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Abstract 

 

My project calls for a (re)consideration of the centrality of nostalgia to diaspora and a renewed 

attention to the significance of similarly cozy/(self-)comforting behaviours within the novels of 

Kiran Desai, Anita Desai, and Chang-rae Lee. I wish to invest in nostalgia and related cloistering 

desires such as narcissism and politeness rather than divest them of that which makes them 

(academically) uncouth or (politically) regressive. I also strive to imagine what a non-progress-

oriented approach to diaspora studies might look/feel like. In other words, what, in the current 

climate of diasporic studies, constitutes a desire to embrace regressive impulses without 

succumbing to (academic) discomfort with such non-edifying pursuits?  

Ultimately my interest here is not to establish the underlying contribution of diasporic 

affects such as cuteness, passivity or happiness to the momentum of diaspora studies but rather to 

dwell on their disobedience. In doing justice to such affective impertinence, I hope to speak to 

aspects of the lived and highly personal/ized experiences of minority that receive scant critical 

attention or are actively reviled while revitalizing both the imagination of home and the recovery 

of loss.    
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Chapter 1 

What Am I Doing Here?: An (Attempted) Introduction 

 

The theoretical trajectory and literary corpus I have chosen to put into conversation may, at first 

glance, appear completely arbitrary and is that way because I have taken to my dissertation more 

idiosyncratically than “seriously.” This is a personal project: a vain, even exclusive, one and I 

wish to own up to the extent to which what follows is determined by my personality, interest and 

curiosity, unabashedly, even adamantly. My explicitness is not just a consequence of being 

forced to make myself clear; I am trying to be that way in earnest and for my own sake.  

Generally speaking, I am not making a move so much as merely suggesting one. 

Therefore, to the extent that I am doing something (or having to), I am charting a movement 

from postcolonial theory to diasporic studies and discourses of minority. Of course, even in 

saying that, such a move is as much between (or among those three “movements”) as a moving 

on from one to the other of them. Moreover, it is not the case that I am actually particularly or 

purposefully avoiding any sense of linearity—of tracing a too linear trajectory (or progression) 

of departure and arrival. I like arrivals and homecomings especially. I am drawn to them and, as 

un-(academically)-savory as it is for me to admit, I am not just interested in but attached to the 

comfort or allure of them, however false or ill-advised such cathexis may be.  

The move I am trying to make (or resisting even making in the first place) isn’t intended 

to be anything of either sort (progressive or purposefully resistant) even if it can be seen in 

precisely those ways: the move I am making is, rather/simply, a non-move or refusal to be 

moved. I am interested in non-movement as much as I am interested in not having any actual 

point or moving to make one. Any point I choose to make is grounded in indecision 
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(indecisiveness) and motivated (moved) by the failure to choose or of even having a choice. I 

should, in that sense, be seen as (if anything) failing to do or go anywhere at all (of arriving at 

any one particular point). That being said, the connection between and among postcolonial, 

diaspora and minority discourse is something I can (at least) be somewhat clear about.  

Introducing the concept of “diaspora” in terms of globalization and the “future of post-

colonial studies” in The Empire Writes Back (1989), Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen 

Tiffin assert that while “The notion of ‘diaspora’ does not seem at first to be the province of 

post-colonial studies” the connection or correspondence is clear in terms of “the deep impact of 

colonialism upon this (Diaspora/diasporic) phenomenon” (217). Therefore, even if not exactly 

the same, the stakes are similar enough in terms of politics, power, and otherness. Ashcroft, 

Griffiths and Tiffin state:  

The most extreme consequences of imperial dominance can be seen in the radical 

displacement of peoples through slavery, indenture and settlement. More recently the 

‘dispersal’ of significant numbers of people can be seen to be a consequence of the 

disparity in wealth between the West and the world, extended by the economic imperatives 

of imperialism and rapidly opening a gap between colonizers and colonized. The 

movement of refugees, in particular, has often re-ignited racism (and Orientalism) in many 

communities world-wide. (217) 

Diaspora, in their estimation, emerges as a continuation of the issues germane to postcolonial 

theory: the (renewed) movements of people resulting from those “original” ones whether (still) 

forced or unforced, economically or (newly) imperially determined. 

As such, while mine is not a conventional postcolonial discussion I still see myself as 

invested in the sense of being interested, curious, attached, unashamedly even if wrongly—that is 
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not quite fully or appropriately. My association may be “inappropriate” in the sense both of 

being inaccurate (not entirely fitting or suitable) as well as in the behavioural sense of 

misbehaving insofar as I know I am not doing it “right”—thinking about or engaging with those 

things (concepts, movements) in the correct or usual ways. Nevertheless, to my mind, the most 

obvious connection or continuation between postcolonial theory (which I see myself as working 

within) and diaspora and minority studies (with which I align myself too) is simply one of home. 

Labeling “Diaspora” the “future of post-colonial studies” suggests not just the recapitulation of 

all those “old” (but not quite past) familiar (post) colonial concerns when it comes to 

settlement—not just the having of a home or not, the going to or having just come from one 

home to another—but what comes after, the aftermath: the concomitant habitation or 

cohabitation (comfort/coziness) of that (home) space. I mean home, then, to indicate not just the 

loss of it (whether forced or unforced) but the making of it: the attempt not just to settle or re-

settle (or have to) but to actually settle-in after the initial move is over and done with and even if, 

of course, it is not/never is. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin define “diasporic writing” in terms of “crossing borders” 

and that which “opens up the horizon of place” (218). Writing from or about diaspora is, in the 

broadest sense, about home (homelessness) and place (displacement): 

What does ‘home’ mean in the disrupted world of colonial space? How can ‘home’ 

become the transformative habitation of boundaries? For certainly that unheimlichkeit, that 

‘unhousedness’ or ‘uncanniness’ which characterizes much colonial displacement, is a 

primary force of disruption in post-colonial life. Can it also be a source of liberation? The 

phenomenon of diaspora, with its exemplary model of dislocation and displacement begins 

the answer to this question.” (218) 
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While I agree with what is being clarified (although perhaps still only hinted at) in terms of those 

conversational possibilities as diaspora relates to the postcolonial, what exactly does it mean to 

actually inhabit, take up or dwell in/on “the transformative habitation of boundaries”? How 

might the directionality of the dichotomy of “disruption” and “liberation” (rootlessness and the 

eventual celebration or embrace of it) be just as easily beside the point when it comes to diaspora 

both as a “phenomenon” and as a “model” for understanding that experience? In other words, 

how does it actually feel to inhabit those kinds of places/non-places, spaces of “dislocation and 

displacement”?  

For me this “definition” or clarification of the transition between “post-colonial life” and 

the diasporic experience is still “too” broad even if it is being perfectly (appropriately) clearly 

and generally spoken of. The “gap” between the event (or events) surrounding one’s dislocation 

and the actual discomfort of it—what that dislocation feels like—is what I am attempting to 

undertake or take advantage of. In this way I benefit not just from the clarity but the ambiguity of 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s definition. The slippage between postcolonial concerns and 

diasporic ones gives me room to maneuver and maybe even (more accurately) the opportunity to 

fail: to do it “wrong,” to get confused, to make mistakes but to own up to them too, and 

ultimately to explore them and pursue them as courageously and selfishly or just with as much 

personality as I can. 

What the term “diaspora” has come to mean to me has to do with what I have chosen to 

focus on instead—that sense and non-sense—things that both make and don’t make any sense at 

all: the feelings one has when it comes to “place” (home spaces) but the lack of them too—to be 

or remain unmoved as much as one is moving or being moved around. For me, diasporic writing 

is as much what I am taking part in as what I consider the three novels I have chosen to partake 
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in as well. It is about the feel not just of the place where one is located or dislocated (placed or 

displaced) but the sense (or non-sense) of it. That is, what I am interested in exploring here is not 

just what ‘home’ means but how home feels: what comes to feel like home more than what fails 

to feel like it.  

Diaspora is not simply the fact or act of what has happened (colonial or post) and then 

not just the actual (disturbing) feelings that come after having been disturbed. I am curious about 

how one is “moved” (or not) emotionally speaking and in terms almost regardless of whether one 

is (actually) moving in that particular way anymore (or at all). That is to say, for me the potential 

of postcolonial theory and diasporic literature is not just about unheimlichkeit in the (slightly 

over-wrought) sense that one is and feels “unsettled” or “unhoused”—“the disruption” as 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin say—but heimlichkeit too. It is about these smaller maneuvers or 

sensibilities—the ones that are hidden or made furtively in light of that other overarching sense 

or non-sense of home. In this way, my interest here is in the minor or even failed (empty) 

attempts to make a home or feel that way, especially in secret—those gestures made privately or 

kept to one’s self as a result of or in comparison to those larger/seismic shifts. 

 

Writing Diasporically 

If the post-ness of diaspora in relation to postcolonialism is about dealing with the 

aftermath of various colonial displacements and neo-colonial (re)placements, discursive 

consideration must include the point at which people are unmoved or rather unaffected even if 

continuing to be seen as almost necessarily part of some larger movement, political or otherwise. 

In other words, what diasporics choose to feel (or not to) after is as much the issue as the 

emphasis on movement itself—moving on or having been. In this way, I wield the term diaspora 
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(and the postcolonial for that matter) no doubt too loosely—maybe even irresponsibly—to mean, 

generally speaking, any such dispersals and what comes after them. For me, 

postcoloniality/diasporicity involves not just the actual dispersion (disruption) itself—or even the 

ones that count conventionally or officially1—but maybe more importantly (specifically) the 

feelings and manifestations of movement much less tangibly grounded or historically accounted 

for. To that end, I am interested in randomness: literal dispersal and diffusion as much as I am 

feeling and writing that way myself. This may appear no more or less perfectly the case when it 

comes to the three novels I will be discussing here: Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss 

(2006), Anita Desai’s Baumgartner’s Bombay (1986), and A Gesture Life (1999) by Chang-rae 

Lee. 

Kiran Desai and Anita Desai were both born in India but currently live and work in the 

United States. Lee was similarly born elsewhere, although he fits more classically within the 

term “Asian American” as he was born in South Korea before emigrating to the United States 

with his family as a small child. Nevertheless, to my mind, all three authors can be considered 

working within (or around) the loose “geography” of Asian (or South East Asian) diasporic 

literature and for Kiran and Anita Desai specifically the category of Indian English literature or 

Indo-Anglian literature with all of its accompanying associations within the Indian diaspora and 

the vast spectrum of postcolonial literature—writing novels set in India and dealing in various 

subtle and direct ways with the effects of British colonization.  

Taken together all three writers have received various and varied national and 

international acclaim for their work. Over the course of a prolific career spanning from the early 

60s, Anita Desai has been shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize three times. The Inheritance of 

                                                
1 Capitalized Diasporas: slavery or the Jewish diaspora. 
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Loss and A Gesture Life are both Kiran Desai and Chang-rae Lee’s second novels, with their first 

publications starting in the later half of the 90s. Kiran Desai is known best for The Inheritance of 

Loss, which won the Man Booker Prize and National Book Critics Circle award for Fiction. 

Once again Lee may be set slightly apart in terms of popular recognition but A Gesture Life as 

well as his first novel Native Speaker (1995) have drawn critical as well as academic attention 

due to his exploration of themes of Asian identity in the American context. He won the Asian 

American Literary Award for A Gesture Life and he was a finalist for the 2011 Pulitzer Prize for 

Fiction for The Surrendered (2010). 

However, as I mentioned before, I am not necessarily interested in any of these novels (or 

authors) for their obvious “diasporic” or “postcolonial” aspects, or in the case of Kiran Desai’s 

The Inheritance of Loss, which I take into consideration first, “the loss” itself. While my 

engagement with the novels may lend itself to reading these novels in those ways I am ultimately 

interested in these novels for their lack of cohesion or, rather, the less obvious ways in which 

they can not only be taken together but considered on their own terms; that is, what is in them 

aside or apart from what it is they have to offer in terms of some “larger” or broader conversation 

or categorization.  

The Inheritance of Loss follows a variety of characters centered on one household:  Jemu 

(the judge), his dog Mutt, his granddaughter Sai, her tutor Gyan, their unnamed cook, as well as 

the cook’s son Biju. Biju is introduced from the start as the cook’s “son in America” (3) and is 

perhaps the most “diasporic” in terms of being defined by his being away from home. All of 

Biju’s sections of the narrative are notably set apart in that way and the novel concludes with his 

homecoming. Nevertheless, despite being the most (more) understandable focus, my reading of 

the novel is as much about the three sets of (loosely) “diasporic” pairings established amongst 
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those six main characters than the explicitness of that one (Biju) or those two (Biju and everyone 

else who is not there).  

In other words, it isn’t just the diasporic aspects of being or traveling away from home 

for work or money (issues of globalization, neo-colonialism or “indenture”) that strike me about 

the novel but rather the wider (more diffuse) diasporic elements that I see (or feel) equally at 

work and dispersed throughout: the unsightly or unflattering (petty) attachments—homesickness 

or love-sickness—that operate not just between those at home and those away from it but for 

those who stay behind—friends and family, young lovers and animal lovers. These characters are 

no less cute (cloying), nostalgic (or “diasporic”) in their attachments and interconnections to one 

another. While Jemu and Mutt, Sai and Gyan are not part of any explicit diasporic movement, 

their narratives are brought alongside the cook’s and Biju’s in ways that open up the parameters 

of what constitutes “proper” diasporic consideration.  

The attachments or pairings in the novel are, arguably, loosely diasporic or (at least) post-

colonial then too in terms of the larger themes the novel explores. Whether they leave only to 

return or never come close to leaving, these characters are all in the process of settling or, rather, 

being not quite settled, and if anything then just more unsettled because of the events that are 

taking place around them and despite their best efforts not to be moved in that way at all.  

Obviously, the novel explores the “inheritance” of English colonialism or the 

(continuing) influence of “English ways of life” on those Indian or English-speaking-Indian 

ones. Like Jemu, his neighbours and “friends” Lola and Noni are all affected in that sense—full 

of attachments and affectations but also clearly intent on remaining completely unaffected by the 

political unrest and upheaval that surround them. This is just as much the case with Sai and Gyan 

whose narrative arc revolves around the Gorkhaland rebellion (movement) and speaks to 
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overarching issues of settlement and resettlement as the ground on Lola and Noni’s Mon Ami 

estate literally shifts beneath their feet.  

Nevertheless, despite the potential to pursue the novel in those ways—that is while the 

novel is “doing” a lot of things/making a lot of moves—those are not the things that “move” me 

about it. My investment is particular, stubborn even. Once again, I am interested in non-

movement—in being unmoved or no longer moving—and while that may suggest or seem to 

involve an unsavory (poststructuralist) apathy or perhaps even a “too cool” sense of detachment, 

for me it is not about being unfeeling (necessarily) but of (actually) feeling entirely too much, 

too randomly or simply un-categorically. 

Therefore, more than sharing some underlying diasporic position or underlying 

postcoloniality, the “diasporic” texts that I will be discussing here all contain moments of feeling 

inappropriately (too excessively or simply not enough). Even while appearing otherwise, The 

Inheritance of Loss, Baumgartner’s Bombay, and A Gesture Life are perhaps best left undefined, 

even unnoticed or recognized in that way. They are “diasporic” in the sense that they are writing 

about or within diaspora in that loose or diffuse sense but they have been selected according to 

my personal sensibility. They are addressing similar kinds of failed moments/movements and 

their after-effects but moreover those affects that are truly unconventional or, rather, 

academically uncomfortable. 

 These are novels that have “succeeded” as much as they have “failed” to resonate. That 

is, they have been successful and yet have failed to be taken seriously in any obvious or 

unanimous way, academically or popularly, and with “good” reason. They are emotional: 

overcome, undone, by it at the same time as being or appearing entirely otherwise. They are 
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unmoving then, not only in the sense of failing to inspire any particular (recognizable) feelings 

but of (actually) being unfeeling—not necessarily inspiring the same or expected ones. 

What all three novels have in common is their over-sensitivity or the sense of being over-

wrought expressly on that front. The ways they aren’t (necessarily) being talked about or 

dismissed in the first place are the reasons that I wish to focus on them—the moments that are 

perhaps their most embarrassing ones: the things that “get in the way” of their being taken 

seriously or definitively one way or the other: i.e. the ways in which they are too clichéd, too 

easy, or too simple. And perhaps in that way they all capture that particular “immigrant 

experience”—the earnestness or eagerness both in terms of excess (effusive gratitude) as well as 

the lack or failure of it—that cold/“cool” reserve or sense of being far too polite.  

Therefore, to the extent that my choice of novels may be unexpected for me this project is 

as much “about” that personal preference when it comes to literatures that speak to migrant 

sensibilities and immigrant experiences—racial stereotypes and minor/minority politeness—as 

well as the other senses or emotions within those texts that don’t necessarily go anywhere or 

have seemingly nothing to do with what actually makes these writings “diasporic” ones. 

Ultimately, what I am interested in here are emotions that are not about “Diaspora” specifically 

but nevertheless “go along” with or fail to be brought into conversation with it. That is, it is not 

just about the texts themselves (the narratives we prefer to discuss) but the emotions that we as 

readers or critics would prefer not to deal with (include) not even just academically but in 

general either because they are too much or too extreme; too unseemly or too cute. 
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Feeling Unfeeling 

In Feeling in Theory: Emotion after the “Death of the Subject” (2001) Rei Terada argues that, 

despite appearances or presumptions to the contrary, poststructuralist theory is emotional after 

all. Terada suggests that emotion has not been historically or academically disparaged in the way 

feminist scholarship tends to portray it and that non-feeling is, indeed, a feeling (8). It is 

similarly not my intention to imply that my theorization of diaspora and the “diasporic” texts I 

have selected are not (already) emotional or readily discussed in these theoretical terms. I am not 

doing (or attempting to do) anything particularly “novel” when I refer to emotionality even as I 

gesture toward affect theory or come to conceive of the hidden (or too unhidden) emotionality of 

such theories/movements themselves. What I am interested in are simply idiosyncratic 

expressions of homey-ness and the longevity of emotion (emotions that linger or dawdle), and as 

such I am especially excited by Terada’s argument for non-subjective emotion. 

 While discussing the “pineal gland” in René Descartes, Terada draws attention to the 

tendency to “overlocaliz[e] an entity—the soul—that is nowhere to be found” (9). What if this 

idea of over-localization were applied to the conception of locality in terms of diaspora studies? 

Like Terada’s argument for poststructuralist emotion, coziness and at-home-ness would not have 

to be localized somewhere traditionally or conventionally conceived. In other words, by likening 

the post-structuralist death of the subject to the post-globalized death of the local (or death of the 

home) the issue then would be one of re-conceptualizing the affects of home when home has 

been de-localized or all but done away with. Of course, this connection may have already been 

made “somewhere else.” I am, ultimately/merely suggesting the possibility of aligning theories 

of displaced emotion with (geographical or physical) displacement proper. Nevertheless, I am 

interested in returning to/pursuing Terada’s articulation and her use of Sigmund Freud in 
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particular in terms of placing a displacement or rather speaking to that which is seen as not or no 

longer existing. As Terada writes: “Freud recognizes that as a mode of representation, negation 

includes a positive dimension. Damping feelings produces compensatory displacements that may 

seem inferior in kind; but negation raises questions for compensation, for it hints that negated 

feelings may not be less represented than other feelings, and that there may be no undisplaced 

feelings” (10). Taking into consideration the extent to which all feelings are more or less 

displaced, a non-feeling or a failure to feel properly is still a feeling just as feelings don’t go 

nowhere even if they are no longer somewhere or that place/placement has (seemingly) ceased to 

matter. 

When it comes to my discussion of The Inheritance of Loss (2006) and Baumgartner’s 

Bombay (1986) in particular, the aspects of the novels that I am interested in are not the 

obviously diasporic or post-colonial ones. As such I attend to smaller narrative moments but 

more to the point the petty ones or those seemingly beside the point—feelings that are out of 

place as much as they express feeling out of place or being displaced (in that obvious or literal 

sense). In this way, I am inspired (or moved) by Terada’s attentiveness to “[Paul] de Man’s 

approach to emotion” (55). For Terada, emotions—the having and feeling of them—are a far 

more unstable and uncertain thing: “the source of emotion is ambiguous, since emotion involves 

circular relations, making it hard to tell emotions from one another” (55). She perfectly (and 

adorably) describes “the experience of emotion” as “wobbly”, that is “maintaining a ‘precarious’ 

claim on the world” (55). In this way, Terada concludes her chapter on “Pathos” by reaffirming 

the sense that post-structuralist theory is, despite its aloof or unaffected appearance, not without 

emotion: “If we have emotions because we can’t know what to believe (what texts and people 

are up to), as de Man suggests, then we have emotions even though we can’t know which 
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emotions we ought to have. If we truly knew which emotions we should have, we would no 

longer feel like having any. We are in no danger of being emotionless, though—nor is de Man’s 

theory—since this “if” condition is never fulfilled” (89, emphasis added).   

In attempting to talk about those diasporic emotions that are too often negated or 

understandably disparaged, I pay particular attention to inaction and passivity—not 

moving/being unmoved—and especially in light of such highly politicized theories like diaspora 

and postcolonialism, the failure to act or be compelled to respond appropriately/responsibly. In 

that sense I am attending to the “uncool” or unsavory emotions/behaviours rather than those 

admirable or even desirable ones. I am not trying to glorify or promote some aloof (too 

cool/uncaring) sensibility, to claim some poststructuralist cachet or revel in random dispersion—

lack of attachment or investment—although that may be very well what it looks like or what I 

wind up doing (reverting to) in the end anyway. Nevertheless, the point (to the extent that I have 

one) is that I am invested in (and deeply attached to) the emotions that are “left out”: the 

nostalgia of diaspora, the coziness within (or that fails to reside in) theorizations of home/home-

spaces, the actual contradictory feelings or tensions between immigrant experiences of emotion 

and the stereotypes of stoic, passive (aggressive) or unfeeling feelings; the feelings left 

unexpressed or un-pursued (and why that might be or have to be the case); the experiences that 

are simply too much and when it comes to the endings of the texts I engage with “in the end”—

those that are too happy, too “simple” and too uncomfortably comforting (academically 

speaking). 

Over-Eager/Over-Wrought 

In Writing the Diaspora: Essays on Culture and Identity (2007), Uma Parameswaran 

discusses Indian novelists writing in English and in a passing comment about Saros Cowasjee 
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distinguishes his “humor” from “the earnestness of the typical immigrant writer” (76). While 

earnestness in this respect is meant to be unflattering (Cowasjee’s divergence from such a trend 

is heralded here as “a welcome change”), there is something to the typicality of earnestness and 

its castigation within immigrant experience, characterization or personality, that is as much about 

the nature of the written work as it is the writers themselves. Either way, displaying an 

unsavoury or disproportionate amount of care is an aspect of disaporic writing that is worth 

pursuing and is perhaps not unrelated to another trend Parameswaran identifies in her essay 

“Ganga in the Assiniboine” (1985). Speaking of “the Indian ethos” as being particularly 

paradoxical Parameswaran addresses the fostering of particular moods or rather “an attitude of 

detachment that facilitates travel” (72). The desperation to fit in or to try too hard to make 

something happen works both ways: to feel too much or so much as to be off-putting but then to 

try too hard (or just as much) to not feel anything at all.  

In this regard, I am drawn to the convolutions implied in the idea of being predisposed to 

displacement or pre-conditioning detachment in anticipation of future travel as well as narrative 

moments that don’t have to do with the traveling itself but rather those feelings that are aside 

from the actual movement/moment the text is supposed to be all about. In that sense, it is as 

much about the characters who stay or have stayed/settled in while everything/everyone else is 

moving in/on/around them: those trying desperately to establish a place for themselves as much 

as those wishing to and keeping entirely to themselves—caring too (and entirely too much) while 

pretending not to care at all. This is particularly the case in The Inheritance of Loss when it 

comes to the pettiness (smallness)—frustrating pretensions or preciousness—of Jemu, his 

neighbours and Lola and Noni and even Sai when it comes to their relationship to the larger (or 

rather only slightly larger) local politics that surround them. Such “minority” is even more 
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narrowly or specifically the case in Baumgartner’s Bombay and A Gesture Life, narratives that 

both follow characters who live relatively hermetic existences, standing out as visible minorities 

within their communities or neighborhoods and yet trying desperately to establish routines that 

both make them feel a part of things and limit their involvement in the lives of those around 

them. Furthermore, just how much care/work is involved in appearing detached or detaching 

oneself (and how failed such efforts are or become) is common to all three novels, not just in 

terms of the stories themselves but the intricacies, delicacies or in the very preciousness/ 

peculiarity with which such stories are told. 

In terms of Anita Desai’s corpus Baumgartner’s Bombay stands apart. Most of her novels 

foreground women’s subjective experience and as an Indian woman writing in English critical 

discussion of her work tends to center on feminist themes and the mode of the psychological 

novel in Indian literature. Baumgartner’s Bombay tells the story of Hugo Baumgartner, a Jewish 

man who has been living in Bombay since he fled Nazi Germany during World War II. The story 

begins with Baumgartner’s murder and works back through Baumgartner’s life, early childhood 

memories, the time he spent in an internment camp during the war, and up to the latest stage of 

his life—living in a small yet, for him, comfortable enough apartment that he shares with the 

stray cats he takes in off the street. The central tension of the novel, and the encounter that 

ultimately leads to Baumgartner’s death (the point at which the novel begins), involves a young 

German traveler who settles in the café Baumgartner frequents. The young man has no money 

and refuses to pay or leave which causes distress to the café owner who seeks out Baumgartner’s 

help. The café owner regularly gives Baumgartner left over food from the restaurant to feed his 

cats. Baumgartner eventually takes the traveler home with him both for the café owner’s sake 

and because of a misplaced sense of national affinity.  



  
  

 16 

As Axel Stähler recounts and responds to in his essay “The Holocaust in the Nursery: 

Anita Desai’s Baumgartner’s Bombay” (2010) the novel holds a slightly awkward or defensive 

position when it comes to its “postcolonial content” or the broader criticism of Desai’s work as 

“failing to engage with postcolonial issues” (77). Stähler opens by referring to a speech Desai 

gave that addressed accusations of appropriation or authenticity and the sense that the subject 

matter is an unlikely choice for her. Stähler notes that “[t]he contradictory responses to 

Baumgartner’s Bombay raise the question of how to place Desai as a postcolonial writer of 

Holocaust fiction” (77). While Stähler’s approach is specific to the expectations of writing when 

one chooses to write about the Holocaust, Stähler broadens the scope of his discussion to include 

conventions of postcolonial criticism as well—those “established interpretive patterns” that 

Stähler sees the novel as exceeding (77). To Stähler’s mind (and mine) the novel offers 

something specifically in terms of how it fails to fit in and in precisely those ways. As he writes: 

“Desai thus defies what Deepika Bahri has recently called the “default assumptions” of 

postcolonial criticism in the wake of Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin’s seminal 

The Empire Writes Back (1989): “the emphasis of colonial experience”, as Bahri complains, 

“predetermines the selection of texts as well as ways of reading them” (86). 

In “Spatial Discourses in Anita Desai’s Baumgartner’s Bombay” (2006), Pushpa N. 

Parekh similarly suggests that Desai’s novel be read in terms of “[offering] us a perspective that 

is missing in current forms of postcolonial theorizing” (189). Desai’s protagonist doesn’t adhere 

to conventional binaries of colonizer and colonized, as Parekh continues: “It is the European 

migrant/refugee Jew whose trajectory of movement defies normative patterns of colonial travel 

from west to east, the diasporic dispersal from colony to metropole, or the neo-imperial 

directions of global tourism” (189). Nevertheless, like my investment in The Inheritance of Loss 
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it isn’t so much the outsider status of Baumgartner’s Bombay or the character of Baumgartner 

himself as it is all those other things the novel is about: memory, childhood. Ultimately, it is not 

what is revealed or opened up by Baumgartner’s inclusion or Baumgartner’s Bombay’s 

contribution to Holocaust or postcolonial fiction but rather its rather awkward and perhaps 

perfectly or rightfully cloistered sensibility that sets it apart. 

While the novel is about all those (already) so broadly speaking/spoken of things—

“Diaspora” (that official one)/“diaspora” (those smaller settlements/resettlement), questions of 

travel, race, class, the economics not just of movement but of time (the politics of memory), 

History and history making—this novel, like the others I have chosen, is at the same time not 

“about” any of those things or, rather, my interest/investment in it and them (the ways in which I 

have chosen to discuss them or not to) doesn’t necessarily have to do with that which is 

generally, plainly or easily spoken about. As will become clear in my discussion of the novel, my 

focus is on those things/feelings that surround “the moments” or “events” themselves; that is, the 

childhood memories as well as the postcards that were sent from his mother to him that were 

never delivered on/in time and to which she never received any response. In this way, I am 

interested in these awkward moments or failed communications not just in terms of the 

endearment and comfort seeking that takes place in acts or gestures made so fruitlessly; I’m 

interested in how diaspora (the experience of it) is communicated in and through a language that 

is essentially ineffective—lost or failed to be responded to—but also highly affective, maybe 

even overly emotional in both adverse and perverse2 ways. 

In other words, the most obvious “postcolonial” aspects of the novel are (to me) 

secondary to these aspects or affects that are not unlike the specificity of Baumgartner himself in 

                                                
2 Not necessarily perverted but stubborn or illogical, even obsessive or compulsive in terms of 
the way in which Baumgartner covets them and returns to them over and over again. 
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terms of being utterly idiosyncratic: so personal as to be too personal (and appealing as such to 

my personality), random (un-categorizable), “mere” (minor), uncomfortable and dismissible—or 

rather that which others would prefer to dismiss. In this sense my interest is not even, 

academically speaking, admirably ambitious. To be over-eager is not necessarily to be an over-

achiever. Daring to speak the “unspeakable” or unspoken is bold, sure, but trying too hard or 

speaking even more boldly of nonsense things—things that don’t make sense, do or achieve 

anything, or actually get us anywhere in the end—is something else entirely and maybe a lot 

closer to not trying at all. It involves failing, not even spectacularly—not even in the sense of 

one’s failure speaking to the profundity of perpetually thwarted placement or the inevitable 

rootlessness of the diasporic experience—but rather in the sense of sheer inertia, that is actual 

entropic non-movement. That is my ambition if I have any—not to move for the sake of moving 

but to speak of things we don’t care enough about to want to address (or try to), those aspects of 

the text that feel like a complete and total waste of time (and may very well be). 

Therefore, speaking specifically in terms of how best to categorize (however loosely) the 

arbitrarily (idiosyncratically) selected texts discussed here—Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of 

Loss, Anita Desai’s Baumgartner’s Bombay, and Chang-rae Lee’s A Gesture Life—to my mind, 

these are all “postcolonial” in terms of what comes after (or was supposed to) as much as they 

are “diasporic” (about the feelings that go along with having been moved). Moving along the 

trajectory I have self-imposed, they are also “minor” texts as much and maybe more than 

anything else. That is to say, for me these texts are not just about minorities (minority 

experience) but actually insignificant, highly dismissible (maybe rightfully dismissed). These 

novels both are and are not occasional ones—texts that do not go obviously together or tend to 

be discussed and certainly not in the ways I wish to discuss them. That is, I am reading them for 
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their failures: for their nostalgia, their cuteness; for their charm/passivity; their lack of and 

refusal to move or be “appropriately” moving; their failure to resonate or inspire.  

If anything I am attempting speak about them while keeping them in the minority. Of 

course, I make the latter “claim” endearingly (as the terms of their endearment) if only because 

they are not about that at all. They are about big/major things. That is what diasporic writing (as 

writing of and from dispersal and movements of minorities)3 is about or necessarily involves: it 

is random (in general) and about home specifically (peculiarly/in particular). My sense of writing 

about diaspora (or for me writing about diasporic writing diasporically) involves writing freely 

and personally, with “home” always, in/on my mind. In that sense it is about writing 

nostalgically too: writing personally as a “minority” (an inheritor of movement)—someone 

having been moved (before) and living out what comes after—of settling or trying to be seen as 

settled even as I feel or sometimes wish not to be/be seen that way at all. 

 

Moving into Minority 

To the extent that I have been trying to offer some sort of (self) direction from the origin-

(ality) of my thinking within postcolonial theory to my conceptualization of its extension into 

diasporic studies I wish to establish myself firmly/snugly within the parameters of minority 

discourse. In the introduction to the second volume of the Cultural Critique special issue on 

“The Nature and Context of Minority Discourse” conference (1987) Abdul R. JanMohamed and 

David Lloyd reflect on the reluctance of the National Endowment for the Humanities to provide 

funding for their conference because it was seen as attempting to do too much, to include too 

many minorities or specializations: “even with the best of planning, the proposed conference 

                                                
3 Immigrant narratives or migrating (moving) ones. 
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would almost certainly devolve into an academic Tower of Babel. It is not at all clear that a 

specialist on Native-American literature, for example, will have much to say to someone 

specializing in African literature” (6). As JanMohamed and Lloyd conclude: “we have now been 

allowed to learn the master’s language, but our use of it to discuss issues that most concern us is 

still defined as babble, an ‘incoherence’ which Eurocentric humanist discourse still needs in 

order to emphasize by contrast its own civilized coherence” (7).  

 JanMohamed and Lloyd go on to say: “Given such a historically sustained negation of 

minority voices we must realize that minority discourse, is, in the first instance, the product of 

damage, of damage more or less systematically inflicted on cultures produced as minorities by 

the dominant culture” (7). In that sense, and perhaps understandably (because they would have to 

make themselves not just heard but understood), the objective of the conference as outlined in 

the subsequent journal publication is more than clear: “It is crucial, especially in the context of 

an issue that will seek in some sense to celebrate the positive achievements and potential of 

minority discourse, to stress the real and continuing damage inflicted upon minorities” (8). 

 As someone who has struggled in the very writing of this to defend my own minor-ness 

and incoherence, I appreciate the spirit of this position as well as the necessity of it. However, 

the issue (for me) here isn’t simply the (still lingering) damage or difficulty of negotiating a 

crippling (stifling/debilitating) system of “civilized” or “civilizing” coherence but the 

inescapable confines of still having to make “some sense” after all. The issue is that of being 

made coherent or proving coherence after all. And whether it’s on “our” terms or theirs, it seems 

to make little difference. In fact the main issue I wish to undertake in terms of minority discourse 

is the paradox the conference organizers actively highlight and pay tribute to (in the introduction 

to the first volume of the Cultural Critique special issue). They end by stating—“we must fully 
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and unhesitatingly embrace the paradox that the conference on The Nature and Context of 

Minority Discourse could not have taken place without the generous support of (dominant) 

institutions” (12). My interest here isn’t in the contradiction or tension endemic to colluding 

majorly in order to effect minorly—the issue I have is simply one of visibility/clarity—that is, 

recognition in the sense of being recognizable enough to be seen/acknowledged in the first place. 

And this ties into one of the main emphases in terms of Elaine Kim’s contribution to Asian 

American literary production and her exemplification of “the rigor of archival work” (7). As 

JanMohamed and Lloyd state explicitly: “One aspect of the struggle between hegemonic culture 

and minorities is the recovery and mediation of cultural practices which have been and continue 

to be subjected to institutional forgetting. Thus archival work is essential to the critical 

articulation of minority discourse” (8). 

 One of the issues that I will continue to return to in my dissertation and hope will be 

made clear through this introduction is the burden of making sense, of making myself clear, and 

what that means specifically in terms of positioning myself in the realm or geography of Asian 

American literary criticism—minority studies, more broadly, or broader still diaspora and 

postcolonial theory. To strive for visibility/comprehensibility is the central tension (or perhaps 

just my own problem) when it comes to the politics of reading and writing about such minor 

(small, seemingly inconsequential, specific) texts—that is, speaking of unconventional things 

within an already unconventional or non-canonical discourse, wishing to defend at the same time 

as not wanting to be so well-defined. Ultimately, I do not have any wish to bring these texts to 

anyone’s particular attention or to make them make some kind of sense, in the end/after all. 

When it comes to Chang Rae-Lee’s A Gesture Life in particular it is precisely my contention that 

certain things (behaviours) are best left alone or unnoticed. 
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Fittingly then, especially in light of the question or defense of minority discourse or 

solidarity, Anne Anlin Cheng’s reading of Lee’s novel places it alongside canonical texts within 

African American literature—Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952) and Toni Morrison’s The 

Bluest Eye  (1970). In her article, “Passing, Natural Selection, and Love’s Failure: Ethics of 

Survival from Chang-rae Lee to Jacques Lacan” (2005), Cheng frames A Gesture Life in terms of 

“[t]he trope of invisibility” in “the literary representation of racial minorities” (553). The 

protagonist of Lee’s novel is Franklin (“Doc”) Hata, the owner of a medical supply store in a 

quiet American suburb. His nickname elides the fact that he is not an actual doctor but affirms 

his familiarity and establishment in the community where he has chosen to make a life for 

himself. Hata has a number of identities that are misleading or confused. He identifies as 

Japanese even though he is technically Korean. Despite his nickname he is not a doctor. In fact, 

his medical background comes from his time in the Japanese Imperial Army, treating Korean 

comfort women, during the Second World War.  

A Gesture Life is told through flashbacks but in the present moment of the narrative Hata 

is in the midst of retiring, selling his business and eventually his home. The details of his life and 

his past are revealed at the same time he appears to come to some sort of personal transformation 

or realization that his life isn’t as perfectly or carefully maintained (contained) as he has made it 

out to be. The sense of certainty and belonging Hata emphasizes at the start of the novel unravels 

as the novel progresses. This is particularly evident when it comes to Hata’s relationship with his 

adopted daughter Sunny who actively questions his behaviour and with whom he becomes 

estranged. 

In the moment before Sunny leaves home for good she explicitly challenges Hata’s 

decorum and the extent to which his behaviour can be seen or felt as oppressive: “You make a 
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whole life out of gestures and politeness [… ] you’ve made it so everyone owes something to 

you […] You burden with your generosity” (95). Sunny’s frustration speaks to the crux of Hata’s 

personality and the paradox she renders explicit—that is the ways in which Hata imposes himself 

on others even as he appears to be the one imposed upon. Nevertheless, it is not my intention to 

pursue Sunny’s accusation in terms of further admonishing Hata’s passivity or, rather, in this 

case, passive aggression. What ultimately strikes me about Hata’s manners and almost excessive 

politeness is that particular attitude or stereotype—the “gratefulness” or earnestness of 

immigrant self-expression that is perhaps even more plainly offensive or off-putting. That is, it 

isn’t the sense of a hidden agenda, ulterior motive or even inadvertent (unintentional) result but 

the behaviour itself that is most striking in terms not just of what Hata gets out of acting in such a 

way but what he fails to get out of it and yet does (continues to do) almost regardless of that 

recognition or knowledge. Hata’s behaviour doesn’t get him anywhere, not in the end or even 

when he has, ostensibly, changed and moved on. In this way it is Hata’s attachment or affinity 

for going unnoticed, refusing to move or move on, even when seemingly doing that very thing 

that I wish to explore specifically in terms of refusing to defend him or rather allowing him not 

to have to make himself, his narrative, his life, known—make sense or be seen—in that way. 

As Cheng notes in her essay “the nature of racial blindness—and its antidote, social 

visibility—has never been as simple as the binary terms imply […] The rhetoric of “becoming 

visible” that has energized so much of progressive racial politics often elides the contradictions 

underpinning social visibility and remains ineffective in the face of the phenomenological, 

social, and psychic paradoxes inhering in what it means to be visible” (553-554). Cheng 

addresses this complication as a way of re-engaging notions of “passing” in Lee’s novel and in 

ways that correspond to my interest in passivity and polite behaviour. Like my interest in the 
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indulged (diasporic) emotions of nostalgia—home-sickness and love-sickness in The Inheritance 

of Loss and cozy, cloistered and hermetic feelings in Baumgartner’s Bombay, the protagonist of 

Lee’s novel stands out not simply in terms of being unmotivated to act but for acting in ways that 

actively thwart (positive) action or appropriate (sensical) behaviour. 

Framing my discussion (and dissertation more generally) in this way isn’t meant to 

contribute necessarily, positively or actively to the struggle JanMohamed and Lloyd outlined and 

encountered when it came, not just to being funded, but acknowledged (getting noticed) and the 

urgency of not being forgotten or coming to count. While I appreciate the necessity of such 

coherence, my investment in A Gesture Life particularly as it pertains and speaks to 

contemporary issues of minority and social visibility is precisely what it means to seek 

incoherence over coherence, invisibility over visibility despite the pragmatics or necessity of 

making one’s self heard/seen/counted. In this way, the literature I have chosen and the ways in 

which I have chosen to engage them here are entirely and almost purposefully that: random, 

nonsensical, and (potentially) divisive. They may not be obviously connected or complementary 

but their own internal incoherences (narrative nonsense and grounds for dismissal) make at least 

some kind of sense to me.  

The Inheritance of Loss, Baumgartner’s Bombay, and A Gesture Life are all works that 

may have gained some momentum only to lose it or “failed” to gain recognition for the reasons I 

wish to take note of them here—that is, not for the ways in which they are moving/“worth” being 

visited/revisited, but how they have come to mean something, however minor-ly or merely to 

me. That they can mean something (or could once again) to postcolonial theory, diaspora or 

minority discourse, is largely tangential to what these texts mean to me and in all those ways 

which I can only hope I am able to (in the very least) communicate. Taking after Baumgartner’s 



  
  

 25 

beloved postcards, even if belatedly, inopportunely—even if it doesn’t or I don’t quite/always 

make sense ultimately or in the end—that’s kind of the point or my attempt at making one, if I 

must. 
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Chapter 2 

Discomfiting Nostalgia, Comforting Diaspora 
 

In her article, “The Turn to Diaspora” (2007), Lily Cho notes that the now common accusation 

leveled against theorizations of diaspora is “[their] focus on mobility and movement at the 

expense of rootedness” (28). Wary of just such an over-emphasis, many critics have worked to 

nuance not only the material conditions and voluntariness that distinguish different migratory 

moves (Ong 1999) but to consider what it means to “stay” in our current moment of hyper-

mobilization/globalization (Ahmed 2003). In fact, central to the query of Caren Kaplan’s 

Questions of Travel: Postmodern Discourses of Displacement (1996)4 is precisely “what is at 

stake in choosing location over dislocation when the conventions of locating identities and 

practices are shifting or destabilized?” (26).5 However, while critical discourse has worked to 

address the politics of placed-ness, what remains to be similarly vitalized is the role of nostalgia 

within those reconsiderations of home. It is my contention that despite theoretical interest in 

“staying” the affects of rootedness—attachments to attachment, indulgence in feelings of 

comfort and coziness—remain relatively disregarded, if not actively reviled. Even within place-

sensitive negotiations of migratory movement nostalgia is maintained and expressed in averse, 

                                                
4 I want to avoid approaching diaspora theory chronologically since part of what I delight about 
English as a discipline is that it is almost always slightly out of step in terms of “allowing” one to 
speak of dated things as freely as one would the latest on-dit. In referencing texts from 2007, 
1999, 2003, 1996 my point is that Cho’s more recent assessment (that diaspora studies tends to 
prioritize rootlessness) has been addressed in a variety of ways, from Ahmed’s anthology to 
work as early as Kaplan’s. 
5 I do not want to misrepresent Kaplan as touting location over dislocation. While Kaplan is 
certainly wary of moves that herald mobility as necessarily liberating—“presumptions of 
pleasure and freedom of movement”—she is equally sensitive to the problems and politics of 
location. As Carmen Faymonville describes in her review: “Kaplan struggles to come to terms 
with the ethics and the resulting transformations that emplacement and displacement cause in a 
feminist politics based on location” (1061, emphasis added). 
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almost adversarial terms. For instance, in Second Arrivals: Landscape and Belonging in 

Contemporary Writing of the Americas (2007)—an intervention explicitly invested in diasporic 

re-engagements with place—Sarah Phillips Casteel clearly distinguishes her project from a 

nostalgic enterprise, insisting at the outset that her move toward placedness “not be dismissed 

too hastily as merely nostalgic” (3). Here, the very “mereness” of nostalgia—its diminutive 

status as a condition to be disclaimed—speaks to what I intuit is a persistent discursive 

discomfort surrounding the desire for and association with comfort in contemporary diaspora 

theory.  

The “taboo” aspect of nostalgia marks a similar point of entry for Svetlana Boym’s The 

Future of Nostalgia (2001), a project that explores the history as well as some of the diasporic 

dimensions of the term. Remarking on the dismissiveness with which the word tends to be used 

and even admitting to having long held a prejudice against nostalgia herself, Boym observes that 

“the more nostalgia there is, the more heatedly it is denied. Nostalgia is something of a bad word, 

an affectionate insult at best” (xiv). Boym accounts for this denigrated condition on the grounds 

of nostalgia’s negative associations—that it is seen as “an abdication of personal responsibility, a 

guilt-free homecoming, an ethical and aesthetic failure” (xiv)—and thus establishes the basis for 

her own approach. Distancing nostalgia from this (bad) reputation and similarly distinguishing 

her interest in the term, Boym explains: “The nostalgia that interests me here is not merely an 

individual sickness but a symptom of our age, a historical emotion. It is not necessarily opposed 

to modernity and individual responsibility. Rather it is coeval with modernity itself. Nostalgia 

and progress are like Jekyll and Hyde: alter egos. Nostalgia is not merely an expression of local 

longing, but a result of a new understanding of time and space” (xvi, emphasis added). Evidently 

nostalgia’s “mereness” is an issue for diaspora and nostalgia theory alike.  
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Furthermore, whether rhetorical or not, the very fact that Boym’s redefinition caters to 

the beliefs of nostalgia’s detractors can be seen as lending further credence to its degraded status. 

In repeatedly suggesting that nostalgia is “not merely” those bad things we thought it was, Boym 

downplays rather than defends its most embarrassing attributes. While such an approach makes 

argumentative sense, phrasing things in this way implies that nostalgia is, at least to some extent, 

rightfully dismissed and that its redemption is largely a matter of looking past/continuing to 

overlook those aspects in order to uncover what is still salvageable. In this way, Boym isn’t just 

pandering to the rationale behind nostalgia’s disregard; she’s condoning/contributing to it. 

According to Boym’s interest, not only is nostalgia no longer (or not strictly) disagreeably 

“mere”—simple, singular, hypochondraic—nostalgia is suddenly in accord with agreeably 

weighty things like historicity, modernity, progress, and contribution. Therefore, in a backward 

(dare I say, nostalgic) sort of way Boym maintains the values of an anti-nostalgia position, 

indirectly continuing to disparage nostalgia even while attempting to recuperate it.  

Of course, this isn’t a criticism so much as a curiosity. I am more than sympathetic to 

what is required (rhetorically and otherwise) in trying to broach a pro-nostalgia position. In fact, 

I may very well be projecting my own anxieties onto Boym. Nevertheless, what makes Boym’s 

approach so fascinating is precisely this personal tension—the fact that her negotiation is so 

constrained, compromised by a desire to make nostalgia more agreeable while wanting to be 

agreeable herself (i.e. still wanting to agree with all the ways in which it is not). In this respect, 

Boym’s aim appears double-edged: to speak of nostalgia only without being nostalgic, that is, 

without being dismissed as naïve, regressive, unruly. Commenting specifically on writing choice 

and style, Boym states that hers is an amalgamation of personal narrative and analytical 

reflection: “Neither a poet nor a philosopher, I nevertheless decided to write a history of 
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nostalgia, alternating between critical reflection and storytelling, hoping to grasp the rhythm of 

longing, its enticements and entrapments. Nostalgia speaks in riddles and puzzles, so one must 

face them in order not to become its next victim—or victimizer” (xvii). Nostalgia is tricky and 

this statement echoes that elusive quality exactly. That nostalgia necessitates particularly deft 

negotiation not to mention wariness for fear of doing the term more harm than good, almost 

distracts from what is equally expressed here: Boym’s reticence in relation to becoming a victim 

of nostalgia. For all her embrace of the term, there is just as much evasion. Furthermore, while I 

do see Boym and others as nostalgia’s (brave/noble) defenders, I, on the other hand, am 

decidedly not coming to nostalgia’s defense, committed as I am to solidifying nostalgia’s status 

as indefensible. I am aware of the extent to which I imply that Boym and others like her are 

doing nostalgia a kind of harm/injustice/disservice; however, that is unintentional and meant in 

no way to bolster my own position as doing any better. For, if anything, I see myself as doing it 

more/the most harm. 

In this way, it is the fraught nature of one’s personal stake in nostalgia, that informs my 

dissertation: a project which not so much calls for a recuperation of nostalgia’s “place” within 

diaspora (or nostalgia) studies, but rather quite purposefully attempts, simply and merely, to 

engage nostalgia on its own terms—that is, the very terms of its disregard. Unlike Casteel and 

Boym, I am not worried about being dismissed or regarded as a victim. I am nostalgic. I fully 

recognize that I am at nostalgia’s mercy and in many (no doubt problematic) ways revel in my 

susceptibility/vulnerability. Of course, my position is no less fraught because of this. If anything, 

my (nostalgic) approach to nostalgia makes me that much more anxious, more self-conscious, 

more backward, more compromised/compromising. Nevertheless, even if operating at a 
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disadvantage—recognizing that people like Casteel and Boym are right and this is very likely the 

worst way to proceed—I can’t imagine engaging place-attachment/nostalgia any other way. 

Therefore, in distinguishing myself I have to say that the nostalgia that interests Boym is 

not the nostalgia that interests me. For I am far more partial to the aspects of nostalgia that are 

downplayed rather than those she manages to elevate. In fact, I think Boym offers the best 

description of (my) nostalgia in her account of what it is generally presumed to be and dismissed 

as being: “an abdication of personal responsibility, a guilt-free homecoming, an ethical and 

aesthetic failure” (xiv). Rather than dispute such a characterization, I would like to indulge 

failure and adopt irresponsibility not only as working definitions but as components of a 

methodology. While I may (accurately) be seen as “merely” solidifying nostalgia’s long held 

prejudices and embracing, if not bolstering, the very grounds upon which nostalgia is dismissed, 

taking even a reasonably redemptive approach arguably amounts to the same thing. At least in 

this case, I am under no illusion that I am doing nostalgia any favors. Nostalgic in my very 

refusal to come to nostalgia’s defense, my fidelity to the term is in allowing nostalgia its 

failure/allowing it to fail. To do otherwise—to dignify nostalgia on the basis of some underlying 

achievement or recast it as something other than it is—would be to divest nostalgia of the very 

things that constitute its charm and interest. In this respect, I want to own to the (nostalgic) 

irresponsibility of my project: to state explicitly that a redeeming or redeemable nostalgia is not 

the nostalgia for me. 

 

The Failure of Nostalgia 

As seen with Boym, there is a tendency to recast nostalgia on the grounds of its 

progressive potential, to essentially establish that nostalgia may not be so nostalgic after all. 
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Unwittingly or not, such approaches comply with nostalgia’s persistent disavowal, with the very 

progress or forward-oriented trajectories to or of which nostalgia is supposedly opposed or 

potentially disrupting. Boym is not alone in this. Critical recourse seems to be to redefine 

nostalgia as inhabiting the very qualities it was previously disparaged for lacking: to demonstrate 

that it is knowing not unthinking, has forward applications rather than only backward 

inclinations, is outwardly invested and not solely selfishly preoccupied—namely that it works or 

can be put to particular-productive ends. 

Another such instance of neo-nostalgia can be seen in Sylviane Agacinski’s Time 

Passing: Modernity and Nostalgia (2003), a study that specifically addresses the idea of “going 

nowhere” and its relation to our conceptions of productivity and value. Agacinski opens by 

stating that “Western rationality has deployed an economics according to which time must be 

productive, useful, and profitable” (6). However, despite begrudging the pressures imposed by 

this economization of time, Agacinski effectively transfers the burden of achievement to 

nostalgia by casting it, or any such impediments to constructive/normative time, as our most 

viable modes of resistance. The condition of Western rationality/economy such as it is dictates in 

turn that “to give our time, to spend it or lose it, to let it pass, are now the only ways of resisting 

the general economy of time” (6). And yet, in arguing against one type of productivity Agacinski 

essentially imposes another: employing (or redeploying) nostalgia for gains that, even if not 

conventionally compliant, are at least rebelliously contributory. Nostalgia becomes the means of 

conceiving a new conception of time.  

Agacinski can also be seen as grappling with that now familiar tension—wanting, on the 

one hand, to champion nostalgia as providing a re-conceptualization of progress but, on the 

other, not wishing to appear overly indulgent. In a move that recalls other/earlier anti-nostalgia 
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disclaimers, when outlining her position Agacinski is quick to clarify that “this new relationship 

to time, reinforced by the memory of this century’s disasters, is not tied up with any nostalgia 

and does not idealize the past” (9). Effectively declaring herself un-nostalgic, Agacinski is 

adamant in distancing herself from assumptions of anti-modernity, preciousness/naïveté : “In this 

book, you will not find a complaint against the technoscientific era or a hymn to the pastoral 

world of days gone by” (9). By now, this particular quirk of nostalgia theory—of wanting 

nostalgia only un-nostalgically—appears to have more to do with the discomfort of the theorists 

than any specific tension within the concept itself. We are confronting hang-ups, though not 

necessarily nostalgia’s. The lengths one is willing to go to make nostalgia intellectually 

acceptable is reflective of this: the argumentative contortion of simultaneously arguing for 

nostalgia and yet continuing to feed into its negative connotations—embracing nostalgia while 

refusing to be nostalgic—as well as the equally troubling distortion of recuperating nostalgia on 

the basis of an underlying productivity—essentially turning it into something it is not (something 

good/fruitful). Here nostalgia is not just being deconstructed; it is being reconstituted—mangled 

or rather made academically comfortable/viable. 

