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Yan Jiang, Ph.D.
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This dissertation examinés how homemakiﬁg, as depicted jn contemporary Asian
American literature, reflects the bigger issue of Asian diaspora and identity
transfqrmation. I analyze how Asian immigrants, especially Asian women, make the
home in America in varying ways; seemingly following their ancestral pattern or the
mainstream American model but eventually transcend both. Fdllowing Judith Butler, I
suggest that Asian immigrants’ homerhakin/g is performative. In this study, I look to the
ideas of cultural identification andiidentity formation as a foundation for contempérary

- definitions Qf the diasporic home and contend that far from being a static mimicking of
their former homes, Asian migrants’ homemaking is actually a dynamic process that
| comprises‘ continuai anxiety invrela‘_tion to ideptity performance Vand transformatioh.
Employing the framework of Butler’s performativity theory,’ each chapter explores
the shifting conceptions of the home in Asian American literature of the latter half of the
twentieth century. | ¢Xamine how éuthorg such aé Chuang Hua, Bharati Mukherjee and -
Meena Alexander, after 1965, represent immigrant homemaking that transcends
nationalism for survivai and success in the host country. This method demonstratesrhow

performances of the home, as depicted by these women writers, require a redefinition of



diasporic homemaking to inolude attributes hitherto under-explored in the literature,
namely the complex and p‘erformative featores of the horne. Drawing on Asian American
studies, diaspora scholarship and Butler’s performativityb theory, my dissertation proffers
a fresh approach to Asian American texts that dismantles easy connections between
homemakirig and fixed ideotities and s‘uggestsba significant methodology for analyzing

immigrant narratives.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Asian diaspora is a broad classification beéause it involves the dispersal of Asian
populations from differént cultures and hations; at different times, and for different
‘reasons.' However, as these people make their trips acroés various borders, they all
_experience cultural interaction and a desire to ‘make their home in the new land.
Homemaking acts, therefore, are w_hét they share aftér the diasporic journey. As a part of
the global migration, Asian migrants have shown maﬁhers of homemaking that are both
similar to ahd different from those of other migrants. Like diasporas from other
continents, Asian migrants Have left their homes and home countries for self-realization
of some sort. Yet unlike the diasporic Jews who had lost a homeland and the later
generations had to “re-conquer” before calling it -home again, many Asian migrants have
left behind an original home that is available to them. Also, unlike the African diaspora
whose journeys are usually a political critique of the racism théy have experienced during
the diaspora, the home of Asian migrants does not necessarily have such a political
dimension (although many of them have been victims of racial prejudice or immigration
exclusion poli‘cies in some of the host countries such as the United States, Canada and
Australia). Accordingly, Asian migrants’ identity, as is reflected in the various ways they

construct and “perform” their homes, is complex and refuses essentialism.



This‘ project centers on how Asian migrants fnake their home ih the United States, a
common destination of their diasporic journeys. My analysis of narratives by three
contemporary Asiah A’merican women writers, Chuang Hua, Bharati Mui(herjee and
Meena Alexander, shows that Aéian migrants vary in the manners of homemaking,
ranging frbm recbnstructing the original home to following the mainsﬁeam American
pattern, from mixing the Asian and American models to creating a spiritual home in
writing due to the sense of hoﬁaelessness. These individuals® diverse acts édd uptoa
general picture of Asian migrants’ homemaking and contribute to‘our understanding of
the corﬁplexity of Asian diaspora and identity transformation. While depicting the
immigrants’“various manners of home fashioning, these l,iterar’y texts display a
commonality: a performative feature of the diasporic home. Therefore, I find Butler’s:

| theory of gender perfonnativity a useful tool for my discussion. Although gender identity
and diasporic homemakiﬁg (and thereBy cultural identity) are two distinct categories, the
complex and flexible home patterns that immigrants have mad;: in America are analogous
to the ﬂexibility and constructed nature of gender identities. Thus [ belvievé Butler’s
theory of performativity can shed new light on immigrant homeméking and diaspora
studies.

Asians aré a recent immigrant group in the United States. As Shirley Geok-lin
Lim points out in “Immigratioh and Diaspora” (1 997), the major Asian immigration to
America began in 1848 with the discovery of gold in California.? The earliest Asian
immigrants were Chinese workers and farmers, who were followed shortly by the

. Japanese. Later, immigrants from other Asian countries made their ways to the United

States, such as from India, Korea, Vietnam and the Philippines. There were a series of



~US. laWs to restrict Asian immigration, which began in 1882 with the exclusion of -
Chinese workers and gradually expanded to the restriction of all Asian immigrants in
1924 yvith the passage of the Asian Exclusion Act. During World War I, the wartime |
policy to turn China into an ally against Japan led the American govemment to. repeal
the Chinese Exclusion Actinl 943. However, it is only a small step toward correcting
the “historic mistake”‘ of Chinese (and Asian) exclusion because only 105 Chinese from
around the world were permitted to immigrate to the United States each year.’
Eventually, Asian exclusion ended with the elimination of National Origins quota
system in the lmmigration Act of 1965. Since then, there has been an Asian American
demographic explosion. As the 2004 Statistical Abstract of the U.S. shows,* out of the -
18 million or so immigrants around the world' admitted to the U.S. since 1971, about 7.3
million of them were born in Asia, with the most coming from the Philippines, followed
by China, then Vietnam and India. | |

The collective history of ‘Asian exclusion in the United States has lumped together
Asian immigrants under the title of Asian Americans. In view of such immigration
history, diasporic homes.(or communities) depicted in Asian American literaturebefore
1965 were more or less uniform: they were either the product of racial discrimination and
immigration restriction or a manifestation of cultural assimilation. In contrast, diasporic
homes portrayed in Asian American writing after 1965 have displayed more variety and
are more able to reveal the diversity and complexity of contemporary global diaspora,
although some of the post-1965 writing has reflected the impact of these immigration

laws on Asians. Accordingly, it is my goal to explore how the immigrants’ different



| homemaking acts after 1965 reflect the Asian diaspora that is part of the rcontemborary,
globalization. |

The literary texts I will discuss were all written after the repeal of Asian exclusion
laws in 1965, that is, Chuang Hua’s Crossings in 1968, Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine in
vl989, and Meena Alexander»’s Fault Lines in 1993 (1 Will also discuss her 2003 revision).
These works are all about the first-generation Asian immigrants’ experiences. In
‘Crossings, for example, Chuang Hua depicte her characters’ journeys from China to
England, then to America. Alexénder introduces in the memoir Fault Lines her own
travels frorn India to Africa, then from England and India 'ro the United States.
Mukherjee’s characters immigrate from Asian countries such as India and Vietnam to
America. In other worde, these works are about the dispersion of Asians to other parts of
rhe world, therefore are diasporic in nature and demonstrate a variety of homemaking
acts. In vcontrast,'those immigration narratives about the second or much later generations
of Asians in America are more concerned with the immigrants’ settled lives rather than
with home-making. Although some of them.do contain reﬂectiens of the earlier
immigrants’ lives, such as Fac Myenne Ng’s Bone and Maxine Hong Kingston’s The
Woman Warrior and. China Men, these episodes are mostly for the sake of explering the
identity problems that children of diaspora have. Therefore, these works are out of the
scope of my study. |

I have not chosen these literary texts on an ethnic basis. I will discues works by one
Chinese American writer (i.e. Chuang Hua’s»Cressings)‘ and two Indian American writers
(i.e. Mukherjee’s Jasmine énd Alexander’s Fault Lines). My argument is that

performances of the diasporic home are not defined by the migrants’ ethnicity or nation



of origin; rather, they are informed by the various ways in which individuals perceive and
eonstruct their homes and cultural identities. The three pieces of writing I have chosen

- demonstrate Asiari immigrants’ diversified views and performances of the home due to
various historical, social and personal reasons. Through "their various home’makihg acts, ‘
Vwe can understand how migrants negotrate cultural differences and construct their
cultural 1dent1t1es From Fourth Jane in Crosszﬁgs for example ‘we catch a glimpse of

' those migrants who try hard to build an “authentic’f home based on their original home
model and cultural identity. The title character of Jasmine is an example of those |
immigrants who are eager to ieave behind e\}erything that 1s associated with their home
culture and to embrace the new mainstream home pattem in the host cdtintry, For
transnational subjects such as Meena Alexander who cannot get a sense of home
anywhere du\ring the diasporic journey, writing is what they finally resort to for solace
and a spiritual restmg place.” My attitudetdward this issue is in accord with the view of
prominent Asian Amerlcan critic Shirley Geok lin Lim about literary representations of
Asian American experiences.‘ Lim points out in “Feminist and Ethnie Literary Theories in
Asian American Literature” (1993) that Asian Ameribcan_studies has become more
inclusive and has authorized:a “deereased em}ahasis oh categorical national difference.
The very mult1p11C1ty appears to result ina blurrlng of natlonal boundaries and an
assertion of organlzatlonal principles through commonalltles of experience rather than
differerrce of attributes” (578). Lim’s emphasis on commonalities and blurring ef national
‘boundaries partly informs the focus of my project. Irr other words, I am not looking for
specific national or ethnic patterns in these writers. Instead, I am interested in examining

the various ways in which they write about diasporic homemaking.

s :



These three texts are all by Asian American women. It méy be more than something
accidental though, if we look more deeply into the matter. Many crifics and writers have
observed that men and women in general experience space differehtly and hpld different
views about tﬁe meaning of home. According fo Susan Robérson, the Isrivafe spaces of
the home and family “were and are still ... fhe spaces allotted to women” largely
“becausé of constraints placed on them by patriarchy and their traditibnal roles as Wives
and méthers” (4-5). As Fereshteh Ahmadi Lewin argues, while men respond in a more
uniform way and tend to see hdme as a symbol of “status rand achievement,” women are
more inclined to view home as “a protective shelter” or emotional retreat (148). Since
quite a few writings on Asian diaspora either are autobiographical or contain

| autobiographical elements, such gender distinction of views about home may explain, at
least in part, why a greater number of female writers have written more passionately
about homes than their male counterparts.

Indeed, some Asian American men have dealt with “homes” in their works, but they
either wrote ‘tQ claim America as home for their ancestors and themselves, as in the case
of Chinese American writer Shawn Wong in Homebase (1979), of focﬁsed on son;e
aspects of home for purpbses other than homemaking. Chinese Americansvsuch as Frank
Chin and Louis Chu, for example, depicfed the dysfunctioning diasporic Chinese
community as a result of U.S immigration laws. Chu’s Eat a Bowl of Tea (1961) is about
the Chfnese “bachelor society” produced by such.discriniinatory laws. In Chin’s case, he |
is éoncemed with showing, both in his plays and short stories, how decayed Chinatown
life is and where its’younger residents must escape for their own future developmént. Put

differently,‘Chin is concerned with escaping from “home” rather than making the home.

6
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Japanese American writer John Okada conveys a similar idea about the diasporic
community in No-No’ Boy (1978) against the backdrpp of Wofld War II and the
internment of Japanese immigrants. In ‘Okada’s,description, the diasporic Japanese
community mimics the original home in Japan, where the woman plays the role of
cultural preserver (as is repr_eéen_ted by Ichiro’s mother) and inhibits men’s

Americanization. For Okada, Japanese young men must get away from the immigrant

- community for their own good. Thus those works by Asian American men have little to

~do with homemaking and are irrelevant to my current project.

Looking to the ideas of cultural affiliation and identity formation as foundation for
contemporary definitions of diasporic homerhaking, I con‘Fend that far from being static,
Asian migrants’ homemaking is actually ;1 dynamic process that comprises continual
anxiety in relation to identity performance and transformation. By exainining how‘Asian
Ameriéan women sm;h aS Chua_mg Hua, Mukherjee aﬁd Alexander represent immigrant
home ;onstruction (or performance in Butler’s terms) after’19‘65 that transcend |
nationalism for survival and success in America,’ I hope to proffer a fresh approach to

contemporary Asian American texts that dismantles easy connections between

homemaking and fixed identities and suggests a significant methodolyogy for analyzing

immigrant narratives.

The Diasporic Home in Cultural Studies and Literary Criticism

Although the concept of diaspora is not new, “diaspora criticism” is a recent
theoretical frame for social, historical and cultural analysis beginning in the 1990s,

especially after the journal Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies began



c ‘ 8
publication in 1991. Critical interest in the diasporic home, accordingly, grows as a part

of diaspora criticism.

In the field of Asian American studies, the earliest discussion of diasporic homes
appeared in acollection of es‘says .on diaspora entitled Asian Americans.' Comparative
and Global Perspectives (1991), drawn mostly ,fro\m papers presented- at the sixth national ,
’conference of the‘Association‘ for Asian American Studies held on June 1-3, 1989. Asthe
theme of the conference, “Comparative and Global Perspectives of the Asian 'Diaspora,”
was to draw attention to the international dimensions of the Asian' American ei(perience,
the:essa)‘/s in the collection discussed the major issues of diaspora, such as “questions of "
identity and identiﬁcation, With attendant implications of a shared ¢ sonrce,’ he_ritage, or
~ ethos, and the effects — historical, cultural, political — of dispersal” (266). Only two
essays in the collection dealt with the imrnigrant home: Xin Liu’s ;‘The Founding and

Development of the ‘Palolo Chinese Home 1917-1988: A Case Stlidy of Chinese
Integration in Hawaii’l (57-67) and Wendy L. Ng’s “The Collective Memories of |
Communities” (103-12). Both articles are from a historical perspective and focus on the
immigrants’ communal home, with the first one“on_how Chinese immigrants in Palolo,
Hawaii took care of their elderly members l)y establishing a horne for ’the old, and the
second one on how Japanese Americans’ collective memory of intemrnentduring World
War I plays a significant role in establishing individuals’ sense of collective
identification with the community. Scholarship on homes was still'wanting in other
aspects, such as literary and personal representations of homes.

Since its inception, Asian American scholarship on “homes” and culturalvidentity

has been identified by important themes. Early scholarly interest in “homes” was about



“the home-seeking narrative” that prominent Asian American literary critic Sau-ling v
Cynthia Wong initiated in Reading Asian American Literature: from Necéssity to
Extravagance (1993). For Wong, Asian immigrants in the United States sought to make
this adopted land their home, but the series of immigration laws made it difficult or even
impossible for them to make a home and f;:el at home there. In this book she discusses
the immigrants’ “keen collective awareness of imr;lobility” and summarizes their
“ambiguous and aﬁibivalent relationship” to the American land as “simultaneo'usvhome”
and “not home” (123-24).
| Many scholars follow Wong’s home-éeeking approach and discuss how early

Chinese immigrants were silenced and denied rights in their adopted land, as is shown in
various literary and legal texts. Peter Kvidera suggests that wfiting is an important way
through which some Chir.iese American writers such as Shawn Wong claim America as |
home for both their ancestors and themselves. ® Yu-fang Cho employs Wong’s approach
of the immigrant immobility for the discussion of the disaporic homemaking. Cho argues
that in the migrant’s journey “‘mobility is always already haunted by immobility, freedom
to move by the threat of imprisonrnent, and open landscapq by encloéure” (160);”
therefore the diasporic home is either disrupted or reduce(i to “a close space” by various
pblitical and historical forces in China and the United States. Put in another way, Cho
delineates a homeless migrant throughout her whole journey Qf diaspora "a.nd regards
home for her as impossible or unattainable.

Some other scholars- focus on tﬁe general question of identity transformation in the
diaspora. A leading critic ih this respect is Amy Ling who, in Between Worlds: Woman

Writers of Chinese Ancestry (1990), maintains that Chinese American writers are éaught.}
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between Chinese and American cultures and feel a sense of alienation from both. She

describes immigrants’ and immigrant writers’ identity dilemma as a kind of “double

- consciousness” and calls it the “feeling of Being between worlds, totally at home
nowhérg” (105). Ling’s “between-world” view of the diasporic identity has been
applaud‘ed-byv many Asian American scholars.® I believe that Ling’s formulation of the
“betw¢en-wor1d” consciousness can be applied to many diasporic individuals. However, I
would further argue that diaspora consciousness is more complex than the “Between—
world” consciousness because migrénts and migrant writers may have various cultural
identifications. As a result, not all of them are caught “between worlds.”

Lisa Lowe is another key figure in Asian American literary criticism who has
formulated an important éritical apprbach about Asian American identity. in Immigrant
Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics (1996) Lowe argues that Asiah American
idehtity and cul;cure are ‘fcoﬂtested and unsettled ... taking ﬁlace in the movement
between sites and in the strategic occupation of heterogeneous and multiple positions™
(82). Lowe’s articulation of “heter’oge;ieous and multiple positions,” against the backdrop
of U.S. Asian exclusion laws and Asian immigrants’ different attitudes towards their
cultural heritage and U.S. immigration policies, encapsulates the various strategies and
methods that Asian American critics have employed to define Asian American identity
and literature. Such an acknowledgment (;f multiple positions, I believe, is also
' appropriate in understanding Asian migrants’ homemqking in the host country.

Lowe’s approach to Asian Ameri‘.can identity can be regarded as a specific example
of diaspora identity formulated by cultural critic Stuart Hall. Hall introduces in “Cultural

Identity and Diaspora” (1990) two understandings of cultural identity: 1) a stable identity



V . 11
that people normally acquire if they live within the same cultural milieu for a long period;

2) migrants’ identities that “undergo constant transformation” as a result of the clash
between cultures (225). For Hall, diaspora identities should be viewed as “a matter of

%

‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being because they “are subject to thé continuous ‘play’ of
history, culture and power” (225). Lowé’s and Hail’s forrnulatiSns of identities are
seminal for understanding diaspora in general and Asian diaspora in particul-ar'.

Although cultural idenfity has long been a focus in Asian diaspora/immigration
séholarship, few scholars associated the discussion of home directly with t};e
reconﬁguration of diaspora identity uhtil Helena Grice’s chapter “Homes and
- Homecomings” in Negotiating Identities: An Introduction to Asian American Women's
Writing (2002). Grice introduces various understandings of the cdncept of home in recent
literary works. Believing that space “defines people and people define space” (200), she
discusses various representations of home and homeland by migrant writers of different
geherations, such as home being “where you belong” but often unattainable for migrants,
home as “an imagined place” for postcolonial immigrants, the desire to make the adopted
~ country as a home for writers who have grown up there, the ancestral homeland being “a
mythologised location” for the “grandchildren of immigrants” who have never visited it,
the idea of the homeplace as a refuge “from the destructive effects of racism,” andbthe
house as a “patriarchal piace” aﬁd “gendered zones” (203). In general, Grice has given a
broad sketch of the home in her chapter, a scope that is valuable for my project. Helpful
‘also is her approach to incorporating home into the discussion of identity transformation.

In addition to the approaches to home that Grice has introduced in her book,

discussions about homes have taken other directions, in which homes are associated with



discussion of the family and the quotidién objects. Meena Alexander‘discussesbvin
“Diasp‘oric‘Writbing: Recasting Kinship in a Fragmented World” (2000) the significance
of kinship ties in her own fnigrant experiences as well as in her writing about diaspora.
b. She thinks fhaf kinship offers “anchorage” for “the seeking self” (21). Her argument is :
illuminéting although it may ﬁot be applicable to some migrants who are determined to
sever the kinship ties and séek >a new start far away from their original home. In
“Mediating Woﬂds, Migrating Identities: Representing Home, Diaspora and identity in
"~ Recent Asian Amefican and-Asian Canadiaﬁ» Women’s Films” (2006), Eva Rueschmann
~ elaborates on how “fragments and quotidian objects,” such as ahhéirloom, a souvenir or
a mass-manufactured article, may “encode forgotten collective and family memorie's”_v .
(187). Her discussion offers another channel, namely the material culture approach,
through Qﬁich we fnay interpret d‘iaspora, home and cultural identity. As Rueschmann
explains, “objects that travel along paths of human diaspora and: international trade
encode cultural displacement” (187). Such an approach is revealing about the identity
transformation of diasporic individuals and their children. '

The diasporic home is also an important focus in gender studies. In “Gender and the
Image of Home ir; the Asian American Diaspora: A Socio-Literary Reading of Some
Asian American Works” (1994), Rajini Srikanth explores gender'rélatiéns within the

diaporic home and the complex “strategies that men and women employ to make

12

themselves ‘feel at home’” in a new environment (149). Srikanth argues that the diasporic

home “is increasingly identified with the woman” because for the diasporic male (namely
- the husband), the woman is responsible for recreating “the idyllic home in the new

destination, whether or not this idyll can ever become reality”; for the diasporic woman
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(as wife), on the other hand, “the expectation that she will fecreate the lost home sets up a
situation that both empowers and debilitates her;’ in maintaining the traditional values of
the Qriginal home countryvin a diaspora setting (151). What Srikanth’s appealing
argument fails to consider, however, is the possibility that diaSporic men and women may
want to sever their bond with their original home and home culture in their eagerness to
assimilate and be acc’epted into the mainstream culture of the host society.

As homemaking is generally regardéd as women’s work, a collectioh of essays in i
Homemaking: Women Writers and the Polit;’cs' qnd Poetics of Home (1996) makes use of
such a correlation‘to offer a feminist critique of “home” as at once a private and public |
dofnain, and argues that home “can be re-made” (x). As Homemaking brings together
voices from many different nations and communities, Cynthia F. Wong’s “Remembering

- China in Wild Swans and Life and Death in Shanghdi” is the only piecé in the cqllection
about Asian diaspora (115-33). Wong contends that the Chinese irhmigrants are bound to
their origins and “finally are unable to completely break from-he‘r [Chinese] ties” (’129).
With the emphasis that such connection to the homeland is the only means for Chinese
migrant writers to find “their true homes, their true selves” (129), Wong argueé
convincingly that diasporic individuals can never be free from “the psychological burden
that thcif homeland exerts on their remembered experiences” even though they are
enjoying political and iiterary freedom in their adopted homes in the west (116). Such an
approach to home reveals the relationship between the home and cultural identity, ‘wl;ich
is especially the case with immigrants.’

The notion of home has also been a thematic interest in postcolonial studies. In The

Politics of Home: Postcolonial Relations and Twentieth-century Fiction (1996),



Rosemary Marangoly ’Georgc provides inter-related réadihgs' of the works of "first-
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“world" and "third-world" writers and theorists, including Joseph Conrad, Kazuo Ishig‘ufo; .

Anita Desai, Edward Said and‘Homi Bhabha, in exploration Qf the problerhs, pleasures
and priviléges involved in "feeling at home" in literature. George stétes in Ciiapter'Six

. “‘Traveling light’: Home and‘ the Immigrant Genre” that immigrants in the pbstcolonial
'agek have to “come to terms with}the spiritual, material and even linguistic lilggage they

* carry or inherit” (173). To be at home in foreign plaCes, according tQ George, }“‘requires a
judicious balahciné of remembrance and forgétting” (157). Thus she declares that “Home
in the immigrant genre is a ﬁction'that one can move beyond of recreate at will” .(200);
Although Georg¢ mairily focuses on the ways of dealing with memory and the past in
\orderfor immigrants to crea‘ie a new home in a néw larid, and little atténtion‘\is given to
t}ie interaction between iinmi_grants énd their h‘ost society, she has made insightful

- 'statements abouf the invented or fictional feature of immigrant home and about the

intersection of postcoloriial studies and diaspora studies. -

The only book so far devoted to the discussion of homes for migrants is a collection

~of essays edited by Geoffrey Kain: /deas of Home: Literature of Asian Migration (1997). '

It is considered a significant work in this regard in Asian American literature. This

collection has as its goal a reconsideration or “redefinition” of the ancient experience of

migration in the contemporary world as well as a discussion of “fa complex of factors™ to-.

be resolved before the new place “may be sincerely embraced as ‘home’” (1). Although
Asian American writers discussed in this book range from first- to third-generatioh

immigrants, and terms such as “migration”, “immigration” and “exile” are frequently -

used in this collection while the notion of “diaspora” is not mentioned even once, the
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first-generation immigrant experiences are diasporic in nature and therefore discussions

about them are very helpful to my project. The numerous essays have shed light on the
impact of diaspora and prqmoted é deep understanding of the feature of home, such as the
essays ébout the impact of the past bn immigrants’ understanding of their cultural identity
and about the exilic experiences of p;)stcolonial ;ubjects that renaevr them homel'ess (due
to the 'diséppearance of native culture as a result of the culfural invasion of the West).
However, this book is not yet a systematic study of diaspora and of homes that are
cbnstructed after such a journey.

Benzi Zhang’s “The Politics of Re-homing: Asian Diaspofa Poetry in Canada”
(2004) is a useful article about the theme of home. Zhang made substantial theoretical
diécussion of diasporic individuals’ desire for home and their compléx strategies to
negotiaté the meaning of home “between fact and fantasy” (106). Although textual
support for his arguments seems ornamental and little has been done to elaborate on the
interaction between diasporic individuals and the new environment, Zhang’s analysis is
helpful in understanding the complex situation of diaspora and homemaking as well asv
the comblex consciousness of those peoplé involved in it.

In Asian American criticism, peffofmances are linked primarily to cultural identity.
Many scholars regard performances as a strategy that immigrants have to adopt in their
identity transformation. One view is that immigrants simply perform their ethnicity as is
expected of them. Robert Ji-Song Ku, for example, conveys such a view in “‘Beware of
Tourist if You Look Chinese’ and \Other Survival Tactics in the American Theatre: The
Asian(cy) of Display in Frank Chin’s The Year of the Dragor” (1999). Ku argues that

Chinese immigrants perform the “model minority” expected of or imposed upon them by



mainstream American society (78). Similarly, Chih-ming Wang describes, in “‘An’
vOnstage Costurﬁé Change’: Modernity and Immigrant Experience in Gfsh Jen’s Typical
American” (2002), iminigrants fqllowing western fashions in their willingness to
assimilate (7.1). Another view about identity performance is that Asian immigrants
display a dual identity or double consciousness in their role plays. For Erika T. Lin, such
a dual identity means performing an Asian American identity that is expeCted of them in
the public sphere (as a “model minority” for example) but switch toa different role
dictated by their ancestral culturé in the domestic sphere (“Mona on the Phoﬁe,” 2003). In
Double Agency: Acts of Impersondtion in Asbian‘ /imerican Literature and Culture (2005),
Tina Chen argues tﬁat Asian Ameri;:ans are “double agents” because their identity
performances “work both to establish their own claims to a U.S. American identity and to
critique the American insfifutions that have designated them as ‘aliens’ whose
incorporation into the body politic is thus always already suspect”r (8).»'0

Thus, wﬁile they are aware of the importance of performance ovér authenticity in
cultural identity, Asian American scholars ﬁave not associated performances with
diasporic homemaking. However, Wendy W. Walters hés explored such a correlation in
litefary texts by black disaporic writeré. In At Home in Diaspora: Black International
Writing (2005), Walters argues thaf biack diasporic writers’ desire to claim a home
“occurs in the language of literary narrative és a direct result of experiencing racial
exclusions ‘at home’” (xvi). She turns briefly to Judith Butler’s theory of the
performative gendered body in Gender Trouble (1990) as the basis for her performance
of “Africanness” and of the home in literary narratives. As Walters argues,

the gendered body can be seen as performative, since “it has no ontological
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status apart from the various acts which constitute its reélity” (136). This is
similar to what [ arii claiming about the nature of diaspora identiﬁcation, in that
theie need not be an ontoiogical “Africanness” to which a diasporic
identification refers. And yet, conversely, the desire to claim a home occurs in
the language of literary narrative as a direct result of experiencing racial
exclusions “at home.” (xvii)
Walters contends that discourse, especially literary production, is “an important realm” of
the “enacted Space in which one’s relaiionship to home or not-home is constructed,
negotiated, and répeatedly revised” (xvi-xvii). She associates performances with literary
’ represéntations of home and suggests that black diasporic writers’ literary visions are
| informed by a political critique of “home.” Following her approach, I will demonstrate
that Asian migrants’ homeméking is also performative. But I would furtiier argue that
Asian migrants’ éerfofmances of the home are not necessarily an outright political
critique because not all Asian American writers use their writing as weapons to attack the
racism they or their fictional characters have experienced in diaspora. Meena Alexander
resembles the blac]; diasporic writers in Fault Lines in her critique of racism, for
example, but Chuang Hua and Bheirati Mukherjee both sidestepped the issue of racial
discrimination in their fiction.

To sum up, scholarship on the diasporic home in Asian American literature has
been scattered. There has been little systematic analysis of diasporic homemaking.
Neither is there much discussion about the performative feature of diasporic homes. It is
my argument that we can gain new insight into diaspora by combining these two

perspectives. This project, thereby, explores the various manifestations of diasporic home
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performances. The value of such a study lies partly in assigning a common feature to the

diverse and compleX diasporic homemaking acts,b that is, abperfom_lvative feature of home_
construction that is either neglected or under-e'xplbred in pfevious critical works. Such an
approach also contributes to the literary conversation about cultural identity and sheds
new light on the understanding of irﬁmigrants’ idenﬁty transformation, as is°'demonstrated

in their homemaking acts; _
The Concept of Diaspora

The word “diaspora” has been used for centuries. Historically, it referred to thé
banishment and dispersion of Jewish people from their homelaﬁd. However, as Rohald
Skeldon points out, recently the term “diaspora” hés been adbpted by cultural theorists in |
" migration discourse, and it now includes the ‘internatio'nal dispersal of other groups (51).
To be more specific, “diaspora” has been used in a board sense since Diaspo'ra.' A
Jéurnal of Transnational Studies began publicatioh in 1991, Which mafks the inception
of diaspora criticism. According to cultural studies critics such as Avtar Brah, Laurence -
Ma and Ronald Skeldoﬁ, diésporic peoples may leave their native places because of
political strife (such as Sri Lankans and Bosnian Mﬁslims), slavery (as ﬁas been the
experience of Africah slaves), conflict and war (such as Palestinians), or as part of global -
flows of labor (as in the cases of Asians gnd Cypriots). As Shuyu Kong buts itin
“Diaspora Literature” (2003), now in an age of increasing glob\él‘izatio‘n “diaspora” may
involve people of any race or nation aﬁd include “the modern condition and experience of

transnational and intercultural dispersal” either for personal or external reasons (546).
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Cultural studies scholars such as Khachig Tololyan, Ma and Skeldon note that

because of its frequent use since the 1990s, the term “diaspora” has almost replacéd the
word “migration”. In Writing Diaspora (1993) Rey Chow associates disaporic conditions
with subject positions of inigrancy, especially those positions produced by some cultural
practices of globalization (such as cosmopolitan intellectuals and transnational workers).
‘In Questiovns of Travel: Postmodern Discourse of Displacement (1996), however, Caren
Kaplan draws a line between diasporic and immigrant positions by stating that
“immigrants are seen to replace one nationalist identification ’forv another while diasporic
émigrés confound territorial and essentialist nationalisms in favor of transnational
subjectivities and communities” (136). |
In literary criticism since the 1990s, most scholars héve used “diaspora”
interchangeably with “migration” and “immigration” without offering ¢xplanation. Even
- when prominent Asian Arﬁerican critié Shirley -Geok-lin Lim, in “Immigration and
Diaspora” (1997), makes a distincfion between reading Asian American writing as
immigrant writing and as diasporic writing, she has in mind the shift in perspective of
seeing the same thing. She points out that the recent shift in 'addreséing Asian Ameri;:an |
works as diasporic writing rather than as immigrant writing “carries ideological, political,
and institutioﬁal consequences” because diésporié writing is often seen as “falling outside
U.S. canonical work” (291). According to Lim, immigrant writing refers to “writing
~ produced by U.S. writers of Asian descent” while‘diaéporic writing is “writing producgd‘
.by members of a diasporic group” — the Chinese, South Asian, or Filipino diasporas, for

example. Thus she concludes, but without further elaboration, that “in an international
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perspective, paradigms of diaspora will tend to overlap, destabilize, or supg:rsédé
paradigms of.inirﬁigration” (»2,91'). | | |
‘While I agree with the view that “diaspora” can be used almost interchangeably
‘ VWith “mi‘gra’tion,” I side with some Asian American sc‘hola‘.rs in drawirig' a line between
diaspora and‘immigration. I'would suggest that diaspora is a broader teﬂrbm than |
immigration,‘or-digsporé,incbrporatgs i_mmigration, partly because members of diaspora ‘
Iﬁay or may not bsetrtle down in a specific host country, while immigrants determine to arid“
will strike root in the adopted land. As a result, an immigrant will replace one nationalist
identiﬁcétion for ahother, while a migrant may embrace more thaﬁ one nafiona] or
cultural sﬁbjectivify (or none at all due to their numerous journeys acfoss*different
nationai borders). It follows that once diasporic‘.indi\./idua]s settle dde in a new place
and make it the final destination, they may be called immigrants;
The texts [ am going to discuss are selected according to the above distinction: they
are about the diasporic experiences of the ﬁrst—generatioh Asiéﬁ Americans who left their
' origina]' horﬁe in Aéia, crossed various geographical and cultural borders to Europe and
Africa, finally made their way to the United States. Tb put it differently, these people’s

~ experiences are interpreted according to the broader concept of “diaspora”.
The Concept of Home

There has been no consensus on the meaning of “home.” Of course home is where |
one lives and belongs, but writers and critics often move beyond the dwelling and relate-
" the sense of home to self and identity. As sociologists Habib Chaudhury and Graham

Rowles state in “Between the Shores of Recollection and Imagination: Self, Aging, and
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Home” (2005), “It is generally accepted that home provides a sense of identity, a locus of

security, and a point of centering and orientation in relation to a chaotic world beyond the
threshold” (3). They go on to point out that “a sense of being ‘at home’ is related to
health status and well-being and ... disruption of this sense,v through in situ environmental
change, relocation, or through disruption of a more existential rsense of being at one with
the wor’ld,‘ can result in significant changes in well-being” (3-4).

Diaspora impacts one’s understanding of home on various levels. It not only
uproots migrants from their original residence and home country, but also disrupts ‘their
sense of home and sense of being at home at various places. During diaépora an'd the
subsequent séttling down prbcess in a new country, migrants’ sensé of home hés
experienced disruption, reconstruction and change. Chances are different migrants may
arrive at different understandings of the home after the life-changing journey. Some of
them may seek to reconstruct the imagc of the original home they carry in their minds;
sofne may desire a different psychological, social and cultural security in a new home
they have made in the adopted land. Furthermore, migrants’ sense of home is likely to
change with time, especially after their cultural assimilation. Tﬁerefdre, as Catherin¢
Wiley obsérves in the introduction of Homemaking: Women Writers and the Politics and
Poetics of Home (1996), the concept of home is “a fertile site of contradictions
demanding constant renegotiation and reconstruction” (XV)."!

2 Accordingly, the “ﬁome’* I will discuss in this project is a multi-layered concept.
As depicted in Asian American diaspora writing,_ home is not necessarily a physical
space. It is often a symbolic construct in terms of memories and longings. As home

inevitably involves family and community, the social aspect of home is also included in
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my discussion. Therefore, I will explore the physical, social and psychological aspects of

the home. While “home” usually refers to the home that migrants make (or hope to make)
after diaspora, it sometimes also indicates the original home in these individuals’ home
country or even means their homeland itself. In this project, I use this term to refer to

migrants’ diasporic home unless it is stated otherwise.
The Theory of Performativity and the Diasporic Home

“Performativity” is a theory that Judith Butlet formulates to characterize gender
identity. In exploring the representation ot’ various homes that migrants have constructed
in some Asian Americanrliterary works, I find that its complexity can be well explained
by applying Butler’s theory of gender performativity. My argument is that diasporic
homemaking resembles gender constitution in its perfomiative feature, although these
two are different in categories.

" In “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory”(1990), Butler elaborated on the performative approach to gender -
identity that she initiated in Gender Trouble (1989). Accordiog to Butler, reiﬁed artd
naturalized conceptions of gendef “might be understood as constituted and, heoce,
capable of being constituted differently” (271). She contends that gender is “instituted
throughthestyliz‘ation of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way
in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various Kinds constitute the |
illusion of an abiding gendered self” (270).

Like gender, the diasporic home is not a naturalized phenomenon or identity,

either. Just as gender is instituted through bodily movements and enactments of various
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kinds, so the diasporic home is constructed and can also be constfucteu in different ways.
The home, or any home, must be actualized through a variety of domestic activities in
order to create an'estab>lishevd space of shelter and security. In addition, the home is
generally understood as an identity created through habitual acts of individual members -
and through repetition of rituals and customs of a particular culture. The ordinary home
in any country and culturc seems naturalized because of fhe stable social and cultural
environments, therefore its performative feature is ir‘nplicit.rThe diasporic home, in
contrast, is made in a different cultural milieu. Its berformative feature surfaces from the
very beginniug of construction. Migrants’ various constructing acts of the home (due to
different personal and éultural backgrouuds) result in a diversity of home patterns, and -
these patterns may change with time. Therefo’te, I suggest that the di_aspdric home is a site
where we can observe migrants’ homemaking performances and see how they constitute
their cultural identity.

Furthermore, Butler maintains in “Performatiye Acts and Gender Constitution” that
the gendered body 1s a “historical s_ituation” ruther than a natural species “both
conditioned and circumscribed by historical convention” (272). In other words, the body
is “a manner’of doing, drématizing, and reproducing a historical situation” (272). For
Butler, this “doing of gender” manifests a set of strategies or a style of being. But she
cautions that this style is “never fully self-styled, for living styles have a history, and that
history conditions and limits possibilities” (272).

The idea of home for those in diaspora can be analyzed along similar lines. We may
argue that diasporic homes are also a historical idea in view of various histofical |

circumstances where migrants are situated during their diasporic journeys. In some of the



receiving countries migrants’ individual and communal homemaking may be subject to
limited possibilities as a result of harsh immigration restriction during some specific
historical periods. The home constructed in such a way (especially from social and

| psychological perspectives), thére_fore, reflects various survival strategies and living
styles in migrants’ specific stopping plarces or host countries. We may name it, after
Butler, the “doing of home.” Admittedly, such doing of home can never be fully self-
styled because in is limited by historical conditions and restrictions. Therefore, like
gender configuration, diasporic homemaking is similarly compelled by social sanction
and, occasionally, by taboo.

When Butler initiétes rhe idea that gender attributes and acts are berformative, she
means that gender is fluid rather than being a biologically innate or stable fact, and “there
is no preexisting identity by which an act or attribute might be measured,” so she asserts
“there would be no true or false, real or distorted acts of gender” (Gender Trouble 180).
Butler argues “the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed as a regulatory
fiction” (Gender Trouble 180). As she observes, one is compelled to live in a world in
which gender is stabilized, polarized, rendered discrete and intractable. For her, gender is
actually made to comply with a model of truth and falsity which not only contradicts its
own performative fluidity, but serves a social policy of gender regulation and control.
Hence she contends that gender acts, as social actions, are a shared experienr:e and
collective action, and these acts are repeated in that thegz are at once a reenactment and re-
expériencing of a set of méanings already socially established (Gender Trouble 180).

Many Agian American literary works indicate that migrants from the same Asian

country or culture tend to enact similar patterns of horrrernaking, in particular the patterns
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they were u‘sed’to in their original culture. Many migrénts’\ homemaking acts, therefore,
are collective actions that reenact and re-experience certain sc;cially established
meanings. On the other hand, the diverse cultural backgrounds and personal experiences
of Asian migrants (including migrant writers) result in various manifestations of the
homing acts, not necessarily following the home models in their original cﬁltures. Some
may pref¢f the home pattern of mainstréam western culture. To put it differently, what
these Asian migraﬁts do share iﬁ their home gonstruction is a performative feature; that
is, there is a fluidity in what models they may follow in the .homemakiﬁg and to what
exfent.

Admittedly, some social regulations do exist in the hoét countries that limit the
flexibility of migranté’ home performancés. For example, Asians in America are put
under the umbrella term of “Asian Americans” because they have all been subject to a set
of Asian exclusion laws. Therefore, for a long time in A;nerican history Asian
homemaking was not as fluid as the homemaking of immigrants from other parts of the
world, such as Europe. But the desire to assimilate gnd the compulsion to conform force
many Asians to hide or abandon their performances of the original home pattern. Thus
the coexistence of two oppdsite tendencies in diasporic home homemaking (to keep the
- original home pattefn and to follow the mainstréam model) adds to the complexity of
migrants’ home perforfnances.'

In spite of sdme similarities in performativity, home performances differ frofn
gender performances in that the former does not necessarily incur punitive consequences
if migranfs end up performing a home different from the mainstream one. Ch‘ances are

migrants might long for a home identical to the ones created by members of the
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mainstream society but ﬁnd themeelves deprive(i of such rights,. or sometimes they
eenstmct a home Quite tiifferent from the mainstream pattern enly because of the
eneouragernent of or restriction by the mainstream soCiety.

Therefore, migrants’ repeate‘d acts of homeniaking, diversified and yet'limited by
historieal eonditions and social regulatiens, are similar to gender constitntion in their
perfomative feature. Following Butler, I call migrants’ homemaking acts the |
“perfo;manCes” of the home. Analyzing Asian Americans’ home construetion,from the
perforrnatiVe approach can shed new light on Asian_diaspofa and Asian migrants’ identity

transformation.
Chapter Introductions

- Looking to the ideas of cultural identification and identity transforination asa
foundation fovr contemporary deﬁnitidns of diasporic homemaking, | suggest that far from
being a statie mimicking of their former homes, Asian migrantsi homemaking is aetually
a dynamic process that comprises continual anxiety in relation to identity perforrnance
and transformation. By examining how authors such as FChuang Hua, Bharati Mukherjee
and Meena Alexander represent rr;igrant home perforrhances after 1965 that transcend
nationalism for survival v_and success in America, | hope to proffer a fresh approach to
Asian American texts that dismantles easy connections between homemaking 'and fixed
identities and suggests a signiﬁcant methodology for analyzing irnmigrant narratives.

