the quotation above.437 None of them, however, 

thinks of herself or himself only in terms of Ukrainian-Canadianness, but rather they see their 

identities are multiple, as well as changing, and processual. Secondly, I realised that these 

processul identities are not expressed exclusively via literature/writing. My meetings and 

conversations in particular with Marusya Bociurkiw, Janice Kulyk Keefer and Jars Balan 

made me aware that Ukrainian-Canadian discourse on (Ukrainian-Canadian) identities 

extends the literary sphere; with the film and Internet (blog) work by Marusya Bociurkiw,438 

visual poetry created by Jars Balan,439 as well as Janice Kulyk Keefer’s interest in Natalka 

Husar’s painting and their artistic cooperation,440 it becomes clear that expressing identities in 

visual terms is equally important for Ukrainian-Canadian writers.441 

Thus, taking into account the two observations, I suggest, also in response to Lindy 

Ledohowski’s idea and the proposals of other scholars mentioned by her, that instead of a 

hyphen, which, as Ledohowski points out, connects and still separates the two identities, 

Ukrainian-Canadian identity might be visually represented by means of an infinity sign. Thus, 

visualised in the following way: Ukrainian∞Canadian identity is not to claim any 

straightforward unity or unproblematic whole, but rather it is to emphasise the process of 

identities construction, which also implies the process of continuous exchange that takes place 

between Ukrainianness and Canadianness as well as other identities which the presence of the 

sign in question is to necessitate.442 In this way, it also emphasises a journey that Ukrainian-

                                                 
437 Janice Kulyk Keefer’s understanding of both concepts can be found in her essay ‘“The Sacredness of the Bridges”: 
Writing Immigrant Experience” (1998d, 97-110).   
438 For the former see, for example, Marusya Bociurkiw’s latest film What’s The Ukrainian Word for Sex? A Sexual Journey 
Through Eastern Europe (2010). For Marusya Bociurkiw’s blog, see “Recipes for Trouble: A world of food stories, culinary 
memories, and ingredients queerly political” (http://www.recipesfortrouble.com/). 
439 Some examples of Balan’s visual poetry can be found in Tatiana Nazarenko’s “Ukrainian-Canadian Visual Poetry: 
Traditions and Innovations” (103, 107, 110-12, and 114-23). Balan’s poems can also be found in Scarborough Fair (see 14-
19 for ‘Night Janitor,’ ‘Gutenberg Galaxy,’ ‘Class Struggle,’ ‘Departures,’ ‘Escape,’ and ‘mushroom diplomacy’) and Open 
Letter  (see 22-23, 61 and 123 as well as 7-17 for Balan’s editorial introduction ‘Cantextualities: Because one picture-poem 
can say more than a thousand words ...’). I am thankful to Jars Balan for giving me access to the latter two editions.   
440 The most recent result of this co-work is Burden of Innocence/ Foreign Relations (2009), which features paintings by 
Husar and poems by Kulyk Keefer which are mostly concerned with connections to Ukraine, particularly the present-day, 
post-Orange Revolution Ukraine.   
441 Klymasz also points to Ukrainian-Canadians’ ‘stress on nonverbal elements of the cultural legacy’ (1983, 180), although 
he enumerates more traditional examples, belonging rather to the cultural sphere, like ‘Ukrainian folk music, Easter egg 
ornamentation, embroidery, traditional cookery, and religious festivities’ (180). What is most interesting in his remark is the 
fact that he sees this phenomenon as ‘[a]nother consequence of language loss’ (1983, 180). See also Mycak (85). 
442 The idea about the exchange between various identities that define Ukrainian-Canadians is to be expanded here; it is also 
to refer to the ‘exchange’ that Janice Kulyk Keefer defines as instrumental in ‘transculturalism, an aesthetic of travel across a 
variety of socio-cultural borders, and of exchange between the communities positioned inside those borders’ (1999, 23; 
emphasis added). This exchange between cultures is indispensable and the presence of the sign in question could serve as a 
reminder because the infinity sign that I incorporated into the name of the studied ethnic group belongs primarily to the Métis 
people, being the symbol that appears on their group’s flag. I should explain here that it was only some time after I had come 
up with my suggestion of the name which consists of the sign in question that I realised its earliest function in the Métis 
group’s symbolism. Being far from any attempt to usurp the Métis sign and its importance for this particular group, I decided 
to retain this sign in the name I suggested for Ukrainian-Canadians in order to pay tribute to the Métis and other Native 
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Canadians take, constructing their identities; a journey which Ukrainian immigrants set out on 

and which the generations succeeding them still continue as ‘[travellers] without a single root, 

with a confusion of destinations, […] always sailing to, and from, Byzantium’ (Bociurkiw 

2007, 108). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                         
people and to underline the need for the exchange between cultures that Ukrainian-Canadian writers/scholars, like Kulyk 
Keefer, call for. Apart from the aforementioned works by Ryga, Grekul and Warwaruk, which either directly concern the 
plight of the Native people or make references to it, the painful history of marginalisation and colonisation of the Native 
people is acknowledged by Myrna Kostash (see ‘The Ukrainian Orthodox Church and the First Nations,’ online) or George 
Melnyk (see ‘The Indian as Ethnic’).     
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‘I Hear Them Singing All the Time’ 
 
‘2 (Peace Arch Border Crossing) 
 
 

Skazala shcho vernesh  
A schezla na zavzhdy  
Oy hirko, hirko mi zhalyu 
 
You said you’d return 
But you’ve left me forever 
How bitter, how bitter is my grief * 

 
My people come from a country  
whose name means border  
my people have been sneaking border all their lives 
smuggling VCRs bibles Marxist tracks dried mushrooms  
fake ID vodka software cigarettes and blue jeans  
(I was honouring my heritage dabbling in UI fraud  
flirting with criminal charges) 
the customs officer waved me through with a florid smile 
and some comment about our two countries being friendly  
not like Those Eye-Ranians who closed the Suez Canal to us  
for thirty years  Can you imagine? 
 
Across the room a long line of Asian travellers  
waited to have their names tattooed onto a computer screen  
What difference then  
the length of a room  the span of two centuries  
the Caucasus mountain  
the pale side of privilege for which my people  
were willing to cross so many borders  
swallow back so many songs and words  
 
and that other border  
the ungraceful power of it 
and my great-grandmother’s song  
like a heartbeat  
in my ear.  
 
* A farewell song sung by my great-grandmother to my  
grandmother as she immigrated to Canada in 1933.’443   

 

 

   Marusya Bociurkiw, Halfway to the East (1999) 

 

 

                                                 
443 Taken from Bociurkiw, Marusya. Halfway to the East. Vancouver: Lazara, 1999, 17-19. 
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Fig. 1. Cover image of Kobzar’s Children: A Century of Untold Ukrainian Stories. Ed. 

Marscha Forchuk Skrypuch. Ontario: Fitzhenry, 2006. 
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Fig. 2. Image taken from Paul Robert Magocsi’s Ukraine: An Illustrated History. Seattle: U of 
Washington P, 2007, 136. 
 

 Fig. 3. Image taken from Paul Robert Magocsi’s Ukraine: An Illustrated History. Seattle: U 
of Washington P, 2007, 180. 
 


