














Finding Allies in Books

Bich Minh Nguyen

Bich Minh Nguyen was an infant when her family fled
Vietnam just before the fall of Saigon in 1975. Her first book,
Stealing Buddha’s Dinner, about growing up in a Vietnamese
household in the American Midwest, won the PEN/Jerard
Award in 2005. Her book Short Gitls will be published in
2009. Nguyen teaches creative nonfiction, fiction, and Asian-
American Literature at Purdue University in West Lafayette,
Indiana.

rowing up as a Vietnamese American in a
G small, predominantly white town in Michigan,

I found my closest friends and allies in books.
They provided an escape from the daily effort of trying
to negotiate a culture at home with a culture outside the
home. They also provided lessons and signposts: I learned
carly on that to get by and to get ahead in this country,
I needed to arttain all the language I could. So I read
everything I could find: magazines, the backs of cereal
boxes, instruction manuals, and, most of all, books from
the library. Being a fairly literal-minded kid, I decided that
reading English literature would teach me the most about
the English language. Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, and
the Brontés were among the first “grown-up” writers I read
and fell in love with. Their ways of using character, plot,
dialogue, imagery, and sentence structure stay with me
today and influence my own shaping of these elements in
fiction and nonfiction. They also led me to and made me
fall in love with the “classics” — everything from Greek
tragedies to Edith Wharton to William Faulkner.

It wasn’t until I started college and started taking a
broad range of literature courses that I realized how many
points of view existed out there — and that maybe it was
even possible to write about my own experiences as a
Vietnamese American. A world-changing book for me was
Maxine Hong Kingston’s 7he Woman Warrior, subtitled
“Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts.” One reason
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Author Bich Minh Nguyen.

writers read constantly is to gain possibilities from other
texts, to learn from them what language and ideas can do.
The Woman Warrior opened many possibilities for me; it
gave me incredible insight into issues of identity and race,
and it showed me that I could write from my own voice.
From Kingston, I began reading what seemed to me a new
and expanding world of literature by Asian-American and
immigrant writers, including Gish Jen, Chang-rae Lee,
Jessica Hagedorn, Hisaye Yamamoto, Bharati Mukherjee,
Sandra Cisneros, Edwidge Danticat, Jhumpa Lahiri, and
Junot Diaz. These writers’ works, along with the classics,
continue to provide fresh inspiration for me, and they
remind me that literature can illuminate the connections
between past and present and bridge cultures toward a
more complicated understanding of the human and literary
experiences. W
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EXCERPT

The Language of Betrayal

Ha Jin
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Award-winning author Ha Jin giving an interview. He teaches at Boston University.

Ha Jin is a Chinese-American writer who was born in
China, migrated to the United States in 1984, and began to
write novels in English. He has written five novels, including
A Free Life (2007); Waiting (1999), which won the Na-
tional Book Award; and War Trash (2005), which received
the PEN/Faulkener Award,

This excerpt is from “The Language of Betrayal” in The
Writer as Migrant (2008), a collection of the Campbell Lec-
tures given by Ha Jin at Rice University in Houston, Texas.

he antonym of “betrayal” is “loyalty” or “alle-

giance.” Uneasy about those words, the migrant

writer feels guilty because of his physical absence
from his native country, which is conventionally viewed
by some of his countrymen as “desertion.” Yet the ulti-
mate betrayal is to choose to write in another language.
No matter how the writer attempts to rationalize and
justify adopting a foreign language, it is an act of betrayal
that alienates him from his mother tongue and directs

his creative energy to another language. This linguistic
betrayal is the ultimate step the migrant writer dares to
take; after this, any other act of estrangement amounts to
a trifle.

Historically, it has always been the individual who is
accused of betraying his country. Why shouldn’t we turn
the tables by accusing a country of betraying the indi-
vidual? Most countries have been such habitual traitors
to their citizens anyway. The worst crime the country
commits against the writer is to make him unable to write
with honesty and artistic integrity.

As long as he can, a writer will stay within his mother
tongue, his safe domain. The German writer W.G. Sebald
lived and taught in England for over three decades and
knew both English and French well, but he always wrote
in his native language. When asked why he had not
switched to English, he answered there was no neces-
sity. That he could give such an answer must be because
German was a major European language from which his
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works could be rendered into other European languages
without much difficulty. In contrast, the Franco-Czech
writer Milan Kundera started writing in French when he
was already over sixty. Such a heroic effort mighe signify
some crisis that prompted the novelist to make the drastic
switch. If we compared Kundera’s recent fiction written
in French with his earlier books written in Czech, we can
see that the recent prose, after [mmorzality, is much thin-
ner. Nevertheless, his adopting French is a brave literary
adventure pursued with a relentless spirit. Just as the nar-
rator of his novel Ignorance regards Odysseus’s return to
Ithaca as accepting “the finitude of life,” Kundera cannot
turn back and continues his odyssey. That also explains

why he has referred to France as his “second homeland.”