There are three more cnapters in this projeet, each of which is devoted to discussing
one Asian American woman writer in relation to the variety an‘a complexity of home

perforrnanees as a way to reflect migrants’ identity transformation. In Chapter Two, “The
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‘Authentic’ Home in Chuang Hua’s Crossings,” I discuss how the home in Chuang Hua’s

work is performed in a way that it is based upon a cherished home model in the past. To
some migrémt.s such as the narrator Fourth Jane in Crossings, the only authentic home is
the one that mimics the home pattern in their original country. Such performances of the
hpme are pértly the product of immigrants’ nostaigia and partly due to some unhappy
experiences they have had in the host country. However, in time most, if not all,
migrants méy come to a painful realization that their performed “authentic” home model
will inevitably be replaced by a mixed pattern that better suits the life situation in the
adopted land. Such a trahsition, as Fourth Jane has experienced, is a testimony of
immigrant identity tfansforrriation. Chapter Three, “Performing (Un)desirable Homes in
Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine,” discusses Mukherjee’s account of her title character’s
resolute denial of the original home and home culture and her conscious homemaking |
based on mainstréam American model as enactment for survival and self-fulfillment.
Much like the fluidity of‘ gender performances, Jasmine’s diasporic home keeps changing
and is informed by American spirit instead of being ethnically “authentic” and static
against change. However, Jasmine is not merely an assimilationist in her hurry to become
American. Instead, she appropriates the American home quel for her own benefit and in
so doing she is revising the mainstream home pattern in America. In Chapter Four,
“Writing as Dwelling: Meena Alexander’s Fault Lines,” I analyze the idealized home
Meena Alexander constru(;ts in writing. Unlike the home performances delineated in
Chuang Hua’s and Mukherjee’s works, Alexander does not depict the home based on
concrete models offered by either the ancestral country or fhe host country. Rather, she is |

concerned with the sense of being at home and declares that she cannot find a home
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anywhere. Accordingly, she performs a home in a different sphere, namely a home
“constructed” in writing‘. Alexander’s “homemaking”‘ gesture is political and spiritual,
aiming at exposing her diasporic conseiousness and some unpleasant experiences she has
had as a migrant. Such a performative approach attests to the way Alexander, as a wfiter
and migrant, views the impact of diaspora on her subjectivity. |

Indeed, the nerformances of the hofne in these three pieces of writing are rnerely
personal experiences of different kinds, but they do reveal some major patterns of
immigrant hotnemakingl 'and engage multiple perspectives on diaspora, in this case, on
Asian diaspora. They have shown, for example, how different interactions between
Asian and American influences may present themselyes in ifnmigrant identity
transformation. Due to different cu'ltural,. social and class backgrounds and distinct
personal experiences, the female protagonists in these na‘rratives interpret in various ways
the role that their cultural heritage plays in their homemaking in the new world. These
 texts also demonstrate that immigrants all actively engage with the status quo of
American culture in their assimilation and homemaking, either by enjoying the
multicultural American life or by embracing whole-heartedly American culture and
American home model and breaking with their heritage cultnre. Through these multiple
and complex representations, we can see immigrants’ cultural identity in the making.
Taken together, howet/er, these narratives are far from a portrayal of Asian immigrants’
collective identity and community building. Rather, these authors depict individuals’
various strategies for their homeméking and identity trénsformatien. Indeed, we cannot
separate narratives of the immigrant self from the community an(j ethnicity. But there is

not a single pattern of identity formation and homemaking that is applicable to an entire
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ethnic community or a whole ethnic group. These three writers address or call our

" attention to this problem in distinct ways. Therefore, Yacknowledgment of both the
~ common features and diversity of immi\g’rant_s’ home performances has much to offer tov
the discuséion and understanding of Asian diaspora.

Furthermore, we cannot ignore the literary value of these three texts. As main
ﬁgures‘in Asian American literature, these 'autho‘rs nave macie creative use of the specific
genres, or even challenge literary conventi‘ons, not only to suit their subject matter and
reveal the impact of disaspora on the sense of self, but also, like their respective literary
characters, seek a place in and at the same times expand the Vliterary canon of America.
One of the pioneering texts in Asian American literature, Chuang Hua’s Crbssings is
characterized by modernist techniques. In particular, she makes skillful use of stream of
consciousness and sfructures the novel with two parallel story lines, one for the present
and the other for the various times in the past. The effect of such a technique is a
fraglnented narrative (on sentence, paragraph and chapter levels) that serves well to
reflect the protagonist’s diasporic psychology and her painful quest ’for the self. Thus
Crossings ié a salient example of diaspora writing. Unlike Chuang Hua who is a migrant
and has produbed a diéspora tnxt, Mukherjee defines herself and expects to be defined as
an American writer. Mukherjee’s writing, theréfore, is her active engagement with
American literary tradition. In Jasmine, shé wfites consciously in dialogue with patterns
such as the classic American succe§s story and the trnditionalvfemale buildungsroman.
Mukherjee’s narrative resembles these patterns but eventually subverts them. Her
protagonist’s success, for example, is not measured by money but by identity

transformation via romance; her maturation does not end in a happy marriage but is
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marked instead by the escape from her home for adventure and individual freedom. In

doing so, Mukherjee aims to expand the American‘ literary canon to include immigrant
subjects; Distinct from both Chuang Hua and Mukhefjee, Alexender is a genre
subversive. Her memoir Fault Lines is a case in point of her subversive strategies. She
has made some generic experiments in self-representation in her memoir. As Theresa
Kulbaga argues, experirhental autobiographies by writers such as AleXahder must be read ‘
not as a mode of postrhodernist “play” but as cultural responses to uneven material
histories and development because “‘border crossing’ for fhese euthors names a
contemporary process fraught with risks and burdens fhat, when inscribed
autobiographically, confronts the problem of citizenship at the level of genre” (2781).
Along similar lines, Fault Lines is Alexander’s creative response to her disaporic
experience and the sense of dislocation in the receiving nations.

In these complex ways, the three women writers represent various attitudes towards
and distinct manners of homemaking by Asian immigrants. With the implication that We
can never essentialize in diaspora/immigratibon studies, we also see that performati\}ity
can be a useful approach to enhancing our understanding of diaspora and diasporic

homemaking.
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Endnotes |

! Since Asian diaspora is such a broad scope, there have been no generalized
scholarly works on 1t Scholarship has been scattered on regional Asian diasporas, such as
on Chinese diaspora and south Aéidn diaspora. -

2 See Shirley Geok-lin Lim, “Immigration and Diaspora.” An Interethnic
Companion to Asian American Lz'ferature. Ed. King-kok Cheung. New York: Cambridge
U P, 1997. 293. 289-311. |

3 Those words were by Franklin D. Roosevelt for consideration of the American
wartime goals against Japan during World War II. In a letter to Congress, Roosevelt
wrote that passing the bill to repeal was vital to correcting the “historic mistake” of
Chinese exclusion, and he erriphasizéd that the legislation was “important in the cause of
winning the war and of establishing a secure peace.” See “Repeal of the Chinese
Exclusion Act, 1943.”

4 “The 1965 Immigration Act.”

> The year 1965 is significant for Asian immigrants because the Immigration Act of
1965 abolished “hational origin” quotas and speciﬁed seven preferenéeg for Eastern
Hemisphere quota immigrants. Since 1965, there has been an Asian Afnerican
demographic explosion. Two million Asian quota immigrants, two million nonquota
" immigrants, and one million refugees outside the seVenfh preferénce have arrived in the
United States. See “History of Migration and Immigration Laws in thé United States.’;/

% Shawn Wong, Homebase. New York: A Plume Book, 1979.
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7 Yu-fang Cho, “Rewriting Exile, Remapping Empire, Re-merhbering ‘Home:
Hualing Nieh’s Mulberry and Peach.” Meridians: Fi éminism, Race, Transnationalism. 5
(1) (2004): 157-200.
E Li Zeng,. ;‘Diasporic ,self, cultural other: Negotiating Ethnicity Through
Transformation in the Fiction of Tan and Kingston” (2003). |
? One’s view about the home is related to one’s cultural identity. When ivmmigrants_
undergo identity transformétion ina hew country and new culture, their understanding of |
the home inevitably experiences change of different degrees that corresponds with their
transformed identity. For more information please consult Stuart Hall (1999) and Lisa
Lowe (2003).
** Erika T. Lin, 2003; Tina Chen, 2005.
'' For more details about Catherine Wiley, visit “Colorado Poet Center”

<http://www.unco.edu/colopoets/poets/wiley_catherine>.
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CHAPTER II
THE “AUTHENTIC” HOME IN CHUANG HUS’S CROSSINGS

Grandfather practices calisthenics. In the yard of his former gate keeper’s house he
makes studied movements of limbs and body... He retreats, advances, and with each
change of movement he inhales and exhales. The air comes out of his mouth in puffs of
vapor which dissolve in the morning air. ’

N

"— Chuang Hua, Crossirigs

This chapter analyzes how the characters in Chuang Hug’s Crossings, especially the
protagonist Fourth Jahe, perform the home in a way that it is based primarily upon a
cherished home model in the past so that fhey can maintain the cultural identity that |
existed before the diaspora. To be specific, these migrants try to cling to their
- Chineseness, names and food, personal felations and customs, to name a few. Chang Hua
implies in Crossings that her Chinese characters construct their diasporic home as a
natural extension of the original home in China. The scant scholafship on Crossings also
follows this line of thinking.' I would suggést, hbwever, such disasporic homemaking
unconsciously emerges és a kind of performance. Joining together Butler’s theory of
performativity and Stuart Hall’s theory of diaspora identity (which I will discuss in this
chapter), | argue that migrants’ homemaking is a process of perférming and negotiatihg
cultural identity, even when it appears to reconstruct some authentic or Qriginal version of

the home.
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Diaspora has deprived migranté of a stable sense of home and self. In order to
regain their lost identity, many diasporic individuals.go back to their places of origin, if
conditions permit; or if they cennot, they will try, by all means, to reconstruct or recreate
in the adopted land a home that resembles the original one. This seemingly “natural” act
of reconstructing the home is actually a performative act, either in life or in art forms, or
~ in both, to eatisfy “the endless desire to return to ‘lost origins’, ...to go back to the
- beginning” (Hall 236). Snch anxious quests are determinedrby’the cultural identity that
many vdiasporic individuals have formed before their travel. Accordingly, in their effort to
reconstruct a Chinese home, Chuang Hua’s characters are actually putting their VChinese
identity on display.

It follows that diasnoric homemakers may reject the intrusion of any outsi(ie
influence uponv their performed home in the hope of keeping their cultural heritage intact.
Such a conservative version oi’ the diasporic home is partly the product of imrnigrants’
nostalgia. On the other hand, it reveals that identity transformation is a slow and painful
process. This is especially true for the first-generation immigrants, but excluded from this |
picture are those who have had some traumatic experience in their original country and-
are eager to forget anything associated with the pest once they have'ﬂed eleewhere.
~ However, in time most, if not all, migrants may come to a painful realization that their
performed “authentic” home cannot last forever and wili inevitably be replaced by a
hybrid pattern that better suits their life situation in the adopted land. I suggest that this is
- a common trajectory of immigrant homemaking and identity transformation that
Crossings has unfolded to readers. As we learn, the “authentic” Chinese home Chuang

Hua’s migrants have performed subsequently undergoes a significant structural change
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with a new family member coming from outside the Chinese community. In other words,
these migrants have performed the home unwittingly in a manner that gradually moves
away from the original Chinese pattern and toward the mainstream western one that is
mere appropriate for their life in America. The changed home patterr; mirrors how
migrants perform and negotiate their cultural identity in the adopted country.

We know little about the personal life of the Chinese American writer Chuang Hua
Vbecause of her insistence on remaining unidentified. She now lives in New York City and
refuses to have any interviews.? Crossings, her only known literary work, is regarded as
one of the pioneering texts in Chihese American literature (as well ‘as Asian American
literature) for its modernist style. An autobiographical novel, Crossings was published in
1968 but was heglected and soon went out of print. Amy Ling, well-known Asiaﬁ
American writer and cfitic, reintroduced it to the public in its reprint in 1986 with
permission from the author. Ling acclaims Crossings as “the first modernist novel” in
Asian American literature and describes it in her introduction to Crossing as follows:

Experimental in structure and form, the fragmented narrative is’avcollage of
dreams, nightmares, autobiography, and fantasy. Its prose is often elegantly spare,
its punctuation and syntax often uﬁconventional. Quotation marks may be
| emitted; fragments and run-on sentences abound, and characters are often referred
to only by pronoun.‘ Spatial and temporal settings are unspeciﬁed, and
chronological leaps may occur even within a single paragraph. (Forward 2)
Ling observes that “Crossings is the fullest expression of the upper-class female émigré
experience,” that is, about the “shifting world of its protagonist, a disloeated Chinese

American woman Fourth Jane” (Forward 2). Ling’s introduction for the reprinted novel



initiatéd Crossings scholarship that focuses on diasporic consciousness, idehtity '
transformation and stylistics. While modemist techniques serve as an apt tool for the

-~ writer to convey the dislocation and diasporic sensibility of her Asian migrants (and that
of her own), her charac_ters’r upper-class background ensures their self-sufficiency and
confidence, at the same time slows down their assimilation and attributes to, at least 1n
part, their conservativé attitude toward homemaking. Unexplored in the criticism,
however, is fhe charactérs’ homemakirig acts ahd strategies'thatider‘n()nstrate the prosess "

of their identity transformation.
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Crossings is about the diasporic experience and feelings of the protagonist and third-

person narrator, Fourth Jane. When the story begins, Jane is temporarily stéying in Paris
and hgs an affair with a married Parisian journalist. She has broken up with her diasporic
Chinese family because she refused to listen to her father and accept her white sister-in-
iaw into their Chinese home. Jaﬁe constantly reflects on her past experiences and is lost
in memories of and dreams about her family. Her affair, day dreams and memories
juxtapose and intersect with one another on various levels (of the sentence, paragraph and
chapter) to frame the whole riarrative, bringing absut a fragmented narration that is
difficult to follow. As the story approaches its end, Jahe has finally decided td leave her
lover for home, and simultaneously sh¢ has come to a clearer understanding of herself
and her relations with her home and family. As Wen'ying Xu puts it in “Chuang Hua”
(2001), this book is a study of various kinds of crossings — geographical, vracial, cultural,
linguistic, and métaphorical — that Fourth Jane has made in quest of the self (62-64).
Among her numerous crossings and quests, Jane’s understanding of the home

stands at the center. She holds dear the Chinese home pattern that her family has



managed to reconstruct in diaspora because such a patfern has givenvher the only stable
identity that she can hold onto as a migrant. There is a lot that Jane enjoys in a home of
traditional Chinese style: the unity and clbseness of family members, sharing Chinesé
delicacies among’ themselveé and performing rituals together, to name a few. It seenis
that she does not cafe whether such a home fits with the cultural milieu in America and
whether she behaves differéntly outside the home. In this sense, the-Chinese home is
performed by Jane as a cultural symbol and an emotional retreét. Jaﬁe’s desire to cling to

the Chinese home pattern accounts for her conflict with other family members when the
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latter are willing to forego such a traditional version of home in admitting a white woman

into their family. Actually Jane has remained the most adamant person in her family to

insist on the Chinese model, resisting new members that threaten to change such a pattern

in spite of her father’s sickness and death partly caused (or accelerated) by her

stubbornness. It is only when she is finally away from home in Paris and with her French

lover thaf Jane begins to think over her own understanding of the home and finally
realizes that her clinging to the “authentic” Chineseness makes no sense in a changed "
milieu. In the end, she determines to accept the changed pattern of her family and be
ready to be a Chinese American rather than a sojourner Chinese. |
Jane’s:evolving ideas about the home bespeak the tension and process of her
\‘identity transformation as a result of the d»isapora. Insistence on an “authentic” Chinese
home model in a ‘changgd milieu has caused increasing conflicts among Jane’s family
membvers because some of them come to see the necessity to forgo such a homé pattern.
A changed idea about thé home, accordingly, will lead to an enhanced understanding of

the diasporic home and cultural identity for Jane and her family, and for many other



migrants as‘well. Jane’s Chinese American home, therefore, is a microcosm of numerous

immigrant homes in the process of assimilation and identity transformation.
Diaspora and Cultural Identity

Since modernvdiasporfa\l is marksd by crossings of multiple géographical. and“cultural
borders, it bftenvdeprives rhigrants of a stable sense of home and at the same time
necessitatés their negotiation of cultural identities. Cross‘ings isa salie‘ntbexémple of such
: vcxihg experiences. Fourth Jane, the prOtagonist, vhas ;:rossed thé océén “seven times and
[‘made] four cultural adjustments” (Ling, Between Worlds 109)V. To be more precise, Jane
was born and spent much of her childhood in China, moved witﬁ her fafnily first to
England, then to the Unifed Srtates and graduated from sollege. She then worl%ed in her
fatl;sr’s banking businéss for some fi;r;e; but quit hsr jobvand went to Paris to seek her
own separateness. By the end of the novel, Jane is ready torretum to her Chinese family
in America. |
| So rhény borderrcrossings have a significant impact on J.anev. To begin wirth, they |

“have been a challenge to her.‘Jané has to learn and adjust to many new things, including
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the acquisition of English ‘and French besides the Chinese language, exposure to different ‘

éultﬁres ’in having a Scots govémess, an Irish nurse and a French lover. These aré Vthe

| gains of diasporic experiences, or “an enriching cultural divefsity” éccOrding‘to Amy
Lihg “A Rumbling” 31). On the other hand, diaspora i»nevitab‘ly .me’,ans an inexorable
deprivation of many individuals’ sehse of security, which entails a stable sense of home

“and culturalx identity. This is especially the case with many adult migrants and those who

- have spent their childhood in their original country, a significant period for the formation



of the sense of home, place and cultural idenﬁty. For Fourth Jane, Chineseness has
already etched itself in her mind and memory. Hence diasporé is indeed a bitter pill for
her to swallow.3

In discussing the relationship between cultural identities and diaspora, cultural
theorist Stuart Hall introduces in “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” (1990) two differeﬂt
ways of thinking or, in his terms, two positions. The first position, according to ‘Hall, is
the conventional undérstanding of cultural,identity which defines the covncept as “one,
shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one truek éelf,’ ... which people with a shared history
and ancestry hold in common” (223). Haﬂ explains that within thé terms of this
deﬁnition, cultural identities “provide us, as ‘one people,” with stable, unchangihg and
continuous frames of reference and meaning, beneath the shifﬁng divisions and
vicissitudes of our actual history” (223). This is the identity that f)eople normally acquife
if they live within the samevcultural milieu for a long period, and it is also the identity
that numerous migrants seek to r'etaiﬁ or return to while living outside fheir original
cultures. But the clash bétween cultures jeopardizes the original cultural identity that
migrants have carried with them. In their eﬁdeavor to settle down, immigrants also have
to negotiate with the new culture. Hence Hall argues »that,'as the second approach to
understanding cultural i‘dentity, we should view it as “a mvatter of ‘becoming’ as well as
of ‘being.’ It belongs to fhe future as well as to the past” (225). As Hall puts it, in
diaspora cultu;al identities “undergo constaﬁt transformation. Far from being eternally
fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play” of ll;istory,
culture and power” (225). Although Hall is using this approach to discuss Caribbean

diaspora and is doing so with a political claim for black people, his theory applies to
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individuals of different diasporas, no matter whether these people have experiehced
prejudice and injustice in the receiving countries.*

As Hall contends, identities are “the names we give to the different ways we are
positioned by, and position oursélves within, the narratives’of the past” (225). Thus for
- migrants nostalgia is an unavoidable issue. They have to take sides, either “eﬁgulfed” by
nostalgia and unable to move 'forward or ovérc_oming it and participating in the
mainstream culture of the receiving countries. Of course, rcéonciliation with one’s past
and with an alreédy established cultural identity is neQer an casy task. In Crossings,
memories and. dreams of the past are manifestations of nostalgia that Féurth Jane hasto
deal with before she is able to pull out. The fragmented narration of this novel, that is, fhe
shuttle between the past and the present in narration, shows how significant the past is in
shaping immigrants’ idéntity and impacting their p;esent; it also shows what a daunting
task it may be to rid immigrants of “the narratives of the past” (Hall 225).

But the past (as the primary determinant of cultural identities) and the seemingly.
simple feeling of nostalgia should not be simplified. As Hall cautioné us, the past “no
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longer addresses ﬁs as a simple, factual ‘past’ because it is “always constructed through
memory, fantasy, narrative and myth” (226). The past that immigrants try to recover is no
longer “éuthentic” because it has been “filtered” or transformed by them. Seen in this
way, cultural identities, according to Hall, are “the unstable points of ident‘ivﬁcation or
suture, which are made, within the discourses of history and culture” (226). Hence, the

_ politics of identity is actually “a politics of positibning” (226). Borrowing Butler’s

terminology, identity politics is also identity performance because such “positioning”
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requires migrants’ active participation in a variety of creative manners in their effort to‘
represent or re-present a certain cultural identity.

In this vein, in positioning theméelves between the pull of the past and that of the
‘present, many migrants initially perform .an “authentic” form of cultural identity but in
time transform such a' pattern, veither unwittingly or painstakingly, to incorporate new

elements from outside their accustomed model in order to ﬂourisﬁ in the new land.
Admittedly, included in their transformation process are also migrants’ perforlﬁances of
their ~“authentic” identity as strategib essentialism for the purpose of social action,” for
ethnic solidarity or equality with other groups of people, for example. Fourth Jane’s story
in Crossings is merely one of the numerous narratives about such identity positioning. |
Jane’s locale of self-positioning, or of her identity performance, is her own home where
she struggles to make sense of two different cultural modelS in order to first keep the

identity that she has held dear (namely as' a Chinese) and then to acknowledge the

identity that has become of her in diaspora (that is, as a Chinese American).
Ethnic Pride and The Unmarked Chineseness in the Novel

To better understand how Jane and her family reconstruct their diasporic home, in
particular whether their initial prefereﬁce over a Chinese home pattern is a natural
continuation of existence in China or a performed activity, we sh‘ould first turn to the
historical coﬁtext and this diasporic Chinese family’s attitude towards their ethnic or
racial identity in Amelrica. In Crossings, Chuang Hua portrays this Chinese family as one
that is proud of its ethnic identity and tries to remain récially homogenoﬁs. Givé_n the co-

existence of many ethnic groups in the United States and the Civil Rights Movement in



" the 1960s when Crossings was written, we are surprised to find that Chuang Hua has not
made any commenté on interethnic relations or on any racial issues in America.

In her dissertation chapter on Crossings, Karen Lee argues against “a tendency. to
oversimplify Crossingrsras a narratiye of anti-assimilation, one rclating the story of an '
immigrant returning té her Chinese roots, a reading partly based on Chﬁang H‘ua’s
apparent incorporation of classical Chinese devices in her narrative” sﬁch as sparse prose,
unconventional punctuation and syntéx, and “circular disjointed narrative structure”
(Prosthetic Texts 88 and 90). Although L¢e’s argument is based primarily on the styliStic
and linguistic features of the novel, I side with her and argue that the ethnic pride |

‘depicted in the novel ‘is not a manifestation of the immigrants’ or the author’s anti-
assimiIation. I sugge:‘st that we attribute the ethnic pride of Jane’s family to four factors:
the wfiter’s Chinese point of view, the Chinese family’s diasporic experiences and its
ec.onomic condition, and the social historical situation in the United States after the
family’s immigration.

First, Chuang Hua is writing primarily as a diasporic Chinese. She sees herself as a
Chinese sojourner who will return to the motherland one day, therefore she has tried to
keep as much “Chineseness"’ in her life as possible: Chinese name and food, Chinese
customs and family relati(')rvls.6 Her logic, point‘of view, and rhetoric are likewise colored
by Chineseness. As a result, Chineseness is taken as default or unmarked in the novel as
in some other diasporic/immigrant writings. As Lee notes, Cfossings positions “the Asian

- race [namely the Chinese] as assumed, or default, center for the main characters. Asian
racial traits are not described, whereas Caucasian racial appearaﬁces are attributed in

detail, whether metonymically through the term “barbarian” national identity, or direct
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* physical description” (Prosthetic Texts 117). In Jane’s recollection of her childhood, for

example, the maids and cook working in her family are all labeled with signifiers such as
nationality and hair c’olor:‘ “Lisa the Austrian would be coming ahy minute still powdered
and made up and scented at the end of her day off to put out the light. Blond Scots _arhah
had put the boys to bed. Katie the Irish cook with mouse-colored héir had vbank‘ed the fire
in the iron stove and turned out the lights in the (kitchen” (58-59). In anothéf insfance,
When Jane describes the boys and girls héving their meals separat_eiy with their maids, we
can identify her similar usage of signifiers for non-Chinese characters:
The bdys took their meals separately behind the closed door of the dining room
with blond Scots amah an hour earlier than the girls who ate With their Austrian.
The girls would tiptoe up to the closed dqor to peep through the keyhole,‘ while
the Austrian’s back Was turned. All they could see was blond Scots amah in
white uniform raising a fork to her mouth under the lighfs of the chandelier. (94)
Similarly, James’s white wife, whom Jane simply calls “barbarian” rather than
using a specific western ﬁame, is aléo depicted with particular attention to the i)hysical
features that are differe'nt in Jane’s Chinese eyes: “Small hands with spare, birdlike
fingers twisted and tugged at the voluminous folds of her skirt that barély concealed the
body’s angularities. Now and then she raised a hand to finger a loose curl escapéd from
the haze of fine wavy hair which glowed an orange aureole against the lamplight” (53).
In contrast, all Chinese characterrsvin the harrative are unmarked. We even cannot
see any physical descriptions about them; instead, we find them addressed only by titles
(for the elders) or first names. This distinct delineation between Chinese characters and

* characters of other ethnicities has to do with the ancient Chinese practice of addressing
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outsiders diffcrent_ly, sometimes known as Han chauvinism.” Han clr'lhauvin'ismlrefers to
the éthnocentric point of view until the niheteénth-century in China, which often assumed
cultural superiofity of the Han Chinese inajority ethnic group in China and despised the
other minority ethnic groups. As Ricﬁard Fung exbiains, due to its close-door policy to
~ the outside warld, Chinese people at that time “imagined»thcmse'lves at the center of th¢
world”and “saw théir cqlintry occupying fhe vspace‘vbetween_ heaven and éarth; the Middle
Kingdom” (161).% Since the ancieht main Chinese dynasty carried ‘out‘ an irﬁlperialis‘t,.
colonizing policy and ldoked down upon other minority peoples, tiﬁe Han Chinese at that
time ‘categorized all non-Han ethnic graups, Manchus, Tibetans, Mongoliahs, Miaos, and
Whites, for insta_ﬁce’, pejoratively as “barbarians” (Fung 161). Althoagh now the
e£hnocentfic rp'erspective and practice of Han chauvinism no longer exist (or are at least
banned) in China, the word “barbarian” that conveys ‘such a projorative attitude has been
kept and may be uéed ina general sense for something one despises or dislikes. Since
Jane was in her childhood when her family left China in the late 1 9303 during Japan’s
invasion, she might have picked up the term “barbarian” used at that time against the
inhumane act'ions‘of the ihvading Japanese army, and along with it a Han chauvinist
implicatiaa. Yet when she is outside the war-tomVChinba and still uses such an ancient
Chinese point of view to depict people of 'ot_hef ethnic groups, Wg: may have to look for
other factors to better undérst‘and; such a perspective of Jane and her family. |

I Suggesf that this Chinése family’s'diasporié experience is another significant
factor that contributes to their urgent need for a secure reﬁlge, which they make out of .
their diasporic home. Jane and her family have crossed numerous geographic and cultural

borders after ‘they fled China, first living in England and then settling down in the United
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States. As with other migrants, frequent moves and the pressure to adapt to different

languages and cultures threaten to throw Jane’s family into disorder. A close-knit family,
therefore, is an anchor and a blessing against the hardships in diaspora; Jane’s family,
naturally, has followed its accustomed Chinese way of life led by the father and kept its
ethnic pride. Hence Jane admits to her father: “By now it [her family’s “ﬁrs}t principle”]
has become a necessity, I hardly know how to be without it” (196).

The affluence of Jane’s family counts as another element tb’ contribute to their self-
confidence and pride in being Chinese. The father’s career as a distinguished and Wealfhy
doctor in China enabled his fémily to live an upper-class life before their diaspora and to
accumulate vast savings over the years. Their savings subsequently ensured them a
comfortable life in thé dfaspora. The family could still afford extensive travels, hire
family maids, cooks and tutors when livinég'as émigrés in England. Subsequently the
father’s successful investment in fhe stock market in the U.S. fﬁrther ensured the family’s
financial security and an upper-class life. From these depictions in the novel, we can see
that Jane’s family belongs to what Peter Kwong calls the “Uptown Chinese,” who were
“professional' eljte Chinese immigrants living in affluent city neighborhoods or in the
suburbs” and constituted what the American mass media called a “model minority”
(233).° In other words, Jane’s family stayed away from the downtown “ethnic ghettos”
and did not have to struggle for a livihg (Kwong 232-233), being exploited and
prejudiced against in sweatshops, lauﬁdries, restaurants, or on farms. instead, they lived
on Dyadya’s lucrative business and enjoyed their life in America as they pleased. To put
it differently, being Chinese did not lower their quality of life in the United States. To add

to their convenience, the New York Chinatown (although they did not live there) could
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offer much Chinese merchandise they needed. As we learn from the novel, the family

used to go to Chinatown for dinner by taxi whenever they felt like it. It is no wonder that
they could Stay ‘in the old Chinesevway and were confident and proud of being Chinese.

On the other hand, numerous wdrks of ﬁ(;tion and non-fiction by immigrant writers
have proven otherwise. Thaf is to say, many lowe‘r-m'ivddle class or poverty-stricken
immigrant characters had to work hard and assimilate as soon as they could in order to
survive.'® Therefore, many immigrants had been eager to sever their ties with the original
- culture and be part of the American dream. Or ai least it mighf take less time for them to
ﬁnish their assimilatién (if they were able to) than Jane’s family did. In this casc; these
immigrants may not have been as proud of Bein’g members of ethnic minorities as Jane’s
fami‘ly had in their adopted countries. Thus Jane and her family’s ethnic pride could not
be divorced from their uppc;r-class sensibility; or to say the least, the family"s easy life
played some part in their pride as Chinese.

Last but not least, the socio-historical situation in the United States after the
immigration of Jane’s family may determine how her family felt as Chinese immigrants
at that time. Since Chuang Hua has omitted dates in her cvharacters’ lives (in order tQ keep
personal information secret in this autobiographical novel), we can only make guesses at
the approximate times of their immigration. We only know that Fourth Jane aﬁd her
_fafnily had lived in Englaﬁd for several years after their departﬁre from China in 1937
and before irnmigrating to the United States. In addition, we learn that six of the seven
children were born in China, while the youngest, Seventh Jill was born elsewhere. Since

“there were some significant changes in American immigration policy in relation to Asian,



specifically Chinese, immigrants between the 1940s and the 1960s, it seems likely that
Jane’s family entered the United States after 1943. |

Until 1943, \the United States implemented the Exclusion Act against Chinese
immigrants that was passed in 1882. Initiated By the anti-Chinese labor égitators, this act
“suspended the entry of Chinese laborers, both Skilled and unskilled, ...but exempted
‘ m¢rchants, scholars, teache'rs, and officials from such restrictions. It also specified that
| state and federal courts were not allowed to naturalize the Chinese” (Kwong 101).
Considering Fhat Jane’s father had been a physician, he did not qualify as any of the/ -
éxempted categbries for entry during this period. In éddition, Chinese immigrants were
deprived of the" rights of property ownership and of American citizenship. The average
Chinese lived a very hard life in the Untied States before 1943. But in Crossings, Jane’s
family owned houses in New York City. Therefore, it is vefy unlikely that Jane’s family
entered the country during this period.

With the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the American attitude towards
China underwent a dramatic change aﬁd ‘the Exclusion Act was evéntually repealed in
71943. According to tﬁe new quotas, 105 Chinese were‘ allowed to immigrate each year.
As Kwong puts it, “In terms of numberé, the repeal bill brought only a small gain, but it
did allow the Chinese to become naturalized citizens of the United States” (202,‘ Kwong’s
emphasis). What is more significant, since “most licensing and professional certification
required U.S. citizenship, the Chinese in Americé were for the first time.given the
opportunity to participate in professional and commerci‘al activities that had previously

been denied to them” (Kwong 203). Possibly, Jané’s father could have been among the
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annual 105 Chinese and entered the United States as a professional after 1943 and settled

down in New York City."

- If that was the case, this Chinese family witnessed changes in U‘S policies toward
China in the 1940s and early 1950s. Upon entry info the country, they might find
Americans regarding China as their ally against Japan in \§Vorld War H. Chinese men and
wemen, together evith people of other minority groups, wefe allowed to werk_in defense

ihdustries and offices, the first time in U.S. history for Chinese immigrants‘(Peter Kwong
207). At the same time, a large number of Chinese men were drafted, many of whbm,
having corhe into the count}y with nonresident status or illegally, were granted "
- citizenship for their military seﬁice (Kwong 209-210),

Hewever, the subsequent Cold War, especially the vexing relatioaship between the
United States and China, frustrated the hope of many Chinese immigrants for a peaceful
and simple life in America and slowed down the process of their cultural integ'ration.12
Pfior to and after the People’s Republic of China was founded in 1949 and turned
sociaiist, a great many Chinese immigrants, “long seen as aliens and foreigners by |
mainstream America, became prime suspects for disloyalty” (Kwong 216). The direct
combat between the U.S. army and the Chiaese army 1n the Korean War (1950-1953)
exacerbated the relationship between the two countries. As a resuit, Chinese Americans
were “caught in a serious conflict between the country that didn’t want them and the
country of their ancesfors, which many had aever seen” (Kwong 216). As Jane recalls
while she is in France, “Our engagement in Korea paralyzed me. I sa\:v'with dread my
two lives ebbing. Each additional day of estrangement increased tﬁe difficulty of eventual

reconciliation, knowing the inflexibility of Chinese pride. In that paralysis I lived in no
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man’s land, having also loét América since the loss of one entailed the loss of the other”
(Hua 122). ‘During the prolonged nationwide witch hunt for communists and their
sympathizers from the late 1940s to the late 1950s, a lot of active C_hinese students, |
scholars, experts and journalists were on FBI’s investigation list for their liberal or
progressive views. Many cases of prosecution greatly altered the internal dynamics of

. Chinese American communities. This widespread witch-hunt atmosphere léd a great
many Chinese immigrants to “ayoid involvement with leffist and progressive -
organizations,‘ and gave the conservatives...the opportunityvto regain their inﬂuence”
(Kwong 222).‘

Jane’s family had settled down in the United States.by the 1950s and witnessed ‘the
ups and dowﬁs of American-Chinese relationship. Having fled from an invading war in
their home country and experienced numerous dislocations‘,‘naturally they have a strohg
desire to live a peaceful life and keep away from all troubles. As Kwong contends, in the
1950s “Deportation pfoceedihgs against suspected communists, the imprisonment of
leftists, and the Confession Prograrh taught Chinese Americans a lesson: Keep quiet”
(226). Coincidently, we find that Chuang Hua has not recovunted any of these important
issues in Crossings. She was possibly in her teens at that time and would not have
forgotten these events a decade later when she compobs_ed her autobiographical novel.
Therefore, her silence about these issues is telling. We can imagine that a strategy that
Jane’s fémily most likely adopted is to keep to themselves, turn their home into a well-
knit unity and keep out all "/‘outsiders,” economically, ethnically and in point of view.

Jane deséribes a wall that “encircled the courtyard” of their New York home (29), a

wall that literally separates and fortifies her family against outsiders. If it did not make
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good neighbors, at least Jane and her family hoped that the wall could give them some

peace and comfort amidst all the troubles going on outside. Li Shu-yan and Monica Chiu :

J

have discussed another wall, namely the figurative wall “efec_tcd by Dyadya, encircling

the family” against ethnic penetration (Li 107; Chiu 1 15). Along these lines, I argue that

* the ethnic pride is a manifestation of this Chinese farnily’s overall self-défens_e, among |

other things, ,invv tirnes of trouble. Similéﬂy, the unmarked Chineseness in the novel isa -
né.rrative perépective, a convenignt tool that a Chinese American writer emplnys to avoid
direct confrontation witn the problem of putting‘ herself in the _poSitionr of ethnic ‘minority
in the not-yet-too-friendly America in the 19505 and ¢nr1y19605. In other words, both the |
writer and hér i’mmigrant”‘characters in Crnssings are performing “Chinesenéss” |
unwittingly for’sur\//_ival. | |

Tnerefore, the Cninese home that Jane’s family reCOnstrncted and tried to kéep jn
America illustrates migrants’ endeavor to maintain’their original cultural identity. Rather
than seeing such a strategy as anti-assimilationist (as some revienvers of Crosnings
indicated)," I suggést 'that it is these (im)migrants’ approach for self-protection and -
survival, especially at the beginning stage of their assimilation or when circumstances are
against them. As Hall puts it, “It is becanse thi§ Néw -World is constituted for uS as placé, ,
a narrat’ixlle of displacement, that it gives rise 50 nrofgundly tn a certain im'aginéry
plenitude, recreating the endless desire to-return to ‘lost origins’, ...to go back to the
beginning” (“Cultural Identity and Diaspora” 236). In this noVel, Chine,se rnigrants éan

fulfill such a desire to some extent, by performing a home similar to the one in their

‘original culture even though they are unable to go back to their homeland. In turn, their

perfofmance of the original home, if conducted successfully, will naturally postpone their
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identity transformation and assimilation, as it is the case with Jane and her Chinese
family.

However, no matter how comfortable and harmonfous Jane’s family mgmbcrs'are
living in their performed and fortified Chinese home and seemingly oblivious of the
surroundings, in time they will éome to the realization thaf identity transfomation and
assimilation are inevitable. Iﬁ fact, their realization is forced upon them By a family
crisis, nameiy Fifth J ames’s\marriaée to a white woman. The family members’ different
reactions to this interracial marriage not only put their established home model to a test,

but eventually lead to the disintegration of this performed home.
‘The Chinese Home as Model in Diaspora

Chuang Hua implies in Crossings that her Chinese characters construct their
diasporic home as a natural extension of the original home in China. But I would suggest
that such disasporic homemaking unconsciously émerges as a kind of performance.
Joining together Hall’s cultural theory and Butler’s theory of performativity, I am arguing
that immigrants’ homemaking is a process of performing and negotiating cultural
identity, evenvwhen it appears to reconstruct some authentic or original version of the
home.

In cons{ru’cting a particular model of home, immigrants are actually putting their
cultural identity on display, the first of which is inevitably the identity they have cérried
with them from the original culture. With their gradual assimilation into the mainstream :
culture of the rec¢iving country, however, these beople’s performed home model is most-

likely to undergo transformation, either being mixed with a different model from the
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mainstream culture or being cast away into oblivion. Along these lines, the Chinese home
that Jane and her family have made in the United States will inevitably undergo a similar
re—construction. Although the home that Jane’s family has made appears a well-organized
union at the beginning of migration, it slowly undergoes transformation here and there in
varying degrees.v Even though Crossings ends without telling reader’s explicitly how this
Chinese home has eventually been transformed, still we can see some signiﬁcant changes
to its structure at numerous places in the narrative. Thus Jane, and Chuang Hua
accordingly, is giving a testimony of the transformaticin of Chinese immigrants’ cultnral

identities by means of their homemaking, or performance of the home.

At the beginning, Jane and her family are unanimous in reviving their Chineseness

at home in a way that the past has “positioned” them (Hall, “Cultural Identity and
Diaspora” 225). Indeed, such homemaicing appears natnral, but it turns out to be the
result of every family member’s committed performances. Chuang Hua has used two
significant metaphors in Crossings: an algae dish and the transplanted 1ichee tree. The
algae dish that Jane’s family ‘once had in a Chinese restaurant aims to show the
dislocation of this Chinese family; the transplanted lichee tree from China symbolizes
migrants’ vitality and prosperity in the adopted land."* However, these two metaphors can
also reveal that this diasporicvfamily is performing their original cultural identity. As Jane
recalls about the algae dish: | |
When the foed arrived Dyadya said The lakes from which tliis particular
algae grow and used to grow in prehistoric times were part Qf the sea before
they became landloeked. There is a fish which can be found only in these lakes,

a fish related to the whale, smaller than the whale of the ocean but of the same
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species, which swim today in the China Sea. The stunted whales in the lakes

* feed upon this algae. During the Occupation the Japanese took samples of it to
Japan and stocked their lakes with it. Today they export it to America in glass. |
jars and We now have the pleasuie,,of eating it in America. (19)
Mingled in Dyadya’s remarks até not only traces of homesickﬁess, but élso some feeling
of dis!ocation, conveyed by the metaphor of the algae dish fhat they can haye 1n a round-
about way in America rather than in their homeland. However, this passage also indicates
that Jane’s father considers the algae dish as authentic Chinese and by having such a
Chinese dish, his family has kept their cultural heritage andFChinese identity. To put it
diffe;ently, Jane’s family is not savoring this dish as tourists; rather, they are expressing
“who they are by consuming it. Similar to the algae metaphor, the lichee treé in this novel
also has cultural connotations. Just like the liche¢ tree that rChinese immigrants have
Brouéht to America and “planted in- American éoil, in the South wheré the climate and
soil é.re similar to certain southern regions ‘where lichee flourish” (17), Dyadya believes
that his family can also take root and flourish in America. Confident as he is about his
fémily’s future in the Unitéd States, I suggest that what Dyadya initially has in mind is
not to flourish as an American “subspecies,” namely to integrate into mainstream
American culture (which we can see from the way he leads his family), but rather as a
Chinese living outside the homeland. Similar to the lichee tree, Dyadya hopes that his
family will ﬂourish in America as a unique species. Thus both the algae dish and the
lichee tree metaphors show that Jane and her family are determined to keep and display
their Chinese identity in America. They are performing their cultural identity, as is seen

in the Chinese tradition they have followed in making their diasporic home. The
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performances of the diasporic home present themselves in how the children are named,

how the family members address one another, and how they repreéent Chinese customs
and values.
Since homemaking involves all family members and their interpersonal relations,
‘naming and addressing system in Jane’s 'fa\mily are two aspects of performing Chinese
identity. In Jane’s account, her siblings and cousins all hai(e two given names, that is,
each of them has a Cﬁinese hame preceded by an American name; Although-these.
i)eople’s narﬁes are all fabricated, the §vay they are named still shows how this migrant
Chinese family perceives its cultural identity. As Jane introducés,' her siblings are named
according to their seniority: First Nancy Chen—Hua, Second Katherine Kwang-Hua, Third
Christine Tswai-Hua, Fourth Jane Chuang-Hua, Fifth James Chuang-Shin, Sixth Michael
Chuang-Chu, and Seventh Jill Lo-Hua. The second part in their hames; namely their
Chinese givén nafhes, strictly follows the Chinese rules in order‘ to unify the naming
system of the family genealbgy. To be more specific, the first character indicates
generation (males and females of the same generation usually have different characters),
th¢ second charécter is the personal name or given name. Thus Jane’s brothers both have
‘a “Chuang” as their generatiohal namé whereas J ane'ahd her sisters all get a “Hua” for
their generational marker. This naming practice reflects a traditional Chinese custom in
which members of the same generation in an extended family share an identical word in
" the names. But like other diasporic Chinese, Jane’s family also gives the children
American names, Which are puf directly invfrornt of their Chinese nalneé. The seniority
among siblings is also reflected in their names by simply putting an‘ ordinal number at the

very beginning, such as First Nancy Chen-Hua and Fifth James Chuang-Shin. As we



learn in Crossings, Jane and her siblings are referred to in everyday life only by their
American names, whi‘le their Chinese names are never used. Therefo;e, these Chinese
names do not have any practical functioné rather, they are simbly for showirig their
cultural heritage. Put in anther way, the Chinese portion in the children’s né.mes is _‘
performative.

