to that day!” But the film is not so positive. There is a wind blowing
from the East, and we will all have to wait and see exactly what that
wind will bring.
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Between The Nomad & The Exile:
Some Thoughts on To Liv(e)

Ming-Yuen S. Ma

“But if exile is a condition of terminal loss, why has it been
transformed so easily into a potent, even enriching, motif of

modern culture?”
Edward Said, “Reflections on Exile™

Within the debate of post-colonial subject positions, the nomad
has emerged as a (de)central figure. Trinh T. Minh-ha wrote “Walking
on beaten paths, she may laugh, and laugh at berself for she may realize she
must and she can, at any moment, stray from the itinerary chosen, get rid
many of ber fears, and take pleasure in making abrupt twrns and repeated
detours, so as to outplay ber own game, rendering impotent the master’s
world of refined dissections and classifications.” Straying from one’s
path, in this text, becomes an act of resistance on the part of a post-
colonial feminist subject; a constant eluding of the totalizing quest for
absolute meaning on the part of hegemonic cultures. In Gilles Deleuze
and Felix Guattari’s A4 Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia,
the notion of “nomadism” is introduced as a theoretical paradigm that
is capable of going “from the central layer to the periphery, then from the

! From “Reflection on Exile” by Edward Said in Out There: Marginalization
and Contemporary Cultures, ed. Russell Ferguson, et. al. (New York: The
New Museum of Contemporary Art and the MIT Press, 1990), p. 357.

 From “The World as Foreign Land” in When The Moon Waxes Red:
Representation, Gender, and Cultural Politics by Trinh T. Migh-ha (New
York: Routledge Press, 1991), p. 188.

117



new center to the new periphery, falling back to the old center and launch-
ing forth to the new.”” The continuous journey from the center to the
periphery destablizes these as fixed positions.

In the context of these theoretical texts, the figure of the nomad is
used as a metaphor for de-centeredness. “Nomadism” metaphorizes an
ideological position that resists incorporation into dominant cultures’
binary opposites of male/female, black/white, self/other, center/
margin, etc. For a theoretical “nomad,” a series of constantly shifting
ideological positions can be occupied and vacated as one “journeys”
through a cultural “landscape.” Positions of resistance, then, can be
articulated outside of the hegemonic culture/counter culture paradigm.
Hegemonic thinking can in fact be de-stabilized through this mobility
of positioning.

In this process of theorization, the nomad becomes an abstract,
stylized figure who is defined linguistically, rather than through spe-
cafic social and historical contexts. Teshome H. Gabriel’s essay,
“Thoughts on Nomadic Aesthetics and the Black Independent Cinema:
Traces of a Journey,” operates on a similar level, where a general
framework of nomadic existence is aesthetized and used as a metaphor
which Gabriel applied to black independent cinema. However, Gab-
riel’s essay differs from the previously mentioned texts in that it for-
mulates nomadism in both a stylized as well as historical and cultur-
ally-specific manner, and applies it to the specific phenomenon of
black independent cinema. In a text that combines myth, storyteliing,
and analytic and poetic writing, Gabriel’s definition of the “nomadic”
is at once abstract and specific. Defining phrases that in their analytic
tone resemble ethnographic writing, such as “To them art has two es-
sential factors: (a) the ability to consolidate the community through ritual
and performance and (b) collective participation in their dramatized, spo-
ken and artistic forms,”* can be read alongside phrases such as “the con-

3 From A Thousand Plateans: Capitalism and Schizophrenia by Gilles Deleuze
and Felix Guattari (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), p.
53.

* From “Thoughts on Nomadic Aesthetics and the Black Independent
Cinema: Traces of a Journey” by Teshome Gabriel, p. 63.
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ception of space is thus relative to seeing, feeling, and touching. To settlers,
lwing in close proximity, distance and space are turned into an abstrac-
tion, tnto a greater intvospection. We thus know less about more, and
nomads know more about less,” which in its poetic stylization is remi-
niscent of texts by Trinh and Deleuze and Guattari.

These shifts in writing style are perhaps Gabriel’s own demon-
stration of “nomadic aesthetics.” However, the actual relationship
between a nomadic existence and the conditions of contemporary
black experience warrants further examination. In a section titled
Black Cinema/Traveling Cinema, Gabriel first attributes examples of
nomadic peoples such as the Bedouin of Arabia, the Eskimos and the
Indians of North and South America, and the Aborigines of Australia
as having originated from Africa “where the first human cry was beard.”
He then follows this definitive generalization with a lengthy passage
discussing the commonalties between a now abstractified nomad and
black people.