I have been asked why I write in English. I often
reply, “For survival.” People tend to equate “survival”
with “livelihood” and praise my modest, also shabby,
motivation. In fact, physical survival is just one side of
the picture, and there is the other side, namely, to exist —
to live a meaningful life. To exist also means to make the
best use of one’s life, to pursue one’s vision. m

Copyright © 2008 the University of Chicago Press. All rights reserved.
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Latino Americans

New Immigrant Tales: Junot Diaz
and Afro-Latino Fiction

Glenda Carpio

Glenda R. Carpio is the author of
Laughing Fit To Kill: Black Humor in
the Fictions of Slavery (2008) and is
currently working on a book about black
and Latino fiction in the Americas. She is
associate professor of African and Afvican-
American Studies and English ar Harvard
University in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

unot Diaz, who in 2008 won the

Pulitzer Prize for his novel The Brief

Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007),

was recently interviewed by satirical
talk show host Stephen Colbert. Colbert
teasingly asked the author, who came to
the United States from the Dominican
Republic when he was seven, if by
winning the prize he had not robbed an
American of the possibility of earning
a Pulitzer. Quick on the draw, Diaz
responded that since Pulitzer himself
had been an immigrant, he would have
been happy to know that the prize had gone to him. The
exchange jokingly echoes some of the alarm with which
Latinos have been identified as America’s fastest-growing
minority, the group whose numbers have exceeded that of
African Americans. Underlying this alarm, of course, are
both the fear of a non-white majority and the fear that
Latinos will be a non-black majority who will compete
unfairly with African Americans for jobs and so forth.

But who and what are Latinos? The term Latino elides
huge differences in class, gender, race, regional origins,
and colonial histories. Even the other competitive term,
Hispanic, is deceptive, given the many Latinos who do not
speak Spanish. Latino and Hispanic are provisional terms at
best since they loosely suggest a complex set of experiences
— at once multinational and uniquely American —
shared by a large and diverse number of immigrants and
descendants of immigrants in the contemporary U.S.

Courtesy Michele Asselin

Glenda Carpio, an expert on multicultural literature, teaches at Harvard University.

landscape. The question of how this group defines itself
and is defined from the outside is thus complex. Yet in
American popular media, the term Latino (I also prefer
to use this term) has been almost entirely stripped of its
complexity. In particular, what popular representations
have tended to erase is the racial diversity of Latinos.
Many Latinos are black, especially according to the codes
operative in the United States. They are also very often
Native American (from the diverse number of indigenous
cultures in the Americas), but this fact also gets obscured
by the categories “Latino” and “Hispanic.”

Since his literary debut in 1996, the Dominican writer
Junot Diaz has been giving sharp-witted eloquence to
the complexities of being Afro-Latino and an immigrant
in the United States. In his collection of short stories,
Drown (2006), and in his novel, Diaz guards against the
commoditization of the immigrant tale and the reduction
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Award-winning writer Junot Diaz, who immigrated from the Dominican Republic as a child, teaches at Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

of the immigrant to type by using a healthy dose of
humor. Diaz’s sensibility is a lot like that of the late
actor-comedian Groucho Marx, who was fond of playing
with the old saying that American streets are paved with
gold. When immigrants get here, Marx said, they learn,
first, that the streets are not paved with gold; second,
that the streets are not paved at all; and, third, that they
are expected to pave them. This is one of Diaz’s most
powerful gifts: that he uses a wry sense of humor to write
an immigrant literature that does not obsess over identity
and immigration, as well as an Afro-Latino literature that
does not obsess about race. Instead the focus is on craft
and the art of showing, in language, what it means to be
black, Latino, and immigrant in America.

Diaz troubles the color line and long-cherished
conventions in American immigrant literature by
refusing to act as a native informant who is supposed
to enlighten a primarily white mainstream audience; he
refuses to agonize about life lived in the hyphen: between

two languages, between two cultures. Diaz also refuses
to whiten Latino culture. Instead, he embraces the heavy
African roots of his country of birth and explores its
racial complexity. Finally, he challenges authors from
ethnic minorities to interconnect. He embraces the
exhilarating improvisational freedom of fusing languages
— he experiments with Dominican Spanish, Latino
Spanish, and African-American slang, as well as with

the language of science fiction — within a historical
framework that anchors his work. He highlights the
African Diaspora as a common historical context that
the different cultures of the Americas share. Through the
brio of his language, Diaz gives voice to an Afro-Latino
consciousness, a consciousness too often muted both in
the United States and in other countries in the Americas,
while presenting a defiant and vibrant new model of
immigrant expression. m
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An Interview with Junot Diaz

In November 2008 National Public Radio ran a series

of interviews with noted immigrant authors to mark the
American feast of Thanksgiving, which was started by early
European immigrants to North America nearly 500 years
ago. "Morning Edition" host Steve Inskeep interviewed Junot
Diaz, author of The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao:

DiAZ: Look, we talk so much about immigration with-
out talking about it at all. Can you imagine what it would
be like if today I just took you, stripped you from your
family, your circuits, your language, your culture and
dropped your ass off at Kazakhstan with very few people
like you and said, “Hey, not only do you have to make
your way through this society but you got to maintain a
family?”

INSKEEP: Junot Diaz wrote the Pulitzer Prize-winning
novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. It’s about

a kid who is a total outcast, lonely, fat, obsessed with
science fiction. That kid is from a family of Dominican
immigrants. So is Junot Diaz, who arrived in the United
States at age six.

D{AZ: I know that being brought to central New Jersey
was both this remarkable opportunity — I would not
have discovered things about myself, I think, had I not
been torn away from my moorings. But also it was a

real, real, real challenge. Listen, I became a fanatic of the
Dominican Republic based on the fact that it was taken
away from me. I don’t think I ever would have thought so
longingly of Santo Domingo had I stayed there my whole
life.

INSKEEP: What were your first days in school like?

D{AZ: 1 basically spent my first few months sitting in

the classroom, in the back, being ignored by my teachers
because there was no one who could speak Spanish. I re-
member getting into a lot of fights with the kids. Look, is
there anyone crueler than children? Burt at the same time,
we were really, really tough kids. And it was me, my older
brother, my older sister, my little sister; we were all in it
together. We fought our way into a good social niche, but
man those first six months were real dicey, I tell you.

INSKEEP: Did you show up at school knowing hardly
any English?