The way Jane’s family members address one another also reveals the performativé
nature of their Chineseness. \!In this family, the elderly are not addressed directly by their
names. Jane has nevér mentioned the names of her grandparents, parents, aunts and
uncles, not even bothéring to make up names for them. Instead, we only see Jane address
them by their titles from her own perspective, such as Uncle Two, Aunt Three, Dyadya
(father), Ngmah (mother), Grandmother and Grandfather. This is a typical Chinese way
for the younger generation to address their elders iﬁ order to show resbect. According to
this custom, nobody should address the members of older generations (and the elder
members of the same generation) directly by their gi\}en names, otherwise it will be an
offence to the latter. However, we cannot come to the conclusion that this Chinese family
is natura]ly following their accustomed Chinese way of life, because such addressing
only applies to the elder generations in the family. For Jane and her siblings, only
Arneriéan names are uSed. If they followed the Chinese customs strictly, they would also
address the elder siblings by titles. Given names should notv be used in this case, either.
F urthermore, they would at least call one another by their Chinese giveh names rather
than the American ones. Therefore,. I suggest that in using the Chineée addressing system
selectivély, Jane’s famin is performing théir Chineseness. To the elders who prefer old

customs, other members usually display some Chinese manners in order to please them.
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, Another perforinative act that catches our attention ébout Chinese addressing is the words
| Jane uses for her parents. Instead of the general usage of “father” and “mother,” she has

~ chosen twe dinle/ctal terms “dyac‘lya”'and “ngmah,” which she must have been using since
her early childhood in China. The choice of these two Chinese terms is a sign of |

~ closeness and endearment, an affection that Chineee children usually’show to their
parents. To our surprise, Jane does not address her grencipérents in this dialeet. Thus she
s piaying with the Chinese words only to please her parents.

Traditional Chinese values also get “perfermed” in Crossings, which is evident from
how Confucianism is embodied in this extencied family, especially in relation to family
structure and eXpected roles of its members.'> In a traditidnail Chinese home, the father is
usually the center ef the wholefamily. It is the ideal family pattern based on Confucian
principles. That means the father is the primary breadwinner and has the final say for
main family issues. Therefore, the father iequires and deserves respect and obedience of
511 other farnily members including his wife. If he provides for his elderly parents, he will
make decisions for them although he.may sometimes seek advice from his father, but
hardly any from his mother. Hence an oid saying goes o the effect that a traditional
Chinese woman’s life is organized around the male, namely father, husband .-and son
respectively, in different periods of her life. I would suggest that patriarchy is part of the
Chinese heritage that all of Jane’s family rnembers have internalized and performed

u’nwittingly‘ in the adopted land. It follows that the iinity of Jane’s family that most
Crossirigs scholars haive discussed as emotional backiip' for this diasporic family turns out
tobea manifestation of such Confucian principles.'® It explains why this farnily has

always been at one on almost everything, why the father is depicted in the way Chuang
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Hua does in this novel, and why the mother always supports the father in whatever

57

decisions he makes. Jane calls this patriarchal structure the “first principle” in her family

(196). As shé says to her father, “I playsd my part in .your system of balances, forever
ready to forfeit what was to: my own advantage so as not to shake that first principle, the
essential mode of my existence. It was a hard lesson to come by and you required it of
me. By now it has become a necessity...” (196). J

All members in Jane’s family are aware of the specific roles expected of them and
try their best to perform wéll until they are accustomed to such performances and regard
them as natural. The most imponant performer in this family is Jahe’s father. According
to C(;nfucianism, the father as the head of a household should be commanding and
benevolent, demanding respect and obedience and at the same time caring for every
family member. In Jane;s account, not only is her father acting as such an “ideal” |
patriarch, but also.he is conscious of the principles behind his acting. There are detailed
and lengthy depictions of the father sitting in one of his two armchairs in the living room

or in his bedroom. Where his armchairs are positioned reveals his role in the family: .

Dyadya sat in the violet armchair nex‘t/to the German radio phonograph of

bleached blond ash in the music sorner at‘the end of the living room. Seated
there one could see almost the entire entrance hall through the wide connecting
“door always left open to better keep track of comings and goings at the front
door except during piano lessons and Chinese lessons and French lessons before
the girls started going away to college...
The view from the armchair also included the long corridor giving onto

all the bedrooms. It began at one end of the entrance hall and ended at the last -
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-room which belonged to Dyadya. On another side of the living room a paif of

dbuble doors, two folding panelé on each side, kept open a part of the dining
room in view and the door to the pantry.

Dyadya’s other armchair in his room at th¢ end of thé corridor wés placed
in line with the length of the corridor. It ... embraced a view of the corridor, the
entrance hall, all the way to the music corner of the living fdom ankd the violet
amiéhair.

Unless he was in bed or in the kitchen or not at home, he was to be fouhd
usually seated in either armchair reading, meditating or dozing.. .(70-715

Sitting in this way, the father oversees everybody else and everything going on in the
house. Nobody except the head of the hoﬁ'sehold can enjoy such a privileged view.
Literally, he is in con&ol of all family issues, from the family financing to purchases and
m/eals, from éhildren’s éducation to their marriage arrangements, from family rituals tS
entertainment. In order to establish his own authority, the father demands his famikly’s
absolute obedience, no matter what he wants them to do and no matter how changeable
he may be. As he says in his accuétomed way, “I am father I can do no wrong” (196). A
telling example about his performing his role is his reaction to James’s marriage with a
white woman. At the beginning, the father is »enraged at James’s marriage with an
(ethnic) “outsider” without asking for his permission. He demands everyone else in his
family to exclude James from their abtivities. However, when he learns about the young ,
couple’s poor life, he determines to help and subsequently tells his family to accept

| James and his white wife. .‘His explanation for his change of mind is simply “I am father I

know what is right” (197). Obviously his remarks are not convincing because he is
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abusing his power rather than persuading by reason. In Butler’s terms, he is performing

- his authority. ;
| Dyadya also plays the part of a considerate and loving father who deserves respect
and devotion. Jane recalls numerous everyday trifles that fe\{eal Dyadya’s care and love
for the whole family. He patiently made phone calls to all the children reminding them to
seﬁd ﬂowers for their mother’s birthday; He drove three hours to Jane’s college
dormitory and then hur;ied back Home only to send her a new typewriter. He watched his
family effectionately and took care of their various daily needs. The following passage is
only one of the mény caring details about euch a father:
He looked around and examined each of his own, found a dangling hairpin
about to fail eff Second Katherine’s,hair, which he undid from the hair and
handed to Katherine, noticed Third Christine’s outmoded coat, threadbare |
around the edges-and made a mental note to take her shopping, a speck of dirt
clinging to Fourth Jane’s cheek which he brushed off with his hand,and patted
Ngmah’e arm in satisfaction for not having found anything askew on her. (81)
The father’s peculiar manner to attend to his family’s financial needs merits
additional mentioning. As Jane rec/alis, Dyadya has opened separate accounts for all his
family members iﬁ his stock investmeﬁt and managed these accounts alone fo; them. He
B Aconstantly checks bﬁying- pbwer in these accounts, making sure that “all [accounts] must
be equal no one part of more value than the ofher’; (172). In managing the accounts for all

his family members, he cared for their financial needs as much as he cared for his own.

He is generous whenever anyone in the family is in need for money, even after the
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children have grown up and earﬁed their own living. In a creative manner, Jane represents
her father’s monologhé addressing each of his children by his or her account number:
Account 595221 ..’;Though she had barely begun to talk I brought her for
the brief stéy, knowing that they would be glad to see her after mofe than a |
year’s absence and that she would be no trouble on the journey, being a solemn
and wise child and obedient. .. | |
| Account 595222 'Whern she finally came home after spending three years
in the tropics I waited at the géte and watched the piane come down...
Account 595223 She wants nothing. She produces life...
Account 595224 Between her wanting and not wanting she left me in
constant confusion at each of our encounters. ..
Account 595225 1 waited for him a long time...
Account 595226 We raced on the cement wall by the edge of the
river...He took me by surprise... |
Account 595227 We went out to the country to water the potted plants... I
stopped the car at the foot of the driveway and we told her to stay in the car
until our return. .. The last born is loved like all the rest But a little more. (175-
180)

Admittedly, many loving fathers would have behaved like Dyadya in their care for
the family, but I would suggest that Dyadya’s actions are based primarily on
Confucianism. In Confuciénism, “Ren” is the ultimate principle that regulates various
social and familial relations (“Ren” can be broadly translated as “benevplence”).” As far

as the father is concerned, he is formulated by the principle of “Ren” as a loving and



benevolent authority in the family. In Crossings, Dyadya is consciously regulating
himself (in addition to his family) by such traditional philosophy. The Confucian classics
that he frequently consults are telling about the philosophical foundation of his behaviors.

As we learn from Jane, “On the bottom shelf just above the adding machine were tattered
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copies of Mengtse, Kungtse and works of minor Chinese philosophers and several copies

of the Tao Te Ching translated into English by a literary friend. The Tao he read in
English, together with the Chinese text, covering both texts with mgrginal annotations in
English and Chinese . (T73). Dyadyé is obviously aware of the role expected of him as
a father (by the traditional Chinese philosophy) and is consciously striving to perform
such a role well. Therefore, his “self-raging love and self-sweet bondage™ under the
~ influence of Confucianism is a unifying force for the whole family (57), and undoubtedly
becomes the most striking feature of this traditional Chinese home.

Ngmah\has also tried her best to play her part in ‘this traditional home. Traditionally,
a Chinese wife should unconditionally support and 'obey her husband. Ngmah must have
~ been a follower of this old custom, for there has béen a tightly-built onéness between her
and her husband for many years since their marriage. Although Chuang Hua does not
staté explicitly in Crossings whether Ngmah has followed the tradition voluntarily in her
absolute support of her husband, there is no mistake about the strong impact of tradition
on this diasporic Chinese family. Jane has mentioned this feature of their home
repeatedly. As shé says to her father, “our unity based on ther oneness of you and Ngmah
...must not be shaken, under which we all submitted” (196). |

However, later in the narrative Ngmah’s preference of one Chinese custom to

anther exacerbates their family crisis and ironically proves that she is both a defender and



an‘abo‘lishe‘r of the cultural heritage. She objects to Dyadya’s decisidnto help James and
his white wife and ‘welcome them back home; Ngmah gives first priority to her family’é
ethnic purity when it comes to keeping‘their Chinese identity. Therefore, she refﬁses to .
accebt a “barbarian” (that is James’s wife) into her'Chihese-’home, even though in doing
so she ends up undoing the unity between her and her husbénd fhat they have maintained
carefully for so m‘any years.‘I suggest that Ngmah must héve suppressed sdfne of her own
idea§ after marriage due to the Confucian patriarchal p’rinciplve. Yet in China submission
to her husband wés always a Chinesé woman;s duty and at the éame time me;,ant retaining
6f tradition. She did ndt see any conflict between the two. Asa migrant, however, Ngmah
is at a loss as to what to retébin and what to discard when ChineSe tradition clashes With a
~new culture in thé adopted land, especially when her husband decides to disregard
tradition in order to welcome an “outsider.” As a result, Ngmah paradokically chooses to
cling to the Chir;/e;seness of hér hbme rather than obeying her husband ahd breaking the
ethnic purity. Therefore, the choicé she makes turns out to be a‘perfdfrfxative use of the
Chinese heritage, a-choice that in turn accelerates the collapse of her traditional home.
’Obviousiy Jane and her siblings are subject to such pa&iwchal tradition resurr‘ec‘t.ed

in their migrant home. They have to play the respectful and submissive role as Chinese

62

- children everyday in everything they do. Filial piety,18 a basic principle in Confucianism, -

denotes such respect and obiedience that a child, f)riginally a son, should show to his or
her parents. Such a cultural value is reiterated in children’s education, even is present in
their bedtime stories.'ln view of the significance of filial piety in China, insoieﬁce to
seniors or féil_ure to observe such a cultural value will incur harsh punishmeht. Jahe

recalls the maid amah’s bedtime stories about punishment for matricide and patricide i‘nb
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ancient China: “The most dreadful of all is punishment for matricide or patricide. The

criminal is hacked into one hundred pieces. Starting out with the extremities the

| executioner chops off toes énd fingers, ears and nose. Gradually he works his wayv toward
the.trunk of the body”’(64). Growing up with inculcation of such Confucian values, Jane

~ and her siblings have gradually internalized the idea of filial piety and performed it
unwittingiy in their everyday lives. .

The grand celebration of seniors’ birthdays is another example of filial piety on
display in the narrative. Siﬁce véneration“ of thé elderly people is one of the traditional
Chinese virtues, senior memBers in a Chinese home always enjoy the réspect of the
whole family. Their Birthday celebration, accordingly, is a signiﬁcanf family event and
often is attended by the whole extended family. In éontrast, young people’s birthdays
usually receive little attention, if they are celebrated at all. Chuang Hua preé_ents an
affectionate picture of such elderly veneration. One chapter is devoted to describing how
the big family celebrated the grandmother’s e{ighty-fourth birthday in America (25-31).

- About two-dozen people from three households gathered together to pay respect to the
'family matriarch and watch thé famiiy video about their life in the United States. In
another chapter Jane recalled her family’s celebration ‘of Ngmah’s birthday (14-19),
including} the family’s plan several days before the event, childreﬁ sending flowers to
their motﬁer and the family’s celebration dinner at a Chinese restaurant.

‘Considering the priority of éenior members reflected in family activities in their
| honor, we are not surprised to find that there are not any descriptions or mere mentioning
of birthday celebration for any children in Jane’s family. Since Chuang Hua has not

provided any comments or explanations in the narrative, I would suggest that she has
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been so accustomed to these practices in the Chinese home that she does not cast any ’

doubt about the “fairness” of the different treatments of thé old and the young. The
depictions in Crossings also imply that‘many Chinese migrants have carried traditional
customs and values such és filial piety to their adopted country and performed th¢m
“truthfully” so that they regard these performances as natural, or as a means to “refum” to
the homeland. However, what Chuang ’Hua and some migrants are not aware of, or do not
ac'knowlecrlge, is that such vperfo‘rmances 6f cultural heritage are not ﬁxed: they will -
change.and may even disappear with éhese immigrahts’ assimilation.
The leading role of the eldest child is another area of cultural performance in
| Crossings. In a traditional Chinese family that follows Confucianism, the eldest child is
burdened with the most responsibility and is expected to serve as a role model to his or
her siblings. In addition, the eldést child may act as a surrogate parent during the latter’s
temporary absence. Thus he or she is usually the one among the siblings who both
benefits and suffers the most under such tradition. For one, the eldest child has authority
over the siblings and is usuélly the most important héir to the family fortune; for anther,
he or she may get the severest punishment if he or she shduld fail to perform the duty,
lead the siblings in a wrong way or provide a bad role model. Therefore, to perform the
leading role well thé eldest child usually has.to hide his or her ideas that are different
from those of the parents. I would suggest that the eldest child”s role is the most
perfoﬁnative one among his or her siblings in a traditional Chinese family. The novel
illustrates such leading roles that First Nancy and Fifth James are expected to play
~(Nancy is the eldest among her siblings, while James is the eldest son). In an instance

when the whole familyVWas walking down the steps into the Underground, Dyadya called



out td Nancy and James, remi’ﬁding them of the role théy should play among the siblings.
As he says, “Nancy you are my firstborn and you are to lead... James you are my
firstborn son and you are to lead” (57-58). Aware tﬁat such a leading role is demanding

' V.for ayoung child, Dyadya acknowledges this hard task in his monplogue abdut Nancy:
“Later after the others arrived I told her you are my eldest, my first, you must lead and.
bshe accepted this and did thevb’est she cdﬁld and cafried on for years, my deputy among
her sisters, brothers and strangers. I took it for granted and perhaps this was too much of
é stfain” (1 75‘).> Although there are not detailed depictions in the narrative about how
Nancy has piayed her leading part, from Dyadya’s comments on her as “a solemn and
wise child and obedient” we can see that she must have tried hard to perform her role
(175). I would further suggest that Nancy is consciously petfomiing her‘expected leading
role, sometimes even at her own disadvantage or risk. Oné:e she even injured herself for
the sake of her siblings (to keep her family’s privacy Chuang Hua omits details of the
accident and anything related to it). Dyadya tells Nancy after the accident: “Everything is
all right. You have done your duty, there is no need to do'more” (176).

As the eldest son, Fifth James is also expected to perform the leading role as Nancy
does. However, growing up under the influence of western culture, James must have been
unwilling to follow the Chinese tradition aﬁd be an obedient son. His refusal to perform
the expected part at home, which remains hidden until finally he is away from home and
marries a white woman, is a crisis and turning point to this Chinese family in how they
should understand their cultural identity. Dyadya expresses his shock at James’s daring
decision to bréak from tradition:

When he came recognition was automatic. I did not question him he was my
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firstborn son. Neither did he seem to question his position so I never asked him if

he knew his role. Since he never spoke I was convinced wéwere in accord. I was

therefore taken by surprise and at first bléxméd him for not being willing to play |

out my expectations. And I began a crash program of lectures to correct our

misunderstanding. I was much disappointed and excluded him for mény years...

- (178) |

From what James chooses to do we can see that this Chinese family has been f)erforming
the cultural identity they have brought with them from the homeland. The majority of |
them, especially the older generations, take such performance as natural extension ‘of the
Chinese culture and never question its feasibility in their adopted country. It is James’s
decision to break from tradition that shocks the family into recognition of the infeasible
feature of their Chineseness in America and thus accelerates the process of their cultural
transformation. But until James’s marriage, the family still performs its Chinese ideritity
unconsciously in evveryday life.

Another form of cultural performancé in Jane’s family is Chinese cuisine. In other
words, food and the consumﬁtion of food are performed by this diasporic family to
convey cultural identity. As Monica Chiu observes, Chuang Hua allows numerous details
“to resound with meaning in Fourth Jane’s memories as well as to transport the reader
across emoﬁonal terrains, fusing events that may have occurred at different times and in
varying locations” (121). One of Chuang Hua’s favorite details is Chinese cuisine. In
addition to the emotional function that Chiu suggests, the depictions about Chinese
cuisine convey gultural messages that have not been given enough attention in some

scholars’ discussions. If we agree to the saying that we are what we eat, then it follows
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that Jane’s elaborate and frequent introduction about various Chinese foods and how to

cook them can On]y pinpoint her family’s Chinese identity. Jane itemizes the dishes the
wliole family once had at a Chinese restaurant in honor of Ngmah’s birthday: “in groups
of threes and fours they went by taxi te the Chinese quarter to eat crab and snails and carp
tails and shrimps and spinach and bean curd and bitter melon, Ng'mah’s favorite” (16). As
Hasia Diner observes in Hungering ofAmerica: vItalbian, Irish and Jewish Foodways in
the Age of Migration, food for irrrmigrants “embodied where they had come from and
what they had achieved;’ (83). Therefore, many immigrant writers have acknowledged
the significance of for)d in their struggle for “self-identity and creativity” (Goelier 236).
Indeed, having their favorite Chinese dishes together is one way for Jane’s family to
remember tireir heritage and define their cultural identity. But I would further this
argument by suggesting that cultural identity is not simply registered by what food one
eats, it is also performed by how one consumes the food. In describing how Jane and her
family have some Chinese dishes, Chuang Huer shows the “performed” traditional
Chinese home pattern and cultural identity. A salient example is Jane’s vivid description
of the whole process of her family having a crab feast at home, from the preparatit)n of
the dish and the particular sauce to go with it to the ginger tea after the meal and the
famiiy maid’s warning against eating persimmon right after having had crabs. The
paragraph about the family at table is worth mentit)ning: |
Dyadya takes a crab, Ngmah takes‘a crab, amahs steps forward to pick out
crabs to put in plates of children. They bend their heads to concentrate on the
hot crabs. Break them apart while still piping hot. Eat them fast enough so that

the ones remaining in the cauldron should not get cold. Best hot. No noise
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except cracking and tearing shells apart, chewing, sucking. You’re big enough

to mix your own blend of soya sauce, vinegar, ginger, sugar to ybur liking. Plop.

Watchful amahs empty the mesé from the plates. Of a hundred different ways to

eat crabs this is the best, stirs the heart aﬁd is the most basic. Do not inQite ' |

guests. There are no outsiders aﬁending the féast. They are >eating ‘at home -

among themselves. (2108) -
The first thing we should pay'attcntion'to is the order of taking crabs. As the head of the
househqld, Dyadya has the privilege to take the first crab. Ngmah follows him accordihg |
to her order of importance at home. Then it is the children’s turn to get their crabs. Amah
takc;s care to pﬁt crabs in the chiidren_’s p‘lafeslq’nly after Dyadya and Ngmah have taken
theirs. This order should be followgd correctly because it erﬁbbdies the batriarchél pattern
of traditional Chinese families. The second thing to pay éttention to about this crab-eatixng,
scene is the closed up nature of this meal.i In other words, it is a family occasion. The
family members enjoy a delicacy arﬂong themseives without inviting any guests.
Metaphorically, it may imply a traditional mindset that Chinesé péoplejhad fof centuries,
nafnely thé deéjre fo keep to themselves and exclu\de“‘outsidgrs.” Therefpre, the mannerv |
of khaving dishes is also a form of staging on the home pattemq and performiﬁg éultural
identity.

The family crab‘ feast is unforgettable to Jéne. Thié scené appears in Jane’s
recollection while she is living alone in Paris. Admittedly, we canliriterpret Jane’s
| memory of this family feast as a manifestétion of her homesickness, but at.the éame time

her nostalgia is also a longing for Chihese identity. Even though she has been living in

the West for about two decades and has experienced different cultures and tasted foods
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cooked in different manners accorded to distinct cultures, she still believes the Chinese

way of eating (not only crabs) is the best because it “stirs the heart” (208). Therefore, the
farhily feast that Jane recdunts is a self-reminder and a confirmation of Jane’s Chinese
identity.

Therefore, Butler’s theory of performativit); is\a‘n apt tool for analyzing diasporic
homemaking. Just as naturalized conceptions of gender can be understood as constifuted
through bodily performances of various kinds (“Performative Acts” 270); the seemingly
natural phenomenon of the diasporic home is an identity‘p‘erforrn’ed through habitual acts
of individual members and through repetition of rituals and customs of a particular
culture. In Crossings Chuang Hua unconsciously plays with the idea of a traditional
Chinese family and renders it an unwitting performance of the “authentic” cultural‘
identity on the part of bofh writer and characters. In their effort to reconstruct an
“authentic” Chinese home, Chuang Hua and her characters actually are performing the
home pattern they have carried with them from the original culture. Such performances
are evident in how the children are named, how family members address one another, and |
in how some Chinese values and customs, especially Confucianism, get represented in.

v theb family structure and everyday lives. Their cultural performances, however, can hardly
be “authehtic,” nor will they remain unchanged over time because of the influence of
western culture in the receiving country. I suggest that such cultural infiltration
eventually leads to their transformed home pattern. To put it differently, their |
pérformances of the diasporic home unwittingly move away from the “authentic”

Chinese “script” and toward a hybrid pattern that is closer to the mainstream western
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“script.” The writing, too, is a “hybrid” performance: it is an experimental modernist .

novel combining modern Chinese and western literary techniques.'’

Impact of Western Culture on the Chinese Family

While Jane and her family try to hold onto their old hqme pattern and Chinese :
identity in their lives in western countries for inore than two decades, it is imposs/ible for
them to avoid the impact of western culture. Over the years western culture has found its
way into this fortified Chinese home and gradually change the habits, atﬁtudes énd
beliefs of Jane and her family. |

Jane and her siblings have all adopted western names and are addressed only by
these names instead of by their Chinese ones. In terms of the languéges used by Jane’s
family, we should note that over the years, the children (namely Jane’s generation) are
using increasingly less Chinese in spite of their private Chinese'lessons at home. Even
though we can never make the ungrounded assumption that in time few people in this
family will be able to speak their ancestral language at all, as it is a general concern of’
many ethnic groups in the West, at least we have seen some traces of such a tendency in
Crossings. Qn the grandmbther’s eighty-fourth birthday, the little children shouted
“Happy Birthday” at the grandmother “in English or Chinese whichever they were
capable of” (26). Even the old lady herself, at this happy moment occasiyonally whispered
“machine gun,” “the bnly word she could by now remember in English” (26). Although -
“mbachine g-u'n”v_ is a phrase incongruous with the family celebration and thus sounds
funny, the old ladyfs utterance of these English sounds is é telling detail about the

inevitability of change in this diasporic family.



71
The impact of western culture on Jane’s family is also manifest in their beliefs.

Jane has mentibned hevrb family’s faith in Christianity. For example, Jane and her brothers
and sisters, while still in their childhood, attended Sunday school, prayed and sang hymns
together before going to bed. Dyadya prayed to'God to bless his»family in America at the
ceiebration dinn¢r for Ngmah’s birthday. Due to Chang Hua’s omission of details, we do
‘ nbt know for sure whether her Chinese characters’ faith had started in China or aftér they
had left their home country. But §ve do know for sure that Dyadya and his family allow
this western belief to take some place in their diaspofic life along side the traditional
Chinese philosophy. Like many other Chinese Chriéﬁan immigrants, however, Dyadya’s

| Chfistian belief was colored by the traditional Chinese philosophy, namely |
Confucianism.v In other words, many Chinese immigrénts, specifically the first-generation
immigrants, ran their Christian church in a patriarchal Way, and ih their incorporation of -
Confucianism with Christianity, they try to keep their cultural heritage in‘;act.20 Along
these lines, Jane’s family could pairadoxically practice Christianity but still maintain their
Chinese belief. Such syncretism is immigrants” first step of cultural integration in that
they have to adapt to the mainstream culture in order to survive but are still reluctant to
part with their cultural roots.

: We have seen explicit western influence on fhe adult Jane, in her changed idea -
about sexual freedom in particular. Traditional Chinese values emphasize women’s
chastity and disapprove of sex before marriage. In Crossings, however, the narrator has
obviously accepted the western idea of sexual freedom and disregarded her conservative
Chinese upbringing. After she quit her job in her father’s b‘ariking business, Jane moved

out and lived alone for a while in a rented apartment. We learn from the novel that she
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had a lover, who visited her in her apartment, helped plant an apple tree on her terrace

and canoed with her near an island. Some clues in Crossings indicate that Jane was
pregnant with his child and later was treated in the hospital for an abortion (or a
spontaneous miscarriage). As she recalls:
Amah led her back to the room, turned on a vgreen shaded bedside lamp
and exclaimed when she pulled away the top sheet, uncovered the pool of blood.
She hastily stripped the bed and removed the blot.
‘Have I lost him? Is it all over?
She got back into bed. Shivering between clean icy sheets she heard him
wade out of water. (161) |
He [Six Michaelj took her home which he would have doﬁe anyway. But
because it was late and dark and cold, thé streets slippery with ice and huge
embarkments of frozen snow not yet removed at unfrequented crossings along
their way, and because she had just left the hospital that week he took special
care to help her across the snowy streets... (106) |
After breaking up with her boyfriend, Jane flees to Paris in an attempt to enjoy temporary
separation from homé and from her unsatisfying love. But i.n Paris she has an affair with
a French joqmalist, who is happily married and yet often visits Jane in her apartment.
Jan‘e’s'sexual transgression, as Karen Lee pbints out, is “shameful in light of her
tradition‘al Chinese upbringing” (The Searchers 84). With her abortion and possibly also
suffering from a “serious emotional and physical S);mptoms of post-abortion trauma,”

Jane has a psychological conflict (Lee, The Searchers 84). She may be justified in having



73
turned “barbarian” by following the American concepts of individuality and sexual

freedom, but she is also likely to feel guilty at having disregarded Chinese tradition and
becoming a “bad girl” in her parents’ eyéé. In regards to her upbringing and
subconsciousness as a Chinese, Jane has every reason to keep this part of her life well
concealed. Indeed, J‘éne admits having been Americanized at least a§ far as her sexual life
is concerned, but she is definitely not proud of it in front "of Her parents.

Like Jane, James also believes in freedom of love. He falls in love with an
Ameriéan classmate of his and marries her without first consulting his parents. Unliké his
sister, however, James eventually informs his parents of his decision, only that he does so
when ﬁe is far away from home — when he is in Germany sefving for the American army.
He has ignored the letter from his parents telling hiﬁq to ﬁr§t return home and then marry
for fear of their disapproval. As with many young immigrants, sexuality and marriage
play a significant part in the assimilation of Jane and James.

Even the family patriarch, Dyadya, has to learn to cope with the changed cultural
milieu as a migrant in the West. As Yichin Shen argues, the cbllectic)n of books in his
study and the order of arranging them are “very revealing” about the “heterogeneous
ﬁlakeup of his identity” and the actions he has to take “to keep up with the change” in
diaspora (276):

VAbove the ledge shelves of books wall-to-wall rose up to the ceiling.
Hardback books mostly on men of action he read from cover to cover in some
he had posted reviews neatly clipped from newspapers, and how-to-books on
finance, accounting and gardening. On the very top shelf beyond normal reach,

he had placed his collection of thick, somber volumes on medicine. On the



bottom shelf just above the adding machine were tattered copies of

_ Mengtse, Kungtse and works of minor Chinese philosophers and several copies

' of the Tao Te Ching translated into English byva literary friend. The Tao he read

in English, fogether with the Chinese text, covering both texts with marginal =

annotations in English and Chinese during the ﬁrstiyear after James’s marriage.

(72-73) |
Since he can no longer practice medicine in America, Dyadya has put the books on
medieine on the top shelf “beyond normal reach.” .In order to survive an'd make it in the
ado‘ptedco’untries, he turns instead to some practical subjeets such as finance and
accounting. The books on gardening are useful guide for him to enrich family life andt
‘enjoy nature, while the Confucian and Taoist copies are read most frequently as his
“‘philosophicaﬂl foundation” so that they are all “tattered” and covered with “marginal
annotations” (Shen 277). From his collectien of books we learn that Dyadya has to make
some significant changes in life to fit in with the changed circumstanee's in diaspora.

In view of the manifold influence of western culture on (or Americanization rof)
Jane’s family, it is evident that their performed Chinese home cannot last long. In other
words, assimilation into the mainstream culture is inevitable. LOve and unity among the
familyv members only serve to suppress the undercurrentb of change and postpone the
_actual confrontation of different cultures. Eventually ihis problem surfaces as a family
crisis at the moment ef James’s marriage. The family members’ dispute oyer this “
interracial‘ marriage not merely puts their Chinese home to a test, but actuallyv leads to the

disintegration of this well-maintained home model.
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James’s Marriage and the Disintegration of the Chinese Home

James’s marriage eventually brings the family problem to the sUrface and causes the
breakup of his Chinese fam_‘ily. On the surface, the family’s disintegration is the result of
racial conﬂiet, due to the family dispute over James’s marriage. On further exploration,
however, we find that the breakup of this Chinese home has to do with how the family
memberé interpret and maintain their cultural identity.

James’s letter to announce his imminent marriage catches his family by surprise. He

75

has not consulted his parents about the choice of his marriage partner, a white woman, for-

he may have been well aware that his parents would not agree to it. He simply writes his
parents, while still stationed in Germany serving in the American army, that he will “first
marry then travel before coming home” (50). Dyadya’s letters to tell James to put off the
marriage till he comes home are to no avail. The newly-wed‘ James and his wife “traveled
for nine months in Europe and the Middle East” with the money that his father had sent
him for joining his family for a trib to the Far East (51).

Considering Dyadya’s authority at home and the Chinese upbringing he has given
to the chil_dreh, we cen imagine the anger and disappointment he has to James’s marriage.
As the first-born son in the family, traditionally James is expected to play a leading role
among his siblings, especially in relation to his filial duty. His Strong will and ignoring of
his parents in relation to his marriage, therefore, not only is a challenge to his father’s
authority, bﬁt also proves the infeasibility of the Chinese home model in diaspora.
Therefore, Dyadya’é opposition to James’s marriage is not a surprise to everyone. Leter
Dyadya explains his exclusion of James from his familyv in thisvway:

I waited for him a long time. When finally he came I found him so unlike me.
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His lack of emotion relieved me from the burden of mine and reassured me that

he would be counted on to do the right thing. ... I was therefore taken by .
surprisé and at first blamed him for not being williﬁg to play out my
expectations. And I began a crash program of lecturesvto correct 6ur .
misundc;rstanding. I was much disappointed anci excluded him for many years.
(177-178) ’ |
" Indeed, nobody in Jane’é fafnily has displayed any disapproval of James’s wife as
' an individual. Personally, 'Jarﬁes’s wife is friendly and eager td be part of the Chinese |
family. As she says, “I am so eager to know all about you. I hope you will tell me all
about yourself and teach me how to cook your way. James 1oves your food and so shall I
when I learn how to tell the real from the fake. I know it will please James. I’'m so eager
to know everything because I want to be oné of ‘you”ﬂ(54).
But Jane and her‘ family are not ready to take this white woman into their home
- because they havé not seen her on the personal level. Actualvly, Jane has not even given a
namé to James’s Wife. This white woman, in the eyes of Jane and her family, is only a
cultural signifier, a threatening agent to their well-protected Chinese home. Li Shu-yan
argues that it is “her racial identity and the alien ideas she stands for and voices that
shock them” and believes that James’s wife “disturbs the calm and brings forth the
unspeakéble desire of the family — to keep it monoracial” (106). I agree with Li that Jane
and her family see James’s wife as an “intruder.” Jane refers to James’s wife as “the
barbarian,” the only “name” she has used repeatedly in the narrative fof her sister-iﬁ4law.
As Jane says, “The barbarian stood outside the barred gates of the wall. After fruitless

years of patient search, with gnawing heart, she founding a weakness along the immense
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wall encircling the garden, found, followed, married Fifth James and entered the garden ‘

at dusk™ (50).

Since “barbarian” is an ancient Chinese term to address outsiders (out of the
contemporary political point of view of Han chauvinisfn), it does not refer exclusively to
white people,v nor is it merely a racial term. Jane uses this word with cultural
implications: to represent peoplev‘(\)r things that are foreign to and intrusive upon Chinese
culture. Therefore, Jane’s family members all see this white woman’s mai‘riage with Fifth
Jameé asa cultural breakiin. To maintain their Chineseness, they are forced to keep the
“barbarian” intruder outside their home, together with James. In Dyadya’s words, James
has also turned “barbarian” by marrying outside the Chiaese community.

Jane’s well-knit famiiy has thus split up with its exclusion of James and his wife. It
seems that this Chinese home still keeps its cultural cbre, only that it is naw smaller. But
to make things worse, the pregnancy of James’s wife and the baby’s birth changed
Dyadya’s mind. Dyadya’s belated acceptahce of his daughter-in—law and his first
grandson causes a dispute in his family and .ﬁnally led to its disintegration and his own
death.

According to Dyadya, he cannot bear to see his own son struggling to make ends
meet and not to help because the father is made to remain at the center of the traditional
Chinese family. In his words, “Now that he has come to me for help I cannot refuse him
my first born son and I love him because he is mine” (178). More importantly, he cannot
exclude his grandson from his family genealogy. In other words, his grandson must bear
his family name and extend his family line. Along similar lines, Karen Leé argues that

“Dyadya accepts the white woman as a part of the family for the sake of the new
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generation” (Prosthetic Texts 119). Yichin Shen also expresses the similar view that the

grandqhild “cannot be denied of its };atrilineal birthright” (279).

T would like to extend this argument and suggest that Dyadya accepts his daughter-
in-lalzv and his grandson out of traditional Chinese phil‘osophy, namely, the Confucian
idea of filial duty. According to Confucian preaching, among the thrée failures of one’s
k filial duty, haying no progeny is the worst. As a faithful follower of Chinese tradition and |

customs, Dyadya must have seen the birth of his grandson as the fulﬁllment of James and
his wife’s, and thereby his, filial duty. Thus to Ngmah’s rage, Dyadya tries to persuade‘ |
her and other children to accept the couple: “I want you to acéep‘; now that she is to have
our gvrvandchild” (174). Later in chiding Jane for her disobedience, Dyadya refers to
Jame‘s’s wife as “the better daughter” for the latter llas given biﬁh to his grandson and
thus becomes dutiful in his sense. I suggest that Dyadya’s acceptancé of James and his
~wife for the sake of filial duty is another form of Chinese values getting “performed.” In
his performative use of traditional values, however, Dyadya paradoxicélly provides an
opening for his family’s assimilation and at the same time leads to the disintegration of
his traditional home.

Yetto Dyadya’_s surprise, Ngmah and Jane remain adamant against acceﬂpting
James’ wife, despite the fact that he has tvaken the lead in the attitude éhangc; Asa
~ traditional Chinese woman‘in diaspora, Ngmah lnust‘ have some difficulty decidiné what
lo do when Dyadya changes his mind. To obey him means the destruction of their mono-
racial Chinese home; to disobey him is also at odds with her cultural upbringing. No

matter what she decides to do, she will still be in the wrong. As it turns out, Ngmah
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chooses to disobey Dyadya in order to “guard” the Chineseness of her home, another

form of cultural performance.

Jane has supported hevr pérents’ traditional view when she rejects her sister-in-law.
Her family upbringing has centered upon the idea of following Chinese tradition, being a
“gogd g;rl” and always obeying pafents. However, she has also received western
- education in England and the Unitéd States. The distinction between cultures BeWild_ers
her at times so that she has developed a fragmented personality, namely a diasporic -
sensibility. Luckily, the unity of her family hés been a relief for her because she does not
have to take Fthe trouble to make judgments herself. Instead, she can simply follow her
parents, especially her father. It is no wonder that she is on her father’s side for his-
decision to exclude James’s wife and James from the very beginning.

But latef on Dyadya’s change of attitude towards James’s wife and Ngmah’s
persistent rejection put Jane in a dilemma. With her parents’ disagreement, the oneness of
her parents and the unity of her family, which she used to rely on for decision, are gone
forever. Unable‘to choose between her parents’ sides and failing to tell whether her
father’s or her mother’s position is more “authentic” Chinese, Jane is at a loss. She
confesses this to her father: “The onen;:ss of you‘and Ngmah you have built so tightly
you can’t undo overnight just to accommodate them. You taught me that first hard 1essbﬁ,
I survived the trial and accepted my place. It’s unfair to try me a second time” (196-197).

Consequently, Jane chooses to escape: to leave all the troubles of herbfamily behind
in an attempt to calm down and find a éolution on her own. She quits her job at her

father’s business and moves out of home. Actually, Jane’s leaving is'in defiance of her



Afather. Hver dep‘arture, further splits up thé family and contributes decisively to its
disjntegration and her fath‘er’s‘ imminent death. All this is irrevocable.

On the surface, the familyfs disintegration is the result of racial conflict, due to the
‘ family dispute over Jarrie's’s‘marriage? On further ¢xplofation, however, we ﬁnd that the
breakup of this Chinese home has to do with how the family membérs interpret and
maintain their cultural identity. The older generatiohs of this family tend to ‘attéch‘ rinOre‘
importance to Chinese heritége. Having managed to “respi;rect” a Chihese home in
' America, they bécbmé performers of the'traditioﬁal b.'activities, custofns and values. In._
contrast, its younger members ére more susceptible td American culvture‘ and thus
gradually move 'away from their cultural héritage. They may still ‘pérticipate in
performing some Chinese activities and rituals at horflé, but their performance"s are
becoming mdré routine-like, mostly out o'f‘an intentioﬁ to please the elders: Chances are
‘young members’ pberformancels:have Améri‘can characteriétics, as is seen in their naming
and their endorsement of sexual freedom. Furthermore, Dyadya’s decision to accept a

white daughter-in-law and Jane’s insistence on the purity of the Chinese home further

complicate the cultural identity of this diasporic-home. Therefore, the family problem is

éssentially a cultural conflict, which manifests itself on both familial and personal levels.

As we learn, its personal dimension is especially represented by Jane’s struggle over her -

independence and identity.
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As we read at the beginning of the novel, Jane finally finds herself away from home .

in Paris ruminating about the past, about her family and its unity and disintegration (there
is no explanation in the narrative why Jane chose Paris as her temporary retreat). It is

already too late for Jane to reconcile with her late father, and she has an urgent need to
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find herself. But can she bring about a reconciliation with herself and with other people in

her family? And how?
Reconciliation and Identity Transformation

For Jane and her family, James’s interracial marriage has triggered the family crisis
about cultural identity that everyone involved has to face and respond to, although the
responses may vary. Cultural identity haé been a focus in Crossings scholarship, but these
discussions have considered it merely as a problem that the narratbr, or the writer, haé
experienced. The other family members have been ignored in the criticism. I would like
to suggest that this problem concerns éverybody in the family, although Jane i‘s the
narrator and thus the center pf attention. I will discuss how individual members of this
Chinese family deal with cultural clashes and achieve their identity transformation. It is
their different (re)actions that have changed the family structure and led to its
disintegration. It also needs their joint effort to bring about a recoﬁciliation with one
another for their cultural transformation aé well as for the future of their home.

James is the “culpﬁt” of the family crisis, in addition to the victim of his family’s
exclusion. He is the first in hié family to achiei}e‘cultﬁral integration, literally, by
marrying into the mainstream society. There is little depiction of him in the novel, excepf
for a passége in which Dyadya addresses his children in the stock language. In Dyadya’s -
introduction, James is silent and exhibits‘a “lack of emotion” (177—178). It appears that
James is inclined to do things rather than qﬁestioning, discussing and brooding. ‘Hé is the
only one in his family to join the army and the also the only one among his seven siblings

to marry outside the Chinese community (as far as the timeline in the novel is concerned).
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Therefore, I call him a man of action. He performs what is required of him by his father

and his superiors in the army. He also does what he wants without much consideration
about the consequences, as it is with his interracial marriage.

Although he has never contradicted his father, it doés‘not mean that James has

» alvyays agreed with him. The few signposts in the novel show that James hardly expresses
his own ideas at home, therefore nobody can tell for sure what he thinks about his
cultural identity and how he likes his Chinese home. 'Borrowing ’Butlevr"s terrhs, I sugge’st
that James disapproves of the patriarchal manners:of his father and considers‘ them as
performances of ouf-dated tradition. It is most likely that he cannot and dare not
challenge his father’s authority, therefore he “performs” whatever appears appropriate in
front of his Chinese family and takes care not to show his inte;nalized Amefican values
in order to avoid direct conflict. As a result, he seems to be a “good boy” at home but
may hold back some dissent and also his individuality.

James seems to be the most Americanized person in his family. His experience of
sérving in the American army rhay have enhanced his sense of being an American rather
than a diasporic Chinese, which is an awareness that many of his family members have

l acquired. Having done his part for the country may also have boosted his self-confidence
and contributed to his desire for independeﬁce. As a young man with western education,
James would be susceptible to outside influence, drawn by the western idea of
individuality, among other things, because of its distinction from the patriarchy of

traditional Chinese culture which dominates his home. He has been attracted by‘ a white
woman and married her, admiring some of the quélitieé that she has but may be lacking

in some of his family members. From Jane’s recollection we learn that James’s wife is



open-minded, eager to learn what her husband likes and to be part of his Chinese family._
Her openness may have been a sharp contrast to VJ\ames’s mother and sisters who, in their
‘ deterrnination to maintain their-Chineséness (at least at home), have refused to accept
some western ideas such as individﬁality.