Though black people and nomads may be racially and ethni-
cally distinct, Language, in the broadest sense, unites them.
The dominant aspect of this language is symbolism, meta-
phor, music and performance. They are also united in the
very idea of space — they are both marginalized and
(de)territorialized peoples. To both, collective memory,
rather than official history, is of crucial importance. To both
memory evokes mosaic images and sounds, and invades eve-
ryday existence. Both reject the idea of closure or ter-
mination, be it in their artistic manifestation or in their life-
style. Just as the nomads are synthesizers of surrounding cul-
tures, they pass through, so are blacks.®

Of course, the most obvious difference between actual nomads and
black people in America and Europe is the historical occurrence of

* Thid., p. 66.
¢ lbid., p. 70.
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slavery and emigration of Alricans to Europe and England.” In most of
these cases, black people did not simply pass .through, .thiy were
forced to do so. Edward Said wrote in “Reflection on Exile of‘the
different experiences of modern day displaceme‘nt to the Wanderzngs
of the idealized nomad in Romantic literature: “Is it not true rf?at tle
view of exile in literature and, movreover, in religion obscure 'wbat. is i gﬂ
horrendous: that exile is irvemediably secular and unb.eamb[y hzston;:i A
that it is produced by human beings for other human beings, frmd that, li le
death but without death’s ultimate mercy, it has zom”rgmllwns of people
from nourishment of tradition, family and geography? ® In terms of hﬁs’
torical similarities, isn’t the experience of slavery mo.re.sxrndar to tbe
massive displacement of peoples in contemporary societies th?ln to the
pre-industrial nomadic existence? Then, one may ask: why the meta-
he nomad? .

phorfovff;tld argue that Gabriel’s choice of using nomgdlsm as .a*.meta%
phor for black independent cinema stems from bo"ch his recognition 35
the diasporic nature of this specific cuh:ura} practice, v&fh}ch one nee

to discuss in terms such as African American and Bnt%sh Afrlcan as
well as with African proper, and his nostalgia for an 1de_ahzed past,
Said wrote that “The pathos of exile is in tf;e lqss of contact wztfg tbg}go}l:zd-
ity and the satisfaction of earth: homecoming is out of the questzo;z. or
African Americans, homecoming to Africa is also out of the ?uis-
tion.”® In his discussion of nostalgia and televisual ffatxshizgtxon Od the
exile Iranian community in the United States, Hamid Naficy used the

"7 Most of the films that Gabriel discusses in his essay were produced by
persons of African descent in America and Europe.
¥ Said, p. 358.

? Ibid,, p. 361. . . '
wﬁitho%gh there have been movements of African Americans returning to

Africa (Marcus Garvey comes to'mind), my staternefnt here d(;e; ?cct: afizf:é
to the actual journey back to Africa. Rather, I am referring tol calized
“Africa” that is constructed in African American popuka:d cu tire i uch 2
rap, and how this ideal of “home” is in fact quite unrelated to t etz sl
political and social realities in Africa today. "I'hferefo_re, returning Lo Alric
sometimes is less of a “homecoming” than it is a ;ourneg{ t? a . ozogles
country. I will discuss in depth this discrepancy amongst displaced peop

in the latter part of this essay.
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following quote from George Steiner: “It is not the literal past that rules
#S ... 1 s images of the past.... The image we carry of a lost coberence, of a
center that held, has authority greater than historical truth.”" Speaking
about the more recent experience of Iranian political exiles, Naficy
interpreted the phenomenon of nostalgia for one’s homeland through
the theoretical framework of fetishism in Freudian psychoanalysis.
His study of the recurrent and idealized images of the “homeland” in
Iranian television-in-exile led him to write: “fetishization operates
synecdochically, wheve by parts (fetishes) stand for the whole. To be sure,
this focalization on fragments cases the pain of loss and masks the trauma
of separation from home.” While realizing the potential problem of
applying a eurocentric theoretical framework — Freudian psycho-
analysis — to a people of Middle Eastern origins, I think that Naficy’s
analysis can shed light on the formulation of Gabriel’s nomad meta-
phor. Could fetishization caused by the trauma of separation from
one’s homeland, over several generations, have precipitated a longing

for an idealized past?

Evans Chan’s film To Livfe) was produced under circumstances

quite different from the black independent cinema that Gabriel dis-

cusses. One of the few independent art films to come out of Hong

Kong, a long time center for commercial cinema in Asia, 7o Livfe)

differs from commercial Hong Kong films in both its form and con-

tent.” Tts feature length format also places it in berween full-length

commercial releases and shorter format experimental films and videos,

which it actually incorporates into its narrative.” The film is a hybrid

“From “Exile Discourse and Televisual Fetishization” by Hamid Naficy in
Quarterly Review of Film and Video, 13/1-3: 111.