D{AZ: I showed up at school not knowing a word of
English and dressed like something out of a wetback
comedy. We stood out so much in this community, it was
remarkable.

INSKEEP: And how would a fight get started? You said
there were fights with kids?

D{AZ: I mean, how do fights get started? Somebody calls
you something that you don’t understand, but it’s clearly
negative and everybody laughs and you get scrapping.
But look, you don’t want to generalize, because there were
also wonderful kids who were very curious about us, who
right from the start, would sit with us and would talk
with us and would teach us words, and those kids make
all the difference. It’s not so black and white.

INSKEEP: Because you write about a kid who is so ut-
terly nerdy, I have to ask if you were nerdy yourself.

D{AZ: Yeah, but in the same way any kid who goes to
college is nerdy. I can’t imagine that one gets into college
by being a thug, you know? What's interesting in this
book is you have degrees of nerds. You have Oscar who
is the nerd extreme, you have his sister Lola who is super
bookish and super intelligent, you have Junior the nar-
rator who is also very bookish and intelligent but does
everything to hide it. And I think in the spectrum I'm
somewhere between Junior and Lola, with Oscar being
the farthest extreme.

INSKEEP: You might be one of those kids who is nerdy
but is self aware enough to know that he should separate
himself a little bit from the really nerdy kids.

DiAZ: You know, I have to tell you, it was the exact op-
posite. | had a certain cachet of cool by the time the first
few years were done, because I had this good-looking
family, my siblings were popular. And so I was actually
allowed to hang out with the nerdiest of nerdy people and
it never splashed back on me. I could walk around my
neighborhood with a book or an atlas and nobody would
say anything to me.
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INSKEEP: Did your reading choices say anything about
your transition to America?

DiAZ: Well, look, that was one of the things that was
remarkable. The solitude of being an immigrant, the
solitude of having to learn a language and a culture from
scrap, the need for some sort of explanation, the need for
answers, the need for something that would ... in some
ways shelter me, led me to books, man ... as a kid I was
very, very curious, kind of smart, and I was trying to
answer the question, first of all, what is the United States
and how do I get along in this culture, this strange place,
better? And also, who am I and how did I get here? And
the way I was doing it was through books, man. I found
books. When they showed me the library when I was

a kid, a light went off in me, in every cell of my body.
Books became the map with which I navigated this new
world.

INSKEEP: Books about what?

DiAZ: Books about everything. There wasn’t a book that
I thought a stranger to me. I would look at books that
would have oil paintings, Audubon paintings of ani-
mals. I would look at books that would be biographies
of presidents, I would look at books that would have car
engines and mechanical design. I looked everywhere for
the answers to those questions.

INSKEEP: What’s it mean to be an American?

DiAZ: Well, that’s a really good question. I think it
means many, many things simultaneously. It’s one of
those ... it is a question that as individuals and as a
country we wrestle with every day. It’s the wrestling with
that question that defines us; it’s not any of the answers.
For me, being an American is in a large part dealing with
these multiple Americas. One America which is very
xenophobic, which is very close-minded, which is very
racist, and an America where simultaneously and in op-
position where many things are possible. Where a kid like
me can come from a non-bookish culture and miracu-
lously be transformed.

INSKEEP: How as a kid did you mesh the side of you
which was, as you said, fiercely proud of the Dominican
Republic with the kid who was fiercely reading every
book he could find about America?

DiAZ: Well, you know, what you learn as a kid is that,
you learn that [Walt] Whitman concept that you can
contain multitudes. One can carry inside of them both
the country of their origin and the country that has
received them. I mean, the idea that has been popular-
ized that one must choose between your home place and
the new place is cruel and absurd. You can be two things
simultaneously. If America teaches you anything, is that
that is very true. m

NPR, Morning Edition. Copyright © 2008. All rights reserved.
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EXCERPT

Lost City Radio

Daniel Alarcon

Peruvian-born novelist Daniel Alarcén emigrated with his
Jamily from a turbulent Lima, Peru, to the United States
when he was three years old, in 1980, but violence still
touched his family. His uncle, opposed to the Maoist guerilla
Shining Path, disappeared. The family later learned he was
killed in 1989. The war haunts much of Alarcén’s writ-

ing. Alarcén published bis first book, War by Candlelight
(2006), which was a PEN/Hemingway Award finalist. He is
recipient of several prestigious fellowships; is associate editor
of an award-winning magazine, Etiqueta Negra, published
in his native Lima; and currently is visiting scholar ar the
Center for Latin American Studies at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley.

His first novel, Lost City Radio (2007), is set in a
fictional Latin American country. It is a tale of war and the
disappeared that traces the fate of Rey, the missing husband
of the female protagonist. Here he describes a placid scene
Just before Rey, still a schoolboy, is first swept up in political
violence.

he town’s jail was two blocks off the plaza, shar-
I ing a quiet side street with the humble homes

of maids and stonemasons. The exterior of the
building was a pale blue, adorned with a rudimentary
painting of the national seal, which, if examined up
close (as Rey often did), was as blurry and inexact as the
pixilated photographs that ran on the front pages of the
town’s only newspaper. An old Indian maxim — DON’T
LIE, DON’T KILL, DON’T STEAL — was inscribed in
severe black lettering above the door jamb, perhaps giving
the sleepy jail an import it didn’t deserve. Rey liked the
jail: he liked to sit with his uncle, whose job, it seemed,
consisted of waiting for trouble to manifest itself. Accord-
ing to Trini, there wasn’t enough of it. He complained
bitterly about the quiet town, and liked to tell stories
of his year in the capital. There was no way of knowing
which were true and which were false. To hear Trini tell
it, the city was peopled with thieves and louts and killers
in equal parts. To hear Trini tell it, he'd been a one-man
crime-fighting machine, justice patrolling the crooked
streets, all grit and courage. The city! It was hard to
imagine: a rotten, dying place, even then, crumbling and
full of shadows. But what did it look like? Rey couldn’t