But at the same time James is reluctant to part with his some of his Chinese
~ heritage, especially not with Chinesé cuisine. That is why his wife is “so eager to know
everything” about Chinese culture in order to please him (54). She especially wants to
iéarn how to cook in Chinese way, as she tells Ngmah, because “James loves your food
and so shall I when | learﬁ how' to tell the real fr(.)m‘ the fake” (54). Admittedly, we |
cannot tell for sure whether suéh “rhetoric of food” ié merely a manifestation of this
white woman’s “culturally touristic expectations for Chinese heritage” in her intention to
be Chinese (Lee, Prosthetic Texts 118). But her determination to do so in turn proves that
James cannot completely sever thé connection with his Chinese heritage. He has to find
ways to negotiate the cultural difference and define his o»wn identity.

In his wavering between Chinese and American culture, he has ‘given first priority
to personal happiness at the risk of a break with his Chinese home and heritage culture, as
is the case with numerous immigrant youth. Although his parents met the white woman
once wixen they “came up to the university for a one-day visit,” James had kept his family
in darkness about his love so that they all wondered “who is she” upon receiving his
marriage notice (50). As a man of action, James is ready to carry out his own plan. When
he is stationed in Gerfnany and away from home for more than two years, James has
finally found some personal space and a chance to be his own boss. Upon leaving the

army, he decides that the first thing to do is getting married. He seems to consider this
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moment as the best oppoﬂuﬁity because it would be difficult for him to get permission
from his parents to marry a “barbariah” once he has returhéd’to the States under his
parents’ roof and control. Consequently, James wrote his parents resolutely that he would
“first marry then travel before coming home” and ignored his father’s letter asking him to
. “put off the marriage till he came home” (50). |

Having forced his marriage upon his parents, Jarhes still hopes that “eventﬁally they
would be reconciled and accept her and be happy too” (52). But reconciliation is by no
means ‘an easy step fof his parents and some of his siblings. In his own decision to marry
a “barbarian,” James has defied his parents and the Chineée order of life. If we agre€ that
Jamesv has overcome the cultural barriers and been Americanized, his family has to |
disregard or abandon fhe well-maintained Chinese tradition at home before they can
reconcile with him. It is a painful task for many first-generation immigrants. Indeed, not
everybody in his family opposes his interracial maniagg, but with his parents’ rejection,
other people in the family can only follow th¢ir lead. Finally, however, James’s parents
.did change their mind and accepted him and his white wife, but this reconciliation not
only isa belafed‘ gesture, but also comes ata gre;t cost: the death of the father and the
disintegration of the well-knit Chinese home.

As I have suggested earlier in this chapter, Dyadya‘ finally decides to accept his
white daughter-in-law and welcome his son back home not because of his own
assimilation into the multi-ethnic American culturé, but primarily due to his love for his
son (he cannot bear to see his son living a humble life) and out of consideratioﬁ for his
own family genealogy (a Confucian idea). No matter what mofivates him to do so, .

however, his change itself is a significant step toward cultural transformation. He is now
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more open to outside forces and may welcome more changes, should they come his way.

He seems to have realized that assimilation is inevitable and that he himsélf is unable to
stop others from changing, even if he remains resistant. He may also have realized that
not all changes are against him (he will enjoy the happiness of being a grandfather).
Hence he tries to persuade his Wife: “Life is change, we‘ live in change. Please I want you
to accept now that she is to have our gréndchild” (174). To Jane, Dyadya simply says: “I
© want é.ll my children to be generous” (1 95). : |

Unfortunately, Dyadya’s argument is not convincing enough to Ngmah and Jane.
He asks them to change because he has decided to change, regardless of the fact that he
has opposed his daughter-in-law and been ungenerous to her himself. When he fails to
persuade Jane, however, Dyadya resorts to his accustomed authority: “I am father I can
do no wrong” (196).

As a patriarch claimi'ng “I can do no wrong,” Dyadya has undergone great internal
struggle before he finally determines to recognize his daughter-in-law. But he has to learn
how to cope with changes, although he desires to rﬁake a stablé Chinese home in
| diaspora. In other‘words, Dyadya also has to experience identity transformation as a
migrant. Yet the trouble is his family may not understand him at times or are unable to
keep up with his changes. Now he ‘is facing such a difficult situation when he decides to
accept his daughter-in-law. Both his wife and his daughter Jane are against him, but he
still insists on his change of attitude. The well-knit home is thus gone forever. We can
imagine the difficulty he has gone through in persuading himself for such a decision and
the gréat pressure he has undergone when facing his family’s opposition. In his rage and.

helplessness at Jane’s refusal to reéognize James’s wife, he asks Jane: “if I were to die
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would you be for her? If I were to die how would you feel having opposed me?” (197).

| Unfoftunately,.Dyadya did end‘}up dead of hemorrhage not l'ohg after, unable to bear so
muchin life. |
: In His effort, Dyadya haé acknowlédgedsome erriergihg change to the structure of -
“his Chinese home, bht at the cost of his oWn life and an inability to liQé to sée his family
- reconciled witﬁ one another. Aftef flis deatﬁ; the family members, sbeciﬁcally Ngmah
- and Jane, are 'expected to achieQe théir reconciliation as wc_:‘llv as identity tfansforrnation,
but they may do So’ separately and ?t different rates.

: Ngmah is quick to reconcile with her daughter-in-law after hér husband’s death. As
her ‘resisxtance has contributed to such a tragedy in her life, namely Dyadya’s death, she
must regret" what she has doﬁe. Thus she does ndt want to see her family living in
unhappiness and Separation any longer. Ngmah’s recognition of hér daughter-in-law,

- however, is conveyed in the Chines‘e way: by action fathef than in words, by ac;:epting‘
her quietly in everyday life rather than saying sorry to her directly. As she exi)resses
herself in hér monologue: “Tomorrow‘ my ﬁrstborﬁ son will come to fetch me for the -
drive to the kcoun't'ry where I shall put flowers in front of his altar. She may come along if
~ she wishes. | accgpt” (171). Oﬁ the other hand, I would suggest that saying sorry directly
to the ,daughtér—in—law will prove difficult for Ngmah, a Chinese Senior who is used to

| chiidren’s respéct and obedience at h‘ome:. In addition, it takes time for her to get used to -
the changed faMiy structuré and to accept a new member frém a different culture. |
'Anyway, iler daughter-in-law has been fhe direct cause of her family conflict and her

husband’s death. She may still harbor some resentment against this “intruder.”
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In her effort to make up, Ngmah holds the first party for the whole family after her

husband’s death, a party that signals her reconciliation but without saying so. The way
she puts it about her invitation to her son James and his family is revealing about
Ngmah’s complex psychology: “this was the way I put it to him. James Ibam having a
- party next Thu-rsday-night. You are invited to come. I pérticularly did ﬁot mgntion h¢r
name. I did not say I was inviting her though I did say bfing the baby” (139-140).

{ .

However ambiguous and weak her signal is, Ngmah has gestured towards a reconciliation
with her daughter-in-law, and with it the accepténce of the changed home structure. ‘I
‘suggest that Ngmah is forced to face the reality and adapt to the changed famin structure
after Dyadya’s death because she does not want to hurt more people in her family as she
has done to her  husband. Ngrhah’s passive acceptance of change is therefore different
from Dyadya’s active approach to change and aséimilation (aithough for different
considerations).

In Jane’s depictions, the other people in her family seem to have no difficulty
recognizing and reconciling with James’s wife. I suggest that either they érg the “good | _
children” By Chinese standard and do whatever the parents tell thém to do, or they have
Americanized and do not draw the line at interracial marriages. Jane’s elder sisters fnay
fitin With the first case. In Dyadya’s accounts of his children, First Nancy'is always a
good girl, a sétisfactory lead sister for her siblings: “I told her you are my eldest, my first,
you must lead and she accepted this and did the best she could and carried on for years,
my deputy among he.r sisters, brothérs and strangers” (175). Thus Nancy may have sided

with her father and also changed her own stand with him. Similarly, Second Katherine

and Third Christine are both obedient daughters in Dyadya’s eyes, “completely out of the ~
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running in this system of balances and counterbalancés I have devised over the years to
maintain harmony and equiiibrium between the head -and my eXtensions and. the |
| extensions among themselves” (176-177).

Conversely, Jane’s yoﬁnge; siblings, namely Sixth Michael and Séventh Jill, may
have integrated moré into the mainstream culture than their elder sisters and do not
oppose interracial marriages as strdngly as the others do. In Dyadyé’s description,
Michael behaves more like an American boy who cares more about enjoying life than
doing “his duties” because he “spent too much time hunting and fishing, singingband
strumming his guitar” (178). Seventh Jill is a practical person according to Jane. After the
deafh of their father, it is Jill who tried to persuade Jane th accept James’s wife and attend
Ngmah’s party. She urged Jane to face the reality: “It seems to me you cannot live -
fdréver not seeing her. There has to be a meeting. She exists” (142). For Jill, it will not be
~ realistic if they continue avoiding James’s wife: “But you cannot avoid her. You are
bound to meet. It’s not realistic” (142). Although Jill feels “embarrassed at hélving used
the word realistic” to hér sister Jane, she has expressed what shé wants to say (142). I'p is
“evident to Jill and to other people in the family, except -Jane, that a realistic attitude is
what they need to deal with their family problem. They cannot hide away in their well-
‘barricaded Chinese home anymore. In order to develop and succeed in the adopted
country, they must be more open, accept cultural integration and undergo identity-
‘transfonna;[ion. Their home structure is bound to change.

Jane is the only person in her family who refuses to reconcile, even after her
father’s death. Possibly having the greatest diasporic sensibilify iﬁ the farﬁily, Jane

identifies strongly with her Chinese heritage and considers her well-knit home as her



89

ahchor in her numerous dislocations. Consequently, she cannot tolerate any outsiders to
break in and destroy the well-maintained Chineseness of her home. Her rejection of her
white ‘siSter-in-law is a natural result of such a sentiment. However, in her bewilderedness
as to who to support when fécing her parents-’ disagreement over the recognition of the
“barbarian” intruder, she chooses to escape but unfortunately contradicts with her father’s
decision and contributes decisively to her father’s sudden death. Guilt and regret must
grip her heart. She cannot forgive herself asniuch as she cannot forgive her sister-in-law
because, according to herself, they are the two main culprits who have beén responsible
for her fémily’s breakup and her father’s death. Jane’s resentment toward her sister-in-
law is strong: “She has played her role in compléting our story. My' life from now on is
separate from the story which has ended. My life now has no place fdr her” (141). At the
same time Jane cannot forgive herself, as she explains her refusal to attend her mother’s
party énd face her sister-in-law: “You see I cannot bear the end of the story. I cannot bear
my part” (142).

Jane chooses to avoid the reality and finally makes her‘way to Paris, a place remote
enough for her to leave everything behind temporarily, to calm down and think about her
situation. There, Jane eventually comes to understand her identity and is able to reconcile
with herself, with her late father and with her changed home. She ﬁhally decides to leave
Paris for home. All this awareness is partly brought about by and -through her
recollections. Jane recalls various times when she was with her family and tries to

understand what her Chinese home really means to her; Jane’s self understanding is also
the result of her affair with a marrigd Parisiaﬁ journalist. As it turns out, memorives of her

past and of her family unfold simultaneously with the development of her affair. The
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fragmented narrative structure in Crossings reflects the disorder of Jane’s thoughts and

her intehse mental struggle. As Monica Chiu argues, “form functions_ as meaning in
Chuang’s Crossings” (107). | |
Jane is more conscious ‘of her d»i-asporic situation now that she has once again
c;ossed the geographical and qultural borders. In the mirror she found her owﬁ face
“appeared intolerably alien and unclaimed as the space and light around her” (46). She
can even discern the motif of diaspora from the carpet design in her room, from its ‘;faded
reds greens and blues and whites in which she discerned oases and deserts, scorpions and
camels, departures, wanderings and homecomings woven inextricably there” (187).
Reasonébly, Jane misses the warmth and closeness of her family. The daily
activities the family did together, the meals they‘ha‘d, the rituals fhey attended, Ngmah’s
and-her grandmother’s birthday celebrations all comé to her mind. She recalls the tender
love that her father extended to her and other family' members, his hours’ driving to her
college dormitory only to send her a new typewriter, his reminders to all the children fo
send ﬂowefs for Ngmah’s birthday, to name a few. Agaihst such backdrop, the memories
of Dyadya’s sudden hospifalization, his death ahd funeral are all the more sorrowful to
“her. Shé even has a vision of Dyadya’s resurrection. Now Jane must be able to appréciate
. Dyadya’s love more and wishes she could reconcile with him.
| Not only does Jane long for her family, she also misses the landscape of China, the
homeland that has nourished her but is now inaccessible due to the wars and variable
political situations. The following account that she gives her French lover about a_
magazine from China captures the moment of her noétalgia: :

One evening she visited Dyadya and found in his study a magazine sent from



China. On the first page was a poorly reproduced photograph of a farmer’s
hquse’ built up of mud and rushes and roofed in tile standing in the middle of a
neé.tly /ti’lled field. A tree clung by the wall Qf the house, a line of mountains
beyond the fields. With a shock she recognized the landscape, could smell the
tilled soil, felt the embrace of the house, climbed the mountains. Unguarded, a
seizure of loss struck her. For an ihstant she could not breathe. (124)

With the mixed feelings of longing and loss, Jane tries to fill her time and find
solace in cooking, a means for her to perform Chinese identity. She has prepared some
dishes to share with her French lover, from steak to chicken to roast duck, each more
elaborate and more complex than the previous one. However, he does not appreciate her
work and hardly eats anything she has spent much time prevparirng. Nof can he uhderstand
the complex feeling she has put into the action of cooking. Instead, he tells her: “You’re
always busy cooking whenever I come. It’s not much fun” (123).

| It seems that in her contemplation Jane is drawn- increasingly to her Chinese
heritage and has mainly perceived herself a Chinese in diaspora. Put in another way, she
chooses only to perform the Chinese part of her idenfity and has temporarily forgotten
that Am¢rican culture has also played a part in her identity formation. But her French
lover’s attitude towards the Chinese awakens her. According to him, Jane should go back
to and work for China because she is Chinese. Jane realizes his éssentialist attitude: “I
needn’t be told that. But that is no reason for going back. Besides once I enter it’s
unlikely I’1l be able to get out. You forget I am also American” (121).

Actually Jane is also reminding herself df her own American identity. When it

comes to the prospect of returning to China, she admits: “Too late now. Farm house,
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field, solitary tree, the distant mountains have fused, have become one with the American

landscape. I cah’t.separate any more. If I were to live in Chiné today I WOlﬂd have to

gonce'al one ‘half “(‘)‘f myself. In Ameriéa I need not hide what I am” (125). NOW Jaﬁe

‘begins to see fhai"‘Afnerica, like China, is also an essential part in her life. She iS shocked ;

info realization that she has been neglecting fhe ‘Anierican part of héf identify all ‘t,hes'e'._ :

years:

o T couldn’t live without America. It’s a part of me by“now. For years ['used to
- think that I was dying in America because I could ﬁot:have China. 'Quite

‘.unexpectedly one day it ended when I realized I had it 1n me‘ and not being ,aBle
to be there i)hysically no longer mattered. Those wasted yeér'S When I denied
America because [ had lost China. In my mind I expelled myéelf from both.
(121) . | |

~ Jane finds hérself able to think rf;ore realistically now. When her_French lover c_laifms:

“America is not your couﬁtry. .. You have to go back. You have no future in America. |

You are an ,e‘xile in America as yoil are in exile here,” Sh;e argues: “I am in exile here

voluntarily in order rto rest, to remove myself from ties 'for the moment” (121)'

If Jane merely took the “ties” as her t‘ies with Chinese culture and with her Chine"se
home befor‘e her Paris trip, now she iS 'obv'iously conscious Qf ﬁwo ties she possesses: one
with Chinése culture, the other with Americgn culture. Therefore, no longer pce/rceiving
herself a Chinese (or an Ame’riéan) in the general ‘sense_, Jane has acquired a unique
sensibility as a Chinese American. Thus she proclair_ns; “I belong to both, am both”

- (125). This split sensibilify, or double consciousness, 1s éommon among Asian

immigrants. As Li Shu-yan puts it, the established identity of many Asian Americans is"
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neither all submission to the old culture nor full acceptance of the new, but rather,
“Through the working out of the conflicts, a new awareness emerges, giving evidence of

1%

the existence of an experience that can be called ‘Asian American’” (100). In Jane’s case,
her reliance upon and conflict with her Chiﬁese family, her participatioh in American life
but rejection of her “barbarian” sister-in-law, the death of her father and her moving ouf
of home are all manifestations of the identity conflict thét are cbfnmon to Chinese
Americans, énd by extension, to Asian Americans. Yet a clear consciousness of her
Chinese American identity does not come home _to Jane until she ié awéy from both
cultural milieus and has an exchange with an essentialist Frenchrﬁan (there is no account

in Crossings of the influence of the French culture on Jane’s sensibility, primarily due to

the fact that she is there only as a visitor).
Homecoming and the Changed Home Structure

Now that Jane has come to terms with her identity transfdnnatioﬁ, she is eager to
return home. Her recollection of a movie about American Indians she has seen several
times reflects her longing for home (although the name ofbthe movie is never revealed in
Crossings),‘ only that her home now is not what it used to be. The movie is a captivity -
narrati?e, in which a small white girl kidnapped by the Indians ‘avnd having lived among
them for some years is finally rescued and brought back to her own people as “half child
half woman” (105), that is, she has just reached her adulthood and already married a
captain of the tribe.?! Jane finds herself drawn to the homecoming scene in the movie. and

recalls that she “sat through it three times, twice alone and the third time with Michael on
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a day they had kdinner together. The first two times she found herself weeping just before
the lights came on” (105). | |

Jane identifies with the lost girl in the movie and hopes for a return home and .to her
original culture.zzl Among Jane’s favorite scenes is a scene of ‘the ilouse in which the girl
had lived, “framed in the dark doorway of the adobe house” (103). Andther scene that
Jane cannot forget is one in which the girl’s rescuer finally finds her, urges and gathers
her up to cross the river to where she belo‘nged. The réséuer’s words resonate with Jane:
“Cross. You don’t belong there._You belong with us” (105). Jane also ﬁnds‘ another scene
moving, that is, the Scene in which the girl wés finally brought back home with her
rescuer’s li‘ne:' “I have brought her home” (105).

Despite Jane’s.sirﬁilarity to.the‘ lost girl in their homecorhing or would-be
homecoming, their situations are further complicated by personal and familiai
heterogeneity. As Karen Lee argues, “the theme of homecoming and familial eth;iic
heterdgeneity becomes crucial and cannot be simpliﬁ‘ed a‘s’a young woman’s desire to get
in touch witﬁ cultural roots” (Prosthetic Texts 80-81). Like the white girl in the movie,
Jane has left home and lived amdng people of different cultures, or arﬂong “barbarians,” |
in her own words: while the white girl married an Indian captain, Jane has loved an
American and had an affair with a Freﬁchman. Although their love stories differ, these
two women are similar in their contact with a different cu’lturev (or different cultures),
physically and socially, and thus are no longer considered “pure,” to borrow a term from -
the Indian captivity narrative (Lee, Prosthetic Texts 81). Along these lines, the rescued
girl is unlikely to be returned to “the nuclear, racially homogeneous home at the outset of

the film, but to a new kind of home that is ethnically mixed, one that.can re-integrate a
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captive woman by ethnicizing her race” (Lee, Prosthetic Texts 81-82). As Lee puts it, this

movie indicates that in the larger context of Cold Wér society “the face 6f America can
be easily altered to include Third World immigrants if ethnicity is simply: rationalized as
being another shade of white” (Prosthetic Texts 82). Unlike the home in the movie, I
- would further suggest that Jane’s Chinese home has undergone a structural change
because of James’s marriage to a yvhite Wéman — regardless of Jane’s love experiences.
~Jane’s ldve With rhen of different cultures may serve to enhance her appreciation Qf
interracial love and marriages. |

The fact that Jane cried dﬁring the Indian captivity film is significant in that it is not
about place or object but about identification, abdut acts and rituals of homecoming.
Therefore, if Jane decides to go home, she will be able to ackndwledge its étmctural
change. In Jane’s words, “the center shifts” (204). She describes her acknowledgement in
the following metaphorical passage about the changedﬂ};louse: “There are two gates in the
- north wall, three in the south, two in the east and two in the west. Winds blow from all
sides. In the center is stillness. Winds lew from all sides. The gates are open. The center E
shifts” (204). As Lee puts it, Jane has harb‘ored China at heart but now she comes to
terms with “the American ‘point’ shifting within herself as a form of migrationrof spir’if”
(153).In othevr words, Jane has reached a reconciliation with the'past, with herself and
with her changed Chinese home./She has finally acquired a bcttér understanding of life
and a consciousness of her heterogeneous Chinese Amefican identity, just as she has
begun to appreciate the structural change of her diasporic home: from being purely

Chinese to a mixture of the Chinese and Americans.



Near the end of the narrative Jane once more repeats her familiar action of packing
for the return trip home from Paris. Her French lover’s predicting remarks “You won’t
: some back” Will prove true this time (130), for Jane is now ready to embrace both her
heterogeheous home and her own hybrid Chihes‘e American identity. We can expect that
after reaching home she may gradually replace her bdiallsporic consciousness with a more
fealistic and more balanced point of vieW. - |
The ending of ’Crossings is an image of Jane’s grandfather practicing tai chi, or
~ calisthenics, that embodiss the idea of balance:
Grandfather practices calisthenics. In the yard of his fonngrlgate keeper’s house

he makes studied movements of limbs and body. He is frail and each gesture is
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very precise. His eyes squint in the sun. His sight is clear. He retreats, advances,

and with each change of movement he inhales and exhales. The air comes out of
his mouth in puffs of vapor which dissolve in the morning air. (215)
The essence of tai chi is the balance of energy flow.2® Through gentle bending, twisting,

contracting and extending movements combined with deep breathing, the grandfather

~ seeks and achieves vitality and balance. This state of being and point of view positioned

at the conclusion of the novel encapsuiate Jane’s, as well as the writer’s, findings after
the geographic, cultural and psychologi;al crossings. Diasporic homemaking similarly
needs to achieve a balance in a changed cultural milieu by performing different cultural
patterns of appropriate proportion. The home as tai chi in its balanced stéte is an ideal for
immigfanf home performers as manifestation of their successful negotiation of cultures

and identities.
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In exploring how Jane and her Chinese family réconstruct their diasporic home, we
can see that their homémaking is actually a form of cultural performanée. They attempt to
re-creéte an “authentic” Chinese home, but the home thus constructed turns out to be a
“performed” Chinese one mingled with some western practices. The family members’
different interpretations of their cultural identity are responsible for such a home |
performance (althqugh unwittingly) and eventually lead to the breakup of this well-knit
Chinese home. Although Chuang Hua has 'not stated the performative nature of her
characters’ homefnaking in Crossings, her vivid depiction serves such a;purpose.
Therefore, no matter whether it is a conscious br unconscious practice, cultural
performahcc and cultural transformation are both inevitable for immigrants, as is seen in

the homemaking process of Jane and her family.
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6 In view of the varying definitions of “culture,” I would like to clarify that I have

adopted the definition of “culfure” by UNESCO (the United Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization) in 2002, which‘ states that “... culture shéuld be regarded as the set
of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features of society or‘a social

~ group, and that it encompasses, in addition to art and literature, lifestyles, ways of living
together, value systems, traditions and beliefs”. Therefore, the cqltural identity that Jane
and her fémily héve tried to keep is a Chineseness in its broad sense, including ethnicity,
language, art, rituals, ways of living, norms of behavior and beliefs, among other things.
The Chinese home model that Jane and other members of her family have tried to
maintain, accordingly, is almost a miniature Chinese society in the western world.

7" Karen Lee, Prosthetic Texts, 87.

¥ Richard Fund, “Seeing Yellow: Asian Identities in Film and Video.” Aguilar-San
Juan. 161. |

® Peter Kwong and Dusanka Miscevic, Chinese America: The Untold Story of
America’s Oldest New Community. New York: The New Press, 2005.

19 See, for examples, representations of immigrant characters in Maxine Hong
Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1976), Jade Snow Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter
(1950), Anzia Yezierska’s Bread Givers (1925) aﬁd Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine (1989).

' As Karen Lee observes, another possibility is that Jane’s family might have
immigrated to the States after tl;e 1952 McCarran-Water Immigration and Nationality
Act, which was passed in response to thé demand for educated professionals, without
racial restrictions, who would facilitate American industrial expansion (Prosthetic Texts

94). 30,000 Chinese were admitted with immigrant status according to this act and



_ 100
became the Uptown Chinese (Lee, Prosthetic Texts 94). Since Jane’s father has not

practiced medicine after his immigration to the States but turﬁed to banking business
instead, we cannot tell for sure whether he was a beneficiary of the 1952 Act and was |
actually admitted iﬁto the country as a professional. Thus it is more likely thaf Jane’s
family entered the United States in the mid 1940s. But whether Jane’s family immigrated
to the States in the 1940s or in the 1950s, one thing we know for sure is th/at the U.S.
policies towards Chineée immigrants during thisperidd and in the 1960s affected the self-
perception of Jane’s family as Chinese in America. |

12 Chinese imrriigrants; together with other Asians, were able to immigraté to the
Untied States in large scale and live a better life after 1965. Crossings was published in
1968. Thus fhe fecollection in this narrative is about Chinese immigrants; lives before
19657, that is, when life was still not Véry easy for them. The Chinese Exclusion Act
(passed on May 6, 1882) was repealed by the 1943 Magnusoh Act, which permitted
Chinese nationals already residing in the country to become naturalized citiéens. It also
allowed a national ciuota’ of 105 Chinese immigrants per year, although large scale
Chinese immigration did not occur until the passage of the Immigation Act of 1965. See
Gabriel J .Chin, “Segregation'vaast Stronghold: Race Discrimination and the
Constitutional Law of Immigration.” UCLA Law Review 46.1(1998).

13 Karen Lee, Prosthetic Texts, 87-88. |

14 Karen Lee, Prosthetic Texts, 117.

15 Originated in China, Confucianism is a complex system of moral, social,
political, philésophical and quasi-religious thought that has had tremendqus'*inﬂuerice on

the government, society, education, and family of East Asia. In practice, the elements of



Confucianism accumulated over time and matured into the following forrﬁs: humaneness,
righteousness, ritual propriety; wisdom, faithfulness, and filial piety. See John H. an.dv
Evelyn Nagai Berhtrong, Confucianism: A Short Introduction. Oxford: Oneworld, 2000;
Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism. Cafnbridge: Cambridge U P, 2000.

'® Amy Ling is the one who initiated such a view, as she argues in her milestone
essay “A Rumble in the Silence: Crossings by Chuang Hua”: “Because of the many
crossings that require her adjusting and readjusting to different cultures and languages,
and perhaps because she is a middle child and female, Jane seeks a stable unchanging
center outside herself. The closeness of her parents, their stability anci unity, has been one
of the main pillars of her life...” (31). Some Scholars have suppoyrted Ling’s argument on
this issue. See also Yichin Sheh, ‘280; Veronica Waﬁg, 28. |

17 Pierre Do-Dinh, Cbnﬁwius and Chinese Humanism. Funk & Wagnalls, New
York. 1969.

%In practice, filial piety has been extended by analogy to a series of five
relationships: sovereign to subject, parent to child, husband to wife, elder to younger
sibling, and friend to friend. See Xinzhong Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism.
Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 2000. 202.

?9 Karen An-Hwei Lee. Prosthetic Texts/Phantom Originals.' Translations of
Cultural Consciousness in Theresa Cha, Chuang Hua, Sui Sin Far, Kazuo Ishituro, and
Virginia Woolf. Diss. U of California, Berkerley, 2001. Ann Arbor: UMI, 2001. 3019717.
88. |

20 1;950 million Chinese now practvi;ce various religions such as Animism, Taoism,

Confucianism, and Buddhism, in syncretism, with a few million Christians and Muslims.
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See Ye Xiaowen “China's Religions Retrospect and Prospect,” 11 October 2002. 19

- August 2008 <China.org.cn>.

‘2! Karen An-Hwei Lee. Prosthetic T exts/Phantom‘Originals: Translations of
Culiural Consciousness in Theresa Cha, Chuang Hua, Sui Sin Far, Kazuo Ishituro, and
Virginia Woolf. Disé. U of California, Bérkerley, 2001. Ann A.:rbdr:‘UML 2001. 3019717.
81. |

- Li Shu-yan, 109.
2 See “Tai Chi for Health Purposés.” National Center for Complementary and
| Alte;‘native Medicine. 25 Feb>‘200‘9. 16 Mar 2009 <http://nccém.nih.gov/‘health/faichi>
and “Taoism” 1995. Religious T olerance. org. Ontario’ Consultants on Religious

Tolerance. 12 Nov 2008 <http://www. réligioustolerance.org/taoiém.htm>.


http://nccam.nih.gov/health/taichi
http://Tolerance.org
http://www.%20religioustolerance.org/taoism.htm

- CHAPTER III

PERFORMING (UN)DESIRABLE HOMES IN BHARATI ‘MUKHERJEE’S JASMINE

I am convinced now that you can’t straddle the fence — that if you’re going to not remain
an expatriate; then there has to be a traumatic, painful kind of break with the past. After
that you might reclaim little bits and pieces of it and fit them into your new life in a
different way, but there is no easy, painless way to make the change; otherwise, you’re
burrowing in nostalgia. ' o

— Bharati Mukherjee, “A Usable Past: An InterviéW with Bharati Mukherjee”

Jasmine, generally ;:onsidered as Bharati Mukherjee’s best-known work, is an
immigration narrative about an India woman named Jyoti who makes her way to the
United States and experievnces a series of transformations. Although Mukherjee highlights
in Jasmine her protagonist’s rapid Americanization through identity performances and
changes, the fdcus of this chapter is on how the idea of home is performed to register
such a processrof assimilation. In Gender Trouble (1990), Butler suggests that gender |
acts are social actions that ére at once a reenactment and re—expefiencing ofa set éf
meanings already socially established (180). I would say that individuals’ Vérious acts of
homemaking are also social actioﬁs. Homemaking is a series of performances that reenact
rituals, customs, familial and social structures. As a result, the home registers
homemakers’ identity on personal, social and cultural levels. In Jasmine, Mlikherjee not
only is skillful in her rendering of such “home identity” but also pérforms the idea of
home to the ext¢nf that only certain aspects of the h()me are revealed. Different from

- Chuang Hua who depicts in Crossings Chinese migrants trying to cling to the “authentic”
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ancestral home pattern and relics of the original culture, Mukherjee presents a quite
different scenario of immigrant homemaking in Jasmine, in which the title character

 desires and makes her home based on the mainstream American model. Instead of being

ethnically “authentic” and static against change, Jasmine’s diasporic home is informed by

Americaﬁ spirit in her cagerness and deté’rmbination.t'o fit in the mainstream Américan'
society. | w’ould'suggést that Mukherj_ee’é protagonist consciously performs both a bleak
ancestrél home and a desirable mainstream Anﬂerican home as she indicétes what choices
immigrants shouid make in their homemaking in order to strike roots and th;ive in thé -
adopted countries. Contrary to what some Asian’Americaﬁ critics have arygued,lv however,
I suggest that Mukherjee’s protagOniét is not merely an a’ss_i‘milavtionist‘ in‘ her hﬁrriednesé
to become American. Instead, she appropriates the American home model for her own
benefit and performs a ,home that expands the mainstream pattern to inciude immigrants.
Mukhe?je_é >declavrevs‘ ihat immi grants must have “a traumatic, painful kind of break
with fhe past” i_n order to belong in the adopted land (37). Her unequivocal declaraﬁon of
‘cultural identiﬁcatioﬂ and identity informs Jasrﬁine and the titl,e{ character’s perfdrmances
of the diasporic horhe. Orl would say ihe performative stance in Jasmine is a
manifestation of thhé_:rjee’s maturation as a writer of imm‘igratioh ﬁaﬁativcs. In some
Way, fhe ‘title character in Jasmine is the writer surrogate wﬁo ar‘ticulatesvthe writer’s
ideas about éssimilation and immigrant homemaking that have much to do with
Mukherjee’s immigration experience in Canada and the United ‘States.‘ A brief |
introduction aboht Mukherjee and her immigratio.nvnarratives,”therefore, will shed light

on the performances of the diasporic home in Jasmine.
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Bharati Mukherjee: An Immigrant Writer Who Lets Go of Her Roots

Born into an upper-middle-class Hindu Brahmin family in Calcutta, Mukherjee
attended sc_hoolr in India (also partly in England and Switzerland) and got her méster’s
degree. She then came to the United States and earned an M.F.A. in creaﬁve writing.
After graduation, Mukherjee moved to Canada with her husband and became a full
professor. As Gﬁiyou Huang introduces in The Columbia Guide to Asian American
Literdture since 1945, Mukherjee became “disillusioned with Canada’s treatment of
immigrants” and ﬁnally moved back to the United States with her family (45).
Mukherjee considers Canada much less tolerant to immigrants. As sﬁe recalls, dark-
skinned people like herself were “routinely physically harassed, spat on;’ When §he was
living in Canada (Cawelti 102). In an interview with Scott Cawelti, she attributes this to
Canada’s multiculturalist‘policies of tfeating immigrants:
Canada has a mosaic system of emigrati;)n,which I’m sure was originally well-
intentioned but iﬁ practice (post-1972) has worked to the physically violent
disadvantage of brown-skinned and blabk-skinned immigrants so that the
mosaic system insists that you hang on to your cultural heritage, your la;nguage.‘ '
You think of yourself only as a guest worker even if yoU’{/e been there three
generations in Canada. (101-02)

Contrasting with the uhfriendly Canada, Mukherjee cthiders the United States és a

better place for people of cblof than most other countries in the world. She says in an

interview:

In the U S.1feel I am allowed’ to see myself as an American. It’s a self-



transformation. Canadians... resisted my vigorous attempts to see myself as a '

Canadian. They exclude, America includes. And eve;'ywhere else, in Europe,

France-,'Germany, Switzerland, the neWcomer is a guest worker... Tobea

| Swede, ’a German, a Frenchman isa quelity of soul and mind that takes

hundreds of generations. (g¢d. in Monagan 1988, 1E)
Oi)viously, Mukherjee had not taken into account the U.S. history Qf immigration
exclusion and exploitation when she geve the ebove intefview. It is no wonder that such a
perspective earns her some academic criticism. Ketu Katrak’s observations in “South
AsianAmerican Literature™ (1997) are representative of such disapproval: “sirnply to
assert that because all Americans do come from‘eisewhere they are all equal is naive. One
need only consider African Americans and the shameful history of slavery, or the
nightmare of Japanese American internment camps, and so on. These stories constitute
the ‘soul’ of America” (213-14). Katrak points out that the “power rnechanisms 'ehat lie
behind such systematic methods of eppressing particular racial groups remain ultimately
marginal in Mukherjee’s Wor ? (214). I agree with Katrak that Mukherjee has
sidestepped the unnleasant U.S. immigration history in her interview and immigration
fiction. However, Mukherjee’s stance reveals a striking feature of her immigration
nafratives: a performative approach to immigration and cultural identity,.:By
“performative” I mean Mukherjee is selective kin her representation of immigrati(‘)n
history and immigrant liVes and overemphasizes immiérants’ agency (or lack of agency)
in their cultural adaptation and transformation. In Jasmine, for example, Mukherjee
focuses on the title character’s resourcefulness in her'Americanization and homemaking

rather than giv_ing a realistic account of the immigrant life on a full scale. Accordingly, I
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would suggest that the setting of Mukherjee’s narratives might be metaphorical. No

matter where her stories may take place, one thing remains unchange‘d:. these narratives
draw on Mukherjee’s own immigration expe‘rience‘ and convey her ideas about
immigration. In other words, the setting of her immigrant fiction may also be
“perfonned.;’

Mukherjee defines herself and expects to be defined as an American writer. Such a
declaration could be interpreted in different ways and has fesulted in much academié
criticism. In addition to conveying a desire to_belong, Mﬁkherjee’s self-definition can be
a poi:itical stance against ethnic inequality. As‘ Mukherjee says in an interview: “Issues of
identity as a writer and nationality are very important to me. And in that | séy very
uﬁequivocally that I am an American writer and that the hyphenization is really a way to
marginalize nbn-European writers” (Cawelti 101). But many scholars consider
Mukherjee’s declaration as a denial of her Indian heritage. That is where Mukherjee has
received the most criticism from the academia, especially from Indian scholars and South
Asian American critics.> Inderpal Grewal, for example, takes Mukherjee to task for being
ambiguous about her Indian origin: “While Mukherjee is on record as saying that she
wants to bé called an Ame_rican rather than an Asian-American, her claims to an. Indian |
national identity are not so clear. Thus when speaking of her past, she has identified

- herself as being from Calcutta, being Bengali, or béihg Hindu <ancy1 upper-caste rather than
Indian” (69). Indéed, Mukherjee seems to advocate letting go of one’s roots in order to
belong in a new culture. As she says in an interview, “if you’re going to not remain an

expatriate, then there has to be a traumatic, painful kind of break with the past” (Desai
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141). It is no wonder that Mukherjee’s articulationv of her cultural identification is
unsettling to rnany immigrants and immigrant writers and critjcs.

Mukherjee’s experience as a first-generation immigrént, specifically the contrasting
feelings she has about ner life in Canada and in the United States, accounts for s‘uch’ o
controversial understanding of cultural identity and the way she pnnrays her immigrant
* characters. Mukherjee admits the autobiogfnphical elements of her works in an intérview
 with Shefaii Desai and Tony Barnstone: “I wasn’t aware until,I came to write The Holder
of (he World that there was any autobiographicél Aimpulse — let alone element — in my |
work. I thought I was writing about people who were totally outside of ‘me. I realize now
that each of the novels is sort of-a way station in my personal Americanization” (132).
Hence there is a likeness between her fictional characters and herself. As she says, “I
think that most writers, like actors, have to dig inside themselves for tne passions of their
characters.... So I feel that I am invested, métaphdrically, in every single cha:écter in
each of the books™ (132). (

From her immigrant narratives we can discern the progression of Mukherjee’é
views about imxnigration: from displacement at the beginning of the diasporic journey to
adaptation and assimilation. The Tiger’s Daughter (1971), Wife (1975) and Jasmine
(1989), in particular, are three “way stations” in such immigration experiences.3 More
irnpnrtantly, these works are informed by Mukherjee’s different views about Cénadian
and American immigration practices. As Biographer Fakrul Alam nbsewes, these writings
‘mirror Mukherjee’s personal experience and feeling as an Indian immigrant, in particular,

her own struggle with cultural identity first as an Indian expatriate in Canada and then an

immigrant in the United States (10).
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The Tiger’s Daughter, Mukherjee’s first novel, suggests that immigrants are likely

to lose their cultural heritage no matter whether they hav,e assimilated in the mainstream
society of their receiving countries. The novel is about Tara Cartwright’s trip to India
after having been away from iier homeland for seven years. Tara was born kand raised in
an upper-class Brahmin femily in Calcutta, ﬁniehed her college education in New York
and has married an American. When homesickness prompts her to return to India alone in
the summer while her husband David is writing a book, Tara has not experienced the
expected sense of hemecoming upon landing on the Indian soil. Instead, she experiences
a culture shock and has to readjust to her home culture.

As Anupama Jain observes in her dissertation entitled Hybrid Bildungs in South
Asian Women's Writing: Meena Alexander, Bharati Mukherjee, and Bapsi Sidhwa Re-
Imagine America, ‘The Tiger’s Daughter indicates that immigration has put Tara in an in-
between situation (116). On the ene hand, she “felt discrimination” in the United States
with the realization that Americans do not “appreciate her Indian heritage” (The Tiger’s
Daughter 11). On the other hand, she is shocked to find that she canno longer fit in the
Indian culture. With the prevalent poverty, ragingrreligious riots, strikes and political
turmoil, her homeland is not as peaceful and beautiful as she remembers. Although she is
finally at home “among the ordinary” rather than being an ethnic minority in the Untied
States, Tara does not feel “rested” (The Tiger’s Daughter 34). In her eyes the Indian
landscape “seemed merely alien and hostile” (The Tiger’s Daughter 25) and she seems to
share her husband’s view of Calcutta that he describes in his letter as “the collective
future in which garbage, disease,- and stagnation are mari’s estate” (The Tiger’s Daughter

201). Tara also finds that her friends and relatives have displayed a strong class and caste



- consciousness that is no better than the racial prejudice she has experienced abroad.
Therefore, she has “an alarming new feeling that she was an apprentice to some great

thing or power” that is the Indian culture (The Tiger’s Daughter 130).°
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The Indian trip gives Tara a chance to think over her current life as an immigrént. ) v

She realizes that she has been unable to overcome the ethnic barrier in America due to the
general unfriendliness to immigrants. She even “could not trust herself to explain”.

Calcutta to her American husband because ;‘some things could not be explained” (The

Tiger’s Daughter »126)/. Unable to find her place in either Indian or American culture;

Tara is at a loss.-She wonders: “perhaps I was too impulsive, confusing my fear of New =

York w‘itﬁ homesickness, or perl;aps I was going m’ad”v(The Tiger’s Daughie_r 21).
- Although at the end of the narrative, Tara has decided to return to her husband in New .
York, her decision is not because of the “promise of the American drez\;’lm,’? but rather out
of “romantic loye” for her husband (Jain 117). Tara wonders if she does not tetum, '
“whether David would know that she loved him fiercely” (The T iger’s Daughter 210). As
Jain observes, the “emphasis on the romantic métivation at the conclusion of"the"no'vel” |
distinguishes it from Mukherjee’s subsgqﬁént immigratibn’narratives (117).

) Mukherjee is suggesting in The Tiger’s Daughter that immigration ekperience
transfoﬁns people’s world views and ways to define their cultural identities. Althoﬁgh it
is likely that immigrants have not éssimilated in the mainstream society of their host

" countries, as it is the case with Tara who still experiences discrimination and is

intimidated by the violence in New York, Mukherjee indicates that these individuals will

hardly be at home again in their home culture. Admittedly, we may argue that some

migrants, such as transnational individuals, may shuttle between cultures and feel equally”
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at home in each of their residing countries and cultures. In addition, immigrants are more
likely to have a stronger sense of homecoming if the situétions in their home countries
are better than what is depicted in The Tiger’s Daughter. But such scenarios are not fhe
concerﬁ in Mukherjee’s novels and thus do not contribute to her views about
immigration. |

As is shown in The Tiger’s Daughter, the depiction of Tara’s unfulfilling
hg)mecomin‘g‘ paves the way for and justifies Mukherjee’s point of Qiew about
immigration in her subsequent novels, which I will discuss lafer in detail. For now we can
only say that Tara will no longer claim India as home. Therefore, The Tiger’s Daughter
covers one aspect of immigration experience: immigrants have to come to terms with,
and most likely abandon or lose, their ancestral home and cultural heritage.