In Screening the Past: Memory and Nostalgia in Cinema (2005), Pam Cook similarly 

positions nostalgia as providing an avenue for (neo)progressive re-thinking. As Cook states: 

“Rather than being seen as a reactionary, regressive condition imbued with sentimentality, 

[nostalgia] can be perceived as a way of coming to terms with the past, as enabling it to be 

exorcised in order that society, and individuals, can move on” (4). How is it that what was once a 

refusal or failure to move on has suddenly become that which enables us to do so? Despite the 

fact that these critical approaches attempt to complicate and revitalize nostalgia’s intellectual 

currency, such recuperations can be seen as running counter to the very aspects that make 
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nostalgic engagements truly “uncomfortable”—that is, the resistance its very 

backwardness/going-nowhere-ness poses to conceptualizations of progress/productivity. In this 

way, I am wary of attempts to make nostalgia more palatable and the terms under which this 

palatability is achieved. What is being sacrificed for the sake of intellectual comfort and 

acceptability? While it is trendy in certain academic discourse to embrace discomfort (instability, 

uncertainty), how might such recuperative efforts toward nostalgia suggest the extent to which 

academic discomfort is limited to a particularly comforting or beneficially productive kind? 

Discomfort that disrupts or unsettles is welcome apparently only so long as it is useful. A 

comfort-seeking endeavor in itself, nostalgia poses an ironic challenge to academic comfort 

zones, exposing as it does the difference between comfortable discomfort and that which is truly 

(academically) uncomfortable—a comfort/discomfort that fails to produce.   

 Speaking of the sheer extremity of the efforts to reconcile nostalgia in this way, I would 

like to return to Boym’s project, the title of which explicitly prioritizes the same forward 

investment. Like Agacinski and Cook, Boym is progressivist in her desire to (re)cast nostalgia as 

(actually) contributing to new ways of thinking, suggesting at the outset of The Future of 

Nostalgia that a consideration of nostalgia’s history can help to unearth “unrealized possibilities” 

(xvi). In fact, Boym even goes so far as to separate out an “unreflected nostalgia”—which, 

according to her “breeds monsters”—from “the sentiment itself” (xvi). These categorizations are 

later specified/developed as restorative and reflective nostalgias. For Boym “Restorative 

nostalgia protects the absolute truth, while reflective nostalgia calls it into doubt” (xviii); 

“Restorative nostalgia puts emphasis on nostos and proposes to rebuild the lost home and patch 

up the memory gaps. Reflective nostalgia dwells in algia, in longing and loss, the imperfect 

process of remembrance” (41); “Restorative nostalgics don’t acknowledge the uncanny and 
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terrifying aspects of what was once homey. Reflective nostalgics see everywhere the imperfect 

mirror images of home, and try to cohabit with doubts and ghosts” (251). Effectively rendering 

reflective nostalgia the less naïve/offensive of the two, restorative nostalgia is subsequently cast 

as the more insidious. Aligning a restorative mentality with that of paranoid delusion and 

conspiracy theory, Boym states: “This is not simply a “forgetting of reality” but a psychotic 

substitution of actual experiences with a dark conspiratorial vision: the creation of a delusionary 

homeland. Tradition in this way is to be restored with a nearly apocalyptic vengeance” (43). 

Boym’s attempt to nuance nostalgia through such a discrimination is well-meaning, conscious as 

she is of the “real world” violence of nostalgic thinking turned exclusionary, militant, nationalist. 

However, “theoretically” speaking such statements can be seen as conveniently differentiating 

the two—reflective versus restorative—into knowing and unknowing, good and bad kinds.  

 Reflective nostalgia is clearly privileged throughout Boym’s study for its (academically 

appropriate) doubting and anti-truth seeking. As a Publishers Weekly synopsis neatly 

summarizes, for Boym “the only truly pernicious nostalgia is the prefabricated, Disney-fied kind 

that keeps one from thinking about the future.”6 Taken as an advertisement, Boym’s prospective 

audience can rest assured that we will like what she has to say: there is still bad nostalgia and 

that Boym remains (reasonably) against it. But what if it is precisely the “Disney-fied” nostalgia 

that needs to be, maybe not redeemed, but at least not so easily/opportunely passed over? Despite 

appreciating the responsibility and rationality inherent in Boym’s approach, to my mind such a 

separation and prioritization of one kind over the other divests nostalgia of an integral and 

inescapable (however intellectually or ethically uncouth) irresponsibility: truth or origin-seeking 

orientation. What is at stake here is not strictly a matter of engaging nostalgia un-nostalgically 

                                                
6 Specifically chosen because it captures how The Future of Nostalgia is marketed. 



  
  

 35 

but of actually ridding nostalgia of its nostalgia-ness: dismantling the foolishness/folly that 

makes nostalgia uncomfortable (a true academic challenge) in the first place. As Publishers 

Weekly characterizes it, The Future of Nostalgia is “A sort of training manual for the wistful.” 

That is, it gives the impression/offers the consolation that there is a way to do nostalgia right 

whereas I’m not sure that’s true. 

Once again it is not my intention to accuse nostalgia theory of hypocrisy—for trumpeting 

disruptive non-linearity as a way of touting an equally progressivist alternative to normative 

structures; it is, rather, to expose the “use”-laden impositions such re-orientations can’t seem to 

escape and to merely entertain the possibility of an approach that does not demand nostalgia rise 

to a level of acceptable “doing” or achievement. Therefore, rather than insist that nostalgia does 

have something (intellectually) valuable to offer after all, I would like to suggest the possibility 

of engaging with nostalgia without having to establish the ways in which nostalgia can 

contribute, i.e. to conceive of nostalgia without putting it to work. Redemptive/recuperative 

approaches are relentlessly preoccupied with “doing”—establishing a utilitarian or revolutionary 

value that I don’t disagree is there (potentially), but does nothing to address my interest in 

nostalgia as a concept charming in its very lack of achievement; that offers delight precisely as 

an underachiever.  

It is nostalgia’s idleness that I want to indulge rather than redeem. Therefore, the 

challenge for me is maintaining nostalgia in its negativity—as utterly, individualistically or 

rather misanthropically, counterproductive. That is, the question I am struggling with here is how 

to engage nostalgia in a way that does not (inadvertently or eventually) render it 

deployable/employable after all. What troubles me about contemporary nostalgia theory is 

precisely the convenience of the re-conceptualizations: the extent to which nostalgia appeals—is 
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rendered appealing—to our established ways of thinking. How is contemporary nostalgia theory 

sufficiently discomfiting if all it does is offer a dignified nostalgia we won’t be too embarrassed 

to accept/associate?  

For fear of being misunderstood, I should clarify that self-comfort is not the problem 

here. I am more than okay with comfort as a goal. What I am trying to get at is simply an 

insistence on nostalgia’s lameness or minority—not just that it lacks mobility but also in the 

cruder sense that it is, almost by definition, outmoded/uncool. Therefore, to my mind the task is 

not to somehow prove that nostalgia isn’t what we thought all along—to suddenly render 

nostalgia hip (or with the times)—but to engage nostalgia precisely on the grounds of its 

dismissal. When a theorist like Boym opens by declaring her own “[long held] prejudice against 

nostalgia,” she inevitably goes on to assert—with the tone of having been mistaken—that 

nostalgia only “seemed like a waste of time and an unaffordable luxury” (xiv-xv). And yet, a re-

investment in nostalgia shouldn’t be about saying “no, nostalgia is not decadent or wasteful after 

all but rather useful and productive in these ways”—its excess makes it what it is.   

 In his article, “Writing, Representation, and Postcolonial Nostalgia,” Dennis Walder 

fashions nostalgia as a means of community building, a type of memory that can connect you to 

the memories of others and to a shared past. However, while the idea of being bound to others 

through memory is compelling, what strikes me about Walder’s position is the way in which this 

ethical dynamic is contrasted with a “narcissistic nostalgia”—which Walder not only appears 

uninterested in but actively positions as a separate (and seemingly negative) counterpoint to the 

communal or reflective nostalgia he explicitly promotes. Walder’s reiteration of Boym’s 

“restorative” and “reflective” nostalgias raises similar concerns. Why argue for nostalgia in this 

way? Moreover, how might a recuperation or legitimation of a particular kind of knowingness or 
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self-less-ness necessitate or culminate in a disavowal of crucial aspects of nostalgia like 

decadence, luxury, or personal indulgence? For central to the very dynamic of nostalgia (or at 

least the aspect I find particularly endearing) is its resistance to such social acceptability: that it is 

badly mannered and in precisely those overly precious, frivolous, and solitary ways. In this 

respect, such recuperative tendencies—attempts to distinguish between (for Boym) knowing and 

unknowing or (for Walder) benevolent and narcissistic kinds—are potentially misleading if not 

in danger of emptying nostalgia of the very aspects and frustrations that are essential to it.  

 Nostalgia is vapid; it is selfish. It is about comfort and more often than not a solely self-

satisfying coziness. Moreover, it is these things to horribly backward, irrational and destructive 

degrees. Nostalgia is an absolute misbehaviour: a stubbornness, a disobedience; a moody and 

juvenile extravagance. And as such I deeply appreciate the extent to which theorists like Boym 

and Walder, Agacinski and Cook, are speaking of nostalgia in that particular (redemptive yet still 

slightly disparaging) way, with good reason (i.e. because they are reasonable/responsible, 

socially invested). I am also equally aware of how engaging nostalgia otherwise (in my own 

way) makes me a bad person. To my mind, insisting upon the centrality of nostalgia for/within 

diaspora isn’t about illuminating the role of the past, of memory or longing, for the displaced 

diasporic; it is about contending with the unseemliness, the debilitation—the failure—of it. 

Nostalgia does not offer alternatives to progressive logics; it merely perturbs them. To pursue 

nostalgia, then, is to embrace annoyance over opportunity: to offer provocation rather than 

potentiality.  

 Unlike the spirit of Boym’s “manual,” I do not mean to be helpful or at all prescriptive 

(instructive/constructive). I will not say that what needs to be established is a non-value laden 

approach with which to even begin to articulate nostalgia and its “place” in academic, 
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specifically diasporic discourse. What I will say is that I intend to attempt a non-value laden 

approach, regardless of whether it contributes to such an understanding and perhaps even more 

so if it does not. Given the nostalgic, non-progressive concepts to which I am attached, failure is 

only fitting. That is, I am not encouraged to pursue nostalgia because I believe it is the best way 

to attend to diaspora; I am invested because it may just be the worst—the most useless, not to 

mention the most unflattering and debilitating. For it is, arguably, nostalgia that ultimately 

thwarts diaspora as a productive, communal discourse: being, as it is, only ever about itself. 

 

Going Nowhere 

 I actually began this project interested in tracing the deprecatory approach to nostalgia in 

contemporary diaspora studies only to find diaspora itself—its very usefulness as a theoretical 

concept—facing similar reproach in current criticism. Like many contemporary critics my 

dissatisfaction with diaspora theory, and what I initially attributed to nostalgia’s relegation to the 

realm of the derogatory, was the overwhelming trend toward rootlessness. Nevertheless, what 

started as an intention to further admonish such diasporisms for neglecting the “place” of 

nostalgia quickly became, not quite a defense, but certainly a defensive attachment to the very 

theory I had seen as failing it. Especially in the context of this particular project, it is important 

for me to prioritize feeling defensive (overly-sensitive/insecure) from actually defending or 

offering a (calculated/confident) defense. I am speaking of a shift emerging from an emotional 

reaction rather than a thoughtful or adamant intention (made with conviction). Again, I am not in 

a prescriptive mode. In the same way I do not go to nostalgia’s defense, I will not go to 

diaspora’s. However, in both instances, I do feel similarly emotionally compromised/reactionary. 

 A brief return to Lily Cho’s article—“The Turn to Diaspora”—will (hopefully) help to 
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reinforce the relationship between nostalgia and diaspora studies. Moving beyond the debates 

that preoccupy much of the theory—issues of definition, who or what constitutes diaspora—

Cho’s intervention is, rather, to argue for a consideration of diaspora on the level of 

consciousness or subject formation. As such Cho’s discussion notably situates nostalgia and/or 

homesickness as integral rather than tangential or easily dismissible. For Cho, diasporic 

subjectivity is constituted through “the turn”—return or turning back as much as the (oft, 

seemingly/preferably emphasized) turning away. As she states: “diasporic subjects emerge in 

turning, turning back upon those markers of the self—homeland, memory, loss—even as they 

turn on or away from them” (15). Drawing on Judith Butler’s account of Louis Althusser and the 

policeman’s hail, Cho draws attention to the role of “the turn” in diasporic subject formation. 

Although she does not use the term explicitly, Cho’s conceptualization of turning-back can’t help 

but be seen as a “gesture”/iteration of nostalgia; and, as such, a reiteration of the centrality of 

nostalgia to diasporic experience and subjectivity.  

 Given the integrality of that (specifically backward) turn, how might it be fitting to 

consider not only the nostalgia of diaspora but the intersections of nostalgia and diaspora as 

concepts coincident in both allure and academic compromise? That is, compromise in the sense 

of requiring negotiation/arbitration but also being in a compromising or already compromised 

position. In this way I would like to approach diaspora nostalgically: to apply a nostalgic 

methodology—maintenance/insistence on irresponsibility, narcissism, uselessness, failure—to 

diaspora. Therefore, without aiming for redemption, recuperation (or even success), to at least 

pursue diaspora diasporically—that is with (its) nostalgia. 

 Like many theorists taking issue with diaspora’s disciplinary function, sociologist Floya 

Anthias is concerned with what contemporary diasporic trends claim and how successfully such 
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ambitions are met. In her article, “Evaluating ‘Disapora’: Beyond Ethnicity?” (1998), Anthias 

draws attention to “the disjunction between what the term ‘diaspora’ purports to do, and what in 

fact it often fails to do” (558). These “failures” include the contention that “diaspora” does not 

move away from the problems of ethnicity and race, adequately address the intersections of 

gender and class, or take full advantage of the potential for forging inter-ethnic solidarity. 

However, while diaspora theory may very well disappoint in those areas, to phrase such a 

critique in terms of failure can be seen as raising an entirely different set of questions; ones 

related to critical expectation as much as terminological/discursive failure. For what Anthias’s 

position highlights most is the very presumption that “diaspora” should be put to use in those 

ways. 

 To be clear, Anthias is justified in pointing out discrepancies within contemporary 

theorizations of diaspora. I agree: diaspora is failing. Nevertheless, that assertion (stated by 

Anthias as a criticism) just as easily reinforces the idea, not that diaspora has failed and therefore 

needs to be refined in order to “succeed”, but that the “real” (more substantial) failure/folly is in 

demanding “diaspora” perform that particular kind of political work. Anthias’s declaration that 

“the concept of ‘diaspora’ can only act as a heuristic advance if it is able to overcome the very 

problems found in earlier notions of ethnicity” casts diaspora theory as primarily concerned with 

“advance” and “overcoming” as opposed to, say, coping with or negotiating the tensions and 

(inevitable) shortcomings of diasporic experience (577). Issues of terminology and definition are, 

understandably, ongoing preoccupations within diaspora theory. And yet, how might it be just as 

important not to confine/construct diaspora in such explicitly progressive (doing, achieving) 

terms?  

 In a similar vein, James Clifford actively cautions against viewing diaspora as necessarily 
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democratic, “redemptive or transcendent” (Clifford 365). In “Mixed Feelings,” the culminating 

contribution to Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling beyond the Nation (1998)—an anthology 

invested in “pluraliz[ing] and rethink[ing] the cosmopolitan”—Clifford warns against overly 

celebratory investments in what diaspora is able to achieve (369) and insists that any hope it 

offers is a “chastened” one (367). Clifford reiterates this point several times when he states that 

“there is nothing automatically democratic about crossing borders or living in diaspora” (363), 

and that “Cosmopolitan competences, the arts of crossing, translation, and hybridity do not 

inevitably lead in ‘progressive’ (generally democratic and socialist) directions” (368). For 

Clifford, the task at hand is one of articulation rather than transcendence and, as such, he offers a 

crucial challenge to progress-centric criticisms (like Anthias’s). Although he may not go to the 

extreme of embracing diaspora for its failure, Clifford’s comments are, at least, aimed at 

“chastening” theorists’ investments as much as the concept itself. His comments highlight the 

presumption of automatic reform/betterment. It is about shifting (our) expectations/engagement, 

rather than condemning or dispensing with diaspora outright.  

 And yet while I delight in Clifford’s decorous approach—and absolutely agree with his 

declaration of diaspora’s lack of (inherent) democracy—I intend to extend the implications of 

that insight to the opposite, unchastened extreme, to rather indecorously pursue diaspora on the 

grounds of its ineffectuality and, not entirely unlike Anthias, take diaspora up as a bad thing. To 

say that such an approach is ill-advised is, perhaps, too kind. In fact, according to a passing 

comment made by Robin Cohen in the second edition of his book Global Diasporas (1997), such 

a position is, apparently, vapid and immature. Discussing Floya Anthias and Yasemin Soysal as 

theorists who see diaspora as “irredeemably flawed,” Cohen writes that “One response to such 

critiques of diaspora might [be] to regard them as inappropriate or misplaced” and to suggest that 
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“the concept... is not a magic bullet and cannot be used to slay all enemies” (11). Cohen holds 

that a “more mature and astute response” would be to establish “dialogical possibilities between 

diaspora scholars and their social constructionist critics” (11). Such a negotiation is, of course, 

suggested as a way of introducing his own, entirely reasonable, middle ground approach. 

 Nevertheless, given my interest in the (theoretically) disparaged and allegiance to the 

juvenile, such a slight is, perhaps, only fitting. Cohen’s ascription of immaturity functions as 

more than a personal affront insofar as it renders the very stakes of my project explicit. The 

nostalgic diasporism I have in mind is precisely a stunting endeavor: not only an allowance of 

non-progression/maturation but (what may actually be at the heart of Cohen’s disapproval) an 

unbecoming acquiescence—a giving up/giving in. For what an “immature” approach to diaspora 

entails is not the work of a middle ground negotiation or even an unearthing of the political 

possibilities that can emerge from a politics of staying—but rather a reckoning with the very 

resignation of non-movement; an engagement with what it might mean to be “okay” or “at ease” 

with going nowhere. Taking issue with the conciliatory nature of Cohen’s position—its 

willingness to reconcile, find common ground, or negotiate reasonably—I wouldn’t say his 

approach is friendly because of his accusations of immaturity but perhaps, too mature or 

agreeable, whereas it is precisely my intention to misbehave—to be unreasonable.  

 To my mind, Cohen’s comment is motivated by an inability to contend with the potential 

inactivity of the term. However, like nostalgia, diaspora is not academically viable or sustainable 

because it “gets us someplace”—actually, ultimately, or after all—but may be “worthwhile” 

precisely because it does not. This is not to subsequently disparage politically active/motivated 

diasporisms, which I believe are necessary and important. It is a way of saying that in indulging 

my nostalgic approach to diaspora I am conscious of the degree to which I am subsequently 
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trifling with my responsibilities, even (although temporarily) forsaking theoretical 

avenues/politics to which I am, normally, entirely committed.  

 In his article “Postcolonial Diasporas” (2006), David Chariandy wonderfully articulates 

what is at stake in efforts to control the definitional parameters of diaspora and, ultimately, 

presents a position of almost irresistible optimism and hope. While acknowledging that diasporas 

emerge from “profoundly painful histories” and “brutal realities,” Chariandy concludes that “the 

lesson of diasporic displacement may be this simple, and this politically and theoretically radical: 

a different space beckons.” In light of the debates and attitudes surrounding diaspora’s place—

disciplinary function or too-celebratory role—the simplicity of Chariandy’s proposition is 

comforting. So much so that, despite all my previous feistiness, I would wish to comply with just 

such a defense: to argue that the impetus behind such efforts to (artistically and politically) 

transcend or “overcome”—to establish a “different space”—is undeniably bound up with the 

kind of coping and comfort-seeking that I am invested in or argue that not putting diaspora to 

work and appreciating a non-utility-laden diasporism is somehow inherently political simply 

because I admire the kind of positions theorists like Chariandy and Clifford are able to negotiate.  

 Nevertheless, while I am desperate to think that the anti-progressivist position I have 

outlined is not antagonistic toward even the most delicately charged or deft conceptualizations of 

diaspora, in order to do justice to my intentions here, I have to admit that the avenue I am 

embarking on (in the context of this project, at least) is entirely indelicate. Sympathetic as I am 

to discursive contributions and creative ambitions, we are not similar in that way. If anything, I 

would not want to sully them with my company. Unlike me/mine, the intentions of the theorists 

mentioned above—whether they are chastising or defending diaspora—are entirely good (well-

intentioned, responsible, contributing). Therefore, in committing to the nostalgia of diaspora—
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pursuing diaspora nostalgically—it is important that I own up to/define the nature of my pursuit: 

to engage these terms in their negativity and (however irresponsibly) to take non-progression 

seriously, even if that means being “okay” with a diaspora of non-movement (political, 

imaginative, constructive). 

 

The Problem of Politics 

 In suggesting how a sensitivity toward the necessary failures of diaspora and nostalgia 

comes to inflect literary representation and engagement, for me the coincident failing of each 

raises the question of what, in the current climate of diasporic politics and literary analysis, 

constitutes a desire not to go anywhere or, similarly, what it might mean if all one wants is to be 

comfortable, at ease, or at home?  

 As I have suggested, many of the theoretical conversations currently taking place (whether 

conventional or seemingly radical) contain recuperative aspects that continue to prioritize 

concepts like nostalgia and diaspora in terms of contributory doing or achievement. While I may 

not succeed in doing any differently, it is my intention to at least try to appreciate the failure of 

diasporic nostalgia—that is, sentiments and attachments irredeemably flawed and necessarily 

under achieving. In this way, to the extent that I claim to be “doing” anything at all, I believe 

there is something to dwelling in/on nostalgia and diaspora’s failures rather than re-deploying 

them. Therefore, at the risk of contradicting myself by concluding with some kind of evaluative 

entreaty, I would like to state, simply, that something is lost when critical focus is limited to an 

academically fashionable cynicism toward nostalgic expressions of home, comfort, and coziness, 

to the tendency to automatically discount the simple allures and delusions that plague diasporic 

experience/temperament. 
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  Especially with regard to literatures of diaspora, the trend of rootless abandon and anti-

origin-ality has become something of a convention. While authors may themselves equally 

participate in these kinds of theoretical trends/vocabularies, speaking specifically in terms of 

sheer interpretive allowance, reading in such ways is close to becoming a rote response in 

postcolonial literary criticism, shutting down other, less comfortable, ways of reading. Or, 

perhaps, put another way, readings that are too comfortable—homey/happy—for academic 

comfort.  

 Of course, this complaint is nothing new. In Native Intelligence: Aesthetics, Politics, and 

Postcolonial Literature (2003), Deepika Bahri outlines the limitations of postcolonial 

fiction/interpretation. According to Bahri, being such a politically charged concept, 

“postcolonial” literature risks being reduced to that very functionality. Therefore, one of her 

central concerns is how exactly we are to engage the postcolonial politically without reducing it 

to such a singularity/purposefulness. As Bahri queries: “what are the implications of conceiving 

the aesthetic as political and moral without surrendering it to a transparent and reductive 

purpose?” (4). Arguing something similar to my previous point, Bahri emphasizes what is lost in 

such a narrowly political (progressive) focus—i.e. when the postcolonial is conceived only in 

terms of the degree to which it succeeds or (politically) produces: “Because it is expected to be 

thus employed, postcolonial literature that cannot address one or more of the expected themes, 

overtly or otherwise, is rarely mobilized for broad conversations in First World discourse” (10). 

Testament to this very critique, Bahri raises the issue of postcolonial oversight while attempting 

to justify her own unexpected foray: i.e. her intention to deal “conservatively” (relative to the 

current fashion) with her chosen texts—to speak of (postcolonial) literature in terms of 

aesthetics.  
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 Citing Timothy Brennan’s At Home in the World (1997) and Neil Lazarus’s Nationalism 

and Cultural Practice in the Postcolonial World (1999)—works which aim at “resuscitating 

critical interest in anticolonial nationalism and anticapitalist narratives of liberation”—Bahri 

contextualizes the theoretical climate she is confronting and opens by stating: “In the face of this 

exciting new work on a variety of postcolonial cultural practices, a conservative “return” to 

analyzing “elite” texts by suspiciously paradigmatic postcolonial authors therefore warrants 

some explanation” (2-3). In wishing to speak (unconventionally) of postcolonial aesthetics, Bahri 

must, in a sense, explain herself. It is to this end that Bahri exposes the commercial conditions 

and institutional preoccupations that are responsible for the very “lack of a sufficiently 

developed critical framework for addressing ‘the aesthetic dimension’ of post-colonial literature” 

she is attempting to redress (1). Bahri goes on to state that “Although not every critical reception 

will betray the recourse to stock formulae and expectations, a web of professional practices that 

include publishing, book reviews, syllabus exchange, conferences, and electronic exchanges 

creates a pattern of privileging texts more readily responsive to authorized questions and 

pedagogic imperatives” (1,10).  

 In addition to Bahri’s observations on the state of postcolonial literary interpretation—the 

matrix of postcolonial marketability and the limitations of viable intellectual pursuit—of equal 

interest to me here is the manner of Bahri’s argumentation in light of her own anxiety in the face 

of it: that is, the difficulty/complexity of simply broaching what matters to her. That Bahri goes 

on to develop a particularly sophisticated (Marxist) perspective on the politics of postcolonial 

aesthetics speaks to the extent to which she feels the need to defend herself and in many ways 

establish her aesthetics as still politically (although to a different degree) charged. Attuned as she 

is to how the (political) potential of art is compromised by its commercial imbrications, Bahri 
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arguably needs to establish an “appropriately” political (although markedly moderate/more 

modest) postcolonial position when outlining her aesthetic approach. Speaking of her method, 

Bahri concludes: 

Although formal innovations and the commonly found linguistic innovations of 

postcolonial literature need not necessarily be revolutionary in themselves, the very 

separation of the artwork from the author that the market also effects can provide for an 

interesting critical stance: one that permits the recovery of radical ideas and conceptual 

innovations that also derive from the needs and logic of the market. A critical method that 

can recuperate this novelty from the stranglehold of the logic of exchange society 

recognizes it as productively resistant, in however limited a fashion, thus preventing it 

from melting away ineffectually. (27)  

While exposing the “violent disciplinization” and “normalization of certain forms of critical 

practice”—a condition not unrelated to postcolonialism’s over-politicization—Bahri nevertheless 

ingratiates her aesthetic commitment to a still reasonably political enterprise, touting, as she 

does, recuperation and productive resistance over ineffectuality (17).  

 Nevertheless, my point here is not that aesthetics (especially a postcolonial one) is not 

political; it is merely to suggest that, perhaps, the more difficult/dynamic premise when pursuing 

aesthetics in light of a highly politicized discourse would be to fail to (even moderately) comply. 

Therefore, while confronting the same constraints and undertaking a similarly aesthetic focus, 

what I am attempting to articulate here is a position that engages with the extent to which 

postcolonial (specifically diasporic) literature may just be, not more modestly political, but 

downright regressive—and to a no less delightful, provocative (although not necessarily 

productive) degree.  
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 The problem with having to read certain literatures politically/correctly is that such an 

approach does not adequately account for aspects—affects and allegiances—that defy the 

convictions we may very well hold/wish to uphold practically or ideally. In this way, the texts I 

have selected here are precisely ones that can delight for the “wrong” reasons; that portray 

characters or sentiments that are reprehensible and politics potentially irresponsible. In this 

respect, I intend to engage with the sheer irresponsibility of these texts/textual quirks in ways 

that not only reflect my own (political) failures but, at times, my refusal to adhere to the 

(good/political, reasonable/responsible) intentions of the novels themselves. To that end, Kiran 

Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006) is the perfect text with which to begin such an 

indulgence. 

 

Reading Recklessly 

 Having won the Booker Prize in 2006, it may be inaccurate to say The Inheritance of Loss 

is unpopular. However it is, perhaps, fair to say the novel isn’t well/easily liked. Sam Jordison, a 

popular commentator for The Guardian’s online book club, has blogged about precisely that—

the struggle not only to “appreciate” what Booker judges saw in Desai’s novel but to actually 

connect with the characters and main narratives. Jordison begins his assessment of the novel by 

addressing the broader controversy or difficulty surrounding the novel: outrage over the 

representation of the people of Kalimpong (the town where Desai’s novel is set), specifically of 

the Nepalese rebels. As a way of both defending the novel and transitioning into his own 

critique/lack of affection for it, Jordison makes the point that when it comes to unfavorable 

characterizations, at least Desai doesn’t discriminate: “There’s perhaps a small grain of truth to 

these claims. Desai certainly doesn’t glorify Kalimpong’s non-Indian majority. But the irony is 
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that they get off lightly compared to everyone else” (Jordison). After listing the array of over-

privilege, ignorance, racism, exploitation, and cruelty exhibited by characters (English, Indian, 

and American alike), Jordison concludes: “Nearly every character she focuses on is at some 

stage degraded and humiliated. Nearly every character also degrades and humiliates others. The 

loss of the title is physical, spiritual, and inescapable” (Jordison). 

 Jordison’s observation is well-aimed. Desai’s characters are certainly entitled to the same 

complaint: they are all made foolish. And yet, what interests me here is how Jordison goes on to 

tie this aspect to the novel’s overwhelming “loss.” In fact, it becomes part of an admirable 

(admiration worthy) sharpness or bitterness. Declaring The Inheritance of Loss “a singularly 

acerbic novel,” Jordison suggests that it is, perhaps, “Desai’s anger” that won the judges over 

(Jordison). However, in praising the novel on these terms, not only is Desai’s particular casting 

of her characters made automatically malicious, the novel’s “cold, controlled rage” is suddenly 

the most impressive or potentially redeeming thing about it. While Jordison does acknowledge 

the novel’s “gentler pleasures”—specifically, the “delight” of the “strong and vivid” prose—he 

ends with another (and not unrelated) criticism: the fact that Desai “occasionally… steps over the 

boundary between enjoyably rich and horribly cloying” (Jordison). 

 I say not unrelated because there is, arguably, an even more telling tension at work in 

Jordison’s difficulty with the novel. While Jordison is trying, on the one hand, to see what others 

see in it and, on the other, to establish the ways in which the novel simply does not work for him, 

I wonder if the problem is precisely the attempt to evaluate (both redeem and condemn) The 

Inheritance of Loss according to conventions of remarkableness—things like seriousness (loss, 

anger), strength, control—that the novel is not aspiring to. In other words, perhaps Jordison’s 

account of Desai’s success and failure mistakenly assumes that rage and vitriol are the point, the 
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goal or aspiration.  

 Jordison’s position may appear more crude/opinionated (forthcoming in his personal 

opinions) than the academic standard, nonetheless the rationale behind his approach is not far 

from much of the critical discussion surrounding the novel, particularly the temptation to speak 

of the novel solely in terms of “loss” or “rage.” For me, Jordison hits upon the very issue that 

plagues both critical and popular engagement alike, and that is precisely what to do with those 

“horribly cloying” aspects of Desai’s text seemingly caricatured or overly foolish 

characterizations. The fact remains, The Inheritance of Loss is, in many ways, absolutely 

cutesy—flailing and foolhardy—and, as it seems for most (understandably almost), unbearably 

so. In this sense, at least Jordison acknowledges this as a, if not the, overwhelming difficulty. 

Whereas, to my mind, when not overlooking the novel outright, academics (conveniently) prefer 

not to mention these particular “failures”—focusing, instead, on those same “serious” or 

seemingly more difficult (i.e. sophisticated, and therefore academically appropriate) emotions 

and aspects.7 Either way, there appears to be some consensus as to what can’t be appreciated. 

Characters’ foolishness isn’t anything other than cynical and stylistic excess anything but 

regrettable (obvious mistakes politely ignored). While it’s certainly not the case that these 

characters can’t or shouldn’t be taken seriously, how might their representation be more light-

heartedly than strictly sardonic/embattled? Moreover, what if those mushy flourishes are not 

only (made) in earnest but integral to the novel’s particular/peculiar postcolonial aesthetic? 

 In this way, I wish to propose a reading both reckless and insulting insofar as it will 

establish the novel to be just that stupid: foolish/foolhardy. I for one believe The Inheritance of 

                                                
7 See, for example, Jesse Ferguson, “Violent Dis-Placements: Natural and Human Violence in 
Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss,” and John Masterson, “Travel and/as Travail: Diasporic 
Dislocations in Abdulrazak Gurnah’s By the Sea and Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss.” 
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Loss is both to a delightful but no less compelling (although perhaps not entirely productive) 

degree. To my mind, if mournful and/or mistaken at least let it be such—and if nostalgic at least 

let it revel and let us revel in it. 

 

(Im)politic/s 

 As Boym was so intent on reminding us, (restorative) nostalgia contains a 

monstrous/militant capacity or intention—seeking as it does to make that imagined home (the 

one “reflective” nostalgics reasonably recognize as an impossibility) a tangible reality. In other 

words, revolutionary zeal is terribly/reprehensibly nostalgic. Therefore, when it comes to the 

depiction of the Gorkha Liberation Army in The Inheritance of Loss the insult (nostalgic 

association) is clear. First becoming involved with the GNLF while witnessing a public 

demonstration, Gyan (the young tutor) is described as being swept up not just in the passion of 

his old friends and now fellow rebels but by the nostalgia of it as well:  

As he floated through the market, Gyan had a feeling of history being wrought, its wheels 

churning under him, for the men were behaving as if they were being featured in a 

documentary of war, and Gyan could not help but look on the scene already from the angle 

of nostalgia, the position of a revolutionary. But then he was pulled out of the feeling, by 

the ancient and unusual scene, the worried shopkeepers watching from their monsoon-

stained grottos. Then he shouted along with the crowd, and the very mingling of his voice 

with largeness and lustiness seemed to create a relevancy, an affirmation he’d never felt 

before, and he was pulled back into the making of history. (157, emphasis added) 

The revolutionary’s nostalgia is a temptation: a sensorial/sensual as much as a temporal 

confusion. The narrator goes on to describe Gyan’s hesitance and wavering commitment in 
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layers of backwardness/awkwardness and past tense: “Then, looking at the hills, he fell out of the 

experience again. How can the ordinary be changed?” (157).  

 Occurring itself as a flashback that contextualizes his betrayal of Sai (his role in the rebels’ 

robbery of her home with which the novel opens) he is similarly pulled in—intermittently 

seduced—by the sense of already having done so. His feelings are almost doubly past (tense) 

insofar as the intensity of the moment is compounded by the impression not only of its already 

having happened—resemblance to history, documentary, cliché—but of Gyan’s being already 

nostalgic.  

 Such nostalgic ascription is (to reuse Boym’s terms) at best an affectionate insult: the 

movement’s association with nostalgia is understandably condescending/belittling. However, 

rather than overturn such a casting, I will endeavor to exacerbate it and, in the vein of Jordison’s 

earlier rebuttal, point to the collective ridiculousness of the main characters. While no doubt 

reflecting badly on the GNLF’s revolutionary spirit, this passage reflects far worse on Gyan. Ill-

conceived as the desire to (actually/tangibly) reclaim one’s homeland may or may not be,8 the 

revolutionaries are at least not (in nostalgic terms) immobilized by whimsical or fickle feeling. 

The awkward, consecutive repetition of “then” in the above quotation—“But then he was pulled 

out of the feeling,” “Then he shouted along with the crowd,” “Then, looking at the hills, he fell 

out of the experience again”—effectively announces Gyan’s absurdity and, arguably, more so 

                                                
8 Not wishing to further belittle the movement by offering my sympathy—I am strangely drawn 
to/recklessly infatuated with regressive politics. In “Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora” (1997) Gayatri 
Gopinath differentiates between “patriarchal diasporic logic” versus “queer diasporic logic,” 
suggesting the ways in which diasporas are not necessarily or automatically progressive but often 
staunchly the opposite. When reading that article I realized that I was far more interested in those 
who failed to progress than those diasporics who did or were striving to. In that sense, even if 
nostalgic in that bad way, I would still find the rebels’ longing understandable/irresistible. 
Although, in this case, stubborn resistance to the rebels’ movement (i.e. Lola) is perhaps more in 
line with the conservative (comfort-seeking, resistance to change) that I am appealing to here. 
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than his revolutionary counterparts’. Gyan’s (particular) inconstancy is at the heart of the 

passage, outweighing/overshadowing (at least to some degree) the slight on the revolutionaries’. 

Although it may not matter much who is the more criticized—the most ridiculous of those 

(supposedly) ridiculed—for to me there is something earnest, or at least not entirely mean-

spirited, in the description of Gyan’s conversion or, for that matter, Gyan/Sai’s pet names, 

Jemu’s adoration for Mutt, Biju’s nightgown, or any other of those cloying or overly sentimental 

moments/significations. Nevertheless, I would suggest that Gyan is something like the worst and, 

moreover, that his (comparative) ridiculousness parallels the exceeding/excessive nostalgia of so 

many of Desai’s characters. 

 Lola and Noni—of “the few rich” and perhaps the most at odds with the rebels’ case—are 

characters depicted as relatively worse off (241). The sisters are described as “[having] never 

paid much attention for the simple reason they didn’t have to” (241). Therefore when the unrest 

begins and Lola and Noni find squatters on sections of their precious Mon Ami estate, their 

privilege exposes them to ridicule. As they are forced to realize “It did matter”: 

It did matter, buying tinned ham roll in a rice and dal country; it did matter to live in a big 

house and sit beside a heater in the evening, even one that sparked and shocked; it did 

matter to fly to London and return with chocolates filled with kirsch; it did matter that 

others could not. They had pretended it didn’t, or had nothing to do with them, and 

suddenly it had everything to do with them. The wealth that seemed to protect them like a 

blanket was the very thing that left them exposed. They, amid extreme poverty, were 

baldly richer, and the statistics of difference were being broadcast over loudspeakers, 

written loudly across the walls. The anger had solidified into slogans and guns, and it 

turned out that they, they, Lola and Noni, were the unlucky ones who wouldn’t slip 
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through, who would pay the debt that should be shared with others over many generations. 

(242, emphasis in original) 

The extent of this shift in their perspective is palpable in the passage itself. The italicized “did’s” 

are followed by the humble un-italicization of the most important one. What matters more than 

all the things the sisters could do is what “others could not.” In this way, italicization and the 

markedly un-italicized work both to (at first) emphasize what “did” matter and to (eventually) 

prioritize what mattered even more. Such a move effectively enacts Lola/Noni’s realization 

for/on the reader’s part as we experience our own kind of disrupted/interrupted complacence—a 

repeated pattern, establishing an expectation/presumption, suddenly interrupted and made 

different. More to the point, roles as well as assumptions have been reversed. Lola and Noni’s 

“wealth blanket” is now a liability and their (self-) comforting acts of pretend appear nothing but 

foolish and failed. It is “they/they” who are unlucky. 

 This becomes especially clear when Lola goes to confront Pradhan, the leader of the GNLF 

in Kalimpong, to complain about the huts on her property. The encounter leaves Lola utterly 

humiliated. To her objection Pradhan determines that the land is being put to better use by the 

squatters and ultimately dismisses her by suggesting he take her on as a fifth wife. Her old age 

makes the idea laughable: “The men in the room laughed so hard, ‘Ha Ha Ha.’ He had their 

loyalty. He knew the way to coax strength was to pretend it existed, so that it might grow to fit 

its reputation…. Lola, for one of the few times in her life, was the butt of the joke, detested, 

ridiculous, in the wrong part of town” (244, ellipses in original). The power and gender dynamic 

at work in the scene makes Lola’s humiliation more than light-hearted mockery. There is 

something deeply unsettling about the rebel leader and his men laughing away an old woman 

with sexual mockery, especially in terms of the way in which Pradhan uses his ability to 
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humiliate Lola as a means of affirming his own power amongst his men.  

 However, while that aspect is certainly at work in the scene, I believe there is something 

more to the narrative tone here than strictly derision (for either Lola or the rebels). Therefore, 

rather than gravitate toward the potential gravitas of the scene (which I am not disputing is there 

and is valid), I would like to explore the extent to which Lola’s ridiculousness is reinforced (even 

exacerbated) by the narrator in terms of a simplified sense of comeuppance and silliness—that is, 

precisely through the novel’s own belittling maneuvers (the ways in which the novel gets in its 

own way, making it almost impossible to take moments like these entirely seriously). 

 It is not that Lola is being mocked (light-heartedly)—in fact I don’t think the novel does 

anything lightly—it is, rather, that Lola and her circumstances are made light of. That is, there is 

something to the narrative tone that suggests an attempt to make light of that which is absolutely 

not. In this way, it is testament to the magnitude of the issues and the earnestness with which 

they are undertaken that (apparent or seeming) “mockery” emerges as a kind of coping 

mechanism: an effort to belittle the loss or extremity of emotion as a way of managing it. 

 For Lola and Noni’s comfort is, arguably, the most difficult/challenging “inheritances” of 

the novel. As alluded to in the earlier long quotation, the system of privilege has existed for 

generations, and Lola and Noni are simply of those few “unlucky ones who wouldn’t slip 

through” (242). In fact, in a preceding passage, the narrator similarly compares their position to 

plain bad luck:  

It was natural they would incite envy, they supposed, and the laws of probability favored 

their slipping through life without anything more than muttered comments, but every now 

and then, somebody suffered the rotten luck of being in the exact wrong place at the exact 

wrong time when it all caught up—and generations worth of trouble settled on them. Just 
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when Lola had thought it would continue, a hundred years like the one past—Trollope, 

BBC, a burst of hilarity at Christmas—all of a sudden, all that they had claimed innocent, 

fun, funny, not really to matter, was proven wrong. (241)  

The intensity of this reversal is summed up as almost casual (clichéd) misfortune; it is 

unfortunate. And said in that kind of droll or detached way—“how unfortunate”—that fails to 

capture how truly/sincerely devastating it is. They had been obliviously content and presumably 

would have happily remained so if only their luck had been better. While this sensibility can 

certainly be chalked up to sarcasm—an ironic understatement—it is, perhaps, and more 

damningly, expressed in earnest. For, just as there is a sketchy politics attached to the rebels’ 

representation, I believe there is an equally suspect/discomfiting sympathy or sadness expressed 

toward the loss of comfort, if not the specifically privileged comforts of Mon Ami itself—bought 

as it was “with such false ideas of retirement, sweet pears and mist, cat and books” (245) and 

filled, as it is, with knickknacks and things “saved for [their] prettiness” (44). Those careful (and 

oftentimes cloying) descriptions of Lola and Noni’s life at Mon Ami become even more 

awkward and difficult to accept if the novel is seen as not strictly trivializing but equally 

lamenting their loss. The “falseness” of the “ideas of retirement”—delusions of privileged 

cloister—are, arguably, overshadowed/overwhelmed by the sweet talk of pears, mist, cats and 

books. That is, even if (knowingly) critical of their (self-) indulgence, there is a sense that one 

can’t quite escape it and may be just as eagerly participating in that sense of delicious/delinquent 

revelry. 

 This is particularly the case when it comes to Lola’s emotional breakdown/temper tantrum. 

Unable to face Noni after her encounter with Pradhan, Lola sits alone in the bathroom and 

silently screams at her dead husband. With “Her lips stretched out” and her mouth “enormous 
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with the extent of her shame,” she blames him for her current situation: “Look at what you’ve 

left me to! Do you know how I have suffered, do you have any idea??? Where are you?! You and 

your piddling little life, and look what I have to deal with, just look. I don’t even have my 

decency.” (245). While not wishing to downplay the seriousness of the (sexual) humiliation she 

certainly did endure, Lola’s outburst nevertheless appears as a hissy fit. The excessive 

punctuation—particularly the triple question marks—does the opposite of emphasizing the 

seriousness of her statements; it privileges melodrama over poignancy. In short, her hysteria 

(while potentially justified) appears undignified, is treated indelicately or simply described as 

slightly out of proportion. As such, Lola is portrayed in terms more comic than tragic as the 

narrator goes on to describe: “She held on to her ridiculed old woman’s breasts and shook them” 

(245).  

 Even when Noni tries coaxing her sister out and dares to suggest that there might be “some 

truth to what they are saying”—some legitimacy to the movement’s cause—Lola grows 

increasingly more stubborn/enraged and the conversation ends with Lola telling Noni to go to 

hell (246-247). Lola’s lament—with all its wild accusations and breast shaking—is histrionic; 

and yet, it is also indulged on those very terms. Therefore, while Lola’s reaction is belittled 

(reduced to the status of a tantrum), that does not mean it is subsequently dismissed (treated 

dismissively). In fact, I would argue Lola’s silliness is actively engaged (if not enjoyed/reveled 

in) and by the novel as much as Lola herself. Lola is being indulged (by the novel) as much as 

we (the reader) are indulging in her (self-) indulgence (histrionics, stubbornness, self-pity). 

 In this way, nostalgia—that cloying, unseemly juvenilia and temperamental regress—can 

be seen as the quintessential embarrassment/humiliation of (shared by) both novel and characters 

alike. To be clear then, when it comes to my reading of The Inheritance of Loss, I’m not arguing 
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that this revelry is undertaken in a necessarily good (beneficial, ultimately productive) way but 

precisely in a bad (delinquent, likely detrimental) one. For if the novel risks its own cozy 

indulgences nostalgically and (therefore) recklessly—that is, in the juvenile sense of not being 

able to help oneself, of knowing better but proceeding nonetheless—then how might that inflect 

our understanding of those (serious) issues it simultaneously undertakes? 

 The nostalgia that “belittles” the revolutionary spirit of the rebels and Lola’s sense of 

injustice similarly plagues the three main narrative pairings of the novel and perhaps in far more 

“damaging” ways. For at least with the rebels their nostalgia—(place) attachment—whether 

interpreted as violently “restorative” (misdirected) remains relatively dignified (even if clichéd, 

then at least commonplace or recognizably political). The same can’t quite be said for the equally 

nostalgic (embarrassing, regressive) attachments of Gyan and his tutee Sai, Jemu and his little 

dog Mutt, the Judge’s nameless cook and his homesick son Biju. To my mind these “nostalgic” 

relationships—first love, (literal) “puppy love,” diasporic love—are not only narratively 

intertwined but paralleled in a way that establishes an incriminating correspondence and with 

even more difficult (discomfiting) indulgences and equations.  

 

Diasporic Attachment as Puppy Love 

 In a move that exacerbates rather than alleviates Gyan’s failings, the fickleness of Gyan’s 

politics is coupled with the selfishness of his young love. Even in the quotation discussed earlier, 

Gyan’s political seduction—the wavering intensity of his feelings of emotional connection and 

abrupt aversion/disinterest—is described with the fickleness of juvenile infatuation. Continuing 

with the idea that the potentially unflattering representation of the rebels is largely outweighed 

by Gyan’s specific foolishness, I would suggest that what actually makes the novel difficult to 
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“accept” is not so much the unflattering representation of the GNLF, but the extent to which The 

Inheritance of Loss indulges behaviours that actively shirk political responsibility. For the 

novel’s seeming lack of support for the rebels’ cause is far from its most embarrassing aspect. 

That is to say, there is a lot more to be embarrassed about. While they may not be the only 

relentless and regressive, comfort-seeking behaviours, Gyan and Sai’s love story is quite 

possibly the most obvious/ostentatious—off-putting/offensive: that which makes it difficult to 

accept or take seriously. Although in saying that, I would like to be clear that those aspects also 

happen to be my favorite parts of the novel. 

 As such, what interests me about Gyan’s ever-shifting revolutionary spirit is the way in 

which it corresponds with another arguably more unseemly behaviour. The fact that Gyan and 

Sai’s relationship coincides with the growing political unrest only serves to heighten the 

reprehensibility of their frivolity:  

Gyan and Sai’s romance was flourishing and the political trouble continued to remain in 

the background for them. Eating momos dipped in chutney, Gyan said: ‘You’re my 

momo.’ Sai said: ‘No you’re mine.’ Ah, dumpling stage of love—it had set them off on a 

tumble of endearments and nicknames. They thought of them in quiet moments and placed 

them before each other like gifts. The momo, mutton in dough, one thing plump and cozy 

within the other—it connoted protection, affection. (140)  

Their romance takes precedence, overshadowing Gyan’s politics in a sickeningly sweet way. 

Notably, it isn’t so much the charming naïveté of young love that is being emphasized here, but 

rather, that particularly nauseating variation so insufferable to those on the outside: the pet names 

and endless back and forth. Here the all-consuming myopia/insularity of “puppy love” is more 

than a nuisance; it is depicted as rash and increasingly (socially/worldly) detached. 
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 At the height of their infatuation, Gyan entertains the idea of leaving Kalimpong 

altogether: “‘Listen Momo,’ he had said to a delighted Sai, ‘let’s go to Australia.’ Fly away, bye-

bye, ta-ta. Free from history. Free from family demands and the built-up debt of centuries. The 

patriotism was false, he suddenly felt as he marched” (157). Gyan’s feelings for Sai spur him to 

entertain notions of retreat: a specifically nostalgic or plainly diasporic fantasy of starting 

fresh/beginning anew. And in that sense, regardless of whether or not the cause he has aligned 

himself with holds similar nostalgic fantasies of its own, the point is that he is once again/more 

than ever, prepared to abandon that commitment—to disengage entirely. In this way, Gyan’s 

puppy love is as irresponsible if not more so than his (inconstant) politics. For these are, of 

course, empty words and empty promises—made in haste/said in that “dumpling stage of love” 

—entirely, selfishly absorbed.  

 Furthermore, in a moment that captures the troublesome priorities of characters and 

narrative alike, the all-consuming nature of Gyan and Sai’s romance sees the most significant 

“historical” event of the novel pass both of them by. Because they have broken up Sai lies 

“martyred in her room” while Gyan is similarly consumed—“sickened at the harm he had done 

to others”—they both “[miss] the important protest, a defining moment of the conflict, when the 

Indo-Nepal treaty of 1950 was to be burned and the past consigned to the flames and destroyed” 

(273). In this way, the smaller (petty) human drama trumps any larger or broader historicity. And 

this is not even profound or particularly noteworthy human drama, but the teenage angst of 

melodramatic heartache and self-reflection. Martyred and meditative, their focus (as much as the 

novel’s) is singularly and trivially preoccupied.  

 The extreme of such singularity (lack of worldly consideration) is, of course, Jemu and 

Mutt. While not showcased to quite the same nauseating degree as Gyan and Sai’s “puppy love,” 
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Sai’s grandfather and his little dog Mutt represent another such instance of cutesy 

coziness/cloistered self-absorption taken too far. Jemu’s (as well as the novel’s) quirky 

preoccupation with the dog is established early on and throughout. When the rebel intruders first 

descend upon the house in the opening scene, Mutt’s adorableness and Jemu’s protectiveness are 

highlighted quickly: “Mutt began to do what she always did when she met strangers: she turned a 

furiously wagging bottom to the intruders and looked around from behind, smiling, conveying 

both shyness and hope. Hating to see her degrade herself thus, the judge reached for her, 

whereupon she buried her nose in his arms” (4). Coquettishly charming (sweet and innocent) 

Mutt is an easy favorite (clearly/understandably favored) and yet, the care Jemu takes to shield 

Mutt from injury—both real and imagined—is unexpectedly tender. When Sai teasingly calls 

Mutt a “Silly girl,” the narrator notes Jemu’s careful correction: “Little pearl,” said the judge 

[Jemu] when Sai left, in case Mutt’s feelings had been bruised” (105). Jemu’s coddling mirrors 

the kind of infantile nursery-talk that characterizes Gyan and Sai’s romance; only in this 

instance, Jemu’s puppy love is literal. 

 While such an attachment is not uncommon or necessarily cause for embarrassment, the 

privacy surrounding Jemu’s interactions with Mutt—the fact that he only thinks/speaks that way 

to her in private—his repeated designation and stature as “the judge,” not to mention his general 

gruffness (if not outright violence) toward others, makes his whispered endearments to “my 

darling mutton chop” (117) not entirely befitting. In this way, Jemu’s relationship with Mutt 

represents another of the novel’s awkward—both endearing and unseemly—indulgences and, 

once again, a relationship taken to the edge of tolerability or public display. Moreover, it is a 

temptation (intermittent infatuation) for the narrator as much as the characters themselves. For 

example, when describing the state of the house during a storm the narration is interrupted by a 
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single line of unattributed speech directed at a frightened Mutt: “Don’t be scared, puppy dog, 

little frog, little duck, duckie dog” (106). While most likely issued by Jemu—his movements 

about the house being the most previously described—it just as easily appears as a general, 

narrative slippage. 