Courtesy Mary Rez;gzlm
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The human toll of insurgency in Latin America colors
the writing of Daniel Alarcdn.

picture it: the boiling, black ocean, the jagged coastline,
the heavy clouds, the millions draped in perpetual dusk.
Here, there was bright sun and real mountain peaks
capped with snow. There was an azure sky and a me-
andering river and a cobblestone plaza with a trickling
fountain. Lovers held hands on park benches, flowers
bloomed in all the municipal flower beds, and the aroma
of fresh bread filled the streets in the mornings. Rey’s
hometown ended ten blocks from the plaza in any direc-
tion, giving way to dusty lanes and irrigated fields and
small farmhouses with red-thatched roofs. Trini described
a place Rey couldn’t imagine: a city of glamorous decay, a
place of neon and diamonds, of guns and money, a place
at once glittering and dirty. m

Copyright © 2007, reprinted with permission of HarperCollins Publishers.
All rights reserved.
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Middle Eastern and South Asian Americans

Netting the Clouds

Diana Abu-Jaber
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Much of Diana Abu-Jaber’s writing is inspired by the Arab side of her family.

Diana Abu-Jaber is the author of Crescent (2003),
winner of the 2004 PEN Center USA Award for Literary
Fiction and the Before Columbus Foundation’s American
Book Award; Arabian Jazz (2003); and The Language of the
Baklava (2005). Her most recent novel is Origin (2007). She
is associate professor of English ar Portland State University in
Portland, Oregon.

everal years ago, I decided I wanted to write
S something “true.” I wanted to write a memoir

about growing up in my Arab-American family. But
somehow, almost before I'd set pen to paper, I felt silenced:
The words were missing. I'd been writing fiction for a long

time by that point. But as I struggled to describe the past,

to run my hands over the texture of childhood, of family
dinners, conversations, and travel, it all seemed to evade
me; it was like trying to catch clouds with a butterfly net.

k %k Xk 3k %

I was born and raised in America, but because of my
heritage, ’'m often asked to comment on the Middle East
— as if I were some sort of sociologist or political scientist.
In reality, ’'m a novelist — I prefer conjuring up the
curious, unclassifiable stories of individuals to describing
the wide arcs of history or culture.

But Americans love “culture” — we crave a sense of
connection to something larger and older than ourselves.
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Most people here came from other places; they
intermarried and lost track of the ancient blood lines.

In my own case, ’'m the product of a father who can
trace his Bedouin ancestry back hundreds of years and a
mother who knows little more than that her grandparents
were Irish and Bavarian, or maybe Dutch or Swiss — but
isn’t quite certain. Dad used to remind us constantly, as
my sisters and I grew up in the United States, not to get
confused about things — that we were actually Arab gitls.
Good, obedient, jordanian girls.

What I knew about my father’s culture was filtered
through the Arab-American community of Syracuse,
New York. Our favorite baklava came from our cheerful,
plump Palestinian neighbor; our Arabic language lessons
were given by a dour-faced Iragi Chaldean in a dank
Greek Orthodox church basement; and we took dance
lessons from an Egyptian woman with a gleaming smile.
My father would occasionally unfurl his lovely old silk
prayer rug, but every Sunday we attended mass at my
maternal grandmother’s enormous Catholic church. This
“culture” was light years away from Dad’s traditional
upbringing in the wadis of Jordan.

My fair skin didn’t help clarify matters either. When I
was very young, I'd notice our Jordanian relatives peeping
in at my sisters, cousins, and me at play; theyd murmur
to each other, “There she is — that one’s the American
Even back then, I sensed this was a term of distinction
and exclusion — sort of prestigious yet not really part of
the gang. They referred to my olive-skinned sister as “the
Arab.” Americans, too, felt compelled to regularly let me
know that I didn’t look “Arab,” as if that diminished my
right to think of myself as “Arab-American.” I hated that,
resenting the way that people thought they knew who I
was or how I felt based on what I looked like.

One day, in high school, a well-intentioned teacher,
who was trying to teach something she called “racial
identity,” tried an experiment. Willowy blonde Mrs.
Harrow leaned against her desk and asked those students
who considered themselves “people of color” to go to
the right side of the room and those who considered
themselves “white” to go to the left. To my amazement,
the class appeared to divide itself easily and naturally ...
until I was left sitting by myself in the center of the room.
I honestly didn’t know which side I belonged on. While
most of the class seemed to find this hilarious, my teacher
was irritated, as if I were being deliberately obtuse.
Apparently Mrs. Harrow had never known the dissonance
of thinking of herself in one way and being identified by
others in another. I could only envy her that sort of easy

congruity — how wonderful, it seemed, to feel in accord
with what others thought of you.

Luckily, the United States is so vast, there are all
sorts of ways for people here to find themselves. Many
immigrants find their sanctuary in gatherings, tribal
convergences: Korea Towns and Italian neighborhoods
and Little Haitis. When I was growing up, there werent
enough Jordanians around to form their own exclusive
enclave, so we lived among an assortment of family and
friends — usually other newcomers spanning different
Arab countries — occasionally even including travelers
from places like Italy, Turkey, and Greece. It was as if it
didn’t matter as much that you shared precisely the same
food or religion, than that you shared the same sensibility
— a slower rhythm, a passion for conversation, a strict
moral code, an adoration of children.

