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Since its publication in 1981, Joy Kogawa's Obasan has received a lot of critical attention. Most scholars focus on the significance of silence in the text. Since silence has been imposed on the memories of internment that Japanese Canadians suffered during World War II, Obasan is regarded as a breakthrough novel for speaking up the unspeakable; though several accounts of internment were published after the war, seldom did they receive much attention.
 Obasan almost becomes the text that addresses the injustice and historic trauma inflicted by internment, and in particular, Kogawa's Obasan was credited for its political influence in the redress and reparation movement in the 80s, as the Canadian Government announced in 1988 a compensation settlement for Japanese Canadians who suffered the loss of liberty and property during World War II, and part of the novel was read in the Canadian House of Commons.
 

Further, a lot of scholars offer great insight into the trope of silence, which constitutes the essence of the text. Gayle Fujita, for example, argues that the essence of Kogawa's novel lies in the character Naomi's "nonverbal mode of apprehension...summarized by the term attendance," which is rooted in Naomi's ethnic heritage (34). It is implied that Naomi's pursuit of cultural identity revolves around her understanding of silence embodied, in particular, by the character of Obasan, as well as Naomi's mother. Also, Naomi's two aunts, Emily and Obasan respectively personify speech and silence. The former is characterized as a word warrior who always speaks up and fights against injustice, while the latter is like a stone, inarticulate, impenetrable and unobtrusive, and as Naomi, the narrator, tells us, "the language of her grief is silence" (17). With the apparent dialectic dichotomy of speech and silence, scholars generally agree that in the novel silence should not be viewed as the opposite of speech, nor should silence be denounced, as King-Kok Cheung suggests (128). Even, language itself is brought into question rather than being endorsed as self-realization or demonstration of agency. These criticism of Kogawa's novel Obasan brings to our mind Spivak's question, "Can the subaltern speak?" Indeed, as Japanese Canadians are treated as the racial other, deprived of their property, citizenship, and even human rights by the government during World War II, the text of Obasan can be viewed as a voice for the other, but curiously this voice for the other is "silence." In other words, if the subaltern can speak, Kogawa's novel demonstrates clearly that it is through silence that the subaltern speaks. Then, a further question would be how silence becomes a language for the other to speak and what silence, as a language, speaks of?     


Aslo, what interests me the most is how silence is correlated to the representation of the body in Kogawa's novel. I would use the term "corporeal silence," referring to Kogawa's rhetoric that simultaneously represents the body through the trope of silence and embodies the sound of silence. In Obasan, silence is tangible and physical; silence materializes in the character's action; thus, in this sense, silence is not a sort of passive reaction, but an active conveyance. Further, "corporeal silence" signifies a certain degree of what feminist philosopher, Rosalyn Diprose, calls "corporeal generosity," in the sense that in Kogawa's novel, the character Obasan more often than not performs her generosity and opens herself toward others in her silence. Silence, for Obasan and Naomi's absent mother, does not mean a refusal to express herself or a distance away from others. Rather, silence is a means of openness to embrace others. In the following, I will first elaborate the feminist philosopher, Rosalyn Diprose's idea of "corporeal generosity" and then I will focus on how Kogawa represents the body of two characters in the novel, Obasan and Naomi's mother; both characters adhere to silence in Kogawa's representation. Finally, I will explain how these two characters' silence conveys their corporeal openness toward others. 

In her book, Corporeal Generosity, Rosalyn Diprose defines "generosity" not merely as an individual virtue but "an openness to others that is fundamental to human existence, sociality, and social formation" (2). This idea of generosity goes beyond an economy of exchange between individuals, but "constitutes the self as open to otherness.... [and underlines] the dispossession of oneself, the being-given to others" (4). Also, Diprose highlights the corporeal dimension of generosity and emphasizes that such an openness to others is carnal and affective (9), with impact on the bodies and affect. "Corporeal generosity" can be understood as an ethical way of relating to others, a response to the other's alterity. According to Diprose, "it is the other's alterity that disturbs me... This alterity implies not only that the other cannot be possessed...[but] the other's strangeness, the feeling that he or she cannot be know, puts my autonomy into question" (136). Applying Diprose's idea of corporeal generosity to my reading of Kogawa's novel, I hope to argue that the corporeal silence of both Obasan and Naomi's absent, wounded mother displays a degree of generosity, an openness to others, and also their corporeal silence is a teaching of the other's alterity that demands Naomi's response.