 Seen in this way, the narrator emerges equally vulnerable when it comes to engaging 

indulgently with Mutt. And even if it is Jemu or Sai who utters that particular line, the narrator is 

attuned to Mutt’s terror in a manner noticeably similar to Jemu’s projected feelings of 

degradation and insult: “She tried to smile, but her tail kept folding under her and her eyes were 

those of a soldier in war, finished with caring for silly myths of courage. Her ears strained 

beyond the horizon, anticipating what didn’t fail to arrive, yet another wave of bombardment, the 

sound of civilization crumbling—she had never known it was so big—cities and monuments 

fell—and she fled again” (106). We are given almost excessive insight into Mutt’s torment and 

likened as she is to an embattled soldier the reader is bombarded with a sense of equally 

excessive profundity. While it could certainly be read thematically as yet another way of 

conflating the big (serious, worldly) things—civilizations, cities, monuments—with the 

miniature/diminutive world of a terrified dog, I prefer to see this as an instance of the narrator 

herself getting caught up in precisely the kind of deep interior-ization Jemu is so prone to; 

entertaining Mutt’s capacity for hurt feelings and embattled internal states. Of equal note then 

are the moments when the narrative itself slips into this kind of unabashed puppy talk 

(silliness/cutesiness): whether it’s describing the “Thump Thump Wiggle Waggle” (15) of 

American hot dogs, the use of words like “squiggled” (66) or Spring summed up by those things 

“[hopping] and [crawling] about in adorable baby size” (305). 

 In any case, whether earnestly engaged or sarcastically wrought the unseemliness—the 
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sheer preciousness—of such moments/aspects of the text is evident throughout. When it comes 

to Jemu and Mutt, the issue isn’t so much the endearments and protective gestures as it is their 

special, specifically pampered, treatment. Compared to Jemu’s treatment of the cook, Mutt’s 

lifestyle is ridiculously (shamefully) privileged (dignified). Not only does Jemu ruthlessly beat 

the cook at the end of the novel, even from the start it is clear to the police who are brought to 

the house to investigate the robbery that “[the cook] was not looked after” (18). In stark contrast 

to the cook’s disheveled hut, Mutt’s bedtime routine is more than a little damning: “‘Little pet,’ 

he clucked over her. ‘What long curly ears, hm? Look at all these curls.’ Each night Mutt slept 

with her head on his pillow, and on cold nights she was wrapped in a shawl of angora rabbit 

wool” (35). The disproportionate nature of this dynamic comes to a head when Mutt goes 

missing.    

 It is then that the judge’s behaviour and attachment are open to the most criticism. With 

everything else that is going on, Mutt’s kidnapping emerges as the most pressing/devastating 

event, drawing Jemu’s ridiculousness into the forefront. “Mutt,” his voice splintered. “My funny 

love. My naughty love. My funny naughty love” (308). The implication of these two words in 

particular, despite being said as endearments, betray a kind of knowingness as to the 

silliness/inappropriateness of his attachment. Not unlike Sai’s own self-awareness—“her pitiful 

selfish sadness, her pitiful selfish pointless love”—the admission of the silliness of their own 

actions changes nothing. If anything it is my nostalgic-esque point that these are unruly (self-

despised/loathed) behaviours done knowingly/anyway/unabashedly: 

He shouted all the language that was between Mutt and himself, sending nursery words of 

love flying over the Himalayas, rattled her leash so it clinked the way that made her 

jump—whoop!—up on all four legs together, as if on a pogo stick. “Walkie, baba, 
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muffin…” he cried […] He pictured the two of them cozy in bed: good night, good 

morning. (293) 

In this moment it isn’t just that Jemu calls out to her, or the names he uses “Princess Duchess 

Queen,” “Diamond Pearl” or “Sweetheart” it’s the complete nonsense—that it is actually a 

different kind of language: “Soo-soo, Poo-poo, Cuckoo, good good smelly smell” and “How 

ridiculous it all sound[s] without a dog to receive the words” (293).  

 When it comes to Jemu especially, the humiliating aspect of such affection/attachment is 

obvious—epitomizing, as it does, the difficulty of the cute or (if I may be so bold) 

nostalgic/diasporic love—attachments to the cozy, the unseemly longings and comfort-seeking 

(those very Disney-fied or, rather, nursery-rhyming kinds). In this way, such an indulgence is 

informed as much by its inappropriateness (attendant shame) as it is by its secret 

pleasure/delight. Here we get the sense that Jemu’s affection was, quite rightly, reserved for 

private exchange—that it is not fit for public display (not something to be proud of or to be 

spoken aloud). 

 The cook confronts this “reality” harshly when he shares the incident with men at the 

Canteen. Having gone out in search of Mutt and having internalized, as he is wont to do, the 

convictions and concerns of the judge, the cook is startled by the men’s reaction: “He told them 

what had happened and it made them laugh, a bit of humor in these frightening days. Dog died! 

The hilarity spread. They could barely stop laughing. In a place where people died without being 

given any attention. They died of TB, hepatitis, leprosy, plain old fever…. And no jobs, no work, 

nothing to eat—this commotion over a dog! Ha ha ha ha ha ha” (314). The fuss made over Mutt 

is indeed laughable—not just ridiculous but a point of ridicule. Nevertheless, rather than see this 

blunt declaration as explicit confirmation that yes, this is indeed dismissible, our (readerly) 
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reaction is, perhaps, more attuned to the cook’s conflicted/nervous laughter than we might 

readily (comfortably) admit: “It’s not something funny,” said the cook, but he laughed a bit, too, 

out of relief that this was clearly humorous, but then he felt worse, doubly guilty, and he resumed 

his mewling” (314). The pathetic whimper with which the Jemu/Mutt storyline ends is, arguably, 

earnest and, perhaps, all the more difficult because of that. Furthermore, what would it mean to 

take Mutt or at least the shame involved in maintaining her “significance” seriously? That is, 

how is the attempt to make light of Jemu and Mutt’s relationship more about contending with the 

unruliness/humiliation of their attachment than about laughing it off? Jemu’s position is 

portrayed in dismissible extremes/hysterics but like Lola’s tantrum there is a sense of 

earnestness, vitality/emotionality, that leaves one at a loss of how exactly it is to be taken. The 

loss of Mutt is, arguably, the novel’s most pointed and obvious (actual/tangible) tragedy. 

 Therefore, in an attempt to contextualize (rather than dignify) the peculiarity of Jemu’s 

relationship with Mutt, it’s important to note the complex of love and shame (shameful love) that 

characterizes Jemu in general. In this way, the endless (excessive) compassion and affection he 

displays toward Mutt is, perhaps, not opposite to the (equally unsightly) detachment he directs 

toward others, but merely two equally juvenile extremes. The only other notable instance of 

“inappropriate” or unbearable attachment for this character occurs when Jemu journeys away 

from home as a young man. Jemu travels to England for school but it is the description of his 

voyage that evokes a similar, complex tension of love and shame.  

 When Jemu is to set sail his father goes to see him off. According to tradition a coconut is 

meant to be thrown “as an offering into the waves, so his journey might be blessed by the gods” 

(37); only, in Jemu’s case, the coconut is not thrown in time:  

As three siren blasts rent the air, Jemu’s father, searching the deck, located his son. “Don’t 
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worry,” he shouted. “You’ll do first class first.” But his tone of terror undid the reassurance 

of the words. “Throw the coconut!” he shrieked. Jemubhai looked at his father, a barely 

educated man venturing where he should not be, and the love in Jemubhai’s heart mingled 

with pity, the pity with shame. His father felt his own hand rise and cover his mouth: he 

had failed his son […] Jemu watched his father disappear. He didn’t throw the coconut and 

he didn’t cry. Never again would he know love for a human being that wasn’t adulterated 

by another, contradictory emotion. (37) 

The source of Jemu’s humiliation emerges from his observation of his father’s “terror” and the 

general embarrassment of the scene. His father appears out of place—uneducated, vulnerable—

and while that understandably affects him, what the narrator captures here is that particular, 

adolescent experience of being ashamed of or by one’s parents/where one comes from.9 In this 

way, one’s very love/affection inexplicably turns into a liability—something that one may 

selfishly (in the sense of self-preservation/saving face) wish to disassociate/detach oneself from.  

 Therefore in attempting to appreciate the embarrassing (shameful/shame-filled) 

attachments littered throughout The Inheritance of Loss it is important to attend to this moment 

of brutal (juvenile/tantrum-like) honesty insofar as it speaks to the (backward) tension that 

informs those affections most unruly/humiliating to avow. Once again, this is not (or at least not 

only) another comic humiliation (à la Jordison) sardonically ridiculing Jemu’s ruthless youth and 

immaturity. While Jemu’s behaviour is certainly ungracious/ungrateful, the incident marks 

another kind of nervous (or earnest) laughter. In this scene Jemu’s father is bumbling—it is 

awkward and Jemu’s theatrical response—that he does not cry or throw the coconut—is equally 

                                                
9 Jemu’s humiliation continues as the food his mother has packed for him to eat along the way 
emits a strong odor: “a banana that in the course of the journey had been slain by heat. No fruit 
dies so vile and offensive a death as the banana, but it had been packed just in case. In case of 
What? Jemu shouted silently to his mother” (37). 
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petty and embarrassing. And yet, it captures something of the particular difficulty of humiliating 

love as well as the idea that these—the unsightly ones—may just be the loves/attachments that 

the novel is most interested in engaging, whether explicitly cozy—i.e. momos and puppies—or 

subtly (supposedly more sophisticatedly) homey—i.e. diasporic. 

In a similar spirit then, although the two instances of “puppy love” outlined above—Gyan 

and Sai’s budding romance and Jemu’s obsessive adoration of Mutt—may not seem related to 

diaspora/nostalgia explicitly, I believe an argument can be made on the level of nostalgic 

resemblance: that is, nostalgia taken broadly to include those backward, undignified, and 

relentless attachments or correspondences in terms of Jemu’s shame spectrum as well as in the 

extent to which these sets of relationships are inextricably associated/intertwined with the 

explicitly diasporic dimension of the third and last relationship: that of the cook and his son Biju.  

As alluded to with regard to Jemu’s own diasporic foray, the separation the cook and Biju 

experience while Biju is in America manifests in a not dissimilar cutesiness: home-sickness. Like 

Jemu, Biju’s love for or relentless attachment to his home is a source of shame; and, especially if 

taken under the (conventional pejorative) consideration that an actual, attempted, homecoming is 

on par with a despicably restorative/regressive (anti-diasporic) politics, it is one that ultimately 

gets the better of him. In one particularly pathetic scene, a simple feeling snowballs 

(disproportionately) into a momentous emotional outburst. Struggling with the New York cold 

Biju attempts to pad himself with newspapers as he remembers his uncle used to when working 

in the fields in the winter: “But even this did not seem to help, and once, on his bicycle, he began 

to weep from the cold, and the weeping unpicked a deeper vein of grief—such a terrible groan 

issued from between the whimpers that he was shocked his sadness was so profound” (51). The 

depth of his emotion may indeed be substantial (“profound”) but it’s no less 
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unsightly/unflattering—crying as he is (with guttural moans) while biking in a newspaper stuffed 

shirt.  

Furthermore, rather than speaking to the enormity of diasporic despair, I believe the 

novel does his experience an even greater service by trivializing it (making light of it)—not as a 

means of further disparaging homecoming desires/feeling of overwhelming homesickness, but 

rather of divesting them of some elevated significance or dignity. In this way the novel can be 

seen as engaging homesickness on the level of its simplicity (weakness, juvenilia, histrionic 

amplification, regress). Nostalgia is not made to carry some existential or philosophical gravitas; 

it is, rather, “validated” or simply included/represented on the level of simply missing home 

and/or wishing to be there—however feebly, however cowardly, however embarrassingly. 

Biju’s homesickness is further “trivialized” through the correspondences between Biju 

and his father who are reduced to speaking in clichés and repeated entreaties: “He opened the 

second letter to find the same basic fact reiterated” (120) and yet the letters still (can’t help but) 

take on some disproportionate significance to the cook who treasures them, coveting them in 

ways similar to the “misplaced” affections and singular devotions that plague the other two 

relationships/couplings or Gyan and Sai, Jemu and little Mutt. The letters are stored “under an 

empty tuna fish tin by his bed” where they are “saved for the end of the day,” after spending “all 

evening… savoring the thought of them” (114). 

To my mind, Biju’s journey parallels the two unspeakable (or best not spoken of) loves 

previously discussed and coinciding precisely on the level of reckless abandon and shameful 

place attachment. In this regard, the novel can be seen as creating a correlation (even if 

uncomfortable/politically volatile) between diasporic affect and the naïve self-absorption, not to 

mention cutesy and cloying expressions, of stereotypically shallow and/or undignified behaviour. 
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It renders (or simply entertains the possibility of) diasporic attachment’s kinship/affinity to the 

vapidity of puppy love, ridding it (as it does) of the aura of dignity or maturity (sophistication or 

progressive possibility) emphasizing, instead, the resemblance of home-sickness to love-

sickness; only/importantly, not some profound or epic love but rather to the decidedly ignoble, 

foolish/foolhardy infatuations and interior melodramas of first love, temperamental/infantile/ 

pubescent affection/attachment.  

Furthermore, the convergence of the three storylines is tellingly established on the basis 

of a cutesy (academically discomfiting) comfort-seeking. Biju’s homecoming is literally cloaked 

in the symbolics of a particularly cloying (and humiliating) sense of comfort. Forced to don a 

woman’s nightgown after being robbed/stripped upon his return, Biju becomes a beacon of pink 

and yellow hope for all three narratives. The novel ends with the fruitless search for Mutt as the 

cook and Gyan specifically focus on the task as a means of making some sort of amends with the 

judge and Sai respectively. It is in this way that Biju finds himself similarly stumbling around the 

valley trying to make his way home and Sai who mistakes Biju for (at first) her beloved Gyan 

and (then) Mutt’s imaginary savior:  

She stopped to look. The dot vanished into the trees, reappeared, vanished again, came 

around the bend in the mountain. It made a pink and yellow patch of color slowly growing 

bigger—striving through bushy denotations of wild cardamom—Gyan? she thought with a 

burst of hope. A message: I will love you after all. Someone who had found Mutt? Right 

here….She’s right here, alive and well! Plumper than ever! (324) 

Sai’s predictions are, of course, projections—things she wishes to be true and yet, their 

coincidence with Biju’s return can’t only be malicious (coincident and domino-ed 

disappointments/humiliating failures). While Sai’s happy ending is as likely as the plausibility of 
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Gyan finding Mutt (i.e. not very)—if the three storylines are as imbricated as I am suggesting, 

then the delusional fates of both puppy loves may be just as outrageously pursued/pursuable as 

Biju’s reunion with his father.  

Moreover, how might the conflation of diasporic experience and puppy love serve as 

more than a disparagement or sardonic critique? That is, while not expressly condoned, how 

might the narrative itself be as earnest as the reckless naïveté of its characters? Whether 

unabashedly foolish (immature, “cloying”) or simply cowardly (using mockery to disguise 

sincerity) why can’t the novel be seen as endorsing (or at least indulging) the possibility of some 

version of “happiness” however failed/foolhardy that might be?  

 

Cozy Expressions 

 Returning to Jordison’s earlier, stylistic aversion I would argue that it is precisely the 

“cloying” nature of the text—and its similarly unseemly conflations/correlations—that 

(particularly academic) readers find most uncomfortable. Nevertheless, I would characterize this 

as an embarrassment rather than a crafty criticism or sarcasm because I believe these 

annoyances—unseemly relationships, affections/affectations—are indulged as much as they are 

trivialized. For the very style of the novel echoes the (self-) indulgence of the politics (or lack 

thereof) of its characters. Take, for instance, the passage describing the mood of the village 

following the “major” events of the rebels’ demonstration. Even amidst the growing unrest, the 

villagers are remarkably unmoved: 

But while the residents were shocked by the violence, they were also often surprised by the 

mundaneness of it all. Discovered the extent of perversity that the heart is capable of as 

they sat at home with nothing to do, and found that it was possible, faced with the stench of 
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unimaginable evil, for a human being to grow bored, yawn, be absorbed by the problem of 

a missing sock, by neighborly irritations, to feel hunger skipping like a little mouse inside a 

tummy and return, once again to the pressing matter of what to eat…. There they were, the 

most commonplace of them, those quite mismatched with the larger-than-life questions, 

caught up in the mythic battles of past vs. present, justice vs. injustice—the most ordinary 

swept up in extraordinary hatred, because extraordinary hatred was, after all, a 

commonplace event.” (295, emphasis added)  

While offering a provocative observation of apathy and/or deconstruction of the possibility of 

one’s accustomedness toward violence, I am actually far less interested in the way this passage 

conflates the ordinary/extraordinary and more interested in the description of hunger as 

“skipping like a little mouse inside a tummy” (295). It’s moments like these that reflect the 

extent to which the novel is as “complicit” as Sai and Gyan, Jemu and Mutt when it comes to 

reverting to the comforts of cutesy language. The problematic (politically reprehensible) 

indifference/detachment of the residents is, in a sense, mirrored by what is, no doubt for some, an 

equally objectionable cloistering retreat (or devolvement) into cutesiness.  

 Of course, central to the discussion of irresponsibility (political or otherwise) is the 

character/characterization of Sai and Gyan’s romance. On the verge of reconciling after their 

falling out, the unevenness and unabashed-ness of this/their puppy love is perfectly summed up:  

They were falling back into familiarity, into common ground, into the dirty gray. Just 

ordinary humans in ordinary opaque boiled-egg light, without grace, without revelation, 

composite of contradictions, easy principles, arguing about what they half believed in or 

even what they didn’t believe in at all, desiring comfort as much as raw austerity, 

authenticity as much as playacting, desiring coziness of family as much as to abandon it 
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forever. Cheese and chocolate they wanted, but also to kick all these bloody foreign things 

out. A wild daring love to bicycle them into the sky, but also a rice and dal love blessed by 

the unexciting feeling of everyday, its surprises safely enmeshed in something solidly 

familiar like marrying the daughter or son of your father’s best friend and grumbling about 

the cost of potatoes, the cost of onions. Every single contradiction history or opportunity 

might make available to them, every contradiction they were heir to, they desired. But only 

as much, of course, as they desired purity and a lack of contradiction. (259) 

The sentiment is volatile, verging on nonsensical. Desiring contradiction “but only as much, of 

course” as “a lack of contradiction.” And perhaps most importantly: “desiring comfort,” 

“desiring coziness”: to want it all, and with abandon—without concern for its own nonsense/lack 

of sense. 

 With this in mind, how might the novel itself be read as a kind of revelry in such 

irresistible, moody/moony irresponsibility; that is, might we too engage with it on the level of 

singular attachment (worldly detachment) and infatuation—to enjoy it precisely because it is not 

to be taken seriously (followed up on). Again I do not suggest this as a way to discredit the novel 

further; I mean it sincerely as the basis of its “achievement.” For much of what drives my interest 

here is the idea that if Gyan’s revolutionary spirit is (problematic or not) under scrutiny then the 

novel’s infantile/nursery talk doesn’t even stand a chance.  

 Perhaps it is because I feel protective of those small pleasures, that “rice and dal love,” that 

I am prepared to construct and (admittedly) blindly/openly celebrate the novel’s most 

irresponsible/reprehensible extremes. But that is, in a sense, precisely my point. For me the basis 

of the novel’s achievement is that the attachment I feel for those very “cloying” moments 

necessitates/evokes a kind of “lovesick” approach. What I am trying to get at here is the idea that 
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irresponsibility and unseemliness—inappropriate/not acceptable or age appropriate behaviour—

is so widespread that it is compounded rather than neatly, argumentatively, or politically 

(correctly) narrowed/directed. As such, the very carelessness (care-free as well as a lack of care) 

of both the characters and narrative style needs to be entertained or at least undertaken on their 

own, infantile—potentially regressive/comfortable seeking/cozifying—terms. 

 Speaking of irresponsibility, I am drawn to the way in which the novel can be engaged on 

the level of cowardice: a self-indulgence painfully/shamefully aware of its own 

inappropriateness. While contemplating breaking with the rebel movement and reconciling with 

Sai, Gyan’s thought process can be seen as reflecting the novel’s own predicament, i.e. its 

underlying earnestness rather than scathing bitterness. Scolded by his grandmother and prevented 

from leaving the house, Gyan does not even make his own excuses to his friends when they 

come calling. He effectively returns to adolescence, pretending to be thwarted by his family all 

the while secretly relieved, finding “sweet peace” in “this reprieve into childhood”:  

The trouble was that he’d tried to be part of the larger questions, tried to become part of 

politics and history. Happiness had a smaller location, though this wasn’t something to 

flaunt, of course; very few would stand up and announce, “Actually I’m a coward,” but his 

timidity might be disguised, well, in a perfectly ordinary existence situated between meek 

contours. Saved from one humiliation by being horrible to Sai, he could now be 

serendipitously saved from another by claiming respect for his grandmother. Cowardice 

needed its façade, its reasoning, like anything else if it was to be his life’s principle. 

Contentment was no easy matter. One had to situate it cannily, camouflage it, pretend it 

was something else. (272-273) 

It is, arguably, a similar cowardice that makes the narrative tone of the novel so tricky and 
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(potentially) off-putting. Here Desai’s narrator acknowledges the extent to which happiness or 

perhaps its smallness (unworldliness/lack of politics), if indulged, must be done so carefully, as 

imperceptibly as possible. It is not that the novel does not wish to indulge but that it does not 

wish to flaunt it.  

 If happiness—cozy and cutesy indulgences (made in earnest, rather than ridiculed)—is 

cowardly, it takes a particular kind of recklessness to attempt to read/appreciate the novel as 

daring to be content, disguising sincerity in the assumption that it couldn’t possibly be anything 

other than insincere. In this case, cuteness is, perhaps, the perfect (dismissible) disguise like Sai’s 

convenient/coincident heartbreak. With Mutt missing Sai is able to hide or rather channel her 

unruly or unsightly emotions: having “hidden her loss of Gyan first in a cold and then in the 

madness of the hillside” she is described as having “ found a disguise so perfect, even she was 

confused as to the origin of her misery. ‘Mutt Mutty Mutton chop,’ she yodeled wildly, in a way 

she could never ever have publicly proclaimed her own unhappiness” (309).  

 This kind of confusion or convenience is at work (or play) with Biju as well when he 

encounters an Ohio man on his journey home and reflects on such hidden motivations or 

disguised intentions: “He knew what his father thought: that immigration, so often presented as a 

heroic act, could just as easily be the opposite; that it was cowardice that led many to America; 

fear marked the journey, not bravery; a cockroachy desire to scuttle to where you never saw 

poverty, not really” (299). But the same could just as easily be said or be the case for coming 

home—whether Biju’s return is cowardice or bravery is left similarly unclear. What looks like 

happiness can so easily be seen as humiliation. 
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Happiness and Homecoming 

 As I began by discussing, nostalgia is often only acceptable (academically speaking) if 

self-aware (“reflective”)—“a longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed” or, in 

other words, a longing that, at least, recognizes its own impossibility (Boym xiii). Such a casting 

helps to explain the general (at least fashionably speaking) diasporic view of home as that which 

does not actually exist (whether it ever really did or not) and therefore cannot be returned to 

(viably, practically, tangibly); a perspective equally-generally coupled with the confident 

assertion of the implausibility of homecoming and the concomitant unsavoriness (discomfort) 

associated with any efforts to go home. While much contemporary diasporic literature certainly 

confirms or plays along with this trend, I am interested in moments within such literatures that 

do not. To that end, whether wittingly or not, The Inheritance of Loss is a fictional exploration 

that while certainly working in accordance with the conventions of the genre, can be seen as 

equally disruptive. 

 Going back to Bahri’s commentary on the constraints of postcolonial literary interpretation, 

engaging in the ways in which Desai’s novel offers an (academically) uncomfortable (dare I say 

irresponsible) perspective is not the norm. If The Inheritance of Loss is engaged, it is for the 

most part done so on the grounds of its compliance with the trends—“expected themes” and 

“pedagogic imperatives”—of contemporary postcolonial and diaspora theory. And this pertains 

especially to the novel’s cutesy language and unsightly homecoming. 

 In his article “‘Solid Knowledge’ and Contradictions in Kiran Desai’s  

The Inheritance of Loss” (2010), David Wallace Spielman interprets Desai’s novel as celebrating 

multicultural fluidity and rootlessness. Spielman argues that Desai “shows us a radical 

postcolonial subjectivity in which flexibility, assimilation and multiculturalism are preferable to 
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maintaining difference” (74). He establishes this position/interpretation through attributions of 

success and failure (and subsequently authorial approval and disapproval) to characters who 

either embrace instability and contradiction or (less admirably) attempt to establish solid ground 

or what he refers to as “concrete knowledge.” Unfortunately, it is Spielman’s own attempt to 

establish firm distinctions between (seemingly) acceptable and unacceptable levels of flexibility 

or groundedness that results in a far too reductive reading not only of the complexities of the 

characters’ homeward/homebound or “grounded” motivations but of the irresponsibility of the 

novel as a whole (i.e. the extent to which it lacks a moral or ethical prescription/is itself 

“foundationally” reckless rather than nobly rootless).   

 The conventionality of Spielman’s position is most evident when it comes to his reading of 

the novel’s ending and the lack of sensitivity given to the ambiguity and overwhelming coziness 

of the final scene. The Inheritance of Loss concludes with the cook and his son, Biju, reuniting 

after years of separation. Biju has been living a precarious existence as an illegal immigrant in 

New York City and is met with further violation (violence, exploitation) upon his return home. 

Spielman not only casts Biju as one of the “unsuccessful,” insufficiently groundless characters, 

he views the tragedies surrounding Biju’s homecoming as an appropriate (even authorial) 

punishment. As Spielman summarizes: 

[Biju’s] romanticized notions of his homeland leave him woefully vulnerable to the reality 

he finds upon his return, during which revolutionaries rob him of his belongings, strip him 

down to his underwear, force him to put on a woman’s nightgown, and send dogs to chase 

him. His story ends with his arrival at the judge’s house, penniless, limping because of his 

injured knee, and humiliated. (82) 

While this description accurately captures the difficulties Biju faces on his homeward  journey, 
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Spielman is perhaps too dismissive of (too easily dismisses) the reunion itself and the 

significance of the nightgown. Spielman may be on to something in emphasizing the ignobility 

of homecoming (homecoming as humiliation); however, given my re-negotiation of “diaspora” 

as necessarily failing and nostalgia (i.e. homecoming) as necessarily humiliating, I wonder if 

there is a way to read this moment beyond what emerges from the trajectory of diaspora theory’s 

deconstruction of origin as an all-too-conventional reading/rendering of home as, if not 

unattainable or un-returnable, then at the very least disappointing and disillusioning. When I 

consider the language of Desai’s text, the overwhelming sense I get is that the narrative is written 

in a particularly cutesy way—it is written in the language of intimacy, pet names, and seemingly 

silly, dismissible gestures. In this way, the language of diaspora is the language of comfort and 

coziness as much as it is (or more seriously) a language of profound and dignified loss. Thus, the 

cutesy misbehaviour of the narrative is not mistakenly cloying but tellingly so.   

 For instance, in an early description of the correspondence between Biju and his father it is 

remarked that their letters say, more or less, the same thing each time but that they provide 

comfort precisely because of that repetition. As the narrator states: “[Biju’s] repetition provided a 

coziness, and the cook’s repetition of his son’s repetition double-knit the coziness” (17). The 

attention paid to the terms of endearment or intimate exchange is further reinforced in another of 

the novel’s story-lines (“love stories”)—that which involves a romance between Gyan and Sai.  

The young lovers epitomize the centrality of Desai’s cozy aesthetic in one of their most 

prominent pet names for each other: “momo”. Not only does the name itself refer to “mutton in 

dough”—as the narrator states: “one thing plump and cozy within the other”—each endearment 

is forged in “quiet moments” and said to be “placed before each other like gifts” (140). While 

Gyan and Sai’s exchanges, like Biju and his father’s, are undercut by the necessary failures of 



  
  

 78 

language and in both cases the threat of dwindling love, the attention paid to coziness in terms of 

language is at work in the text more broadly, whether it is Sai’s grandfather whispering “Little 

pearl” when he thinks [his dog] Mutt’s feelings have been hurt (105) or the passing description 

of a commotion as sounding “like an angry dandelion puff” (23)—Desai’s novel is littered with a 

particular and peculiar cutesy-cozy language.  

 Therefore, while the pink and yellow nightgown Biju is forced to wear upon his 

homecoming certainly signifies the series of events that make up the various humiliations of his 

homeward journey, it can and I think must be read as equally bound up with the broader 

articulation of coziness that recurs (precisely in the reinforcing, “double-knit” sense) throughout 

the novel. In this way, Spielman’s summary of the novel’s end does not take full account of the 

linguistic details and emphases at work in the final scene. The moment of reunion is, just as the 

nightgown bedecked Biju is, “all ruffles and colors” (i.e. narratively speaking, just as 

excessively/cozily adorned): 

At the gate, peeping through the black lace wrought iron, between the mossy cannonballs, 

was the figure in a nightgown. 

“Pitaji?” said the figure, all ruffles and colors. 

Kanchenjunga appeared above the parting clouds, as it did only very early in the morning 

during this season. 

“Biju?” whispered the cook-- 

“Biju!” he yelled, demented-- 

Sai looked out and saw two figures leaping at each other as the gate swung open. 

The five peaks of Kanchenjunga turned golden with the kind of luminous light that made 

you feel, if briefly, that truth was apparent. 
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All you needed to do was to reach out and pluck it. (324) 

Of course, the true state of Biju’s beaten appearance is missing from this particular passage and 

Sai, significantly, only sees the two from afar—nevertheless, the coziness of the scene with its 

“mossy cannonballs” and “golden” light is overwhelming. In this way, perhaps, the real 

difficulty or discomfort, especially for critics like Spielman, is precisely the warmth of the 

ending: the uncouth allusion to truth and the disturbing tangibility of home as a place one can 

“reach out and pluck,” if only briefly. 

 Ultimately, I am not arguing that the coziness of this passage is at all redemptive 

(positive, responsible) or that Biju won’t, later, realize that his home is not, after all, the place he 

has idealized in his memory or an escape from the hardships he endured abroad; what I am 

interested in highlighting is the sheer dismissibility of notions of arrival and homecoming within 

diaspora theory and criticism. For it is the almost automatic or conventional disregard for 

indulgence in such sentiments that I see as related to a persistent, intellectual discomfort with 

what diaspora/nostalgia actually entails; a resistance that results in the kind of rootless 

diasporisms—nostalgias-without-nostalgia—and anxiety over necessarily, politically 

effectual/progressive discourses that I’ve outlined here. Therefore, to return to the idea of 

insisting upon the “uselessness” and luxury of nostalgia and cute/cozy indulgences (however 

vapid or unsightly)—what I hope emerges is the need to revel in what a diasporic discourse that 

is not focused on utility and progress might feel like (however embarrassing that might be).  

I’m not claiming nostalgia and diaspora do not have worth—uses and values of their 

own—I’m merely suggesting that that is not the only thing that makes them “worthwhile” and, 

similarly, a novel like The Inheritance of Loss worth reading. For me the two terms amount to 

something like the same thing insofar as the language or, rather, the methodology that I have 
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attempted to establish around them is similarly regressive—delightfully backward—and failing, 

especially, wilfully, even happily—and that is something to write home about or, rather, isn’t 

often written about when it comes to literature and theorizations about home. 
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Chapter 3 

Cutesy Correspondence: The Language of Diaspora 

 

At a certain point in writing this I realized I was being too personal or, rather, that given the 

particulars of this project there was no way I could continue without speaking selfishly. I 

mention this because it is trite, if not a little too cute, to begin a treatise on diasporic intimacies 

so intimately: to speak indulgently of indulgence, to conceal an already-monologic discourse on 

self-comfort within self-reference. I am similarly amused at the prospect of opening with the 

clichéd courtesy of excusing myself. Only in this case, the apology is a half-hearted one insofar 

as it is not intended for anyone else’s sake but my own. If anything this self-explanation is 

merely a means of declaring that the sake—in whose interest/benefit I am writing—is and will 

be, from here on out, entirely mine. I am broaching the personality of my project by way of a 

politeness intended more to imply than disguise the fact that I am (rather impolitely) solely 

concerned and really only feeling/sorry for myself. Therefore I am being both completely sincere 

and entirely flippant: paradoxically highlighting and belittling my-self/my excuses. I am sorry 

but also not. That does not make this an empty gesture or false apology but rather so much more 

than that.  

To be clear, for me to “apologize” that the ideas presented here offer more self-reflection 

(or deflection) than actual academic contribution is not to say that I intended otherwise. I did not 

and do not. However, it is to say that I wished I could have approached things differently 

precisely and once again for my own sake: because I lack such generosity and harbor instead a 

perverse/reverse proclivity for privacy. And I mean that sincerely. Attempting such a project so 
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personally has forced me to confront a predisposition for inattention/anonymity as well as admit 

(as much to myself as anyone else) the extent to which I do not like to share—not just my 

opinions but those parts of myself that can’t help but be exposed along with the most casual 

explanations or formal literary analyses. Ultimately, what I am trying to get at here goes beyond 

the basic struggles of self-expression/presentation. I am writing about the desire or fantasy of 

being able to speak without personality—that is, speaking one’s mind without drawing attention 

to one’s self at all. Of course, to open up publicly while at the same time constantly dissembling 

in order to retain some sense of interiority inaccessible from the outside raises the question of 

whether or not I even want to be understood or what I actually wish to communicate. I explore 

this tension in conceptual terms when I discuss minority politeness and the allure of invisibility 

but even more acutely in terms of my own methodology. I am struggling self-consciously as 

much as self-referentially and to an extreme that isn’t just about practicing what I preach or 

trying to perform it. For me, these “minor” issues of privacy or earnestness, anxious over-

thinking or over-achievement in theory and literature, or even just my own reactions and 

personal disposition, are about what it means to actually live in that over-wrought sense—to 

experience life in a “cutified,” paranoid, meticulous, even obsessive/compulsive manner and, as 

a minority, driven to speak of such things in precisely those ways. 

While expressing myself in ways that are at times as uncomfortable and confusing to me 

as it is for anyone else, I am nevertheless determined to speak solely of and to myself. I am 

encouraged in part by Leo Bersani and Adam Phillips’s reconfiguration of narcissism in 

Intimacies (2008). Questioning the assumptions predominant within theories of self-construction, 

Bersani and Phillips begin by declaring that the established narrative offered by psychoanalysis 

gives the wrong impression about both the priority of self-knowledge and the antagonistic role of 
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narcissism within that venture: “psychoanalysis has misled us into believing, in its quest for 

normative life stories, that knowledge of oneself is conducive to intimacy, that intimacy is by 

definition personal intimacy, and that narcissism is the enemy, the saboteur, of this personal 

intimacy considered to be the source and medium of personal development” (vii-viii). They 

declare “the dialogue of [their] book” to be “a working out of a new story about intimacy,” one 

that, I would add, implies a renewed conception of narcissism as well (vii-viii). While the inter-

personal/relational focus of their discussion, not to mention its broader socio-political 

implications, exceed (if not greatly differ from) my own intentions and investments, the move I 

wish to make relevant here is simply the wonderful audacity of daring to engage narcissism so 

boldly.  

Synthesizing Bersani’s insights, Phillips helps to clarify the extent to which Bersani 

challenges conventional equations related to behaviours assumed to be negative or unhealthy: 

“To Bersani’s implicit question in this book, why is self-destructiveness equated with self-

hatred? we have to add the complementary question, why is self-love equated with hatred of 

reality?” (92). It is in pursuing these lines of questioning that Phillips illuminates the profundity 

of Bersani’s contribution—the suggestion that one is, perhaps, not narcissistic enough. As 

Phillips explains: “What Bersani seems to suggest is that we tend not to be sufficiently 

narcissistic: that, to use an old language, we don’t quite have the courage of our narcissism. It is 

not that we need to inhibit our narcissism, it is that our narcissism is itself inhibited. We are at 

our most controlled (and controlling) in our regulation of narcissistic desire” (98). Tying this 

back to the task of re-orienting the relationship between self-destructiveness and self-love (hatred 

toward versus care for reality), Phillips compares owning to one’s narcissism with a life- not a 

death-wish: “To have the courage of one’s narcissism—to find a version of narcissism that is 
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preservative at once of survival and pleasure—would be to have the courage of one’s wish for 

more life rather than less” (98, emphasis added). Bersani-via-Phillips’s conception of a 

“preservative” narcissism—elaborated elsewhere as “impersonal narcissism”—corresponds 

nicely with minor and self-protecting habits (eg. insularity and passivity) that I am interested in 

both in the sense of behaviours regarded as minor (lesser, lower) as well as those attributable 

(admittedly, as stereotypes) to minority experiences/behavioural quirks. Nevertheless, for now, 

I’d simply like to emphasize Bersani/Phillips’s middling point. For I am captivated by the idea of 

practicing a kind of narcissistic courage, albeit, one that is simply content to be (destructively) 

self-serving rather than (redeemingly) preserving. In light of that qualification I should probably 

clarify my divergence with the underlying values of Intimacies or, rather, the ways in which I do 

not seek to live up to them here.  

When it comes to Bersani/Phillips’s distinction and advocacy of “impersonal narcissism” 

it is important to note that theirs is an explicitly de-personalizing project. Like their earlier 

insistence on distinguishing self-love from its automatic equation with self-destruction, Bersani 

and Phillips remark that: “self-divestiture itself has to be rethought in terms of a certain form of 

self-expansiveness, of something like ego-dissemination rather than ego-annihilation” (55-56). It 

is in re-thinking the ego in proliferating terms that Bersani and Phillips come to their renewed 

conception of narcissism. As they continue: “To affirm, as a paradoxical conclusion to the rest of 

this discussion, that only the ego can love is to suggest the necessity of a theory of 

love…grounded in what has become, for me, the indispensable concept of an impersonal 

narcissism” (55-56). While the ego remains central, Bersani/Phillips’s approach offers a 

comparatively redeemed (less selfish) version, one intended to alleviate the violence/self-

imposition involved in conventional, personal forms: “[they] call this love impersonal narcissism 
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because the self the subject sees reflected in the other is not the unique personality central to 

modern notions of individualism” (85).  

However, while Bersani and Phillips are (admirably) attempting to articulate a 

narcissistic experience that is not determined by an individuated personality simply seeking to 

see herself mirrored in the other, I am content to (merely) embrace narcissism without altering 

the conditions of its acceptability; that is, (rather dishonorably) without rendering it any less self-

seeking. Furthermore, when compared to the inherent sociability of Bersani/Phillips’s 

conception, I may very well be considered antisocial (even sociopathic) when it comes to the 

intensity/adamancy of my retreat from the kinds of inter-personal and political considerations to 

which Bersani/Philips are so benevolently committed. In other words, aside from the obvious 

fact that they purposefully extend the concept of narcissism beyond the individuated sense that I 

am stubbornly clinging to, the key difference between my personal narcissism and 

Bersani/Phillips’s impersonal kind is that they are expressly socially committed,10 whereas I am 

being decidedly hermetic.11 

                                                
10 Furthering the broader, societal aspect of their project the previous quotation continues by 
clarifying the dangers at stake in maintaining conventional self-constructions: “National, ethnic, 
and racial identities are like personal egos in that they can be defined as historically distinct and 
inherently oppositional identities[…] Individual  and collective egos must always be ready to 
defend those borders, and because such egos are by nature settled or congealed differences, they 
are inclined to define themselves, indeed to construct the unity of their being, in terms of an 
aggressively defensive posture toward the differences outside their identitiarian frontiers. The 
hyperbolizing of the ego I discussed earlier is a self-identifying exercise in which the ego can 
experience itself as a militant identity” (85-86). The idea of trying to get us to think of ourselves 
in less hostile/militant terms speaks to the extent to which Bersani/Philips are, in a very earnest 
sense, attempting to make improvements in a worldly sense. 
11 To the extent that my project is egotistical rather than impersonally narcissistic I may very 
well be militant/aggressive in precisely those regressive/boundary solidifying ways 
Bersani/Philips are arguing against. Although I would add that my particular self-retreat is 
motivated by a desire for self-containment/cloister rather than direct animosity or even any 
actual aversion to difference. In fact I’d say that while I may not be trying to make the world a 
better place (or doing race relations/minority advocacy any favors), as I discuss later, insofar as I 
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Bersani and Phillips’s goodwill is evident throughout Intimacies but is perhaps most 

explicit in the series of rhetorical questions leading up to their conclusion. Effectively 

establishing the need to move away from our fixation on the personal in order to achieve a more 

intimate and harmonious co-existence, Bersani and Phillips challenge us to consider: “what is 

impersonal narcissism as a new form of intimacy freedom from and freedom for? How would 

our lives be better if human relations were something other than the collusion of ego-identities, if 

the shared project was not the consolidation of selfhood, but its dissolution?” (117). Clearly, the 

betterment implied here extends beyond individual relations, tied as it is to a larger and equally 

admirable social and societal agenda. Relating to their previous discussion of the moral and 

political imperative to re-imagine “the relationship possibilities of narcissism” in order to 

counteract the kind of psychoanalytic narratives that “leave our murderous antagonism toward 

difference intact” (76-77), Bersani and Phillips draw out the broader implications of their 

thinking, as their penultimate queries continue: “And how, rather more pressingly in the light of 

all-too recent and contemporary atrocities, could such a project be pursued as the mitigant rather 

than the cause of the most horrifying violence that we take to be of a piece now with our human 

nature? Is it possible, as Socrates says at the end of the Phaedrus, that ‘what is in my possession 

outside me may be in friendly accord with what is inside,’ and so not be possession at all?” 

(117). Attending as much to the “outside” as to “what is inside” and reiterating the relational 

aspect with which they began, Bersani and Phillips’s reformulations of intimacy and narcissism 

take on a kind of worldly responsibility: confronting not only particular, inter-personal offenses 

                                                
am not trying to do anything, it is my aim to be as un-impactful as possible. In other words, my 
self-pursuit may be aggressive/regressive in certain ways but I hope that I’m at least not making 
things worse for anyone other than myself. In fact, to establish another point of divergence from 
Bersani and Philips, I am okay with my self-indulgence here being (irredeemably) a self-
infliction/affliction. 
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but the broader, socio-political violence that emerges from conventional narratives of 

individuality and difference. 

However, even as I am inspired and in many ways on-board with their claims/aims, I 

wish to maintain my own narcissistic indulgence as a negative endeavor. That is to say, while 

certainly offering pleasure and vitality (in Bersani/Phillips’s preservative sense), it is not my 

intention to defend or elevate my narcissism to the level of the positive or worthwhile. On the 

contrary (albeit strictly within the context of this project), I want whatever it is that I am doing or 

failing to do to remain unacceptable. I may be delusional—willfully naïve/unrealistic in my self-

designations/distinctions—but when it comes to what I am trying to achieve here my delusions 

are, at least, not grand ones. While certainly striving to be audacious, I do not believe that having 

the “courage” of my particular narcissism makes me a “good person” or the things my self-

indulgence allows me to say suddenly hold any contributory significance. In this way, I should 

not be seen as corresponding with Bersani/Phillips’s incontrovertible goodness precisely because 

I lack their altruism and aspiration-al impersonality.  

Unlike Bersani and Phillips, the broader considerations of my project are far less noble—

if not expressly ignoble. And insofar as mine is an exercise in hyper-personality, I am probably 

much more closely aligned with some (still) despicable “personal narcissism” or “narcissistic 

extravagance”12 than I am to any redemptive or “impersonal” kind. In Intimacies Bersani/Phillips 

conclude: “It is indeed strange that we find it so difficult to welcome… the blissful nature of the 

                                                
12 “Personal narcissism is an extreme form of appropriative possession: the world reduced to a 
specular image of the ego. Any such mastery of difference is of course an illusion…the 
satisfaction given to the ego by that illusion is also destructive to the ego itself. The ego is 
shattered by the excitement of its illusory power…The impulse to destroy the world is 
inseparable from the jouissance of self-destruction” (120-121); “What Bersani calls here the 
“narcissistic extravagance” of love, its militant nostalgia, is an attempt to abolish the possibility 
of new experience. What we call love is our hatred of the future” (102-103). 
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loss of the power of selfhood—a power it was, in any case, always an illusion to think we 

possessed. Strange, and yet natural if we acknowledge, as I suppose we must, what may be the 

most profound “mistake” inherent in being human: that of preferring our opposition to the world 

we live in over our correspondence, our ‘friendly accord,’ with it” (125). In my “real “ (practical) 

life and aside from the backwardness that is my current project I am utterly in line with the 

implicit (post-humanist) politics at work in this statement—specifically that our refusal to accept 

a diminished sense of self and penchant/preference for hostility is a regrettable and “most 

profound mistake.” However, it is important for me to be clear that what I am attempting to 

allow myself here is an altogether opposite inclination: to (however unreasonably) un-know or 

rather to persist despite agreeing/knowing better. That is, I wish to remain (at least for a little 

while longer) utterly mistaken and deliberately antagonistic. In this respect, my “ambitions” 

should be seen as entirely un-ambitious, even anti-ambition (i.e. not striving for actual 

achievement or betterment) by comparison.  

Once again, what follows are delusions of minority rather than grandeur. Regardless of 

any actual (real life) fondness for “friendliness”—not to mention agreement with the failure 

(deception) of self- knowledge/possession—I am, in a sense, to continue, however minor-ly or 

irresponsibly, to entertain that illusion of selfhood (false as I know it is) on the off-chance that 

there might still be something for me in it. And I do so in the full knowledge that it is a mistake 

(that I am allowing myself to be mistaken) and full appreciation of the extent to which I am 

continuing to play into the trajectories of “violence” and “opposition to the world” referenced by 

Bersani/Philips by pursuing this line of thinking rather than joining them in attempting to move 

away from it. 
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Of course my deviation is not intended as a slight against Bersani/Phillips—as with 

everything else, my disassociation in this regard should only serve to further the rightfulness of 

their position. Nonetheless, I believe there is a degree of particularity or nuance that may be 

overlooked in arguing past/post-selfhood when there are people who have yet to feel the full 

validity of their personalities; i.e. have yet to express or be recognized as having an individuated 

selfhood and not an automatically collective/stereotypical one. Therefore, dangerous or not—

flawed, juvenile and counter-productive as it is—the personal remains “viable” (to me) in the 

sense of still being relatively new or at least not yet exhausted/passé. Narcissism in its standard 

form remains “useful,” or maybe just understandable, not in the sense of still being a workable or 

fruitful endeavor but simply one I’m not yet ready to discount; one that is, to my mind, still 

worth a try even if (or perhaps especially if) ultimately not worth it. Furthermore, while I am 

certainly guilty of wishing to see myself as anomalous in the worst possible way—vain in terms 

of being self-obsessed but also in the useless sense of indulging a vain pursuit—to me there is 

something not altogether ridiculous in the idea of narcissism continuing (willfully or 

consciously) to operate and operating differently depending on the social, racial or cultural 

specificity of the personalities/im-personalities involved. In other words, to what extent I am, in 

a sense, speaking to a particularly “Asian (North)-American” kind of narcissistic 

desire/compulsion based on systemic (socio-cultural) deprivation is, perhaps, “worth” at least 

momentary consideration/allowance.  

 

Narcissism, Personally Speaking 

In “The Secrets of Ethnic Abjection” (2001), Rey Chow highlights narcissism as peculiar 

to certain kinds of diasporic writing. Chow characterizes “nontheoretical writers in the 
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autobiographical mode” as being particularly inward-oriented or, to my mind (although she 

doesn’t use the word outright) nostalgic.13 Differentiating between theorists who “speak 

generally and abstractly” about diasporic experiences and themes, Chow notes how the same 

subject matter, in the hands of autobiographically inclined, non-theoretical writers is “always 

handled… in what seems to be a retreat into the personal; a withdrawal that is, in terms of 

temporality, a retrospective search, a looking-back through the fragments of history” (62, 

emphasis added).14 Chow’s approach suggests that there is something particularly narcissistic 

(not to mention nostalgic) about narrating narratives of diaspora. Evoking (if only to complicate) 

that very dichotomy herself15 Chow goes on to reminisce about a course she taught on narcissism 

and its role in “ethnic and immigrant writing” (62-63).  

For Chow, narcissism emerges as not only characteristic but instrumental to the process 

of Asian American (literary) self-expression. Chow points out that: “Contrary to the 

conventional associations of narcissism as an excessive selfishness, Freud, we recall, defines 

                                                
13 This alignment of diasporic attachments (love, nostalgia) with narcissism (similarly regarded 
as inappropriately backward/inwardly oriented) may appear convenient in terms of my thematic 
interests but Bersani’s definition of love also involves the concept of “narcissistic extravagance” 
and reference to “militant nostalgia” (102-103). 
14 I like the collusion of inwardness and backwardness as it ties into the kind of minority 
behaviours I am cataloguing: insularity, passivity, those simultaneously self-protecting and self-
defeating behaviours. 
15 Being theoretical and yet reminiscing (personally)—writing a different kind of theoretical 
writing. Although I don’t wish to get into Chow’s discussion in terms of genre (theoretical versus 
non-theoretical writing), I would like to cite Kate Hallemeier, “Writing Hybridity: The Theory 
and Practice of Autobiography in Rey Chow’s ‘The Secrets of Ethnic Abjection’ and Brian 
Castro’s Shanghai Dancing” (2011). In her article, Hallemeier gives a wonderful account of the 
complexity/profundity of Chow’s theoretical approach: “While she does not address her personal 
abjection, or the abjection of a particular ethnic group, she demands, on behalf of all ethnically 
marked communities, the same social recognition she attributes to the autobiographical project. 
What is more, in formulating this demand, she arguably deploys a methodology that Paul 
Bowman has described as drawing on “personal experience” that reflects the “contingencies of 
her own cross-cultural and cross-disciplinary intellectual history” (9). Where Castro writes 
autobiography that is informed by theory, Chow writes theory that is informed by 
autobiographies, including, potentially, her own. 
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narcissism as an essential concomitant of life” (63). Not unlike Bersani/Phillips then, Chow can 

be seen as questioning the role of narcissism in conventional narratives of personal development: 

“If narcissism is, libidinally speaking, about self-preservation, why is it also something we have 

to give up?” (64). Furthermore, in a formulation strikingly similar to Bersani/Phillips’s 

“impersonal narcissism.” Chow outlines her own socially charged (albeit minority specific) 

variation: “transindividual narcissism.”  

Although clearly motivated by Freud in that earlier respect, here Chow argues that 

Freud’s analysis—confined as it is to a “binary opposition between self and society”—does not 

adequately address the Asian American experience since, in such instances, “the narcissism that 

is thwarted is not necessarily individualistic in nature” (65), but rather social or 

“transindividual”: “If and when the notion of a lost or wounded narcissism […] is felt by an 

entire group of people, narcissism becomes, arguably, a transindividual issue of attachment and 

belonging” (65). In this way, the stakes of a narcissistic endeavor for the Asian American writer 

are more than a casual exercise in individual self-expression; they constitute a foray into the 

(collective) denial of that very opportunity.  

As one might expect, Chow’s approach lends itself to certain political applications. 

Phrasing the challenge of narcissistic (self) expression in terms of the question—“How can 

something that has not, as it were, been allowed to develop, and is therefore not empirically 

available, be written about?”—Chow concludes that such autobiographical attempts can be seen 

as speaking to a much broader existential and prospective project: “seen in this light, 

autobiographical writing is perhaps not simply a straightforward account about oneself but more 

a symptomatic attempt to (re)gain access to a transindividual narcissism—to grope for a ‘self-

regard’ that has not yet existed” (65-66).  
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An example of the kind of work (or appreciation of it) that emerges as a result of such an 

outlook can be seen in Ani Maitra’s essay “Confessions of the (ethnic) narcissist: Intermedia in 

diaspora” (2010). Following through on the political potential of Chow’s conception, Maitra 

explores “the ethico-political implications of ‘ethnic narcissism’” (143). Accounting for the 

cultural context that informs Chow’s position—i.e. the extent to which “the ethnic self appears 

‘narcissistic’ precisely because her narcissism has been disallowed by racial and cultural 

hegemony” (145)—as well as differentiating “ethnic narcissism” from conventional 

conceptualizations, Maitra summarizes Chow’s insights as offering a kind of un-narcissistic or 

non-self-ish narcissism: 

Recast in terms of the social, the affect of ethnic narcissism thus becomes a ‘symptom’ of 

marginalization and repression […] This (repressed or thwarted) collective narcissism, 

however, is not narcissistic in the popular sense (of self-absorption, solipsism etc.) in that it 

actually goes beyond the individual, since it mediates between the individual ethnic artist 

and the ethnic community. It is this oscillation that could potentially transform narcissism 

into a ‘transindividual issue of attachment and belonging.’ Yet paradoxically, even as it 

gestures towards a larger community, transindividual narcissism is irreducible to a single, 

unique identity. (145, original emphasis) 

Maitra’s emphasis is clearly anti-individualistic in an ennobling sense. Maitra promotes a version 

of narcissism that is able to transcend personal grievance or inward (self/ish) retreat and speak 

instead to collective trauma and healing (“attachment and belonging”)—a kind of narcissism no 

longer conceived in terms of singularity or, going back to Bersani/Phillips’s impersonal version, 

without “the unique personality central to modern notions of individualism” (85).  
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However, even while highlighting this transformative potential, Maitra is notably cautious, 

and rightfully so. Repeating that careful qualification (“could potentially”) almost exactly, 

Maitra reiterates the opportunity made available by Chow’s approach at the same time as she 

acknowledges Chow’s own wariness: “In other words, transindividual narcissism, potentially, 

could offer a way out of the imperative prescriptions of interpellation and coercive mimeticism. 