My childhood world was loosely divided into Inside
(the “Arabs” and friends) and Outside (the “Americans”).
But, of course, one could not examine this division
too closely or it would start to crumble. For one, my
father and his brothers had married Americans. Still,
every weekend, we had rambling, day-long parties at
home, filled with traditional food and music and roaring
conversations, mostly in Arabic, mostly about politics.
To a child, the disjuncture between weekends (loud,
funny, exciting, scary) and weekdays (calm, efficient,
mildly dull) was like an ongoing exercise in culture
shock. I learned at my parents’ gatherings that revealing
the “truth” — meaning the private truth of one’s desires,
fears, and beliefs — was one of the most frightening and
risky things anyone could do in this American wilderness.

My father seemed to transform each Monday, from
a boisterous, opinionated cook to a more cautious,
buttoned-up office manager. I doubt that he ever openly
shared his views with his colleagues, though he often
came home bristling and indignant over their ignorance
of the Middle East. It seems unlikely that any of his
American acquaintances knew about his longing to own
his own restaurant or his wish to return with us to Jordan.
They knew only a carefully constructed persona. The
consensus among the immigrants we knew seemed to be
that America was a wonderful place for an education and
career, but that Americans were also slightly dangerous,
crazy, and untrustworthy. Every word that you spoke to
them had to be measured with care.

It seemed that there was just no telling what an
American — especially an American boy — might do.
This feeling was especially heightened for my poor
father after having three daughters — his “harem,” as
people referred to us. According to Dad, the local boys
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were all potential violent sex maniacs and alcoholic drug
addicts. Apparently, American girls were safer, but I

was forever shocked by my friends” brashness and their
insubordination to their parents. And I was amazed by
how easily my friends revealed their thoughts about all
sorts of private things — talking so openly about their
boyfriends, their families, and their ambitions. I admired
this confidence that their views would be accepted at
least, if not embraced. I had learned no such faith in

the world — Arab or American. This was underscored
by watching the Evening News. Walter Cronkite would
say one thing — about Vietnam or Richard Nixon or
the Middle East — and my father would respond rather
explosively with different information and opinions. I
learned from the news that, once again, the world was
divided into sides. The people on the inside (Americans)
were always right, and the people on the outside
(everyone else) didn’t really count. But, of course, the
problem for a child of immigrants — in a nation of
immigrants — was figuring out exactly who the people
on the inside were supposed to be.

X >k ok >k ok

P've found that attempting to capture a unique
cultural experience is a bit like trying to look directly at
something floating on the surface of the eye. Outside
the raw facts of language and geography, I've struggled
to figure out if there is something that makes someone’s
story uniquely “Arab-American.” The fight for identity
and self-representation, the tension between preserving
heritage and embracing the new are all real issues for the
Arab-American community. But they're also common to
all sorts of immigrants from all over the place.

As an adult, I started to sense that the Arab-American
experience was less about something innate to the Arab
world and more about the way Americans perceive and
respond to “Arabness.” So this war between private and
public identities became one of the main themes of my
memoir. I wrote draft after discarded draft, fighting with
myself, my fragmented memory, my confused emotional
responses. [ worked through layers, fragments of images,
conversations, and artifacts like recipes, toward a narrative
matrix.

I refused to show the manuscript to anyone, because
I could barely overcome my own carefully acquired,
highly respectful fear of revealing the truth. I worried
that if any of my family disapproved, it might become
impossible for me to write anything at all. And then, after
three years of rewriting and soul-searching, after I'd finally

Courtesy Diana Abu-Jaber

Ghassan Abu-Jaber, the author’s father, in a cel-
ebratory holiday mood, brings the roast turkey
to the table.

presented what I'd hoped might be an acceptable draft
to my agent, she sent it back to me saying, “Do it again.
This time tell us what you're not saying.”

I almost gave up entirely on the project. I began to
think I'd been too sheltered by my folks, that I was too
torn by my divided loyalties between my Old Country
family and my American art, to really say the things I was
not-saying. In despair, I confided in my mother, telling
her about the way I was agonizing over the memoir,
my fear of getting it wrong, of hurting people. After a
thoughtful pause, my gentle, soft-spoken, grade-school
teacher mother finally said, “Well honey, I understand
that you want to be respectful and don’t want to upset
anyone. I know you love your family and want to do
right by everyone. Bug, at the end of the day, you know
what I say? I say, if anyone doesn’t like it, then the hell
with them!”

Well. T was shocked into silence. And then shock
turned into relief. My American mother had given me
that extra bit of confidence, a belief, finally, in the right
to my own story, to claim it openly. I began, once again,
to write. And a year later, The Language of Baklava was
published.

People often ask why I don’t write as much about
my mother. The truth is that Dad is simply an easier
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subject. I don't know if it’s his cultural difference, or
just his personality, but he’s zanier, louder, and stranger
than most people I meet. At the same time, I also believe
absolutely that I could never have become a writer
without my mother’s example. Even though she didn’t
have an unusual pedigree, even though she listened to
the same music as all the other Americans, and she wasn’t
obsessed with cooking or politics — it didn’t matter what
country she was from: She was thoughtful, respectful, and
intelligent. She brought me books; she asked me about
myself; she taught me how to listen and observe, how to
think and read.

After The Language of Baklava came out, I found
that I wanted to go deeper into my American past,
and so I wrote Origin, a murder mystery, in which the
main character is an orphan raised in Syracuse, with no
information about her biological parents. It was unlike
any book I'd written before, and for that newness alone, it
was deeply satisfying to me.

That’s not to say I'm abandoning or uninterested in
exploring my Jordanian roots, but simply that, like all
writers, I need to keep pushing myself toward new ways

of finding and telling my truth. The greatest hope and
privilege of any writer might just be the push for total
artistic freedom, the right to imaginative re-creation.
In many ways, as constricting as my upbringing was at
times, now I'm grateful that I had both cultures, not only
to enlarge my sense of the world, but to hone myself
against. Because sometimes, I think, it’s better 7oz to say
everything. Sometimes, it’s good to let things have a litdle
time to develop in silence and thought.