Throughout Naomi's narrative, it is clear that Aunt Emily and Obasan, as many scholars have pointed out, represent two different approaches to the historic trauma: one speaks up for justice and truth, while the other silently retreats from the experience. What is seldom noticed is the difference between the invisibility of Aunt Emily's body and the representation of Obasan's body. Throughout the narrative, readers, along with the narrator Naomi, read through Aunt Emily's comments, protests and diaries. Her voice is heard but her physical presence is not the focus of the narrative. On the other hand, Obasan's presence is underlined not by her words, or her voice, but by her body, moving around, or by her serving hand. At the very beginning of the narrative, Naomi depicts Obasan's physical presence, "She takes a fold of toilet paper from her sleeve and rubs her lips, which are flaked with dry skin. Her mouth is plagued with a gummy saliva and she drinks the tea to loosen her tongue sticking to the roof of her false plate" (14). This depiction of Obasan with her mouth sealed in silence is totally contrary to Aunt Emily, a speaking subject, who makes effort to "tell of the lives of the Nisei in Canada in her effort to make familiar, to make knowable," and to make speakable the unspoken. However, to the narrator, Aunt Emily "aimed for the heart. But the heart was not there" (49). Aunt Emily urges Naomi the importance of remembering as well as confronting racism, injustice and history, saying "You are your history. If you cut any of it off you're an amputee. Don't deny the past. Remember everything..." (60). What Aunt Emily emphasizes is that history constitutes one's subjectivity, and without history, one is deprived of subjectivity. But to Naomi, what affects her or touches her heart is not history, but the silence of her aunt Obasan; her silence is a strangeness of the other that disturbs Naomi and triggers her thinking. Her narrative is indeed a response to the strangeness of both Obasan's corporeal silence and her mother's corporeal absence. 

While the trope of silence has been much explored, the question of how silence can be heard, seen, or recognized is left unanswered. Without being heard, seen, or recognized, silence would become nothingness. Indeed, it is important to note that in the novel silence is recognized in terms of objects and the character's corporeality, both of which denotes materiality. Before Naomi's narrative begins, silence materializes in the object of "stone." The lyrical prose poem preceding the first chapter points out that "There is a silence that cannot speak. There is a silence that will not speak.... I hate the stillness. I hate the stone." Further, in the narrative, silence is embodied by the character of Obasan. As the narrator Naomi says, "Over the years, silence within her small body has grown large and powerful" (17). Physical or corporeal silence is obvious in Kogawa's novel. 


In many passages, Obasan's corporeal presence is correlated with objects and the materiality of silence is conveyed through both. For example, according to the narrator, Obasan is the preserver of objects: "she is the possessor of life's infinite personal details" (19). In fact, Obasan is not merely the preserver of history in the sense that she preserves all the letters and documents for the family to remember the past. In large measure, Obasan preserves objects, which is a way of speaking up her presence. In other words, she speaks up not through language but through objects. Objects help to speak up her physical presence, which cannot be conveyed through words and become parts of her body; even, Obasan turns into an object, as Naomi describes,



Every home-made piece of furniture, each pot holder and paper doily is 


a link in her lifeline. She has preserved on shelves, in cupboards, under 


beds--a box of marbles, half-filled coloring books, a red, white and blue 


rubber ball.... They rest in the corners like parts of her body, hair cells, skin 

tissues, tiny specks of memory. This house is now her blood and bones. (18)

While Aunt Emily, as a word warrior, bombards Naomi with her papers and words, Obasan's wordless, physical presence, represented by objects, sooths Naomi. Browsing through the package of papers authored by Aunt Emily and preserved by Obasan, Naomi expresses her weariness: "I am tired...because I want to get away from all this. From the past and all these papers, from the present, from the memories, from the deaths, from Aunt Emily and her heap of words. I want to break loose from the heavy identity, the evidence of rejection, the unexpressed passion, the misunderstood politeness" (218). Words and language, with its accompanied distortion of truth, tire Naomi. On the other hand, Obasan's silent presence with all the objects she has preserved offers Naomi a time of rest, a sense of serenity. For example, the narrator says, "The ball I found under the cot that day was never lost again. Obasan keeps it in a box with Stephen's toy cars on the bottom shelf in the bathroom. The rubber is cracked and scored with a black lacy design, and the colors are dull, but it still bounces a little" (92). Passages like this convey a sense of certainty, a feeling that something will never change. It's unlike the ambiguity or ambivalence involved in language which is manipulated to destabilize the cultural, racial identity of Japanese Canadian, as Naomi's brother says, "It is a riddle.... We are both the enemy and not the enemy" (84).   