That is to say, it could radically alter the notion of the self and the relationship between the self 

and the larger community. However, Chow herself is skeptical of this theoretical possibility” 

(145). Going on to address the extent to which transindividual/ethnic narcissism is “an 

oppressive condition that does not automatically improve with its representation and confession 

in writing” (145), Maitra’s sensitivity to Chow’s hesitance is well-grounded, emerging as it does 

from the explicit (pre)cautions of Chow’s original account.  

In fact, in “The Secrets of Ethnic Abjection” Chow poses a series of questions reminiscent 

of those proposed by Bersani/Phillips with regard to the possible freedom made available 

through such neo-narcissisms, as she asks: “Does such belated narcissism lead to freedom, and 

for whom? What is the relation among ethnic writing, narcissism, and freedom?” (66). However, 

despite any syntactical similarity/coincidence, the tone of Chow’s query is, arguably, quite 

different—even altogether opposite. Here Chow is not being rhetorical. That is, she does not 

appear to already know or be confidently hinting toward some presumed/obvious rightfulness. 

Her questioning is earnest if not, ultimately, dubious/doubtful. She even continues somewhat 

skeptically as she states: “It is immediately clear that speaking and writing are not simply and 

straightforwardly therapeutic or liberating activities” (66). Posing such questions/possibilities, 

only to then conclude that there is no necessary or direct correlation between autobiography and 
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autonomy for the “ethnic” writer (transindividually narcissistic or not), Chow’s take on 

narcissism is sobering as much as it is encouraging.  

Of course, even with this precaution in mind, Maitra is understandably invested in pursuing 

that (initial) positive/political potential. Focusing on the narcissism at work in Harjant Gill’s 

video project Milind Soman Made Me Gay, Maitra is clear about her intentions/narcissistic 

investment, stating explicitly in the conclusion of her paper that, when it comes to her approach 

to Gill, she “has tried to argue that the narcissism of the video is not just an exercise in self-love, 

but that it can be read as an intermedia performance that provokes queer-diasporic questions 

around psychoanalytic formulations of narcissism” (157-158). Committed as she is to 

establishing “an ethical redefinition of the limitations and possibilities of narcissism” (158) 

Maitra’s engagement with Chow is entirely apt/fair and yet, in an effort to be just as clarifying 

when it comes to my investment in Chow and her narcissism, unlike Maitra, I am not interested 

in potential—possibilities, redefinitions, or even politics (“ethnic”-’s/ethics)—I am interested in 

failure, specifically that failed liberation or as Chow articulates it elsewhere: “the vicious circle 

of entrapment involved in the attempt to be autobiographical” (66).16 In this way, when it comes 

to “ethnic” or minority specific expressions of narcissism I am, in a sense, pursuing the 

(peripheral) precaution rather than the (considerable) point; and, undoubtedly, to my own 

detriment. As Chow herself warns: “the pattern of a thwarted narcissism may in fact be 

perpetrated further precisely through the act of writing, in such a manner as to turn one’s relation 

to the self into self-hatred—or an internalization of the exclusion it experiences from society at 

large” (66). Nevertheless, like my stubborn response to Bersani/Phillips, it is my intention to be 

                                                
16 Linked elsewhere to: the “fraught context of the difficulties of speaking about trauma and 
injustice under Western eyes” (67). 
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inward/individualistic (adamantly) and in precisely this sense—that is, indulgently, un-

productively, self-destructively. 

While I adore Chow for the responsibility of her conceptualization (demonstrating both 

openness and restraint)—what I resent (not disagree with but rather begrudge precisely because 

she is absolutely right) about her “transindividualism” is the implied burden it places on me/my 

narcissism—that is, the stress/strain of having to account for more than just myself. For in 

addition to the shared aspect of a minority specific narcissism, there is also a socio-political one. 

Consequently, despite being drawn to (and convinced by) Chow’s explanation of a narcissism 

culturally/systematically denied (and therefore socially bound), I want to be clear that I am, more 

than anything else, being entirely petty.  

As Maitra demonstrates, there is the potential to take this discussion in a far more 

dignified and practical direction. It would be enough to strive to address the struggle 

(possibilities/impossibilities) of speaking to an experiential entitlement that has been refused and 

yet the narcissism I am pursuing (as well as the manner of my pursuit) isn’t even about that. 

Once again, it is not an “impersonal” or “transindividual” but a decidedly hermetic narcissism 

that I am touting here. Moreover, returning to my divergence from Bersani/Phillips on the level 

of the “viability” of a narcissism they are ready to give up, I want to be clear about the extent to 

which my digression is more deviant than defiant. When declaring myself still invested in a 

personal, individuated, conventionally narcissistic narcissism, my departure was not made on the 

righteous grounds of criticizing Bersani/Phillips’s failure to account for the specificity of 

ethnic/minority experience, it was done in the self-righteous (unsavory/unfounded) sense of 

simply wanting what someone else has. I am holding onto my narcissism not in a superior 

sense—because it is actually good or worth having much less doing anyone any good—but in the 
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completely juvenile sense of wanting to establish my own narcissism simply/merely because I 

haven’t had enough of it yet—at least not to be able to choose to dismiss or rise above it on my 

own terms. 

In this respect, I am not under any illusions that this kind of reactionary/covetous 

mentality is in any way beneficial,17 informed/motivated as it is by an impractical, even spiteful 

kind of score-keeping—rather than, say, a legitimate (or considered) desire for equality or actual, 

societal empowerment/improvement (ex. Chow/Maitra). No doubt my particular 

concentration/preoccupation is downright detrimental. Of course, that also happens to be why (in 

the context of this particular project) I have no qualms about entertaining/reducing things to that 

level.18 Here, at least, I am not so much aspiring to health/well-being as I am entertaining 

misanthropy both as a perverse indulgence and as a means of containing my own (self) 

destructiveness and perhaps relieving myself of responsibility/the guilt of feeling like my self-

indulgence is doing harm to anyone other than myself. It is in this way that my narcissism 

remains deeply selfish and, adamant as I am in maintaining a position of (self-) disparagement19 

and paradoxical privacy,20 clearly not something to be encouraged.21  

                                                
17 This gives me all the more reason to distinguish myself from Chow/Maitra too. i.e. I am not 
suggesting “ethnic narcissism” is operating according to my “logic”—it is, rather, the altogether 
more dignified and un-petty approach that I am purposefully choosing to forgo. Even despite her 
reservations, Chow’s version is still very much made in the spirit of “good-will”—that is, in the 
admirable and socially responsible sense that Bersani/Phillips are/were. 
18 My project is itself unruly as much as it is about such unruliness. Moreover, motivated as I am 
by a childish sense of fairness (or, more likely, vengeance)—thwarting all other 
progress/progression until I’ve been satisfied—I am admitting this self-deprecatingly, not with 
pride but with earnest/anxious honesty and because it is entirely unbecoming, regressive and 
detrimental thinking. That is, in my previously articulated “nostalgic” sense, I just want to 
express—engage/indulge—this feeling and without validating (defending) it. It is petty, I am 
being that way, and I know it.  
19 Here and elsewhere I am eager to admit to a juvenile stubbornness and obnoxious desire to 
be/remain of the disparaged. I recognize this to be an utterly reactive/reductive mentality in 
precisely a brattish and unnecessarily rebellious kind of way—like someone trying to be 
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In this way I do not evoke the personal lightly. When I say that this is a personal project I 

mean it in its most unsavory and uncharitable manifestations. For it occurs to me that in dealing 

with the subject of personal intimacies—nostalgias, cute and cozy spaces—the privacies of the 

diminutive and minor, I am contributing to my own self-exposure. That is, for me to write this is 

to be explicit not only about ideas—ways of reading and being—that are precious22 (to me) but 

to confront the fact that my inclination is (perhaps tellingly) opposite: that I prefer to be indirect, 

evasive, roundabout, passive-voiced. In this way I declare my investments in and allegiances to 

the texts and topics discussed here reluctantly, wary as I am that my delight in and regard for 

their diminutive charms—theatrics/histrionics, unruly/thwarting misbehaviours—betrays my 

own (secret) littleness: penchant for evasion and non-grandeur, the sincerity with which I 

actually aspire to smallness (to be made small, and taken as such—lightly, insignificantly, with 

as little attention as possible). Therefore it is in the spirit of such entropic “ambition” that I 

maintain and insist upon the backwardness of nostalgia, the comfort of the cutesy and cozy—

those minor (unsightly/less-sightly) things that inform the (non)standard to which I also hold 

myself. Similarly, preoccupied as I am with the affects (discomforts/humiliations) emerging 

from the exposure of the private/intimate, my chosen recourse can be seen as no less desperate in 

its attempts to negotiate the absurd spectacle of both courting and thwarting notice: of drawing 

attention even as I seek to avoid it. 

                                                
different just for the sake of being different. Of course, I am owning up to/allowing this as part of 
the argumentative attitude (self-hatred) I am both reviling/reveling in. 
20 Sharing/exposing myself in as anti-social (unwelcoming, off-putting, hermetic) a way as 
possible in the deranged hope that, in the end, I am at least still myself (by myself). 
21 Or, for that matter, encouraging; aiming as I am to be non-contributing or leech-like: i.e. I am 
encouraged by Bersani/Phillips and yet not only unwilling to pass that encouragement on but 
working to actively discourage others from similarly taking anything from me. 
22 “Precious” in a sense both of sincere significance/delicacy and in the diminutive or 
depreciative sense (affecting, overly-delicate, “darling”) of relative, paltry concern or worth to 
others (OED). 
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Such conflicted attachment is, of course, manifest in the convolutions of my own 

argument/ation. Striving (at first) for clarity has forced me to recognize/admit how deeply 

reluctant I am to be clear. The harder I try the more uncomfortable I become; the sneakier and 

more convoluted my writing the safer I feel. In this way I have an affinity for the term 

“gymnastics” or “operatics” because my efforts feel that multi-gestural (if not exhibitionist). I 

could easily be accused of excess, of being histrionic in my efforts to communicate and 

simultaneously disorient or throw one off my scent. Lately, the cuteness and juvenilia of a “hissy 

fit” has felt even more appropriate to the mood of my approach: a sanctioned impropriety, 

indecent enough to draw attention and, on those very grounds, lacking the dignity for serious 

pause or consideration, and thereby encapsulating precisely that coveted simultaneity (of 

garnering attention and retreating from view). It occurs to me too that a degree of assurance is 

established by the fact that the actual content of the fuss is (almost necessarily) tangential, if not 

purposefully un-attended to/allowed to exhaust itself, in a way that renders the outburst utterly 

(and delightfully) lacking in consequence. The fleeting nature of the fit, coupled with this sense 

of inconsequence, further endears the tantrum to me as a mode/methodology that is comforting 

precisely because it is deemed, in its very essence, wasted energy or effort (something that 

comes to nothing). And it is, I have come to realize, precisely this kind of innocuous fuss I seek 

to make: to engage in petulant, hyper-activity that is safeguarded from serious 

consideration/pursuit by virtue of its garishness and impropriety. It is in this (selfish, self/safe-

guarding) way that I do not wish to elevate my subject—nostalgia, the cute or the cozy—to the 

realm of the serious or the academically acceptable (valiant or contributory) for I do not wish to 

expose my work or myself to the conditions of that inclusion. 
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To be blunt or so brash as not to be mistaken: in insisting upon my own petulance and the 

personal-ity of my project my intention is academic misbehaviour if not outright failure. I do not 

wish to make a contribution. I do not want my ideas to resonate. I do not seek to influence. I aim 

to go unnoticed.  

In embracing a discourse of rest and respite, of comfort and coping, I am attempting to 

unburden my “work” of the task of achievement, to allow myself the “freedom” or, rather, the 

security of elusion, contradiction, and counter-productivity. I include contradiction because I am 

all too aware of the ways in which I am working within even as I am resisting my own efforts (if 

not my training) and am not insensitive to the extent to which my rebelliousness is self-directed 

not to mention frustrated by the clumsiness of its own desperate energy/enthusiasm. I will 

engage with ideas in ways I cannot avoid (or perhaps, secretly, do not wish to avoid). I will, no 

doubt, over-complicate in order to counter-complicate, resort to productive/aspiration-al 

language and interpretive trends even as (I wish) to see myself as distinct from them, to insist 

upon the negative as a way of touting the unabashedly positive; and all of this because I can 

(only half-regretfully) never escape the (academic) language and discipline in which I have been 

fostered and in which, I have come to realize, I feel the most secure. For it is the very ostentation 

of the academe that grants me the privileges and conditions, against which and through which, I 

form my most self-indulgent resistance. That it is through the gloriously infuriating pretensions 

of academic language that I am able to wield the kind of acrobatic evasions I need in order to 

feel comfortable enough to write. Therefore I self-articulate using the language with which I can 

best hide, through which I can strive not to be understood, and for which I choose not to 

apologize. 
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In an appropriately roundabout way, then, it is precisely these aspects of indirection and 

safeguarding that I wish to tease out in my discussion of cutesy communications, fraught as they 

are within a similar dilemma: the threat or discomfort of intimate (self-) exposure. As I have 

already mentioned, while it is not my intention to render cutesy language meaningful 

(appropriately complex or worthy of notice) I risk betrayal insofar as I intend to explore/expose 

how cuteness operates and to emphasize how it is (rather than is not) capable of communicating 

precisely the comfort, solace, or delight it seeks. For it is the very dismissibility of the cute that, I 

would argue, allows it to “succeed” to the extent that it does—i.e. that cutified language renders 

un-shareable and unbearable emotions shareable even if still not bearable. For me, cuteness eases 

and in many way facilitates the publication of the intolerably and uncomfortably private 

precisely because it is done so through diminution—gestures that are, crucially, only just barely 

noticeable and thereby cloistered or safeguarded within that very designation, as a permissibly 

offhand or dismissible expression.  

Cutesy correspondences do not make the feelings themselves any more palatable. In fact, 

I would argue that the viability and advantage of such a language requires that it does not; rather, 

it renders the already unsavory that much more so. In this way, I do not wish to redeem such 

indulgence—cuteness—on the basis of any underlying currency but would instead prefer to 

pursue it in its very negativity, that is to say, its capacity (to the extent that it is capable of 

anything) to manage or maintain its perceived incapacity, inadequacy, indignity. For it is 

precisely its unworthiness—its lack of distinction/value—that not only renders it of interest (to 

me), but advantageous to the extent that it can be seen as having any (advantage) at all. In other 

words, its relative worth (what makes it worthwhile) depends upon the very assumption that it 
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lacks precisely that. To elevate it is, therefore, not only to do away with that which makes it so; it 

is to do away with what little advantage it does contain: the cover or disguise of its disregard.  

That cuteness “operates” at all or to the extent that one can ascribe to it the ambition of 

“doing” or “achieving” anything is, I would suggest, only as a result (although one perhaps more 

akin to happenstance or a residual effect) of its own revulsion. Cuteness relies upon its indignity 

to safeguard the disclosure of unbearable or unsightly intimacies, in a sense, banking on its 

outward distaste or dismissal to ensure that such privacies, if noticed, will at least be so quickly 

passed over as to go effectively unnoticed. In this way, it is the very aversion—the disinterest if 

not disparaged nature of the cute/cutesy—that allows such expressions to navigate the threat (of 

exposure) and the discomfort of sharing at all. 

 

Permissibly Dismissible 

As I alluded to in my previous discussion of Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, the 

overall narrative voice and thematic of the novel—in all its frivolity, dismissibility, 

irresponsibility, and lack of ambition—is in many ways cute. Therefore, returning briefly to it 

once again, I would like to attend to the use of cute language itself and how it operates, 

specifically the kind of baby-language that permeates throughout, and especially as it is wielded 

by and between the adorably bumbling and fumbling characters themselves.  

Sai and the cook are introduced in terms of a particular and tenuous intimacy. At the outset 

of the novel, the police come to inquire about the robbery at the main house. In the course of 

their investigation the cook’s hut is ransacked. Sai’s reaction to the intrusion and invasion of the 

cook’s privacy can’t help but reveal the nature of their relationship and speaks to the strange 
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comfort of superficiality, maybe even the preference for casual acquaintance over the discomfort 

of some true revelation, reality or sense of exposure:  

She felt embarrassed. She was rarely in the cook’s hut, and when she did come searching 

for him and enter, he was ill at ease and so was she, something about their closeness being 

exposed in the end as fake, their friendship composed of shallow things conducted in a 

broken language, for she was an English-speaker and he was a Hindi-speaker. The 

brokenness made it easier never to go deep, never to enter into anything that required an 

intricate vocabulary, yet she always felt tender on seeing his crotchety face, on hearing 

him haggle in the market, felt pride that she lived with such a difficult man who 

nonetheless spoke to her with affection, calling her Babyji or Saibaby. (19, emphasis 

added) 

The cutesy affection of “Babyji” or “Saibaby” is made coincident with the inherent “brokenness” 

of their relationship—the stiltedness of their communion—the fact that they literally cannot 

communicate on a deeper level and were always limited to only the simplest forms of speech. 

However, as the narrator qualifies in that final shift, despite the sense of emptiness or 

superficiality—the exposure of their closeness as fake or false—something does resonate insofar 

as those words testify to some kind of tenderness however tentative or incomplete. 

Of course this passage showcases Sai’s perspective and, given the cook’s status as an 

employee of her grandfather, suggests a level of presumption if not romanticization. 

Nevertheless, based on the cook’s depiction throughout the novel, especially the disproportionate 

enthusiasm he is shown to take in his work early on, it is more than likely that the cook would 

take Sai’s condescension as a point of pride. The cook is explicitly ridiculed for carrying himself 

with an air of self-importance. While conducting their search the police are said to “[expose] the 
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cook’s poverty... that his dignity had no basis” in a way that works as a kind of reprimand. At the 

same time the narrator notes how the cook obsesses over trivialities that mean more to him than 

they should: “[modeling] the mashed potatoes into a motorcar” with “tomato slice wheels and 

decorations rolled out of ancient bits of tinfoil that [he] treated as a precious metal, washing, 

drying, using, and reusing them until they crumbled into tinselly scraps that he still couldn’t bear 

to throw away” (32). In this way a sense of mutuality exists between Sai and the cook in terms of 

the ability of such smallness or slightness to provide common ground—a sense of comfort 

(despite all other previously mentioned slights/discomfort) that comes from accepting, if not 

reveling in, such ridiculous or seemingly meaningless behaviour. In fact, I would go so far as to 

suggest that there is a correlation between the awkward or incomplete comfort of the terms and 

endearments Sai and the cook share—instances of cute/inadequate language—and the other 

diasporic operatics/languages of diaspora that the novel similarly explores.  

Sai’s grandfather, Jemu (the judge), takes a similar kind of pleasure in speaking 

incompletely or not completely freely. Having lived and studied abroad Jemu adopts his own 

broken or purposefully inconvenient language. When Jemu meets up with Bose, an old friend—

or rather “his only friend” (202) from those days—the memories of their time together become 

too much. Jemu rejects Bose’s attempts to connect with him—“We’re friends, aren’t we? Aren’t 

we? Aren’t we friends?” (208)—breaking with him for good in English and taking comfort in the 

way the simplest words and phrases can be used to create distance between them: “‘Good night. 

Good-bye. So long’—not Indian sentences, English sentences. Perhaps that’s why they had been 

so happy to learn a new tongue in the first place: the self-consciousness of it, the effort of it, the 

grammar of it, pulled you up; a new language provided the distance and kept the heart intact” 

(208). Like Sai and the cook, the shallowness or emptiness of the words is precisely the point. 
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Although there is a particular sense of extremity and maybe something slightly more insidious at 

work here compared to the simple pleasure of Sai and the cook’s vapidity. As much as the 

instinct to self-protect is understandable, Jemu’s behaviour suggests a disproportionate payoff or 

illogic that only makes a pathetic kind of sense. When it comes to the lengths he is willing to go 

to keep people from getting close to him, his actions are harmful not (or not only) in the sense of 

doing actual violence or detriment but even in the smaller sense of behaviours that are simply 

self-defeating/not actually in one’s best interest. What Jemu is actually getting out of the 

situation isn’t entirely clear in the sense that his success is something like a quick fix or only ever 

minorly/temporarily satisfying. In terms of the backward dynamics I explored earlier—and to 

pursue this too in something like its negativity—it is the futility and paltriness that makes this 

behaviour so interesting. How is it that the establishment (even careful construction) of such 

non-relationships can come across as preferable or worthwhile despite being so close to wasted 

effort? In this instance, the decision to speak with the strain and self-consciousness of English 

only makes sense in that it establishes the lack of communion that one is seeking. Not unlike the 

cook and Sai’s relationship (something that is close but not really close at all), superficiality is 

made into a virtue. In both cases, whether appreciating the small pleasures within the barest 

(barely intimate) intimacies or seeking to prevent any intimacy at all, in the end, proximity 

(actual closeness) is beside the point, perhaps because it was all so selfish from the start. 

Operating within a logic all his own, the judge’s lack of care for others (even those who 

might actually care about him) while outrageous is linked to his (high) regard for himself and 

therefore strangely attached to a kind of self-care: 

The judge knew that he would never communicate with Bose again. He wanted neither to 

pretend he had been the Englishman’s friend (all those pathetic Indians who glorified a 
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friendship that was later proclaimed by the other [white] party to be nonexistent!), nor did 

he wish to allow himself to be dragged through the dirt. He had kept up an immaculate 

silence and he wasn’t about to have Bose destroy it. He wouldn’t tumble his pride to 

melodrama at the end of his life and he knew the danger of confession—it would cancel 

any hope of dignity forever. (208) 

Jemu’s behaviour is unapologetic, petty, unbecoming, and, not unlike my own admissions, not to 

be encouraged—and yet is then arguably (at least to me) “cute” in the same way that I have 

argued the rest of the novel is nostalgic: that is, in an endearingly backward way—in its sheer 

ignobility, irresponsible juvenilia, and lack of proportion (extremity/disproportion), and foremost 

in its failure. Like the cook’s nicknames, the emptiness of Jemu’s farewells become dismissible 

phrases that succeed only insofar as they fail to resonate—to ever establish or get close to 

establishing true intimacy or communion. And to my mind it is the same when it comes to even 

the most eager and earnest attempt at diasporic dialogue—whether the attempt to connect or 

communicate over a great distance (actual and/or imaginary) is sincere it is no less selfish and 

resorts, in a sense, to no less incomplete attempts to hold things in place. 

The letters and one telephone call exchanged between the cook and his son Biju are yet 

another example of the ridiculous and disproportionate effort of diasporic communication. The 

actual event or experience—the words written or finally spoken—fail (perfectly) to match the 

significance built up around them. In this case, the cook’s enthusiasm along with the group of 

spectators, “giggling in delicious anticipation” (230), only serves to make the scene feel all the 

more over-wrought and anti-climactic. As the narrator notes: “They watched for his expressions 

to change, for hints as to what was being said at the other end, wishing to insinuate themselves 

deeply into the conversation, to become it, in fact” (230). Furthermore, the words that they are so 
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eagerly awaiting end up being just a few phrases and clarifications repeated over and over: 

“HELLO?” “CAN YOU HEAR?” (231); as the narrator confirms, once it is clear that everything 

is alright “there was nothing more to say”: “for while the emotion was there, the conversation 

was not; one had bloomed, not the other, and they fell abruptly into emptiness” (231). In many 

ways, the language (the actual content of the call) is reduced to nothing more than the crude 

vapidity of the graffiti Biju is left staring at in the telephone booth after he hangs up: 

The call was over, and the emptiness Biju hoped to dispel was reinforced. He could not 

talk to his father; there was nothing left between them but emergency sentences, clipped 

telegram lines shouted out as if in the midst of a war. They were no longer relevant to each 

other’s lives except for the hope that they would be relevant. He stood with his head still in 

the phone booth studded with bits of stiff chewing gum and the usual 

FuckShitCockDickPussyLoveWar, swastikas, and hearts shot with arrows mingling in a 

dense graffiti garden, too sugary too angry too perverse—the sick sweet rotting mulch of 

the human heart. (232-233)  

However, in emphasizing the failure of diasporic language—the cuteness or crudeness 

(simplicity to the point of vulgarity)—I am ultimately trying to say that there is something to this 

failure. It is, after all, “bad”—bad language that makes for bad conversation—incomplete, 

dissatisfying, and so clichéd as to be dismissed offhand and yet somehow strangely “worth it” 

precisely because of that. Cutesy correspondence—nicknames, simple and common phrases, 

painfully trite expressions and assurances that everything is “ok”—still work (and maybe 

perfectly and precisely) because they don’t seem to work at all. For on the cook’s part, the 

narrator notes how “He tried to shake the gadget back into life, wishing for at least the customary 

words of good-bye. After all, even on clichéd phrases, you could hoist true emotion” (232).  
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The crux of the embarrassment—futility/failure—of diasporic language is here then in 

the idea of actually conveying something in even the most casually commonplace or seemingly 

empty gestures. It offers something like the small pleasure or even slightly more insidious 

delight of Sai and Jemu when it comes to what can in fact be achieved—however trite or deep-

seated. Whether it is one sided or not—whether it is about appreciating/settling for the slightest 

intimacies or cutting them off completely—there is something here that goes beyond the success 

or failure of connecting with someone. It is, perhaps, not about true communication at all but 

rather (and more interestingly to me) about the selfish and entirely personal sensations 

(satisfaction, paltry comforts) that those words or types of exchanges can provide the ones who 

choose to engage them. 

 

Correspondence: From Letters to Postcards 

There is, of course/again, something a little too fitting in drawing a connection between 

Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss and Anita Desai’s Baumgartner’s Bombay based on the 

use of diasporic (especially familial) correspondences in the two novels. Nevertheless, the idea I 

have just suggested—that disaporic language is the language of the cute as much as the language 

of failure—is equally and perhaps even more explicitly at work in Baumgartner’s Bombay. Anita 

Desai’s novel draws attention without necessarily or actually attending to the collection of easily 

passed-over postcards sent to Hugo Baumgartner from his mother (Mutti) in the time leading up 

to her death and cherished up to the moment of his. In fact, while the novel effectively revolves 

around the postcards, the words themselves are almost entirely glossed over.  

The novel opens with Lotte’s perusal of the postcards, after (it is ultimately revealed) she 

has absent-mindedly salvaged them from Hugo’s apartment/the scene of his murder with which 
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the novel also ends. The narrator describes Lotte’s examination of the postcards immediately in 

terms of their effect—her aversion:  

Meine kleine Maus,’ ‘Mein Haschen,’ Liebchen…’ she murmured the unfamiliar, 

unaccustomed German, those forgotten endearments, the antiquated baby-language, feeling 

them on her tongue like crystals of sugar. Her teeth shrank from impact with them. She 

read on and each line seemed like the other, each card alike: ‘Are you well, my rabbit? Do 

not worry yourself. I am well. I have enough. But have you enough, my mouse, my 

darling? Do not worry…’ (3)  

Not unlike Biju’s telephone conversation with his father, the exchange is filtered through a third-

party and made into a similar kind of spectacle. The language is not unlike Sai and the cook’s 

endearments either: that babying, but no less comfort-seeking language, offering the same, 

simple and commonplace assurance/reassurance. Similarly, the actual content of the exchange is 

entirely disproportionate to the sentiment/significance or even the revulsion it inspires.  

The emotion or intimacy conveyed is explicitly cute—not just failed, simple or simplified 

but cutesy in such a way that the “threat” isn’t just the potential humiliation of the words being 

read by those they were not intended for; they are repellent and embarrassing even for those (like 

Lotte) who happen to stumble upon them. Nevertheless, despite the sense of transmission (or 

infection) at work here the correspondence can be seen as operating far more singularly, 

individually and insidiously than that. The postcards are addressed to Hugo but given the context 

in which Hugo’s mother was writing, there is an extent to which they can be seen as written 

by/for herself. Writing without knowing he would ever receive them, perhaps even writing with a 

complete disregard for who might read them or if they ever would be, Hugo’s mother wrote 

intimately in the most public way—or maybe in just her own way/for her own sake. 
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Thus in “communicating” less for the purpose of actually being heard or seen the postcards 

become more of a gesture, about the act, the pleasure of writing them rather than the function. 

The language is then not just a way of speaking indirectly but of speaking without direction—

without purpose or the ambition of success or perhaps more selfishly for no reason other than the 

satisfaction of her own intention/self-expression. In this way, Lotte’s averse reaction to the 

words is telling:  

Do not worry, do not worry, Lotte mocked, spitting out those pieces of sugar as if they 

were glass and cut her. With the spit came laughter, and sobs. Little Mouse, Mauschen, do 

not worry, I am well, I am well. She began to rub the back of her hand against her mouth, 

rub harder and harder till it hurt, and through the pain the cries the words continued to 

come: Meine kleine Maus, mein Hugo, Geliebter, I am well and do not worry… (2)  

What is, perhaps, most apparent in these passages is the violence—the cutting sharpness with 

which the cutesy-“baby”-language—comes to be associated. However, it is, coincidentally (or 

consequently) because of that very emphasis that I do not find the suggestion of cuteness’s 

underlying violence or edginess interesting. For to pursue these passages in that way would be, 

in a sense, to participate in the elevation of the cute—its mechanics and machinations—to a level 

of seriousness that I wish adamantly, and in a manner similar to my approach to nostalgia, to 

avoid. Ultimately, I do not wish to posit cuteness as a threat or, at least, not a serious one.  

Nevertheless (or despite myself/my own intention) what I do agree is taking place here is 

a deepening (compounding/layering) of humiliation. Furthermore, cuteness is “threatening” or 

uncomfortable precisely because it is not meant to be. In Lotte’s case the hurt lies in the residual 

humiliation and humiliating potential of the postcards, filled, as they are, with a relentless baby 

language; and, thereby, exacerbated by the fact that what she is being affected by is not worth 
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(and is in fact entirely unworthy of) humbling herself to. The “threat” of the cards lies in the fact 

that to be humbled by the cute is far more effacing than to be crippled or affected by something, 

at least, regarded as worthy of doing (serious) damage.  

This side effect of being humiliated by such a particular humiliation resembles the very 

operatics—the level of layering and blanketing taking place not only through the language (the 

words used/repeated) but the very cloistering within the scene itself: “When she pulled herself 

together and saw what she was doing, what she had done, she found everything a mess, 

reflecting her face, reflecting herself. The coffee spilt, the cards scattered, the bottle emptied, the 

glass lying on its side. A scene, in miniature, copying the scene at Hugo’s that she had fled” (3). 

Here the experience of the scene becomes yet another layer—a miniature (diminutive) or 

derivative rendering of the prior scene/experience—and in a sense, an excessively, overly, 

acutely, too cute moment both of/about/infused with cutenesses (repetitions, layerings) of its 

own.  

In fact, the narrator’s own descriptive language gradually/eventually devolves into the 

very language it at once describes, reiterating the terms and linguistic patterns of the postcard:  

Her teeth bit on the crystals and her nerves screamed at their sweetness. All the marzipan, 

all the barley sugar, the chocolates and toffees of childhood descended on her with their 

soft, sticking, suffocating sweetness. Enough to embrace her, enough to stifle her, enough 

to obliterate her. Sugary, treacly, warm, oozing love, childhood love, little mice and bunny 

rabbits of love—sweet, warm, choking, childish love. Lotte wept and drowned. (5) 

In attending to the layering language—the reiteration of iterations of affectionate/baby-

language—I wish to emphasize once again, the connection of the cute to that of the diasporic and 

to assert/insist that cutesy language is explicitly/expressly a language speaking to absence (the 
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distance between people) as much as the aberrance (departures from) of its own aberration. For it 

is within the experience of diaspora that the language of homesickness resides and wherein 

comfort and comfort-seeking iterations/repetitions are particularly acute/intense. In this way I 

wish to emphasize the levels and layers of excess and, by extension, the unseemly spectacle 

peculiar to diasporic utterance and to argue that it is through such circuitous articulations/re-

iterations—cutesy/cloistering expressions—that diaspora is (equally) articulated (although rarely 

acknowledged).  

In other words, what I wish to express here is the extent to which cuteness is at least one 

of the languages of diaspora—maybe even the terms by which longing/homesickness are most 

easily expressed. For diasporic language is precisely that—cute—a language of indignity, 

clumsy articulation, repetitive bumbling and stumbling; a language that (shamelessly) repeats 

itself, unrelentingly and unnecessarily, emerging, as it does from a lack of necessity (wasted 

effort), inexplicability, futility—and operating on that very basis. That such language, 

expressions or entire narratives are able to resonate to the extent that they do/are able to is also 

then precisely because they can so easily be regarded as entirely ineffective, unnecessary, and 

unworthy of notice.  

In this way I am attempting to tie this discussion into (while simultaneously 

distinguishing it from) the “nobler” projects of diasporic utterance/articulation. Diasporic 

literature is already defined as that which is speaking to/of/through a profound absence, void, 

emptiness. Speaking of the Middle Passage and “the Door of No Return” in her memoir, A Map 

to the Door of No Return (2001), Dionne Brand writes about the particularity of the state of 

diaspora: “Imagine our ancestors stepping through these portals one senses people stepping out 

into nothing; one senses a surreal space, an inexplicable space […] Our inheritance in the 
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Diaspora is to live in this inexplicable space” (20). Therefore, if living diaspora is, as Brand 

articulates it, living in the legacy of rupture, then the challenge, for those born into/within such 

spaces, is to contend with, as the title of Kiran Desai’s novel suggests, what it means to inherit 

nothingness, absence or loss—or as Brand implies to live/speak/iterate inexplicability. While 

many have, quite rightly, attended to this task in various somber and duly serious ways, I would 

like to embrace the idea of nothingness/vacuity by attending to far less dignified negotiations: the 

paltry communiqués, the literal nothingness, “sweet nothings,” of diasporic correspondence.  

Without taking away from the gravitas of diaspora, what I am equally (although less 

ambitiously) striving to contend with is precisely that sense of insensibility—senses of 

absence/disconnection not in the general sense of the failure of language (i.e. the fundamental 

struggle of language itself) but rather those silly incomprehensibilities, inarticulateness and 

purposeful nonsense—as abhorrent as the other is dignified/profound. That cuteness is (by 

unofficial definition) aberrant locution renders it also and strikingly language at its most garishly 

inadequate. It is language at its most unnecessary—its most (presumably) unproductive. This 

language of diaspora is then one of a related although particular kind of striving, one wherein its 

elocutionary/executionary shortcomings revolve around excessive repetition (repetitions upon 

repetition) that speak to a mechanics of regress that is, unavoidably/necessarily embarrassing.  

For what is peculiar to the language of diaspora (a language articulating homesickness 

and separation) is its relentless nostalgia: that it is an expression of unabashed and abashed 

regress: that it seeks to speak of (if not through) comfort—sameness, the familiar, the constant. 

Furthermore, such language does not repeat itself for the sake of elaboration or even 

ornamentation—it is not meant to attract/to be attractive in its appearance. Despite the 

understanding that the utterance is and will always be an already futile/failed effort, to persevere 
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is, then, largely a matter of simply reveling in a “process” of un-ambitious non-achievement; one 

which, again, speaks to a mechanics of perpetuation/perpetuity—to “aim” simply: to state that 

nothing is new, that nothing has changed—that “everything is alright”—and, consequently, that 

its very recourse (as a source of) assurance/reassurance/comfort derives expressly from a lack of 

substance, a lack of urgency or necessity/need. 

What distinguishes the language of nostalgia/diaspora (that I am suggesting is 

inextricably also the language of the cute) from the language of love or longing is that the former 

is the latter at its most extreme, its most embarrassing, its most (socially) unacceptable. For while 

this particular diasporic language may be equal in excessive effusion it is still unequal in dignity 

or suffering—that is to say, this is home-sickness not love-sickness, or, in terms of Anita Desai’s 

novel, “childhood love,” the “little mice and bunny rabbits of love” rather than the erotics of 

sophisticated/mature/age-appropriate passion—or, alternatively, for Desai, these are postcards 

not love-letters, the content tortured/torturous not because they detail some war-torn atrocities 

but because the language/sentiment is insufferable. Even the narrator is careful to note that they 

are mistaken for letters, drawing the distinction and thereby attention to their misconstruction:  

finally she put them away from her, very carefully, on the table. Then picked up the packet 

and clumsily slipped off the narrow pink ribbon that held together the cards. For those 

were not letters, they were postcards except for one or two that had been folded for so long 

that the several sheets formed a single thickness, like a card. The writing was so faint, so 

spidery, it formed a kind of skein or web, on the yellowed paper, and seemed closer to the 

drawing of an intricate plan than the lines of a language. (4)  

Equally affronting to the implicit hierarchy of meaningful correspondence, their 

inscriptions/scrawl may look like “an intricate plan” (another mistake) but what the cards 
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actually contain is equally, emphatically, not even that complicated/intention-al. As evident in 

those early quotations, they communicate nothing(s)—nothing new, nothing changed, nothing to 

worry about, nothing beyond the reassurance of that very nothing/sameness/okay-ness/enough-

ness/alright-ness.  

Nevertheless, it is their failure or refusal to do/say more that is of infinite interest to me 

and what makes them “precious” (endearing) as much as of relative value. In other words, it is 

their sheer lack of use that thwarts the very utilitarian conventions of the language to which they 

supposedly subscribe by virtue of being inscribed at all. Despite the effort or at least the 

appearance of purposeful correspondence/meaningful communication, the cutesy/nothing 

language of the cards isn’t even usefully un-useful in an aesthetic sense. In terms of utility, it is a 

step below the already low standard of poetic language, which, in its allegiance to 

pleasure/beauty, similarly tends to work against utilitarian strictures/structures. However, at the 

very least, poetic language “succeeds” insofar as it strives to be aesthetically pleasing; whereas 

the postcards fall short even in that respect/their cuteness fails even to do that.  

I mention this in part to reinforce the repugnance that surrounds the cute. Not unlike the 

distaste for clichés or “small talk,” cutesy language operates on a particular level of (academic) 

unacceptability/indignity/ignobility. It is language at its most useless but therefore (to me) 

language at its most striking precisely because it is failing or, rather, not even trying. Cuteness is 

(almost necessarily) not complex or clever enough to be reflexive—to speak to its own struggles 

to speak. I am, of course, generalizing or being purposefully (for my own purposes), 

hyperbolically extreme/reductive, but I do believe it would be a mistake/disservice to 

characterize it any other way, to assign or ascribe to cute language a level of 

achievement/ambition. For I truly see it as a matter of adoration (the very makings of the 
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adorable) that it is so useless, so explicitly, so strikingly/shockingly un-ambitious—that its charm 

really does depend upon its not having any (ambition) at all.  

The cutesy language, specifically its representation/formatting in Baumgartner’s 

Bombay, epitomizes or at least emphasizes the triviality/kitsch of the cute compared to other 

forms/formats of longing/sentiment. That the postcards offer (or are seen as offering) nothing but 

empty language further removes it from holding any kind of dignity. They are meaningless—

literally purposeless: offering no furthering of insight or record of change or direction—

variations/iterations literally unnecessary and redundant.  

Returning to the earlier example of the narrator’s language morphing into its own kind of 

redundancy—or nesting language—the dynamic here is a kind of mindless or unthinking 

indulgence/intoxication—that the very indulgence of it or absorption in repetition (the scene 

being a copy, a miniature, of another) necessitates a dissolution/devolvement into repetition 

itself. Furthermore, while repetition is seemingly indicative of a struggle for articulation, I 

believe it is precisely the absence/aberration of it not being that that becomes the most curious 

aspect of it. It isn’t struggling to say anything. It doesn’t even aspire to anything higher than 

what it is—to the simplicity of the words themselves, the words repeated and worked into one 

another. It is indulgence—pure and simple—a sweetness, a treat, a rest and respite from work or 

effort in every respect. 

The postcards themselves are received out of time and so far removed from the time they 

were sent—after the war, after his mother has died—that any hope, anticipation or expectation, 

of a response (actual dialogue/exchange) has long passed too. That the notes still/then read the 

same regardless of the reality or, rather, the plausibility of reply reinforces the static and futile 

nature of the “correspondence.” The questions posed within the text are reduced to the rhetorical 
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or even worse-than-rhetorical in that they aren’t capable of actually inspiring contemplation or 

self-reflection on the part of the reader (how am I? am I alright?). They operate in a far more 

backward (or, rather, inward) fashion. Especially if written without the ambition of actual 

communication (the hope of successful delivery/response), the very writing of them is almost 

entirely self-directed: a gesture or act that amounts more to self-comfort than even self-

expression. Regardless of appearance/pretensions otherwise, the cards are written for the sake of 

the person writing rather than for the sake of those to whom they are supposedly addressed. Such 

a potentiality is not to disregard/discount the comfort Hugo is able to derive from them—it 

merely furthers the possibility of this being the language of (self-ish) assurance/reassurance 

rather than the practical/tangible achievements of transferring information or actually 

communicating with someone. In other words, its achievements (to the extent that they do 

anything for someone else) are indirectly arrived at: residual, beside the point, and/or not the 

point at all. The “significance” of the postcards consists of the immediacy of the gesture itself 

rather than residing in the actual results—the success or failure—of their outward effects.  

Filled with little more than small talk or pleasantries the cards serve some selfish pleasure 

almost in the same way as the casual “goodbyes” Biju’s father longed to hear or Jemu used to so 

caustically throw Bose’s friendship away and yet that such things (however trite or cutting) 

happen to “do” anything for anyone is largely happenstance. The language of the postcards is a 

coded language of reassurance that is not aiming any higher than what it is—if anything, it is 

pure monologue without the hope or need of actual dialogue. Of course, when I say this, I am not 

belittling the pleasures that are offered (however selfish or unintentional) but rather, highlighting 

their belittlement; celebrating, in effect, their smallness (even pettiness); reveling in their 

nothingness.  
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It is the very meagerness of the effort/exchange/achievement that makes it so arresting 

and, if anything, the insignificance that I wish to insist/maintain. Although, in saying that, I 

realize I risk ruining it all by drawing attention to it/making too much of it. I can’t help but 

exaggerate its nothingness (its paltriness) precisely because it is its inconsequence that marks its 

“achievement”/“worth”—the very vacuity or emptiness of the (repeated) gesture that resonates—

that actually secures a kind of reassurance. For it is really the negativity—negation, nothingness, 

emptiness—that I am interested in and that I see as central to the ways in which cuteness 

establishes and secures its own comfort(s). Put simply, this is what is comforting about it: that it 

is a form of self-comfort and an expression of concern/care that does not require a response, that 

is operating on a level that is so basic as to be non-engaging but (as discussed with regard to 

Lotte) so innocuous as to be gut-wrenching/as to be more than it is, a language that aspires to be 

nothing—to do nothing more, perhaps even less, than what it purports/appears.  

In this way, the “work”, “worth” or “achievement”, of such language is perfectly 

residual, tangential, unobtrusive—it is about the affectiveness of the gesture rather than the 

effectiveness of the content. Cuteness depends upon/or operates singularly within the ability to 

create affects within itself—language that weaves/develops its own mechanics of comfort, 

purpose, capacity/possibility—to speak to more than what it is—to resonate, to create an effect 

that is beyond the meaning of the words. “Operating” (to the extent that such “work” can be 

ascribed to it) through its own nothingness—through its own lack of work/of meaning/of having 

something “to do” or meaningful to say.  

Ultimately, I am investing in how these nothing words have the power to do something, 

anything, nothing at all. Wary as I am of drawing too much esteem, I do mean “nothing”—the 

disparagement itself—as non-disparaging (and as complimentary) as possible. For to engage this 
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kind of language—to delight in the status of unabashed/abashed pleasantries, clichés of clichés—

is also to speak to what (little) power the cute does have to utilize the (minor) power of 

trite/empty/vapid language to do things that may very well be nothing of the sort. Therefore, 

going back to the idea of the implicit centrality of the postcards/cutesy correspondences—that 

the narrative revolves around the postcards even as it appears not to—I want to engage with Axel 

Stähler’s reading of the novel in his article “The Holocaust in the Nursery: Anita Desai’s 

Baumgartner’s Bombay” (2010).  

I was initially excited by the title of Stähler’s article and the impression I had that he 

might be approaching the novel in a way similar to my own—i.e. in terms of a cute affect or the 

peculiarity of that aesthetic indulgence in the text. However, Stähler’s actual engagement with 

the nursery rhymes is relatively minor and somewhat disappointing in that respect. He spends far 

more time contextualizing the novel’s critical reception and (still interestingly to me in terms of 

my affinity for the academically disparaged) defending it from criticism/its detractors.23 While 

this (relative) silence or limited ability to actually speak of “the nursery” is telling in its own 

right, Stähler’s article is helpful in illuminating the underlying issues I have with the treatment of 

the cute both critically and within the text itself. In other words, what I found most unsettling 

about Stähler’s article wasn’t that he was incorrect in his reading or ascription of Desai’s 

meaning/intention, but rather, that his reading may very well be justified by the text itself. In this 

way, the appropriateness of Stähler’s approach and the inappropriateness of my own 

dissatisfaction helped me come to terms with my own textual struggles/frustrations—that is, the 

extent to which I am reading against the very/particular cuteness of the novel as much as I am 

                                                
23 One of the debates surrounding the novel that Stähler highlights is whether it is “postcolonial 
enough.” It is precisely the constraints that arise from such a judgmental/critical atmosphere—
the policing of what constitutes properly political (political enough) “work”—that I am wary of 
and attempting to define myself against. 
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drawn to it. I am attracted to Desai’s novel because of its cuteness, and yet I recognize the ways 

in which the novel’s own treatment of the cute more often than not does not coincide with my 

own. 

In “The Holocaust in the Nursery” Stähler references Desai’s account of how the idea of 

the novel came about from a set of postcards much like the ones depicted in the novel:  

Asked by a friend “to read them and see if they were of any importance,” Desai quickly 

dismissed them as trivial. Only later did she realize that “they had come from a 

concentration camp. They had been so empty of information that I had not realized that 

earlier.” The vacuity and blandness of the cards when perceived in relation to the horror of 

their origin kindled her interest: “It was because they had been so empty that I felt the urge 

to fill them—supply them with a history—and I began to invent the story of Baumgartner.” 

(78) 

While this account ostensibly supports my emphasis on the significant-insignificance (seemingly 

relative but actual centrality) of the postcards, I am ultimately wary of Desai’s self-described 

intention and Stähler’s use of this anecdote within his own argument. Stähler concludes that 

Desai “does indeed” offer up a history to explain the postcards: “Yet she still leaves similarly 

ambivalent voids—intentionally, as I will argue—for the reader’s imagination to fill” (78). While 

this might very well be true, there is something disturbing to me in both Stähler and Desai’s 

handling of such a curiosity: to respond to vacuity or emptiness by immediately seeking to “fill 

it.” To make “nothing” into something meaningful—serious/historical/worthy of note or 

notice—is part of the difficulty I face with Desai’s engagement with/treatment of cuteness and 

what I am potentially resisting. The novel teases me by at once offering glimpses/insights into 
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the cute while, simultaneously (ultimately/after all) working against the very operatics that, to 

me, render it “worthy” if not worthwhile in the first place.  

 In this way it is my stubborn intention to highlight/delight in the emptiness/vacuity of the 

text even if that means working against the intentions of the text itself. What is of interest to me 

isn’t how Desai has managed to fill the nothingness of the postcards that informed her interest 

with some kind of meaning, it is the nothingness itself that forms the very language and (for me) 

the insight/delights of the text. The language of “little mice” and pithy pleas strike me (resonate 

with me) not because they are sharpened by the tragedy of the historical context—that they speak 

to a deeper hurt, that it cuts me in the same/painful way Lotte is initially described—it affects me 

precisely because it does not (or not only) elicit such things. The cuteness of the novel suggests 

in a far less sinister or (historically) nuanced way the ability to communicate what the 

communications themselves cannot—that is, the simplest “achievements” or pleasures that can 

come from the smallest of affects.  

Like my interest in the narrative voice of Kiran Desai, Anita Desai writes similarly 

cutely. Her writing is cozy and endearing. And that it feels like an endearment is, ultimately, 

what I like most about the novel—what I find touching and delightful, most memorable and 

“worthwhile” to me about it. Nevertheless, returning to the description of Lotte with which I 

began, I recognize the extent to which the “sweetness” of Desai’s writing is equally cloaked 

(choked) in a sinister edge that is claustrophobic as much as it is comforting. Like “All the 

marzipan, all the barley sugar, the chocolates and toffees of childhood descend[ing] on [Lotte] 

with their soft, sticking, suffocating sweetness,” embracing her “enough to stifle her, enough to 

obliterate her” (3)—those same operatics are at work on the reader. The language of assurance 

and the stories of childhood the novel engages with are endearing but no less gut wrenching. It is 
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a kind of homesickness too, one that I admit to willfully ignoring because I admire Desai’s 

ability to effect the homey/to write so cozily. The re-iteration/repetition of Desai’s words create 

the same encompassing feeling Lotte experiences when reading the postcards. Or perhaps it is 

just the sheer affect the sight of the words “little mice” or “bunny rabbits” has on me when I 

see/read them there—whether out of context or within it. It provides a kind of instant 

gratification or resonance that is unique/worth attending to insofar as it is part of why I am 

invested in this particular text (as well as the other literary texts I have chosen to discuss 

throughout my dissertation). It is a struggle to find diasporic literatures that are actually able to 

speak in the language of home—or rather to resonate with me on that emotional, homey, cozy 

level. I would even go so far as to say that diasporic literature—preoccupied as it has been with 

larger socio-political-historical pressures—is strangely unable to or uncomfortable with 

“affecting” a sense of home/hominess despite being effectively (by definition or origin) always 

implicitly or indirectly about that one thing. Coziness, even if or however claustrophobic, is 

remarkable in precisely that respect. 

Notably, then, it is this cloak of sinister claustrophobia, suffocation or the seriousness 

with which the cute is able to speak/resonate that characterizes Stähler’s approach to the nursery 

rhymes dispersed throughout Hugo’s nostalgic, childhood reminiscences. For Stähler: “the songs 

and poems (mostly nursery rhymes), no less than the German language itself, are, in fact, the 

means by which the Holocaust is evoked most effectively” (79). Nevertheless, while I appreciate 

Stähler’s investment/attention (the fact that he even attends to the nursery rhymes) in this way, it 

occurs to me that he is putting the excerpts to a great deal of work—that they are in a sense being 

made to bear a huge historical weight/significance. The nursery rhymes, in Stähler’s rendering 

(interpretation) are almost overwhelmed by their own meaning/significance. It is this defensive 
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recourse, this (however) well-intentioned effort to defend that, to my mind, ends up distorting the 

very object of curiosity itself and what, I imagine, piqued Stähler’s interest originally. 

Ultimately, what is taking place here is the elevation of the nursery rhymes to the parameters of a 

particular critical tradition and under whose terms the thing itself needs to change so drastically 

that one can’t help but wonder whether it is even worth it, especially if the object of interest 

needs to become unrecognizable in order to be deemed worthy. 

For Stähler too, the sweetness is decidedly actually/ultimately its opposite. Alluding to 

the same moments/quotations I raised earlier, he concludes: “Yet the sweetness of the language, 

of the sugary crystals, is hurtful […] The image of sweetness, first introduced here, pervades the 

whole novel, and is closely connected not only to language but also to childhood memories” 

(80). Stähler links Lotte’s experience of sugary sweetness to Reichskristallnacht: “The repetitive 

blandness of the words that force themselves upon her […] The sugar crystals turning into glass, 

sweetness turning into grievous harm, foreshadow Reichskristallnacht, the night of crystal or 

broken glass, as the organized mayhem against Jews in Germany” (81). Stähler may very well be 

right in pointing to what is an undeniably sinister characterization/presentation; but that just 

happens to be something I (stubbornly) refuse to feel. 

I prefer (my) sweetness not to be a provocation of significance; I want to keep it empty. 

And perhaps I indulge too much and risk dismissing the sickness or harm of it. But if I were to 

go so far as to contradict myself—to dare to argue my position to be the more daring of the 

two—I would suggest that what is potentially more troubling about the sweetness/innocuousness 

of the postcards is precisely the threat posed by their meaninglessness. To imbue the postcards or 

nursery rhymes with that kind of meaning is a kind of comfort seeking exercise as it “merely” 

eases the discomfort of true meaninglessness within an (understandably) meaning-
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centric/oriented discourse. It is a lot more usual, not to mention useful, to establish a meaningful 

meaninglessness than to, say, allow the cute to remain un-circumscribed within some/somehow 

meaningful terms. 

 I have mentioned earlier the potential (risk) that I am “merely” projecting my own 

experience onto the critics I engage, and with Stähler in particular I could easily see myself 

making the same argument he has. Stähler observes that “The material aspect of the postcards is 

dwelt upon in some detail; precisely because their discursive value seems to be almost non-

existent […] Yet although at first glance the lines hardly appear to contain a language, it is 

exactly the spidery web of these lines and the language they unlock which enmesh Lotte, once 

she has tasted the sweetness of the simple words” (80). To a certain extent neither Stähler nor 

myself (and on another level Desai too) are able to allow this to stand on its own. Like me, s/he 

must subscribe to a broader academic or literary discourse. Stähler is, in a sense, forced to take 

notice of the ways in which Lotte is enmeshed in something more complex/knowing/ironic and 

isn’t able to leave it at just that one taste—to end on some simple word or note. It has to be made 

more of, as Stähler continues:  

At the same time, her violent reaction to the sweet words and their sweet associations 

suggest another system of reference within which they become signifiers of a deadly irony. 

