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Given a cursory reading, it would be possible to misunderstand the
full critical and historical force of Green's novel, because of the fact that he
has chosen to narrate it from the perspective of a teenager, Billy Robinson,
who at the age of fifteen years struggles with society's racist notions of his
identity, the complications surrounding his girlfriend's pregnancy, and his
own transition from childhood to early adulthood. The novel is written in
the form of a Bildungsroman, that is to say a novel of education and
development, set in the Fraser Valley, BC, in 1970. While it hints at the
historical background, this remains largely at the level of allusion, such as
the use of the occasional key historical phrase, such as the "under-ground
railroad." The original migration of black Americans to BC starting in 1858
had been largely successful, with blacks settling in Victoria, nearby on the
Saanich Peninsula, and then further north in N anaimo, Vancouver Island,
and on Saltspring Island, but there were enough instances of serious
discrimination and forced segregation to prohibit extensive population
expansion. For example, the rural economy of Saltspring Island offered
opportunities for land pre-emption that were attractive to a wide range of
ethnic minority groups, including African Americans. Examining the 1891

census data, Sandwell notes:

People had moved to Saltspring Island from Hawaii . . . a number of
European countries, Japan, China, India, Scandinavia,the United States,
Bermuda, the Argentine Republic, the Azores Islands, and Mauritius.The
population included Hawaiians, African-Americans, Americans
Europeans, Scandinavians, and Aboriginal peoples, in addition to the
English, Scots, Irish, and Welsh. (163)

While African Americans had been among the first setders of the
island and significandy contributed to the growth of its economy, between
1867 and 1868 three black islanders were murdered-an unnamed man,
William Robinson, and Giles Curtis-with a fourth murder, of black
islander Louis Stark, occurring in Nanaimo several years later. As Sandwell
notes, "We cannot know for certain what role the Saltspring Island murders
had in the decisions of the many other African-Americans who left around
this time" (190). But on a larger scale, it is a statistical fact that the number
of black immigrants declined over time "relative to the total population" of
BC (Winks 286). Twentieth-century examples of hostility to non-white
immigrants to BC includes the Komagata Maru incident in 1914 (when a
ship carrying Sikh and Punjabi immigrants to the Port of Vancouver was
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remained the sole, published-in-Canada, anglo African-Canadian

novelist from 1964 until 1974 [sic; Green's novel is dated, by hand,

1973],when Truman Green and Frederick Ward both released novels.
(335)

A Credit to Your Race opens with the protagonist being made
aware of his identity through a newspaper account of the desegregation
of African-Americans: "I guess I found out for sure that I was a
coloured boy when Mary was afraid to show me what she had been
reading when | went over to pick her up for the square dance last
summer" (1).Billy goes through a complex Lacanian "mirror stage" process
of recognition here, with the newspaper account revealing the fact that
resistance to desegregation was still ongoing in the 1960s in some parts of
the US. Although Lacan's mirror stage is considered as a process of identity
formation that takes place early on in childhood, it provides some useful
developmental coordinates for Billy's transformation from an autonomous
individual to one fumly situated or embedded in a realm of racism.
Furthermore, by noting that it is the racist characters who drive this racial
"mirror stage," we can see how racism constandy infantalizes Billy (at the
same time that he constitutes a threat through his more adult sexuality):

The advantages to this process [of the mirror stage]-an awareness of
separate objects and beings, demarcated boundaries and differences-can
also lead to future difficulties, with subjectivity alwaysbeing defined by
some exterior image or separate object. From this stage on subjectivity
necessarily becomes intersubjectivity. The mirror stage also charts the
movement from the realm of the Imaginary,to that of the Symbolic: for
Lacan, the Imaginary is pre-linguistic and image-based whereas the
Symbolicis linguistic and cultural. The transition between the Imaginary
and the Symbolicdepends in large part upon a shift in identification from
the (m)Other to the law of the father.

(Lane,Pif!lJ Ny Literary Theorists 193-94)