"It is significant to note that To Liv(e), though produced in Hong Kong, is
shown most widely in the international film festival circuit, which is more
receptive to experimental films. The film had a very limited theatrical
release in Hong Kong, and is made known primarily through interest on
the part of local and overseas intellectuals and film scholars in endeavors
such as this book.

“Besides original segments in the film, it also incorporates works by Hong
Kong-based media artists, such as Ellen Pau and May Fung. For example,
Pau’s video “Love in the Time of Plagues,” made in collaboration with
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of narrative, documentary, and experimental forms.

Its narrative plot revolves around the lives and concerns of a.
working-class-turned-middle-class family in Hong Kong as 1997 ap- -

proaches. The narrative is triggered both by the family members’ con-:
sideration of emigration as well as by actress-turned-international-

refugee-advocate Liv Ullmann’s public condemnation of the treatment -

of Vietnamese boat people in Hong Kong. In the film, the main pro

tagonist, Rubie, writes a series of letters to Liv Ullmann in response to -
her statement of condemnation. The delivery of these “letters” are -
shot in a talking-heads format which directly addresses the viewer, and

their “voice” can function as the voice of the director Evans Chan, the
collective voice of Hong Kong people, as well as that of Rubie herself.
Historical newsreel footage, scenes from recent Pro-Democracy dem-
onstrations, and cityscapes of Hong Kong also appear as visual images
that accompany these letters. The content of the letters echoes the
documentary approach when it delineates the colonial history of
Hong Kong, and analyzes its ironic position in the international refu-
gee affair — not only was the position of first asylum for Vietnamese
boat people assigned to Hong Kong by the British government and
the international community without the consent of its people, but
many fear that after 1997 and the reversion to Chinese rule, the fate of
many Hong Kong citizens will not be so different from that which
befell the Vietnamese. This anxiety is also heightened by the June 4th
massacre that occurred less than a year before the film was made.
While emigration for most of the characters in the film, such as
Rubie and her boyfriend, is considered in economic and political
terms, another kind of displacement is introduced through her brother
Tony and his lover Teresa. They see their emigration to Australia as
an escape from the constricting social mores of traditional Chinese
culture, personified by Tony’s mother who disapproves of their rela-
tionship because Teresa is a divorcee ten years older than Tony. Thus,

performance art group Zuni Icosahedron, plays on the television in
Teresa’s apartment in the scene when she first appears. The video
performance is an apt introduction for Teresa, who is ostracized because of
her love for a younger man,
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dis-placement in 7o Livfe] is not only dealt with in political and eco-
nomic terms; Tony and Teresa are seen as social outcasts (exiles) be-
cause of their unconventional sexual relationship.

Although To Livfe) stemmed from a different cultural context,
and was produced under different conditions than most of black inde-

: pendent cinema, the formal structure of the film fits remarkably well
into Teshome Gabriel’s definition of nomadic cinema. Its oscillations

between narrative, fiction, and documentary allows the presentation

- of information through different levels of meaning. The various layers
. of representation, in the narrative, archival footage, and performance
. art sequences, as well as “sampled” video art tapes produced by local
' artists, cross-reference each other and build up to a mult-textuality
- that demonstrates the traveling aesthetics of Gabriel’s notion of no-
~ madic cinema.™ For example, the film’s political message, self-reflexive

in the letters and direct in the .agit prop performance sequences, is
reiterated in the everyday conversation and actions of its characters.
Furthermore, its delineation of the colonial history of Hong Kong is
crucial to an understanding of the actions, thoughts and positioning of
its characters.” It does, in its subtle way, “smash down boundaries —
between documentary, ethnographic, rravelogue, experimen- tal and nar-
rative fiction.”"

The film’s characterization of the people of Hong Kong's reac-
ton to their “nomadic” status, on the other hand, is quite different
from the Gabriel’s notion of pastoral nomads reflecting “par excellence
the lifestyle of a free people.”" Politically, the in-between status of Hong
Kong citizens as British colonial subjects and Chinese compatriots is
seen as being less than empowering. As the character Trini, Rubie’s
political activist friend, points out in the film, Hong Kong Chinese are
subjected to the policies of both Britain and China, but often times are

¥ Gabriel, p. 64-66.

" This statement applies most obviously to the characters of Trini and Elsie
Tu (discussed later in this essay). However, we can also see the actions of
Raubie’s boyfriend (in refusing to leave Hong Kong) and her brother (in
wanting to leave} as part and partial to Hong Kong’s colonial legacy.