Muhkherjee’s second nov¢l Wife reflects in a‘different context how some
immigrants negbtiate their cultural heritage and make the home in a new country. In
particular, it further illustrates the necessity for immigrants to flee from the confinement
of the ancestral ho£ne aﬁd immigrant community for sﬁccessful assimilation. Wife is a
story about a Bengali woman named Dimple Dasgupta who irﬁmigrates to New York
with her husband Amit shortly after their marriage. By tracing Dimple’s daily life and
J psychology in a new culture, Mukherjee shows that Dimple is trapped within her own
Indian home in America and is unable to break the tradition and participate in the
mainstream American life. Suppression, isolation and despair finally drive Dimple mad,
and she murders Amit, the primary cause of all her frustration and victimization.

Therefore, unlike Tara who finds “home” in her romance with her American husband,



- Dimple must make a violent break with the suffocating Indian tradition and the
immigrant community in an attempt to move ‘i'nto the mainstream western culture.

As Katrak contends in “South Asian American Literature”(1997), Wtfe isa
narrative of the immigrant who is “not really at ho‘fne any'wheré” (212). Neither the
tradition nor the new culture accbmmodates and empowers Mukherjee’s protagoﬁist. At
the beginning, Dimple is an Indian woman disillusioned about marriage. She finds that
mafriage is quite similar to her life under her pareﬁts’ roof, only that now she has to care
for her husband and mother-in-law instead of listening to her parents. Mukherjee
déscribcs Dimple as a woman who tries her best to be a perfect wife in the Indian
tradition — pretty, submissive and passive, whereas Amit is depicted as a typical

| patriérchal Indian husband. Thé suppression of Indian women in rﬁarriage and by
tradition is evident here. It is no woﬁder that Dimple ¢ager1y awaits the approval of her
husband’s imniigration application so that she may escapé India and have a new life

somewhere else. After learning that she can finally emigrate to New York with Amit,
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Dimple induces an abortion by skipping rope because “she began to think of the baby as

unﬁnished'business. It cluttered up the preparation for going abroad. She didn’t want to
carry any relics from her old life” (Wife 42).

To her surprise and dismay, however, Dimple finds that immigration to New York
has not changed her life style. She is still the wife of a patriarchal Indian husband and is
still cpnﬁnéd to her home. Amit does not allow her to express herself or to make choices,

‘nor does he let her try American things, such as drinking Coke and alcoholic drinks and

wearing pants. He curtails Dimple;s opportunities to achieve independence by leaving her

no money at all, accompanying her everywhere, and bluntly refusing an Indian friend’s
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offer to have Dimple work as a salesgirl in his company. Amit claims that “One bread

* winner in the family is quité énough. ..Besides, Dimple can’t add two and two. Shé Would
ruin your business in a fortnight” (Wife 61). What Amit expects of Dimple is siﬁply to
stay at home and be a traditional Indian wife. Dimple, in turn, is reconciled to being an

- obedient wife, holding back her own desire to try something new and different. Her only
;‘deﬁance” is to gulp down a Seven-up at a friend’s house while Amit is temporarily out
of the room. In America she remains as unhappy and helpless as she was in India.
'Mukhérjee’s narrative shows that Dimple’s internalization of the traditional role of Indian
women is partly responsible for her misery. Just as is suggested in the title of this novel,
Dimple is merely a “wife,” bbth before and after her inﬁnigration to America.

In the narrative, Dimple lives a confined life within the Indian community and
associates only with other Indian immigrants. As Katrak observes, “Mukherjeé does not

‘allow her protagonist much interaction with the ‘natives.” Dimple remains in the
claustrophpbic apartment space or with other Indians. America hardly exists except as a

“backdrop, a physical location where shé finds herself geographically” (212). Indeed, New
York City in Wife is a metaphorical location. It iny exists as a background that is full of
violence — “muvggings’, rape, murder” — in television shows and in other characters’
conversations (85). As a result, the familiar statement “In Ame»rica, anything is possible” ‘
is wryly interpreted by Dimple as “You cén be raped and killed on any floor” (Wife 129).

Although staying within the safe confinement of her own apa:rtment and the Indian

.community, Dimplc.:r cannot get from he£ Indian friends the spiritual sustenance and active

instruction that she needs about how to succeed and be happy in America.’ The Indiar; :

men are either as patriarchal as Amit or merely keen to talk about violence, thus
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contributing to Dimple’s sense of insecurity and an illusion that violence can be an option
‘to solve problems. Among Dimple’s women friends, rnost are traditional housewives who
share Dimple’s unhappiness in one way or ‘another and are unlikely‘ to offer any
constructive suggestions to her. Dimple has attempted to escape from ysucbzh a stifling life -
by having an affair, but her lover Milt Glasser turns out to be another patriarchal Indian
who attempfs to fit her back into the role of the dependent wi;fe that she is eager to.
escape;7 Thus Dimple’s feeling of despair and frustration is cofnplete. At the same time, |
Dimple has never tried to.reach out to ‘them for help because her traditional upbringing
' discOUrages any discln‘sure of her inner life. As Katrak pnts it, although Dimple
“desperately needs help,” she is “unable to accept or articulate her needs” (212).

Lacking the agency and resources to ‘int‘egrate into mainstream Am;arican society,
Dimple feels stifled in her own isolated apartment. She has insomnia and takes to
daydreaming and hallucination when Amit is away at work during the day. When she
telié her husband “I feel sort of dead inside,” he simply ignores her as ever, brushing it
aside as homesickness (Wife 110). Having no positive conduits, she ﬁnds herself |
“snsCeptible to violence”, thinking of “seven ways to commit suicide in Queens” and
imaging herself killing her husband or being killed by him (Wife 102; 125). Dimple is
literally confined within the birdcage of her marriage and tradition, from which she is‘
increasingly anxious to get out and “save hérseif”-(Wife 191). Eventnally, killing her
husband seems Dimple’s only means to break out. Obviously, Dimple has paid deaﬂy for
‘her seeming success. Just as suicide is never a positivé means for women to rebel against
tradition, Dimple incurs ner own doom by resorting to violence for the sake of her -

emancipation.
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~In this tragic story of an Indian woman who yearns for a new life in America but

does not know how to achieve it, Mukherjee indicates that immigrants need agency and
resources for successful cultural transformation because immigration does not necessarily
lead to transformation and'ermpowerment. In Dimple’s case, she has to triumph over the
“practice of arranged marriage and the repressive conformity of the immigrant
community” in order to make the cultural transition (Koshy 141); Her reconciliation to
both, however, cancels out her chance of successful transformatibn and homemaking.
Eveﬁ fhough she eventually resorts to violence as her means for sélf—assertion, she is ill-
informed by her fellow immigrants and by the media (of using Violeﬁce to attempt any
solutions), and thus fails to “constructively engage existing narratives” for immigrant
assimilation (Koshy 143). Therefore as‘ an ill-informed and weak character, Dimple can
never make it in America. As Susan Koshy argues in “The Geography of Female
Subjectivity: Ethnicity, Gender, and Diaspora” (1998), Dimple’s murder is not an act of
emancipation but “a symptom of her collapse” (143).

Mukherjee’s narrative suggests that immigrants, especially immigrant women,
should not cling to their cultural heritage, on both personal and community levels, if fhey '
are determined to assimilate. In particular, she indicates that the home model offered‘ by
immigrants® ancestral culture is oppressive for women. The Indian home in Wife, for
example, is patriarchal and deprivés women of their independence and individuality.
Similarly, the immigrant cbmmunity confines and denies rather than liberating and
empowering women. As Koshy observes, Mukherjee highlights ffom the perspective of a
wife “the production of ethnic identity as a patriarchal construct within the immigrant

community” (142). Therefore, Wife, Mukherjee’s second novel, further illustrates the
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necessity for immivgrants» to flee from the confinement of the ethnic home and community
for a successful transformation and homemaking in the recéiving countries.

I would like to reiterate that Mﬁkherjee"s views about _immigrétion are related to her'
own experience as an immigrant in Canéda. Although both The T iger ’s Daughter and
Wife are set in the United States, they were written in the context of Canada’s mosaic
immigration policy in the 1970s. As I suggested earlier, Mukherjee believes that such a
system is to immigrants_’ disadvantage in its prabtice because diasporic individuals are
obliged to hang on to their cultural heritage and their language and do not have a sénse of
belonging in the country (Cawélti 102). Although Mukherjee sets both stories in New —
YQrk City, _the setting is merely metaphorical (of a Canadian cify). As Mukherjee says
about Wife, “in the rhind of the heroine, it is always Toronto” (“An Invisible Womaﬁ”

A 39). We can discern from both narratives some effects of the mosaic policy: isolated
'immigrant commu‘nitieAs, violence and immigfants’ sense of insecurjty, to name a few.

~ Therefore, Mukherjee’s Canadian experience as an Indian expatriate contributes
significantly to her initial understanding of immigration and identity transformation. She
indicates that no matter wﬁere they haVe settled down, immigrants should rﬁove away
from their heritage culture and .(be encouraged to) participate in the mainstream culture
for successful assimilation and homemaking. Later, Mukherj‘eé incorporates such
understanding with her own Americanization in portraying some Indian :immigr.ants in
Jasmine, a culmination of her immigration ﬁgrratives. Mukherjee not only articulates her
underStanding of immigration as a mature immigrant writef in Jasmine but also is able to
perform such views in the way she depicts the various types of hofnes her title character

has had, witnessed or determined to make before and after the diaspora.
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Jasmine and Performances of (Un)Desirable Homes

Jasmine (1989), Mukherjee’s third novel, tells the story of how an Indian girl
named jyoti resists the traditional oppression of women in an Indian village and finally
makes her way to the United States as an illegal immigrant and experiences a series of
cultural t;ansformations. Compared with The Tiger 's Daughter and Wife, Jasmine
demonstrates Mukherjee’s different cﬁaracterization of identity transformation and
diasporic homemaking. Instead of portraying bewildered and failed immigrants,
Mukherjee’s protagonist in Jasmine is resolute, active and resourceful in facing the same
~ complexity of immigration ekperience. Furthermore, the title character is able to avoid
the immigrant victimization, which is the fate of the protagonis;ts of The T iger’s Daughter
and Wife, by breaking from her cultural heritage, staying away from the suffocating
immigrant community, participating in the mainstream American life and making a home
following the American model for her self-fulfillment. Therefore, Jasmine is Mukherjee’s
ideal immigrant, open to challenge and striving for her own happiness and freedom. By'
the time she wrote Jasmine, Mukherjee had settled down in the United States and become
an American citizen. As she says in an interview with Shefali Desai, she has drawn on
her personal Americanization and passions as an immigrant when composing the novel
(132). Hence Jasmfne is also Mukhefjee’s celebration of the melting pot of the United
States in contrast to the mosaic Canada.

The novel Jasmine derives from a shert story with the same title that was included
in The Middleman and Other Stories (1988). “Jasmine” is about a Caribbean woman of
Indian origin who is active and resoureeful in her determination to fit in the American

life. According to Mukherjee, she creates this Caribbean character in an attempt to
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combat V. S. Naipaul’s view of immigrant victimization and social determinism,’ that is,
immigrants frorrr the Third World are destined for failure because of their disadvantaged
origin (Ponzanesi 34). As she explains in an interview:
I very deliberately set the story in V. S. Naipaul’s birthplace because it was my
“in” joke, challengirlg, if you like, Naipaul’s thesis of tragedy being |
geographical. Naipaul’s fiction seems to suggest that if you are born far from
the center of the universe you are doomed to an incomplete and worthless little
life. You are bound to bé, if you are born like a Jasmine, an Indian in the
' Caribt)ean, a comic character, you come to nothing. So I wanted to say, “Hey,
ldok at Jasmine. She is smart, and desirous, and ambitious errough to make
something of her life. (Connell 26-27) |
Jasmine signals a deliberate and signiﬁéant transition in Mukherjee’s fiction: from the -
disclosure of immigrants"dislocation and dilemma to avcelebration of their adaptation
and transformation. There is also a change of tone in Jasmine, as Ponzanesi observes:
“The ironic tone in Mukherjee’s first works ...is replaced in her later phase by a’ more
personal style” (32).

Although Jasmine is considered as Mukherjee’s best-known novel, its academic
criticism has been controversial. A number of postcolonial and feminist critics point out
some problematic aspects of Mukherjee’s characterization and her yieWs about
immigration. They criticize her, for example, for her facile representation of immigrant
assimilation, unsettling depictions of immigrants’ home country and the diasporic
community, and her neglect of historical facts such as ethnicity, class, religion and

gender. Instead of going into details here about such criticism and taking sides in the
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debates, however, I would suggest that the root of SUCi’l criticism is Mukherjee_’s
performative approach to the subject matter and charactérization. In other words, she is -
selective in her representation of immigrants’ ancestral culture and host culture, and plays
with her protagonist’s performance of desired cultural identity in order to convey the idea
of successful cultural transformation.
Although Mukhefjee lﬁghlights her character’s identity performances in Jasmine,
‘my focus in this chapter is on another aspect of performance, that is, on how the idea of
home is performed. In Jasmine, Mukherjee not only is skillful in her rendering of such
“hoinc identity” but also performs the idea of home to the extent that only certain aspects
of the home are revealed. To be more speciﬁc,lshe plays up the negative aspects of
immigrants’ ancestral home but sidesteps anything unpleasant about the mainstream
western home. She does so, whether consciously or unconsciously, in order to valorize
the choices her protagonist makes for personél development and assimilation.
There are three types of performed homes in Jasmine. The first is Indian

immigfants’ communal home. Like many first-generation immigrants such as those in

Chuang Hua’s Crossings, some éf Mukherjee’s Indian characters have “revived” the
ancestral home pattern in America, usually in the form of immigraht community. To fully
reveal what kind of h>ome these immigrants have modeled after, Mukherjee alsp depicts:
the second type of home, the Indian home (ih the immigrants’ home country), ;)n the
communal and national level. But what Mukherjee advocates ‘in this narrative is the third
home pattern, naxnely:mainstream American home. She depicts in great detail how her

title character emulates such a home model and performs it successfully to her advantage.



These three types of home aré intertwined with two timelines iri Jasmine: the time
past and the time present. When the story begins, the protagonist Jasmine is tWenty-four,
living with banker Bud Ripplemeyer in Baden, Iowa, and pregnant with their child.
Jasmine recalls some important”events in her life aﬁd thus unfolds the stories in the past
both in India and in the United S;catés. The juxtaposition of these two story lines
throughout the narrative se‘rves fo contrast J asmine"s'lif‘e'before and after her ir’hmigration'
and highlight her choices that have led to her current life in America. As far as

~homemaking is concémed, such juxtaposition succeeds in revealing the desirability of the
American home in contrast to the repressive Indian home and the Indian community.‘
Accordingly, my discussion of immigrant homemaking encompasses two sections:

leaving the ancestral home behind and performing the mainstream American home.

Leaving the Ancestral Home Behind

In advocating “a t'raumatic; painful kind of break with the past” for ;uccessful
assimilation (Desai 14\1), Mukherjee indicates that 'immigrénts should abandon fheir
ancestral home. In Jasmine the “break with the past” refers primarily -t‘o the denial of the

“Indian home, which we can see ffom the way the protagonist Jasmine describes India (the
immigrants’ ancestral ﬁome) and the Indian immi grant community in her reco]]ecti‘onb.
Includéd on Jasmine’s list of home denial is also a hybrid pattern that retains elements of
immigrants’ cultural heritage, as shown in the hyphenated life} that Jasmine’s adopted son
Du Thien leads as a Vietnamese American.

In representing immigrants’ ancestral home model, Mukherjee’s title character
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performs the Indian home pattern in both locations (namely in India and the U.S.) to the |
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_ extent that only the negative aspects are presented to readers. The Indian home is
rendered through Jasmine’s account of her life in India before immigration. Her
recollection focuses on the viilage of Hasnapur, Punjab, where she lived with her parents
until her marriége at age fourteen, and the city of Jullundhar where she lived for a couple
- of years after she married Prakash. Jasmine’s description of the rural énd urban home
indiéates that India is unfit for living and thus fmmigration becomes her inevitablc
choice.’
| In Jasmine’s account, her‘pérental home at Hashapur is poor, old-fashioned and
replete with bitterness. As she recalls, her family has been victim to the Indian partition.lo
Her parents had lived happily in Lahore, “in a big stucco house with porticoes and
gardens. They had owned farmlands and shops. An alley had béeh named after a great-
uncle” (41). Like other Punjabi Hindus, Jasmine’s parents had to flee to India during the
Partition, leaving behind their possessions and a comfortable life in Lahore forever. “God
is cruel to partition the country, she [Jasmine’s mother] said, to uproot our fami-lyvfrom a
city like Lahore where we had lived for centuries, and fling us to a village of ﬂaky mud
huts” (41). The terrible scene has haunted Jasmine’s family: |
Mataji, my mother, couldn’t forget the Partition Riots. Muslims sacked our
house. Neighbors’ servants tugged off earrings and bangles, defiled groﬁoes,
sabered my grandfather’s horse. Life shouldn’t have turned out that way! I’ve
never been td Lahore, but the loss survives in the instant replay of family story:
forever Lahore smokes, forever my parents flee. (41)
Relatively safe as the family is in India, Jasmine’s father Pitaji blames their change

of fortune to Gandhi and feels bitter ever since. In his eyes, the Partition is nothing good
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and he even “refused to speak Hindi as well, considering it the language of Gandhi, the

‘man who‘ had approved the partition of Panjab and the slaughter of millions” (42).
Displacément, poverty and frustration have turned Jasmine’s father into a different pe,rson'
so that “Pitéji had been cast adrift in an buncaring,k'tasteless, corrupt, coarse, ignorant"
world” (42). Pataji is o;ie of the displaced‘Punjabi re-fug'ees in India who haVe seen no
improVements 1n their liveé. inStead, théy find their lives much worse since Indian
vindependencev. Like Jasmine’s fami}y, they ‘have> all lost their ancestral homes and -
| 'polssessi‘ons. The newlyQindependcnt India has not pfovided them with; prosperous start
in life, but rather left them in neg_iect and pdvcrty, Stfuggling to mabke’ eﬁds meet. Hence
words such as “Nothing is fair. God is cruel” becdme a “refrain” Jasmine hears at home
(41). |
Emkbittered by nostalgia.énd’poi/erty, J aéfnine’s family folloyvs the traditional

| patriarchal pattern and some old Hindu chstoms such as child marriage. When

introducing the home that Jasmine and her family had in Hasnapur, Jasmine frequently
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uses words such as “in our village,” “all over our district,” “us village girls” and.
“neighborhood women” in the depictions. Jasmine does not mean t(_). single (Sut her owﬁ
family. Instead, she aims at the community as a whole. In relating her own family to
numeroué others in fhe village for theirbshared old practices and values, Mukherjee’s
protagonist seems to imply that Hasnapur is a microcosm of the rural community v_in ;

| India. Therefore, at many places Jasmine’s parental home merges with other ho‘mes in

Hasnapur and'togefher they producé an image of what the rural India is like: primitive,

ignorant and insecure. [ would call such an image the performed rural home in India.
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The rural Indian home appears backward and primi_ti\}e. The hand pump has just
‘been pﬁt up and freed the villagers from the trudge of drawing water from the well and
the river. There is no eléctricity, no toilets or ‘outhouses in'ave‘rage‘families includihg
Jasfnine’s; only rich people such as traders ahd doctors can afford television sets and
- “had toilets put ui) in courtYafds” (53). Men and women of ordinary fami,lies };ave to
reliev¢ themselves in the bushes.

In addition to poor livihg conditions, the villagers are depictgd as ignorant and
primitive. Jasmine recalls seeing her first television picturé at tﬁe doctor’s clinic about
“the efﬁcacies of small families and clean hands” (45). She tells reéders sfnugly that she
“boiled the river water three and four times, when everyone else just le;[ the mud settle
before drinking” (45). I_n her account, Jasmine usually goes with the women to the
bushes in groups to relieve th‘emselvves at early morning hours before men get up because,
according to Jasmine, “the men in our village weren’t saints. We had our incidents. Rape,
ruin, shame” (55). Readers cannot help but have the impression that the village men
behave like savages with the intent to rape.

The village is a patriaréhal place where the women are ;:onﬁned by strict gender
norms and subject to family violence. Girls are trained since childhood to fit in with the
feminine role, to be compliant, sileht and hardworking. Since she was seven, Jasmine was -
already helping with some chore; for her family, such as gathering firewood and
kneading and drying buffalo duan for fuel. She was constantly reminded of the do’s and
don’ts for girls, such as the astrologer’s command to the seven-year-old Jasmine: “Go

join your sisters ... A girl shouldn’t be wandering here [in the woods] by herself’(4).
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The village women suffer from family violence. All the Indian villagers seem to

takfc‘this”for granted and make no comments about domrestic abuse. Jasmine has heard her
mother being beaten by her fafher “deeper into the night” because her mother insists on
Jasmine’s continuing education (51). Her father has been shocked to hear that Jasmine
wants to become a doctor, a traditionally male’s profession, and gn;ps, “the girl is mad ...
Blame the mnther. Insanity has to come from snmewhefe. It’s the mother who is mad”
(51). Instead of doing anything to resist thé physical abuse from a husbandb who Was once
a Léhnri 1andlord, Jasmine’s mother simply bears the blows silently and seems happy the
next morning that her husband has “come around” and allowed Jasrnine to stay in schonl ‘
for a few more years (51).

As we learn from this nov'el, the Village women maﬁy young. This representation
attests to the long history of child marriage in India.'" Although Jasmine escaped an
arranged marriage when she was twelve, she still got married by her own choice at age
fourteen. The married women are burdened with family duties ever since their young
marriage. They do the household chores, bear and raise children, and take care of the

“husband and parents-in-law. Therefore as Mukherjee relates, “In Hasnapur a woman m:;y
be old at t\/v;nty-vtwo”(l 5).‘For Jasmine, this is especially true for women in the
cnuntryside because they are often illiterate, passive and snbmissive. Consequently, they
have become ideal brides for many city men: “big-city men prefer us village girls because
we are brought up to be caring and have no mind of our own. Village girls are like cattle;
whichever way you lead them, that is the way they will go” \(46). ' |

Usually the wofnen do not have much education. Jasfnine’s elder sisters have

merely stayed in school for three years before they are married off. It is evident that



Jasmine is the only exception among the girls who has prolonged the education for a few
more years. Her distinctness is ai testimony both to her inteiligenee and personal choice,
and to the neglect of women’s education on social and cultural levels.

Furthermore, asJ asmine recalls, the village women also contribute to their own
| oppression by being blind followers of tradition. This means that they are often willing
victims of some cruel Indianbcustoms such as “sati,” or widow suicide. As Inderpal
Grewal puts it, Indian women’s “allegiance to their tradition ... exacerbated the violence”
against them (66). In this novel, it seems that all widows commit suicide of their own
‘VVill. A good example is Vimla, a girl from a well-off mﬂerchant family at Jasmine’s
village. Vimla has been happily married following the astrologer’s advice, but
unfortunately, “When he was twenty-one her husband died of typhoid, and at twenty-two
she doused herself with kerosene and flung herself on a stove, shouting to the god of
death, ‘Yama, bring me to you’”’(15). After Jasmine’s fatiier died, her mother also tried to
throw herself on his funeral pyre but was stopped by her children. |

Not only are widows supposed to kill themselves, we learn that suicide seems to be
the only option for the viIlage women who have failed to meet the traditional
requirements, such as when they do not heive dowry or fail to produce any offspring: “All
~ over our district, bad luck dogged dowryless wives, rebellious wives, barren wives. They
fell into wells, they got run over by trains, they burned to death heating milk on kerosene
stoves” (41). |

What is shocking is that the villagers seem to take for granted the death of such :
womeii as Vimla, who kilis herself in order to join her (ieceased husband. However, if a

widow refuses to commit suicide and enjoys life alone instead, she will be looked down
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upon and considered unconventional: “In Hasnapur, Vimla’s isn’t a sad story. The sad

story would be a woman Mother Ripplemeyer’s agé [Bud’s severity-six-year old mother
.in America] still working on her shell, bothering td get her hair and nails done at Madam‘eu
Cleo’s” (15). |

Jasmine also gives an account of the sélf—denying life widows are required to live
according to Hindu cusfoms. Nurricrous restrictions afe placed oﬁ widows, er example,
they should move to a separate place and ﬁsuaily are avoided by other people; they
cannot wear jewelry, dress up or eat certain food (such as onions, as we read in this
novel):‘. The logic behind such a practice is that “they must have sinned to suffer;"the loss
of the husbands and thus deserve such punishmént, (97). Therefore, Jasmine describes
widowhood in India as a life of “public humility and secret bitterneés” (97‘). As she
_recalls, after her father’s death, her mofher willingly reduced herself to such a miserable
way of living: “she shaved her head with a razor, wrapped her body in coarse cloth, and
sat all day in a corner. | force-fed spoonfuls of rice gruel into her” (61). Later, after
Jasmine’s husband was killed in a Sikh attack, she also joined her mother in the widow’s
dark hut, living a life “little better than Mazbis and Untouchables” (96). Considering that |
she is still in her teens, the widoWed Jasmine cannot Bear to think about the prospect of
living among other older widows for the rest of her life. Thus she grieves: “I felt myself
dead in their company, with my long hair and schoolgirl clothes. I wanted to scream,
‘Feudalism! I am a widow in the war of feudalism.”” (97).

Jasmine’s words are an attack on the unfair treatment of Hindu widows and of
Indian women in general. However, an imbortant thing that is left unsaid in the novel is

whether these oppressive practices against women are local or national and whether they
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are still prevalent today. If we research on Indian tradition, we will find that sati and child

marriages have long been banned and largely defunct in India, although a few eases of
these practices are still found in remote parts of the country.'> We may arglle that the
indiscrlminete depiction of these traditions in Jasmine is sure te leave an impreseion that
these are stlll common practices, but actually the depiction is merely a partial and
selective picture of India. This leads to my argument that Jasmine is actually performing
the image of Ibndia in order to prove that.immigrants llke her must leave such a terrible
homeland behind. At the beginning of thenarrative, an astrologer in Hasnapur foretells
" Jasmine’s widowhood and exile, claiming her fate is “helpless and doomed” (4). As
Anindyo Roy suggeste in “The Aesthetics of an (Un)willing vamigrant‘: Bharati
Mukherjee’s Days and Nights in Calcutta and Jasmine” (1993), Jasmine’s life experience
in India is a social allegory about Indian women’s fate (138). When we look at how
women in Jasmine’s village are described, we have to agree that this is surprisingly true.
In addition to being backward, patriarchal and oppressive, the rural Indian
community in Jasmine is a place full of vlolence. The Indian section of the stery before
Jasmine’s immigration is set in the 1980s when the Sikh separatists were attempting to
set up their own independent state and were resorting to violence to pressure tlle Indian
government.® As Jasmine describes, even in the small Punjabi village of Hasnapur
“things started to happen. A transistor radio blew up ln the bazaar. A busload of Hindus
on their way to a shrine to Lord Ganpati was hijacked and all males shot dead at point-
blank range” (64). She called these Sikh militants “Kalashnikov- and Uzi-armed
terrorists” and witnessed their “vengeful, catastrophic” actions against innocent Hindus,

the police and moderates (63). Jasmine’s English teacher Masterji, a moderate Sikh who



did not care about customs or politics, Was shot in the schoolyard' by tha Sikh boys’ gang
for his lack .of support for the Sikh national}ist movefnant (86).

For Mﬁkherjee’s prqtagoaist, the Sikh militants are obviously terrorists who‘ are tﬁe‘
oaly‘cause of all the terror and deaths in the 1980s. In thi$ narrative, nofhing is mehtioned
df how the Iﬁdian government and Indian arrﬁy attacked the Sikhs and how numerous
innocent Sikhs suffered and Became victifns of the government’s counter%étjons.” in '
“this reépéci, Jasmine’s account of that hisfofical period is selective and biased. As - |
' Iﬁdefpai Grewal argues in Transnational America: Faminism, Diaspora;s, Neoliberalisms
(2005), Mu_khérjeei undoubtedlsl endorses “the Indian state’s hegcrﬁonic discourse af law
and order and security” agaihst Muslims and Si‘khé (66). Mukharjee"s stance is
understandable, however,‘ considering that her protagonist and her family are Hindus, the
potential targets of the Sikh militants’ actions. But I would suggest that by witnessing and
describing sﬁch a turbulent timé ffom the perspective of a Hindu girl, Mukherjee has ‘
created a simplisf/ic image of India that is violent and full of t'er’rorist_s.‘ Some Soath Asian
American scholars such as Monica Chiu contend that Mukherjee’s depiction af India
echoes the colonial »explorer:s’ view of the Orient — backward, primitive and violent."
,When we think about how India, especially the rural India, has been described in |
Jasmine, we have to admit with r‘eg‘ret’ that it is true. Mukherjee’s raral India is really
violent wi_th ;n'ternal conflicts and “terrorists,” and is backward and'primitivé with
deploring living conditions and cruel traditions and customs against women. It seems

self-evident that Jasmine’s parental home in the countryside of primitivity, tradition and

violence must be left behind.
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Compared with the deploring rural home, Jasmine’s new home in fhe city appears
pérfect. After marriage, Jasmine moved to Prakash’s apartment in the city of Jullundhar
and seemed to have made é home of her dream: a modern and caring husband who
trashed tradition, an apartment in the city far away from fhe backward counfryside, and
an independent and care-free life with “no in-laws aﬁd no infants to harass;’ her all day
(79). She appeared conten;[ to stay at home everyday while her husband was away
working two jobs and Cramming for his diploma exams. However, as with the description
of Jasmine’s pa_réntal home in the countryside, the focus here is not on the individual
indian home but on the community. Now Jasmine’s recollecti‘on' of her experience in the
city seerﬁs to suggest that a happy life cannot last long in urban India because the city is
no good, either. We may say if Jasmine is pcrforming the Indian home, she is doing S0 on
the communal level rather than on the persbnal level. Theréfore, J asrhine does not linger
on how she feels about her own home in the city. Instead, she draws our attention to what
the city is like.

In Jasmine’s account, there are many social problems in Jullundhar despite the fact
that it is rich and modern. First, burglaries were rampant. Popular electronic appiiances,
especially those from western countries, were burglars’ targets. In addition, violence was
a common problem in the city as it was in the countryside. After moving to Jullundhar,
Jasmine was told that the‘Sikh “terrorists” were bolder here than the ones in the village:
they broke into houses, robbed electronic devices and converted them into homemade
bombs “to blow up shops and buses” (88). Furthermore, traders in the city were corrupt.
They were engaged in black trade, srﬁuggled and cheated in taxes. Prakash, who worked

as a repairman and bookkeeper in an electronics store, was fed up with such social ills.
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He claimed: “I’ve had it up here with backward, corrupt, mediocre fools” (81). Thatis -
Why he told Jasmine that he wanted for them to “go away and have a real life” (81). He
meant to go to the United States for their “real life” because his college teacher Vadhera-
had immigrated there and encouraged him to apply for an American university. If
Jasmine had béenr content with life in the city as compared with her life in the’backward
village, Prakash prompted her to come to the realization that Indian cities were not
desirable places‘ for the home, either. Unfortunately, Prakash’s eventual death’in-a Sikh
bomb attack confirmed such é negative view éf India and left Jasmine widowed in the
country.

In the end, the astrologer’s forecast‘ of Jasmine’s “widowhood and exile” has proven
true. I suggest that we look at Jasmine’s “fat;i” from two sides. On the one hand, she will
be destined to a life of suffering and misery if she remains in India, as is shown in her
| negative portrayal of the couﬁtry. We can interpret this as the social fate of average
Indian women. On the other hand, Jasmine’s rebellious personality"and qhick-leaming
ability enable her to shape hc;r own fate, and only by self-exile can Jasmine escape the
. wretched life of an average Indian worﬁan. To put this in a different way, she can only
“‘re-position” the stars outside India (240). As Koshy observes, “Despite Mukherjee’s

claim that Jasmfne provides a bold refutation of V.S. Naipaul’s thesis ..., her work offers
only a sophisticated paraphrasing of his alleged racial and cultural determinisxﬁ.
»Mukherjee makes it quite clear that Jasmine has to travel to America to “make something
of her life”; in the Third World she is fated to despair and hardship” (149).' Koshy
contends that Jasmine is “an American before the fact,” therefore her immigration

experience “can simultaneously attest to the oppression of India and the liberatory
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~ potential of America” (147). My argument is along similar lines. I suggest that Jasmine’s o
performative depiction of India indicates the impossibility of a happy lifé and an ideal
home becéuse tﬁe country is corrupt and has no future. She »has to leave her Indian home
behind and immigrate to the United States for her own happiness and freedom.

- To sum up, Mukhexjce;s protagonist has performed both rural and urban
communities in India (in her recollectio‘n) to the extént that she portrays only the negative
| aspects of the country.'® Such a ﬁerformative delineation, often characterized as

“blackening the image of the mother country” (Rastogi 271), is comrﬁon among some
imrhigrant writers who intend to valorize their immigrant characters’ choice and jﬁstif‘y‘
their cultural transformation.'” As Koshy argues, “the translations of the past life
privilege the language of the present life” (146).
Indeed, Jasmine’s “translation” of the Indian home justifies her decision of
‘ immigratibn. HoWever, Jasmine has not stopped there. She goes on to depict the variety
of immigrant homes she has witnessed iﬁ America and suggests that except for the
malinstream American model, all dther types of home immigfants havé made are not
helpful for their assimilation and success in America. In Jasmine, Mukherjee describes
the United States as a multicultural society that embfaces different ways‘ of existen;:e and
immigrant homemakjng. Her protagonist has stayed with the refugee women, lived in the
Indian community in New York and adopted a Vietnamese boy who maintains a’
hyphenafed existence. However, Jasmine disapproves all those ways of living and
homemaking, as we can see from the performed images of such diasporic homes.
First of all, Jasmine diéapproves of living as anﬂilvlegal immig;ant or refugee hiding

away from the mainstream society. Although she came to America as an illegal
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immigrant, éhe has witnessed how some Kanjobal refugee women are living and
determines their way o‘f “homemaking” is not what she wants. On her first few days in
America, Jasmine was rescued by Lillian Gordon, a kind Quaker lady, stayéd at her
hous¢ and met the undocumented Kanjobal women Lilian was helping and hiding at her
place. Having all lost their husbands and children to an army massacre, these women
could not speak any English and barely spoke Spanish. Lillian, their bengfacfor, taught
herself K‘anj obal in order to underst\and and help them better. According to Lillian, “She
felt it was the least she could do” (132).

- In Jasmine’s eyes, these women are dependent refugees who hide in a communal
“home” put aside for them. Admittedly such a depiction is realistic, but it merely presents
a partial picture of refugees’ lives. It is true these poor women are unable to communicate
with and fit into the mainstream society, and have to keep to “their locked and
companionable world” and hide in Lillian’s small house that for them “must have felt like -
a safe garrison in hostile territory” (134). But af the same time they are léarning from
Lillian some basic housekeeping skills with the hope to hire themselves out as dofnestics. |
It is likely that in time they will be able to make their own living and move out of
~ Lillian’s house. However, Jasmine’s account focuses on these women’s initial days in
| America, believing that they can never survive independently, let alone make a home of

their own. Therefore, such an isolated and dependent way of living is absolutely not what
jasmine wants in America. What Jasmine has left untold is theée women’s story after
they have finished their “training” and moved out from Lillian’s house. As is introduced
in Jasmine, Liilian is later charged with “harboring uhdocumentedé” and put to jail for

“refusing to name her contacts or disclose the names and addresses of the so-called army
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of illegal aliens she’d helped ‘dump’ on the welfare rolls of America™ (136-37). This

implies that refugees and illegal immigrants, if allowed to stay, are likély to survive and
méke a home in America in their own ways, but this is not Whafc Jasmine intends to tell us
in her account. Instead, by performing an image of how helpless refugees and illegal §
immigrants are in the United Stateé, she indicates that such a way of living cannot lead to’l ‘
as'similation and happiness in America. Therefore, Jasmine directs readers’ attention to
her own distinct choice (although she was also an illegal immigrant): making a home

after the mainstream American model.

Jasmine is déscribéd as unique among illegal immigrants. With her fluent English
and quick-leéming ability, Jasmine feels herself different from and superior to those
refugee women. Lillian, her American benefactor, also regards Jasmine as “a very speéial
case” and lucky thanks to the fact that “India had once been a British colony” (132).
Mukherjee seems to suggest th;lt not all immigrants (including both legal and illegal
immigrants) can make it in America; only those who are determined to abandon}tradition
and embrace the western culture can succeed.'® As is depicted in the narrative, Jasmine
keeps aWay from the refugee women énd “their locked and companionable worid;’ (134).
An eager student of the American manner and American way of life, she finishes
apprenticeship with Lilliaﬁ, takes her lééve and heads for the Indian community in New
| Yofk where Devinder Vadhera, her deceased husband’s college professor, is living.
Jasmine arrives at Vadhera’s home in the hope that she can begin her American life with

him and his family, but she ends up leaving them a few months later because she finds

the Indian community is “doom.”
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“The Indian community in Flushing, New York, turns out to be yet another

performed image of home that Jasmine aims to denigrate. In Jasmine’s account, the
Indian oommunity is almost a eloseri world,b a microcosm of the immigrants’ home
country. Indian way of life is performed on every level in-this immigrant community.
During the ﬁ;ve' ’months ‘wheanadhera put her up with his -famiiy, Jasmine haci mostly N
’ seen Indian faces and was frightened by “all its immigrantserVices at hand”‘(145'). She
- recounts that they had “Inrlian-food stores in the block, Punjabi newspapers and Hindi
film magazines at the corner ne\‘)vsstand, and a movie every night Wi_thout having to dress
up for it” (145-46). Jasmine could not help thinkirig that “Flushing was a neighborhood in
“Jullundhar” (148). In this community, residents associate with one another in the way
they used to do in India: only those with sirnilar religious and regional backgrounds
gather. What is more, they hardly speak English or Watch American television programs.
Communicating with other residents only in her native language, Jasmine found that her
English was gradually desert‘ing her. So she complained: “I eouldn’t understand the soap
operas. I:didn’t know the answers to game shows” (148). |
For Jasmine, these residents are performing Indian customs and values. Vadhera’s
family is a salient example. In his early forties, Vadhera hael just saved enough and
- arranged a marriage with the nineteen-year old Nirmala, fresh from aniIndian \/{illage. He
performed as the patriarchal Indian husband who had the final say in his family and
seldom discussed family issues with his\ wife and parents; while Nirmala acted as a
typical Indian wife who was submissive, trusting and hardworking. To Jasmine’s
amazernent, she found out aecidentally that _Professorji (narnely Vadhera) was not a

college professor at all, as he had been known to his,family and the whole Indian
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community in Flushing. I'nsteaci, he was an importer and sorter of human hair, working in
a rented room in the basement, and he had kept other peol;le, including his Wife and his
parents, in the dark about this fact. For Jasmine, he “was following an ancient [Indian]
prescription for marital accord: silence, order, authority. So was she [his wife]:
submission, beanty, innocence” (15 1).

In this cofnmunity Jasmine was treated as a widow énd had to behave so. ‘First, she
had to dress like a widow, fhanks to Nirmala who “brought plain saris and salwar-kameez
oufﬁts fer me from tne shop so I wouldn’t nave to embarrass myself or offend the old
people in case-off American T—shirts. The sari patterns were for much older women,
Widows ... To them I;was a widow who should show a proper modesty of appearance and
: atﬁtude” (144-45). Furthermore, Jasmine had little chance of making an arranged
marriage and becoming a rnother because as a widoW, although she was barely nineteen,
Jasmine was not allowed to meet young people with the purpose of matchmaking
marriages. For her, remarriage “was out of the question within the nermal community.
There were always much older widowers with children to look after who might consider
me, and this, I know, was secretly discussed, but my married life and chance at
motherhoocl were safely over” (147).

The performance of an Indian way of life has not brought happiness to the
immigrants. Jasmine has seen these Indian residents harbof different complaints. Those
who had jobs were struggiing for a living, “harassed and foul-tempered” and fetiring
“behind ghetto walls” everyday (144-145). Vadhera, one of those embittered laborers, felt

stressful and alwéys got a little drunk. then he was drunk, he usually complained that

' “America was kKilling him”(145). Sadly, Jasmine understood that Vadhera had only



136

managed to survive as an Indian in New York, and such survival depended merely on
clinging to the ancestral customs and home model aﬁd keeping “a certain kind_ of Punjab
alive, even if that Punjab no longer existed. They let nothing go, lest éverything b¢ lost”
(162). In Jasmine’s terms, Vadhera “ngeded to work here, but he didn’t have to like it. He
had sealed his heart when he’d left home. His real life wasi in an unlivable land across
oceans. He was a ghost, hanging én’; (153).
Jaémirie finds that elderly Indiané were also,un‘satis,ﬁed with their lives. Vadhera’s
parents, both in their eighties, Had all the old people’s complaints:
we have followed our children to America, and look what happens to us! Our
_sbns aré selfish. Our daughters want to work aﬁd stay thin. All the time, this
rush-rush. What té do? There are no grandchildren for us to play with. This
country has drain'ed my son of his dum. This country h_a_s turned my daughter-‘
in-law into a barren field. (147-48) |
Clinging to the traditional way of life and unwilling to reach out té the mainstream
society, the immigrants find themselizes encufnbered by their cultural heritage and out of
place in America. However, instead of seeking positive ways to make a change in their
livés, they simply blame iheir receiving country for all this suffering and unhappiness.
Liying in such a community, Jasmine was not happy, either. She stayed in Vadhera’s
- apartment, helping with the housework and'keeping his élderly parents company. She
describes her monotonous life in tBis way:
I felt myself deteriorating. I had gained so- much weight I couldn’t get into the
cords even when I tried. I couldn’t un’derstan(iv the soap operas. I didn’t know

the answers to game shows. And so I cooked, shopped, and cleaned, ten&ed the
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old folks, and made conversation with Professorji when he got home. (148)

‘Jasmine felt that she was “spiraling into depression behind the fortress of Punjabiness”
and deplored that “in Flushing I felt immured. An imaginéry brick wall topped with

: barbed wire cut me off from the past and kept me from breaking into the future. I was
prisoner doing unreal time” (148). We are not suifprised when Jasmine finally decided to
leave Professi)rji and the Indian community, calling Kate G(irdon-Feldstein for help and
subsequently beginning her desired process of becoming American.