I recently gave a reading in a litde bookshop in
New York. During the question-and-answer session that
followed, a woman in the audience nodded approvingly
and told me, “You write like an Arab.”

While I'm still not entirely sure what she might
have meant by that — the story was about American
characters and it was certainly written in English — but
I still fele oddly pleased by the sense of affirmation, and
acceptance. After so many years of not-fitting, it felt like,
finally, a form of recognition.

I smiled and told her, most sincerely, “Thank

»

you.” ®
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Writing from a Complex Ethnic Perspective
Persis M. Karim

Photo by Adlai Karim

Poet and editor Persis Karim finds a rich resource in her Persian roots.

Born in the United States, Persis Karim is a poet and
editor of the anthology Let Me Tell You Where I've Been:
New Writing by Women of the Iranian Diaspora (2006).
She is coeditor and coauthor of A World Between: Poems,
Short Stories, and Essays by Iranian-Americans (7999),
and she currently is associate professor of English and
comparative literature at San Jose State University in San
Jose, California.

distinctive aspect of being an American is that it
Aliterally puts you in contact with the world. As a
child of post-World War II immigrants, I grew up
feeling that the United States was a place of opportunity
and refuge, and that for my parents, the choice to become
American meant both privilege and responsibility. For
my father, an Iranian who saw dramatic changes in

his country as a result of the discovery of oil and the
politics of the Cold War, coming to the United States

represented an opportunity to remake and reinvent his
individual possibilities and goals. After living through the
occupation of Iran by Soviet and British troops during the
war, he thought a great deal about what would become of
Iran and of his own life. As a young man, he read about
the American democratic ideals embodied in the U.S.
Constitution and the idea that America, conceptually,
was a destination for people who felt limited by the
politics of nation-states that were emerging from the

yoke of imperial and colonial control. For my mother,

an immigrant who experienced the ravages of war and
occupation in France, the United States was a place to
reencounter the glimpses of spirited American values she
observed among U.S. soldiers while teaching French to
them in the latter part of the war. For both of my parents,
America had a dream-like allure that allowed them to
begin their lives anew. They came here partly by accident,
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but their intentions to stay and become Americans were
very deliberate.

I was raised in northern California in a
predominantly white, Anglo-Saxon suburb with a
complicated sense of my own identity. Unconsciously,

I tried to assume a Californian and American identity.
But early in my life, I felt a strong sense of my difference.
My family was not surrounded by an Iranian or a French
community or by our relatives, but still I felt ethnically
marked. Perhaps it was my name, my looks, the food we
ate (lots of rice and lamb), or perhaps, it was my own
decidedly strong attraction to notions of “the other” that
became more enhanced as I became more aware of the
news of the world. The Vietnam War first alerted me to
the world outside the United States, but it was the events
that followed it that thrust me into a greater awareness of
my Iranian-American identity.

During the 1970s, when the United States began
to play a more active and visible role in the politics of
the Middle East, my curiosity about Iran became more
acute. By the time I entered middle school, Iran was a
major preoccupation of U.S. foreign policy. My father,
already disillusioned by the U.S.-sponsored coup d’etat
in 1953 of the democratically elected prime minister of
Iran, Mohammed Mossadegh, had begun during my
adolescence to be more vocal and critical of the U.S. role
in his country of origin. Although I had no distinctive
political views and only a limited understanding of Iran,
I began to ask questions about what it meant to be an
American. Around the time of the U.S. hostage crisis
and the eruption of the Iranian revolution in 1979, I
began my own exploration into my father’s heritage and,
increasingly, felt a need to understand and explore this
part of my heritage.

For me, literature and writing provided the most
important window into my Iranian heritage. As a child,
my father shared with me his passion for poetry. He
read aloud in Persian and English the works of the great
Persian poets Hafez, Rumi, and Khayyam, as well as
British and European poets like Baudelaire, Shelley,
and Shakespeare. His love of literature and reading
was infectious, and it became the most important way
for me to satisfy my growing curiosity about Iran and
Iranian culture. At the time, Iran was in turmoil, and
the U.S. media consistently represented it and its people
in harsh and negative ways. Even popular culture was
unkind to the Middle East. My teen years were marked
by the common epithet “Camel Jockey” and the hit AM
radio song “Ahab the A-rab.” As a young adult, I found
myself wanting to defend my father’s country and his

people against accusations of being “extremist, terrorist,
hostage-takers.” At school, on city streets, and on the TV,
news people around me were chanting “Bomb Iran” and
“Iranians Go Home!”

At home I listened to my father’s astute and more
complex analysis of the political events unfolding in
Tehran. I began to understand that events taking place
there were as much the result of problems created by
my country, the United States, as they were the result
of the few extremists who took Americans hostage at
the U.S. embassy. These events and the overly simplistic
images of Iran in the media made me even more curious
about what was taking place in that nation. Rather than
shrinking from the anger and hostility expressed toward
the immigrant Iranian community, I became more serious
and committed to learning about Iran and my Iranian
identity. Throughout my learning, then and now, I always
return to literature and the power of representation
that it bestows on the writer. Slowly, I began to feel the
emergence of a first-person ownership of my mixed-
blood, immigrant heritage. I was compelled then by the
idea of writing “our” narrative, telling “our” own story. It
became a kind of mission for me to help narrate the story
of the Iranian immigrant community in the United States
that continued to grow as the events of the revolution,
the hostage crisis, and the Iran/Iraq War played out, and
as the increasingly negative iconography of Iran became
cemented in the American mindset. I set out on a journey
to claim some of my Iranianness, by exploring the ways
that Iran and Iranian culture had influenced me as a
writer and as a citizen of the United States.