* Gabriel, p. 73.

" Ibid,, p. 63.
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not recognized by either. In her experience during the June 4th dem-
onstrations in Beljing, she feels at once anger at the British govern-
ment for abandoning them at a time of crisis, and detachment from
the citizens of Beijing who were rushing to defend their city (and the
Pro-Democracy Movement which they support) from the invading
tanks. Tony and Teresa also represent another kind of outsider status
that is characterized as a source of anxiety, and their unconventional
relationship embodies the in-between status of Hong Kong citizens in
another manner, As colonial subjects Hong Kongers are influenced by
the impositions of “western” ideas upon traditional cultures. Tony and
Teresa’s relationship represents the values of the younger, more
“westernized” generation, who also have to grapple with “traditional”
Chinese social mores. In fact, Tony’s mother illustrates quite suc-
cinctly the predicament of a people caught between two cultures when
she accepts the marriage of Elsie Tu to a younger Chinese man
{because she is a “foreign devil”) while at the same time rejects Teresa
as a suitable partner for her son. While the “theoretical nomad” can
wander in between different ideclogical positions, the characters in To
Livfe) are caught in between these positions.

At this point, I would like to return to the earlier discussion of
the difference between an idealized construction of a nomadic past and
the contemporary experience of often enforced mass migration and
political exile. In To Livfe), characters who are experiencing literal
displacement, whether they be social or political exiles, actually resist
rather than adopt the theoretical and psychological subject position of
- nomads. Teresa exhibits an abjection that is interestingly echoed in
Said’s description of exiles as “ anyone who is really homeless regards the
habit of seeing estrangement in everything modern as an affectation, a
display of modish attitudes. Clutching diffevence like a weapon to be used
with stiffened will, the exile jealously insists on bis or ber right to refuse to
belong. ™ Teresa’s attitude could partially be attributed to the impor-
tance of the notions of home and family in Confucian Chinese culture:
her marginalization from the “traditional” family also trans-lates to
her alienation from the very basis of her cultural identity. She is the

¥ Said, p. 363.
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ultimate outsider in the film. In To Livfe), the characters are dealing
with two kinds of home space — the literal homeland of Hong Kong,
itself 2 hybridized colonial society that is “anonymously threatened”
by the impending reversion to an authoritarian govern-ment, and the
traditional family, which is going through a process of redefinition
partially due to the imposition of “western” ideology and morality
since colonization. The coexistence and overlapping of these two no-
tions of home in To Livfe) creates a series of inclusions and exclusions
that creates a fluctuating sense of belonging and alienation. Since
Hong Kong is in many ways a “successful” colony built upon capital-
ism, the relationship between oppressor and oppressed in Hong Kong
society is more ambiguous than in other colonized countries. Elsie Tu,
an interesting figure in the film because of her difference from and
affinity with Rubie’s family, is an example of this predicament. She
came to Hong Kong as a missionary — as a part of the colonizing
culture, yet had decided to “go native” in best sense of the word, and
became an important activist and advocate for the poor and the un-
derprivileged of Hong Kong.

From many Hong Kong citizens, and certainly some of the char-
acters in To Livfe), exemplified by Rubie’s boyfriend, the prospect of
becoming an exile/refugee/nomad is viewed with apprehension.
However, in more ways than one that identity is already embodied by
a hybridized Hong Kong society. Yet, for those who are already
“homeless,” for whom “homecoming is out of the question,” a no-
madic subjectivity can be a source of empowerment. Naficy saw the
exile’s assimilation into the host culture as “a liminal process of becom-
ing, which is never final nor complete nor univocal (at least for the first
generation tmmigrants), because it involves the constitution of a new sub-
jectivity in exile, one that is based on fetishization, double incor-povation,
ambivalence, bybridity, and syncretism — involving articula-tion of the
home with the host cultural values and practices.”™ This process, I think,
is also a process of (re)defining the centers and margins for oneself, and
that of (re)locating oneself within that particular framework.The dif-
ferent historical circumstances of black slavery and colonialism in Asia

? Naficy, p. 113.
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have produced different points of identification and alienation. Cer-
tainly, the process of displacement and assimilation is a continuous
one, in which an individual’s perception of his or her experience will
shift according to the circumstances involved. Between the exile and
the nomad are a number of positions that will be occupied more as the
conditions of displacement are being re-defined by contemporary ex-
periences.
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188.

* Giltes Deleuze & Felix Guattari, A Thousand Platean: Capitalism & Schizophrenia
{Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987).
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