The Indian community in this‘ narrative echoes the one that Mukherjéé depicts in -
her earlier novel Wife. Both communities are suffocating places for the resideﬁts,
esi)ecially fbr the female protagonists. We may argue that by describing such unhappy
and doomed Indian communities in the United States, Mukherjee indicates that clinging
to the Indian way of living can never lead to happineés Vand success in America;

immi grants should abandbn the ancestral home pattern and keep away from the ethnic
pommunity if they want to assimilate. Some schoiars find such implication about the

' inimigrant community in Mukherjee’s Writing disturbing. Sangeeta Ray, for example\,
observes in “The Nation in Performance: Bhabha, Mukherjee and Kureishi” that in
Mukherjee’s fiction “becoming American demands a iejection of both community and a
politi_cs of collectivity” (230). Inderpal Grewal argués that Mukherjee has misrepresented
the community networks, which are “only virulent and abusive” in Jasmine but actually
have been véry instrumerital in helping relatives, neighbors, and villagers in their
migration by providing “support, money, information, and the means to travel” (68). I
would suggest that the immigrant community in Jasmine is significant in helping its

residents and other inimigrants to settle down, but an implication in Jasmine is that such
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an isolated community life is not helpful or constructive for immigrants’ transformation

and assimilation. As Jasmine comments on the aid that Professorji has kindly éxtendéd to
h¢r: |
They had taught me a great deal about surviving as an Indian in New York. If
had been a different person with a different set of experiences — if I had been
another Nirinala, as they’d expected ~ th¢n Professorji’-s’ lesson would be life- _ |
afﬁrming, invaluable, inexpressibly touching.They had kebt a certain kind of
_ Punjab alive, even if that Punjab no longer existed. They let nothing go, lest
everything be lost. (162-63) |

Admittedly, Mukhérjee has suggested in her immigrant narratives “a rejection of
both ;:ommunity and é ﬁolitics of colleCtivity” in becoming American (Ray 230), but |
would qualify this argument by saying that her ﬁctiohal characters are not against all
communities but are only opposed to the isolated ethnic community that hinders
immig‘rants’ Americanization. In Jasmine, Mukherjeé’s protagonist performs the
immigrants’ communal home by highlighting its detrimental Vinﬂuence on her in order to
drive such a point home. .

Jasmine also expresses her disapproval of immigrants’ hyphenated existence for the
samevreason: immigrants’ insistence on tradition will not lead to happiness and success in
America, e\}en if their lives are half traditional, haif American (as is defined by the self-
idéntifying term of “hypheﬁation”). Du Thien, a Vietnamese boy that Jasmine a;lci Bud
have adopted, maintains a hyphenated life. According to Jasmine, he is “in a hurry to
become:all-AmeriCap” and is learning and transforming répidly in the three years after

his arrival (29). Jasmine has witnéssed his change and seen in him the reflection of her
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own fast transformation. However, when she eventually learns that Du has “made a life

for himself among the Vietnamesé in Baden,” Jasmine is more amazed than proud of him
because she is agaiﬁst such a hyphenated way of living (222). Her disapproval,is evident
when she says: “We were so full of wonder at how fast he became American, but he’s a
hybrid, like the fantasy épp]iances he wants to build. His high-school paper did a story on
hirh titled: ‘Du (Yogi) Ripplemeyer,‘ a Vietnamese-American...”” (2225. Before Du
decides to leave Iowa to join his sister in California, Jasmine has never heardAhim speak
Viretnamese or seen him bring home any of his Vietnamese friends. Therefore she “hadn’t
had a clue” and perhaps does not care to find out whether Dﬁ has been associating with
the Vietnamese in town (220). The only time when Du brought home a Vietnamese‘
friend named John, who had helped to find thé address of Du’s sister, Jasmine suspected

- that John was a drug pusher from Vietnam.

| In contrast, Jasmine cares abQut what community she wants to belong in. In Butler’s

terms, Jasmine performs the idea of the communal home. Jasmine’s friend circle is quite
different from Du’s. Since she disapproves how Indian immigrants are living in the New
York ghetto, Jasmine has stopped associating with almést all Indians afterwards: “aside
from my Dr. Jaswani and. from Dr. Patel in I;lfertility, [ haven’t spoken td an Indiaﬁ since
my months in Flushing. My transfdrmation has been genetic” (222). Arnold Harrichand
Itwaru notes that Mukherjee’s “Amefica—the-good” is “white America” bécause her
protagonist takes care only to make friends with whjte people (Grewal 73). To make

‘ hersélf and her home more Ameriéan, Jasmine seems to only welcome white men rather
than men of color. Cénsider the lovers Jasmine has had: Taylor Hayes (professor in

- Columbia University, White, Jasmine’s lover) and Bud Ripplemeyer (banker in Baden,
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Iowa, white, Jasmine’s common‘-law husband). Although she has not said she is only
looking for a white man as an acceptable marriage partner, Jasmine is doing exactly this.

| It is true that Jasmine’s endorsement of the white America suggests her rejection of
hyphenated identity, but it also indicates her rej ectionof multiculturalism due to her"
desire of a genetic transformation. Thus some_criti_csﬁnd Mukherjee’s representation of
immigrant assimilation unsettling. As Inderpa,l. Grewal observes, Mukherjee’s“quest for - R

: inclusion within the [American] nation’i cannot be done “onthe basis of multiculturalism |
grounded in race” (71). Such cultural identification reﬂectsMukherj ee’s understanding of
immigration and cultural identity, which I‘introduced earlier in this chapter. In SOme way,"
Mukherjee’s novels are a sort of fictional verification of her own experiences ‘and beliefs.

Thus this novel conveys a significant message: immi‘grants should break with the

past and their cultural heritage in order to ﬁt in and have a “genetic transformation” |
(222). I suggest that this is an extension of the idea that Mukherjee indicates in her first
‘two novels The T iger s Daughter and Wife: immigrants no longer belong in their native
country and ancestral culture after their diasporic journey. Although this view was
implied and incipient in her previous novels, Mukherjee further develops and performs it
skillfullythrough her protagonist in Jasmine. Mukherjee suggests that breaking with the
past is an inevitable part of immigrants’ cultural transformation. As her title character
says, “Once we start letting go — letting go just'onething like not wearing our normal
clothes, or a turban or not wearing a tika on the forehead — the rest goes on its own down
a sinkhole” (29). Jasmine is eager to shed her past and anything related to 1t ‘She stops

’ associating with other Indians and tries her best to avoid talking about her past and about

India. Jasmine even sees her own Indianness as “foreignness,” is “frightened” by it



herself and is eager to change (26). She explains'herself in this way: “I changed because I
wanted to. To bunker oneself inside nostalgia, to sheathe the heart in a bulletproof vest,
was to be a coward” (185). For Jasmine, as weli as for Mukherjee, transformation is an
essential step for survival in a new cuiture. Such transformation is a painful, sometimes
" even violent prvocess.' According to Jasmine, “there are no harmless, compassionate ways
to remake oneself. We murder who we were so we can rebirth ourselves in the images of
“dreams” (29). |

Logically, bréaking with vthe past and repudiating both the isolated and hyphenated/
mﬁltiéulturai models o‘f living and belbhging‘ in America lead to the life style and home
- pattern that Mukherjee’s protagonist in Jasmine has chosen: the mainstream American
home. The indication is that immigrants can survive and succeed only by living in the
mainstream American community and by adopting and pérforming the western idea of

the home.

Performing' the Mainstream American Home

J asmiﬁe’s performance of the idea of home operates on two levels: denigrating the
ancestral home and emulating and appropriating the American model. In the multicultural
America, Mukherjee’s protagonist has seen different home patterns and lived in various
communities. However, the desire to survive and to belong propels Jasmine to move on,
to enter and emulate the mainstream American home that she considers as the epitome of
the American spirit. Jasmine’s American experience and homemaking reflect the

trajectory of immigrants’ cultural transformation and at the same time expose some
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 confusion and contradiction during such a transformation. As Jasmine says, “all I wanted



was to serve, be allowed to join, but I have created confusior and destruction wherever I
g0” (215). Actually she creates the new by destroying the old and the traditional, takes in
the American home moc‘ielk but transcends it for her own beneﬁt.v
| For Mukherjee’s protagonist, to belong in America entails behaving and living like
Americans. Therefore, to enter an American home and become its member constitute ka
sigrﬁﬁcant pEle‘t‘Of Jasmine’s cultural transfoﬁhation. She is eager and quick to take in
everything that she observes and is instructed to do because she regards all this as
" Amanifestations of thé American spirit. Therefore, participating in and mimicking the
American home is a primary means for her to realize the American dream. Jasmine
‘complétes this process by her Florida apprenticeship with Lilian Gordon, observation of
Kate Gordon-Feldstein’s home and living with Taylor and Wylie Hayes as a caregiver in
New York. |
Lillian Gordon is the first American who has come to Jasmine’s rescue and initiates
her Americanization. It is Lillian who found the exhausted and injurgd Jasmine on a dirt
trail and took her home after Jasminé had landed in Florida and killed thé man who had
just raped her. Lillian calls J ésmine “Jazzy” and instructs her how to (literally) 'perfo'rm
American, that is, how tb dress, walk and talk American. When taking Jasmine to a mall\_
to test fhe reéult of the training, Lillian W;ls pleased to find that Jasmine could “pass” as
an American. To be a good performer of “Americanness™ is the goal that the trainer
(Lillian) and the trainee (J asniine) agreed on for their “Americanization sessions.” As
Lillian reminded jasmine, “qu remember, if you walk and talk American, they’ll think
you were born here. Most American can’t imagine anything else” (135). At Lillian’s

place, Jasmine also received training to perform basic housework in an American way.
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Together with some Kanjobal refugee women Lillian was helping, Ja‘smine learned how
to cook and do some other basic housework in an American way so that “[they] could
hire [themselves] out as domestics’; a 34). Jasmine has been a quick learnér, and her
English language ability distingujshed her from the poor Kanjobal women who did not
speak any English. Amazingly, Jasmine mastered all she had to léarﬁ in a week’s tirhe .
and Gordon consi\ders her as “a Qery special case” (135). Mukherjee indicates here that
| language and quick-learning ability are among the survival essentials for vimrriigrants.
According to Jasmine, Lillian is “a facilitator who made pbssible the lives of absolute
ordinariness that we ached for” (131). In other words, Lillian taught Jasmine how to
perform the basics of Ameriéan manners and those of an American home, preparing the
latter for a deeper understanding of and participation in American life in her next step.
The second Alne;ic;ln home that Jasmine entered and beneﬁted from is the home of
Lillian’s daughter, Kate Gordon-F eldstein. Jasmine was thrilled at what she had seen at
Kate’s huge corner loft:
| The 'inéidental clutter was astounding to me, after the order of
- Professorji’s apartment: chair frames Without seats, wet towels on the floor,
magazines and newspapers stuffed into a wicker clothes hamper, cardboard |
containers from a takeout place on the window ledge.
It thrilled me. Sunlight smeared one wall of windows. It spoke to me of

possibility, that one could /liv;e like this and not be struck down (160).
Such is‘the image of Jasmine’s ideal home, a home that is ﬂekible. In other words;
J asmiﬁe admires the sense of freedom in the American home, that is, freedom of action at

home. Such freedom is especially valuable to Jasmine, a woman from the suppressive
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nation of India where propriety and rectitude are paramount to the social order. As an

Indian woman and, later on, a widow in particular, J asmin_e has suffered a‘lot under
Indian social regulations and thus finds the American home all the more deSiréble. She
considers such freedom of action an essential feature of the American home.

Holding Kéte’s big pet, a marine iguana, Jasmine believed that she had been
“reborn”: “Indian village girls do not hold lafge réptiles on their 'laps'. They would scream
at the swipe of a dry tongue, the basilisk stare of a beady eye. ’l;he‘relationship ofan
Indian, any Iridian, toa reptile, any reptile, is that of a fisherman to a fish” (163). Thus
Jasmine felt that she had abandoned her Indian identity and was becoming American. The
spirit of the American home dawned on hcr at Katé’s loft. |

According to Jasmine, it was at the Hayes’ thaf she completed her initiation and
finally became an American. Thé Hayes’ .home attracts her because of the equality
between the family members, especially between members of different social statuses. |
This point caine home to her on the first day Jasmine went to live with Taylor and Wylie
Hayes as a maid to their adopted child Duff. The couple was very friendly to hér. Facing
Taylor’s smiles, Jasmine found herself falling in love with wﬁat he represented to her: “a
professor who served biscuits to a se&mt, smiled af her, and admitted her to the broad
democracy of his joking, even when she didn’t understand it. It seemed entirely
American” (167). She falls in lo§e with his world, “its ease, its careless confidence and
graceful self-absorption” (171).

Jasmine admires this particular American home also because of its inclusiveness.
This derives from Jasmine’s shocking knowledge that Duff was adopted. The couple

loves the girl and plans to tell her the truth when she is old enough. We also learn that
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they will even let Duff meet her natural mother, currently a sophomore at lowa State

University. As Jasmine ‘explains: “Their lawyer had placed ads in- small-toWn Iowa and
Nebraska and Kansas newspapers, asking pregnant unwed girls to contact him. Wylie and
Taxlor were paying for the girl’s education” (170). Adoption is as foreign to Jasmine as |
the idea of widow remarriage. She cannot imagine a non-genetic child; for her “A child
that was not my own, Or my husband’s, struck‘ me as a monstrous idea” (170).' In her
- eyes, therefore, this American couple is shockingly'respectable and the Ameriéan home
appeals to her even moré. |

For Jasrniné the mainstream American home is a microcosm of American
democracy and freedom. She is eager to beéome a member of such a home and. perform
the qualities that she langs to have. As she says, I “wanted to become the person they
thought they saw: humorous, intelligent, refined, affectionate. Not illegal, not murderer,
not widowed, ‘raped, destitute, fearful” (171). By living with the Hayeses, Jasmine
believes that she has internalized their tdeas and,way of life and thus has become an
American. She summarizes her two years’ life with the Hayeses in this way: “I lived with |
Taylor and Wylie Hayes for nearly two years. Duff was my child; Taylor and Wylie were
my parents, my teachers, my family” (165). | | | |

However, the ideal American home also has its flip side and sometimes puzzles
* Jasmine. She finds that in America nothing lasts and such changeability becomes “the
hardest lesson of all” for her to learn (181). As she says, “we arrive so eager to learn, to
adjust, to participate, only to find the monuments are plastic, agreements are annulled.
Nothing is forever, nothing is so terrible, or so wonderful, that it won’t

disintegrate”(181). She is referring to Wylie’s falling out of love with Taylor and in love



with an economist named Stuart Eschelman who lived in their neighborhood. According
to Wyiie, Taylor was “such a sweetheart,”‘ but she told Jasmine that vStuart was'
“wonderful” and that her love for Stuart was “the real thing this time” and her “chance at
real happiness,” therefore she had to “go for it” (181). Jasmine \ivas puzzled by Wylie’s |
affair and her sudden departure with her lover without any c0nsideration for her husband
-and the adopted g1r1 Duff. Lakshmana Rao calls this the “moral confusion” in Amerlcan

-~ society and considers it shockmg to a girl like Jasmine who has been “brought upina
tradition- bound society where marriage is a life-time bond” (75)

I would suggest that Jasmlne comes to understand the dlslntegration of the Hayes
family as the result of American indiuidualism. From this incident she also learns that it
is justifiable to put'personal desires and needs above family considerations. Puzrzling and
shoeking as all this is to her, Jasmine has taken in everything in her eagerness to adjust -
and to belong, admiring every aspect of the mainstream American home from its freedom
and equality to the inclusiveness and priority of individualism. She is eager to perform it
herself whenever chance permits. |

Jasmine’s performance of the mainstream American home begins in Baden, Iowa
after she left the Hayeses in New York for her own safety (because she accidentally met
in New York the Sikh “terrorist” who had killed her husband in India). If we take her
New York experience as a stage at which she completes her initiation and cultural
transformation, her life in Iowa is a time when”she performs what she has learned, not
only making a home that mimics the‘ mainstream American model but also aspiring to
transcend it so that immi grants can be admitted in the big American farnily. S»uchv

flexibility of home/identity performance eehoes what Butler suggests about the flexibility
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of (gender) identity performance.»As Butler argues in “Performative Acts and Gender

Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory”(1990), reified and
naturalized cbnception’s of gender “might be understood as constituted and, hence,
capable of being ddnstituted differently” (271). Similarly, immigrants’ performénces of
home are acts that embody the home identity in different ways. When Jasmine performs
the homé of mainstream American pattern, she brings to it hei own interpretation and
renders her performance a parody of the American home to her advantage. We note that
while her assimilation is a violent process in which she repudiates (other home patterns)
and murders (the past), Jasmine’s home performance is not pe'cic‘eful, either. She strives to
fit in and makes a home in a place that threatens to exclude her, but eventually she

“ abandons the home that she has constructed for something more fascinating and more
desirable. In other words, she appropriates and performs the individualism that informs
the mainstream American home for her own beneﬁt.

After arriving at Baden, Elsa County, lowa, Jasmine is eager. to make a home of her
own that emulatevs the home pattem she admired and learned in New York. In particular,
she tries to pérform t}ie inclusiveness and individualism that, she believes, are the spirit of i
the American home. First of all, Jasmine imitates Wylie and goes for her “ghance at real
happiness” (181), that is choosing a partner for her home. She makes the acquaintance of
a banker named Bud Ripplemeyer at a time when his marriage is at risk. Jasmine claims
to be innocent when Bud gets divorced six months later and lives with her, arguing that
she is “a catalvst, not a cause” because Bud chose her and she was passive (200). But she
also believes that she has brought him back “from a mid-life crisis” by making him happy

" (200).



I suggest that Jasmine is exercising the principle of “priority of individualism” that
she learned in New York by observing how Wylie walked out on Taylor and justified
herself. In like manner, Jasmine thinks that she t‘(v)i(i) enjoys freedom in America and can
love whomever she wants to regardless of whether or not the manshe' vassoci‘ates with is
married. She wants to be happy lierSelf, and that is all, without considering Whether her
actions may hurt other people, such as Bud’s ex-wife Karin. She does not feel guilty at all
in front of Karin when the latter asks: “I suppose you never asked [Bud], ‘Are yon a
'rnairied man?’ You just batted your big black eyes and told him how wonderful he was,
didn’t ydu?” (204). Rajini Srikanth states unequivocally that Jasmine’s “presence leads to
the breakup of two marriages” in spite of her claim of innocence in both cases (164). We
may say that Jasmine is self-centered, but, as some critics such as Lakshmana Rao and

Liew-Geok Leong contend, Jasmine’s individualism has mdre to do with immigrants’.
desire to survive and succeed than with morality."

Amid the moral confusion of Ameiica, Jasmine is quick to shed her inherited old -
Indian attitudes towards love and sex and take in the liberal western idea in the name of
individualism, as D. Raq puts it, “almost too readily” (75). She has yielded to Taylor’s
sexual advanées, comforting him for his desertion by his vwife Wylie and meeiing her
own need for love and thc sense of family. As she says,r“we — Duff, Taylor, and I -
became a small, self-sufficient family... I prayed that Wylie and Stuart would take all the
time tiiey needed in Europe, because I, the caregiver, was eager to lavish care on my new,
perfect family” (183). After fieeing to Jowa for her personal safety, Jasmine moves in to
live with Bud after his divprce and is pregnant with their child ny artificial means. But

she will not consider his proposal for marriage before the baby comes. According to her,
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she still cannot forget th_e Indian astrologer’s forecast of her widowhood. Buf[ the fact is
Bud has been shot and paralyzed by a desperate farmer named Harlan Kfoener. Jasmine
puts this fact plainly: “he wasn’t in a wheelchair when we met. I didn’t leave him after it
happened” (7). No matter what she has in mind, she becomes Bud’s common-law wife
and her cuﬁent ideas about love and homerﬁaking is quite American. In other words,
Jésmine hés appropriated aridpe‘rformed fhe American home pattern and some American
values. |

After making a home with Bud, J asrhine andeuc‘i adopt the Viethamese boy, Du
Thien, from a refugee camp in Thailand. Du’s adoption echoes Taylor and Wylie’s
adoption of Duff. While she has admired the inclusiveness of the Hayeses’ home with an
adopted girl, Jasmine is now satisfied with her own Iowa home because of its similar
structure. She believes that “all of us Ripplemeyers, even us new ones, belong” (13). It
seefns that by now Jasmine’s perfoﬁnance of the hbme that she desircs is complete and
p¢rfect. |

We should note, however, that Jasmine’s home performance has not been a smooth
process, nor is she content to be confined by any existihg homes (should she decide to
seek a more desirable dne), including the one she has made with Bud. Mukherjee seems
to suggest that Jasmine’s success in performing the American home results from the
latter’s agency and resourcefulness. Jasmine has to strive to fit in the_mainstream _
Americah society after she finds that the melting pot of America has lost its magic. As
she séys: “People were getting a little scared of immigrants and positively hostile to
illegals”v(l37). As an illegal immigrant, Jasmine has seen the “perverted” America upon

her arrival in New York: scores of policemen swinging heavy nightsticks in search of
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illegal immigrants, black beggars bugging travelers for money and cursing when

unsuccessful, the archipelago of ghettos full of bitter aliens... The list can go on
endlessly. Regretting that she has “come to America too late,"’ Jasmine determinés that
she has to be tactful andfres’ourcefu.I in order to fit in and‘make a home in her dreamland
(139). AnxiouS to hide her illegal status, she asks Professorji to help purchase a fake»
green card for her, which she believes can bring her freedom and happiness. |
Subsequently, she makes tactful use of mainstream society’s impression aﬁd expectation
of immigrants for her own assimilation and homemaking.

In IoWa, Jasmine finds that the farmers are conservative people not very open to
oufsider_s, especially immigrants. With the realization that they do not appreciate anything
unfamiliar, she takes care to hide her Indianness and avoid mentioning her Indian pést.
According to Jasmine, her “genuine foreignness” makeé some people uncomfortable and
~ even frightened (26), including her lover Bud and his mother. Yet Jasmine does not
resent these people for their conservative attitude, as she says,

Not that she [Mother Ripplemeyer] is hostile. It’ s like lopking at the name in niy
passport and bséeing “Jyo-" at the beginning and deciding that her mouth-was not
destined to make those sounds. She can’t begin to picture a village in PunjaB.
She doesn’t mind my stories about New York and Florida begause she’s been to
Florida many times and seen enough pictures of New York. I have to be careful
about those stories. I have to be careful about nearly veverything I say. (16)
Jasmine is ‘e,ager to fit in, to change and shed her “foreignness” (26). She evén alh-Jdes to
Indians’ supposed Aryan origins to show the readiness bf her assimilation. She describes

the farmers’ reaction to her ethnic difference in this way: “They want to make me
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familiar. In a pinch, they’ll admit that I might look a little different, that I'm a *dark-

haired girl’ in a naturally blond county. I have a “darkish complexion’ (in India, I'm
‘wheatish’), as though I might be Gre¢k from one grandparent. I’'m from a generic placé,
‘over there,” which might be Ireland, France, or Italy” (33). As Susan Koshy argues, “A
mythology of shared origins allows Mukherjee to represent ethnicity, in Jasmine’s case,
as an attribute that can be shed” (145).

But at the same time Mukherjee representé her protagonistr as being éble to make -
strategic use of American society’s certain stereotypes of Asian Americans to facilitate
her assimilation. To be specific, Jasmine has performed herself as an exotic beauty and,
together With Du, as a “model minority.”

- The depictions in Jasmine give us the impression that Mukherjee’s protagonist
performs the orientalist view of the Asian woman as beautiful, mysterious and‘
submissive. As Jasmine claims, “Bud courts me because I am alien. I am darkness,
mystery, inscrutability. The East plugs me' into instant vitality and wisdom. I rejuvenate
him simply by being who I am” (200). Jasmine seems to contradict »herself here
_ considering how eager she has been to shed her Indian past and assimilate. Therefore, I
suggest that Jasmine is merely performing certain aspects of immigrants’ cultural
heritage for her benefit, that is to facilitate assimilation instead of keeping tradition. In a
sense, Jasmine succeeds in her Ameficanization primarily by using her exotic beauty on
white men. As Koshy maintains, “exotic beauty becomes the passport to assimilation,”
therefore many of Mukherjee’s female characters, like Jasmine, are “engaged in the
pfocess of writin.g their American experience as a narrative of sexual awakening and

material promise, a narrative enabled by their exotic beauty” (147). In Jasmine,
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Mukherjee’s title character performs the Indian beauty and captivates almost every white

man she has met. The first time she entered .Taylor’s home as a maid, Jgsming fell in lové
with the Américén life Style he represented for her. At fhé same time, Tayior was als’o‘
\ attra(;ted and fell in love with hér. But in New York J aérhihe vuﬁexpectedly spof the man
 who had killed hef husband Prakash in India. She was forced to leave the city and her
newly-found lov‘ve&for her own vsaf‘ety. The second man Jasmine meets and éttracté is Bud
_ Ripplemeyer. Upoﬁ arrival in Baderi,’ Iowa,hJasmine- gets a job as a teller \?ith Bud’s bank“
through his rﬁother’L Bud describes how he was captivated witl-lb'Jasm»ine"s Beaut_y the |
> moment he saw hér: |
I saw you walk in and 1 felt fnyv‘ life was just openiné to me. Like a door had just
R beeﬁ opened. Thevre‘ you were in my bank, and I couldn’t believe it. It felt és if [
was a child again, back in the Saturday-afternoon movies. You were: glamqur,
- something unattainable. And you were standing there with my mother. (1 99)
Thus Jasmine /conqué;s; America and its men with her exotic beauty. Even men she is not -
interested ivn have a crush on her. A young Baden farmer named Darrel Lutz is also
| fascinated with her. Darrel plans to séll his farfn and move to New Mexico, and he tries
to persuade J asmine to leavve the paralyzed Bud and run away with him, although‘he
knows she is pregnaht with Bud’s baby. As} he tells Jasmine, “He dpesn’:t r.trea,t you rig‘ilt
either...I lovevyo’u. . We_cari leave it together. New Mexico! I can run é radio Shack in
Santa Fe” (217). | |
In all her encounters with men, J asmine»appeafs passive. She has t‘aken‘ho initiative
“in her relationship with them, but they all cannot help but love her: Mukhérjee seemé to

account for this as the power of Jasmine’s exotic beauty, as well as a trick of fate, and



considers it as her protagonist’s success. Jasmine recalls: “I have had a husband for each (

of the women I have been. Prakash for Jasmine, Taylor for Jase, Bud for Jane. Half-Face

for Kali” (197). Although she is referring to the different stages of her identity

transformation aﬁd assimilation, her remarks‘ still indicate the nature and medium of her

transformation: by means of roman;:e with her self-exoticism. Therefore, tﬁe manner iﬁ

which Jasmine views and treats her Indianness is pefformative and yet problematic. As

Koshy observes, “Jasmine’s success (financial independence,' romance, mobiiity) is

| linkéd to her ability to exoticize some elerﬁents of her ethnicity while shedding others, at
will” (148). On the other hand, Jasmine’s success via romance also distinguishes hers
from other classic American success‘stories in which money, or wealth, is a significant
indicator.?’

Mukherjee also depiéts Jasmine and Du perfofming Asian Americans’ stereotypical
role bf the “model minority” in theirl determination to become American. Jgsmine says
that both she and Du are “quick studies” who have abandoned their cultural heritage,
adapt to American culture and assimilate fast (29). We have seen how fast Jasmine has
leamed‘to dress, talk and walk American in seven days, how fast she has moved away
from the Indian community and its traditional way of living, an(i how fast she has taken

in the spirit that informs mainstream American home and makes her own home in like
manner. Du is another “jquick study” in the novel. Like Jasmine, he is quick at learning
English after his arrival in the United States, from a boy who ‘could barely speak English
when he came from a refugee camp in Thailand at age fourteen to a fluent English
speaker who can now match his American friends “shout for shout” in daily conversation,

although “with a permanent accent” (1‘8). Du is doing well in school and is fascinated
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~ with American technology, which also has to do with his quick learning ability.

According to Jasmine, this is all for survival, considering that Du has‘ survived “every
de‘gradation. known to this cenfury”: he.has lived through “five or six languageé, five or
six countries, two or three centuries of hfstory; has seen his country, city, and family
butchered, bargained with pirates and bureaucrats, eaten filth in order 'ro stay alivg” (214).
Indeed, quick learning ability is essential for immigrants® survival and success, but what
is disturbing is>that Mukherjee seems to have linked this ability with “an elitekgroﬁ‘p of
Asian” immigrénts, such as Jasmine (with her inherent aristocracy) and Du, a
soph'isticaterd Saigon boy who treats the Hmong kids with contempt and “thinks of them
as illiterate mountain pedple, peasa_nts” (220).2' As Koshy ‘observes,'poor immigrants
such as the Kanjobal women, the “Vadheras and the other Flushing Indians are bracketed
outside this grou’ping” (149). I suggest that in her intenvtionvto represent immigrénts’
resolute break with their heritage and fitting into the new culture, Mukherjee conveys the
idea that immigrants of wealthy, or aristocratic families, suclr as Jasmine and Du, are
indeed superior and can do better in the United States than immigrants of lower-middle
class. | |

In Mukherjee’s depiction, Jasmine completés a series of transformations and strives
- to make a desirable‘ home with her agency and resourcefulness.?” Yet not only is
Jasmine’s success different from the claséic American success story, but her homemaking’
resists a mere mimicry of the mainstream American home and thus diverges from the
traditional pattern of the femal¢ buildungsromarl (because she aims at self-gratification in
addition to cultural inclusion). In thé novel of buildungsroman, female proragonists

usually complete their maturation by a happy marriage. Jasmine’s story at first resembles



this pattern but eventually subverts it. She cbmpares herself with Jane Eyre but is well
aware of the difference befween them, saying: “In Baden, I arﬁ Jane. Almost” (26). Like
Jane, Jasmine’s Mr. Rochester is Bud; paralyzed, but Jasmine and Bud are not married.
The fact is Bud has proposed but Jasmine has never said yes.

I suggest that Jasmine performs the mainstream home pattern but refuses fo be
res\tricted) by it. Rather, she ‘appropriates the spirit thét informs the American home to her
advanfage. We may look at how Mukherjee describes her prot'agonisf"s life with Bud in
ordef to better understand the image of immigrant homemaking in Jésmine. Initially
Jasmine is content to live with Bud, although she admits that she only has “affection” for
~ him father than the “headiness, dizziness, porousnéss” of passionate love she has felt for
Prakash and Taylor (211). We can say that she has had the home 6f her dream, with a
“most reliable, considerate” white man as husbandr énd an adopted son, an indicator of the
inclusiveness and love of the American family (157). Aside from this, Bud has given h¢r
security at a time when she is running away from her late husband’s killer in New York.
In Jasmine’s terms, “Bud has kept me out of trouble. I don’t want trouble” (211).

However, the sense of happiness and safety vanishes with Bud’s being shot and
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paralyzed. Gone with it also is an image of the ideal American home. Jasmine feels what

still keeps her at Bud’s side is only “duty and prudence” (21 1) Secretly she begins to
pray, or wish, that Taylor can find her and take her away. She says, “I feel the tug of
opposing forces. Hope and pain. Pain and hope” (21). The narrative indicates that

Jasmine is biding her time to leave so that she refuses to give Bud a definite answer to his

proposal, as she tells herself: “the old Bud, the pre-Harlan Bud, I might ... marry” (213).
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While Jasmine is hesitating between “hope” and “pain,” her adopted son Du has

actually arranged his own departuie from this hcrrie. He claims that his leaving is due to |
| Jasmine’s pregriancy: “He’s got his owp kid coming. He never wanted me” (221).‘But
Jasmine explains Du’s decision as follows:
Had things worked out differently — no Harlan Kroener, nov droughts — Du
~ would have had the father cf any boy’s dream, a funny, generous, impulsive
father, an American father from the heartland like the‘American lover I had for
only a year. | would ha\ie had a husband, a place to call home.
This, I realize, is not it.‘
In the America Du knows, mothers are younger than sisters, mothers/are_

illegal aliens, murderers, rape victims; in Du’s Arperica, parents are unmarried,

fathers are inyalids, shot in the back on the eve of Christmas Eve. (224)
I suggest that both Jasmine and Du are Mukherjee’s successful immigrants who give first
priority to their own survival and development. We should remember that Jasmine is not

~awoman who yields easily to tradition in any sense. She has overcome numerous

difficulties in order to survive in both India and the United States, and has broken with
her past and her heritage unhesitatingly for her own transformation. In acidition, she
cannot forget the lessons she has learned about the American home, especially about its
flexibility arid the priority of individualism. Du is alsc an immigrant who has undergone
countless hardships in his diaspcric journey and emphasizes personal strivirig for his
survival. When it comes to homemaking in America, they iiaturally place themselves
above all other considerations. From another perspective, we may-call it their

performance of the American spirit of individualism.
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Therefore, for both Jasmine and Du, having a home with Bud signifies their own

Américanization, especially when Bud is healthy and capable. But it seems that looking
after the disabled Bud at the cost of their own freedom has not been included in their
version of the American dream. The “good home” that Bud has provided them thus loses
its glamour with the gloomy prospect of taking care of him for the rest of his life f209).-
When Jasmine asks herself: “how dare we want more?” (209),‘she is wéll aware that she
is far from being content with such a home. She predicts that after Du’s departure she
“will be lonely here, with Bud or without hifn”‘(223). Consequently, Jasmine and Du
justify each other’s decision to abandoﬁ their Baden home with Bud. Jasmine understands
Du’s longing for a perfect American homé (as I mentioned in the last quote) and thinks
that his leaving “was inevitable..bEve‘n healthy” (224). Du has seen Taylor’s postcard
notifying his imminent arrival for Jasmine and tells her: “whateVér you’re planning to do
Vis okay. Just do it” (209).

In this way, Du and Jasmine eventually leave Bud and abandon the “desirable”
home that the three of them have made together. Du leaves first for California to join his
sister, while Jasmine waits impatiently for a few more months until her “rescuer” Taylor
comes with Duff, and theﬁ she joins them in their journey to the west (210). When
Jasmine finally leaves her Baden home, she is saying, “I am not choosing between men. I
am caught between the promise of America and old-world dutifulness. A caregiver’s life
is a good life. What am I to do? ...»I am out of the door and in the potholed and ruttéd
driveway, scrambling ahead of Taylor, greedy with wants and reckless from hope” (240-

41).
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Jasmin‘e is indeed like a tornado, “leaving a path of destruction behind” her as she ,

hastens to fit in and t6 make a desired home for herself in the United States (205)“.‘She is
not only destroyin\g memories aﬁd praéti_c‘é»s of ‘Indian_‘Culture, but also_rwsever,s any link
with the Iﬁdian comfhunity invthe hew world. She does not care whom she }r‘nay“hurt in
her hurried mOVément; both whites and Indians alike, but she d(‘)es:care‘ to get what she
~ wants. Thérefore;, “recklessness” is an appropriate word_t_o' describe her as an immigfanf.
 Mukherjee ﬁas’ not provided a sense of closure to this narrativ,é‘.’ At the end of tile hOvel,
Jasmine hés abandoned all é:xisting patterns of l.ivin>g ahd beiéﬁgihg and is facing an
uncertain future. How she will carry on her relationship with Taylor remains unknown.
But she makes sure to take her fate inf;o her own hands and to “re-positiqn the stars” |
(240); She says: “It isn’t guilt that I feel [about leaving Bud], it’s relief./‘l realize I have |
already. stopped thinking of myself as Jane. 'Adventure,‘ risk, transformation: thé‘ frontier |
is pushing indoors throﬁgh uncaulked windows. Watch me re-positioh thé stars” (240). |
As S‘andra Ponzanesi argues in Parddoxes of Postcélom'al Culturé: Contemporary
Women Writérs of the Indian and Afro-Italian Diaspord (2004), despite the -
multiculturalism of the United Stafes, “Mukherjee assumes in her novel that there is 6nIy
one way to be American: by asserting one’s own individuality and ce;ltering others
aréund the self” (47). I would expand her argument and suggest thét Mukhérjee’s
immigrant characters c’elebfaté individualism also because it characterizes the flexibility
of the American home. In Jasrﬁine, immigrants’ homeméking’ is based on their individual
needs, and so is tﬁe diSintegration of their home. They aspire the American life style and
home pattern and are determineq to perform such a home at ali éosts, but they refuse to |

be confined by it. It seems that to Mukherjee’s immigrant characters, such as Jasmine and
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Du, “the promise of America” does not require traditional values (such as duty,

faithfulness and compassion) but only needs couragé, quick-learning ability, and a vision
that is always future-oriented and self-directed. | |
As. is indicated in Jasrhine, immigrants, especially immigrant women, can only

‘succeed in their assimilétion and self-fulfillment by breaking from the undesirable
ancestral home and disaporic community, gind by performing the desirable mainstream
American home pattern and American values such as individuélism. This narrative also
suggests that agency and resourcefulness are the key to successful assimilation.
' Mukherjee’s feprcsentation of immigrant transformation and horhemaking is thus
exciﬁng but unconventional in its subversion of established narrative paradigms and
social expectations of immigrants. Anupama Jain contends that Jasmine is “an exbosuré
of the contradictions in the stories of America” (180). I would suggesf that Mukherjee
also exposes in this narrative the contradictions in the diasporic homemakihg. It is in such
subversibn and exposure that Mukherjee’s Jasmine attests to the complexity ‘of America
and makes us reconsider the different manners of immigrant homemaking in this

multicultural society.
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CHAPTER IV
WRITING AS DWELLING: MEENA ALEXANDER’S F4 ULT‘LINES
I ask myself, am I a creature with no home, no nation? And if so, what new genus

could I possibly be?

It seems a poor thing to say, but the best I have learnt has to do with unlearning the
fixed positioning I was taught, trusting my ow n nose, diving into the waves, tale -
telling.

— Meena Alexander, The Shock of Arrival

- Unlike the homes depicted in narratives by Chuang Hua and Mukherjee, Meena
Alexander has not described in her memoir Fault Lines (1993) her homemaking based on
the cultural jmbdels offered by either her ancestral country or the host country. Instead,
she is concerned with a home built in a different sphere, namely, a home “constructed” |
via writing and in writing. Alexander’s homemaking gesture is spiritual and politicbal. In
explaining the task of writing, Alexander states in an interview with Rﬁth Maxey that |
“the act of writing is intrinsic to the act of living” (188). She conjures up a sense of home
in \Vritiﬁg that she is lacking in real life; at fhe same time she uses her pen as a weapon to '
fight and actively seek home for some marginalized indiViduals such as womeh,
immigfants and women writers of color (she herself is an epitome of all these three types
of people). As she states 1n The Shock of Arrival: Reflections on Postcolonial Experience
(1996), her “homemaking” is a strategy of self “positioning” (117). In particular, it has to
do with her critiquing and “unlea'rning the fixed positioning [she] was taugﬁt” in her

home country and receiving nations (117). Therefore, Alexander is another salient

164



165
example of home performers who use the home as a stage to perform individual (and

group) identities. Unlike Chuang Hua who depicts immigrants perfofming the “authentic”
~ ancestral home and culture heritage, and Mukherjee Who represents immigrants
endorsing western home model and values, Alexander is writing about immigrants who
do not feel at home anywhere. Alexander performs the idea of home on the spiritual and
political ievel by experimenting with the genre of autobiography. Such a homemaking
strategy attests to the way in which Alexander, a writer and migrant, views the impact of
diaspora on her subjectivity.
Bomna Syfian Christian in north India, Alexander was raised in India and Sudan and
got her Ph.D. in England. She returned to India at age twenty-two and worked as a
college téacher for a couple of years before moving to New York City with her Jewish
- American husband. As Ngugi Wa Thiong’o introduces in the preface of Fault‘xLines,
Alexander’s life is characterized by multiplicity:
Multiple religions — Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism — are part of
‘her growing up. She dwells in multiple places she qalls home, although quite
often they are temporary abodes on her way to elsewhere, crossiqg borders of
geography, culture, an}d language. India,. Africa,b Europe, and the United States
are her home at different tiines, but they are also her places of exile which she
longs for home. ... She dwells in many languages ... l\ilralayalam, the language
of her Kerala childhood [,] Arabic, the language of her home in Africa [,] |
French and English, the languages of colonial impositions...(xi-xii)
Because of such multiplicity in life, Alexander has developed her distinctive strategy of

comprehending the world and constructing her “Nadu,” that is, homeland, by way of



writing. Different from Chuang Hua and Mukherjee who identify with either the ancestral
country or the host coimtry ahd represeht their own or their fictional characters’
performances of th¢ ideal home accordingly, Alexénde‘r finds home in neither model due
to the oppression or prejudice she has experienced in these couniries. As aresult, she
prefers to “make” a home via Miting and in writing. In étber words, she performs the
home for spiritual sustenance. To better convey the idea of a spiritual home, she also
perforins her iiterary medium: autobiographical writing. Therefore, Alexander is a

pe’rfo'rmer on multiple levels for the purpose of homeniaking. I would suggest that Fault

Lines is Alexander’s apologia for home performers like herself: a migrant woman writer

of color. A discussion about Alexander’s diasporic sensibility and identity politics will

help us better appreciate her multi-faceted performances of the home in Fault Lines.
A Nowhere Creature: Alexander’s Diasporic Sensibility

With the “multiplicity” in life (that I mentioned earlier in this chapfer),, Alexander is
a salient example of migrants who have crossed numerous geographical and cultural
borders. Many of them may find themselves unable to identify With any of the countries
in which they have stayed or lived due to various historical', social, cultﬁral, or personal
reasons. They could be early immigrants such as the Africans in the Americas, or -
refugees and migrants in modern or contemporary times. Although they‘ may finally settle
down in one of the adopted countries, many of them lack the sense of belonging. At the
same time, the native country has become a “place of no return” for fnost of therﬁ,
physically and/or psychologically. Hence these individuals are aptly encapsulated by

Alexander’s description of herself in Fault Lines as: “a nowhere creature” (30). As
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Alexander describes herself, “That’s all I am, a woman cracked by multiple migrations.

Uproote}d so many times she can connect nothing with nothing” (2). In this respect,
- Alexander is somewhat different from Chuang Hua and her migrant characters who
choose to identify with their ancestral culture.

Despite the representative nature of Alexander’s migration on the whole, each of
her trips is a unique personal experience and needs elaboration for a better understanding
of the diaSporic sensibility that she has thus acquired. To b¢ ;peciﬁc, the migration in
various co'uniriesvprovides Alexander a special opportunity to defamiliarize herself from
all the nations and cultures in which shé has situated herself and to sharpen her
perception for a more detached and more realistic point of view. Consequently,
‘Alexander is unable to identify with either her ancestral land or the numerous host
countriés. In Fault Lines, there are vignettes of her life in India, Sudan, Englénd and the
United States. The social and culturél circumstances in these countries have‘ become the
main cause of Alexander’s sense of non-bélonging.