Thus a glimpse is offered of parallel and intersecting universes of meaning, of construals of 

sense which the very blandness of the postcards insists upon. This points to a void that 

demands to be filled; and the novel itself goes some way towards suggesting a narrative 

which stimulates this imaginative process. (80-81)  

Stähler elevates (as he must) the language and status of the postcards to that of trauma 

writing/Holocaust writing more generally.  
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Drawing from Efraim Sicher and the suggestion that “Holocaust writing has appeared in 

almost every language of the world” and is always unmistakably present, Stähler goes on to 

argue that the postcards in Desai’s text suggest something like the opposite—that it is the gap or 

absence of clear reference that begs the imagination to fill in that which has not been explicitly 

articulated, or remains unspoken/unspeakable. As Stähler writes: “Yet the very paucity of their 

information value connotes an absence that stimulates the imagination. And this appears to be 

the main principle of representation Desai resorts to. For it is clamouring absences which compel 

the imagination to fill the voids” (81-82). In this way, Stähler moves to enlist the reader in this 

necessity: to see a void and fill it. Once again, it is not my belief that Stähler is mistaken in 

identifying the impulse; I simply resent/resist the responsibility and wish, for myself/my own 

selfish reasons, to refuse it.  

According to Stähler, we are like Lotte, the spectators who have to make sense of the 

emptiness and vacuity of the words: “But it is really the reader of the novel who is supposed to 

fill this particular void and make sense of the story and the history, or histories, it refers to” (85). 

In this regard, I am well aware of the ways in which I am willfully or stubbornly naïve, 

delusional, even lazy. It’s not as if I am blaming Stähler for taking such a recourse—for delving 

into that kind of intellectual pursuit—engaging with silence, blankness, nothingness as a way of 

grasping (or at least still trying to grasp) at whatever larger intellectual truths have escaped 

language/representation/mediation. If anything I think Stähler is absolutely right and in the right. 

In fact in many ways it is because I know that way of thinking/being to be right—that it is an 

impulse and inclination I have too/already—that I actually have to “work” to resist and define 

myself against it. 
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 Because it is, ultimately, not “absence” or “silence” in their elevated (academic) senses 

that I wish to engage here—but emptiness more akin to the vapid than to the profound. It is not 

that there are no words. It isn’t even the inadequacy or incapacity of the words that are available. 

It is that the words that are there or the ways we have been trained to speak/think are fraught 

with almost too much value and significance. We lack the ability to speak frivolously or 

inappropriately. We lack discourses with genuine approachability or accessibility, maybe even 

the friendliness or freedom of insignificance—low or little to no consequences/stakes. We have 

found ways of talking about the most horrible things but have we contended with what would it 

mean to choose to speak simply or not at all? For me, the value/significance, interest/charm of 

empty/vapid language is its lack of ulterior motive or the pressure of some larger philosophical 

quandary. The cuteness of the nursery rhymes or postcards in Desai’s text can be 

affecting/arresting on an entirely different register of meaning/nothingness/worthiness/worth-

while-ness if we start to think that they could just as easily not matter at all.  

Embracing absence in a particularly poststructuralist sense is, then, a separate enterprise 

to asserting the pithiness/vacuity of the sensibility I am trying to articulate and embrace here. For 

Stähler to engage the silence/gaps of Desai’s text—to point to unspoken layers of meaning but 

also to say that “Desai never quite fills the voids” (82)—is, as I am intent to differentiate, not the 

same as (and in fact on an entirely different register than) my assertion that it is a violation to do 

so. 

 Building once again from the idea of speaking to trauma as pushing up against the very 

limits/capacities of language, Stähler references Judie Newman who insists: “Imagination baulks 

at filling in Mutti’s silences, or fleshing out her untold story” (82). But what if what creates this 

imaginative incapacity/baulking isn’t the atrocity that the words or their failure suggests but, 
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rather, the nature of the words themselves—their cuteness, tenderness, intimacy. What seems to 

be crucial to Stähler’s engagement with discomfort or incapacity here is his own difficulty in 

attending to the specificity of the language itself. Attending to Mutti’s words as silence 

necessitates a refusal to engage the words that are there: the words with which she chooses to 

speak/utter non-silently. While such an automatic bypassing/inattention is part of what I also 

claim is an integral dynamic of cuteness’s “advantage” (that it operates to a certain extent upon 

its own disregard), I would note that, attending to the words themselves is, perhaps/instead, what 

is being struggled over here. The violation isn’t coming from the words/their effect on her but 

her intrusion into a world of intimacy not intended for her. Lotte doesn’t “baulk” at the 

unspeakable traumas the postcards represent or the complexities of language/emotions that 

cannot be adequately expressed. In other words, the resonance of the words is not explained by 

their larger overarching/overwhelming meaning—either to some incomprehensible loss or even 

the Holocaust itself. What Lotte is reacting to are the words themselves. Unaware as she is of the 

context in which they were written or the larger potentiality of significance, what Lotte is having 

difficulty with in an explicit/obvious way is the tenderness of the words rather than the difficulty 

of the trauma/existential abyss they suggest.  

To me then, it is more provocative/apt to read this as a nuisance of the cute than it is the 

difficulty of the trauma that resides behind or beyond. For here again, what if the harder thing is 

to focus on the words themselves and not some (potentially) more “comfortable” distress—a 

larger (but more “acceptable”), academically sophisticated trauma? Although, in saying this, I 

realize that I betray cuteness (once again) in “elevating” it to the level of the larger or actual 

trauma of the text—i.e. the idea that, academically speaking, cuteness somehow out-discomforts 

far more viscerally and politically pressing concerns. And, again, I mean no disrespect. 
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After all, this is a binary I do not wish to deconstruct—a separation I do not wish to 

reconcile/overcome. To suggest that bland vacuity is (also/inextricably) the language with which 

and through which the tragedy/seriousness of diaspora is (also/equally) spoken does not allow 

me to maintain/insist upon the distinctions I wish to see and refuse to invert (but rather 

revert/resort to). Therefore it is in my interest to emphasize, not the violence or claustrophobia of 

cute language or to bring the coziness (as opposed to claustrophobia) on par with it—but to insist 

upon doing much less—and to in fact suggest the lesser: to insist on reading ignorantly and for 

the small aims/self-(ish) pleasures of my own comfort/satisfaction, to own/confess that I choose 

to read this way even if it is the wrong way or, rather, precisely because it is (seen) as the wrong 

way. 

To be blunt: I am disinterested in the dynamic of the “suffocatingly sweet”24 (the 

underlying malevolence of the cute) precisely because I feel it is (academically) expected if not 

(textually) necessitated by this text (and others). The term occurs and recurs throughout the novel 

as a kind of knowing wink—no doubt because that is the most socially/intellectually acceptable 

way of gesturing to the unacceptable; a way of indulging in the cutesy while preemptively 

drawing attention to one’s own knowledge/knowingness (for the sake of intellectual 

reassurance). Effectively, it is to say or feel that one is dealing with something cute but only ever 

with the caveat that one is doing so smartly or in whatever way will somehow make it “okay.” It 

is because of the backhandedness of such an approach—a disowning kind of owning (that isn’t 

really owning up to anything at all)—that I don’t find such a negotiation/treatment of cuteness 

particularly compelling but, rather, trading on a kind of academic smirk or cachet.  

                                                
24 “‘Mmm.’ Baumgartner tried to show his appreciation of the hot, the thick, the suffocatingly 
sweet tea” (11). 
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Of course the cowardliness and sneakiness of this double movement contains a kind of 

charm (cuteness) in itself but one that I do not wish to engage—a hiding place I no longer seek. 

There was a time when I delighted in precisely this idea: that sweetness (while pleasurable) 

could morph into its very opposite (displeasure) and be deemed just as cunning, complex and 

(subsequently) worthy of serious consideration. It isn’t that I do not see or appreciate the ways in 

which comfort/cuteness or sweetness is or can be taken “seriously”—as dangerous (or having 

that potential)—it is that I choose not to. To make cuteness threatening would be (for me) to 

make it un-cute—to take away from its smallness and simplicity, its innocence, comfort, i.e those 

things I truly delight in:  Furthermore, to strip it of those very qualities would not only be to 

ascribe a capacity for violence, it would be to do violence to it.  

 

On Cuteness  

 Understandably, most academic approaches to cuteness take it on as a commercial and/or 

material concept (Harris 2001, McVeigh 1996, Cross 2004). In “The Cuteness of the Avant-

Garde” (2005), Sianne Ngai notes that: “While cuteness is a taste concept that cannot be fully 

enfolded into kitsch…it is one firmly rooted in visual commodity culture rather than the 

language arts” (813-14). Of course, it is precisely the language as much as the affects of cuteness 

that I have been attempting to explore here and reconciling, as she is, cuteness within the avant-

garde (poetry specifically), the insights Ngai offers in her essay are invaluable. In fact, it is 

precisely because Ngai does such a thorough treatment of the concept, that I can establish my 

divergence in terms of the edginess or underlying violence Ngai herself is keen to establish.  

Like the concept of “suffocating sweetness” it is not that I disagree that cuteness involves 

a kind of discomfort, even violence, as the passages regarding Lotte’s reaction to the postcards 
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suggest. According to Ngai, cuteness has the capacity to “provoke ugly or aggressive feelings, as 

well as the expected tender or maternal ones” (816). As she continues: “For in its exaggerated 

passivity and vulnerability, the cute object is as often intended to excite a consumer’s sadistic 

desires for mastery and control as much as his or her desire to cuddle” (816). Nevertheless, for 

me, the cute is still nonthreatening by definition. And the “real” violence is always ours. For, 

even in cases where the charm of the cute object is seemingly intensified by some darkness of its 

own (a mischief, sadness, or sinister edge) its cuteness emerges from its utter impotence, relative 

to our upper hand, which is really what is being indulged. That the “threat” is innocuous (i.e. not 

a threat at all) is what makes the cute thing cute. We may be charmed by the cuteness of the 

object’s contained-ness: its self-perception (relative to our reality) and the adorable secrecy/little 

worldiness that it implies25—but, regardless, the whole point (delight) is that our position as the 

observer of that cute thing is never compromised.  

Otherwise, at least to my mind, what we are dealing with is something else entirely: the 

capacity of cuteness to become something like its opposite, to be cute no longer or not 

only/strictly, a “suffocating sweetness” or whatever else it may be called. To me, what Ngai is 

offering here is a way of thinking about cuteness or making cute smart—i.e. something that is 

academically agreeable because secretly intellectual/knowing and perhaps akin to Boym’s 

reflective (good/socially acceptable) nostalgia, i.e. the kind of cuteness that is appropriately 

challenging, that disturbs and threatens us in that “good” way.  

Again, I’m not saying that this kind of cuteness does not exist or that cuteness doesn’t 

contort itself in precisely these ways. I’m merely suggesting that we stipulate/specify that what 

                                                
25 In “On Longing” (1984) Susan Stewart discusses the allure of the miniature. She uses the 
example of the dollhouse, declaring it “a materialized secret” that we can’t help but wish to 
penetrate.  
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we are dealing with here is a particular kind of cute. While cuteness definitely lends itself to 

these couplings with ugliness/violence etc., the danger in rallying around cuteness on these terms 

is that cuteness is established as a theoretically viable arena but only on the grounds that it be, in 

a sense, those already acceptable things—that it prove that it is capable of those things that it was 

dismissed for not having. In that sense, cuteness isn’t really being validated/brought in on the 

same grounds for which it was dismissed. It is being brought in because it has somehow been 

able to become the things that would make it acceptable. 

 Thus “The Cuteness of the Avant-Garde” while no doubt doing cuteness justice also risks 

inflating the challenges cuteness poses to literature and criticism. Ngai’s essay is specific to “the 

relationship between cuteness and avant-garde poetics” (815), addressing critical aversion to 

cuteness due to “its associations with the pleasures of consumption—“the spectrum of aesthetic 

experience, running from what Adorno calls ‘tasteful savoring’ to ‘physical devouring,’ that 

brings art into an uncomfortable proximity to ‘cuisine and pornography’” (814). In this way, 

Ngai concludes that “it is fairly easy to understand why critics have actually gone to lengths to 

avoid the subject of cuteness when speaking about Stein’s poetics in relation to high modernism” 

at the same time she manages precisely that conversation (814).  

Ngai is understandably wary of the role cuteness has played in dismissals of Stein’s 

poetry: “evidence of the permeation of even the most ‘intellectualist’ literary projects, such as 

Gertrude Stein’s, by the ‘hysterical imbecility’ of the mass market”—a realm offering a glut of 

amusements and identified with sentimentality, preciousness, “and the complete absence of 

anything threatening” (815). Coming to Stein’s defense, Ngai counters such disregard by 

implying that Stein’s cuteness is threatening: that “cuteness for Stein is anything but precious or 

safe” (815).  
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In this way, Ngai draws attention to “our tendency as literary critics to overcorrect in this 

direction, refusing to acknowledge that there may in fact be something cute, or “indecently 

‘cute,’” about Stein’s writing (815). While Ngai is no doubt correct in her assessment, I wonder 

if there isn’t another kind of overcorrection at work in acknowledging cuteness on the basis of its 

danger. Here, it seems to me, the trouble isn’t simply accounting for cuteness, but 

acknowledging it on the very terms for which it was dismissed. What we are given instead is a 

rebuttal, a correction—to argue that one has been mistaken in assuming that cuteness is (only) 

these things: sentimental, precious, non-threatening. This is not to say that I am not sympathetic 

to either Ngai’s position or her argumentation. In fact, I am well aware of the extent to which I 

am entirely indebted to her. Her work allows me to take my own indulgence a step further, to 

think past some elevated complication of cuteness or maybe to simply revert back again. Ngai’s 

approach is well meaning (just like my own) and the critical edge she highlights is not a 

betrayal—the potential is there, just as she so perfectly outlines. My point is simply that to enter 

into cuteness this way (the fact that one almost has to) does (or threatens to do) cuteness a 

disservice no matter how unintentional or well-meaning. One is, in a sense, made to give up (or 

give in) too much. The trade feels uneven as well since we are being made to forfeit its best 

qualities. There is a charming kind of desperation in that, sure, but more to the point it’s an 

injustice that doesn’t actually serve cuteness in the end—it bolsters the academic parameters 

rather than challenging them. Suddenly what you’re talking about isn’t cutesy feelings (which 

are the more disruptive) but the “comfortable” terrain of psychoanalytic and poststructualist 

imbrications—which is fine, and relevant—but potentially/precisely not the point, or not what it 

was “supposed” to be about: i.e. cuteness as a reprieve from all that other hard or highfalutin’ 

work. 
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Like Boym, Ngai can be seen as taking a previously or primarily disparaged concept and 

offering an apt/nuanced correction. Nevertheless, my sense of cuteness on the other hand is (and 

can be) what it is precisely because of the work that has already been done—which is not that at 

all—that is, my cuteness can be precisely those things that are, in a sense, being given up or 

downplayed in order to be considered. For what delights me about cuteness is its indecency—its 

lack of elevated intellect—the very fact that it is not (or tends not to be) included. But aside from 

that, it is its sentimentality: that it is overly precious, that it offers a sense of comfort, ease, safety 

that is indecently/immaturely uncomplicated—that it stands in contrast to these things is 

important. Not that it is these things too, after all. Such thinking leads me, once again, into 

attempting to pursue cuteness in its non-integrity or in its negativity (to the extent that what is 

being implied here is threatening = good and non-threatening = bad).26 

 Ngai’s specific, tangible, explanation of what makes cute things cute is perhaps the most 

helpful. Using the example of a frog-shaped bath sponge, Ngai surmises that, “The smaller and 

less formally articulated or more bloblike the object, the cuter it becomes—in part because 

smallness and blobbishness suggest greater malleability and thus a greater capacity for being 

handled” (816). In this respect, Ngai addresses the malevolence implied by our attraction to such 

qualities: “From here it is only a short step to see how the formal properties associated with 

cuteness—smallness, compactness, softness, simplicity, and pliancy—call forth specific affects: 

helplessness, pitifulness, and even despondency” (816). As she continues: 

                                                
26 In the case of the compounded concept of ugly-cute, for instance, “cute” has become 
something else. I am not suggesting that cuteness does not have this possibility/ability. But in 
such cases the fact remains that we are left with something that is not strictly or simply cute; it is 
creepy or scary or monstrous or disturbing or disruptive etc. precisely because it is playing with 
an expectation and is then cute but only in addition to being something else. 
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For in addition to being a minor aesthetic concept that is fundamentally about minorness 

(in a way that, for instance, the concept of the glamorous is not), it is crucial to cuteness 

that its diminutive object has some sort of imposed-upon aspect or mien—that is, that it 

bears the look of an object not only formed but all too easily de-formed under the pressure 

of the subject’s feeling or attitude towards it…the subject’s awareness, as she gazes at her 

little object, that she may be willfully imposing its cuteness upon it, is more likely to 

augment rather than detract from the aesthetic illusion, calling attention to an unusual 

degree of synonymy between objectification and cutification. (816, emphasis in original) 

Similarly, referring to the work of Daniel Harris in Cute, Quaint, Hungry, and Romantic: The 

Aesthetics of Consumerism (2000), Ngai highlights the extent to which “the process of conveying 

cuteness to the viewer disempowers its objects, forcing them into ridiculous situations and 

making them appear more ignorant and vulnerable than they really are” (Harris quoted in Ngai, 

817). 

Nevertheless, while I agree with and in many ways personally confess/comply with this 

assessment of the violence involved in our interaction/orchestration of cute objects, I think it is 

important that the particularity of such objectification/cutification remains clear. That is, the 

acknowledgement that we are the dominant/domineering force in this exchange—that our delight 

in the cute is unsavory in the least and outright bad at the most—and yet, in my own 

backward/hypocritical way I wish to pursue it nonetheless, and precisely in this negativity or 

with it in mind. Separating for a moment (however irresponsibly) the intention from the feeling 

itself, what Ngai ends up addressing here, as a result, is not cute but something else—something 

far more ambitious and that, in a sense, requires a lot more effort (a lot more thought). 
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In this regard, Ngai tellingly draws on the work of Japanese artists Yoshitomo Nara and 

Takashi Murakami as evidence of violent—sharp or edgy—cuteness citing the emergence of the 

cute (kawaii) culture that started in Japan in the 1960s: “it is unsurprising that a self-conscious 

foregrounding of the violence underpinning the aesthetic runs throughout [their] work” (819). 

Ngai’s choice in artwork and artists is telling though. While Nara and Murakami utilize common 

motifs of cuteness—animals or children with big eyes and bulb-ish or cartoonish features—to 

my mind their work isn’t actually cute or at least not what I would characterize as wholly or 

solely that. Murakami’s sharp-toothed Mr. DOB or Nara’s glaring children do not elicit those 

feelings spurred by Ngai’s bath sponge example. There is not an easy or instant delight; they do 

not evoke feelings of comfort, the desire to touch, to hold or squeeze, to consume or do whatever 

other violence one might want to. They are rather, something more like Tom Devlin’s term—

“cute brut”—used to describe the artwork in comics, that which: “involves rough linework and 

wild, reader-resisting distortions paired with some of the signs of cuteness, like big eyes, 

“cartoony” expressions, and even animal characters, along with whimsy and emotional 

openness—deliberate charm to go along with the deliberate ugliness” (370). 

Nara and Murakami are, arguably, similarly offering meditations on cuteness as opposed to 

straightforwardly cute renderings. Nara’s sometimes wounded and often scowling children are an 

ugly or creepy kind of cute—something that conveys and in a lot of ways demands thought 

rather than the vapidity/complete lack of thought/over thinking that cuteness is most often 

reviled for. Cuteness is supposed to be easy—too easy. Yet there is nothing easy about looking at 

Nara or Murakami’s artwork. If anything, their images do the opposite; they make me uneasy. 

The work is jarring, abrasive, unsettling and even at times (especially in terms of Murakami’s 

use of size and scale) overwhelming. In its pure or unadulterated/un-intellectualized form, 
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cuteness is arresting precisely because it is devoid of such complexity and that is where—for 

better or worse—my investment remains. If only for my own sake or personal preference then, I 

would maintain that cuteness caters to that guilty pleasure of being (and wishing to be) put 

entirely at ease, of not having to care or think or worry about anything. As I tried to outline 

before with regard to nostalgia—cuteness is irresponsible and perhaps then rightfully disparaged 

and discouraged, not quite something to be redeemed or embraced, at least not on solely 

intellectual terms. 

Ngai admits as much when she suggests that Nara and Murakami’s “body of work allows us 

to grasp cuteness in one of its most probingly or theoretically worked-out forms” (819-820). I 

would agree with this assessment insofar as the work she is suggesting is precisely that—

“theoretically worked-out” rigorous, intellectual—utterly and entirely thought through. But that 

quality also makes that work about cute rather than necessarily the thing itself. In this way, 

perhaps it is more fitting to see Nara and Murakami as offering meditations on cuteness rather 

than being simply or strictly that. For while Ngai makes some crucial and nuanced concessions 

my overall impression, based especially on her emphasis on aligning cuteness with avant-garde 

poetics, is that tracing/identifying cuteness is, for her, about finding some unexpected, cutting 

edge in artwork otherwise dismissed as frivolously or conventionally cute (simple, vapid, non-

threatening) which is a wonderful, admirable, and worthwhile endeavor, and yet, to me, seems 

simultaneously/paradoxically about establishing how such things are more than just cute—that 

that cuteness is more than just that.  

Ultimately what Ngai offers is a way of talking about cuteness smartly or being smart or 

cutting about that which is cute. Attending to cuteness as a marginal taste concept (under-

theorized and deserving of attention) is distinct from qualifying/casting cuteness within the 
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already established realm of academic interest. In fact, that is my biggest challenge: how to resist 

rendering cuteness (academically/intellectually) comfortable and to entertain its possibilities 

without doing it the disservice of making it fit in. Therefore the task for me isn’t redemption or 

elevation but somehow managing to retain some of that disregard. Of course, I’m going to risk 

intellectualizing cuteness by virtue of the way that I am—over-thinking, over-educated, over-

eager—but in the end, whether impossible or delusional or not, I do want to let it be; or, if 

nothing else, to think it through if only to try to un-think it all over again. For it is not that I don’t 

see cuteness as embroiled in a kind of violence or unseemly pleasure/intention; I simply wish 

(perhaps naïvely) to maintain a sense of what is cute that does not amount to yet another kind of 

disfiguring imposition, intellectualization, or elevation. It’s a testament to the violence we do that 

the cute is denied any actual violence of its own—that even now (and with what I am 

doing/insisting on) it is relegated to some ineffectual harm, and whatever threat it does pose or 

could is largely (although barely) theoretical.  

 

The Language of Cuteness 

Nevertheless, the issue remains that cuteness cannot (or tends not to) be thought of in and 

of itself without being brought “up” on charges of its inherent/underlying seriousness—its 

revelation as being a worthy opponent “after all”—of containing those aspects of serious 

threat/complexity that we are (academically) still/and ever-so occupied with. Speaking of Desai’s 

insertion of the un-translated German nursery rhymes, Stähler writes: “More often than not it is 

precisely those lines or stanzas not quoted in the novel which confer a sinister aspect on the 

narrative and are used by the author to evoke the Holocaust” (82). He goes on to suggest the way 

in which an understanding of German allows for those childish or seemingly innocuous rhymes 
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or moments in the text to take a turn: the knowledgeable reader is then “able to feel the 

sweetness turning into splintering glass” (83). While this may be true, Stähler goes to great 

lengths to insist upon the sinister aspect of the nursery rhymes.27 It is this, rather than the 

actuality of his argument, that interests me. It should be, I suppose, since I am the non-ideal 

(German speaking) reader. Stähler is right. I fail in precisely the way he suggests I would—not 

with full knowledge of/appreciation for the shifts Desai may or may not intentionally be making 

to the original versions of the songs but reading simply for those rhymes which appear to me as 

nesting/repetitive in a no less cloistering, fostering, cozy way—that is, in as much a non-sinister 

as a potentially sinister and claustrophobic one.  

Therefore, while it may very well be just as Stähler suggests, can’t it be comforting too? 

Because for me it is both that easy but strangely harder too to maintain that ease than it is to deny 

it or replace it or fill it up. For me it is the very innocuousness of the rhymes that is emphasized, 

especially when they appear un-translated. The emphasis becomes the sound rather than the 

meaning, allowing the words to operate superficially and in a way that Stähler-esque approaches 

(necessarily) overlook when intent on taking everything so seriously/significantly. In other 

words, the more Stähler tries to impress upon the broader meaning the more important it 

becomes to entertain the possibility that the inclusion of the rhymes are or might just be that 

simple. Furthermore, even if this is the case (which it very well might be)28 I am more interested 

in why this is acceptable and in a sense being clung to/what makes it so appealing as a way of 

                                                
27 “Not only is this another instance of sweetness turning into nothingness or worse (“alles ist 
hin”), but the original version of the song, whether or not Desai intentionally alludes to it, 
envisages a feast of corpses (“Leichenfest”) and mass graves” (83); “That this is a very 
treacherous kind of comfort becomes obvious when the last line of ‘Backe, backe Kuchen’ is 
supplied. Baumgartner’s regression into the false security of an imagined childhood coincides 
with his mother’s death and the harsh reality of the Holocaust in Germany” (84). 
28 In many (diverting) ways I want Stähler to be right and for me to be wrong, and then left alone 
to my wrongness. 
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negotiating comfort. In a sense, it suggests that cuteness or childishness must be dangerous or 

take some dark turn in order to be of interest, which is simply not the case or shouldn’t have to 

be.29 

The adamancy of Stähler’s approach not only necessitates a disregard of Desai’s own 

comment—that it is the sound she was attempting to convey—but suggests that it really is the 

knowing, double-edged or edginess of the fairy tales that is the point (use, value, worth). In 

focusing so intently on the sinister aspects, the comfort the nursery rhymes do offer/are able to is 

unsettlingly denied and begs the question of just what one is to do with the comfort they are able 

to provide. For there is still the actual/tangible (i.e. audible) sweetness and innocuousness with 

which these rhymes operate. What happens then when cuteness is not always (or made to be) a 

cutting/edgy thing? 

Moreover, in attending to the preference to speak of the emptiness in lieu of the 

significance of the words themselves, it isn’t that the underlying meaning of the stories depends 

upon the sounds and feelings they convey, but that these mechanisms (postcards, rhymes) are, 

perhaps, operating on another level of “meaningfulness”—conveying something in spite of or 

even without regard for the “meaning” of the words themselves. That is, how might the language 

used in this entirely un-useful way “function” in fact quite differently within cutesy 

communications insofar as “achievement” is concerned? What if something (whether meaningful 

or not) is, nevertheless, attained/attainable in a way that corresponds with the un-lofty ambitions 

of the sentiment or intention? If one is merely seeking to cloak or cloister through language 

                                                
29 “Desai skillfully debunks the rosy perception of Baumgartner’s childhood that the Berlin 
chapter (Chapter 2) seems to convey and which may have been perceived as bourgeois à l’ 
allemand as they come but which always tottered at the brink of the precipice” (84); “It is then 
that the sweetness of childhood finally and irrevocably turns into hurtful glass” (84).  
 



  
  

 139 

regardless of intention or successful reception/communication, cuteness may be just as, if not 

more/actually, “useful” especially given how little it aspires to. This ties into my critique of 

postcolonial/post-structuralist/diaspora studies as well. In touting necessary failure or the 

impossibility of home, the real “disruption” then becomes the assertion or suggestion of some 

genuine cheerfulness or achievement in the same way that homecoming becomes the most 

awkward/provocative suggestion within a discourse intent on dismissing/dismantling that 

possibility or focus. Furthermore, if the complexity of language undoes itself, how might the 

simplicity—unthinking-ness of the cute—“achieve” the opposite: to do something, even if it 

never meant to. 

Going back to The Inheritance of Loss one last time, as Kiran Desai’s narrator noted of 

the cook’s longing for a simple “goodbye,” there is something to the sense that “even on clichéd 

phrases, you [can] hoist true emotion” (232). Perhaps more than that, or rather, even less than 

that: it is only on such phrases—those simple, cute, and empty ones—that anything or nothing at 

all can be tangibly conveyed simply/precisely because it aspires to nothing and its achievement 

(whatever it may be) is then entirely happenstance. For when it comes to both novels such 

language or sentimentality is both glaringly apparent—to the point of being criticized or 

dismissed for being over-wrought—and then purposefully overlooked. Not unlike the postcards 

that are largely peripheral and yet strangely central to the construction or “origin-ality” of 

Baumgartner’s Bombay, I would argue that cuteness emerges as a way into a feeling rather than 

a particular point. In that way, Hugo’s nostalgia (or diaspora)—his longing, homesickness, or 

reminiscing—has more to do with how things feel rather than what they mean, actually or 

historically. To me, what the novel is about—the details of Hugo’s diasporic experience/his life 

and death—are summed up in those words and reactions that aren’t even his own. The 
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expressions/effusions in the postcards are Mutti’s, the sickness and revulsion Lotte’s, and yet 

somehow there is some connection—some correspondence, exchange, or coincidence that 

translates into something visceral/memorable in terms of the narrative as a whole—i.e. how it is 

that novel resonates with me at all or has come to mean anything even if I am not entirely sure 

what that is and may never be able to articulate why or how exactly it is important—or even 

defend that it is. 

The only thing that I can think to say is: if diaspora is, as Brand articulates it, about the 

inexplicability that follows from the rupture of dislocation—then how might the coincidence of 

Kiran and Anita Desai’s aesthetic or cutesy correspondence suggest something about another 

kind of diasporic emptiness. Only, in this case, not a gap or abyss waiting or willing to be filled 

but rather one left open—vapid, vacuous—not just devoid of meaning but actively avoiding or 

resisting being made to mean anything more than what it is (or isn’t). 

Once again, I will apologize only insofar as my hypocrisy may make what I am 

ultimately suggesting (or not) unclear. I wish to have it both ways. Or, rather, I have no doubt 

been arguing in more than one way—that is, in the ways that I have been trained to and can then 

only acknowledge before trying to un-think or think my way out of them. My self-consolation 

lies in the fact that, while I am no doubt contributing to the destruction of the very simplicity that 

I love and crave by even speaking to it—I do so with the expressly un-ambitious intention of 

complete/utter inconsequence. While I have drawn attention to the constraints of academic 

thinking through my articulation of the struggle it has been to embark on my own interpretations, 

interrogations and (inevitable) intellectualizations—I have done so (or hope to have) with the 

sincerest “aim” of non-contribution; i.e. of not having convinced anyone of anything. Despite, if 

not because of, the discursive climate of “moving on”—of furthering or contributing to what has 
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come before—I have been petulantly striving to offer nothing more than a frustration—an 

inconvenience, a tangent—rather than anything close to a shift in current ways of thinking. In 

other words, I have been striving to do nothing of the sort—or, if anything, to merely push back 

(weakly) against systematic constraints rather than break them; to strike minor-ly/insignificantly; 

to cause a fuss that ultimately and comfortingly comes to nothing.  

Therefore, it is in the most selfish/uncharitable ways that I do not wish to contribute to 

the discourse in which I resist acknowledging that I am a part. To put it explicitly— 

cutely/cuttingly—I am not doing anyone any favors, myself least of all. As much as it was 

delusional of me to think at the start of writing of this that I was thinking only of myself—in a no 

less self-defeating way, I admit that I have been and am being entirely self-involved/concerned. I 

mean to have failed here—or rather I am aware that I have. For in attempting to speak about 

those things that endear me—delight and perplex, soothe and comfort—I have in that sense 

completely exhausted myself in the most wasteful and least impactful way possible: been cute—

talked about, indulged, reveled in what it means to be, and aimed to do nothing more than that. 
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Chapter 4 

Minor Pleasures: Passivity and Politeness 

 

Despite the fact that the following discussion will focus on the particularities of contemporary 

Asian North American identity formation and center on a discussion of Chang-rae Lee’s A 

Gesture Life (1999), I would like to begin by returning to a childhood scene from Anita Desai’s 

Baumgartner’s Bombay (1986). While little Hugo may appear at an even further remove from 

the two novels and their protagonists’ already tenuous comparability with respect to race 

(Jewish-German; Korean-born Japanese), economic status, historical and diasporic experience, 

the dynamic I wish to explore does not depend on any such obvious connection. In fact, that 

Hugo Baumgartner and Franklin Hata are, in the narrative rather than historical present of the 

novels, both men of a certain age, grappling with attendant events surrounding WWII (German 

internment in India, use of Korean comfort women by Japanese military) and similarly living out 

their retirement years in countries other than those in which they were born, is coincidental to my 

interest here.  

Less fittingly and perhaps more far-fetched-ly, the connection I am keen on tracing is 

how the coziness of Baumgartner’s early years, or those nostalgically rendered memories of 

them, might offer a way into a consideration of Hata’s own nostalgically cloistered immigrant 

subjectivity. While such moments of recollection are, in Desai’s text, often imbued with more 

than a straightforward cuteness/simplicity, it is the pleasing aspect of encountering and 

inhabiting such textual moments that I wish to emphasize and extrapolate. In other words, what I 

am interested in here is the potential correspondence between the habitability of Desai’s 

childhood episodes (the appeal of them—if not, along with her characters’ own nostalgic 
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indulgence, our delight and desire to inhabit them) and Lee’s depiction of Franklin Hata’s 

earnest/desperate efforts to inhabit cozily—i.e. establish that kind (or, rather, any kind) of 

habitability for himself. The desire to inhabit constitutes something of my working definition for 

coziness or the cozy as it relates to diasporic literature: a literal, imaginative, or emotional space 

that I would want to inhabit. In that sense, one of my overarching questions is: where is the cozy  

in diasporic (definitionally home-centric) literature? Where are the inhabitable spaces—the ones 

I would actually long to inhabit or, in readerly and non-readerly terms, re-read/return to?  

Ultimately, I am comparing what I identify as a coziness (in Desai) with what I see (in 

Lee) as an equally (although differently) cutesy struggle to feel cozy, at ease, or at home. To my 

mind, not only does Lee’s character pursue coziness/habitability in an endearingly avid sense, he 

effectively takes cuteness on as a subjectivity/personality trait—passivity becomes, among other 

things, a way of fostering/courting/willing a sensibility he has yet to successfully experience or 

establish for himself. It is a pre-emptive move to inhabit (or at least mimic) the feelings of 

simplicity/ease he wishes to feel. 

While it may seem an unflattering (even contentious) correlation—the immigrant as 

child-like—I believe there is something provocative (worth pursuing) about the correspondence 

(another kind of disaporic communication or communion, following from previous conception of 

correspondences in Chapter 3) between Desai’s renderings of Hugo’s childishness and Lee’s 

characterization of Hata’s immigrant subjectivity, specifically in terms of the intricacies (private 

or interior aspects) of passivity and apparent acquiescence. Both texts offer up considerations of 

what it means to undertake/inhabit a cutified subject position. In this way, and in light of my 

previous discussion, what I am ultimately embarking on here is a shift from attending to the 
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affects of the cute (like nostalgia) to speaking of its activities (habitability/inhabitations): moving 

from cuteness in terms of sensibility to cuteness as a subject-formation. 

My aim is to explore the wielding of (one’s) cuteness in a way that entertains its strategic 

potential and yet avoids establishing cuteness as strictly or redeemably self-preserving (i.e. as a 

necessarily “good”—clever or mindful—thing). Similar to the anxiety I expressed regarding 

academic recuperations of nostalgia, and despite the fact that I do find cuteness complicated 

(knowing, capable of offense), what I wish to emphasize here is the peskiness of the cute rather 

than the tangible possibilities of it. Cuteness is wieldable (strategically, even subversively, 

inhabitable) but it is also, and above all, unwieldy. Therefore my intention is both adamantly 

mere and indulgently “meta” in the sense that I am offering no more than the indulgence of my 

own curiosity; actively resisting the lofty, delighting in and trying instead to align myself with 

(be one of, cozy up to) the piddling. Put simply, I wish to explore the peculiarities of cuteness’s 

appeal—an attraction to which I am more than partial and guilty of myself. Similarly, while I am 

keen to address the power dynamics at work in the ascription of cuteness—the authoritative and 

often sadistic labeling and rendering of things/peoples as cute (Ngai 2005)—what I am more 

interested in is cuteness as a willful undertaking, that is, something assumed/taken on. In this 

sense, self-minimization or self-diminution is key: what does it mean to make oneself small—to 

actively seek out a cutified or apparently subordinate subject position or identity? I say this not 

so much to hint toward some hidden or actual insubordination, but rather to emphasize the 

appearance. What is striking to me is the striving to appear little/lesser regardless of whether that 

is or one sees that to be the actual case. It is about how things look or, rather, how one is 

comfortable with looking as much as it is about allowing or even orchestrating that appearance 

or perception. 
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In this respect the question I am looking to pose is what it means to activate cuteness—

not just to inhabit or wield it—but to court or even pursue it, not even in a strictly academic 

(purposeful) or strategic (productive) sense, but to fully take it on—to be cute, to engage 

cuteness cutely, to embrace it or live it out—cheekily, cheerfully or happily. Or, in other words, 

is it possible to approach the subject of cuteness in ways that are as paradoxical as the term itself: 

both simple and complex, conspicuous yet self-effacing, direct but also (purposefully) 

misdirecting/mischievous/misleading? 

 

Mousey Privacies 

The scene from Baumgartner’s Bombay that I wish to highlight here is an early and rather 

tangential (easily forgettable) moment of recollection, relative especially to the ones that involve 

more obvious or “serious” accounts of Baumgartner’s childhood displacement and emotional 

development. Desai’s narrator describes the day little Hugo spent with his father, tasting beer for 

the first time. The scene is framed, from the outset, as a happy one with Hugo whooping along 

his merry way: “‘Hurrah,’ he shouted—that was what little boys shouted, he knew—as he broke 

away from his father’s hold and ran down the sandy path under the birch trees” (24). Hugo’s pre-

amble is expressly nostalgic, not only because it is a memory, but also because what is being 

remembered is itself a scene of almost excessively idyllic cloister: running and shouting along a 

sandy, tree-lined path. In fact, this relates to the connection I wish to draw out in later discussion 

of cozy aesthetics—the degree of habitability or the temptation to inhabit. The issue of 

inhabitation—establishing or imagining a place one would wish to go to/be/dwell in—is 

significant in terms of my emphasis on the sensibilities or affects of place attachment: nostalgia, 

coziness, cuteness. How they work to establish a kind of livability or desired habitation—a space 
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in which one would like to reside. This also ties into my conjectural commentary on diasporic 

literatures and the peculiarity of habitable (comforting/cozy) moments, manifestations that are 

both unexpected and fitting based on the contexts of displacement—meaning, it makes sense for 

hominess to appear as an absence/lack given the centrality of the loss of home to such narratives; 

and yet, for me, it’s not so much that diasporic literature isn’t cozy, perhaps it simply isn’t cozy 

in the usual/obvious ways (that other literatures are). 

Going back to the scene at hand, maybe it is because of the overly warm or doubly 

nostalgic framing that there is an underlying (and now familiar) sense of “too much.” The 

merriment is forced, almost striking because it is so decided. The extent to which Hugo is acting 

consciously if not overly conscientiously (for his father’s benefit)—that he is described as doing 

what “he knew” little boys do—is furthered when it comes to the crux of the scene, the moment 

of tasting itself: 

It was cold, bitter, smelt of wet straw and tasted of steel. Its gleaming metal knife cut 

across his tongue and made him gasp and withdraw, froth-moustached, to make his father 

laugh as he never laughed at home. He seemed to need to come away in order to laugh out 

loud—coarsely, perhaps—to push his hat back from his forehead and turn terracotta with 

laughter. Hugo was a little frightened by its loudness, its coarseness, and sat back, subdued, 

first licking the froth off his lips and then turning to the hot chocolate, dipping into and 

sipping its richness, its sweetness as secretly, as privately as a mouse. He had been made a 

fool of, he had been the butt, but it had turned out well and the reward was sweet. (24) 

What strikes me in this scene isn’t simply Hugo’s awareness, it is what the very mention of his 

knowingness draws attention to in terms of the decidedness of the scene: the extent to which, as 



  
  

 147 

much as he may appear subjected, little Hugo self-conducts (orchestrates his own privacy, his 

own self-comfort). 

Hugo observes his own humiliation and we in turn observe his allowance of it. In this 

sense, the scene is one of self-controlled diminution. While made unwittingly foolish, Hugo also 

allows himself to be belittled and thereby establishes himself as a kind of witting fool. Not only 

does he let his humiliation stand, he retreats into it. Hugo indulges acquiescence and, like the 

sweetness of the chocolate, is rewarded by the delicious secrecy and mousy privacy. He is 

“subdued” (24). Although, no doubt, chastened by his father’s laughter, Hugo is, 

arguably/equally, rendered as such by a will/self-discipline of his own. For despite Hugo’s 

attentiveness toward his father, this is not an entirely self-less gesture. The very inwardness of 

the turn (from “frightened” to “subdued”) is entirely self-involved/involving. In sharing the day 

(this moment) together, Hugo’s delight is bound to that of his father’s and Hugo’s “sweet 

reward” is as much about self-comfort as it is self-sacrifice. Passivity is established here as a 

selfish rather than a selfless gesture; i.e. on the level of selfishness/self-control. While it is not 

my intention to suggest that passivity is a positive or empowering thing—something to be 

encouraged—it is valid, if not made understandable, endearing, even tempting (to me) as a 

subject position “worthy” of pursuit even if not or especially if not redeemed/redeemable. In 

other words, to retreat cowardly is suddenly more than the decision to not stand up for oneself—

it is about allowing (even fostering or welcoming) one’s (self)/deprecation, to prioritize 

immediate gratification or relief at the expense of one’s best/better interests and therefore a 

failure or self-defeating posture in precisely the senses that I have been exploring thus far.  

Nonetheless, in pursuing this backward/counterintuitive behaviour in particular I do not 

wish to defend it on the basis of survival, sympathy, or necessity no matter how urgent, 
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identifiable, or understandable it may appear to me. Like my previous discussions of nostalgia or 

cuteness, it is my intention to maintain passivity as an undignified response, worth exploring 

precisely in its nonsensical/self-sabotaging senses and not because it can be made to make sense, 

uplifting or positively (life-)affirming after all. Therefore, what I will acknowledge as a 

possibility but, ultimately, try not to promote or invest in myself is a sympathetic consideration 

of passivity in terms of what, in a practical sense, one is compelled to do in order to cope or find 

temporary respite (i.e. passivity as indicative of the constraints one is struggling against—what 

such inwardness suggests about the conditions one is operating within or has to). My primary 

interest here is in passivity: its categorical ignobility, the delicious/delinquent pleasure of 

indulging regressively (mousily) i.e. in ways that are not only not noble or strategically necessary 

but downright futile/self-sabotaging/cowardly. Once again it is about small gestures—illogical or 

disproportionate—things that don’t quite make sense or prioritize very small (minute/seemingly 

inconsequential) personal gains. 

 In this scene, for example, the fact that Hugo’s father’s pleasure is worth Hugo making 

himself the object of his laughter raises the question of what it means to function as someone 

else’s comfort (or for the sake of someone else). What does it mean to be laughed at, willingly, 

or to embrace one’s own belittlement? How are we to make sense of Hugo’s sacrifice? Of 

course, I won’t go so far as to say he is in control because of the extent to which the scene and 

the circumstance is as much about making do more than anything so actively 

empowered/empowering. At the very least though, he oversees the loss of his own dignity—he 

permits the joke even as he recognizes himself to be the butt of it. Ultimately we are not given 

enough information to analyze all the factors that might be at work in such a scene. Therefore, 

while not wishing to over-state the significant of Hugo’s (in)action or participatory-diminution 
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and thereby dismiss the extent to which Hugo’s submission is as much as it is for his father’s 

benefit (maybe more) than his own, it could be argued that the very “sweetness” of the scene—

its allure as another kind of diasporic/nostalgic/backward “value”—a memory desirous of 

inhabitation (returning to or re-inhabiting)—depends upon Hugo’s good-nature/good-humour. 

That is, Hugo’s willingness to be made a fool is rewarding/rewarded sweetly. In fact, it is what 

allows for the scene to leave a sweet rather than a bitter taste. Although, put in slightly more 

sinister terms, does the very cheerfulness of the scene need or necessitate Hugo’s compliance or, 

rather, depend on it too much: what happens when passivity is made central/integral to good will, 

warmth, friendliness, or the happiness of others? How easily could it shift to a dictation—that 

Hugo’s agreeableness determines his success (or failure). In this way, the “problem” of passivity 

is not unrelated to that of courtesy or politeness, which tends to go similarly undervalued or 

regarded in automatically disparaging ways as an annoyance or triviality—relatively minor 

stakes or consequences. Nevertheless, regardless of whether Hugo is being sacrificial or just 

plain polite and despite any unevenness/one-sidedness (the fact that the laughter is, expressly, his 

father’s), the joking/conviviality is at least somewhat on Hugo’s side. It is a kind of “inside joke” 

in the sense that it is operating on a private, intimate level and is only allowed to continue 

(uninhibited) through Hugo’s unspoken permission, inclusion, or at least involvement—that he 

feels a part of things is, perhaps/pathetically or not, enough.  

In this way, regardless of whether or not Hugo participates in his own humiliation, there 

is still something sad/pathetic about it. It is not my contention that Hugo’s authorization elevates 

or alleviates his diminutive position (i.e. makes him any less small). Rather, what I am 

attempting to get at here are the intricacies of self-diminution, especially those at work in the 

apparent subjugation of the willing. Again my emphasis here is strictly on how things appear 
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rather than how things are actually/after all. For while I do not wish to be overly contentious or 

incautious, I would like to explore how the curiosities of Hugo’s childish allowance (the extent 

he plays to social expectations of childhood/littleness, courtesy/politeness, in ways that are both 

self-sacrificing and self-serving) might correspond with some of the peculiarities of minority 

subjectivity—particularly North American stereotypes of Asian peoples/immigrants, those 

ascribed and self-implied, as passive, meek, earnest, eager, endearingly or harmlessly “cute.” 

Cuteness is linked to orientalism in a casual way in Ngai’s article “The Cuteness of the Avant-

Garde,” as she writes: “While most evidently tied to the physical appearances of humans and 

objects, however, it is clear that cuteness also becomes identified with a ‘twittering’ use or style 

of language, marked as feminine or culturally and nationally other” (814). In this way, it does not 

feel like a stretch to extend the concept of cuteness to those often regarded in belittling or 

cutified terms as unassuming, reserved, silent, willing, compliant; that is/to my mind, racialized 

(particularly Asian) subjects who not only feel what it means to have a diminutive subjectivity 

foisted on them, but in some cases actively abide/take it on themselves. 

In this respect, it is passivity and politeness as “active” undertakings—however “merely” 

or casually enacted/inhabited—that interest me here and, in turn, make Chang-rae Lee’s A 

Gesture Life (1999) such a striking sketch of Asian American experience. In the novel, Lee’s 

protagonist, Franklin Hata (“Doc Hata”), unfashionably exemplifies the “model minority” 

stereotype (Prashad 2000) as he states openly/from the outset: “I know there are those who 

would say I’ve too keenly sought approval and consensus, and if over the years I’ve erred on the 

side of being grateful, well, so be it. I think one person can hardly understand why another has 

conducted his life in such a way” (5). While Hata’s narrative voice appears strikingly 

unapologetic here and his character is, to some extent (especially early on) markedly stodgy/set 
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in his ways, Hata is, as his statement suggests, also intensely (outwardly) gracious and almost 

painfully polite—overly and anxiously conscientious when it comes to how he chooses to engage 

with the people around him. Of course, Hata’s tightly controlled/regimented world gradually 

unravels and the transformation he undergoes throughout the course of the novel suggests that 

this early attitude is being scrutinized rather than, as Hata attempts here, defended. Nevertheless, 

regardless of the frailty or faultiness of Hata’s position of acquiescence and gratitude I still find 

this initial characterization (Hata at his most unfashionable/yielding) to be the most 

compelling—and almost precisely because there is something so (politically) untenable or 

simply unsavory about it. 

In a sense I am struck by Hata’s “political incorrectness” insofar as his claims to 

contentment/approval-seeking fly in the face of basic minority politics’ invigorated activism. Not 

only does he not wish to cause a stir, he is adamant in not being stirred. Having been trained in a 

particular politicized approach to literature, I can’t help but find something striking about an 

adamancy toward inaction: of desiring contentment (inhabitation/inclusion) so fiercely that one 

is willing to give up certain aspects of one’s self—for little Hugo and Hata that involves being 

willing to make allowances, to expose themselves to indignity (to being looked down on, 

judged/misjudged), to be made small, to be made into a joke.  

Of course, such a position is inherently problematic and Hata’s personal philosophy is 

indefensible, if not outright delusional. Hata’s eagerness to please/be at ease allows him to 

overlook racial prejudice and discomfort within his community. For example: in the reverse 

expectation for a visible minority in a small, predominantly white town, Hata reminisces: “But 

wherever I went—and in particular, here in Bedley Run—it seemed people took an odd interest 

in telling me that I wasn’t unwelcome” (3). He also remarks: “once I decided to remain in this 
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country, and to live here in Bedley Run, the question of my status mostly faded away, to the 

point it is today, which is almost nothing; and I know, too, that this must have been beneficial to 

me over the years, to have so troubling an issue removed from the daily turns of my life” (4). Yet 

both these statements are not only undermined by the subtleties/awkwardness of his phrasing 

(i.e. it isn’t that he is welcome, it is that he is “not unwelcome”; his status is not definitively a 

non-issue, only “mostly” and “almost nothing”)—but explicitly contradicted by incidents related 

by his friend and fellow minority Renny Banerjee later (133-134). Even early on he confesses, 

although vaguely and in passing, that in looking back on his life “the truer feeling of the time” 

was not “the collegial atmosphere” of his golfing trips or work functions but “somehow that 

uncomfortable one” as he casually admits to “[considering] my many good years here in Bedley 

Run in a slightly different light” (21).  

Hata’s roundabout or euphemistic way of speaking (“this must have been”; “so troubling 

an issue”; “the truer feeling”; “slightly different light”) is also indicative of an integral (and 

rather curious) passive aggression. While on the one hand he appears adamant about relating a 

direct, unapologetic account of himself, he can’t seem to help expressing himself in ways that 

suggest a deep-seated restraint/control. In this way, I believe Hata’s outlook captures what it 

means to pursue self-comfort in a detrimental (although no less viable or “worthwhile”) sense. 

While uncovering the harsh realities of his past may provide some sympathy for or insight into 

Hata’s conduct, it is the recklessness (not the understandability) of Hata’s approach that I am 

interested in here. Put differently, my intention is not to render Hata’s behaviour acceptable 

(useful); it is, rather, to offer a kind of validation or consolation—that is, to establish it/him as, at 

least, “worthwhile” (that is still “worth” something—some consideration—even if completely 

worthless/unproductive). That these accommodating gestures are paradoxically both self-
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serving/self-protecting (slightly understandable) and yet undeniably self-sabotaging 

(significantly less sympathetic) brings us back to the idea of the difficulty (but utter necessity) of 

grappling with backward behaviours like cuteness, nostalgia, comfort, coziness, politeness, 

passivity, without having to elevate them to a level worthy of promotion.  

In an extreme but very real sense, I think the difficulty of accepting such an approach 

(one that propounds to go nowhere) isn’t just that it is counterintuitive; it has actual dangerous 

(depressing/suicidal) connotations. In Freudian terms the broad scope of my project—staying, 

comfort-seeking, rest/respite, indulging and pursuing backward behaviours, repetition/retreat—

has morbid and defeatist implications. More to the point, these are associations that I wish to 

maintain. To pursue something in its negative (as I intend to do) is not to suggest how this may 

be affirming after all, but to engage the curiosity—the impulse or compulsion—to its logical (or, 

rather, illogical) ends. Which may be why I find myself saying, repeatedly, that this is not about 

promoting nostalgia, passivity or other “indulgent” behaviours or rescuing them from their 

negativities. I do not dispute that these are “bad” ideas—at the same time I never suggest that 

they are any less legitimate, interesting, or “worth” pursuing. As such, it is the possibility that 

Hata’s delusional gratitude is a categorical negativity—a regressive and politically unproductive 

behaviour—more self-inflicting than self-comforting, that resonates with me; not that it is useful, 

productive, strategic, subversive, after all (even if it may very well involve those possibilities as 

well). 

Like Hugo, Hata is represented with a strategic and striking interiority. However, this is 

not to say it is advisable or any less “mousy”—cowardly or retreating—it is simply to suggest 

the extent to which Hata is at the very least understandably (well) behaved. Politeness and 

passivity make “sense” to me as defensive strategies especially based on their minority—not just 
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in the ways they are made to feel small or belittled but literally: in Hugo’s case he is a minor and 

Hata a racial other. They are no less cowardly though and that is what I wish to emphasize—

cowardice being (to me) an entirely endearing and yet still unsupportable behaviour. In this way, 

I sympathize (if not perversely identify) with the compulsion and appreciate both the underlying 

desperation and complexity behind such gestures. Without romanticizing politeness as tactical or 

even passively aggressive (somehow actually or successfully assertive) I wish, nevertheless, to 

indulge it (in its very ignobility/despicability and self-detriment) as, at the same time, indicative 

of the lengths one will go to in order to feel/fake inclusion, or simply establish some sense of 

oneself, no matter how (problematically) minute or minor. 