As a writer, I began to see the value — even the
advantage — of expressing the complex and nuanced
features of my not-entirely American background.

I wanted to harness and develop a perspective and

voice as a writer that was part of the particular time

in which I grew up. I also wanted to write about all

the many ways that my heritage and difference helped
me and thrust me into a process of self-definition that
could only be possible in the United States, a place
where defining oneself is not a static proclamation but
rather a dynamic process continually influenced by the
larger political and cultural dialogues that are part of
the surrounding frame of one’s American life. It has
taken some time for American readers to appreciate

the complexities, hardships, and beauty of the Iranian
immigrant experience — and the body of literature that
now describes that experience. A young but flourishing
literature of the Iranian Diaspora has finally taken hold.
This Iranian-American literary sensibility is attenuated by
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the sense of loss and displacement by the first generation
of Iranian immigrants, but also by an appreciation for
what immigration has made possible for the emerging
second generation. Iranian Americans have an acute
appreciation of free speech and the opportunity to create
a new literary culture that includes the voices of writers
who have historically been excluded or minimized in

the tradition of letters in Iran; those include the voices
of women, of religious and cultural minorities, and of
political dissidents.

On my own journey as a writer, I have accempted
to find and connect the threads of my complex heritage.
I have drawn on the richness of my parents’ journey
to the United States, one of the countless unintended,
coincidental results of the Second World War. It was a
war that altered the directions of governments in every
geographic and political corner of the globe, but it
also rippled on and on to affect the lives of millions of
individuals, ultimately leading my parents from their
homes to the same dance hall in Chicago at a time that
presented a great sense of hope and opportunity to
them both. As a writer, I draw heavily on the idea that
children of immigrants must narrate something of their
own story, as children born on this continent but also as
people who come from another. My own opportunities
to express myself have been greatly influenced by the
belief I have about what it is to be an American writer. I

am cognizant that one cannot live in the United States
and ignore the problematic or beneficial ways that this
nation influences so much of the world with its cultural
and political power. And yet I am also aware that we
must continuously draw on the notion that we are an
adolescent country, deeply involved with our own sense
of becoming. In such a context, to write from one’s
heritage is only a beginning. I would like to believe that
my father’s and my mother’s stories took hold in me
and gave me the impetus to narrate something of the
challenging trajectory of their lives, but that my role as a
writer is to move past their stories, past whatever ethnic
heritage I inherited to make something new.

I consider what I am doing — as a writer, poet, and
editor — to be the ultimate expression of my hybrid
American identity. I write about what I am becoming
through the accidents of history and the accidents of
my parents lives, but my writing also contemplates and
engages the sense of dynamism and possibility that is
essential to our American character. That character is the
glue that holds this country to some sense of social unity,
but it also creates the fissures that allow new perspectives
and voices to enter and creep from the margins to the
center. While my work is not always consciously driven
by the presence of these fissures, they are an absolute
necessity that underpins what is best about claiming my
American and my hyphenated American identity. m
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One Indian Writer’s Experience

Akhil Sharma

Akhil Sharmas first novel, An Obedi-
ent Father, won the 2000 PEN/Hemingway
Award and the 2001 Whiting Writers’ Award.
He writes for The New Yorker and The At-
lantic Monthly, among other publications. He
was named among the best of young American
novelists (2007) by Granta magazine.

and so I should not be understood to

represent all Indian-American writers.

I first started writing short stories in
ninth grade. I did this because I was very
unhappy and I wanted attention.

My family came to America in 1979.
There was me, my brother, my mother, and
my father. Two years after we arrived, my
brother had an accident in a swimming pool
that left him severely brain damaged. I was 10
then, and my brother, 14.

My brother s still alive and he cannot
walk or talk. Anup, which is my brother’s
name, cannot be fed through his mouth, and
so he is fed through a gastrointestinal tube
that enters his stomach from just below his
right ribs. Anup does not roll over automati-

l can only speak from my own experiences,

cally in his sleep, and so someone has to be
with him all night long and turn him from
side to side every two hours and, in this way,
keep him from getting bed sores.

For two years after the accident, my
brother was kept in a hospital, and then my parents
decided to take care of him themselves. They brought
him to our house and hired nurses. Other than the direct
worries of my brother’s condition, another pressing worry
that I grew up with was concern about money. Because
we had such little money and because we were dependent
on insurance companies and nurses, we felt that we were
always being betrayed, that people were not fulfilling
their responsibilities. Many times we had nurses who said
that they would come and start a shift on a particular day
and time and they wouldn’t show up. Also, because there
were strangers in our house, we were always afraid that
people would steal things. We had one nurse who stole

Akhil Sharma in the Jackson Heights section of Queens, New York, where there is a
vibrant South Asian community.

teddy bears that my mother had bought at a flea market.

Until ninth grade, when I was 15, the only time I
wrote short stories was when they were assigned for a
class. In ninth grade I had a teacher, Mrs. Green, who
praised me for how well I understood our reading assign-
ments and so, to get more attention from her, I began
writing stories.

At first all the stories I wrote had white American
characters. I think this was partially because all the fiction
I read was about white people. Equally important though
was that I felt the experience of being an Indian Ameri-
can was not important. Living as a minority, not sharing
the experiences of the majority population, I felt that my
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experiences, because they were not the majority experi-
ence, were not as important as those of white people.
Also, to some extent, I felt that my experiences, because
they were not shared, were not even as real as those of
white Americans.