In Kogawa's novel, silence is connected to the ethics of the other, that is, the other's notion of how to relate to others ethically, how to fulfill one's responsibility toward others. Several critics have suggested that attentive silence is the cultural heritage that Naomi is taught to practice. Attentive silence is to focus one's attention on others' need without using language, without intruding on the other. Attentive silence is first demonstrated by Naomi's mother, as Naomi remembers, "she acts. Her eyes are steady.... They do not invade and betray. They are eyes that protect, shielding what is hidden most deeply in the heart of the child...without words" (71). Contrary to her mother's attentive silence is an invasive gaze, which Naomi is taught to avoid, "in the language of eyes a stare is an invasion and a reproach" (58). Attentive silence is an ethical way of relating to others, not to invade others' boundary and others' knowing. 


This ethical response to others is also shown by Obasan on their trip to Slocan when they are ordered to leave the B.C. coast; on the train, they notice a young woman with her newly born baby in need. Obasan listens without looking directly toward the woman, saying "Kawaiso" and the narrator tells us this Japanese word "is used whenever there is hurt and a need for tenderness" (133-134). Obasan wraps up some fruits and a towel in a cloth and holds it to the young mother, without looking at her directly in the face. It is an act of generosity toward the other, a response to the other's need, without asking for return when Obasan and her family themselves are on the way to the internment camp, confined as the other. Obasan teaches Naomi "not to be wagamama," meaning "selfish and inconsiderate... by always heeding everyone's needs" (151). Indeed, Obasan's demonstration of attentive silence is corporeal in the sense that Obasan's body is applied to serving others when heeding others' needs. In Slocan, even in difficult times, Obasan accommodates an old woman, Nomura-obasan, an invalid, and takes care of her needs, feeding her and emptying the bedpan which Nomura-Obasan uses several times a day in the outhouse without complaint, never considering Nomura-Obasan's presence as nuisance.

Obasan's corporeal silence displays a sense of generosity toward others, rather than close herself off or prioritize her own needs, feelings or pleasures. This corporeal generosity is also experienced by Naomi when she has a hot bath with her grandma and Obasan. The experience teaches Naomi how to sooth others' physical weariness by rubbing the washcloth over the other's body, how to enhance the other's pleasure rather than invade the other's body. This experience is totally contrary to Naomi's experience of being "seduced" by Mr. Gower, whose harassment interrupts the other's autonomy and causes a rift in Naomi's body.    

The body of Naomi's absent mother emerges in the narrative as the silent, wounded other. Toward the end of the narrative, the mystery of the mother's disappearance is eventually unraveled through Grandma Kato's letters. The reason that the wounded mother remains silent is to protect her children from the horror of the war written on her skin, carved in her body. Literally, the mother is disfigured according to Grandma Kato's depiction: 




One evening when she had given up the search for the day, she sat 


down beside a naked woman she'd seen earlier who was aimlessly chipping 

wood to make a pyre on which to cremate a dead baby. the woman was 


utterly disfigured. Her nose and one cheek were almost gone. Great wounds 

and pustules covered her entire face and body. She was completely bald. 


She sat in a cloud of flies, and maggots wriggled among her wounds. As 


Grandma watched her, the woman gave her a vacant gaze, then let out a cry. 

It was my mother. (286)  

In his essay, the scholar Gerry Turcotte uses the concept of the "uncanny," the haunting, and the "gothic" to read the monstrousness of this disfigured body of the disappearing mother. According to Turcotte, once Japanese Canadians are driven out of their home and thus become unhomely, strangers, aliens, their traumatized past haunts, as the uncanny presence, not only the surviving characters but also the Canadian government. However, the revelation of the truth about Naomi's mother can be read in a different light. The corporeal, disfigured presence of the mother is concealed in silence, rather than haunting the narrative. More significantly, such silence is connected to the ethics of the other, choosing not to haunt the narrative. Following Naomi's mother's request, "Kodomo no tame"--for the sake of children, Obasan hides the secret and protects the children from knowing the truth that would hurt them. Again, this ethics is an example of generosity toward others, taking care of others' feelings.   


The vacant gaze from the wounded, unrecognizable face of the mother demands Naomi to listen, to open herself to otherness, and to respond by transforming her understanding. Mother's absence is no longer betrayal; rather, Naomi can feel her mother's presence now. As Naomi reflects, "I am thinking that for a child there is no presence without flesh. But perhaps it is because I am no longer a child I can know your presence though you are not here" (292). Naomi desires to see her mother's face, "The skin on your face bubbles like lava and melts from your bones. Mother, I see your face. Do not turn aside" (290). Her mother's face touches Naomi's heart and reminds us of Levina's face-to-face encounter with the other, whose strangeness is a teaching. 

As I hope to show, silence in Kogawa's Obasan is not merely a deprivation of voice; instead, as the characters embody silence, Kogawa implies that silence is an ethics of the dispossessed other; the suffering body will not tell, but in their silence, both Obasan and Naomi's mother demonstrate their generosity, an openness to others, through their body, and for Naomi, their silence is also a teaching of alterity from the other.    
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