India is where Alexander grew up and returned to yearly between ages five and
seventeen for holidays, and where she worked asa college teacher in her twenties fora
couple of years. She cherishes a deep love for the Indian léndscape and writes
passionately about her ancestral home in Kerala. The following délineation appears
repeatedly in Fault Lines like a refrain: )

When I fhink back thrdugh earlier childhood, the houses I lived in, the real,
sblid places I knew shine out’for me, various, multiple, bound togethér by the
landmass of vIndia, an accustomed geography. The constancies of my 1ife, the

hands I held onto, the rooms or gardens I played in, ripple in memory, and
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sometimes it is as if the forgotten earth returns. (53')

However, Alexander ﬁnds India oppressive for women and detrimental to women writers
because the “disclosures that a writing life commits one to” aré “quite contrary to the
reticence that femininity requir¢s” (113). Her attiiude‘ resembles Mukherjee’s. Like
Mukherj.ee, this attitude accounts for Alexander’s disapprdval of nostalgia, even though .
she feels displaced in the Unitéd States, especially in the ﬁrst few years of her
immigration. It.also distinguishés Alexander frorﬁ Chuang Hua and many other first-
generation immigrants who attémpt to hide in the self-isolating ethnic home and nostalgia
when facing hostility and prejudice in their adopted countries. Adrriittedly, Alexander
still maintains frequent contact with her family in India, has invited her mothér t(; stay
with her in the United(States for a while (to help take care of her young children), and has
returned a couple of times with her two children to her home country. But deep ih her
heart Iﬁdia is no longe; “hpmé” because has married and moved out of vthe cduhtry. To be
' speciﬁc, India is merely a mother’s place that only welcomes married daughters back. In -
Indian culture, woman is a displaced creature in that she is destined to marry and move to
whefe her husband and his family live and be afﬁliated to his family ever since. Now that
she has moved with her American husband to the United States, her new home,
Alexander can only return to India as a “guest.” Therefore, for'A_lexander and her
extended family in India, she does not belong in the country any more, sdcially, legally
and psychologically;
Corﬁpared with India, Sudan and England are only two stopping places in |
Alexander’s diasporic journey and thus far from being home for her. Khartoum, Sudan is

merely where her father worked when she was between ages five and seventeen. She
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attended school there and later graduated from Khartoum University. Yet she was
illiterate in the Arab languag‘e and could not read the local newspaper which contained
her first publvished poem translated by one of her friends. At school she only used English
and French, two colonial languages. In other words, she did not belong to Khartoum.
Alexander and her famin éhos'e to bé Indian expatriates in this African country. As
Alexander introduces in her memoir, each summer when the heat became unbearable in
Khartoum, her mother would take her and her sister;,and flee to India for about half a
year, claiming> that they were not made to live in that terrible place. If her father could not
join their trip due to his job obligations, he would be left alone in the African heat. Since
Alexander and her family had not thought .of settling down in Khartoum, they never had a
sense of hqme there. As a result, when the political situatioﬁs deteriorated in Sudan due
to the repressive regime of the new government (133), Alexander and her family left the.‘
.country unhesitatingly. Her family returned td India, while she continued her diasporic
journey aloné: going to England for graduate studies.

Alexander’s stay in England was much shorter: she sfayed in Nottingham»v '
University foyr only four years. There are not detailed descriptions in Fault Linés about
her life as a migrant in England. Instéad, Alexander only quoteS her father’s remarks -
aboﬁt British people’s aloofness towards Indians and their feeling of racial superiority to
the latter. As she recalls, “My father’s fascination with the British, with their sense of
order, but also his distance from it, his awareness of the sense of racial superiority that
underlay their claims to Indian territory, came back to me” (154). Alexander then
déscribes her father’s voyage to Britain as a student (a few decades earlier than her own

trip), which he considered difficult for Indian students because “they [the British] never



' mixed with us” (l 54). Alei(ander has net explained why she skips the details about her -
own life’there_, but she does summarize very briefly what she felt as an intematienal
student in England; anxiety and terror. ‘She felt anxious because ishe. found “the future
was not really comprehensible” (14(l). She also mentions her “terror” during this period:
regarding her loss of 1dent1ty that is, she real1zed that she had no h1story there and

explained that “It was prec1sely to discover, to make up my hlstory, that I had to return to
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India” ( 140) Apart from the above two statements Alexander has not provided any other

explanations. It seems certain that she felt displ‘aced in England. We may assume that

compared with her father’s trip to England, Alexander most likely found that immigrants

lives were not greatly improved, or even rémained as bad as ever, a few decades later

~ when she was studying there. Therefore, her father’s negative comments on Britain may

serve as her own indirect critiqne of this colonial country. Deﬁnitely unable to settle
down and make a home in Britain, Alexander returned to her homeland with aPh.D. in
Romantic literature, hoping that she would find her ovyn place back in India. |
ret Alexander failed to find the expected sense of belonging and fulﬁllment in her
home country upon her arrival in India in 1973. As a writer and scholar, Alexander found
, India during this period lacking the atmosphere and freedom for artistic creationyand
intellectual development.I Thatvwere the years of the Emergency in India, when Prime
| Minis‘ter Indira Gandhi “withdrew civil liberties and people could be jailed on mere
suspicion of an oppositional stance” (127). There was also press eensorship. As a resullt,
- Alexander’s poem entitled “Prison Bars,” condemningr the harsh treatment of prisoners, _
was accepted but never got published. Althdugh she felt happy for having made some

good friends during this period, she described her stay in India, together with her years in



v _ 171
England, as a “Long Fall,” as is so entitled for the chapter in her memoir (133-155). Such

a “fall” is a loss of identity and of the sense of belonging even though she was physically
present in her home countfy. Alexander was compelled to leave Qer homeland in order to
find a place where she could feel settled and write freely. Hence she explains her
departure from India in the following way:
Why did I leave India? ... All kneW was that something had broken loose
from inside me, was allbmolten. And what was molten and broken loose had
to do with India as I saw the land, and to write I had‘ to ﬂée into a colder
climate. Else I would burn up and all my wofds with me. (146)

- Alexander’s subsequent immigration to the United States in 1979, however, did not
completely climiﬁate her feeling éf non-belonging or give her a hom§ to her heart’s
content. She coﬁstantly puzzled over her identity: “Where was the lifé I had led? Who
was 177 .(147). Alexander also thought about Asian Indians as a collective in the United
States, especially after she had learned from her preséhool-age daﬁghter that teachers and
students at school confused native Americans with Asian Indians. She realized that in‘
‘America she had to constantly explain herself and to “confess” whenever being asked
questions such as “Who are you? Where afé you from? What do you do?” (193). Her
sense of displacément this time has to do with her status as a new imhigrant and a
member of a minority group in American society.

Upon her arrival in America, Alexander felt dislocated in this western countryv quite
different from India. She experiehced a culture shock and was “chilled by this vstrange
new world: baby food in jars and shopping malls and at home books stacked high in piles

~with no time to read them” (147). Constantly comparing New York with Hyderabad, the



last Indian city in which she had lived, Alexander came to the realization that “My own
soul seemed to me, then, é cabbagelike thing, closed tight in a .plaétic cover. My two
worlds’, present and past, were torn apart, and I was the fault line, the crack that marked
the‘ dislocation” (15):

In Fault Lines Alexander describes a Canadian girl, Chloe, who had suffered fromr
cﬁlture shock and dislocation due to traveling. She met Chloe in _Khartoum,v Sudan when
Alexander was still in her teens living with her parents. Newly wed to an Indian, C’hloe‘
went to Sudan with her husband to visit his sister. But she Was stunned by the exotic |
Indian food and doubted the sanitation of drinking water there. As a result, Chloe shut
herself in her hotel room, refus.ing to drink anything that hadn’t been boiled three times
and only eating food “that resembled the mash that is fed to babieé” (101). She was also
haunted increasingly by nightmares about scary Indian men attempting to force feed her
Indian food. Having no way out, Chloe’s Indian huéband hurriedly took her back to
Canada where her “diseése” was instantly cured oncé she was restored to her Canadian
home. |

Chloe is an extreme case of peo"ple (such as tourists and immigrants) who have
experienced culture shock. For most travelers, such shocking awareness is femporary and

Y

will be alleviated or overcome in time, as is the case with Alexander. However,

il

Alexander finds herself unable té recover ffom another shocking awareness, that is, she -
could find no relief of the uncomfortable awareness as a member of the minority group
(in. her case, as a Squth Asian immigrant) Who éxperienced prejudice in the late 1970s
United States. She felt that she ‘%t‘uck out like a sore black thumb, a grotesque thing” in

the midst of white Americans (168), even when she was accompanied by her Jewish
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husband. She was “shaken to the core” by the racist slurs she met with irrlxthe street of
Minneapolis and could not understand where that white man’s fury came frdm (169).
~ Evenin her oWn home, Alexander is made aware of the difference of skin color among
her family members when her four-year-old daughter naively blurts out: “You are brown
; mamé, papa is blond papa, Adam is brown Adam, and ] am peach Svati”(170). Alexander
feels racial and ethnic bofders in her life. She writes that in America “the barbed wire is |
taken into the heart” and yearns for “a world where the head is held high in sunlight”
(195). She thvereforevsummarizes her cultural identity in this way: “Ethnicity fpr such as |
am comes into being as a pressure” (202). | |
‘Undoubtedly Alexander’s dislocation could not be “cured,” as Chloe’s was, by
returning to her home country or to other places she had lived. Settling down at last in
Manhattan, New York, Alexander rurhinaféd oﬁ the layers of her past and the numerous
borders she had crossed. She said to herself: “In Maﬁhattan, I am a fissured thing, a body
crossed by fault lines. Where is my past? What is my past to me, here, now at the edgé of
BroadWay?” (182). But she was unable to find a place that could be called her real home
and was ‘;haunted by a homeland [she] will never find” (27). Alexander turns to writing
to “build up” a home of a different kind for her “wandering” spirit. As she says, “I have
tuned my lines to a different aesthetic, one that I build up out of all the stuff around me,
improvising as I go along” (27). Therefore, a performed home with writing and in writing

seems Alexander’s only viable spiritual dwelling place.

Identity Politics in Alexander’s Writing
Alexénder’s diasporic sensibility determines the identity politics she has adopted in

her writing. In other words, Alexander is conscious of her multiple status as a migrant, a
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woman, and a woman writer of color. Aiming to claim a home place for these groups of

people, Alexander"s literary products delineate some important themes, such as cultural
resistance and the political implication of writing, that are often taken up by diasporic
wfiters and scholars. In Butler’s fcrms, Alexander is consciously performing her multiple
identities in writing.

As Wendy Walters argues in the introduction to At Home in Diaspora: Black
International Writing (2005), “the articulation of diaspora identity in writing is more than
a literary performance; it is, in fact, a political act” (ix). Similarly, Lisa \Lowe and David
Lloyd urge readers,‘ ‘in the introduction to Politics of Culture in the Shadow of Capital
(1997), to “reconceive culture as a key site for political contestation, as the expression of
resistance to exploitation” (3). Lowe and Lloyd are referring here to minority cultures’
rasistance to the dominant culture in the West. Such cultural resistance has become an
established paradigm in Asian American literature, and in many cases it borders on or
leads to nationalistic claims, especially at the begi’nning stage of Asian American , |
literature.!

1 Would Suggest that Alexander’s articulation Qf her identity politics encompasses
but goes beyond this paradigm. Her writing is political on many levels, with cultural,
bsocial and gender conéems, targeting not only the adopted country, but also her home
country. This approach distinguishes Alexander from Chuang Hua and many other
immigrant writers who follow (or initially followed) the established nationalistic pattern,r
but likens her to Mukherjee in expanding and subverting a single 1iterary model. Some
black migrant writers, whom Walters discusses in At Home in Diaspora, have also

critiqued both the home culture and the host culture. Thefefore, Chuang Hua, Alexander,



Mukherjee and these black writers attest to the diversity and development in immigrant |
writing and constitute the multi-layered political voices in this field. In Alexander’s case,
she utters her voice on these issues from her own vantage bpoint, namély as a diasporic
woman writer of color, to claim a space of home for herself. These concerns inform her
works of different genres, that is, in her poeﬁy, fiction, memoir and essays, and are tied
together with the central thefne of defining and désiring a space of home.

Admittedly, not all diasporic writings are political. Take an example, Jane Snow
Wong’s Fifth Chinese Daughter (1945), Lin Yutang’s Chinatown Family (1948) and
Anzia Yezierska’s Bread Giﬁers (1925) are all apolitical. Political claim is not a major
concern in these early immigrant narratives. However, we may say that a great number of
diasporic works have important political implications, among them is Alexander’s
writing. By exploring how Alexander articulates these political concerns in her works, we
can have a better understanding of the immense body of diasporic literary production,
specifically in relation to the political stance of performing the horﬁe in diaspora via
writing and in writing.

To begin With, Alexander is writing to claim a space for pos’tcoloniél iﬁdividuals
both in their ancestfal culture and as immigrants, in her case, as an Indian and Indian
migrant. Although both Alexander and Mukherjeé are from India, Britain’s former
cE)lony, Alexénder’s representation of colonialism is quite different from Mukherjee’s.
Instead of celebrating wholeheartedly the liberating impact of colonialism, as
Mukherjee’s protagonist in Jasmine does about the significance of learning English,
Alexander’s attitude toward colonialism is complex. On the one hand, she advocates its

condemnation, especially in relation to its brutal dominance over Indian and other
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indigenous cultures. In T he Shock of Arrival, Alexander describes how the colonial
- language, English, was forced upon people in Britaiﬁ’s former colonies. According to
Alexander, Sarojini Naidu, a famous Indian woman riatio_ﬁalist and poet, was forced by‘ _
‘he‘r fathér to le.arn the English languége at age nine by/ being locked up al\one in a room
:‘(175). Aside fr(')m‘its linguistic ‘;impriéo‘nment,” Alexandef alsp feels “psychically ‘.
imprisdned” by the English language (Shock of Arrival 175). As she séys, “It was és' ifa
white skin had covered over thét l‘anguage of acc‘ompliSMen't and I had to piece through
it, tear it open in order to rﬁake it supple, fluid enoqgh to accovrnmodate‘ the’ murmurings
of my own heart” (Shock of Arrival 4). To show her resolution agaiﬁst British
colohialism,‘Alexander changed her ,angliciied name “Mary Eliiabeth,’; which she had
‘been baptized, to “Meena” at age ﬁftéen wheﬁ she Was studying in Kﬁartoufn Univérsity.
She ‘ignored her father’s dismay at her decision and his insistence on using “Mary
- Elizabeth” in her passport as long aé she “lived under his protection” (Shock of Arrival
74). Forv Alexander,‘ “Meena” expresses “some truer self, stripped free of ‘the colonial

burden...It is also the home name my parents had chosen for me at birth. It is the name

under which I wished to appear” (Shock of Arrival 74), that s, to appear as an Indian
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) woman rather than as a British subject. On the other hand, Alexander prefers to, or has to,

~ write in English, her second language, because it is what she is most proficient in due to

~ her postcolonial education. Such an attitude towards the colonial linguistic Iegacy reflects

the love-hate attitude of many postcolonial people towards the former colonizing nation. -
From a different perspective, these people can make use of the colonial legacy to their
‘own benefit. For Sarojini Naidu, she used the English language she had been forced to

learn to advocate the downfall of British rule in India. For Alexander, she is able to reach



a largér audience by writing in English anq stands a better chance of having her political
voice heard. Thus she believes “there is a gfeater sense of liberation” in writing in
English and cautions that “the joints between personal experience and cultural narrative
need to be examined very closely” (Bahri 47).

Furthermore, Alexander’s individual voice also merges with immigrantsf collective
voice. As we understand, postcolonial individuals’ immigration to the West docS not
necessarily guarantee them a better chance in life and a new home in the receiving
countries. Alexander is articulating thesé immigrants’ concerns, her included, and
seeking a home for them. She does so by telling immigration stories in her fiction and by
advocating inter-ethnic alliances in her essays. Alexaﬁdér has depicted different Indian
immigrant figures in her writing. Sandhya, the protagonistbof her fiction Mahhattan
Music (1997), is a displaced character. Born and having growﬁ up in India, Sandhya had
not left the couﬁtry until her immigration to the United States with her Jewish husband.
Her first few years in America as a housewife and new mother have been smooth. But as
her daughter grows up and ié sent to the daycare, Sandhya finds herself with more free
time at hand and feeling increasingly empty. She has no idea about how to adjust to the
life in fhis new country. Also, she feels helpless when facing racist attacks. Her white |
husband cannot offer any constructive help in her cultural adaptation. Sandhya tries to fill
her emptiness by romance but eventually is abandoned by her lover. All this leads to her
| attempted suicide. Eventually, with the help of her friends, Saﬁdhya realizes that she must
rely oﬁ herself and learn how to survive in this not very friendly new culture.

If Sandhya is the displaced immigrant whose problems Alexander aims to expose

and caution readers against, there are other more successful Indian characters in
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Manhattan Music who can serve as Saridhya’s roie models and become Alexander’s
recommended immigrant figures. Among them are Sandhya’s cousin Jay (a Well-know
photographer in India who turns to writing a.fter immigrating to the United States), her
cousin Sakhi (who is active among Indian immigrants and helps Sandhya recover after
tiie latter’s attempted suicide), and American-born Indian actress and Sandhya’s friend,
Daupadi. What these characters have in commen is their perseverance and an active
attitude towards life — no matter how hard life may ‘be, they just struggle forward and
fight it out. Thus I suggest that in delineating these tough Indian characters in contrast to
the weak character of Sandhya, Alexander is dernonstrating what immigrants can do in
the West to survive; to be happy and claim a home space for themselves.

Inter-ethnic alliance is another strategy that Alexander has adopted and advocated
to help resolve immigrants’ problems. She understands that minority groups in multi-
ethnic western countries, not only those from postcolonial countries, may face similar
identity problems at some point in their lives. Accordingly, she thinks that identity
politics “gainsv in i)oviler to the eiitent that it is anchored with multiple lines to a eommon,
if shifting, social reality” (Shock of Arrival 69). In her case; she is concerned with Asian
immigrants’ experience of “being named as Other” in the United States (Shock of Arrival
69). That is why she is “constantly making alliances” with other Asian Americans and
learns from them and “African Americans, Native Americans, Hispanic Americans,
Jewish Ameticans, Arab Americans” (Shock of Arrival, 128). She went to see the exhibit
by Asian American artists and was struek by their “rich, aesthetic resistance ...born out
of dislocation” (Shock of Arrival 152). Alexander reiterates that the goal of writing and

other forms of art is to help interpret immigrant life, clarify “the painful gap between
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desire and the brutal actual” and “might also change” such reality (Shock of Arrival 159).

‘By learﬁing from and/or working together with people bf other minority groups,
Alexander aims td better express immig;ants’ desires and needs and help them find viable
means of homemaking in the West.

In additi(‘)n to éddfessing immigrants’ concerns, Alexander also employs a gender
pblitics in her writing. She pbints out that in India the “strictﬁres of colonialism arvldr
patriarchy fuse...with a sense of the need to keep women in their place, teach them what
to do” (Shock of Arrival 82). As a fefninisi, she makes it her goal to give voice to herself
and other Indian women against the oppressive patriarchal and coloﬁial power. Included
in her gdal is also a need to seek a niche for women writers in the canon both in India and
in the West. Alexander argues that the experience of fighting against patriarchy and
sexism in India and other patriarchal cultures may help immigrant women in fighting
against racivsAm and prejudice in the West, for these two kinds of éppression resemble each
other in their unjust nature. As she contends in “Translating Violence™ in The Shock of
Arrival: |

If to be female is already to be Other to the dominant languages of the
' World, to the canonical rigor of the great classical literatures of Arabic or
‘Sanskrit or Tamil, To be female and face conditions of violent upheaval —
whether in an actual war zone or in communal riots — is to force the
- fragmentation both of the dominant, patriarchal méld and of the marginality of
female existence. I‘ndéed, such fragmentation can work powerfully into the
knowledge necessary f(;r a diasporic life, for the struggle for a multicultural

existence in North America. Indian women'’s advocacy groups, such as Sakhi in



New York and Ménavi in New Jersey, arev working quite precisely against both
the inherited patriarchal mold and the pressures of racism in the new world.
(83)

In writing as a woman and for worflen, Alexander takes women as her primary
concern in her works. She chooses women protagonists for her novels about diaspora. In
~ doing so she shows concern with how wbmeh deal with their identity problems in
immigratibn. As she has indicated in fhe passage cited above, it is not that me'n do not
have identity crises or problems, but due-to the oppression of women in their home
country and heritage culture, women’s demaﬁd for social justice doubleS’that of men’s
after immigration: women have to fight against both thg “inherited” patriarchy in the

immigrant community and “the racism in the new world” (Shock of Arrival 83). To make

things worse, as she points out, woman is often complicit with the dominant power in her -

own suppressio‘n and thus becomes a “prisoner of her sex” (Shock of Arrival 67). When
describing her family history in Fault Lines, for example, Alexander is trying to tﬁink
back through female figures, namely through her 'm‘other and grandmother, to see what
she can learn or get from them. In particular, shé reﬂec;ts on how her maternal
grandmother Elizabeth fought for women’s emancipation before and after India’s
independence and how in confrast her own mother, namely Eliziabeth’s daughter, has
chosen to live a life as a traditional woman. By depictting how women were disparaged
and éonﬁned in Indian culture and how they have fought for their right, Alexander is
evoking social justice and claiming a place for women in history and in the literary

canon.
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Admittedly, there are themes other than the politic'al concerns in Alexander’s
works: the immigrant’s cultural baggage, the function of memory and of language, to
name a few. However, these themes are subservient to her loud political voice in all her
works, serving for her postcolonial, ifnmigrant and fem{nist claims. In discussing the role
of language, for instance, Alexander attacks the oppressive power of colonialism in terms
of linguistic dominahce but also shows ho;)v postcolonial people make use of the
colonizer’s language for its dowﬁfall and for their own benefit. Furthermore, for
Alexander, it is the past that defines one’s identity; in western countries whose history
excludes new immigrants, the new comers should not forget their past and their original
cultures. She claims in The Shock <l)f Arrival that “In order to belong you need a past”
(126). HoWever, she does not endorse nostalgia. She advocatés a strategic use of the past,
which distinguishes her from both Chuang Hua (with her nostalgic approach) and
~ Mukherjee (who insists on breaking with the past). Alexander believes that the goal of
her writing is to “make a durable past in art, a past that is not merely nostalgic, but stands

in vibrant relation to the present” (Shock of Arrival 127).

Alexander’s attitudes towards these issues, therefore, inform her identity politics as

an immigrant, a woman and a writer of color, and are political on all these levels.

However, it does not follow that her works are mere i)olit_ical treatises. As an experienced-

- writer, Alexander is a master of words and literary devices. A striking feature of
performativity informs her literary production, especially in her memoir Fault Lines.
Such a performative feature is closely related to her goal of diasporic homemaking and
manifests itself in her experimenting with thé genre of autobiography and performing the

diasporic home in Fault Lines.
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~ Performing the Diasporic‘Home in Fault Lines

- For some displace'd immigrants who cannot or do not want to return to their

ancestral countries but hope to find some channels of articulation and means to “anchor”
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their heart, certain forms of art (such as writing, painting and music) can be their viablie o

options. In Alexander’s célse, writing has become her means of self-exnreséion as well as
' her spiritual dwelling place. It is in writing as an Asian American woman that Alexander
ﬁnds a sense of wholeness.‘ |

~ In explaining 'tire task of writing, Aiexander‘ states in an interview with Ruth Maxey
that “the act of writing is intrinsic‘ td the act of liying;’ (1 88). She specifies it by Saying ’
that “the task of poétry' is to reconcile us to the world - not to accept it ai face value or to
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| assent to things that are wrong, but to reconcile one in a larger sense,” “...to allow us a
measur,eiof tenderness and grarce with which to exist” (188). The “larger sense” and |
“tenderness and grace” that Alenénder lias in mind about pb_etry, and in extension about
writing on thé whole, can be interpreted as her ultimate goal of writing: writing for social
justice and human dignity. I suggest that this goal, politiéal indeed, manifests itsélf in her
writing on two levelgz writing in search of hrime and writing io'm‘ake-a .hbme.
Considering Alekaniier’s migrant experience and dislocation in a number of countries,

these two levels are interrelated. To be more specific, she is writing, on the one hand, to

claim a place in history and in the canon for herself and many other displaced individiials.

In her own words, she is “writing in search of home™ (3). On the other hand, Alexander-is

also writing to make a home, a spiritual inhabitancy for her displaced self. These two
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aspects are represented in different genres of her works, but are especially well

articuiated in her memoir Fault Lines.

Alexander calls herself “fault lines,” along which so many layers of experiences and
concerns are revealed and clash with one another. Therefore, we can expect that Fault
Line.r, arecord of Alexander’s memories, feeﬁngsand emotions, is marked by
complexity. However, a close reading of Fault Lines shews that this ‘complex memoir is
informed by a deliberate performative stance. Unlike Chuang Hua and Mukherjee, who
depict immigrant characters performing diasporic homes in real life, Alexander writes
about herself performing a spiritual home in writing. Such a stance is not simply a
postmodern writer’s play with words, but rather a political strategy Alexander adoprs to |
articulate her diasporic identity and homemakirrg desire. This posture determines the way
in which she experiments with the form of memoir and constructs the image of home in »
writing. In other words, the ferm of memoir provides an apt political stage for Alexander

to perform the diasporic home via writing and in writing.

Writing Oneself into Being, or Searching for a Home in Writing

As Alexander describes in Fault Lines, a childhood conversation prompted her to
become a writer. When she was five and a half and newly arrived in Sudan with her
parents, the uncle of her playmate Haadia, a Sudanese poet named Abdullah Tayib, urged
her to learn the syllables of Arabic. The poet asks her, “Unless you lea.m, who will speak
your name? Hew will you know yourself?...How will youywrite, child, how will you
read? Who will know your name?” (182). As Alexander recalls many years later in

America, the Sudanese poet’s remarks contributed to her later passion for writing: “it is



the pain of no one knowing my name that drives me to write. That, and‘the'sense tﬁat I
am living in a place where I have no history” (182). She ‘is Speaking here on both
personal and collective levels, referring to herself as an Indian woman and a WOmanv
writer of color. With multiple sensibilities, Alexander Writes to claim a home place in
history and/or in the canon for some marginalized individuals (such as Indian women,
immigrants, and writers of color). Such a goal detenniﬁes that Fault Lines has become a
perfonned stage for hér political agenda. In this performed memoir in search of home,
Alexander both identifies with other women forerunners and jﬁstiﬁes her own struggle
for social justice.

First of all, Alexander makes it clear that she is writing as an Indian woman and
with an aim to claim a pléce for Indian women and women Writers in Indian history and
in the canon. With such acknowledgement, Alexander critiques how Indian culture has
suppressed women and womeﬁ writers. Therefore like many women writers, her narrative
voice becomes a plural “I” time and again. In Fault Lines, Alexander explains that
because a writing life-.commits one to disclosures, it is “quite contrary to the reticence
that femininity requires” in India (113). It is no wonder when she began to write poetry at
about ten and eleven, her mother became anxious. Such anxiety is justified by, or reflects
the internalization of, traditional Indian _views about women writing.zAs a result,
Alexander used to hide out tp write when she was in Khartoum:

either behind the house where there was a patch of bare wall and the shade of a
neem tree, or better still, in the half-darkness of the toilet.... Gradually, this
enforced privacy — for I absorbed, perhaps even in part identified, with amma’s

disapproval of my poetic efforts — added an aura of something illicit, shameful,
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to my early sense of scribblings... Schoolwork was seen in atotally different
light...The other writing, in one’s own present, was to be tucked away, hidden.
I had to be secretive about the writing that came out of my own body, but still a
fierce pride clung to it. (113-14)

Many years later, even in the 1990s, her mother still assertedthat women wrote because

, they had nothing better to do: “It’s like hangith your dirty laundry outside the house for
all to see. Nothing more than that” (264). A quki‘ck look at some of the chapter titles in the
memoir will give us some ideas of what traditional Indians such as Alexander’s mother
would be displeased with: “Kerala Childhood,” “Crossing Borders,” “Stone—Eating Girl,”
“Khartoum Journal,” “Language and Shame,” “Long hall,” “Seasons of Birth,”
“Dictionary of Desire”... Topics such as emotion, desire, shame, birth and famil)r secrets
are supposed to fall under the “unspeakable” for.traditional Indian women. The act of
exposing such things in a “non-feminine” method, namely by means of the |
“confessional” memoir, is a serous offehse to the code of Indian femininity. Alexander is
well aware of such a “transgression” and seems quite proud of her ownvdeﬁance when
she introduced the content of Fault Lines to her friend Roshni on the phone: “ ‘living
withorlt fixed ground rules, moving about so much; giving birth, all that stuft,” 1 replied
shamelessly and laughed into the telephone” (4).

That is exactly what Alexander wants to do with her writing: to expose the
unspeakable oppression against women in India and justify their neeels and desires. While
Mukherjee describes in her ﬁctioh Indian women fleeing from the country to avoid such
social “fate,” Alexander exposes the social ills and calls people to take action. She

articulates her disapproval of the marriage custom in India and suppression of women’s
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desires. The old Indian custom»of arranged marriages is the first practice that Alexander
attacks. According to Alexander, arranged marriage has become a patriarchal practice
vmain‘ly with consideration for the continuation of a family lineage and reproduction, and
for the éccu_mulation of wealfh. For one thing, the young man and woman who are to bé ‘
matched by their elders are seldom consulted or permitted enough opporfgnities to meet
and know each other before their marriage. For another, the dowry practice is considered
to be “a terrible sin” because of “all this craze for money that’s sweeping ordinary lives.
People want a fridge from here, a scooter from there, chiffon saris frdm the other p]vace”
(209).

Associated with the “evil” of arranged marriages in India is the puﬁishment and
tragedy befallen of women who refuse or fail to meet the requirements of this traditional
custom. One practice is the spate of bride burnings, that is, women “were being burnt to
death when their families of origin could not meet the demands for extra dowry. An
exploding stove here, a burst can of kerosene there, matches that mysteriously caught
flame when held to a dupatta or sari pallu” (209). Or as Alexander introduceé in the
memoir, iﬁ her parents’ times (that is, a few decades earlier) womcli jumped (or were
pushed, as she suspects) into wells for failure to meet the mérriage fequirements..

As Alexander critiques in F ault Lines, another deep-rooted idea against women in
India is the disapproval of women remaining single for long once they have reached a
marriageable age. Again wbmen’s prolonged single status is considered a diégrace to
their families and these women might end up dead mysteriously only because of this.
Alexander explains in the memoir:

After all, once a few months had passed while a marriageable young woman



loitered between kitchen, drawing room, and the weli side, anything might
happen. Espé;:ial]y if she bound jasmine blossoms in her hair, or dried out her
silks all alone by the hibiscus grove, fires might start crackling, tongues would
wag, and not even the good lord could ﬁrevent t}'le‘ consequences. Nothing but
shame could ensue, household shame, female madness, death. (224)
Alexander recalls the hard time she had living as a single woman in Hyderabad when she
was in her twenties and she felt thét “marriage ... might stitch me back into the shared
world” (210). When her two‘younger sisters refﬁsed arranged marriages and preferred to
remain single in thei‘r early thirties and twenties respectively, Alexander understood why
they hid themselves from the visiting relatives who held conservative views. That was the
gossip of being considered “odd’; and “some sort of aberration” for not ‘having married
that tﬁey wahted to avoid (223). As Alexande; comments, “it was a feeling I was familiar
with, having felt that hot pang when, still unmarried, I had returned home many yeérs ago
to suffer under the gaze of gathered relatives” (223). Thus to the dismay of Alexander
and numerous Indian women, marriage cannot simply be eXpected‘as the happiest
moment in their lives, but rather is “the stumbling block, the high threshold stone over
which a woman might enter. And she would either walk or fall, bruising herself cruelly” -
(223). |
According to Alexander, the traditional (arranged) marriage is a regression and a
hindrance to Indian women. Regardless 6f their educational background, whether with a
high school certificate or a master’s degree, these women usually stay at home and take
care of the family after marriage. All their formal education is wasted in such a way

except the fact that it may have been helpful for them in finding good husbands and
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possibly will be useful for children’s education in the future. In contrast, feminine skills

are considered more useful for Indian women. As Alexander states, "they had to let fall
all their accomphshments other than those that su1ted a 11fe of gentility some cooking,
little musical training, a little embroidery, enough skills of computation torun a
household” (1 02).-Thus she recalls that when she was little, “amma had tried again and
again to show me how to stitch properly” (125). Now being far away from India, she
certainly draws a line at it: “But I was much oider now, and [ felt I was lii/ing ina nvorld -
where amma’s kind of stitching did not make sense”v(125). Hoizvever, in the joUmals she
kept as a teenager in Khartoum _-Alexander e)rpressed the misery she went through in |
questions Iike “If you want me to liveasa Woman, why educate me?” “Why not kill me
if you want to dictate my life?” (102); Aithough these questions were directed at her
mother and at the traditional way she had been educated at home, Alexander is c‘iting her
personal experience to articulate her concern for all Indian women. She is performing her
teenage self as an inquisitor of Indian customs and women’s edncation; Her
autobiographical voice here has become plural.

| Another aspect of Indian tradition Alexander has attacked isits suppression of
women’s desires. Traditional female education discourages female’s active pursuit of -
love and expre_SSion of sexual desires. According to such teaching, women should aiways
be passive and be the object of men’s desire. What is more, sexuality is linked directly to
shame and death if women dare to have love affairs and bear babies out of wedlock. And
women are taught to bear the blame themselvesv andthus they “took it upon themselves to.
| do away ‘with their own shameful bodies” (106). There have been countless stories about

women jumping into wells after they.were found ’pregnant. The young Alexander



happened to see tragic happening. As a result, the image of women jumping inte wells
was constantly with her during her childhood. She thus concludes in the memoir: “Sex
and death were spliced and fitted into each other, quite precisely ... And shame lit the

image. It was what women had to feel. Part of being, not doing” (i 10).

Although Alexandei considers herself rebellious, she recalls how deeply such
traditional female education had affected or confined her when she just reached
adu]thood anci experienced the feeling of being in love. To make things worse, the
academic discourse she had chosen to study, namely Romanticism, not only was net in
the least helpful to her but “was predicated on the erasure” of the female self (141-42).
Alexander recalls that when she was nineteen and studying in England, she was }shocked
to find that she “wanted a man” (139). She could not give herself to the man she loved,
nor could she turn away. According to Alexander, “the intensity of sexual passion forced
me back inte my bodily self, made me tum againstthe ‘reason’ of the world"’ (139). She
was “tormented by a sense of having transgressed a boundary, a code, an edict —
something in the law as it stood” (139-40). As she acknowledges, “somehow, in my
mind’s eye, the crossing of borders is bound up with the loss of substances, with the.
distinct pain of substantial loss: wit}i the body that is bound over into death, with the |
body that splits open to give birth”(140). When sexuel passion threatened to'let loose all
the emotions Alexander was struggling hard to hold back, it became an “extreme danger”
. and finally caused her “nervous breakdown” (141). Such a result itselfis a questioning
and critique of the cultural code that has rendered her so. |

If Alexander’s recovery from the “nervous breakdown” is a tentative first step she

had taken to move away from the tradition and toward female independence and
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e’mancipatidn, her marriage with David, an American she had chosen herself, is a reward

| for her struggle in this direction. However, the success has been a hard win. At first, the
couple had met With outright refusal to their marriage request from a clérk in an Indian
courthouse. Alexander was thrown questions such as whether her father and grandfather
kﬁew about her fnarriage decisibn and whether she had got permission from them. Her .
“No”s to these questions were met with the same “No” from the clerk. Although the
intervention of a iawyer eventually got the couple their common right to rﬁarry, the initial
reéétioﬁ.of Alexander’s parents to her marriage was cold. As Alexander recalls, “Appa
and amma were in Delhi at the time and wanted nothing to do with the whéle business”
| (211). Although her parents provided a belated grand réception three weeks later for the B
newlyweds, the wedding day itself had been very hard for Aiexander. She writes: “the
memory éf a small improvised marriage in the Hyderabad courthousé, no family preéent,
~ just three friends as witnesses and the countless faces staring in through the bérred
windows at the blonde foreigner I was marrying, still worked a bitterness in my mouth”
(210-11). Fighting against tradition requires courage and ‘pe-rsistence,ﬂbut it is also a tiring
| experience. Reflecting on these past events, Alexander expresses her hope: “I felt I
needed the peace of a place whére there was no more marrying, no more taking in
marriage” (226). |
But Alexander is not alone in her rebellion against tradition. AleXander
contemplates the history of Indian women’s struggle for their emancipation and
empowerment, beliéving that she is from “a 1ong line of well-jumped women” (107). She
regards her maternal grandmother Kunju as one of her role models, whom she has never

met because Kunju died long before Alexander’s birth. Alexander imagines her
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grandmother: “a sensitive, cultured woman; a womaLn vwho_ had a tradition, and a '
history... ; a woman who had lived to witness the birth pangs of a nation” (15). As we
learn from the memoir,v Kunju had a fnaster’s degree and worked as the National
Secretary for the Young Women’s Ch‘ristiah Association and traveled all ovér the world
in her work for the organization. She wasvactive in the nationalist movement in the early
decades of the twentieth century and worked for “women’s education, for children’s
education, for famine and flood relief” (12). As for her personal life, Kunju refused fo be
considered fof an arranged marriage and eventually married relatively late in her life to a
mén of her own choice, namely Alexander’s grandfather Ilya, a Nationalist and a
follower of Mahatma Gandhi. | |

In Fault Lines, Alexander defends her grandmother Kunju, a well-known rebe_llious :
wor\nan in Indian history. According to Alexander, an old Indian belief has it that women
failing to follow tradition will be punished b}" having no male offspring. It seems true if
we consider thé fact that Kunju “had never borne male offspring” (208). However,
Alexander argues in the memoir that this pity or “imperfection” has nothing to do with
her grandmother’s way of life or her nationalist wobrk because “then her daughter [that is
Alexander’s mother], who had led a life sanctioned by cultufe and ceremony, agreeing to
a man of her father’s choice, at the right time, in the right place, she too had lacked male
offspring” (208).

In introducing Kunju and valorizing her, Alexander is not merely writing to
remember her grandmother, she also wants to gain powér ‘from‘such an ancestral figure,

to back herself up in her striving for social justice. She wants to make history for herself

as well, so to speak. Alexander has seen many other “well-jumped” Indian women like



her grandmother whom she can learn from: “women riding elephants, women like
Princess Chitrangada with swords at their hips, bodies covered in rough jute, ...women,
saris swept up shamelessly, high above the ankles, high above the knees” (107).
As an Indian woman writer with the determination to challenge the canon,
Aléxander is looking for forerunners for inépi-ration, sbirifual support and a hope to claim
a collective space for them in the canon. She has found /what she wants frém an early |
Indiaﬁ woman autobiographc;r named Rassundara Devi. As she says,
I take courage from Rassundara Devi, who in 1876 published the first
| autobiography in Bengali, Amar Jiban (My Life). As a married woman, held

within the confines of domesticity, bsh‘e taught herself to read and write in |
secret, hiding a page from the Chaitanya Bhagavatha in the kitchen and
scratching out the letters on the sooty wall. It took me many years to get where
she got, many years to find my own sooty wall on which to sc;atcﬂ these
alphabets. (1 42)

Thus by accounts of her own experience and the experiences of her forerunners,

specifically rebellious Indian women, Alexander finds a conduit to combine the personal
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with the collective. In doing so, she turns her memoir into a critique of the tradition and a -

claim for justice and space for Indian women and women writers. At the same timé, she
has also achieved the goal of writing herself into being, or seeking a home space for
herself in history and in the canon.

Alexander also articulétes‘ her feminist concern on behalf of immigrant women
writers. To put it differently, she is writing also to seek a home for immigrant womén

writers. She is conscious of her own status as a woman writer of color in the West, which
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has placed her in the same boat as many ethnic individuals who have been subjected to

racism and prejudice in many western countries. Again we hear the plural narrative voice
in the memoir and see her political claim for a niche in the canon for these ifnmigrant '
writers, especially for ethnic wofnen writers.

While studying in England, Alexander realized that as an immigrant she was ‘
excluded from the histor§ of this colonial country. Like numerous immigrants from
around the world, she did not have a sense of belonging there. When it comes to the
literary canon, Alexander states in her intewiew with Maxey that

aspects df whét are called or thought of as “canonical literature” are not
available to you [i.e., a woman poet] .v
That’s a painful knowledge, which is why I wrote my book Women in
Romanticism, because although there are women poets who are enshrined in the
canon in India, or .within English poetry of a certain era, certainly, the burden
of knowledge has gone the other way. Implicitly the poet is still male. ... So
you cannot evadé it even‘if the anworkvin no way overtly relates to it [i.e., the
canon]. It is formed within the pressure of a gendered hi’story. (192)
Although she has left England and India, Alexahder still feels the burden upon her as a
member of the margi;lalized groups of immigrants and women writers. She wants to
record her feelings in writing and evoke social justice for these individuals.

Comparing with her previous experiences, Alexander finds her immigration to the
United Stafles more “liberating” because it is “a country that honors immigrant stories —
unlike England, where 1 had lived as a student” (Gioseffi 48). In addition, she finds

American English “liberating” as well because it allows one “to make a shift into a



different kind of spelling-out of what one might be” (Maxey, 193). However, Alexander
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also points out that “the enticement, the exhilaration, the compulsive energy of America”

is only “up to a point” and “the point, the sticking point, is [her] dark f_emale body” that _
cannot be shed (202). | | |

Here Alex_énd'er is talking abqut her experience asa woman writerof color in the
~United St_ates. Her érgument is'that she encountered a glass ceiling in Af’nericap |
academia. As she ‘arg'ues in the memoir, “In plac:evof the hierarchy and authority and

decorum that I'learned as an Indian woman ... we have an ethnicity that breeds in the

+ perpetual present, that will hever be wholly spelt.out” (202). She describes her experience

- of having beenvdenied tehuré in a Jesuit university where she worked. Alexander had got
negative ;eviews for not having published in the érea where she had been hired (Briﬁsh

‘Romanticism). However, as she confronted the chéirrhan of the department, it turned out
* that she not only had published in her designated area, but also had published “outside
that docket™: poems and articles on Indian English writefs, and ;had been acﬁVe in giving
poetry readings.These academic activities outside her designated area had been labéled |
as “all quite improper” (115). She felt herself forced back “onto a border exiéfence” as
“female, Indian, Other” (114). |

. ‘The‘refore, Alexander is determined to resort to writing to evoke justice in the U.S.
aéademia, as she has done with the‘ Iﬁdian canon:: ‘;In America the barbed»Wire is takén B
into the heart, and the art of an Asian American grapples with a disorder in society, a
violencé. In our writing we need to evoke a chaos, a power co-equal to the injustice that
surround us” (195). éhe evokes Carlos Bulosan’s novel Americba Is in the Heart (1946) to

indicate her goal of writing. Although they are from different decades and targét at
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diffefent subject matters,” Bulosan and Alexander share the same hope: a hope for -
equality and social acceptance iﬁ their adopted country.

From what we havej read in F dult Lines about her expérience as a woman writer in
different countries, we cannot agree with Alexander mofe when she says ‘;Som'e:times I-
think I have to write myself into being. Write in order not to be erased” (73). Indeed,
writing not only frees her from the confined space in which she has been allowed to live\
and to appear, but also provides her with a unique space she can inhabit and express
herself. It is most likely that Chuang Hua and Mukherjee have considered their writing in
a similar way as Alexander has, but Alexander is the only one among the thfee Asian
American women in my project who is vocal about performing writing/aé a woman Wrifer
of color. This largely has to do with the genre of Alexander’s work — memoir — that
allows readers to hear her own voiée. Alexander’s political concern with writing isa
performative gesture that enables her to define homemaking in her own way. This leads

to the second point I will make about Alexander’s purpose of vx;riting, that is, to perform a

spiritual home in writing.