 

Minority Politeness 

In “The screen of civility,” a subsection from In Defense of Lost Causes (2008), Slavoj 

Žižek offers a delightfully antisocial conception of politeness. Before even broaching the basic 

question of what politeness is Žižek casts politeness as socially distancing rather than, as one 

might expect, a gesture of sociability. These two avenues are, of course, sophisticatedly co-

operative. In “The Value of Civility?” (2006) Richard Boyd notes that socially reserved 

behaviours may actually save us from “the danger of real hatred and conflict” and, by 

implication, serve a vital and very social (i.e. societal) purpose (870). In that sense, one could 

argue that supposedly antisocial behaviours are still very much socially contributing ones. 

Nevertheless, while acknowledging the validity of such a complication, I wish to be clear that 

my evocation of the “social” is meant in the cruder sense of being a social (i.e. sociable) or 

antisocial (i.e. unsociable) person. Putting aside larger societal considerations or applications, I 

label politeness as conventionally or superficially social in the sense that, generally speaking and 
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barring any personal insecurities or paranoia, a person experiencing politeness from others may 

assume that her company is welcome or at the very least not an affront. In this way, I favor 

Žižek’s approach to politeness and civility because he indulges an unconventionally antisocial 

conception (in the crude sense of being unsociable rather than anti-society) and does so in terms 

far less readily redeemable than other, broader (sociological) or civility-focused (political 

science) approaches.  

Furthermore, while the theorists I engage with (Slajov Žižek, Robert Pippin, Richard 

Boyd) largely speak of “civility” rather than “politeness,” I prefer the term “politeness” because I 

find it smaller, cozier, friendlier, more casual. By definition civility is more comprehensive, 

carrying numerous denotations and a weightier “civil” emphasis/aspect. To put it in terms of the 

preceding discussion, civility’s “societal” denotations outweigh its “sociable” ones. Politeness is, 

to my mind, more amiable or amenable and therefore lends itself well to my particular 

emphasis/investment in the passive or acquiescing side of things. This is not to say that such 

friendliness or good-humor is any less precarious (or politeness any less rude or fake)—it simply 

means that the deception is potentially that much more jarring and the term that much more 

appropriate. Unlike politeness, civility also carries its opposite (incivility) more intensely. Its 

overtones already/automatically convey a coldness or rather “the minimum degree of courtesy 

required in a social situation” (OED). Nevertheless, the distinction between the two is not always 

or entirely clear. Žižek addresses the two terms directly and moves from speaking of politeness 

to speaking of civility following his discussion of tact and the too-easy slippage between 

sensitivity and insensitivity. Without elaborating, Žižek simply states that it is along these lines 

that “politeness comes close to civility” (18). In no less idiosyncratic (and slightly arbitrary) 

terms, I prefer politeness because it feels like the smaller of the two. And for reasons perhaps a 
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little too precious, I get the sense that civility encapsulates/encompasses politeness to a certain 

extent (i.e. politeness as a kind of civility or civility as the more over-arching term), in which 

case I choose the cozy one (the encompassed rather than the encompassing). 

According to Žižek, not only is closeness deemed “intrusive,” politeness is regarded 

matter-of-factly as a kind of paradoxical socializing; the aim being not the establishment of 

greater intimacy but rather the solidification of one’s distance. As he states in the opening 

sentence, politeness is “The predominant way of maintaining a distance towards the ‘inhuman’ 

Neighbor’s intrusive proximity” (17). What I like about Žižek’s conception and wish to draw out 

here is the backwardness (unruliness or rudeness) of politeness—the idea that, socially speaking, 

politeness (understood in this way) is not so much about seeking the company of others as it is 

about keeping them away. As elsewhere, it is my intention to pursue politeness in its negativity 

(as antisocial/as a rudeness) but also, more specifically, in the sense of privileging Žižek’s 

“ambiguity” over the redemptive or positivistic (value laden) approaches of Pippin and Boyd. 

Furthermore, I believe that such an approach has a particular diasporic resonance insofar as it 

relates to immigrant experiences and the social interactions between minority subjects and the 

dominant culture (Leitkultur in Žižek’s terms or “white civility” in Daniel Coleman’s). That is, 

social both in terms of sociable and societal. Diaspora theory is, understandably, concerned with 

issues of citizenship. Although my focus here is more affective as I am concerned with the quirks 

(moods/moodiness) of one-on-one social relations—those behaviours, however sensibly or 

nonsensically adopted, both subversive and self-sabotaging—rather than broader societal 

considerations/constructions with which minorities are subjected. 

For Žižek politeness is ambiguous in the sense that it involves demonstrations or 

orchestrations intended to soothe or soften but that necessarily involve the threat of hurt feelings. 
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To illustrate this Žižek uses the example of the goodnight kiss or, in his words, the “gentle vulgar 

story” of a couple “saying goodbye late in the evening” (17). Regardless of any effort to speak in 

innuendo or decline the invitation for further intimacy politely—“Sorry, I am not in the mood for 

a cup of coffee right now”—the rejection is clear and, as Žižek concludes, the “dimension of 

humiliating brutality” is “unmistakable” (17). In fact, Žižek takes this distinct capacity for harm 

a step further relating “the ambiguity of politeness” to the “ambiguity of tact” and later the 

“terrorist demand” of civility (18). In referencing Theodor Adorno’s Minima Moralia and his 

discussion of the work of Henry James—a literary landscape “where tact reigns supreme”—

Žižek highlights the slippage between kindness and brutality; that is how “the respectful 

consideration for the other’s sensitivity, the concern not to violate her intimacy, can easily pass 

over into the brutal insensitivity for the other’s pain” (18). In other words, the very formality of 

keeping a respectful distance can, it seems, give rise to a disturbing emotional separation—the 

act of doing one’s duty (but only to a point and never beyond) as leading to an outright disregard 

or a lack of genuine care for the other. Furthermore, where “politeness comes close to civility” 

for Žižek, is, it seems, in this brutal potential or transposition. 

Even further removed from conventional expectation, the impetus or logic behind acts of 

courtesy can be seen as fundamentally terrorizing. As Žižek explicitly suggests, the mechanics of 

desire are such that civility entails a kind of “terrorist demand” (18). In a fitting illustration, 

Žižek cites the 2006 movie The Break Up wherein two protagonists (the couple breaking up) 

argue over washing the dishes: “‘You wanted me to wash the dishes, and I’ll wash the dishes—

what’s the problem?’ She replies: “I don’t want you to wash the dishes—I want you to want to 

wash the dishes!” (18). Like the “ambiguity of politeness” and “the ambiguity of tact,” the 

precariousness of civility lies precisely in its backwardness—how easily it slips into its opposite. 
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Generally speaking civility is “distinctly less than a moral or legal obligation” and seemingly 

contingent upon a genuine willingness to comply. As Žižek accurately summarizes, what we 

have here is the idea that the appropriate actions are those which are undertaken willingly or not 

at all: “The worst thing you can do, even worse than not doing what I want you to do, is to do 

what I want you to do without wanting to do it” (18). And yet, of course, the impetus for willful 

compliance just as easily becomes the demand/command: “I want you not only to do what I 

want, but to do it as if you really want to do it—I want to regulate not only what you do, but also 

your desires” (18).  

It is with these contortions in mind that Žižek comes to define civility, not as those 

gestures undertaken with the proper sincerity but as those properly feigned. As Žižek defines it: 

“an act of civility is precisely to feign that I want to do what the other asks me to do, so that my 

compliance with the other’s wish does not exert pressure on her” (18). In fact, even when taking 

things a step further and distinguishing fake civility from its “pure” forms, the notion of 

authenticity is entirely absent from both of Žižek’s considerations. It is, rather, the authority of 

the feigner (who is feigning and from what position of power) that becomes the determining 

factor for Žižek. As he states: “civility is not simply obligation-feigned-as-free-act; it is rather its 

exact opposite: a free act feigned as an obligation” (20 emphasis in original). Žižek separates 

feigned convenience—say, claiming an interruption isn’t a bother when it actually is—and 

feigned inconvenience—his example: thanking someone for “being so kind as to pay me a visit” 

when it is in fact you who has been gracious enough to receive him/her. Feigning is a given in 

both scenarios and yet the truer act of civility is, expressly, the latter. According to Žižek: “the 

true act of civility from someone in power would be for him to feign that he is simply doing 

something he has to do when, in reality, it is an act of generosity on his part” (20). Of course, the 
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specification that this “true” act is conducted from the position of “someone in power” is crucial. 

As is the fact that Žižek does not follow this declaration by defining a “true act of civility” for 

someone not in such a powerful or necessarily empowered position, which leads me to believe 

that power is one of, if not the determining factor at work in this exchange. Civility then, or at 

least “true” civility, is a matter of privilege; that is, the prerogative of the powerful—those with 

the luxury to pretend otherwise. 

 In foregrounding the dynamics of power and privilege, Žižek stands apart from 

conventional estimations as well as other theorists of civility. For example, philosopher Robert 

Pippin, who Žižek engages when discussing civility’s in-between status—i.e. that it is “more 

than kindness or generosity… but distinctly less than a moral or legal obligation” (19). Pippin 

addresses similar antisocial tendencies, casting civility in largely positive terms. In his chapter, 

“The Ethical Status of Civility” (2005), Pippin regards civility as being of “fundamental 

importance in a modern civil society” (228), even referring to it toward the end of his discussion 

as “an indispensable human good” (238). Similarly, and as the title of his essay—“The Value of 

Civility?” (2006)—would suggest, while Richard Boyd openly questions civility’s supposed 

“value” and entertains many of its negative aspects, Boyd ultimately establishes a positive 

stance.  

Boyd, in particular, announces his redemptive ambition at the outset: “Contrary to many 

critics who see civility as a conservative or nostalgic virtue deployed to repress difference and 

frustrate social change, it is argued that civility should be understood as democratic, pluralistic 

and premised on a sense of moral equality” (863). In this case, I suppose I would be among those 

(Boyd is arguing against) who regard civility as conservative/nostalgic—although I believe there 

is a slight difference insofar as, for me, these are not negatively belittling but rather charmingly 
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belittling ascriptions. That is, civility’s conservatism/nostalgia constitutes the crux of my 

investment (not my dismissal/disregard).  

For instance, after acknowledging that civility “entails a kind of willful distancing from 

the intimacy and obligations otherwise forced upon us,” Boyd returns to its defense: drawing on 

Georg Simmel—who includes civility among those things that make society possible—and 

concluding for himself that “another reason why civility is so important is the impossibility of 

cultivating more intense attachments or shared purposes among those who are so different” 

(870). Civility is, according to Boyd, a matter of collaboration and diffusion—with any aspects 

of coldness or insincerity preferable to outright hatred and animosity (870-871). 

And yet, despite attempting to thwart dismissive estimations of civility’s social/societal 

role, Pippin and Boyd can be seen as relying on rather reductive (that is, the regular/usual) 

conceptions of how civility operates. Like Žižek, Pippin attempts to distinguish civility from its 

fake or impure forms. Unlike Žižek, Pippin prioritizes feigning as the determining factor in civil 

behaviour. According to Pippin: “If I offer you the signs of respect and trust only because I want 

you to offer them to me, and only because that will simply help me to get what I want, then we 

are not being civil but are pretending to be civil in order to gain a certain end”; “our theme here” 

Pippin continues “is being civil, not pretending to be civil” (226). While Pippin follows the 

conventional logic well, to me such a move merely serves to affirm, not only my preference for 

the nuance of Žižek’s approach, but ultimately my preference (in both cases) for the fake or 

insincere forms.  

What I like about Žižek’s estimation of civility or politeness is the pervasiveness of 

fakeness/feigning—the extent to which “pretending” (not to mention the harboring of 

unseemly/self-serving motivations) is not peculiar to civility’s “fake” versions. In other words, 
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Žižek’s approach is not redeeming; it is, rather, emphatically ambiguous, refusing us the 

consolation of a morally superior “pure” or un-false alternative. Žižek is ambiguous both in the 

sense of being keen on the ambiguities of politeness/tact/civility and theoretically ambiguous 

(himself) when it comes to offering parameters/conclusions about what we then do with this 

understanding. For Žižek, true civility is not honest civility; “True” civility is no more 

truthful/authentic than “fake” civility. And while intention (or rather, the fetishization of it) may 

be a concern—in the same way our underlying “terrorist demand”/compulsion exposes—in the 

end, Žižek’s definition is a question of power, not integrity. The brutal “truth” of polite 

behaviour is its brutality—the sheer offensiveness of politeness. 

Additionally, what seems significant to me about Žižek’s contribution is that the power 

dynamic is explicitly uneven. Giving one of the clearest accounts of civility, Žižek describes a 

typically “civil” exchange that essentially amounts to something like false modesty or deference: 

Let us imagine a scene in which, to be polite and not to humiliate the other, I formulate my 

order to him (since I am in the position of authority towards him, so that he has to obey my 

orders) as a kind request: “Could you perhaps be so kind as to…” (Along the same lines, 

when powerful or famous people receive an unknown individual, one of the polite forms is 

to pretend that it is the unknown individual who is doing them a favor by visiting them—

“Thank you for being so kind as to pay me a visit…”). (20)  

What Žižek has described is not “true civility” though. In this way, Žižek differentiates between 

asking politely (making a request) and presenting a request as a politeness—that is, a request that 

is really nothing of the sort. Of course, in either case, my point remains. This nuanced 

explanation is premised on a fundamental inequality between the two participants. The addressee 

is categorically subordinate (“he has to obey my orders”).  
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Conventionally speaking one would assume civility operates within a standard of 

equality: whether on a practical level—i.e. civility on the basis of commonality; “civility among 

members of the same tight neighborhood, among members of an ethnic group with a common 

history and common experiences” (Pippin 230)—or in accordance with a broader theoretical or 

philosophical understanding—i.e. a humanist approach; “Civility [as] tied up with a specific kind 

of political community, premised on the relationship of political equality” (Boyd 866); the belief 

that we have “an obligation to subscribe to these moral conditions because other human beings 

deserve to be treated with similar respect out of consideration for the sense in which we are no 

better than they” (Boyd 867). While Pippin and Boyd reiterate a conception of civility based 

primarily on a relationship of equality, for Žižek, civility appears to be a fundamentally unequal 

exchange. It is in this way that Žižek’s specifications are not only striking but can be seen as 

taking on, to my mind, postcolonial applications or diasporic dimensions. 

Daniel Coleman’s White Civility: The Literary Project of English Canada (2006) offers a 

North American perspective on the culture of white privilege in Canada. Despite the presence 

(even majority) of other racial or national populations living in Canada throughout the nation’s 

formative years, white, specifically British, codes and conceptions of civility predominate. 

Coleman traces the genealogy of the “normative concept of (English) Canadianness” in an effort 

to understand how this came to be (4-5). According to Coleman, “White Canadian culture is 

obsessed, and organized, by its obsession, with the problem of its own civility” (5). In keeping 

with this preoccupation (or anxiety) Coleman furthers the tension Boyd and Pippin address (and 

represent) as well. In attempting to be critical of civility as a concept they are all, at the same 

time, refusing (or unable) to abandon the idea completely. The historical brutalities and colonial 

realities bound up in conceptions and considerations of “civility” are evident in Pippin and Boyd 
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as well. As Boyd notes: “Eighteenth-century philosophers are not alone in this conviction that 

urban life is necessary for the growth of civility. Only in cities can politeness, refinement and 

civilization take hold and flourish among those cultivated enough to enjoy them” (868). He notes 

later on that “The notion that certain populations—immigrants, ethnic minorities, the poor, etc.—

need to be ‘civilised’ in order to make them into responsible liberal citizens is an exclusionary 

trope running throughout modern social and political thought.” (872). Broadly speaking, when it 

comes to how we treat others (especially strangers) “civility” is used both to engage (please, 

pacify) and exclude (demean, differentiate) (Boyd 866-867). As Coleman writes, specifically in 

terms of the Canadian context: “We may be troubled by the history of White dominance but still 

attracted (or distracted) by the ideal of Canadian civility” (9).  

In terms of my partiality to failure or pesky attachments to failed things I appreciate 

Coleman’s self-positioning: not only the position he is in but how he positions himself in relation 

to the pragmatics or practicality of his concern: 

The question arises: How can we critically examine the reproduction of Canadian 

whiteness in relation to the real project of its civility? I say the real project of its civility as 

a deliberate alternative to saying the myth of its civility. For I am not among those who 

would trivialize the prodigious effort to create a civil society in Canada by considering it a 

mere ruse or theatrical trick—as if civility were an easy accomplishment and its failure 

ready cause for derision and finger-pointing. It would be easy to identify the racism of a 

completely fraudulent and hypocritical civility. It is much harder and, I believe, more 

productive in the long term to find ways to analyse the White supremacy embedded in a 

real project of civility. (9, emphasis in original) 



  
  

 164 

Like Boyd and Pippin, Coleman reiterates the potential for justice and equality that civility 

promises and ultimately upholds it as “a positive value that is structurally ambivalent” (9). 

Nevertheless, despite such blatant points of postcolonial connection and significance, I 

mean to engage the intricacies of civility less obviously or concretely and more emotionally or 

un-politically (that is not necessarily correctly). I don’t see civility as a positive or worthwhile 

venture in the “real” productive or “project-ive” sense—that is, not in terms of “real” value but 

rather in terms of (my) personal liking for it. I prefer it—am partial to it—(even) in its 

detrimental or confused sense.  

Following Žižek, if fake and true civility are equally feigned behaviours (the real 

distinction being the nuances of power—who is not actually inconvenienced but merely feigning 

otherwise), then I declare myself invested in fakeness/the fake kind: feigned convenience rather 

than feigned inconvenience, the expressions of the actually obliged, the feints of the powerless 

rather than those of the powerful and then the opportunities made available through civility’s 

structural ambivalence to act or react in kind (or seeming likeness/kindness). 

In outlining “moral and prudential justifications of civility,” Boyd cautions that “the 

habitual disregard of civility makes others feel painfully that they do not belong”; the 

implications of which are, Boyd warns, “even greater degrees of incivility in response” (875). As 

such, Boyd concludes: “Minority groups that are geographically or economically isolated, 

stigmatized or left with a sense that their voices have gone unheard are themselves more likely to 

become uncivil” (875). While no doubt well intentioned, Boyd’s statement is slightly skewed or 

rather limited. Boyd assumes the position and perspective of the dominant culture (Leitkultur)—

those in positions to change their “civil” behaviours in order to prevent such terrifying 

repercussions for those left outside or brought conditionally inside. I align Boyd with “civility” 
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here precisely in the Žižek-ian sense of those in positions of power—those with the 

privilege/luxury of enacting (or even just thinking about the enacting of) “true” civility—of 

bestowing/condescending, deigning as opposed to simply feigning. In this way, the alternative or 

opposing (minor) perspective is left unaddressed theoretically as much as practically. What about 

minority responses in civil terms? Furthermore, what if the real issue (threat to Žižek’s Leitkultur 

or discomfort for “white” civil society) is precisely minority civility—civility undertaken by the 

minority—that is, not the risk of such groups becoming “uncivil” but the possibility of their 

faking and feigning it (too)?  

 

Faking Politeness, Faking Home 

While I am wary of over-stating the lowliness of minority politeness, I admit that I am 

drawn to the littleness and desperation of it. I mean “lowly” here in the literal sense of lesser and 

particularly in accordance with Žižek’s attention to power: subordinate to an other, in this case, 

dominant culture (that which is capable of “true” civility). For minority politeness includes those 

acts of fake civility—the feigned outward display is one of convenience because one is always 

acting out of/under pressure/compulsion even if pretending otherwise. To my mind minority 

politeness, like civility more generally, involves appearing overly thankful, apologetic, and 

accommodating. However, following Žižek, “fake”/“minor” civilities can be seen as distinct in 

that one sense: it is an obligation. One is obliged as much as he/she is obliging, and the 

thoroughness of such gratitude verges on the extreme. The degree/extent of gratitude is not 

unrelated to the fact or maybe even just the assumption/presumption of regarding the immigrant 

as always out of place (not of this place) and, therefore, always grateful—as if her presence 

needs to be condoned, excused or apologized for. Such an excessive eagerness to please or 
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excuse one’s self suggests a troubling willingness to be demeaned; and not in the self-

deprecating (slightly/still empowering) sense of lowering oneself but in the actual diminishing 

(depreciatory) sense of being low and bringing oneself lower still.  

What makes the convoluted logic of trying not to be low by pretending to be low (i.e. 

pretending to only be pretending) a particularly pathetic illogic is that such derivative activity 

doesn’t simply fail; it backfires, absolutely. Attempting “true civility” or condescension from a 

position without the power to be so/do so in an actual sense doesn’t get the pretender anywhere 

they weren’t already (especially in terms of lowliness). Like condescension in the negative, what 

is offensive about condescending behaviour is the sense that the air of superiority being wielded 

is unwarranted. In this respect, feigning condescension doesn’t get one closer to being regarded 

as actually commanding the majesty of true power (convenience); the contrived 

(forced/desperate) attempt actually serves to make one more despicable. Furthermore, such 

minutely civil gestures may very well be the furthest removed from exercising any real socially 

elevating potential, (but instead) merely exacerbating the lowliness of the low and perpetuating 

the establishment of the “high” (the culturally dominant or major).  

The more common/negative understanding of what it means to be condescending is 

someone behaving with an overblown or false sense of his/her own importance. Taken from the 

perspective of those being condescended to, the obnoxious aspect/emphasis is often less the act 

of being talked-down-to and more so the attitude (haughtiness or arrogance) such behaviour 

implies. Nevertheless, I am using “genuine condescension,” in a sense akin to “true civility,” to 

indicate, generally, a downward way of regarding others and one that is informed by actual 

superiority (socially dominant or privileged position). In this respect, whether talking-down-to or 

lowering oneself to someone else it isn’t so much about one’s superiority being a delusion or an 
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air that one is putting on; in either case, whether the gesture is sincere (kindly meant) or still 

annoying/patronizing (a power trip, used to flatter his/her own sense of power), my 

point/emphasis here is the tangibility/reality of the exchange in terms of power (imbalanced) and 

direction (downward/backward) which amounts to an active participation/perpetuation of those 

conditions, if not further entrenchment/regression.  

As noted earlier, throughout A Gesture Life, Franklin Hata makes an effort to assure the 

reader of his place/acceptance within the community of Bedley Run. At one moment in 

particular Hata reflects on his ability to properly adhere to the customs of his suburban 

neighborhood. Hata shares his knowledge of neighborliness—what “being neighbors means.” 

Demonstrating a keen awareness of social boundaries and the importance of keeping a respectful 

distance Hata confidently declares: “being neighbors means sharing the most limited kinds of 

intimacies… Anything that falls into a more personal realm is only tentatively welcomed” (43-

44). Highlighting (or showcasing) his ability to “understand the nature of these relations” when 

he first moved to the area, Hata describes the deftness of his early social negotiation proudly: 

“Even when I received welcome cards and sweets baskets from my immediate neighbors, I 

judged the exact scale of what an appropriate response should be, that to reply with anything but 

the quiet simplicity of a gracious note would be to ruin the delicate and fragile balance. And so 

this is what I did, in the form of expensive, heavy-stock cards, each of which I took great care to 

write in my best hand. Each brief thank-you was different, though saying the same thing” (44). 

The perfection of Hata’s thankfulness (literal, thank-you cards) is, to his mind, what secures 

Hata’s place in the community. As he states: “I know that this helped me gain quick acceptance 

from my Mountview neighbors, especially given my being a foreigner and a Japanese” (44).  
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Hata’s gestures work circuitously though. While claiming otherwise, Hata’s position can 

be seen as far more insecure in the sense that his (supposed) “acceptance” is achieved by 

expressly catering to his neighbor’s security. Hata continues: “And as I’ve already intimated, 

they all seemed particularly surprised and pleased that I hadn’t run over to their houses with 

wrapped presents and invitations and hopeful, clinging embraces; in fact, I must have given them 

the reassuring thought of how safe they actually were, how shielded, that an interloper might 

immediately recognize and so heed the rules of their houses” (44). In typical Hata style, this 

seemingly descriptive statement is indirectly self-congratulating. Hata’s ability to successfully 

interpret the social situation, the extent of his care and consideration, is clearly a point of pride. 

Nevertheless, the simple/successful exchange of welcome, thanks (repeated and painstakingly 

personalized), and social acceptance we are told to see/expect is also/instead, a highly fraught 

and deeply self-conscious account.  

Despite Hata’s confidence and claims to “quick acceptance,” the overwrought nature of 

his thanks (his thinking so much about his thanks and taking such ridiculous pride in it) suggests 

a profound insecurity. Hata’s behaviour is laughable in the sense I discussed earlier with regard 

to the ridiculousness of Kiran Desai’s characters in The Inheritance of Loss—dismissible and yet 

not at all to be dismissed. The intensity of Hata’s thoughtfulness (thought process) can’t help but 

draw attention to just how not at home (at ease) he is and just how much effort went into 

appearing so effortless or in-earnest. Moreover, it is his neighbors’ security that is ultimately 

prioritized. They are the ones being made to feel secure (re-welcomed or established into their 

own homes and neighborhood) when Hata’s welcome was (presumably) the initial point, at least 

of that (their) first gesture. While Hata’s social maneuvers may very well operate in the way he 

suggests (putting others perfectly at ease), whether Hata actually benefits from his own 
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behaviour in terms of belonging is unclear. Not only does Hata’s thanks overshadow the initial 

welcome he is responding to, the entire exchange can be seen as establishing Hata’s neighbors 

more firmly at home, if not making Hata appear that much less.  

Hata prides himself on not running over with “clinging embraces” and yet the very hyper 

vigilance that prevents him from doing so suggests an even greater degree of self-conscious 

energy and anxiety. Either way—whether groveling or taking such great pains to thank 

properly—it amounts to the same ingratiating behaviour. Such overly conscientious 

consideration is akin to Žižek’s vaguely civil terms—the desire not to exert pressure or violate 

another’s intimacy—only, and importantly, in this case I would insist that the sheer 

excess/exertion marks a clear distinction between those casually considerate acts issued or 

wielded from a position of power (or relative equality) and those alternately ornate and 

imbalanced ones from the disempowered or those lacking any real power or social position.   

The issue here is one of proportion or, rather, the disproportionate (disturbing/distorted) 

stakes of minority politeness: being able to don (feign/self-impose) impositions versus the 

feeling that one is an imposition. It is in respect (to this latter degree of imposing upon) that I 

regard Hata’s (self) representation as false/misleading insofar as fretting over bestowing 

appropriate thanks isn’t the same as being in a position to offer true thanks (i.e. saying thank you 

without having to mean it so fully/existentially). In this way, Hata’s gratefulness is an 

interpretation or, in a more pitiful sense, a desperate approximation—an attempt to get as close 

to the appearance/semblance of true thankfulness (power/establishment) as he can—feigning 

acceptance or merely forcibly fitting in rather than enjoying (deploying) the ease of actual 

belonging. 
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Furthermore, his mention of his own foreignness hints toward just how “troubling” the 

question of his status is/has been; but, of course/once again, only indirectly—i.e. through the 

assertion of how successfully he has managed (4). His foreignness is cast (recast) in terms of 

self-esteem, a way of impressing upon us the exceptionality of his achievement/social success 

but only serving to undermine or diminish it. Hata’s efforts are remarkable, impressive and 

thoughtful, absolutely. And yet, it is precisely how hard Hata tries that makes his behaviour 

worth remarking on or attending to. For the real question Hata’s social anxiety (hyper vigilance) 

raises is just who is accommodating whom: to what extent does Hata misrepresent his 

accommodations (how he accommodates and is accommodated by others)? 

Hata’s relationship with Mrs. Hickey is telling in this respect. As part of his retirement, 

Hata sells his medical supply store to the Hickey family. The transfer of ownership is socially 

awkward. Mr. and Mrs. Hickey struggle financially after taking over the business and the (social) 

pressure and misfortune of the exchange is made worse by the added strain of other medical 

bills—those related to their young son who is sick in the hospital. As a result, Mr. Hickey is 

extremely rude to Hata while Mrs. Hickey is kind and friendly toward him. When Hata pays a 

visit to the store he notes Mrs. Hickey’s behaviour. After chatting with her briefly Hata insists 

that Mrs. Hickey leave him in order to attend to her customers. Before Hata can leave the store, 

Mrs. Hickey sees him out. While the exchange is completely mundane, Hata recalls it with a 

degree of anxiety, if not over-attention:  

It was a social custom, strangely enough, that she’d picked up from watching me years 

before, the polite duty of a host or proprietor in bidding a respectful goodbye. It brought a 

warm feeling to my chest to have her come out accompanying me. But the customers were 

still inside, and I asked her please to go back and attend them. I very nearly bowed, as if 
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that might convince her, but then she did go in, and I’d already turned down the street 

when she called out to me once more. (12-13) 

Once again, what strikes me here is the intensity underlying this seemingly simple exchange and 

the extent to which the casualness of Hata’s courtesy devolves. Mrs. Hickey’s gesture is 

generous and flattering. And made even more so due to the fact that Hata sees it as something 

she has picked up from him. Nevertheless, contrary to Hata’s attempts to conflate his version of 

events with hers—as simply “the polite duty of a host or proprietor in bidding a respectful 

goodbye”—Hata’s intensity betrays just how different it is when she does it. His taking such 

careful note/noticing any of those details in the first place draws attention (scrutiny) to the fact 

that what happened and in what ways (with what kind of detail) he remembers is out of 

proportion. It was meant to be a friendly visit and yet it is all too much—not casual, not 

comfortable, not careless enough. 

While it may be too reductive to suggest that Mrs. Hickey’s proprietary gestures are 

instances of true civility—in the sense that graciousness is bestowed downward (according to 

Žižek’s parameters and with the proper amount of ease/lack of obligation)—and Hata’s are some 

fake/bumbling minority variation—it is in adopting his custom and shadowing it back to him that 

the “trueness” of Mrs. Hickey’s civility—her capacity (in contrast to his)—is firmly established. 

Regardless of precedent—that he did it first—her civility exceeds his. Mrs. Hickey is not only 

able to don or adopt the gesture out of special courtesy to him, she does so in a way that makes 

the (low) stakes of her obligation (sense of being obliged/inconvenienced) clear. She doesn’t 

have to but she does. Her ease/casual disregard for the other/actual customers inside highlights 

the extent to which she is deigning (not feigning) to cater to him. She is out there because she 
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wants to be not because she has to be, a fact that is made all the more evident when she calls out 

to him again.  

Mrs. Hickey out-does Hata’s already extreme courtesy and in so doing exposes the 

vulnerability of his position. Put simply, Hata can’t handle receiving her courtesies or take them 

lightly. More bothered by the waiting customers than the now actual proprietor of the store, Hata 

“very nearly” bows/begs for her to “please” go back and attend them. Hata’s assuredness is 

undermined. Not only does an attempt to make him feel good somehow end up making him feel 

bad (beholden to her/waiting customers that are no longer his), Hata’s anxiety calls into question 

any illusion that he was ever at ease seeing her out when the store was his. Most likely Hata’s 

hyper awareness of the looming duties and customers was as present (if not more so) even then 

(when the store was Hata’s officially although perhaps not ever actually in the same way as it is 

so casually and easily hers now), which is why he becomes so distressed on Mrs. Hickey’s 

behalf. While Hata may have originated the gesture to the extent that, in his mind, Mrs. Hickey 

has picked it up from him, her version is the markedly “truer”/truly civil one. Hata’s social 

custom is derivative regardless of precedence (that he did it first or that the store was even his to 

begin with); it is not when he did it but how he used to do it—and it was clearly feigned, fake or 

incomplete even then. In this way, Hata is the one imitating the gesture Mrs. Hickey carries off 

so carelessly (without a care or having to care) insofar as his social custom is an attempt to 

effectively establish precisely the kind of confident proprietorship/ease she has by virtue of some 

belonging and acceptance (whiteness) that is and always was beyond him. 

As such, it is the failure of such imitative behaviour that resonates in this passage and 

throughout the novel as a whole. The sheer intensity or over-eager desperation of Hata’s civility 

suggests a willingness to settle for increasingly removed or remote approximations; settling for a 
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“close-enough” that is not even close insofar as such minor/minority behaviours are not seeking 

condescension (in the sense of actually desiring to be condescending/self-lowering) as much as 

they are merely attempting to appear capable of it (capable or actual condescension/politeness). 

In other words and however indirectly, what Hata is trying to approximate (get close enough to) 

through his various social courtesies is the convenience such condescension or “true civility” 

implies. That is, in specifically minority terms, commanding the power of home—of being 

established/at ease—and therefore able (at one’s leisure) to pretend otherwise.  

Like civility, condescension is already a kind of backward move: inadvertently 

(divertingly) marking one’s authority, presenting oneself as lesser than how one is and achieving 

the opposite end, i.e. appearing to lower one’s self as a way of perpetuating a sense of 

superiority/graciousness. Whether it is speaking to one as equals out of genuine grace the gesture 

still operates with a backward effect—one’s stature is raised because one has been so good as to 

deign/feign even without actually having given anything up. It is, perhaps, another variation on 

the low stakes of true civility whereas the minority version—pretending to be low(er) for the 

mere semblance of being high—is another thing entirely. It doesn’t make sense or, at least, it 

makes only a very sad kind of sense: indicative of what one is willing to do to be, or even just 

appear, to be entirely established or at one’s leisure.   

The slippage between “true” civility and genuine condescension I am getting at here is 

that in these cases one’s superiority is never really in doubt—in fact it is that these gestures are 

coming from a position of dominance and power that accounts for their esteem. Alternatively, in 

the case of “fake” civility or minority politeness, it is that these gestures are coming from a 

position of relative inferiority and disempowerment that accounts for their awkwardness and 

desperation. In that sense they are almost doubly imposed: not so much self-directed (as in 
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condescending) but rather seen as imposing and then further self-imposed. For in the case of 

minority/fake politeness it is the convenience/ease of the gesture that is feigned. Minority 

politeness is “fake civility” in the sense of being a derivative of “true civility”—that which 

strives to be/affect the true version. Of course, I’m wary of evoking the binary language of 

fake/true (i.e. fake as the failed copy). I could avoid this somewhat by emphasizing Žižek in 

more explicitly poststructuralist terms for one of the things his analysis does extremely well (and 

that I touched on when I declared my preference for him over theorists like Boyd/Pippin) is to 

dispel the preoccupation with sincerity—suggesting that “true” civility is no less truthful, it is 

simply the more (socially) powerful/empowered. Yet, at the same time, there is something 

almost necessarily pathetic/lesser to fake civility’s fakeness (minorness)—not to mention the 

desperation of it—that I wish to maintain. The extent to which fake civility cannot escape from 

its own accustomedness/penchant for accommodation (trying to be like the “true”) charms and 

intrigues me. In a similar way, then, I suppose I am playing into binaristic thinking (even as I’m 

self-conscious of being seen that way). Here, as elsewhere, I want to explore these ideas freely 

(irresponsibly) while at the same time I would prefer people didn’t know, take note or pay too 

close attention. 

 Nevertheless, despite wanting to avoid making broad or declarative statements, it is in 

this sense that (I believe) fake civility/minority politeness takes on specifically diasporic 

dimensions. The aspiration of inhabiting the condition of those with the luxury to don 

indebtedness/inconvenience can be seen as linked to the desperate desire to experience the 

confidence of “true” inhabitation—of being genuinely “at home” (at one’s leisure/convenience). 

In other words, the power imbalance specific to minority politeness operates not simply in terms 
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of power but placed-ness: the superiority/privilege of being in-place as opposed to the 

subordination of those made to feel out of it.  

To fake politeness, then, is to fake being at home. As opposed to the deigning of those 

already at home, minority politeness is the act of affecting true civility/feigning that very at-

home-ness. In that sense, the desperation (as well as the fiction) of minority politeness is both 

that one is willing to fake it (to resort to an approximation—an imitation of an inhabitation—of 

home) or, even more sadly, willing to fake that she/he is faking anything at all (determined to 

convince herself that her inhabitation is an imitation). I say this as a way of addressing the extent 

to which Hata’s “gesture life” is an attempt to mimic or affect the homey-ness he observes in the 

dominant (“civil”) North American culture of Bedley Run. Furthermore, the sense of 

establishment (being established) that I am fetishizing here is the kind of inhabitation that allows 

one the convenience of being taken-for-granted—that is also the ideal or social position Hata 

openly covets. It is this sense of home—wherein one’s presence is not only (finally) not an 

imposition (something to be perpetually excusing/apologizing for) but utterly 

unnoticed/unnoticeable—that I believe Hata/minority politeness is striving to feign.  

 

The Politics of Invisibility 

Returning to Žižek’s conception of the terrorizing aspect of civility—the desire to control 

not only the actions of others but the sincerity with which they act—how might the imposition of 

full disclosure be attributed to the domain of the truly civil and culturally dominant? Similarly 

how might fake civility be the companionate subordinate response—a means (however flawed, 

desperate, diminishing) of carving out a sense of privacy or interiority for those so exposed and 

imposed upon? For (however self-detrimental) minority politeness is valid, at least to some 
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extent, in the sense of operating within a self-serving/preserving logic—or as a kind of coping 

strategy. Ignoring for a moment that I am aided by narrative hindsight (and an unabashedly 

narcissistic partiality if not identification with Hata’s extremity and self-delusions), I remain 

utterly unconvinced by Hata’s representations of himself as at-home (accepted). I see minority 

politeness as convincing, endearing if not entirely understandable, especially with regard to how 

it is operates within the dominant culture it caters to. That is, in terms of the intersection of true 

civility and cultural dominance—minority politeness is, by derivation/desperation, emphatically 

designed to appeal to or at least comply with the confidence (audacity/arrogance) of those in the 

privileged position of presuming/perceiving themselves to be the welcoming and therefore then 

the never unwelcome. 

Discussing the prospect of selling his home and moving somewhere new, Hata notes the 

tendency of people to “stop and think (more times, unnoticeably) about who you may be, how 

you fit into the picture,” and that this is the type of thinking he has managed to escape in Bedley 

Run. Hata continues: “I’ve never really liked this kind of thinking, either theirs or mine, and 

have always wished to be in a situation like the one I have steadily fashioned for myself in this 

town, where, if I don’t have many intimates or close friends, I’m at least a quantity known, 

somebody long ago counted” (21). Here Hata speaks wistfully (idyllically, even romantically) 

about the “condition of transparence”—of a contentment or profound okay-ness with “merely” 

getting by, not of being loved or even liked but simply being accepted and it seems especially if 

unexceptionally.  

This sentiment—the sincere wish/desire—to be just accepted enough to go unnoticed is 

repeated and even more pronounced when it comes to Hata’s strikingly dispassionate and 

reserved “romance” with Mary Burns. Speaking of his attraction to her, Hata states: “I think it 
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was because she seemed so perfectly at ease with me, as if our meeting was the most ordinary 

thing. And I the most ordinary man. She didn’t seem to speak more slowly or loudly than she 

might otherwise, she didn’t gaze at me too attentively, but paid as much attention as she 

appropriately should, all of which, at least for me, was the most unlikely kind of flattery” (49). 

Once again, there is an indirect (backhanded or passive aggressive) indication just how 

differently Hata is treated or so often regarded by others through this description of the 

exceptionality of Mary’s regard.  

Furthermore, it is the lack of attention Hata receives from Mary that Hata romanticizes—

the inattentive gaze that becomes the dreamed of intimacy. What Hata longs for is the sense of 

having been acknowledged or accounted for but, specifically/crucially, in the past tense (as a 

matter of course) and then, allowed, to continue on his way completely undisturbed or 

unattended to. Hata is rather pathetically content with the barest of attention. The mere 

consideration not to stare or speak condescendingly is somehow made akin to passion. The 

singular romantic feeling or idea is to be invisible: to be attended to without actually being paid 

any particular attention. It’s another kind of diasporic intimacy, another kind of puppy love: so 

paltry or so innocent as to be discounted.  

Hata’s relationship with Mary is striking precisely because of how chaste it is or appears. 

We are given very little information about the nature of their relationship aside from this 

explanation of Hata’s initial attraction. As such it comes across as the most platonic kind of 

desire—the innocence of “merely” wanting or longing to be looked at by another person. Hata is 

flattered in the most banal way, through nothing more than a basic kind of human decency or 

politeness. Like Sai and Gyan’s romance in The Inheritance of Loss, this kind of diasporic 
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cuteness (minute or minor intimacy) is endearing in its simplicity at the same time as being 

similarly untenable (unable to be taken seriously), and rightly so. 

There may be ways to defend civility as pragmatic, even ideal in the sense of being 

beneficial or socially contributing in a manner similar to Boyd: civility’s negative overtones 

(chilly or distant regard for others) can assuage any actual, outward hostility; it can also be seen 

as a matter of survival (making do). Despite the temptation to come to minority politeness’s 

defense in precisely those senses or, perhaps, with that sympathy in mind, I want to be clear 

about my investment in fake civility both in terms of Boyd’s disparaging sense of insincerity and 

self-serving intentions and in Žižek’s sense of referring to the actions/feignings of the minor as 

disempowered/categorically or genuinely obliged. In both instances, fake civility is equally 

based on the extent to which politeness (as a minority subject position) is reactionary (regressive) 

and deplorable (indefensible)—and I am more than okay with that. Minority politeness is a 

diversionary and delusional tactic, no matter how understandable or pitiable; it is an act of 

desperation, retreat, and ultimately self-defeat. Striving toward such self-possession in such a 

way not only risks repeating the oppressive dynamics of power and terror (inter- as well as intra-

personal control) at work in normative civility, it is a kind of Hail Mary attempt to (at least) 

orchestrate or take control of one’s own failure or self-destruction/annihilation. Nevertheless, 

like the regressive antics of nostalgia, homesickness or lovesickness previously discussed, I 

intend to pursue it because of (not in spite of) this very negativity/futility. 

 

Comforting (Women) or Self-Comfort 

The demise of Hata’s relationship with Mary is referred to almost as ambiguously as it 

begins. Very little mention is made of how or why things ended between them and even the 
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extent to which Hata felt anything close to heartbreak or disappointment at its dissolution. This 

lack of fanfare or emotion is in keeping with Hata’s reserved and indirect or passive aggressive 

demeanor. During an argument with Sunny, Hata confronts Sunny about her illicit behaviour 

around town, but Sunny turns things around on Hata. Hata is forced to face the unsavory aspect 

or, to return to Žižek’s conception of civility, the “terrorist demand” of his own behaviour. Hata 

trumpets the role he has established for himself in the community, a regard Sunny’s reputation 

threatens: “I am respected and valued in this town. I’m asked to comment at all the critical 

council meetings. You have little idea what my position is. People heed my words” (95). Sunny 

responds unexpectedly. Rather than point to the ways in which Hata is mistaken—not as 

powerful, significant or included as he might think—Sunny undermines Hata’s position by 

pointing to the means by which he has achieved or managed it. 

That’s because you’ve made it so everyone owes something to you. You give these gifts 

out, just like to that policewoman, Como. She can’t stand to cross you because you’re this 

nice sweet man who’s given when he didn’t have to or want to but did anyway. You 

burden with your generosity. So even when I’m being troublesome, they can’t bear to upset 

you. It was even that way with Mary Burns, wasn’t it? You made it so that she couldn’t 

even be angry with you. (95) 

In this instance whether Hata’s acts are instances of true civility or not—“giving when he didn’t 

have to or want to”—it is felt as a burden nonetheless by those made indebted to him. However 

forced (the opposite of effortless) or feigned it may be, Hata has enacted or established a kind of 

power or dominance through the perfection of his belonging—those ingratiating behaviours that 

are able to afford him the kind of privilege and position he claims and that Sunny doesn’t 

outwardly dispute.  
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Furthermore, that it is a policewoman in Sunny’s example highlights the extent to which 

this particular behaviour of his is most often orchestrated or affected against women. Because the 

narrative is so singular—focused as it is on Hata’s experience, his recollections and reflections 

on his life—it is understandable that the other figures in the novel serve a secondary or 

supplementary role. Yet, there is something to Sunny’s comments and her almost spectral 

presence in the novel that draws attention to the role women play in Hata’s life. The women of 

the novel—Mrs. Hickey, Mary Burns, Hata’s real estate agent Liv Crawford and most of all 

Kkhutaeh (K) the Korean comfort woman Hata recalls falling in love with during the war—

aren’t simply peripheral; they are somewhat adversarial or rather socially (and awkwardly) 

oppositional. All of Hata’s relationships are skewed by professional or formal courtesies that 

make even the most casual or friendly or potentially intimate encounters somehow painfully 

polite, socially awkward or incomplete. With K and Sunny in particular—the confusion of 

Hata’s sense of duty and love is exposed as slightly insidious despite or maybe precisely because 

of such seeming courtesy and good intention. In terms of power too, these relationships are 

perhaps the closest Hata comes to actually being polite; i.e. to taking on some of the power or 

cultural dominance he has been denied.  

 Of course Hata does not see things in this way; he clings to his innocence in the face of 

Sunny’s accusation: “‘There was nothing to be angry about,’ I replied, trying to remember what 

it was that Mary Burns had finally said to me, after I had asked for one more chance to convince 

her of my feelings. You always try, Franklin, but too hard, like it’s your sworn duty to love me” 

(95, emphasis in original). Once again it is difficult to know exactly what Mary meant or get a 

proper sense of what occurred between them. Even the way Hata remembers the moment is 

entirely passive/in passing. This fleeting insight into their break up is brought up indirectly and 
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the context similarly, grammatically cloaked. Hata, it seems, tried to get Mary back or at least 

asked for a second chance. It is clearly an effort for Hata to remember Mary’s final words and 

what he ends up relating is not some grand gesture he made to convince her of his feelings but 

rather something like a casual conversation—one wherein he asked (politely no doubt) for the 

chance to try again. Even the formality of her name—the fact that Hata refers to “Mary Burns” in 

full—highlights the truth of both Mary’s response and Sunny’s accusation. When Hata first 

meets Mary Burns she already knows him by his seemingly affectionate nickname “Doc Hata.” 

Hata corrects her and adds: “I wish sometimes it wasn’t so, but nobody seems to want to call me 

Franklin. I don’t mind, but I would never wish to mislead anyone” (45). 

 Of course that Hata goes along with an appellation that makes him uncomfortable or isn’t 

what he prefers reinforces that aspect of excruciating politeness which he carries off or “with 

which he carries on.” In any case, Mary reads Hata’s intention correctly and clearly takes to 

calling him Franklin kindly and in deference to his perceived preference. In comparison, Hata 

appears unable to remember or comprehend their exchanges clearly and in a way that suggests 

the extent to which she fails to be taken with the same kind of consideration or familiarity. 

Nevertheless, despite her relatively obscure presence in the novel, Mary’s feelings for Hata 

(however partially or indirectly presented to us) are somehow clearer than Hata’s own feelings 

for her. It isn’t that these women don’t know him or weren’t ever allowed to or able to connect 

with him—in fact they provide far more insight into him than he does for himself. Hata simply 

can’t contend with that kind of openness or intimacy, at least not without giving up whatever 

security or emotional distance his kindness has afforded him.  

In this way, Hata’s behavioural quirks or minority politeness go beyond Hata’s inability 

(or refusal) to connect emotionally with those around him; Hata’s “love” or rather the kind of 
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attachment he seeks is oppressive and if anything it is those at an even further remove from him 

(and from his narrative) that more perfectly reflect the potential resistance of such minor or 

minute behaviours back to him. Hata is minor in the context of his community and it is, as I have 

been suggesting, that minority or his behaviour (inaction) of it that encapsulates my interest 

(investment) in the novel and yet, understandably, the primacy of Hata (that it is his narrative) 

renders peripheral characters like Sunny and K in even more minor and politely peripheral 

positions—challenging Hata’s relative dominance (the power he is able to manage and occupy 

despite his own minority or vulnerability) in that quiet, or small (slight), truly gestural way and 

effectively unsettling Hata’s not so minor politeness (exposing it as not so polite at all) with 

gestures of minority and (hints at) an interiority all their own.  

I was originally going to leave the wartime flashbacks or the figure of K in Hata’s self-

reflections purposefully unaddressed. The historical reality and significance of the Korean 

comfort women and K’s role, the role of her memory (or his memory of her) in the denouement 

of the novel felt, in a petty/petulant way to me, too obvious and even monumental a thing to 

speak on when my interest was/is on the novel’s minor-ness and the smallness of Hata and his 

gestures (both in terms of scope and pettiness). And yet, it is perhaps even more fitting that the 

women themselves—their histories or experiences—remain, in many ways, absent or withheld 

even by the end of the novel and more strikingly even while seemingly appearing in the context 

of a revelation or narrative (even historical) unveiling. K represents the kind of extremity of 

minority that I am speaking to—the ferocity or intensity of a desire to inhabit or merely take 

control of one’s own life (the inhabitation of one’s (sense of) self even at the expense of one’s 

body or life) that manifests itself in the most extreme form of retreat or the most desperate acts of 

self-affirmation/annihilation.  



  
  

 183 

At the end of their confrontation Sunny tells Hata that she doesn’t need him: “I never 

needed you. I don’t know why, but you needed me. But it was never the other way” (96). Being 

adopted, taken in and cared for by Hata, has placed Sunny in a position of obligation or 

indebtedness but also an illusion of intimacy or “true” civility that Sunny is finally in a position 

to dispel. Up until this point in the novel the fineness of Hata’s home has been emphasized as 

much as his kindness and the quietness of his life. The fact that Sunny runs away from a “good” 

home—devoid at least of the conventional markers of mistreatment that might inspire such 

rebellion or resistance—heightens the extremity or, rather, the peculiar/particular depth 

(seriousness) of Sunny’s discomfort or distress. Sunny would prefer to give up the privileges and 

advantages she has been provided with for no other reason than that the way in which Hata cares 

for her (so dutifully, so apparently perfectly) is unbearable. Sunny would rather struggle on her 

own, even make things more difficult for herself, just to feel like she doesn’t need or owe him for 

anything.  

That Sunny even offers these final words before she leaves the house is a kind of 

deigning gesture too, effectively reversing the roles between them or at least offering that crucial 

correction. Hata has established himself (in his mind) not only as free from blame (not giving 

anyone, like Mary for example, any reason to be angry or upset at him) but the giving, nurturing 

(or deigning) figure—the one in the (dominant) position—the one able to give freely but pretend 

otherwise (or in Hata’s minor/approximate/imitative way to fake it or force it enough to reiterate 

the politics and power of that dynamic onto those around him—women especially). However, 

the truth is, as Sunny (graciously in her own way) attempts to elucidate, those seemingly 

innocent or benevolent gestures are (wittingly or not) far from how it feels to the ones he is 
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supposedly granting or deigning to bestow them on. His kindness or love is in fact a violent, 

menacing, or at the very least an uncomfortable (unbearable) thing. 

To live under the weight of an obligation or debt that makes everything feel not just 

insincere (as may have been Mary’s particular point—that their relationship was not one of true 

love or even genuine affection but merely the semblance or fulfillment of a sense or impression 

of it) but in Sunny’s case a confining and controlling aspect. As such or in a sense with the 

dissolution of Hata’s relationships with Sunny and Mary’s combined, Sunny’s reaction to Hata 

goes beyond general teenage angst (although there is a rebelliousness and recklessness to such 

behaviour that I would like to maintain). These moments or recollections are small but quiet too 

and in that sense perfectly represented by the novel’s belated, backhanded monotone—not just 

moments recalled in layers of flashback (conversations or comments returned to so far after the 

fact) but the quietness too, the lack of rage or unkindness in Hata raises the level of quiet or 

unspoken violence at work or being (attempted to be) worked out in these efforts toward privacy 

and the seeking out of one’s own dignity, majority (cultural dominance/white civility), or self-

control.  

Ultimately, my reading of passivity and politeness is not unrelated to the self-absorption 

of Hata’s narrative but rather indicative of the relative degrees of minority (smallness, interiority, 

secrecy, privacy) that emerge as a result of the confines of oppressive living conditions writ large 

or small. As I have argued, Hata can be seen as wielding politeness and striving to establish 

some semblance of a private or interior life for himself no matter how desperate (pathetic) or 

“merely” approximate it may be, and yet in the larger context of the novel Hata can also be seen 

as unleashing (or reiterating) the same kind of diminishing and belittling constraints he has been 
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contending with onto those around him. It isn’t so much that Hata is an unreliable narrator; it is, 

rather, that he is undermined as much as he is self-undermining (self-defeating) or failing. 

 Like the approaches to nostalgia and narcissism offered here, this is not to speak in terms 

of good or bad when it comes to Hata’s regard or lack of (substantial) care and concern for those 

around him. That Hata acts selfishly is, in a way, the point (my point) when it comes to the 

lengths one is willing to go to in order to achieve something (anything) for one’s self. At the 

same time, it is worth discussing the ways in which characters caught up in the bounds of Hata’s 

courtesy—not made privy to his private thoughts or interiority but rather the victims 

(subjects/objects) of such attentions-intentions—further the potential workings of politeness in 

terms of subjective minority experience. 