Green narrates the way in which racist notions of Billy, be they
fantasies or neuroses, function as mirror stage images to which Billy is
pressured to conform; if he "successfully" (from a racist perspective) passes
through this mirror stage, he will have internalized and incorporated such
images as being at the core of his identity. But Billy does not "successfully"
pass through to become what the surrounding white society appears to
want of him; Billy resists the racist images throughout the novel, but in the
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novel, David Nandi Odhiambo's Kipligat's Chance (2003), teenage
protagonist John Kipligat has similarly internalized the demand to perform
as a black athlete. John wishes to gain a scholarship to university through
his performance on the running track, but there are also intense social and
family pressures placed on him to succeed; like Billy, John also refuses
throughout the novel to be stereotyped; for example, when a white friend of
his, Svedana, is astounded that he does not like jazz, he responds to her
question "Don't you listen to jazz?" by saying: "Why? ... Because I'm
black?" (97; see Lane, Routledge ConciseHistory, chapter 9). When Billy runs in
A Credit to Your Race, he usually runs away from, or out of, situations where
he feels misidentified, yet, at the same time, under intense pressure to
conform. Being at home does not always help him, because he is caught
between his alienation from his sister as he starts to grow up-becoming
sexually involved with his girlfriend much to the anger and disgust of his
family-and  the fact that his mother is concerned that he is developing "a
bad complex about being a coloured boy" (21). When Billy responds to his
mother's accusation with another example of racist misidentification that he
has experienced, this time being offered at school the mirror stage image of
the "shoe shine boy," her reaction is that he is going to have to learn how to
handle what will become an ongoing, daily reality. During a visit to Seattle,
Billy ponders some of the stories about segregation that his Aunt Elsie tells
him and his sister: "Aunt Elsie said that down in Mississippi they got signs
in front of the restaurants saying that only white people can go in" (41).
While this difference between Canada and the US appears shocking to Billy,
ironically he does not understand his Aunt's desire to get his hair
straightened and what this signifies from a racial perspective (see Byrd and
Tharps). These, and many other examples, structure Billy's teenage life, but
it is the "threat" of miscegenation that registers as the most powerful mirror
stage image, and the one that truly makes Billy the abject.

Miscegenation

In discussing with his teacher Mr. Willard the fact that his white
girlfriend is pregnant, Billy truly fInds himself situated in a liminal space. In
fact Mr. Willard imagines and projects that liminal space as an outcome of
"interbreeding"

Being a person of mixed race is one of the most difficult and pathetic

problems a human being can have, Bill.On the one hand it's more likely
that a mulatto will have brain damage or be feebleminded or physically
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making of those racists. In other words, he is a constitutive sign, without
which boundaries would be impossible. Billy haunts the racist imagination
in myriad ways, occupying not a doubled location, but multiple, mobile
locations. As George Elliott Clarke argues,

the African-Canadian consciousness is not simply dualistic. We are divided
severally; we are not just "black" and Canadian, but also adherents to a
region, speakers of an "official" language (either English or French),
disciples of heterogeneous faiths, and related to a particular ethnicity (or
"national" group), all of which shapes our identities. African Canadians
possess, then, not merely "double consciousness" but what I will call poly-
consciousness. (40)

As the foreclosed abject, stripped of all personal meaning, Billy should
simply disappear, but instead his multiple resistances, allegiances, and
strategic re-positionings, as well as his official location within Canadian
culture, lead to his "poly-consciousness." Where Billy should be effaced, he
becomes more powerfully multiple. And yet the reader would be forgiven
for asking if too much is being read into a youth narrative. As previously
suggested, just because Green has chosen to narrate his novel from a youth
perspective does not mean that it is simply a straightforward children's
novel; instead, it is complex and many layered.

Throughout the novel, almost throw-away comments reveal a layer
of symbolic complexity and significance that opens up an entirely other
level of reading in this foundational and important novel of the black
British Columbia experience. One such remark, in an exchange with Mrs.
Baker, concerns the underground railroad:

"My relatives came from Alberta," I said.

"Really? 1 didn't know that."

"Yeah, from Evansberg; that's near Edmonton."

"Oh."

"My grandpa says that there was a place near Evansberg where a
bunch of slavesused to get off the under-ground railroad."

I don't know what I said that for cause it made me feel pretty
funny to talk about slaves. (96)

Mrs. Baker asks for more information, but Billy cannot go beyond these

comments, although it is significant that the history of black slavery,
however litde he knows about it, contributes to Billy's feelings of abjection.
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reducing or negating other black Canadian experiences, such as those of his
sister:

Sarah knew what I meant when 1 told her about being so afraid all
the time.

"1 was afraid of lots of things, Bill," she said, walking ahead of me
a little on the trail. "Before you came to school 1was the only coloured
person in the whole school and just about everybody treated me funny."

"Yeah, I know," 1said.

"Like that one time Mr. Waggoner asked me in front of the whole
classifl could speak Negro."

"Boy, nobody ever asked me that." (89)