Homemaking via Writing and in Writing: A Performative Stance

Asa writer, Alexander loves working with words. When asked about the function
of language fbr her in an interview with Phukan, she makes it clear that language is nota
tool or a lens but is “a }iébitation” for her (66). She thinks what she dées as a writer is “to
live in langque or to make é house with words” (Phukan 66). In another interview with

Maxey, she also expresses a similar idea about “inhabiting in language” (191).

Admittedly, what Alexander declares in these interviews has to do with her career as a
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writer. However, “inﬁabiting in language” is also true, metaphorically, in relation to
Alexander’s homemaking as a'migrant.
| The displacement she has experienced in a number of countries determines that
Alexander is continuing her search for the desired home she has not found. The primary,
if not the only, channel of her home--seeking is writing, as she écknowledges in Fault
Lines that she is writing “in search of a homeland” 3). Alexandef’s search for home/land
is achieved rriainly through telling stories (in her novels and poems) and giving éccounts
of her famin history and her own diasporic experience (in her essays and memoir). When
pufting down stories and translating memories of diaspora to Wb;ds, Alexandef is trying
. to bring some order to the fragments and chaos of her diasporic experience and feelings,
to éxpose the social and cultural injustice that she has experienced and to find a place that
she can call home. In other words, during the process of writing she has acvquired a
clearer understanding of herself and her place in various cultures, and has foﬁnd a means
~ of articulation. Therefore, Alexander’s home-seeking through writing is also a meaning-
rﬁaking process which contributes to her identity formation as a migrant.
After one of her poetry readings, Alexander said that she had “fdund a solace, an
exit from the self” and told her friend Gauri_' on her way home: “You know, I don’t think I
cbuld surviye if I didn’t wrife” (Fault Lines 176). Writing, therefore, has given her a
solace, a feeling of whbleness, and an asylum where she can-enjéy the feeling of being at
“home. Alexandgr summarizes the relationship between the home and Writing in such a
way: “Home for me is bound up with a migraﬁt’s memory and rthe’way that poétry, even
as it draws the shining threads of the imaginary through the crannies of everyday’ life,

permits a dwelling at the edge of the world” (Fault Lines 260). suggest that Alexander
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has performed a home in writing, where she has invested her emotions, energy and
livelihood.

f‘Unlike Chuang Hua and Mukherjee, whose characters make the home on a cﬁltural
and national basis with a specific ﬁome model, namely the Chinese pattern fer Chuang
" Hua’s and the American ene for Mukherjee’s characters, Alexander’s ideal home is not in
the least nationalist, namely without any national identification. In this respect, |
Alexander’s focus is not on the culturally-based home models she has had in the
diaspora, whether it be Indian, Sudanese, English or American. Or we would rather say
that Alexander is more concerned with the abstract aspect of home, or the spiritual sense
of home, and cares more about whether she can feel at home in a certain place so that she
can call it home. Of course, we understand that her approach has to do with her diasporic
sensibility and the lack of sense of home 1n the countries she has lived. As it turns out,
Alexander argues that the making up of home is “paﬁ and parcel of an art of negativity,
prais[ing] songs for what remains when the taken—for-grantednese of tﬁings falls away”
(260). In other words, she first negates the ostensible “homes” one by one, then fabricates
a dream place, ;‘a sheltering space in the head” in her memoir to make up for the loss and
for the feeling of not being at home (194).

Although Alexander’s performative approach to the diasporic home differs from the
épproaches taken up by Chuang Hua and Mukherjee, her perspective resonates with that
of some other ethnic writers, especially a number of diasporic black writers. In At Home
in Diasporav: Bldck International Writing, Walters contends fhat black writers “use their
texts to construct alternative homelands™(vii), “to perform a sense of home in diaspo;a”

because neither the home country nor the adopted country has become a “home” to- them



(xvii). Like Alexander, some black writers, such as Michelle Cliff, Richard Wright,
Chester Himes, Simon Njami, and Caryl Phillips, reject or are rejected by a country of
origin and have exp_erienced exploitation and prejudice in their respective adopted
' Countries. As a result, they only feel at home in their writlngs (Walters xxiii). Thes¢
similar instanées indicate that homemaking in writing is common among many diasporic
writers who are not at home in ‘bothvtheir country of Origin and their adopted Countl'y.
Alé;(ander argues in Fault Lines that the poet in the twenty-first céntury is “a
homemaker, but an odd one” beéause she needs to “find a balance, to méirltain a home at
| the edge of the world” (260-61). This image isvprecisely Alexander’s Self portrait, a
Vdiasporicb woman writer pérformiﬁg a home in writing. In F. aldt Lines, she experiments
with the form of memoir and performs an.idéal home that is fabricated on multiple levels
to suit her desires and needs. To be specific, she reconstructs rrlemories in order to
conjure up a complete and perfect image of her ancestral place in India, which serves as a
' “dwelling place” for her “homeless” spirit.
Alexander’s home performance ménifests itself primarily in her fa’bri‘cation ofa

desirable home, or ‘%nadu,” in the head. Actually, Alexander’s dream home takes the
- shape of a physical place, namely her ancestral houses in Kerala, India where she used to
live in her childhood. As she explains, “Nadu is the Malayalam word for home, for
homeland. Tiruvella, where my mother’s home, Kuruchiethu House, stands, and
Kozencheri, where appa’s home, Kannadical House, stands, together compose my nadu,
the dark soil of self” (23). In Fault Lines there are repeated descriptions of her ancestral
place, which she calls a shining picture of home. The following is one of the numerous

images of that place:
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\My mother’s ancestral house with its garden, a single street in front that runs all
the way to the old Mar Thoma Church, palm trees, a“feV\" buffaloes ambling in
the heat. And near the courtyard where the v_ine‘ 1s a well' with clear water. And
near the well a guava tree with rich freckled fruit. An:d al§vays the cries of
playing children, or wbmeﬁ bending over to thresh the rice. (1.9’7)

Such an image of the ancestral place is Alexander’s favorite. Sher has mentioned it
repeatedly on different occasions in Fault Lines. This ancestral house gives her the
 feeling of home that she longs to have. I would say that it is the connotation (or suggested
meahing) of the ancestral place rather than the housekitself that appeals to her. However,
it does not follow that Alexander has gfven readers a realist picture df the house. As we
learn from Fault Lines, the anc_estral place turns out to be a performed image rather than a
real object. In other words, it is an ameliorated image through Alexander’s reconstructed
memory. Alexander is well aware of this faptasy, Or we can say tﬁat she has done so
deliberatély. As she cautions readers as well as herself, “But the house of memory is
~ fragile; made up in the mind’s space. Even what I remember best, I am forced to admit, is
what has flashed up for me in the face of present danger, at the tail end of the century,
where everything is to be elaborated, spelt 6ut, precariously reconstructed. And there is
little sanctity, even in remembrance”(3). |

We cannot help wondering why Alexander employs the reconstructed version of
memory and at thev same time acknowledges having used it in the memoir, which is |
supposed to be based on facts. The epigraph for the section “Book of Childhood” in F ault
Lines highlights the significance of such a strategy. It is a passage from Walter

Benjamin’s Berlin Chronicle, which begins as follows:



N

Languége shows cleariy that fnemory is not an instrument for exploring the
past but its theater.‘ ft is the medium of past experience, as the gr(‘)und is the
medium in which dead cities lie interred. He who secks to approach };is own
buried past must conductkh'imvself like a man digging. Thisccnfers the tone and

‘bearing of genuine reminiscences. (2‘27)'

In quoting Benjamin, Alexander makes it clear that she is concerned with the tone of her

memoir rather than staying loyal to historical facts. She cares more about the perspective

from which she can best 'présept her views than about these facts. .This célls cur gﬁehtion
to creativeb -non-ﬁction, or the “hybrid” or “outlaw” fc’rm of autobiogfaphy in Caren
Kapl.an’svter‘ms,3 'thét blurs the distinction between reality and fiction. These are fcrms
that marginal indiy_iduals such as women, cthnic andvirr'xmigraﬁt authors employ as |
strategic politicai moves because they do not wish to write their lives according to the
cultufally available scripts. As Carolyn Heilbrun puts it, marginal writers such‘as women
“have been deprived of narraﬁves, or the texts, plots, or examples, by which they might -
assume powcr over—takrey control of their cwn lives” (16‘-1‘7). As a result, theyb make use

of and manipulate some life events in their autobiographies and “present themselves as

they wanted to be appreciated and perceived” as a means of resistance against the forces

that may silence them (HuguleSI 17). Acccrdingly, Alexandef’s strategy of making up

memory falls under such a COllecftiveiy s‘ubversivresautobicgraphical form. She srgucs in-
her interview with Maxey that she has to make things up in crder to make memoir,v even
to make up memories at sofne levelﬁ, bccause she is “constructing it in the framework of

the present” (191).
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My élrgurﬁent is that Alexander’s disaporic experiences and sense of dislocation |
necessite the recon‘struction of her past throvugh memory so that she can have “a
sheltering space in the head” (194). As she admits, she needs to “make up memory,” to
construct “a provisional self to live by” (177). In an interview with Gioseffi, Alexander
also explains that she has to “fabricate place so that these images can exist, not as mere
bits and pie.c‘es of temporality, echoing in my inwardness, but as portions of a shinihg
syiﬁbolic spacé” 4.

The performed ancestral place serves several functions in the memoir. First,
whenever Alexander feels homesick, she conjures'up the shining ancestral house. As with
many immigrants,.pictures, talks or memories of the hometown can somewhat alleviate
- such depressive feeling. Hence Alexander explains: “Pathos, a homesickness that is never
éated. thn I think of homesickness, the Tiruvella house where Ilya lived rises up for
me... But in dreams that house becomes one with the other great house of my childhood,
the Kozencheri house that belongs to my father and his father before him” (30-31).

More importantly, the image of the ancestral home is a solace to Alexander in times
of stress and trouble. It is like a shelter, although merely a spiritual one, where she can
hide and‘recover and have a peace of mind and some respite. That is why She highlights
its necessity to her: “it’s as if in all these years as a poet I had carried a simple shinning
geography 'around with me: a house with a courtyard where I grew up in Tiruvellva” (197).
In addition, the ancestral houses are where Alexander spent hér childhood, a happy and
carefree period in everyone’s life. In imagining herself in these places‘aga‘in, Alexandér
can re-experience the happy feeling as if in childhood. In this way, the ancestral place can

provide spiritual backup, a base she can always return to from her numerous “battles”
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against social injustice as a woman poet. Therefore there are Alexander’s dialectical
remarks: “because it was, I am whole and entire. I do not need to think in erder to be...
And this stubborn, shinning thing persisted for me. It has done so for so many years”
(197).

Therefore to meet numerous needs at present, Alexander reconstructs her memory
to fabricate an ideal ancestral home. We can say that she has “performed” her memory to |
create a spiritual home. Alexander’ performance of the memory resides in making up
details for things she no lenger remembers and omitting some past events that she does |
not want to remember. In the first case, she intends to provide a complete and perfect
picture of her childhood, so she ends up making up details in order for the pest to return.
Such is the case with Alexander’s depiction of her years in Khartoum. As she explains, “I
needed to make up that memory, which didn’t exist... for that was the only wey that
Khartoum could come back to me ..v.so I could live in the here ahd now of America”
(190). As we learn from the memoir; Alexander consulted her mother time and again
about some past happenings and filled them up in the void of her memory. In the same
manner, Alexander’s attachment to her ancestral house in Kerala, India deepens with
time, “adding layer upon layer to the soil of [her] imagination™ (71).

Another reason that prompted Alexander to “perform” her memory is the
unpleasant or unspeakable truth she does not want to reveal. It is her traumatic childhood
experience' of sexual harassmeht by the Ilya (or grandfatiler) she respected. She has kept
her trauma and sorrow all to herself over the years, not even having revealed it to her
parents. The record of this trauma was absent from the first edition of Fault Lines

| published in 1993. According to Alexander, it takes time for her to learn to “absorb this



difficult truth into [her]self” (242). Only ten years later, in 2003, did she decide to

disclose this painful truth in the second edition of her memoir. Alexander added a new

section entitled “Book of Childhood” in the republished memoir, a section that makes up

one-third space of the entire book. As she painfully reveals,

Later I was able, bit by bit, _to feel rage‘ at an old man, my g’randfathgr who had
torn my innocent childhood, cut my worvn'arll’s life so that desire for me was
ever after etchéd in with the sharpened stick of pain and always ‘in my mind
wés Lavinia, she who I had seen on the stage at Str:atford} a vlifeﬁme ago, hands
cut off, tongue torn out, forced to set a twig to her teeth to spell out the name of
the man who had violated her... Sorrow concealed. I ponder the phfase. How

slowly I learn to breabh the firewall of my own heart. (242)

For Alexander, she could not bear to remember so that she attempted to erase the
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trauma from her memory. But as part of the self-healing process, she also tried to learn to '

remember. Therefore she turned to books for help. She records her self-healing process as

follows:

I picked through any books I could find on trauma and trauma theory'. [ taught
myself to accept that there is knowledge that is too much for the nervous
system to bear, that disappeafs underground, but sparks upr\through fault lines. I
learnt again that the,body remembers when con‘sciousness is numbed, that there
ié an instinctual truth of the body all the laws of the world combined cannot

legislate away. (242)

Leigh Gilmore argues in The Limits of Autobiogr’dphy: Trauma and Testimony that

trauma is a key site where the generic boundaries between fiction and non-fiction, the



imagined énd the real are deconstructed.® As theorists such as Gilmore sdggest, many
writers of traumatic narratives choose to ﬁlrn from the autobiographical form to fiction
for self-representation in order to avoid being put in the position of being scrutirﬁzed and
judged by réaders and critics. Alexander’s approach to the trauma narrative, however, is

quite different from what is suggested by the theorists. Instead of turning her life into a

story, she insists on writing in the form of memoir, only that her memoir is “performed”

to some extent by omission of fabrication of important details. Aleixander defends herself
for this strategy in Fault Lines: ““I tell myself that it is entirely natural to ﬁide from paiﬁ.
Hence this dream state. The shock to the nervous systerri, the betrayal of childhood lové
is not something one recovers from easily. I needed to believe, td trust, in order to sﬁrvive
as a child. | needed‘no.t to remember” (272). I suggest thét Aiexander
| is braver than some authors of trauma narratives in choosing the memoir as her méans of
self~represéntati0n. Although she had.removed her traumatic experience from thé first |
edition of thé memoir and produced a perfect image of her childhood home, she was
ready fo reveal the truth in the second edition. Such a significant revision, however, has
noi changed the performative feature of her memoir on the whole. It oﬁly serves as a
Signpost to demonstrate the neceésity of a performative approéch to diasporic
homemaking, especially for people like her who need a spiritual sanctuary.

Alexander’s pérformance of memory for a better image of home may lead us to
think that she is nostalgic. But Alexander expresses the oppoSite view in Fault Lines. On
one hand, she says that immigrants and ethnic individuals should not forget their past aﬂd
original cultures because these are their heﬁtage, and “forgetfulness of the body can also

be a death” for them, specifically for writers (200). But she cautions simultaneously that
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these individuals should not lose themselves in nostalgia, either, because the “shining
past fractures, [can] never ... be reassembled” (201). She makes it clear that the past is
’ohly usable for the present, and the presenf is what marginalizes people. According to
her, Asian Americans should strive “to invadé, to confront, vt‘o seize” because of their
shared present experience of beihg treated as the Other (202). Thus Alexander advocates
ankattitude of being attentive to both the past and the present. As she says:

There are so many strands all running together in a bright snarl of life. I cannot

uhpick it, take it apart, strand by strand. That would lose the quick of things.

My job is to evoke it all, altogether. For that is what my ethnicity requires, that

is what Ameriéa with its hotshdt present tense compels me to. (198)
We can see that Alexander’s att‘itude towards her efhnic pést is not nostalgia or
contentment; rather, she advocatesiusing the pést strategically té better life at present. I
suggest that her strategic use of the past, at least partly, is to perform it for her |
homemaking purpose in America. Alexander has translated her ancestral house in India,
for example, into a place of solace in writing, and by doing so she has performed a
spiritual home for herself, as a writer and migrant. |

In addition to reconstructing and making up memory, Alexander also performs her

ancestfgl home by inventing or omitting details about her family members to serve her
needs at present. She has portrayed Ilya as a perfect grandfather who gave her love and
instruction in her childhood. Removed from her depiction is his sexual harassment.
Alexander did so because she intended to create the illusion of an ideal ancestral home
that she can always turn to for spiritual support. She has achieved her éoal partly by

performing the image of a perfect grandfather, although at the cost of a great
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' psycholbgical burden. When she immigrated to America and was still suffering from the

feeling of dislocation, Alexander longed for a wise “ancestral figure” for inspiration and
spiritual support. Thus she invenfed details about her grandmother Kunju who she has

never seen. As she says, “I skipped a whole ring of life and made up a grandmother

| ﬁgure, part ghost_, part flesh. She wa§ drawn over what I had learnt of grandmothcr

Kunju. I imagined h¢ri a sensitive, cultured woman; a woman who had a tradition, and a
history” (15). By inventing grandmotheerunju, Alexander hoﬁes that the létter’s

experience as a well-known nationalist in Indian history can inspire her in her struggle for ‘

- social justice as an immigrant woman writer in America. She argues in The Shock of

Arrival that the expErien‘ce o f fighting against patriarchy and sexism in India and other
patriarchal cultures may help immigrant women in fighting against racism and prejudice
in the West, for these two kinds of oppression resemble each other in their unjust nature

(83). It seems that Alexander has achieved her goal by performing the figure of Kunju.

Performing the Genre of Autobiography

|
v

Alexander’s home performance 1s accorﬁplished by performance in another sphere,
that is, by performing the literary genre of autobiography. As is indicated in the subtitle,
Fault Lihe’s‘ is a memoir written in thé late twentieth century that saw a boom of
autobiographical writings.’ Since antiquity, when the fbrm of autobiography started, it
has been employed traditionélly by public ﬁgurés, usually white men, for accounts of |

their personal lives. Yet in modern times, many ordinary people have taken up

-autobiography and expanded the genré. The twentieth century, in particular, witnessed a

flourish of autobiography, which became increasingly popular with marginalized



- individuals such as women, immigrants, minorities énd homosexuals, especially in the
closing decades of the century. Many writers experimentéd with the limilations of
autobiography, revised and subverted the tradition. They merged individual and
éollective voices in writing and employed a number of uncdnveﬁtionél strategies that
“explore the challengesv of idéntity and self-representation in diverse ways and through
diverse media” (Kulbaga, ““Outlaw’ Genres”).® Like many women and immigrant
autobiographers, Alexander is a genre sﬁbversive who has dialogue with and “performs”
this liteary gehre for her own desires and needs. As I discuss earlier in this chapter about
Alexander’s identity polifics, she has merged individual and collective ‘voices in her

. memoir to claim a home space for herself and for other marginalized individuals such as
wk)men, immigrants and women writers of color who have met with similar problems.
Placing Alexander among other genre subversives of autobiographical writings enables
us to better apppreciate her performative stance and homemakingi strategies in Fault
Lines.

Like autobiographical works by many marginalized individuals, Alexander’s Fault
Lines subverts the genre in triany ways. Alexander has made some generic experiments in
self-representation, such as frégmented narration, blending of genres, dialogue with her
text and with the reader, and blurring the distinction between réality and fiction. These
experiments, as Theresa Kﬁlbaga argues, must be read not as a mode of postmodernist
“play” but as cultural responses to uneven material histories and development because “
‘border crossing’ for these auihors names a contemporary procerss fraught with risks and
burdens that, when inscribed autobiographically, confronté the problem of citizenship at

the level of genre” (2781). To put it differently, these subversive autobiographers,
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- including Alexander, need to experiment with new expressions to respond to their
marginal positions in the literary canon and in real lives. In Bntler’s terms, they are all
performers - performers of the literary genre. |

One of the performativestrategies Alexander has adopted is fragmented narration
without chronological order. Fault Lines is.conStructeci mainly arouhci ‘Alexander’s
memories and emotions about the places and countries where she has lived as a migrant.

| Introduction about her extended Indian family and her own experience serves as a

, ‘narrative liner but not a primary one. In her narrative, she shuttles back and forth between
time and space, triggered by images of and emotions about a certain place. As she
comments on this technique in Fault lines, “I obviously write a certain kind of prose that
is, in its texture, closer to the sorts of little knots that an embroiderer uses. The way it
works is through an image rather than emplotment” (Maxey 190).

Alexander also experiments with the limits of autobiography as a literary form. In
Fault Liries her writing flows between prose and verse. Alexander admits that she is not -
“a great plot person,” therefore her use of very short paragraphs in the memoir, '
sometimes only two lines, is “something that comes from the poem rather than from a
eertain kind of prose” (Maxey 190-91). In an interview with Atreyee Phukan, Alexander
explains that this rare style of hers allows her “to break up the hegemony of one kind of
discourse and, already then, the page is broken up and you have another kind of speech” |
(68). According to Alexander, she uses the prose essay or fiction to “try andnreﬂeet on
where this other, new place is [such as about migration and crossing borders],” almost
like “a clearing of the underbrush, going ahead as if you’re on uncharted

territory”(Maxey 190). She explains that she uses the poem “to make up a place, a



palimpseét, so there is always density of layers, languages under languages, places behind
places” (Phukan 68). Therefore, such mixing of genres enables Alexander to express her
needs and emotions freely without the constraint of forms. This unconventional narrative
strategy is a perfect medium for her similarly unconventional manner of “hbmemaking”:
a home in writing that folloWs no establishéd patterns.

In Fault Lines, Alexander makes frequent comments on her text, a subversive
approach to autobiographical writing. Examples abound in the memoir. She tells readers
that she draws on her memory for accounts of her life in the past, but she adds
immediately: '

But the house of memory is fragile; made up in the mind’s space. Even what I
remember best, [ am forced to admit, is what haS flashed up for ine in the face
of present danger, at the tail end of the century, where everything is to be
elaborated, spelt out, precariouslyr reconstructed. And there is ‘little sanctity,
even in remembrance. (3) |
Her caution about the constructed nature, or unreliability, of her own memory gives her
memoir a sﬁbversive turn. At the beginning of the added section “Book of Childhood” in
the republished memoir, Alexander admits having concealed her childhood tréuma in the
~ previous edition. As she writes, “But what of the book Fault Lines | wrote a decade ago?
My aim is not to cross out what I first wrote but to deepen that writing, dig under it, even
to the point of overturning one of the most cherished figures I created” (229). In doing so,
Alexander draws readers’ attention to the performative approach she uses on many
different levels (such as literary form, imagery, mémory and homemaking), which turns

out to be the essence of her memoir.
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In addition to these strategies, Alexander has employed another unconventional

approach: blurring the distinction between reality and fiction by making up historical
details and memory, which I‘callec‘i a performative approach earlier in this chapter. I
sugge‘st that this pérfonnative approach is the rﬁost subversive and most political strategy
of all in Fault Lines in relation to experimenting with the form of autobiography. It is
Alexander’s creative response to the “double-voicedness” in autobiographical writings by
marginal writers such as women and immigrants. |

Sidonie Smith believes that women’s life narratives share a “double voiced
structure,” wh’ich “reveals the tensions between their desire for narrative alithority and L
their con‘pem about excessive exposure” (Smith 12). According to Smith, a woman’s role
has been predetermined for her in a male-dominated society. Theréfore, when a woman
determines ta speak up in her salf narratives, she is always worryinrgabout how to find a
voice against her pfescribed role in the society. Some scholars have broached a strategy
that many women autobiogfaphers have employed in resolving the problem, that is, to
depict their lives selectively or add creative or fictional elements to their portrayals so
that they aan “present themselves as they wanted to be appreciated and perceived” as a
means of resistance against the forces that may silence them (Huguley 17).
Contemporary critics and scholars have expanded the discussivon about women
autobiographers’ subversion of the genre and included works by ofher marginal
individuals such as immigrants, homosexuals and people from miqority ethnic groups.
- They call such life writiﬁgs‘ “hybrid” or “outlaw” genres.® In "Resisting Autobiqgraphy:
Out-Law Génres and Transnational Feminist Subjects" (1992), Caren Kaplan contends

that hybrid autobiographical forms constitute strategic political moves for women, ethnic,

pa



and immigrant authors whe do not wish to write their lives according to culturally
~available scripts. To bring the discussion back to my current project, I would say that
Alexander is one of the marginal autobiographers who have employed a performative
strategy in writirig their. lives. She is consciously performing this literary genre as a
migrant woman of color arrd deliberately blurring the boundary between reality and

fiction. By doing so, Alexander has created a form that enables her to present her life as

she desires and perform an ideal horrle in writing that has been unavailable to her in real

life.

- As Piper Huguley observes, some subversive narrative approaches that many
women autobiographers have employed “eould be dubbed‘political,” such as “inserting
politically n(/iriven treatises, footnoting and indexing their work, commenting on the text as

it was created, omitting discussion of their personal business, and even including
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photographs as if the work were a biography” (9). We find that Alexander has used some

N of the political strategies Huguley haS introduced. Alexander has inserted ten family
photographs in Faulr Lines, for example, and has commented on her text. Altriough
Alexander has not inserted “politically dri\ren treatises,” many of her passages have
obvious political implications, such as those that critiques sexism in India, racial |
discriminatien in England and America. These subversive approaches in Fault Lines
indicate that Alexander is conscious of her position ir1 the tradition of autobiographical
writing and of her political Strategies in challenging and transforming the genre. In other
_ words, she has positioned herself as a genre subversive and aims to make a home for

herself in the literary canon.



212

Thev siibversive nature of Alexander’s literary representation detérmineé t}iat she
may diffar from other subversive autobiographers in her narrative strategies. We have.
identifcd some distinctions in F auit Lines;‘ T'o:begin with, AleXandér has not reliéd on
s'om/ei culturally-sanctioned i’orms of expression to give her narrative a ‘reccignizable |
trajectory an(i broad ‘cultural currency. She has not used the "bild‘un'gsroman‘, for example,
t}iat has been popular with some immigrant, ethnia, and women 'autobiographers arid |
fiction writers, among thém Bharati Mukh‘erj_ee.9 Alexander ié one of the wellfknovi'n
Asian American writers, that is, she has “made it” in the Untied States. But she has not
delineated in her memoir how she has strived for her Arrierican dream, which again
'distinguishea her from Mukherjee who depicts in Jasmine immigrant characters’ pursuit
‘6f American dream. Instead, Alexander has uttered a unique narrative voice free from thev
- constraints of the traditional aiitobiography. In particular, she has performed this literary
form by omitting, ameliorating and'fabricating materials of her own life. In doing so,
Alexander joins the present and the past, two elements indispensable for uriderstanding ’
Asian American identity, and performs a viable home in writing that she can always turn
to for spiritual sustenance. | |

Although the plural and political gesture about diaspora identity. and‘h'omernakirig
in Fault Lines rnake‘s it resonate with many niarginal writers, Aleirander isriot,writing it
Qri behalf of all immigrants and women, or on alII issues concerning these\ individuals.
There are areas that she has not covered in her writing. Lavina Shankar points out that
Alexander neglects the fact that “America is vast and heterogeneous and that even within
the US, llocalbdemographicsrand social class positions affect racial identities andv

identifications” (291). I would like to add that Alexander has not provided other viable



solutions to or suggestions about problems she has brdught up in her works, for example,
about options'that people in other professions can adopt, to solve‘ their identity crisis or to
help mzlike a viable home. However, as awriter Alexander’s ‘strategy'of perfo&ning the
home via writing and in writing is itself a viable solution, as far as her own diasporic
sehsibility is concerned. Furthermore, I would suggest'that her performative sfrategy is
neither a péssimistic one nor is it her last resort. For Alexander, art is part of the |
“collective nonviolent resistance” (Shock of Arrival 163), and a means for marginal
writers and artists to interpret the world and perhaps also change it. Hence by advocating
homemaking in writing, Alexapder is actually adding to the options for marginalized
individuals to cope with their sense of dislocation and identity probler_hs. As she argues,

| “At the tail of the century, it is part émd parcel of our project of creating a shared dwelling
place. In its résponse to this chéllenge, contemporary Asian-American art becomes part

of our essential knowledge” (Shock of Arrival 163).
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Endnotes

1 Nationalistic paradigm in Asian American literature is articulated in works such as
Aiiieeeee: An Anthology of Asian American Writers by Jeffrey Paul Chan, Frank Chin,
‘ and Lawson Fuséo Inada (Howard UP, 1974); The Big AIIIEEEEE!: An Anthology of
Chinese American and Japanese American Literature edited by Frank Chin, Jeffrey Paul
Chan, Lawson Fusao Inada, and Shawn 'Wong (Penguin USA,‘ 1991). Seic‘Sl/lankar,
“Postcoioniél Diasporics,” 285-312 for more details.

2 Bulovsan is Filipino (191 1‘ 7-1956), Writing about the hard life of early Filipino
workers in thé United States.

? Caren Kaplan, “Resisting’Autobiography: Out-law Genres and Transnational
Feminist Subjects.” De/Colonizing the Subject: The Politics of Gender in Women's
Autobiography. Ed. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson. Minneapolisv: University of -
Minnesota Press, 1992. 115-138.

* See “Autobiography and Trauma.”

5 Some sqholars and critics use “autobiography” as an umbrella term, incorporating
different subclasses or varieties. Still in recent years some préfef to use more pointed

k19

“terms such as “self narrative,” “self-authored life writing” to include all types of
autobiographical texts. In this project the term “autobiography” is used in a general
sense fp include subclasses such as memoir.

6 Proponehts of contemporary autobiographical criticism, such as Michael

Sherihgham, Jeremy Downton Hazlett and John Sturrock, argue that the autobiographical

“I” is a “multiple, changing, plural construct.” Many critics have observed that there is a
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plural feature in women’s, immigrant and ethnic life writings due to their similar ’
marginal status in many cultures and countries. See Edwards, 11-12; Doris Sommer 107.

7 Such sub?ersive strategies can even be traced back to women’s earl&z writings in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries such as Aphra Behn.“Behn was among the first
to perceive the unreliability of a realistic representation of the self and thus mixed fiction
and reality in her autobiographical writiﬁgs to challenge “the symbolic order that placed
women under the control of their fathers’ society through a set of laws that made it
extremely p;oblematic rfor a seventeenth century woman to utter the word ‘I”’(Lamafra
3). |

\ Examples of such a.performative strategy abound in life narratives by modern and
contemporary women, Gertrude Stein, Theresa HakKyimg Cha, Anzia Yezierska and
Maxine Hong Kingston, te name a few. Yezierska’s autobiography Red Ribbon on a
White Horse (1950), for binstance,_ is a deliberate mixture of fiction and fact. A life
narrative that tells the story of how Yezierska made singular and determined sacrifices
for a writing career, Red Ribbon on a White Horse contains many omissions of facts as
well as fictionalized details. Yezierska presented herself in the narrative as a single
woman in her thirties choosing to be a writer, but the fact is she had married twice,
divorced her second husband and placed her daughter with the father so that she could
devote herself fully to writing. As Huguley observes, ,‘"tHe omission of this uand othef '
material[s] from Red Ribbon may express Yezierska’s concern that harsh judgment
would have awaited her in the conservative atmosphere of the early 1950’s when the
work was published” (160). Accofding to Hugul‘ey, Yezierska’s main coﬁcern was not to

discourage potential writers with the “harsh truth,” or "price paid to become a writer,”
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- especially to become a woman writer (160). Thus the good intention to delineate an

easier life for women writers led Yezierska to fictionalize herself in her life narrative,
subverting the expectations of autobiographical works.
S/

8 See Kulbaga, “Outlaw’ Genres.”

?-See “Culture And Identity: Narrative Strategies.”



CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION -

This project has read Asian American writers’ representations of diasporic |
homemaking from a performative approach initiated by Judith Butler in her theory of
performativity. Myreadings of the works of fiction and non-fiction by Chuang Hua,
Bharati Mukherjee and Meena Alexander show that although they differ from one
another in many ways, these’texts display a commonality: a perform‘ative feature of the
diasporic home. In all of the works, Asian immigrants who have finally settled down in
the United States perform'thé home on various m‘odelé that are ‘desir‘able or available to
them. These pérforrrrarlces of the diasporic home demonstrate the dynamic vand‘ complex
process r)f immigrant identity transformation and assimilation. However, in tﬁis project
such a reading strategy has been associative in relation to three specific te%ts by “‘
contemporary Asian American women writers: Crosrings, Jasmine and Fault Lines. In
this conclusion I would like to supplement my description by generalizing the application
of the performative approach‘to literary works about diasporic homemaking.

First of all, a performative approach can be a useful tool for analyzing diaspora
literature in general because homemaking has been immigrants’ primary concern no
matter what culture or country they are from. Since homemaking is a series of actions
that reenact rituals, customs, familial and social structures, the home registers

homemakers’ identities on personal, social and cultural levels. Homemaking, therefore, is
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a matter of “doing” rather than of “being.” Such “doing” of home is performative because

it enacts and reenacts patterns and relations dictated by a particular culture in which

homemakers are situated. But this performative feature of the home is usually implicit
because people take a certain pattern of homemaking for granted if they live within the

-

same cultural milieu for a long period. l/Iowever, diaspora jeopardizes the otiginal
"cliltural identity and conception of home that immigrants have carried witlithem. Their
process of making new homes in the adopted countries makes the performative feature oi‘ -
home more explicit. Due to different identifications with and/or restrictions of their
heritage culture and host culture, immibgrantsend up making various choices as to what
home models to follow. It could be the ancestral pattem tliey have carried aIOng with
them in d1aspora a totally different model that appeals to them more in a new cultural
milieu, or a hybrld pattern mixing the old and the new. Such d1vers1ﬁed performances of
the home, in turn, demonstrate and contribute to immigrants’ identity (trans)formation.
Thus the diasporic home is a good site for us to observe the perforxi1ative feature of
‘homemaking andrcultural identity. In other words, Butler’s performativity theory offers
us a useful tool to analyze the process of “doing” home i in diaspora literature. Adm1ttedly,
patterns of diasporic homes may vary with time, location and ethnic groups due to
different historical, social and cultural factors, but cultural identiﬁcation and assimilation
 are two common tlireads uniting all these home pe’rformahces.

Giveii ‘tl1e short history of Asian American literature and the history of U.S..
immigration laws against Asians, Asian immigrants’ homemaking acts displayed some

common features before 1965 when they were still under the impact of the exclusion acts.

Pre-1965 Asian American writers mostly reptesented immigrant homemaking from two



established approaches, that is, their characters either perform the home on their
traditional home model or #mainstream American pattern to show their cultural
identification and (im)péssibility of assimilation. In contrast, contemporary Asian
Ameficah literature has produced a wider variety of representations in relation to
diaspbric home performances due to globalization and change in U.S. immigration’
polidy. ’That explains why I have chosen contemporéry_ Asian American writing as my
subject. | /

There seems to be a tendency, however, er contemporary Asian American writers

to be increasingly open with their representation of immigrants and diasporic

homemaking, as is indicated in the texts I have discussed in this projects. This has much

to do with the time period in which these works were written. Among the three texts I
have discussed, Chuang Hua’s Crossings (1968) merely hints at immigrants’ feeling of
dislocation .in America. Her characters’ performances of the Chinese home are
insinuations about American immigration laws against Asians at a time when
immigrants’ lives were sﬁll not easy. Mukherjee’s protagonist in Jasmine (1989) fully
enjoys freedom of action and individualism in her homemaking in America. We can
discern the influence of the civil rights mbvement and feminism from her depictions.
Alexander’s Fault Lines (1993) is the most explicit in conveying immigrants’ feeling of
dislocation and difficulty of homefnaking. Her straightfofward artiéulation can be

accounted for by her use of autobiography as the medium of expression, a genre that was
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a boom in the late twentieth century and is increasingly popular with marginal individuals

such as women, immigrants, minorities and homosexuals. Therefore, diasporic



homemaking and its representation are affected by many factors, émong them Aifferent
time periods and socio-cultural circumstances.

As is shown in the chapters, ethnic community has not been a focus of immigré.nt
homemaking in these post-1965 literary works. Irﬁmigrant communifies usua]ly play a
sighiﬁcant part in the early years of Asian immigration in America, mostly before 1965
énd also at present for many loWér-middle class immigrants who have to rely on the aid
and resources of ethnic communities in order to settle down in a new nation. The
perspective that Chuang Hua, Mukherjee and Alexander have adopted suggests that ’
social class is another factor in their downplaying of ethnic communities in their
narratives. Tﬁese three wfiters are all of middle or upper-middle class background, are
- financially independent and can make it by tﬁeir own effort with little benefit from their
respective ethnic communities. Autobiographical or with autobiographical elements, their
wfitings undoubtedly convey their own views about these communities. I believe it will
be helpful to look at other diaspora and immigrant writings fhat may attach more
significance to the ethnic community in order to have a more complete picture of
immigrant homemaking and identity transformation. |

| The focus of my project is Asian Arﬁe;iéan women writers. I would like to extend
m\y discussion here to works by their male counterparts. Performances of the diasporic
home are also manifest in some works by Asian American men, although their writings |
are not as diversified as those by women. In comparison with women writers, Asian.

American men have somewhat different approaches to representing the diasporic home.
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A striking difference is that post-l965 men seldom write about the home or homemaking. |

The few works that center upon the diasporic home or community were mostly produced
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- from the 1940s to the 1970s when the U.S. immigration policies‘toWards Asians were still
harsh for the rhost part. Male writers’ representations of the diasporic home, therefore,
tend to be mi)re conventional with focuses on the ldysfunctional Or oppressive diasporic
home and community, the inability to feel at home and make the hbme, among other
subjects. I would suggest that their immigrant characters perform the negative aspect of
thc diasporic home and sometimes at the spiritual level. Chinese American »writerbs such
as Frank Chin and Louis Chu depicted the dysfunctional diasporic Chinese commﬁhity as
a result of U.S immigration exciusion laws. The Chinese home and immigrant
community in their works are usually decayed and oppressive for young men so that tiley
must escape for their own future development. Japanese American writer John Okada

’conveys a similar idea about the diasporic community in No-No Boy ( 1978) against the
backdrop of World War II and the interriment of Japanese immigrants. In Okada’s
description, the diasporic Japanese community mimics the original home in Japan, where
the woman plays the role of cultural preserver and inhibits men’s Americanization. In
Okada’s narrative, Japanese young men must get away from the immigrant community
for their own gbod. Thus the diasporic home in some Asian American men’s works
resembles the oppressive Indian community dep}icted in Mukherjeeis Jasmine. Since few
Asian American men have described how to make the home specifically, I would suggest

~ that they are more concerned with articulating the feeling of homelessness that Asian

im‘migrants, usually Asian men, have experienced. Such rendering oi’ the unavailable
home resembles Alexander’s approach to home in Fault Lines. In other words, some of
the male writers sveem to share Alexander’s concern with t_he'spiritual ievel of the

“diasporic home.
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Considering that the women writers in this project all incorporafe gender roles in
their répresentations of the diasporic home, it is helpful to compare how Asian American
men depict the home in this respect. In the narratives'by the three women, the ancéstral
home is usually a traditional and patriarchal place (no matter whether or not they cherish
the cultural heritage vembbodied by it), and the diasporic community is equally patriarchal -
and oppressive't‘ovwo‘men. When I turn to the few available WOrks by male Wrifers for the
image of the diasporic home, I find ethnic distinctions in the waybgeniderlroles are
delineated in relafidn tb the home. Chinese American Vrrblen usually describe the Chihese
home and Chinese community as a patriarchal place in which women are subservient to .
men and follow Strictly the expected rules of behavior, such as in Louis Chu’s Ear a Bow!
of Tea and in Frank Chin’s The Year of the Dragon. Okada delineates the diasporic
Jépanesebhome as traditional but represents Japanese womeh, rather than Japanese men,
as cultural presefvers who inhibit men’s cultural transformation in America. Ichiro’s
mother in Okada’s No-No Boy is an example of such negative wome‘n figures. Some male
writers of Indian or F ilipino origins often portray immigrant men’s fascination with white
women to indicate their eagerness to participate in the dominant culture and to havé
“roma‘nce”-with America. The tradition and the ethnic woman are both these male
characters’ secondary options in their homemaking in the new world. Boman Desai’s The
Memory of Elephants provides a salient“example Qf such représentations. In this respect,
these r'nal>e writers’ representation of immigrant homemaking echoes Mukherjee’s in
Jasmine, rin which the protagonist is ihtent on making a home with a whife man. Having
“romance” with America, therefore, seéms to be a general pattern of postcolonial

individuals’ homemaking in the West.
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Since I have dis_cussed works by women writers with Chinese and South Asian
background, I believe thét auseful way to augment the examination of the complexity of -
diasporic homemaking is to ask how the diasporic home might be similarly or differently |
fashioned in works by writers of other cultural backgrounds, such as by writers frorﬁ
other Asian countries and from other continents. Scholarship on black studies shows that |
numerous immigrants of African origins ha\‘}e abdi‘asporic sensibility and share Asian
Americans’ :difﬁculty of homemaking in their adopted countries due to the fofmer
‘group’s displacement and réciai discfimina_tion (or history of slavery) in the receiving
nations. Critics andb writefs, male and female alike, have expressed their concern for black
immigrants’ problems in one way or another. Cultural critic Stuart Hall, for example, has
drawn on black experiences in the Caribbean and European countries and formulated his
famous theory about diaspora and cultural identity, specifically about the “constant
transformation” of cultural identity in diaspora and the identity politics of self
- “positioning” (225). Wendy Walters, among other scholars on black studies, has observed |
African diasporic individuals’ lack of a coherent subject position. In At Home in
Diaspora (2005), Waters analyzes works by writers of African origins such as Richard
Wright, MicheIl Cliff, Chester Himes, Simon Njami and Caryl Phillips, who are all
“doubly displaced” (in Waters® words, they are “diasporic first and migrant second”) and
thus share a desire to claim a home “in the language of literary narrative és a direct fesu1t '
. of experiencing racial exclusions ‘at home’” (xv-xvii). Like Alexander, these writers of
African origin are performing home via writing and in writing. Therefore, the

performative approach to home is also applicable to them.
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With the publishing‘of more worI;s by Asian American writers and schblars and by
people of other cultural groups, we can expect more diversified r_epresentations and
examinations of the diasporic home and homemaking. I hope to participate in continuing
. convérsafion about how immi gfanf hOmerﬁaking contribute to identity transformation,
eépeciaily byf“ using the theofy of performat‘ivityv fo analyze perfofmances of the home.
These dialogues willbneed to notice the overlaps-and distiﬁcti;)né between ind‘ividualsb and
e"thnic groups ih order for,u.s‘;tonhave a better understanding of how diaspora éhapeé, :
'imxﬁigrant homerhgking, and also notice };ow the diasporic hombe 'rna):/ be shaped by the

‘interactions of various forces such as culture, ethnicity, social class and gender.
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