 

Invisible Women30 

In Sentimental Fabulations, Contemporary Chinese Films: Attachment in the Age of 

Global Visibility (2007), Rey Chow argues that, contrary to contemporary preoccupations with 

visibility one must consider the problematics of it. As she states: “The attempt to anchor one’s 

identity definitively in what [Laura] Mulvey called to-be-looked-at-ness (on the screen as well as 

off) is, in view of this history, a newly fetishistic practice in an exponentially expanding and 

accelerating virtual field of global visibility” (10-11). While Chow takes this idea in a particular, 

cinematic direction (to explore the different types of images being offered by contemporary 

Chinese cinema), I wish to engage this problematic more crudely: to ask what it would mean for 

a minority experience (or its representation) to seek privacy—not necessarily the right to be 

included (made visible) or even embraced by the Leitkultur they happen to find themselves but, 

                                                
30 Anne Anlin Cheng aligns A Gesture Life and Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man at the outset of her 
article when she discusses the trope of passing in the canon of African-American literature. 
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more simply (even regressively), to go completely unnoticed—to seek invisibility or, in Hata’s 

terms, a “condition of transparence.” 

Anne Anlin Cheng takes this approach in, “Passing, Natural Selection, and Love’s 

Failure: Ethics of Survival from Chang-rae Lee to Jacques Lacan” (2005), an article which 

attends persuasively to the logics (or provocative illogic) of passing and the precarious ethics of 

love in Lee’s novel. Cheng states from the outset that “the rhetoric of ‘becoming visible’ that has 

energized so much of progressive racial politics elides the contradictions underpinning social 

visibility and remains ineffective in the face of the phenomenological, social, and psychic 

paradoxes inhering in what it means to be visible” (553-554). Rather than dismiss the act of 

passing outright Cheng acknowledges the allure or “ecstasy” of passing through a discussion of 

the biological or anthropological work of Roger Caillois who discusses “animal mimicry” and 

camouflage: “it is through spectacularization that the subject enjoys what Caillois proceeds to 

call the ‘strange privilege’ of presence. The subject effects mimicry in order to lose, rather than 

save, itself and, in doing so, finds itself” (554-555). Cheng pursues the issue of passing and its 

contribution or insight into contemporary racial politics in terms of the choice or preference to 

lose oneself as a self-defining or affirming act.  

While the strategy or necessity inherent in the move to imitate in order to feel or find 

oneself validated appeals to me, what resonates most is the way in which this move is not so 

much about survival as it is about understanding the impulse or compulsion. Cheng’s approach is 

practical or pragmatic in the sense of exploring what one needs to do (is willing to do) in order to 

achieve (or approximate) that sense of self—even if it means, in a paradoxical sense, to find 

oneself through a loss or giving up/in. As Cheng states: “The philosophical and political 

quandary posed by assimilation (and other acts of ‘passing’) may not be about whether it is right 
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or wrong to act like someone else but rather about whether acting like yourself […] may be 

fundamentally the same as acting like someone else” (556).   

Cheng’s line of thinking runs up against the same tensions over social or political 

responsibility (or my lack thereof) that I have been grappling with throughout. Although Cheng 

frames the parameters of this discussion in terms of ethics, undertaken in this way, passing 

“holds a series of provocative implications for contemporary racial politics” as it “poses a serious 

challenge in the racial context” (555-556). Not only does “the desire to become object [remain] 

unthinkable when it comes to persons historically and brutally objectified,” as Cheng notes, “the 

fantasy of agency—with its implied presence of subjecthood—remains fundamental to ideas of 

political efficacy” (556). In other words, speaking of passing in terms of its allure is largely (and 

understandably) inconsistent (maybe even incompatible) with the work that has been and in 

many ways still needs to be done to work effectively toward broader social/societal causes like 

anti-oppression and non-violence, especially when it comes to race relations and issues of real 

lived (minority) experience. 

However Cheng’s social goodness (conscience) or overarching ethical imperative is not 

mine—to the extent that I am endeavoring to suspend precisely that kind of ethical investment 

(or responsibility) as much as I can. The questions Cheng raises are ambitious in that well-

meaning sense (that sense that is separate from my own). She seeks to understand where such 

behaviours or thinking about them lead us in terms of how we come to self-identify or assert 

ourselves, exploring as she does passivity or invisibility as a kind of activity—the implications of 

passing as an assertion rather than a denial of the self. As she asks: 

How do fantasies of objecthood contribute to fantasies of subjecthood; and how does this 

precondition impact considerations about the ethics of social recognition? To translate 
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these larger questions back in terms of contemporary racial politics, we might also ask: 

What if we understand passing to be not a form of self-denial but, paradoxically, an act of 

disappearance through which a subject actively inserts him/herself into a social field? How 

does this alter our notion of agency? If mimicry bespeaks not only an adaptive stratagem of 

a symptom of discipline (Bhabha) but also a mode of subjective confirmation and identity 

formation, how, then, do we understand the politics of passing and assimilation?” (557-

558) 

Cheng’s desire to “translate” things in this way is why I both admire her approach and feel 

indebted in that polite (slightly obligatory) sense. 

However, where Cheng and I differ then is in reconciling these ideas of the pleasure or 

potential of invisibility with an ethical or political framework. For Cheng, her interest in 

exploring passing through the character of Franklin Hata in Lee’s novel is about understanding 

the psychology behind the behaviour as a means of continuing to move or work past it. As Cheng 

writes: “We must understand the function of objecthood for an oppressed individual’s psychic 

makeup before we can ‘do away’ with objectification and its consequences” (556) and goes on to 

clarify that “This undertaking does not represent an intellectual luxury but, rather—and as I hope 

to demonstrate in what follows—a vital part of ethical conduct” (556). For Cheng, the insights 

raised and explored in her article are intended ambitiously and conscientiously to broaden our 

conceptualizations of social agency, perhaps even general (psychological or mental) health and 

social wellbeing—to finding a different more ethical (less physically and emotionally 

detrimental) form of conduct. Whereas my engagement or commitment to these ideas should be 

seen precisely in the dismissed (dismissible) sense (or irresponsible extreme) of intellectual 

luxury that Cheng (understandably) distinguishes herself from. To my mind, to engage (re-
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imagine or de-employ/deploy) passing (passivity or invisibility) is in no way a vital or even 

contributory project in the sense of it being (continuing to be) rightly unthinkable, maybe even 

better left un-pursued. In fact, I am more interested in the self-harm or harming aspects of the 

behaviour than in how it establishes a greater sense of sociability or conscience.  

In her article, Cheng focuses on Hata’s relationship with the comfort women in his 

wartime flashbacks and his relationship with K. While offering medical assistance to the women 

brought in for the purposes of the officers, Hata falls in love with K or claims to be in love with 

her. As Cheng notes, the relationship or “courtship” Hata imagines with K can’t help but be one-

sided. No matter how sincere he claims his intentions to be: “Hata’s words fold rape into love, 

strain into promise, highlighting the disturbing gap and intimacy between rhetoric and reality, 

between romance and coercion. The universalizing language of romance here authorizes forms 

of violence and domination” (561). Perhaps in that way then, not unlike his pursuit of Mary 

Burns, the more unsettling sense of Hata’s relationship with women has to do not with any overt 

show of “bad” intentions but rather his “good” ones—that he is polite instead of brash or harsh, 

that he cares but only then in his way or on his terms.  

For Cheng, Hata’s passing represents or coincides with his overarching passive behaviour 

and subsequent ethical failures. Cheng notes the novel’s climax or rather the crux of the 

memories that Hata has kept buried and that he has been unraveling throughout: K’s death and 

Hata’s inability to have killed her mercifully himself when she asked him to. Cheng focuses on 

Hata’s choice or rather his inability to choose and thereby his role in bringing about her death 

“under much more brutal terms” than would have been the case had he done what she wished. 

According to Cheng, “Hata’s choices represent ethical failures not because they are ever 

intentionally evil but precisely because they are often under the sincere guise… of normality and 
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good intentions” (564). It is in this way that Cheng recasts Hata’s quietude and sense of himself 

into a far more disturbing or menacing presence in the text.  

Cheng draws on the slippage between the mundane and the horror of everyday life in 

Žižek’s Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture (1991). 

Playing up the violence Cheng’s actions or inactions result in, Cheng states:  

It is precisely the intimacy between normality and nightmare, between decency and 

obscenity, that Lee’s text provokes. To paraphrase Žižek’s point, the haunting possibility in 

Lee’s novel is not that we have the story of a kind, decent bourgeois dreaming for a 

moment he is a murderer but rather that we have a murderer dreaming, in his everyday life, 

that he is just a kind, decent, bourgeois man. (564) 

I do not disagree with Cheng’s reading of Hata. However, I do resist the final ethical imperative 

her reading takes on. To my mind, Hata fails in that perfectly desperate and futile sense—that 

doesn’t actually have to make sense or subscribe to some functional (evaluative or prescriptive) 

end. This is not to say that it can’t still be the case—or made to be. Hata’s concluding sentiment 

or parting words at the end of the novel have, as Cheng notes, a slightly funereal tone but can be 

and is understandably read as a gesture toward some kind of moving on or effort at least to move 

beyond the kinds of attitudes and behaviours that have come before. 

By the end of the novel Hata is poised for change, not only literally moving house but 

having seemingly worked through those wartime memories. Hata reaches out to Sunny and her 

young son and establishes a reconciliation that while tentative is a marked shift from his life and 

manner(isms) before. In this way the novel can be seen as ending rather fittingly (or perhaps 

predictably) in a kind of diasporic resolution—evoking a different kind of motion that moves 
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beyond gesture or simple “passing” ones, speaking an arrival that is more like passing on or 

passing by, an almost but not quite home-coming: 

But I think it won’t be any kind of pilgrimage. I won’t be seeking out my destiny or fate. I 

won’t attempt to find comfort in the visage of a creator or the forgiving dead. Let me 

simply bear my flesh, and blood, and bones. I will fly a flag. Tomorrow, when this house is 

alive and full, I will be outside looking in. I will be already on a walk someplace, in this 

town or the next or one five thousand miles away. I will circle round and arrive again. 

Come almost home. (356) 

The novel ends in a way that resists the comfort or finality of return, ending instead with a sense 

of what it means to bear the burden of one’s lived experience—to confront that reality Hata 

refused before—the extent to which he was always or already “outside looking in” when it came 

to his place in Bedley Run—the extent to which his home was always just a “house,” a 

“someplace” that could have been any place that he just happened to be passing through. 

In Cheng’s terms the ending takes on a pragmatic or rather an ethical shift from Hata’s 

earlier empty or failed gestures. According to Cheng the novel plays on “the Modernist cliché of 

self-alienation” and testifies to the extent to which “it is impossible to live in the condition of 

one’s difference” (572). It is in that way that Cheng sees the ending as having an “almost-

suicidal tenor” as it confronts the reader with an existential as well as an ethical crisis (572). 

Dealing with the impossibility of living one’s difference, or coming “almost” to terms with, 

harkens back to another kind of cliché: that diasporic sense of not ever being fully settled into 

that necessary or necessitated waywardness—that perpetual lack of settlement that comes from 

grappling in Dionne Brand’s terms with the “inheritance” of diaspora or specifically in her case 

the Middle Passage: of “stepping out into nothing,” of living in or through “an inexplicable 
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space” that is the subject of and that informs subjectivity for all diasporic experience, and 

according to Cheng, ethics (Brand 20).  

The novel ends with migrancy and movement in a way that plays into the tenets of  

diaspora I mentioned in my first chapter on nostalgia. To my mind, Cheng’s description of the 

end as “almost suicidal,” is apt. It is tragic, melancholic and clichéd in many ways. In fact I 

would go so far as to say that it is slightly dissatisfying precisely for that reason. The end, if seen 

as a celebration or affirmation of Hata’s new ethically inspired or at least motivated life 

nevertheless falls into a cliché celebrating movement and endless striving rather than grappling 

with what might be the harder question—not what to do in terms of carrying on in the face of the 

difficulties of living with one’s difference or one’s diasporic condition but what it means if the 

preferred sense of home isn’t some “almost” one but that initial delusional one. 

I prefer the sentiment of Hata’s early confidence—how naïvely or foolishly he felt at 

home in Bedley run. It was unrealistic—out of touch and irresponsible in a lot of ways but it was 

a settled thing and what is perhaps the most unsettling thing about the novel’s ending then is the 

reiteration or validation of a kind of relentless striving—the working and moving forward and in 

a novel that explores or at least presents the subject position of someone like K for whom life 

was better left not just not lived but ended on one’s own terms—the extent to which this is a 

“good” or “happy” (satisfying) ending too is a question maybe of my own fatigue (frustrations 

and struggles) but one of exhaustion or even laziness on Hata and perhaps even on Lee’s part. 

I am not trying to glorify taking one’s own life or living out a delusional fantasy as the 

better end. What I am trying to express is the possibility of a more or the more truly unsettling 

thing when it comes to the impossibilities of difference and Diaspora novels like this confront us 

with. I find the novel a kind of giving up or giving in thing—but not in the way Cheng meant it. 



  
  

 193 

For me the end is a kind of resignation and an unsettling one at that in terms of complying with 

or conforming to a different sort of cliché of happiness or health. It is a “happy” ending in that 

one sense—that it is actually not an end, that Hata does not end his own life but rather chooses to 

move and change and get on with it.  

In the end Hata may have finally faced some truths about his life in Bedley Run, his 

relationship with his daughter, and traumas from his past but with those realizations comes a lot 

of loss—not just in terms of relationships he no longer has (and maybe never really did) but his 

home, not just his sense of it but that physical space/place as well. However faulty or delusional 

his at-home-ness might have been before I can’t help but read the ending of the novel or rather 

the state of Hata in particular as an unfortunate thing. Of course, Hata may very well be better 

off, left in a better place or at least in a better position to strive toward some “real” or more 

realistic thing/life. In leaving home, selling his house, and wandering around Hata is no doubt 

doing the harder, more admirable or appropriate thing—embracing loss or 

restlessness/homelessness in some diasporic way. Yet, for me, what it comes down to in the end 

is that the things Hata has lost are not little things and not necessarily the kinds of things one is 

better off living without or knowing (now) that one has/has to.  

Of course, the question of whether or not this is a happy ending is perhaps beside the 

point but it is worth pursuing if not simply to put aside the question of whether the novel ends 

“properly” in the sense of offering or complying with those ethical issues that, as Cheng 

mentions, plague Hata’s character throughout the novel. It is admirable to be so properly 

engaged, if not entirely reasonable/good/necessary in a fundamentally human way to confront 

those difficult truths rather than shy away from them. And if the novel is about what it means to 

choose that—to seek a less gestural life, not just to live but to strive to do so as honestly or 
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ethically (respectfully/responsibly) and consistently (genuinely/authentically) as possible—then 

that means something too and is, maybe, more than enough. In this way, it is not my intention to 

take anything away from the spirit of such perseverance. Nevertheless, while I believe it is 

nothing but a good/beautiful thing, I can’t help but be far more interested in the futility of it or, 

rather, the lingering sense that K called into question and Hata encapsulated early on. To see 

Hata as resigning or the novel as falling into the cliché of a typical, academically acceptable or 

trendy diasporic end—celebrating some rootless journey or endless beginning—strikes me as 

truly tragic or unfortunate because it just brings to mind what I loved about the novel in the first 

place. However failed or delusional, extreme or desperate, Hata was at the beginning or K is in 

the end, I feel like those kinds of ends—those barely livable lives (whether living a lie or barely 

living one’s own)—are just as valid, if not more provocative or telling than the kind of outlook 

we/Hata are left with. 

In a naïve or perhaps “nostalgic” (foolish) sense what I am saying is that I can’t help but 

wish the novel offered a “happy” ending or rather, simply, that it offered an ending at all. For in 

many ways the more difficult “truth” the novel raises for me is what it means to have faced the 

truth but to prefer the lie even then/still. The fact of the matter is that I wish Hata had ended 

where he began—fully settled in. As it is, Hata’s ending is no less resigned—a no less tired or 

(re)tiring thing—but still then only “almost” suicidal and in that sense not even able to fully be 

that or any kind of completely finished thing.  

The ending is exhausting or, rather, exhausted—clichéd in that academically apropos and 

no less understandable and “reasonable” way: restless, relentless, endless. It is about continuing 

to go on which is understandably presented as the better or braver, “healthier” (more realistic/ 

logical) conclusion—but what of a life (or an escape from it) that offers genuine peace or 
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happiness? What would it mean to offer a true ending no matter how truly tragic an ending it 

would be—one that might not be any of the things that it is now (better, braver, healthier, more 

ethically sound) and might very well be those other bad things (delusional, detrimental, suicidal, 

irresponsible, nostalgic) but could be “happy” or no less “worthy.” 

The ending we are left with forces us to continue on—to keep living on the outside 

looking in—and knowing or feeling that more fully than before. The novel doesn’t end with 

Hata’s retirement. In fact it is the furthest thing from a retirement; it is, if anything, more tiring, 

requiring or suggesting even more work. In her article, Cheng remarks that the novel’s ending 

marks a shift from Hata’s earlier passive aggression to something more proactive or redemptive. 

As she notes:  

In the final passages, there is a finely perceptible yet profound change in the condition of 

invisibility for Hata: from the invisibility of passing and abjection, which is about 

protecting and consolidating the ego, to here an invisibility of unmooring, which seems the 

opposite of self-protection. We might call this final litany a choice for active passivity in 

the most earnest sense: not the passive aggression that motivated much of Hata’s actions in 

the past, most notably dramatized in his relationship to K., but instead an active refusal to 

act any further in bad faith. (571, emphasis in original) 

To me this concept of “active passivity” feels like the kind of redemptive nostalgia I discussed in 

my first chapter—some good or redeemable thing. I am not saying it is not that or that that 

makes it a bad thing. My only question is what that means for K. How might the focus on what 

Hata did or didn’t do take away from what characters like K, or even Sunny and Mary Burns, did 

or rather tried to do for themselves in all those small and no less gestural ways? Cheng’s reading 

focuses on Hata’s behaviour as a series of passive, selfish, and inactive gestures that represent an 



  
  

 196 

ethical crisis or failure to act appropriately, either on behalf of other people or with others 

properly in mind.  

While I agree with Cheng’s assessment, such an ethical approach or imperative distracts 

from, what is for me, the most compelling aspect of the novel—that is, the self-restraint Hata 

puts upon himself and the (social) positioning he can be seen as sharing with those women in 

precisely those small, gestural, and equally confined ways. Seeing Hata in that dominant cultural 

position—hurting and harming (and being able to whether he means to or not)—merely draws 

attention to the contradiction of his being guilty of precisely the kind of deigning or 

condescension he is just as easily on the receiving end of. For part of my point about minority 

politeness is the way in which such passing (back and forth), or the truly passing characters 

(those who pass/feign effectively enough or even fully pass away), are the ones who most 

“actively” embody or enact the kind of passivity and acquiescence “at work” in the novel. K is 

like that. Whether strategically or by necessity (as a matter of survival), K does what she can 

with what she has to work with and to the extent that she is able to make a choice (or not) she 

embraces death or at least tries to manage that one thing on her own terms.  

Without wanting to appear as if I am wishing Hata dead, I can’t help but feel like framing 

the novel in terms of an “ethical crisis” for Hata only—that the novel is about the way in which 

Hata’s behaviour demonstrates “the impossibility of ever becoming an ‘objective’ witness to the 

Other—to ethnic, racial, and national traumas” (572)—takes away from maybe the most difficult 

aspect of the novel. Or maybe just mine with it; that is, the sympathy I feel toward those who fail 

to act, not just properly with respect to other people, but in their own best interest. Therefore, to 

align Hata with K as opposed to against her—as characters similarly acting or failing to act (or 

be able to fully)—is to read with a sensitivity toward the smallness of those moves/movements 
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however unsavory they may be. For the most haunting aspect of K’s presence in the novel is that 

she unsettles Hata’s assumptions about what their relationship even is or could ever be, exposing 

his efforts to love her as wholly selfish on his part. And, as it turns out, Hata isn’t able to do what 

she asks, even while claiming to love her and being the only one who could give her what she 

wants. What K provides is an example or maybe just a glimpse of what it means to live with a 

kind of extreme integrity or independence. She conducts herself privately no matter how (or 

perhaps because of how) public she is forced to be. Despite the fact that she is 

literally/physically—and by the end fully—dismembered and exposed, it is actually through her 

ability to keep so much to herself that we gain the clearest sense of her than anyone, Hata 

included (or maybe compared to him especially). She provides the strictest sense of herself by 

refusing to give up those parts of herself she does have control over—her thoughts and feelings, 

her conviction and resolve.  

Based on the trajectory of the novel, Hata’s integrity (or interiority) is, arguably, less 

firmly established, especially by the end. Even aside from Cheng’s critique, it isn’t that Hata fails 

to open himself up to people or see his actions in relation to others; it is that he starts to. While 

Hate may come to terms with the ways in which he has been an oppressive or silencing presence 

in the lives of the people (women) around him, determining to live better is almost too 

convenient or maybe just disappointing (to me). But how might it make him just like the 

rest/everybody else. Hata will be a better person, sure—someone able to recognize his own 

power, privilege, responsibility—but in the sense of reaching something perhaps (too) close to 

“true” civility. In other words, while such elevation/betterment is important—appropriate, even 

necessary—how might it be more challenging to have Hata retain or continue to reside within the 
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feminized confines of gestures and restricted movement? Furthermore, what if Hata had not 

changed and all of that effort and reflection came to nothing? 

To my (mischievous) mind, of course, such stasis or regression would simply provide the 

provocation—and added question—of what it would mean to see these behaviours of power and 

dominance not simply re-enacted by Hata in some humbling way that allows a too dignified 

cognizance of his place in the world but to emphasize the potential irrelevance of 

acting/engaging or not. What if Hata was better off before or, at least, no better when left to his 

own devices, however faulty or lonely or insidious? For at the start of the novel Hata’s life is 

small, filled with empty gestures that only mean anything to him. He succeeds and fails 

according to the stubbornness of his own (self-)delusions and, arguably, establishes a no less 

happy or (un)healthy life than one defined by guilt/penance. In other words—whether continuing 

passively or not—Hata is largely left alone or left out. At least in the first instance he had that 

sense of home, however false or frivolous or fleeting—those neighbourly routines or the simple 

pleasures of his morning swims. He may have been conducting some mindless or relentless 

work—maybe not working through anything so much as pushing the truth away—but how might 

that be no less tiring or trying a thing than roaming the streets and neighborhoods looking in on 

other people’s homes and lives or whatever other cryptic thing Hata is described as doing by the 

novel’s end. 

 Ultimately, I am not interested in turning passivity into a (social) activity. If anything, I 

wish to maintain it as a distinctly anti-social and entirely selfish—aggressive in a harming (self-

harming) sense but not at all “active” in terms of actually effecting or indirectly achieving 

anything. Even passive aggression suggests some imposition or the communication of one’s true 

intentions if only in some indirect way. What Hata’s initial behaviour sheds light on though is 
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just how even that—to be seen or understood in terms of passive aggression—is not even close 

or rather doesn’t quite get close to the far more provocative suggestion of what behaviours with 

no outward investment or interest in (influencing) other people can do. Passive aggression 

suggests a kind of feigned indifference whereas someone like K has no actual interest in anyone. 

It is not a tactic or ploy to garner more regard, affection or attention; she wants to be left alone. 

Hata is not seeking attention either, especially at the start. His affinity or romanticization of 

invisibility similarly raises the question of what it means to actually go unnoticed as opposed to 

doing something with the (secret) hope that one will be after all. It is something about the 

sincerity, simplicity or, rather, the extremity of Hata’s early personality that made him so 

confusing and compelling. What Hata is or was establishing for himself was some truly self-

protected and contained life. It wasn’t even about treating people overly formally as a way of 

eventually establishing a true connection that he could take advantage of. He was, more 

curiously, entirely content with those surface relationships/lack of true connection. I believe Hata 

was happy so long as Sunny or Mary was happy with him. Hata’s main problem may have been 

not that he was making the people around him unhappy, but that he was happy (or would have 

been) at all. In shifting the focus from other people’s lack of contentment or dissatisfaction with 

him, the issue (or our difficulty with him) becomes the very fact that he could have been 

completely content with that kind of life. 

 In some ways then, Sunny mistakes Hata’s behaviour for something more insidious than 

it is if only because he has no ulterior motive or, rather, his crime (what she accuses him of) is 

his obliviousness or lack of awareness for what he is doing/how he comes across. Hata is 

demanding and somehow placing expectations and pressures on people by not being demanding 

at all. Once again, though, this is not quite the same thing as being passive aggressive. While 
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passive aggression certainly involves an element of getting what one wants in a round about 

way—asking without asking—it depends on the person knowing what they want—or even 

wanting something (to not ask for) in the first place. The trick or curiosity in Hata’s case is that 

he is not looking for more. Hata invites people into his home and tries to share his life with them 

but more to the point he believes that he is. His private life and whatever inner thoughts he had 

or was always pushing away are his alone but not even accessible to him when he is on his own. 

There is a sense of integrity to him/when he is like this. Hata is sincere insofar as he means it. It 

may not be that he means well or does well for others (regardless of his intention or lack thereof) 

but he means what he says or does to the extent that there is no falsehood or pretense at work. 

Furthermore, Hata’s life may be empty or superficial, frustrating and failing, at the start of the 

novel but it is hard to say whether that is necessarily a bad thing or something to be moved away 

from. The idea of someone just going through the motions or gestures of life without actually 

feeling anything may be tragic but that doesn’t mean it is something that needs to be forced to 

change. For, in that respect, Hata is no more or less tragic than someone like K. His life may 

be/have been completely self-contained and protected, tragic and depressing, unhealthy and 

deadly in its lack of intimacy and human connection but that does not necessarily give anyone 

the right to demand or expect more from him than he is or was willing to do/capable of doing.  

Of course, Hata’s responsibility to Sunny may be different from someone like Mary 

Burns—but maybe not by much. Both women leave him, understandably, rightfully but out of 

frustration rather than a sense that he ever actually did anything to them that they could be angry 

or even hate him for. He wasn’t actually hurting anyone but himself. And maybe that was the 

problem. Not unlike K then, it wasn’t Hata’s desire but rather the other people in his life who 

wanted more from him than he was able to live up to. 
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Living for One’s Self 

To the extent that Cheng is correct and Hata overcomes his passivity, the true “failure” in 

the novel is then K’s. Of course, I say “failure” in the backward sense I have been arguing for 

throughout my dissertation. K tries or maybe not even/not really. She fails regardless of whatever 

effort she does (or doesn’t) make, dying brutally regardless of Hata’s love or desire to “help” her. 

She does not die on her terms but (although maybe most importantly) entirely alone/on her own. 

Her life might not come to an end in the way she wanted, but it does end—and she did want that. 

In that sense too, that she is left un-helped or let down by Hata lends some integrity to her death 

insofar as she remained true to that one sense of herself that she managed (or at least tried) to 

make perfectly clear to him beforehand. She “never wanted [his] help” (300); she hated to have 

to ask. Yet, despite that little slip/confession, K was resolute.  

When Hata tries to speak to K of the possibility of having a future together after the war, 

K doesn’t just reject him, she undermines the illusions/delusions he had been entertaining about 

what their relationship was or could be: “You think you love me but what you really want you 

don’t know because you are young and decent. But I will tell you now, it is my sex. The thing of 

my sex. If you could cut it from me and keep it with you like a pelt or a favorite stone, that 

would be all… you are not any different from the rest” (300). Nevertheless, K does confide in 

Hata, briefly. And maybe there is something potentially redeeming in K allowing Hata in on 

these insights, especially when it comes to her last wishes. That Hata fails K then (especially) 

effectively proves her point. For whatever it’s worth, K is right in the end—not just that she 

would be killed but how or in what ways Hata’s regard for her would be no different than the 

others. Regardless of whether his intention is to tear her apart or to try to put her back together 

again—everything he does and feels for her is entirely for his own sake. 
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K might fail when it comes to getting Hata to kill her himself, but in that moment she 

effects a reversal of that presumption or assumption of dominance and authority with which Hata 

speaks throughout the entire novel. It is not unlike those moments in the novel when Sunny 

defies Hata or mention is made of Mary Burns’s parting words that Hata failed to understand or 

appreciate at the time. In a narrative based entirely on flashbacks and constructed around Hata’s 

narrative authority these moments are particularly striking and effectively challenging. In this 

case, K’s desire to die rather than live out whatever version of a love- or life- story Hata dreamed 

up for them breaks Hata’s as well as the reader’s own delusion that he was ever acting in a way 

that was not just for himself or with that terroristic sense of civility. He cares for K but on his 

terms, wanting her not just to do what he wants but to want it too. And in the end K makes that 

true at least.  

While she ends up dead she isn’t the only one who loses or even the one who loses the 

most. As Hata describes seeing the officers making their way back from the clearing where they 

left her body, there is no sense of true triumph: “Shiboru carried his saber, wiping it lazily in the 

tall grass. His face was bleeding but he was unconcerned. He did not see me; none of them did. 

They could have been returning from a volleyball match, thoroughly enervated, sobered by near 

glory” (305). Like the novel’s ending and that sense of “almost” home, the men’s glory is only 

“near.” However, rather than read K’s end as in any way incomplete, I may risk being too 

optimistic in reading the men’s efforts as entirely that and hers entirely not. K meets her end 

completely. Of course, that the men are left robbed or cheated of some full satisfaction or victory 

does not mean that K, in turn wins, or even that her death proves anything, even in some petty 

way. But maybe/just a little bit. After all, it isn’t just that K ends up being right about those men, 

Hata included—it is more a matter of Hata or anyone not being able to be or do anything for/to 
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her in that way—that they could do nothing to her that she didn’t already know and completely 

expect. In this way, it is significant that Hata does not get to be K’s savior. He may have got to 

be the one she confided in before the end but for him to be the one to help her through it all 

would, arguably, have been more than he deserved and less than she did.  

 Perhaps it is too dark or extreme a thing to suggest that K’s death is the best or better 

thing—that dying in that way solidified or maintained some sense of (her)self that means more 

than any other kind of ending—even a happier one. Even still, it is important to consider what 

K’s death “accomplishes” precisely in that failed or tragic sense. K exposes the extent to which it 

is impossible to take someone on their own terms—or even at their word—without imposing on 

them in some way. When Hata arrives at the clearing, he recalls the sight or the experience of 

encountering her body in negative terms—that is, according to all that he could not do or see or 

feel:  

I could not feel my hands as they gathered, nor could I feel the weight of such remains. 

And I could not sense that other, tiny, elfin form I eventually discovered, miraculously 

whole, I could not see the figured legs and feet, the utter, blessed digitation of the hands. 

Nor could I see the face, the perfected cheek and brow. Its pristine sleep still unbroken, 

undisturbed. And I could not know what I was doing, or remember any part. (305) 

Hata’s final encounter with K reinforces or dramatizes the words she spoke in their last 

conversation. K’s death suggests a kind of completion—the achievement of some complete and 

utter distance, safe-guarding of herself (if not her body). She is physically disposed of not to 

mention left completely at his disposal and yet she is completely inaccessible to him or anyone 

else who might try to know her or get close. Even in his memory (and of that moment in 

particular) Hata is denied that. It isn’t just that he doesn’t know how K thinks or feels, Hata is 
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unable to know so many things for sure—not what he is seeing or what happened to her but 

which part of her he is even holding; or whether he is bringing things together or simply taking 

her further apart. For even as he collects her remains—remarking on how she was somehow 

“miraculously whole”—he catalogues the parts of her he recognizes, essentially breaking her 

down all over again. She is just her feet, her legs, her hands, her cheek and brow.  

Understandably, seeing Hata come to terms with his past experiences, and this memory 

of K in particular, is one way of seeing the novel as living up to some life affirming or just 

plainly living end. As Cheng emphasizes in her reading, it is in light of Hata’s reflections that he 

can be seen as moving toward “an active refusal to act any further in bad faith” (571). It is 

certainly not my intention to suggest that that is somehow the novel’s failure or a failing of the 

ending. Cheng’s line of questioning and the sentiment of the diasporic cliché—not just 

celebratory movement but almost custodial doing/carrying on—are precisely what my sentiments 

are normally (i.e. where my academic allegiances and sense of ethical responsibility lie). In fact, 

that is what I would be celebrating too if it weren’t for that one pesky and potentially naïve or 

petulant aspect that remains crucial to my investment (or lack thereof). I am drawn to Sunny’s 

teenaged rebellion and Mary’s seemingly polite acceptance of Hata’s behaviour. Both speak to 

the same thing I tried to highlight in K’s (in)action—that lack or limited ability to actually do or 

say anything. And I am, to a certain extent, encouraging their silence, immobility or constraint. 

For Hata to have done any differently—done something for K or Mary or Sunny rather than to 

them—would have taken something away from what they managed to “achieve” for themselves 

or, perhaps, made a point not to. It comes down to something petty like deservedness or just how 

undeserving Hata is of hearing K confess not just her desire but her own cowardice—her 

inability to actually take her own life. She compromises herself in opening up to him and being 
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so forthcoming—offering him an explanation (or correction) in response to his infatuation when 

she doesn’t owe him anything. 

In my own delusional reading and manipulation of the ending I want or wish K to have 

been preserved in that one sense. Whether cute (petty) or not, part of what it means to crave 

passivity or objectivity (to be made into an object/to be objectified) is, to my mind, to enjoy 

allowing others to be mistaken and not offering a correction. In other words, it is about keeping 

to one’s self so wholly to yourself that to be looked at (or to be a thing to be) is something that 

one can in whatever small way let go of. Of course, it is the paradox of camouflage as much as it 

is the self-absorbed delusion of the antisocial to believe it is possible to exist apart from other 

people or that one can appear visible (like everybody else) but only ever just in order to be able 

to fade once again into the background—to be dismissed as dismissible while remaining nothing 

of the sort. Nevertheless, what I am entertaining here is actually more about self-annihilation 

than preservation or confirmation; it is not about engaging in the social field but about opting out 

or erasing one’s self from it completely. 

In light of that admission, I am attending to this dynamic with a sympathy for the stakes 

and a sensitivity to what it means to pursue these ideas unethically or irresponsibly—that is 

without concern for the social implications or what it amounts to—and to indulge too much in 

some extreme form of self-containment, lack of sharing or confrontation with others. Ultimately, 

it comes down to not thinking about the impact of one’s actions on others—and that goes both 

ways in terms of trying to establish a sense of one’s self in that desperate, illogical (counter 

intuitive) way that isn’t about reconciling it to some broader ethics or even a survival strategy. I 

see cuteness—or the self-diminution of it—similarly, as strategic, mischievous even but not 

necessarily in the sense (ethically or politically) that Cheng is (rightfully) grounding her 
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discussion. I see it simply or more slightly (small) in the sense of being about a failure that 

doesn’t care that it is failing—that actively seeks it out and in the most (self) detrimental or futile 

senses. 

As readers we are not given direct narrative access to the interior lives or motivations of 

the women in the novel. Nevertheless, running from home, refusing to settle for an unfulfilling 

relationship, attempting suicide (or the aspiration of some assisted kind), are all quiet acts that 

make those characters heard whether they are attempting to be or not. In fact, part of my point is 

that they are not—not just not trying but no longer making any effort to. While Hata may elicit 

some response from them, they are not forthcoming. They answer the questions posed to them in 

ways that make sense to them rather than working to make him understand—which he clearly 

does not/can’t ever quite. In this way, their behaviours are about keeping to themselves as much 

as they are about not doing anyone—Hata specifically—the favor of providing that kind of 

explanation. It is in this way that the women of the novel epitomize the concept of minority 

politeness maybe over and above Hata himself. While taking its negativity for granted—that 

such evasiveness is a detrimental and unhelpful subjectivity—what I find endearing about 

passivity isn’t just its disregard for others, it is precisely that desperation or extremity: the 

willingness (even eagerness) to risk self-harm for the most mere/meager rewards. It doesn’t do 

anyone any good or get them anywhere they weren’t going already. 

Not unlike the backwardness of nostalgia or the diasporic attachments discussed earlier, 

there is a sense of disproportion at work here. It is, in a sense, about settling and not just for 

some semblance of the “real” thing but even just the resemblance—i.e. not even the desired thing 

itself, but an approximation—the barest sense of it. This is particularly true in Hata’s case when 

it comes to his attachment to Mary Burns or the town of Bedley Run. Hata’s attitude is not about 
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loving or even liking but just wanting to belong even if un-liked or never loved. Of course, in 

highlighting this propensity I want to be clear that I do not suppose this to be anything other than 

terribly sad. Although I must admit as well that I am delighting in just how terrible it is. There is 

something to just how pathetic it is—something brave or maybe just reckless in appealing to the 

revelry of failure in terms of its sheer inevitability. It is counter-intuitive, even despicable, and 

yet it taps into some no doubt cynical pleasure or petty logic: the defeatist sense that one ends up 

no less a failure for having tried than not—or maybe that it is actually worse to have tried or 

hoped for more if one was just going to fail either way. 

Ultimately, what I am no less pathetically and futilely attempting to do is to explore the 

allure of passivity or minority politeness, the ways in which it offers (however dangerously or 

irresponsibly) an end or, rather, an opting out—and one that is not ethically sound or 

appropriately incomplete but rather an indulgence in the opposite extreme. The danger lies in 

what it means to encourage or excuse giving in/up in favor of the pleasure and solace of 

inaction/non-movement; or even just the shamefulness/shamelessness of admitting to not 

wanting to put in the work required to achieve anything actually. For what I hope becomes clear 

through my theoretical and textual analysis is just how much work—energy, effort, anxiety—

passivity entails and, in that sense, how much more intriguing (backward/illogical) the 

behaviour. In other words, achievement is not the point or that it isn’t is the point I am trying to 

make. Unlike Cheng, I am continuing to act in bad faith, although not in terms of doing others 

harm but in terms of keeping it contained or limited to one’s self. In indulging in cutenesses like 

(self) comfort and other cozy or cloistering behaviours, I am well aware of how this may be 

regarded as despicably (politically and pragmatically speaking) inactive, apathetic or resigned. 

This is especially the case when it comes to the politics of invisibility and the extent to which I 
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am legitimating the position of those who simply want to fit in: those who do not wish to cause a 

fuss or draw attention to themselves, who feel the temptation to give up—to take just what they 

can get, or find some private escape/way out. It is a defeatist mentality and an entropic endeavor 

as much as an outright suicidal one.   

It is a perverse and more than slightly childish thing to want to be cute or seen as that—to 

court one’s objectification or allow one’s self to be rendered that in the eyes of others. It is like 

the scene from Baumgartner’s Bombay with which I began. Little Hugo’s sense of mousey 

privacy is, at least to my mind, more than understandable and not unlike Hata’s obsession 

(infatuation) with inattention (seeking a lack of attention), there is something so striking to me 

about wanting to retreat from view and so badly/no matter how self-defeating. Such willful self- 

effacement is not without its own kind of logic/desire/motivation either or, at least, the small 

(even if disproportionate) reward/pleasure/satisfaction of not being made into a spectacle. And 

that is something, maybe not important but “worth” attending to, especially when it comes to 

issues of race, minority or diasporic discourse; i.e. when it comes to speaking of/for those who 

feel or most often find themselves feeling always and already highly visible; who have to turn 

that attention into that other kind of social visibility or presence, to prove a point or to live as if 

performing for other people’s sake. 

In speaking of “the problem of describing the miniature” in On Longing: Narratives of 

the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (1984), Susan Stewart writes: “For the 

miniature, in its exaggeration of interiority and its relation to the space and time of the individual 

perceiving subject, threatens the infinity of description without hierarchization, a world whose 

anteriority is always absolute, and whose profound interiority is therefore always unrecoverable. 

Hence for us the miniature appears as a metaphor for all books and all bodies” (44). The 
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sophistication of Stewart’s articulation of miniature writing—of small things, how smallness is 

regarded and written about—is particularly helpful in teasing out the connections between 

cuteness and minority that I have been aiming to trace here. What does it mean or feel like for 

someone always already made to feel like just something to be looked at or not—“whose 

anteriority is always absolute”—those unable to go unnoticed but then who wish for nothing 

more than to be left alone or seen as just an accepted thing? If that profound, “exaggerated” or 

intensified interiority is then “always unrecoverable” in what ways might it be something 

“worthwhile” to simply leave it at that, for both those being looked at and those doing the 

looking—i.e. something left, not just un-pursued, but maybe un-judged.   

Like Sianne Ngai’s attempt to capture that sadistic desire of the “individual perceiving 

subject,” Stewart highlights the ways in which the miniature draws us in, echoing struggles 

regarding the privacies or attempted privacies of the minor/minority subject-object. Stewart notes 

that “the writing of miniaturization does not want to call attention to itself or to its author, rather, 

it continually refers to the physical world” (45). It is, then, a kind of strange tension between 

specificity (hyper self-awareness) and anonymity or deflection—self-referential (even self-

absorbed/self-consuming) and yet constantly referring to something else, something exterior 

to/outside of oneself. Having been called cute but also finding myself taking equal delight in cute 

things, perhaps explains why I speak in the ways that I do and as much from the position of the 

imposed upon as the one imposing or causing such imposition. 

As Ngai notes in her consideration of cuteness, there is something to the tangibility of 

cute things, the desire to touch or hold them, squeeze them, in our hands. Stewart too offers the 

suggestion that the object-ness of miniature things is part of their appeal: “the toy” is according 

to Stewart “the physical embodiment of the fiction: it is a device for fantasy” (56). The fantasy in 
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this case is equally as sinister or unsettling as Ngai’s conceptualization: to take possession or to 

consume completely. Stewart uses the example of “the theme of the toy come to life”—moving 

“from the inanimate to the animate”—and states that such narratives appeal to the idea of pure 

knowledge or experience, the desire to know and have it all (55). As she writes: “The desire to 

animate the toy is the desire not simply to know everything but also to experience everything 

simultaneously” (57). Cuteness caters to our greediness and, in a sense to our sense of 

entitlement as much as privilege. Sensing that there is something we are not privy to we desire at 

once to be made privy entirely. In this way, Stewart also refers to “the dollhouse” as “a 

materialized secret” and notes that the allure of these miniaturized interior spaces lies precisely 

in “its promise of an infinitely profound interiority” (61). Thus our attraction or interest is in the 

way in which they cater to that desire to see inside—that it offers us the illusion of being able to 

get inside. 

To my mind then, it is this delight or allure that speaks to the (small) pleasure of Hata’s 

diasporic romance. If taken as the cute object resisting the materialization or accessibility of his 

secrecy or interiority—the novel (or my interest in it) can be seen as playing with precisely that 

desire: what one is granted access to or alternatively allowed to have and keep to one’s self. 

Speaking broadly in terms of the narrative style, we are given access to Hata’s interiority, his 

inner thoughts and feelings, and yet they are still so carefully, indirectly and often passively 

aggressively articulated and constructed. Taken as a kind of miniature (to the extent that, for 

Stewart, all books are), the novel enacts precisely the stakes both of Hata’s witting and unwitting 

self-protection as well as the kind of sadistic or terrorizing aspects (in terms of Žižek’s civility) 

we as readers are equally engaging in/guilty of. We want access to that interior life.  
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What the miniature (the novel) offers us is the “fantasy” or daydream—the idea of a 

certain kind of life, as Stewart writes: “That the world of things can open itself to reveal a secret 

life—indeed, to reveal a set of actions and hence a narrativity and history outside of the given 

field of perception—is a constant daydream that the miniature presents. This is the daydream of 

the microscope: the daydream of life inside life, of significance multiplied infinitely within 

significance” (54). In this way the desire for smallness—small pleasures rather than grand or 

large ones or even, perhaps, the desire to make oneself small—is tied as much to that same 

terrorist demand that Žižek articulated in his account of politeness: the threat of penetration or 

the assumption/presumption of full disclosure or exposure for those with the power/in a position 

to demand or exercise it. The idea that there is something hidden that, again, thwarts the outsider 

wishing to perceive it or gain access to it, speaks not only to the allure of the cute but, in terms of 

Žižek’s Leitkultur—minority/minor-ness in the face of cultural demand/dominance—the 

audacity and hubris of believing one is entitled to it.  

As Stewart implies, much of what intrigues and delights us about littleness is its mystery 

if not inaccessibility (thwarted access). We delight in imagining (precisely because we don’t 

know) the interiority of the cute thing even as we poke and prod, demanding its full disclosure. 

Although, like Žižek, what strikes me about Stewart’s project (which parallels my feelings 

toward diaspora studies/immigrant and minority discourse more broadly) is that Stewart is 

speaking from the position (and to the position) of the perpetrator or penetrator of those little 

things. In this way, what I have been attempting to speak to is the position of the penetrated, 

those thrust into visibility and/or those seeking to avoid it. 

Of course, and as a character like Hata exemplifies, the two positions are not mutually 

exclusive. Not only is Hata just as guilty of exerting the same kind of social pressure he 
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experiences himself onto those around him, his status in the war—his feigned or put-upon 

Japanese-ness—exemplifies the slippage between positions of power and privilege. In aspiring to 

something like “true” civility, the difference between deigning and feigning is proved negligible 

or at least precarious both for those (who see or find themselves) in the position to patronize 

(objectify or cutify) and those who can do nothing more than take to their cuteness in whatever 

way they can. Ultimately, my interest in minority politeness has been to understand or 

maybe/simply to appreciate that negotiation: that is, how people (minorities, specifically) 

manage the circumstances that they are in, precisely in terms of playing up or pretending to have 

more (or sometimes even less) power than they do. And, how might that be, not just 

understandably but tellingly, all that they can do? 

Speaking as a minority as much as I am for that subject position, I am not interested in 

re-igniting discussion surrounding minority writers airing dirty laundry or exposing community 

secrets. I am, simply, a private person writing extremely personally (in a public discourse) and 

paradoxically attempting to engage with/attend to minority writing that does not expose itself at 

all or at least not in conventional ways. What I have been intent on tracing here are texts/textual 

moments that are more alienating than communally affirming, that involve a specificity or 

stubbornness that does not lend itself easily to the trends of an inclusive, humanist—i.e. 

progressive, socially conscious/contributing—postcolonial or multicultural discourse. I am 

looking for and drawn to moments in literature, particularly immigrant and minority literature 

(intentional/conventional or not) that capture something of this desire not to lay themselves bare 

but, rather, to self-protect—moments that resonate because they are actually and not forcibly 

public. I am unapologetically seeking the cozy (cloistered/cut off) in diasporic literature—

moments/attachments/behaviours that are perhaps mistaken (mistakes), ridiculous, and rightfully 



  
  

 213 

disregarded—for no other reason than that they do “achieve” something in terms of being what 

they are—however simple or clichéd or unproductive—or better yet, precisely because they can 

be all those things and (unabashedly) nothing more than that. Therefore, my reading of A 

Gesture Life is not about penetrating or uncovering the secret life behind Hata’s feigned or 

gestured one; it is about allowing that racialized, cutified, minoritized character (who in turn 

enacts objectifications of his own) to have that life of gestures, pure and simple. Like my reading 

of Kiran and Anita Desai’s novels then, I am more likely reading against the narrative trajectory. 

I refuse to end in that sense/with any type of deeper profundity or discomfort than the plainest 

most (academically) uncomfortable sense of comfort—to seek comfort and read for comfort’s 

sake.  

Hata’s “recovery” or whatever sense of “arrival” he comes to at the end is clearly tied to 

the revelation of the secret history he had been keeping buried inside from the time before he 

settled in Bedley Run. In the same way I wanted to celebrate the coziness I felt with regard to the 

ending of The Inheritance of Loss, I resist the way Lee’s novel ends precisely because it is too 

easy to end with the idea of not being home, of finding comfort in discomfort as opposed to that 

which I am trying to embrace: the discomfort of truly wanting or feeling entirely comfortable in 

some private or small way—to be at home, however delusional or threatening that might be; to 

settle—and to be so comfortable as to not bother feeling guilty about settling for nothing.  

At the end of the novel, Hata observes the desire for simplicity in castigating terms: “We 

wish it somehow pure, this thing, we wish it unmixed, unalloyed with human hope or piety or 

fear or maybe even love. For we wish it not to be ornate” (351). And so when Hata speaks of 

finally settling only not down or into that kind of life it is that same diasporic or postcolonial 

“cliché”—the cliché of resisting the cliché of home/arrival/conclusion/final resolution (not to 
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mention all those “un-ornate” feelings that go along with it). For all its seeming ease and 

simplicity the sentiment Hata expresses at the close of the novel is (at least to me) all too 

disturbingly familiar. It is not about finding an end point—following a linear trajectory of 

pilgrimage and arrival—but of circling back again (and again) without truly settling and (of 

course) only just barely arriving, to be always only “almost” there.  

In this way, I find interest only in the image of Hata standing on the outside looking in, if 

only because it recalls the dollhouse motif of Stewart’s conception. In this case though it would 

be reversing it and maybe allowing it to be something in itself—something like the possibility of 

Hata now exercising the (petty) privilege (sense of power) of looking in as opposed to only ever 

being looked at. This is my own delusion, of course, and one that no doubt corresponds with 

Hata fancying himself showing Mrs. Hickey out of the medical supply shop when the store was 

his only to be shown out properly when the store is hers. The truth is that the gesture or position 

was never his to wield properly in the first place. Yet, to my mind, there isn’t anything all that 

tragic in the idea that very little has changed for Hata or if he is still living another kind of 

gestured life, another kind of delusional delusion—or even then mourning the loss of the life he 

had before, however empty it was/is revealed to be. Because for me, Hata’s (over) confidence in 

how truly at home he felt at the start is one of the most striking and comforting moments of the 

entire novel—that is, they are the moments that I remember or look back on. In this way, the 

“value” or “worthwhile-ness” of the novel is in the purity or the simplicity of Hata’s life of 

gestures—and not because he is delusional-ly at home in a place he is so clearly not at all 

(actually), but because his failure offers a kind of perverse comfort. “Perverse” in the sense that 

it is actually legitimately comforting to read—filled as it is with minor comforts/simple 

pleasures. Everything about Hata’s life and outlook at the start of the novel appeals to me: the 
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routine or it, the vapidity, his anti-sociality. That Hata is so hermetic is endearing—it is what 

endears me to him. As much as it is pathetic, even dangerous or as Cheng might suggest 

malevolent, his passivity is, if nothing else, a provocation: the source of my interest/curiosity. 

Not unlike the concepts of nostalgia and cuteness that I have been struggling to engage—

redeem without actually redeeming—it is my entirely un-ambitious-ambition to simply allow 

Hata his privacy. I want, in a sense, to settle for that empty or deluded version—to allow Hata 

that façade—because, in a sense, the opposite would be to demand or presume we (as readers) 

have the right to get to know him in that truly despicable, polite/civil sense. For it is the most 

uncomfortable actuality of all that we want it all in that sense—not just acquiescence externally 

(in gesture) but internally too (in private confession). In fact, the novel is set up in such a way as 

to offer us that. The first person narration, plays on the allure of letting us in on Hata’s 

privacy/littleness/secrecy in precisely Stewart’s sense of the “fantasy” of the miniature/literature. 

By drawing attention to the cuteness or minority of A Gesture Life, I am struggling to articulate a 

way of reading the novel that allows Hata to keep something of/to himself. And I wish that for 

no other reason than that I would want the same and in the same way I wish Sunny and Mary 

Burns would have left Hata without ever explaining why, or K had not revealed her desire to die 

or asked Hata for help.  

However petty it may be there is something to passivity—not passive aggression but 

maybe something like resignation. For no matter how self-diminishing such feigning behaviours 

might be it forces the Leitkultur or, in this specific case, the novel’s readership, to grapple with 

the feeling of being excluded, left out or simply left thinking they know it all and never doing 

them the favor of hinting that they don’t. Similarly, thinking about things in this way entertains 

the possibility of what it means to leave people entirely to themselves. And that goes both ways, 
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not just in terms of allowing people to be wrong/mistaken but for those subjects seeking mousey 

privacies, indulging (however unhealthily or unhelpfully) in one’s own littleness or pettiness—to 

be (or be able to be) unfriendly/impolite or just so painfully polite as to keep one’s “true” self 

entirely hidden/unexposed. Of course, it is extreme to act with such interiority, integrity, or 

resolve: to think solely and only of one’s self, and to do so for the purpose of whatever small 

gains or pleasures there are (or may not even be). While such thinking may amount to 

withdrawing completely and in a completely detrimental sense, the alternative would be to live 

with the demand of full access or be the one similarly demanding such disclosure of others, as if 

that is something one is owed/owes other people. In that sense, such falsehood (however faulty) 

offers an avenue of retreat, that is, perhaps, not to be thought of in terms of better or worse—

ethically right or wrong—but purely in the sense of making it fair for someone to admit or say 

that he/she is not interested/willing to participate any longer; to let people go home, to lead their 

own lives or make an end of it, if that is what they truly want. 
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Chapter 5 

Fostering Closure: Minor Ends and Happy Endings 

 

“An immigrant story with a happy ending. Nothing is impossible. Within reason, of course.”  
(Hiromi Goto, Chorus Of Mushrooms, 212) 
 

It has not been my intention to contribute to the debates surrounding Asian American or 

Canadian literary studies even as I find myself thrust within that purview by virtue of the South 

and East Asian “originality” of the texts I have chosen, as well as my own “personality” which 

has been purposefully and inevitably part of how I have gone about this particular project. In 

Asian American Studies after Critical Mass (2008), Kent Ono distinguishes the trajectory of 

Asian American studies as divided into two distinct phases: the first as focusing on national 

identity and community building and the second “as a period of questioning and challenging 

many of the long-held precepts of the first phase,” including looking “beyond the limits of a 

discourse of victimhood and heroism” (1). Within these parameters I believe I fit decidedly 

within the second phase and yet as Ono makes clear aspects of the first phase are still at work in 

the second: “The commitment to drawing attention to historical context and to power, to social 

relations, and to structured inequity remains a key feature within contemporary Asian American 

Scholarship” (4).  