Another possible way of conceiving of the coming community for
Billy is to visit the city, where Mary has moved to. Initially the experience is
simply disorientating, with the humorous irony that this is a typical rural-
neighborhood boy visiting the big city of Vancouver: "Walking in the city is
sure different than walking down a trail in the Fraser Valley. People seem
like they're a lot meaner too" (116). Dionne Brand, in her novel What We
Aii  Long For (2005), suggests that urban mobility inrreases with each
immigrant generation. This is illuminated in Brand's novel by acts of
Situationist flanerie; which are also symbolic processes of decolonization
(Lane, Routledge Concise History 141). Billy, however, has not yet learned to
handle the distractions and new cartographies of urban space. As he cannot
afford a taxi to get to Mary's house, he attempts to ask for directions so that
he can use the bus instead, but he is inevitably ignored or avoided. The
"typical" scene rapidly shifts to one of menace: as Billy waits at a red traffic
light, a car pulls up at the curb beside him. The men inside are threatening
to him, and here his language begins to loop back upon itself with a
claustrophobic  repetition as he realizes that he is the object of their
attention: "The guys in it [the car] were real big, like football players and
they were really having a good time laughing at something. Then something
told me that what they were laughing at had something to do with me cause
one of them pointed at me then they all really laughed" (117). Billy begins to
run, but this time there appears to be no escape; the car follows him and
again pulls up to the curb beside him: "one of the guys said, 'Hey, boy, who
owns you? But before I could answer somebody else yelled, 'Nigger,
nigger, pull the trigger'" (117). Billy's "something" has been replaced by two
words: "slave" and "nigger."
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opens with the highly disturbing reported speech: "'Dirty Nigger!" Or
simply, 'Look, a Negro!"" (109). Fanon talks about the way in which in his
search for identity his subjectivity "burst apart" with the "fragments" being
put back together by others (109). But in this particular existential situation,
a child exclaiming to his mother, there is an additional element: that of
fear-"Frightened! Frightened! Now they were beginning to be afraid of
me. I made up my mind to laugh myself to tears, but laughter had become
impossible" (112). Later on in the chapter, Fanon feels that he is "being
dissected under white eyes," becoming for them "a new kind of man, a new
genus. Why, it's a Negro!" (116). So-called factual statements are revealed in
his existential situation to be untrue: "There was a myth of the Negro that
had to be destroyed at all costs" (117). Billy finds himself embedded in this
myth, and in a situation where when he wants help, he is ignored and then
threatened. Situating him as a "slave," therefore, re-situates him as an
"escaped slave" roaming the streets of Vancouver; if this is totally parodic,
then more worryingly, the racist taunts in turn reveal racist anxiety
concerning Billy's equality, or, in other words, his absolute right and
freedom to be standing at a city junction. In this latter sense, Billy does
"frighten" the extreme racist, who would want nothing but a black
Canadian to be imprisoned, bound to slavery, fIxed in one place and lacking
in rights. As George Elliott Clarke notes, "[t]Jo be black in Canada is, then,
an existential experience" (279). Billy's disorientation is existentially
countered by this attempted racist double displacement of identity: "slave"
and "nigger".

Billy's mobile identity is a way of sidestepping the mechanism of
abjection, where he is a subject to be violendy assaulted and driven away
from white society. Taking control of his own mobility may appear to be a
small achievement, but for a young black Canadian, it is also a way of
minimizing his vulnerability, which is precisely the problem of always being
exposed to personal misinterpretation and the associated violence. Fanon
has shown how this vulnerability, this exposure, is initially linguistic as
previously noted in relation to racist language; as Agamben also notes:
"exposure is pure relationship with language itself' (97). Billy's existence, in
society and with its use of misidentifying language, is a continual torment,
which is a word that Agamben also foregrounds in The Coming Community:

To exist means to take on qualities,to submit to the torment of being

such (inqualieren). Hence quality ,the being-such of each thing,is its torture
and its source-its limit. How you are-your face-is your torture and
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embarrassed cause a few people were kind of looking at me, trying to figure
out what was going on. I sure didn't want them to think I was doing
something wrong" (117). In this second example, Billy reflects on how he
feels about people staring at him:

The sidewalk seemed even more crowded than it did before. All the faces
seemed to be staring at me, too. | remember talking about psychology
with Mr. Higgins and he said that was called paranoia. Anyway,it sure is
an unpleasant way to feel. For a while, nothing was important except to
get out of the city and all those staring people. (118)

Unlike the uncomfortable feeling of being invisible within society,
that is, through not being valued in any way whatsoever, here Billy is
enmeshed within a zone of unwanted and "unpleasant" visibility. In his
additional sense of responsibility for something he has not done (caused
trouble on the streets and so on), he becomes paranoid, but this is a
doubled, not straightforward, state of consciousness: Mr. Baker and "the
faces" are staring at Billy, and he is psychologically traumatized by this
action, accepting personal responsibility for that which he has not caused.
Billy is in effect a scapegoat figure, being held responsible (or, put another
way, personally introjecting this responsibility), and held accountable for
society's ills. Rene Girard maps out this doubled consciousness by noting
that "[s]capegoat indicates both the innocence of the victims ... [and] the
collective polarization in opposition to them" (39). Such a doubled
consciousness is also an aspect of a "post-slave" society (Gilroy 126), and
thus it provides another link in the novel between black Canadian and black
American experience. Paul Gilroy notes that the doubled consciousness is
the result of an "unhappy symbiosis between three modes of thinking,
being, and seeing," the first two relating most closely to Billy's experiences:
"the first is racially particularistic, the second nationalistic in that it derives
from the nation state in which the ex-slaves but not-yet-citizens find
themselves, rather than from their aspiration towards a nation state of their
own" (127). Yet Billy does not remain in this state of a doubled
consciousness, however much it articulates an affmity with a black
American experience and however much it expresses his liminality. His
consciousness is mimetic of his mobility: the "collective polarization"
creates a series of misidentifications in the novel, none of which can fix
Billy in place, and the act of staring, creating a negative zone of visibility,
also leaves Billy free to re-articulate his sense of self, either verbally or
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