As such, whether I wish to write as part of the second phase or not I am still drawn back 

into the first. The questions I do not wish to participate in linger like something I am destined to 

address and in that sense very little has changed when it comes to having to contextualize or 

defend why or what it means for me to speak in the ways that I wish to—to have to talk or 

present my ideas in or within such set or still not so established set of parameters, to still strive to 
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do away with them altogether unremarkably or with no less frustration than those who have 

come before and run up against the same pressures and constraints. As Ono writes: 

We are forced into narrow spaces from which to speak as a result of someone else’s fiction 

about who we must be. We narrow ourselves to attempt to fit into an identity that does not 

fit. We are backed into the corner and, as a result, often feel forced to take action in the 

name of a contingent telos or, as Gayatri C. Spivak called it, “strategic essentialisms,” even 

when we know the narrative being woven to set the terms of the discussion are not the ones 

we would have chosen had we had the representational power to have chosen them in the 

first place. (6) 

I still have to make do in this way, to preface things in terms of speaking up, or explain what one 

has to do in order to. The problem of learning or having to speak in ways that can and will be 

heard or recognized academically or institutionally is compounded by the issues of terminology, 

definition and disciplinarity with which I began. 

 The preoccupation of much of the scholarship related to Asian studies past, present or 

future, whether American or Canadian-centric, is (still) its institutionalization, its state or place in 

the academy or the grounds upon which this area of study is best established or showcased (Lee 

2010; Goellnicht 1997) and what constitutes its geography or the parameters of its relationship to 

pre-existing discourses of immigrant literature, transnationalism and indigeneity (Sumida 2010). 

The state or establishment of Asian studies departments, courses, canons and curriculum is a 

practical concern but remains something of an outstanding anxiety. 

The interconnection or potential correspondence between Asian Canadian and Asian 

American studies is the subject of Donald Goellnicht’s call in “A Long Labor: The Protracted 

Birth of Asian Canadian Literature” (2000) and Smaro Kamboureli’s response in “(Reading 
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Closely) Calling for the Formation of Asian Canadian Studies” (2012). Nevertheless, as the latter 

assesses, “Asian Canadian literary studies has been a field in a process of becoming rather than 

operating, or being conceived, as a fully institutionalized subject, with all that this entails” (44). 

Kamboureli compares the state of Asian Canadian studies with its American counterpart which 

“has had a professional association since 1979 and a journal dedicated to it, is taught in a number 

of American universities in major and minor programs, and includes in its purview all Asian 

diasporas outside the Asian continent in the U.S.” (44). Kamboureli’s argument is not necessarily 

an attack on Goellnicht’s approach to the Asian Canadian literary tradition but a question once 

again of what has changed, if anything. Have “the limits of the epistemic shift announced by 

Goellnicht’s call”—in the form of acts of retrieval or the canonization of “Asian” texts—actually 

“constitute[d] the formation of something new” (69)? 

In this way Kamboureli’s position is expressly not “a personal attack” but rather a self-

reflexive effort to draw attention to the critical discourse surrounding the discussion of Asian 

Canadian Studies as a distinct and fully-fledged area of study. As she concludes, “I hope that my 

reading of Goellnicht’s influential essay will elicit responses that will continue the critical 

dialogue about the compelling question with which Asian Canadian writing as a discursive 

formation confronts us” (70). It is not my intention either to disparage the critical work currently 

being done within Asian Canadian Studies; however, my interest is decidedly not in what the 

“discursive formation” of this particular area of study confronts us with. The current (or future) 

state of Asian Canadian or North American studies is not my focus here. 

My own concern is perhaps best understood as one of place or rather geography insofar 

as I have none or have failed to distinguish any clear boundaries for myself. The authors, critics, 

and theorists I have selected have no clear geographical continuity either aside from some 
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general North American affiliation and now forced Asian Canadian-ness due more or less to my 

own association than anything else. As Mark C. Jerng has argued, “Since the inception of Asian 

American Studies, Asian American literature has traditionally relied on authorial markers of 

Asian ancestry in order to delimit its boundaries” (184). Nevertheless, regardless of my own 

Asian-ness or that of the authors I have chosen, it has not been my intention to contribute to the 

debates surrounding Asian American or Asian Canadian literary study let alone define or attempt 

to re-define its boundaries. In fact, the very question or the continued questioning of such things 

is to me something like another of those narrow spaces from which to speak or maybe just beside 

the point. In this way I am drawn to Sneja Gunew’s self-defense or self-deprecation in the 

introduction of Haunted Nations: The Colonial Dimensions of Multiculturalism (2004). Her 

ambition to conduct a comparative study of literature and lived experience that spans Canada, 

Australia, the United States and the United Kingdom is a self-described “act of hubris that 

deserves criticisms” (3). As such, I am not interested in whether Gunew’s transnational approach 

is successful/productive or not but simply in the boldness of her approach—how it is that she is 

able to lay claim to such “hubris.”  

Gunew embraces the idiosyncrasy or, rather, the personality of her project: that is, she 

openly endeavors “to be as scrupulously self-reflexive as possible” and this includes her 

perceived failures:  

Such a comparative study reaching across the globe will inevitably raise expectations that 

all and not merely some of the local differences will be taken into account. In a sense it 

will please no one because there will always be gaps—by definition. The reviewers of the 

initial book proposal confirmed this. Indeed, there should be a name for the kind of fallacy 

involved. The central rationale for the book is that it reiterates a simple point—the need for 
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sensitivity to the situatedness of a multicultural dynamics. While those located in the 

various contexts where multiculturalism is a term used can indeed learn from each other, 

the point remains that these principles cannot be universalized because this inevitably 

flattens or blunts the analytical value of the concepts used. Thus the book is not an attempt 

to produce comprehensive accounts of the workings of multiculturalism. The 

underpinnings of my own academic nomadism are used merely to exemplify the 

mechanism of an inherent resistance to the over-arching claims offered in the name and on 

behalf of ‘multiculturalism’ in each site where I have worked. (3) 

Gunew effectively admits that there is no pleasing anyone or that people will not be pleased with 

what she has done and yet she persists nonetheless. While her subject matter or the scope of her 

project may be far too broad her approach, as she articulates it here, is, in a sense, the most 

particular and precise. Gunew isn’t pursuing the global, transnational or multicultural so much as 

her own “academic nomadism”—and while deferring to the failure of her interests to cohere with 

the parameters of publication or institutional “situatedness” she is to my mind entirely consistent. 

I believe or imagine myself to have proceeded similarly. I am not unaware of the debates 

and conversations that arise or would almost despite myself—the criticisms or failures others 

will see and I do not fail to see (in) myself. Although I am not as ambitious as Gunew I have 

similarly chosen to side-step entire conversations and academic concerns simply because they do 

not interest me. It helps in a sense to accept that others will not be pleased with what I have done 

and to proceed as if I have already failed, even outright offended/alienated the politics—

academic as well as activist—with which I would usually align myself. That I do not uphold 

those particular beliefs or live up to those conventions here is no less reprehensible but at least 

consciously done. Whether I should have argued in this way and to the degree (or extremes) that 



  
  

 222 

I have is no longer the issue. To speak bluntly if still not entirely boldly, I have endeavored to 

explore that which interests me and in the plainest sense what makes me happy—or pleases me 

enough not to care if it pleases no one else. It is this sense of happiness or self-satisfaction with 

which I wish to end this particular, peculiarly personal, project. 

 
Happy Endings 

 
In “The Diasporic Imaginary and the Indian Diaspora” (2005), Vijay Mishra opens by 

restating and elaborating on the claim he made in “(B)ordering Naipaul: Indenture History and 

Diasporic Poetics” (1996) that “All diasporas are unhappy, but every diaspora is unhappy in its 

own way” (1). For Mishra, diasporas are “precariously lodged within an episteme of real or 

imagined displacements, self-imposed sense of exile; they are haunted by specters, by ghosts 

arising from within that encourage irredentist or separatist movements” (1). In a move that 

recalls Svetlana Boym’s delineation of nostalgia, Mishra sees diasporas as having both 

“progressivist” and “reactionary” forms but concludes that both “centre on the idea of one’s 

‘homeland’ as very real spaces from which alone a certain level of redemption is possible” (2). 

Of course the “general rule” or truth that goes along with this is that “diasporas do not return to 

their homeland” (2). It is this inevitable disappointment or prerequisite unhappiness that I have 

been trying to work through or around particularly in my reading of The Inheritance of Loss and 

my interest in cute and cozy feelings generally. 

Without wishing to dwell on Hiromi Goto’s Chorus of Mushrooms (1994) at length I 

would like to use that text and the epigraph I have chosen from it—the possibility of ending 

happily within diasporic writing—as an evocation of the happiness I feel or whatever reasonable 

amount I have found in the texts selected and highlighted throughout my dissertation. Chorus of 

Mushrooms is an immigrant narrative that chronicles three generations of women. It opens with 
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Naoe’s narration, drawing on her childhood experiences as she addresses her child (Keiko) now 

grown and with a child of her own (Murasaki). Naoe prefaces the use of Japanese words and 

phrases throughout in the form of an apology. Begging her listeners’ pardon, she states: “Bear 

with my language, won’t you? My Japanese isn’t as good as my English, and you might not get 

everything I say. But that doesn’t mean the story’s not there to understand” (1-2). 

The connection I wish to draw between Goto’s text and the others I have been discussing 

isn’t just its politeness but its cuteness. This passage reiterates the idea of cutesy—simple broken 

or incomplete—diasporic (inter-generational) communication. How things are said is enough to 

make up for what cannot be understood clearly or directly. Furthermore, throughout the novel it 

isn’t just the language but the feelings—intention or direction—the nostalgia of it that carries 

through. Like Anita Desai’s nursery rhymes or Kiran Desai’s momos/baby language it is the 

repetition but also the lack of attention we are told to pay to it that makes it so 

affecting/effective. In encountering the following passage and not concerning one’s self with 

what the words mean, the scene becomes almost delightfully superficial, i.e. about the look, the 

feel or sound: 

My sticky child feet slapping bata bata the freshly laid tatami sweet as straw. My brother 

and I drank miso-shiru from black lacquer bowls and crunched daikon left over from the 

pickling bins. Still as a pool of water, we were waiting. Waiting for Okasan to bring our 

rice and Otosan to come home. For the cicadas to cry tsuku tsuku boshi, tsuku tsuku boshi 

and the cat to jump up on the verandah. We were waiting as children. Waiting for 

everything. (5) 

This scene or construction of Naoe’s is similar in effect to little Hugo running along the tree-

lined path on the way to drink beer with his father in Baumgartner’s Bombay as well as Gyan 
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and Sai’s “dumpling stage of love” in The Inheritance of Loss. The use of Japanese words and 

phrases here, like the German nursery rhymes in Anita Desai’s novel, momos in Kiran Desai’s, 

operate on an auditory rather than a strictly “meaningful” level. Even if the reader has no grasp 

of the second language the words still “do” something. The language (maybe best not completely 

understood) is reduced to its essence, infantilized, simplified or cutified in a way—made 

charming or aesthetically pleasing if nothing more.  

It is the language of Naoe’s childhood that starts to feel like children’s words. Words like 

bata or boshi “work” like Gyan and Sai’s petnames for one another—“one thing plump and cozy 

within the other”—the words “[connoting] protection, affection” or simply adoration, i.e. that 

they look/sound/feel adorable (140). Of course this brings us to the same issues raised earlier as 

to what use or value such language has—what meaning is carried or can be beyond the indulgent 

or adorable? Or does it have to? 

The childishness of these passages or the emphasis placed on waiting (dawdling, 

lingering, wasting time) in general corresponds with the perpetually nascent sense of Asian 

North American or Diasporic Literature but perhaps more importantly “achieves” something 

despite itself—that is whether failed or not—whether trying to or not—the text is arresting, in a 

sense, holding things still rather than necessarily moving on. Furthermore, as The Inheritance of 

Loss reminds us, one could “hoist true emotion” even on “clichéd phrases” (232). In its own 

moment of sickening sweetness or the disparagement of that sentiment Naoe muses on the 

tendency of such stories (children’s ones) to operate like that: “Okasan told us tales in our 

childhood waiting, but the tales she told didn’t have the power to save us. Funny how parents tell 

teaching stories yet they never bother to taste the words they utter. How the words are coated 

with honey and nectar but the flesh inside is weak and hollow. Let me tell a different story” (7). 
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But does she? Or, rather, regardless of whether or not Naoe is able to tell a different kind of 

story—one that might actually have the power to “save us”—what about those words “coated 

with honey and nectar”—what about the weakness and shallowness of stories? How might one 

talk or feel about that differently? 

Like my treatment of the other novels it is not my intention to speak to the politics or 

activism inherent in attempting to tell a different kind of story. The impetus to speak in a way or 

to tell a story that is not hollow (filled with sweet sounding words that amount to nothing) does 

not concern me or rather only concerns me insofar as it is not at all a concern of mine. What I 

like about a happy story isn’t so much that it would run counter to the narratives of diasporas that 

have come to be (almost by definition) unhappy, tragic or nostalgic—I simply want something 

happy to end on: a story that entertains or indulges a disobedience. And not necessarily one that 

breaks the mold but, perhaps, more unruly still, a story that (whether working with or against the 

grain) fails to perform or do any kind of “pointed” work.  

What strikes me then isn’t the story itself—the details of Chorus of Mushrooms or its 

significance (politically) in the realm of Japanese Canadian experience or Asian Canadian 

literature. What I remember about the novel years after reading it for the first time isn’t the 

“point” of the story—i.e. what it has to say about assimilation or the inter-generational struggles 

of integration—it is rather those moments, that language, almost entirely in and of itself. To 

speak of “sticky child feet” and the sound they make—that (for me) “cutesy” and vaguely 

“homey” or familiar language—lacks any adequate or inherent politicism there might or should 

be. The onomatopoeic repetition works in terms of offering a cloistered kind of comfort or 

(people pleasing) pleasure that once again goes beyond pleasing anyone in particular or maybe 

only those very particular ones insofar as that is necessarily beside the point/the plot of the story. 
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Going back to my insistence that it is not only not enough to elevate cuteness on the 

terms of an underlying sharpness but that such an endeavor actually risks taking away a crucial 

element of what makes cuteness cute—the very edginess or movement of a narrative prevents it 

from being a world of the cozy/comfort. For me a happy ending is a habitable one—one that 

calls me home or welcomes me there. Therefore texts or stories that I seek out, that I wish to 

retain or inhabit, and that feel, within the current climate of diasporic writing and critical 

discussion, necessary for me to distinguish, are not memorable for what they do/did, teach/taught 

me but how they make me feel. 

In The Future of Nostalgia Boym comments on the “materiality of place.” Drawing on 

Arjun Appadurai and the need to redefine the notion of the local in light of mass migration and 

global communications, Boym writes: “It is no longer a specific place where one belongs but 

rather a social context that one could export into diaspora. Yet nostalgia depends on materiality 

of place, sensual perceptions, smells and sounds. I do not know of any nostalgia for a homepage” 

(258). The sense that “there is no place like home” leads Boym to reference Salman Rushdie and 

the idea that home, in our hyper-mobile or globalized world, is what we make of it wherever we 

happen to be: “the real secret of the ruby slippers is not that there is no place like home, but 

rather that there is no longer such a place as home; except of course, for the home we make, or 

the homes that are made for us, in Oz: which is anywhere and everywhere, except the place from 

which we began” (258). 

While this sounds very nice and is no doubt absolutely true I can’t help but feel like this 

is a little too delusional or maybe not delusional enough. The abstract sense of home here is too 

worldly or too practical for the fantasy of home that I would wish to preserve in terms of the 

actual/physical habitability of the space that is being theorized. Where the cozy is or might be 
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found in diasporic literature is a question with which I began and the comfort or routine of 

academic striving and struggle (all that hard, intellectual work) I have been inadvertently and 

contradictorily working within and against. The lack of coziness or the un-acceptableness of it 

feels like a byproduct of this kind of natural (practical) conclusion—not home but only ever 

something like it. In Biju’s case in The Inheritance of Loss, a return but a decidedly crippling and 

humiliating one or in Baumgartner’s to die alone and far from home or perhaps worse to die in 

one’s “new” home but by the hand of someone from one’s prior or original homeland, or finally 

in A Gesture Life, that never-ending search, to feel always almost home but not quite and never 

settled in one place.  

How it is that home/hominess comes to be articulated in diasporic literature—that the 

most comforting/comfort-seeking moments are effected inexplicitly or over-anxiously explained 

away? Endings, or at least those “happy” or “homey” ones, are permissible but just so long as it 

is not the original or mistaken for that—so long as one is knowing enough not to presume to be 

speaking of the actual sought after place—so long as there is no actual arrival and when we come 

to it we never presume to be delusional enough to see it as the real thing but just close enough or 

to return in some failed way—to arrive disillusioned or disappointed, with hope but never that 

false one—never left to one’s illusions or delusions and happy then but only or always in some 

reasonable or conditional, knowing kind of way. 

While that sentiment may be entirely for the best and the feeling that we need to keep 

going—to work with what we have, to make the most of it—worth encouraging, is it okay for me 

to say that while I understand, appreciate, and even agree with the truth or necessity of it, I 

sometimes/simply prefer not to? Or that the “home” spaces, textual trends and theoretical 

analyses that emerge as a result—while intellectually sound, convincing, timely, even necessary 
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are not ones within which I would actually wish or want to reside or have preside over me—to 

have to (continue to) work and read in that way and not feel the way I happen to do about the 

things that I do: that is, to feel tired or nostalgic, “mousy” or sullen. What if I want to read purely 

for or with some childish delight, some selfish pleasure, and without having to defend myself to 

anyone? Even in some still knowing way or while and with full knowledge that I am acting 

poorly—not even counter-culturally or rebelliously but simply counter-productively—is there a 

space for that kind of reading or that desire at least—the impetus not just to let things go to waste 

but maybe even to waste everyone’s time, including mine? What would it mean to read in ways 

that aren’t always about doing that kind of work or being put to it—deciding for one’s self how 

to read regardless of a text’s ethnic or historical inevitability, i.e. those things that aren’t even 

fully under their control and yet somehow become the only things seemingly of interest to/about 

them? 

Because that, for me, is a problem and not even a political one or one of survival, need or 

necessity (although it could so easily be argued in that way), but just one I am interested in 

owning up to as a matter of personal preference, even cowardice. Or, if it hadn’t been so much 

work to contextualize and (self-)defend, more than a little laziness. The truth is I can’t abide the 

alternative. I can’t withstand the pressure or perhaps I simply don’t care enough to. It’s not that I 

find the current academic milieu incorrect or lacking—sad when I wish it to be happy. I wouldn’t 

want it to be anything other than it is—rigorous and thorough, engaged and engaging—it’s just 

that for the purposes of this particular project I have failed (and wished to), opted out of 

emphasizing or placing emphasis on working or contributing in that way. It is not my ambition to 

convince anyone of anything, and if I am arguing for anything it would be to leave people to 

themselves or even the discourse entirely alone/as it is—to leave each to their own thoughts as I 



  
  

 229 

wish to be left to mine, mistakes and all, to let me be delusional or wrong or just happy and 

pleased if only and by myself.  

 

Happiness or (at least) Some Conditional Kind 

In The Promise of Happiness (2010), Sara Ahmed opens by asking what happiness does 

and answers in terms of a progressivist sense of achievement. She writes that “[h]appiness 

becomes a more genuine way of measuring progress” and might be “the ultimate performance 

indicator” (4). Like my discussion of nostalgia, academic discussion of happiness seems destined 

to be put to a similar kind of work. As I distinguished myself from the ideally “narcissistic”31 

courage of Gunew’s approach I would like to highlight the temerity of these tamperings with 

happiness within diasporic literature and theory. The conditionality of the happiness that is 

offered has correlations with the theoretical aversion to cuteness—that suffocating sweetness—in 

terms of similarly offering some knowing or winking happiness that is or amounts to happiness 

without the actual warmth, comfort, or “achievement,” that is without arriving at or establishing 

those warm and fuzzy feelings.  

As Ahmed clearly states: “I write from a position of skeptical disbelief in happiness as a 

technique for living well” (2). Ahmed goes on to distinguish herself from “the happiness turn” in 

popular culture and academia by (understandably) troubling the presumptions and theoretical 

gaps in “the new science of happiness”—or in her view studies that fail to interrogate 

“happiness” at all (15). Based on Ahmed’s particular skepticism toward the discourse of 

happiness I believe we are approaching modes of cheer from opposite ends. Nevertheless Ahmed 

clearly identifies happiness with a discourse of historical majority and privilege which I am not 

                                                
31 This is not meant as an insult but in my earlier sense of a good/admirable thing. 
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denying. Responding to the happiness statement by Alan Carr—that “The happy are more likely 

to be found in majority groups than among minorities”—Ahmed states that “The face of 

happiness, at least in this description, looks rather like the face of privilege” (10-11). I am (or 

would normally be) in solidarity with the underlying politics here: that of resisting the 

exclusionary and self-perpetuating discourse of happiness by attending to minority experience 

and exclusion.   

Following from Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of “flows” in relation to happiness, 

Ahmed understandably challenges:  

What if to flow into the world is not simply understood as a psychological attribute? What 

if the world “houses” some bodies more than others, such that some bodies do not 

experience that world as resistant? We might need to rewrite happiness by considering how 

it feels to be stressed by the very forms of life that enable some bodies to flow into space. 

Perhaps the experience of not following, of being stressed, of not being extended by the 

space in which we reside, can teach us more about happiness. (12, emphasis added) 

Yet, in the context of my thinking with regard to those other minor things like nostalgia, 

cuteness, politeness I can’t help but feel like Ahmed’s position is too academically-fashionable 

or perhaps I am feeling pressured in that other sense—in the sense of having to distinguish 

myself from what has already been said—that I am inclined to suggest that where Ahmed and I 

part ways then is in what this minority focus entails or, in her words, what follows from this 

hegemonic discourse of happiness.   

For Ahmed further engagement in unhappiness is in order. Being understandably anti-

hierarchical, Ahmed declares: “I will not respond to the new science of happiness by simply 

appealing for a return to classical ideas of happiness as eudaimonia, as living a good, 
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meaningful, or virtuous life […] Critiques of the happiness industry that call for a return to 

classical concepts of virtue not only sustain the association between happiness and the good but 

also suggest that some forms of happiness are better than others” (12). Ahmed goes on to 

reiterate her sense of happiness as self-constituting and the underlying urge to intervene in the 

perpetuation and restorative cycle of the happiness machine: “I suspect that an attachment to 

happiness as a lost object involves not simply a form of mourning but also an anxiety that the 

wrong people can be happy, and even a desire for happiness to be returned to the right people 

(the people with the time and privilege for philosophy, perhaps)” (13, emphasis added). It may 

be that I am guilty of this—anxious too—for I am interested in a particular minority happiness 

that is in tension with the current strain of happiness enthusiasm currently at work/in academic 

fashion. However, I am committed to or, rather, invested in happiness in a way that I feel Ahmed 

is not.   

According to Ahmed it remains paramount to then challenge the industry of happiness as 

a way of attending to that which remains un-thought—that is the unhappy or the unhappiness 

happiness renders “un.” In this way Ahmed sees her project as “[giving] a history to 

unhappiness” (17), establishing the “wretchedness” inherent in the word. Ahmed asserts a 

position—writing “from the point of view of the wretch”—as she states:  

The sorrow of the stranger might give us a different angle on happiness not because it 

teaches us what it is like or must be like to be a stranger, but because it might estrange us 

from the very happiness of the familiar […] I thus offer an alternative history of happiness 

not simply by offering different readings of its intellectual history but by considering those 

who are banished from it, or who enter this history only as troublemakers, dissenters, 

killers of joy. (17, emphasis added)  
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Ahmed thus establishes her “unhappy archives”—those (unhappy) figures around which her 

book is organized (18). 

Once again I have nothing to critique or criticize in either Ahmed’s approach or her 

investment. I believe that work—her archival project—needs to be done and that she does it very 

well. However, I don’t quite see how this emphasis on unhappiness does not fall victim to the 

earlier critique made (in light of the emergence of happiness studies), to the predominant 

emphasis on dark or negative feelings (depression, sadness, melancholy) in psychoanalysis and 

affect theory. And I say this simply because, for me, it feels (however naïve, petty or 

irresponsible) like the more provocative move not to “simply” embrace minority unhappiness 

because happiness has become the domain of the major. Furthermore, couldn’t the estrangement 

of majority happiness come, not from the (expected and complementary) unhappiness of 

minority but, rather, through the still delinquent or unabashed happiness of the “wretch”?   

In this way I have envisioned my tentative “happy” intervention running counter to 

Ahmed’s insofar as I feel I have focused on minor happiness through the modes of comfort and 

coziness which are overlooked, precisely in favor of darker, more melancholic or “unhappy” 

moods. This is, of course, not to suggest that the two projects are independent or that my 

discussion of coziness or cuteness has not contained darkness and melancholies of its own. 

While I similarly have no intention of maintaining the hegemonic order that Ahmed rightly 

challenges, I don’t like the idea of distancing minority affect from (majority) happiness in the 

way Ahmed seems to imply. Resorting to unhappiness in this way feels like a forced or willed 

separation rather than one that adequately reflects the complexities of how desiring/longing 

operate within a minority/majority dynamic. To revert to unhappiness simply to avoid the 

problems of majority happiness feels akin to a reactionary disavowal of the ways in which 
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happiness is constituted in minority subjectivity in ways that are both dependent and 

independent. As I see it, the danger becomes not only failing to acknowledge the significance of 

that particular longing (for inclusion or belonging) peculiar to migrant emotionality but failing to 

recognize different kinds of happiness within minority experience that are separate from a 

majority understanding/conceptualization—“small pleasures” that can’t quite be accounted for 

in a majority discourse of happiness or unhappiness for that matter.  

Acknowledging the limits of her own methodology, Ahmed writes: “if my aim is to 

describe what kind of world takes shape when happiness provides a horizon, then I will not be 

exploring worlds that take shape under different horizons” (14). In interrogating minority 

happiness—happy endings, not necessarily their possibilities but rather my desire for them I 

believe my work remains within a realm of cheer and conventional/generalized happiness (that 

unthinking and perhaps ill-advised kind) that Ahmed rejects as an adequate or appropriate 

horizon of experience. 

For Ahmed “there is such a general emphasis on happiness as the point of human 

existence” that one needs not only to call that focus into question but develop “other kinds of 

critical and creative writing that offer thick descriptions of the kinds of worlds that might take 

shape when happiness does not provide a horizon for experience” (14). While I couldn’t agree 

more and in the same way I feel strongly about the necessity of diasporic theory and literature to 

imagine new spaces—home or otherwise—I would simply like to maintain or confess that 

conventional “happiness” still operates as a horizon of desire for me in terms of what I have been 

writing about here. Like my discussion of narcissism and minority politeness, it is about 

attending (without paying too much attention) to the kind of behaviours (petty and detrimental) 

that emerge from trying to carve out some semblance of what the majority has had or already 
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enjoyed—to want that, freedom or wholeness or singularity, or in this case happiness, even if it 

is as Ahmed is arguing in this particular case, something that we need to be moving beyond. 

 Not unlike Franklin Hata at the start of Lee’s novel, it is almost like wishing or admitting 

to pursuing some willful ignorance: what it means to know that things aren’t right or perfect, that 

one is not really happy or truly at home but feeling one’s self or even forcing the idea that one 

feels that way. What I am just trying to think through is which is the more academically 

provocative position to take or rather struggling to admit which one I find more interesting to 

pursue. Is it possible—am I allowed—to agree with Ahmed or that argument—to fully know 

which is the better or best way, what is the right thing to do (a better use of my time) and yet still 

revert to the way things were before—to go back in the direction she just came? Or just to act 

with full knowledge and for no other (selfish) reason than that I want to be happy, plainly 

happy—happy in some major way—or to feel at home too, just once. To admit still wanting 

those things one isn’t supposed to want anymore or be smart enough to accept the futility or 

detriment of wanting to just go home or to feel like you can or allow that you do feel that way 

even if you know better or should. 

 
A Happy Home 

In “The Narrative Production of ‘Home,’ Community, and Political Identity in Asian 

American Theater” (1996), Dorinne Kondo offers a conception of home as a place of safety 

which emphasizes familiarity and comfort: a space that requires no explanation, accounting for 

or defending one's self. Kondo begins by paraphrasing Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in defining 

home for “people on the margins” as “that which we cannot not want”: “It stands for a safe place, 

where there is no need to explain oneself to outsiders; it stands for community; more 

problematically, it can elicit a nostalgia for a past golden age that never was, a nostalgia that 
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elides exclusion, power relations, and difference” (97). Kondo reinforces the primacy of safety as 

she goes on to outline her immediate concerns with the Asian American theater scene in Los 

Angeles and the “performative production of home” at work there. I am less interested in the 

theatrical aspect of her discussion even as that specificity is more than partly the point—hers and 

mine.  

Kondo is unique in her attention to the “production” itself. She is one of the few critics 

who actually dares to be explicit about what it is she finds homey—speaking to the actual 

workings of hominess and her own homey feelings, identifying and divulging how certain textual 

and aesthetic markers work on her and are able to make her feel at home. It is in this vein that 

Kondo speaks of home in the kind of affective (even affectionate) terms I have been struggling to 

articulate.  

Kondo writes of her Asian American theater experience watching Perry Miyake’s play 

Doughball and how it allowed her to laugh “the laughter of recognition”—a laughter, she notes, 

“Asian Americans never laugh… because we are systematically erased from view” (103). For 

Kondo it isn’t the novelty of the experience that resonates with her but the sheer familiarity of 

what she is seeing—what makes the play special are the most commonplace and perhaps least 

“spectacular” aspects of the spectacle before her. As Kondo reflects: “Instead of exoticism, they 

were exposed to the less spectacular, but infinitely more resonant, small truths of everyday life: 

the truths of ‘home’” (103). What similarly resonates with me in Kondo’s account of her theater 

experience is the audacity of the way in which Kondo approaches home—that she dares to use 

words like “truth” and make declarative statements about what home is/feels like—to speak 

collectively even, not just in terms of they but later we as Kondo goes on to ask: “How can we 
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account for the discursive production of a culturally essentialist Japanese American identity?” 

and perhaps more importantly “just what [is] so “homey” about this play?” (103). 

The feelings of home that are brought out are regressive or allowed to be. As Kondo 

admits some of the elements of the play, language and expressions “are extremely crude and 

regional, and have a rustic air; middle-class Tokyo residents would laugh at their provincial 

quaintness” (105). The backwardness of diasporic communities—their tendency to hold out-

moded beliefs/manners of speech due to the times in which they first arrived, and never having 

gone back/moved on not being nearly as progressive as the homeland-counterparts they still 

imagine themselves to be connected to—is worth noting here and has been made much of 

elsewhere, especially in South Asian critical discourse.32 Vijay Mishra distinguishes between the 

desh (homeland) and videsh (the other lands that are foreign to the other) and states: “Contrary to 

idealist formulations about diasporas as symbolizing the future nation-state, diasporas are also 

bastions of reactionary thinking and fascist rememorations: some of the strongest support for 

racialized nation-states has come from diasporas; some of the most exclusionist rhetoric has 

come from them, too” (2, 8).  

Of course it is precisely the old fashioned, even dangerous, verging on exclusionist 

thinking or indulgence that I was drawn to in my reading of The Inheritance of Loss and am 

intent on highlighting in Kondo. Not unlike Goto’s use of Japanese words and phrases, Miyake’s 

play similarly uses “linguistic practices” to establish “a sense of recognition and authenticity” 

that according to Kondo “[asserts] and [affirms] one’s belonging to a family and to a culture” 

(105). In light of this Kondo asks what use or value the play has beyond catering to that desire to 

                                                
32 In “Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora: South Asian Sexualities in Motion” Gayatri Gopinath 
similarly makes clear that “diaspora” is not necessarily the liberal off-shoot of a tradition-bound 
nation state.  
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feel safe or familiar enough to laugh and what sets that apart (or fails to) in terms of being 

“simply a fond rekindling of memories” (108). As Kondo goes on to ask, is the play “merely 

nostalgic?”: “Does it inscribe a golden age, a mythical community, that fails to see its own 

exclusions and never ‘really’ existed? Does it rely on a realism that privileges narrative closure 

and an insidious reinscription of the whole subject? And must that realism be transcended and 

disrupted in order to be politically subversive?” (108). 

Putting aside the seemingly necessary imperative to be “politically subversive” in order 

to avoid “failing” in the ways she mentioned, what Kondo provides is a personal reflection that 

defends a play criticized by reviewers precisely for its sentimentality and nostalgia. In fact, 

Kondo defends Miyake precisely on those grounds as she cites how Miyake countered such 

criticisms himself, building on Asian American actor Ping Wu’s response to similar 

accusations—“So what if it’s nostalgic; it’s OUR nostalgia”—Miyake asserted in his own 

defense: “They expect us to be satisfied with THEIR nostalgia” (108-109).33 In this way Kondo 

takes up Miyake and Wu’s points as a way of suggesting the ways in which “the issue is 

considerably more complex” and that “We must ask who is creating this nostalgic ‘home,’ for 

whom, and for what purpose” (109).  

Ultimately, Kondo finds “the elicitation of nostalgia” and the “necessity to create homes” 

politically valuable if not mobilizing. However, in terms of my own “agenda” (or lack thereof) I 

am wary of the fact that Kondo’s investment here is still one of nostalgic remembrance as 

political intervention/utility. Kondo’s personal reflections on Miyake’s play coincide with 

                                                
33 Boym confronts a similar moment while travelling “back” to Russia—her anecdote about 
speaking to a local about Vladimir Nabokov: “‘but that is YOUR Nabokov, not OUR Nabokov,’ 
he says smiling. His words disturbed me and I was not sure what to make of them. Does this 
mean that ‘their’ Nabokov never left Russia? […] My Nabokov, then, was the one who did not 
return” (262). 
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Svetlana Boym’s conception of “diasporic intimacy”—“a survivalist aesthetics of estrangement 

and longing” (Boym xix)—at the same time she acknowledges the validity of the play’s 

detractors:  

Any narrative is exclusionary in some ways, and this is most definitely a Sansei man’s text, 

privileging a male point of view of that historical period, and in its warm nostalgia it 

idealizes to some extent this very problematic moment in history and in the life of the 

protagonist. Critics indeed focused on the play’s nostalgia, finding it aesthetically and 

politically retrograde. (108-109) 

And yet this is perhaps my point even if it is not Kondo’s. The very insularity of the play—its 

exclusion/exclusivity—isn’t just part of its appeal; it’s a kind of temptation. The play’s 

idealization or “warm nostalgia”—those aspects that can’t quite be explained away or properly 

excused—speaks to a particularity and a peskiness that is separate from, if not wholly separatist 

(idiosyncratic or singular) to the extreme. As such, the play doesn’t just stand in direct 

opposition to the Leitkultur or dominant American culture wherein Asian Americanness is 

“erased from view,” it complicates the intellectual trends and prevailing views held within Asian 

American studies when it comes to community building and activism proper. 

Unlike Kondo I am interested not just in cordoning off a space for “ourselves” firstly but 

for myself, especially. That is, I do not wish to argue for comfort/familiarity as a strategic or 

political reaction to cultural erasure or a lack of recognition/visibility but rather as entirely 

“retrograde” (i.e. a retreat). My delight in Chorus of Mushrooms is like that: unseemly at best, 

dismissive—failing to appreciate or account for the larger responsibilities of the text—and 

regressive at its worst. The scene or moment that I remember most and am content to solely is 

when Murasaki asks her mother to clean her ears. I like it because it is odd—“disgusting” even—
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a request that has Murasaki feeling “slightly embarrassed but curious” (154-155). It is a scene 

that is so particular or specific as to be truly comforting, cozy, habitable—something worth 

remembering or returning to:  

She gently pulled my arms so I lay down, my head in her lap, the sun warm and cozy 

through the windowpane. Mom carefully tugged my ear lobe and cupped her other hand, 

her palm, beneath my chin, so the angle would be just right. The warm scent of Mom’s 

clothes, seeping in the air. My eyes shut on their own accord and my body limped. 

Relaxed. (155)  

It happens despite herself: something—some feeling—that her body can’t resist or deny.  

In her essay, Kondo acknowledges a similar and strikingly personal, even physical 

response to Miyake’s play. Nevertheless, to laugh the way she did—to respond viscerally or 

happily—must operate “within reason” and as part of a political agenda. And Kondo does this 

with good reason, of course, it is simply the case that I do not want to. I don’t want to put that 

work or Goto’s—this scene in particular—or my own thoughts on it to work in that way. I could. 

But for me, personally, that would be a kind of safety net; it would amount to another kind of 

laziness—automation or cowardice—to rely on ending things like that if only because of how 

less vulnerable or embarrassing this project would be for me, to hide behind or within that 

propriety, group mentality or socio-political agenda/acceptability. To argue alongside Kondo 

rather than separately or apart from (only ever not against) her is part of my point—the easier 

thing that I am trying not to do even if I am still/always tempted. 

What Kondo is arguing for is something like Dennis Walder’s condemnation of 

“narcissistic nostalgia” in favour of some community building kind. It is nostalgic remembrance 

as a political enterprise or intervention which is not something I am disputing is there—and is 
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good or can do some. As Kondo writes: “Perhaps at this particular historical moment one kind of 

political intervention would subvert precisely in its verisimilitude, in its “authentic” 

representation of a “reality” of marginal peoples in ways not captured in dominant cultural 

representations. Perhaps, in these instances, it is precisely the realism of the narrative that is 

politically effective” (109). In aligning nostalgia with verisimilitude Kondo is establishing a kind 

of provocation on the grounds of realism/tangibility/actuality that tends not to be done. She does 

not shy away from asserting a kind of experiential authenticity and resonance—owning to her 

personal or emotional position as having or being the very grounds of political efficacy. She can 

be seen as arguing in defense of something like strategic essentialism but maybe even more 

specifically something like strategic affection or fellow feeling—what it means to feel in 

fellowship or across problematically ethnic or exclusionary lines—that is, coming from some 

deeply personal place but all the while remaining decidedly community minded.  

While a play like Doughball is admittedly highly specific and singular it is defended in 

this case as something that can be shared, at least: “The realist impulse in Doughball is equally 

linked to a sense of urgency arising from the specificity of geography and place, and the 

historical circumstances in which Miyake writes. He desires to write a moment into history, for 

his play is an act of collective memory, a nostalgic remembrance of the time when there was ‘a 

community’” (110). In this way that Miyake’s play is “an act of collective memory” is almost 

made too much of—or rather important to Kondo in a way that it is not so important to me when 

it comes to the correlation to the familiarity of Goto’s text. Kondo does not necessarily shy away 

from making her political position and agenda clear, as she writes: “Given these multiple 

layerings of home, community, and identity, and the vibrancy of this particular historical 

moment on the West Coast, I want to argue for the political weight of plays like Doughball” 
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(113). Once again. I have nothing against such an agenda as it merely points to the kind of 

theatrics or gymnastics Kondo must go through. Obviously the point of literary criticism, debate 

and scholarship that has such deeply political roots or connections means that one has to go on 

the defensive or rather to argue in particular ways. 

Kondo concludes by legitimating herself and her personal interests. As she writes: 

“However problematic the notion of home… and however provisional that home may be… my 

ongoing experiences… highlight for me the continued urgency for us to create our homes and 

our identities for ourselves” (116). Her position or subjectivity—the very fact that she is who she 

is and writing in and about Asian American experience—necessitates the kinds of moves she 

makes and the conclusions she comes to. According to Kondo “we must continue to write 

ourselves into existence” (116). Obviously, I am not disputing or even writing against this 

impetus (or ambition) to write one’s self into existence insofar as I have been trying my best to 

write myself both in and out of it. The difference here though is that my point is simply a matter 

of “I” rather than “we”—that is to say, if it is a matter of speaking collectively or for some 

greater social purpose, I would rather not/have not been. 

Ultimately, I am interested in Kondo in terms that I should probably make more clear. 

What I am teasing out is the potential in her work that is not actually at the forefront of her 

argument at all but merely suggestive to me/for what I want to argue. Although she concludes 

her essay with a rather (understandably) conventional sense of political engagement/community 

building I think there are ways of reading her sense of home/familiarity/recognition as a 

provocatively exclusive/excluding enterprise. It's that sense of an Asian American experience 

that is not about making it palatable or accessible (acceptable) to a wider (white audience) that I 

am drawn to/interested in teasing out. Unlike a more “classic” text like Joy Kogawa's Obasan 
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(1981) which is instructive or educational in precisely the sense of illuminating a particular 

mindset/history or racial trauma—to share that lesson or experience with others—Miyake’s play 

admittedly doesn't quite translate or try to. It isn't beyond reproach from an Asian American 

audience, but there is just something to the particularity that I find appealing. It is so specific as 

to be unappealing in its lack of care for bringing people together or not (even if it does do that on 

some level). It’s admirable in a way I'm not sure Kondo emphasizes or wishes to pursue 

necessarily (with good reason) but the implication and provocation is still there for me at least. 

Even when defended on those grounds the play appears even more uncaring and in a sense 

separatist: defining/distinguishing between "our nostalgia" and those not included or sharing that 

experience or feeling. When it comes to most Asian studies theory/literature/archival focus it is 

about visibility and drawing attention but also letting people in or wanting to have those voices 

or perspectives understood and attended to. And yet to me there is something to suggesting (or 

merely hinting) at a discourse where that sense of sharing or divulging the secrets or hidden 

feelings of a given community is not the point. 

 

Small Pleasures 

In The Promise of Happiness Ahmed states that “One of [her] key concerns… is to 

explore what follows from the idea that we have a responsibility to be happy for others, or even 

simply from the idea that there is a necessary and inevitable relationship of dependence between 

one person’s happiness and the happiness of others” (9). This is perhaps not unrelated to the 

sense of responsibility that comes with the pressure to write with some sort of ethical, ethnic or 

political imperative. For me my dissertation has not just been about doing justice to the texts I 

have chosen and the ways I have chosen (or failed) to engage with them but the sense that other 
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people care or are to some extent invested in what it is I have to say. This latter aspect can’t help 

but be a discomfiting thing for me. I am unsettled by the thought of being noticed, taken 

seriously or identified as part of something larger not just in terms of the pressures of the 

academe but maybe more generally (or personally for me) in those minor terms I explored in my 

readings of The Inheritance of Loss, Baumgartner’s Bombay, and A Gesture Life. Whether it is 

the desire to see Biju’s homecoming as a (problematic or not) good and happy thing, to indulge 

simply (vapidly) in the mothering language of Baumgartner’s postcards and childhood 

memories, or to prefer Hata’s passive and earnestly surface level existence at the start of the 

novel to whatever profundity or apropos diaspora-ism he is meant to have realized by the end—I 

have been attempting to explore some private or independent happiness rather than some 

shared/shareable or responsible kind. 

It is a strangely uncomfortable thing to write about what one likes. "My happiness" (or 

sense of it here) is something like "my interest" or the particularity of my project in general/what 

I struggled to set out to do from the beginning. I am/have been pursuing a kind of private 

happiness: indulging my own curiosity. That is, like the concepts I have been focusing on 

throughout—cuteness, coziness, politeness, nostalgia, minority/the miniature (making things 

smaller rather than bigger/mean less not more)—I have been pursuing some self/ish/satisfaction 

even (or especially) if delinquent, backward or self-sabotaging. But even being given the 

opportunity to share my ideas and express myself publicly feels like a double edged, even 

terrorist, demand not unlike the indebtedness that Sunny speaks to when she rages against Hata’s 

politeness. As readers, we want to know what these characters are thinking—but not only that, 

we feel we have a right to know whether we do or not. 
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That I have the ability to write in the ways that I have here is a privilege and a position 

that I do not take lightly or as dismissively as I may appear to at times. Nevertheless, the extent 

to which I am actually able to “do” not just what I want but to think seriously about what would 

make me happy is a question that has led me further rather than closer to a sense of care or 

concern for some greater social, communal or strictly academic contribution in ways that are as 

troubling as they have been gratifying. If home is as Spivak claims “that which we cannot not 

want,” or if all diasporas are inherently “unhappy” as Mishra says, what are we to make of 

moments where we feel or simply want/wish to feel differently? Toward the end of Chorus of 

Mushrooms Murasaki opens her last section of the novel with just such a provocation:  

People always want to hear a happy story. Something with a warm-hearted ending with 

maybe a touch of a lesson that makes you think, yes, that was meaningful but very positive. 

Let’s be more careful. People say this and that. Why can’t you tell a story with a happy 

ending? Why do you have to be sarcastic and depressing? It just depends on how you hear 

it. This is a happy story. Can’t you tell? I’ve been smiling all along. (197) 

Murasaki’s comment complements the statement Naoe opened with (and which I referenced at 

the start). The desire to tell a different kind of story—something distinct from a “teaching” one 

with honey-coated words, “weak and hollow” (7)—is rephrased here although I may be simply 

interpreting it differently/however I want. For in a sense the opposite is true: people (academics 

specifically or especially) do not want happy stories—or if they do they are “happy” in that one 

sense: a story with a point or, as Murasaki says, some meaning or “touch of a lesson.” 

Ultimately, it is that tension (expectation or pressure)—the preference for some thinking 

thing/something that “makes you think”— that I have been tracing in each of the novels I have 

read and the reasons I have highlighted them here.  
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To my mind, sarcasm, melancholy, or profundity—thinking or over-thinking—

constitutes one kind of (academic) comfort while disavowing another (unthinking) kind: a 

happiness without thought, without purpose or production—something that does not produce a 

lesson or come to anything useful or positive at all. And while it may be an understandable thing 

not to encourage a lack of care, to be not just carefree but actually irresponsible—how might that 

be a kind of happiness too? To allow for that—not just those stories but the ways one can feel 

about them—has been my undertaking here as much as how/the way I have been undertaking 

them, happily.  

These novels may have been chosen arbitrarily (according to my personality) but they are 

all “happy” (or can be read that way): that is, in those ways that are uncouth—annoying, 

embarrassing, unruly, selfish. In engaging narcissism in the solipsistic and self-absorbed sense, 

mousey privacies or minority politeness, I have been continuing with my (nostalgic) interest in 

pursuing things in both their happiness (cozy and cloistered senses) and their negativity. Insofar 

as I am determined to do anything, I have been careful not to simply rid those affects and 

behaviours of their delinquency or charm. Therefore when I say “negativity” I do not 

(necessarily) mean to highlight its darkness—danger, melancholy, or pathetic-ness—but, rather, 

to simply not rid those concepts of those things that are most often/obviously gotten rid of—

those difficulties/vapidities that make nostalgia nostalgic or cuteness so cute. In other words, my 

“aim” has been to maintain those aspects of happiness that are uncomfortable—“negative” in a 

specifically academic sense (simple/unthinking). In this way, I am, rather paradoxically, both 

attempting to brazenly suspend any concern for others or the broader repercussions of my 

thinking, i.e. that I may be damaging or at the very least detracting from the important, 

positive/productive, conversations that I should be having. At the risk of taking things a little too 



  
  

 246 

far there is an extent to which I mean negativity in a negating sense as well. For me to opt out of 

contributing to postcolonial, diaspora, or minority discourse is, in a sense, to ensure that any 

detriment is self-contained. In setting myself apart or withdrawing in that completely 

insular/self-involved sense I am (hopefully) limiting any damage that I might do.  

In a contradictory sense I have been trying to do two (or more) things at once: striving to 

be bold/courageous in Bersani’s narcissistic conception while remaining unfailingly self-

conscious/critical. I have not endeavored to engage in conventional literary or theoretical 

criticism. If anything the opposite has been true. I see this project (and wish it to be seen) as a 

completely independent thing—not prescriptive or “discursive” in the sense of contributing or 

impacting anyone. It has been a way of unburdening myself of the responsibility that any of this 

has to mean or amount to anything. In many ways, in order to even build up the courage to write 

in these ways I needed to feel like any harm was at least/only ever self-inflicting, i.e. that this 

project could be so selfish as to fail to resonate or be taken seriously enough to hurt or offend 

anyone (else). 

I have spoken from the outset about the desire to attend to things that have failed to find a 

place or don’t quite fit within the purview of any one particular category be it postcolonialism, 

diaspora or minority theory, affects or simply my affection for concepts like nostalgia, coziness, 

cuteness (small things/little things), failed or empty gestures—those concepts that fail to produce 

or follow through in the ways one hopes or others (understandably) tend to demand that they do. 

For me this project has been nostalgic (backward/regressive) as much as it has been about such 

things: working within the allure of conceptions understandably admonished or moved away 

from and actually seeking insularity and retreat. If anything I have been seeking to make things 

smaller, more exclusive and off-putting even as I am seeking to, in a sense, make myself at home 
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or put myself at ease. In this way I have been embracing the inherent narcissism of my 

methodology (positively and negatively; productively and non/not) in the same way I have tried 

to own up to my own longing, politeness, cowardice, minority, anti-sociality, irresponsibility, 

failure. As such, it has been my desire or preference to revert back rather than strive for 

something bigger, broader, more far reaching/encompassing. 

It should come as no surprise then that I am interested in happiness without success but 

my own more than anything or anyone else’s. I could argue for some failing happiness or failure 

to be “properly” happy in a theoretical or rebellious sense. There is certainly some contradictory 

satisfaction in having failed so abundantly or tried to. It would work perhaps in the same way if I 

argued against nostalgia, cuteness or coziness, emptied of all that which makes it so. But the 

truth is that I would opt for the audacity of some small empty/success-less “victory” when it 

comes to the idea of being able to have at least articulated my under-achievement more than 

anything else. I am naïve or wish to be delusional enough to be content or maybe even a little bit 

brave—maybe narcissistically, selfish enough to admit what it is that I want (still) no matter how 

much thought I have given and all the reasons I should change my mind. 

What has been equally daunting to me is the very idea of arrival or completion—not just 

admitting how much I crave it but in a sense figuring out a way to defend it or understand my 

own difficulty doing that. Due to my affinity with postcolonial and diaspora theory I have, in a 

sense, been trained to be okay with only one kind of ending—something that suggests no sense 

of a true end at all but something like Lee’s text or Hata’s end: a perpetual striving, some 

rootless wandering or endless deferral of desire. However, it is precisely the other—the 

unknowing, uncomplicated, unconditional kind of happiness, some horizon or end point—that I 

am embracing or have tried to admit to (still) wanting. That is, the happiness of having truly met 



  
  

 248 

an end (mine) and especially the tangible respite of stopping or being able to. I crave the 

assurance of having finished—to feel that it is okay to stop—that I’ve done maybe not what I 

should but at least all that I could and that no one can or will ask for anything more than that. 

I prefer too to be settled rather than unsettled and am perhaps then inappropriately 

content with merely trying to think for myself, and not just to speak but write without the 

pressures of some automatic inclusion or wider conversation that requires accountability and 

responsibility to those around me whether that is possible or not. However naïve (or willfully 

delusional) it may sound and however contradictory or impossible it is to believe that such a 

thing is possible, I am only speaking for myself precisely in the way I imagine diasporic 

communication or other such cutesy (dismissible) correspondences operate (or can be seen as 

operating). Like the postcards sent to Baumgartner from his mother, it is the feeling that I am 

only speaking in that way—to myself if nothing more—that make me feel better, happy, 

comfortable/comforted even.  

I have attempted to read The Inheritance of Loss, Baumgartner’s Bombay, and A Gesture 

Life differently: diasporically according to my own understanding of the term. While these 

novels are all very different (disparate) my love, affection or simple interest/allure is specific in 

that sense too. To me they each contain elements of a sense of “diaspora” rid of performing or 

proving itself useful but a kind of diaspora fully owning up to the potential of its own futility or 

failure. To speak of those pesky things that prevent not just these diasporic literatures from 

catching on or not but the characters or stories from resonating might not have been the best use 

of my time or anyone else’s but that is somehow the more comforting thing to me too. However 

self-indulgent and irresponsible it may be, the fact remains that I do not wish to speak for anyone 

else or from within any particular group or discourse. It is not my ambition or in my interest to 
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be convincing, to have convinced anyone of anything. I have aimed simply and merely to speak 

for myself, even if no one listens or agrees and maybe with the sense that it is best or all the 

better if no one has been paying any attention.  

To feel myself at home, happy and safe and free enough to speak my own mind has been 

my (not quite ambitious) ambition and in a way that could have been made entirely reasonable or 

made to make some strategic kind of sense because of whatever racial trauma or social disorder 

my “originality” or “personality” suggests but to leave it at that—unreasonable, nonsensical, 

even horribly simple, unrefined or dignified, embarrassing and naïve—is good enough for me. 

This is what I like. I think I can be happy with that or at least that is something I can end with 

quite happily. 
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