Among the problems I had in writing about whites is
that I didnt know anything about whites. It was only in
10¢h grade that I first went into a white person’s house.

In 10th grade I read a biography of Ernest Heming-
way. I remember starting reading it one morning at the
kitchen table and the windows of the kitchen being dark.
I read the biography of Hemingway so that I could lie to
people and tell them that I had read Hemingway’s books.
(T used to lie all the time and claim I had read books I
had not.)

I read the book and was amazed. What amazed me
was that Hemingway had gotten to live in France and
Spain, that he had travelled to Cuba and appeared to have
had a good time in his life. Till then I had thought that
I would be a computer programmer or an engineer or a
doctor. When I read the book, I suddenly thought that
I could have a lifestyle like Ernest Hemingway’s and not
lead a boring life.

After I read the biography, I began to read other
books about Hemingway. I read biographies and collec-
tions of critical essays. I must have read 20 books about
Hemingway before I read any actual work written by
him. I read all this about Hemingway because I wanted to
learn how to repeat what he had done and I didn’t want
to leave any clue unexamined. At first, I was not actually
interested in Hemingway’s own writing.

I think of Hemingway as the writer who has influ-
enced me most. Hemingway, as you probably already
know, wrote about characters whose experience was
exotic to American readers. He wrote about gangsters and
soldiers in Italy and journalists in Paris. Among the many
things I learned from Hemingway, and I could say that
almost everything I am as a writer began with Heming-
way or as a response against Hemingway, one was how
to write about exotic things without being bogged down
by the exoticism. Scholars who analyzed Hemingway
pointed out that his stories began in the middle of the
action, that he wrote as if the reader already knew a great
deal about the environment that he was writing about,
that when he gave direct explanations, this breaking of
the reality of fictional experience was a way of saying to
the reader that the reason I am breaking this fictional
convention is because I don’t want to lie.

For me, because I began my education as a writer
with Hemingway and did not really read any nonwhite

© AP Images

Writer Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) at his Sun Valley,
Idaho, home in 1939.

writers until I was in college, I have always thought that
writing is just writing. Writing is just a string of words
and a series of strategies that generate experiences within
the reader. I have always felt that in the same way that the
race of a surgeon does not matter because a heart and a
gall bladder remain a heart and a gall bladder, no matter
the race of the patient, the race of a writer also does not
matter.

I came to America as part of a great wave of im-
migration. Because this wave of Asian immigrants has
created curiosity within American society as to what
exactly it is like to be in Asian families, I have been lucky
to have had my books read. (I think of myself as a good
writer, but I could imagine that if I had been writing 50
years earlier, my writing might have been too exotic and
peripheral to be worth reading by ordinary readers.)

My first book won the PEN/ Hemingway prize. This
is given to the best first novel published in any given year.

The person who gave me the prize was one of
Hemingway’s sons. I believe it was Patrick Hemingway
who gave me the prize. This white-haired gentleman and
I sat and talked in a conference room for about 10 or
15 minutes. I did not tell him how much his father had
mattered to me because I felt shy. Instead we talked about
how his father had found titles for his books in 7he Book
of Common Prayer.

Sometimes when I think of how lucky I have been, I
want to cry. m
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Influences on My Work

Tamim Ansary

Author Tamim Ansary during an interview in his San Francisco home.

1amim Ansary, author of West of Kabul, East of New
York, directs the San Francisco Writers Workshop, the oldest
continuous free writers workshop in America. He writes and
lectures about Afghanistan, Islamic bistory, democracy, and
the creative writing process, and other issues as they grab bis
imagination.

hen I think back to “influences” on my writ-
ing, I find that my primal sources were oral.
I was born into a family tradition of poetry,

storytelling, mysticism, and philosophy going back a
thousand years to Khwadja Abdullah Ansary of Herat;
and although as a child I never read my forebears” work,

I heard their words and the spirit of their work resonat-
ing in the conversations of my father and his brothers

and cousins and friends, who gathered every day to quote
couplets, coin phrases, and discuss deep issues over endless

© AP Images/Ben Margot

cups of tea; and I, tucked on the floor next to my father,
listened in unnoticed.

And then there were the virtuoso family storytellers
I grew up with, headed by my grandmother K’koh, who
never spent a minute in school and could not write her
own name yet spun whole universes for us, inhabited by
giants and sorcerers, tricksters, and heroes roaming surre-
alistic landscapes, where trees might bloom with eyeballs
and horses take flight and then burst into fireballs: She
came to us as a voice in the dark, and we children, piled
up like puppies, listened breathlessly.

I could not get enough of those stories — literally:
Adults were too few and too busy to sate my craving, so I
had to start making up stories of my own.

By then I had learned to read, with which tool I
could break into another treasure, one locked into a
20-volume set of books titled The Book of Knowledge:
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It was an illustrated children’s encyclopedia. Every day,
after my elders went to school or work, I pored through
those volumes, finding out what stars were made of, who
built the pyramids, and how to tell Indian elephants from
African ones, and when the others came home I couldn’
wait to tell them.

Everything I write today goes back to those earli-
est sources, I think: I'm still poring through books of
knowledge, still bursting to tell people what I've learned,

still trying to reconstitute that voice coming out of the
darkness with accounts of epic journeys and images of
blazing horses; and I'm absorbed, still, in that conversa-
tion that my father and his peers were part of once, only
I've graduated to the table now, and the table has expand-
ed across the globe, and the voices are coming through
many media, all of us just trying to puzzle out what this
world is about and tell each other what we've unearthed
about the mysteries. m

Agha Shahid Ali

Courtesy David H. Bain, Middlebury College

Agha Shahid Ali (1949-2001), an Indian-American poet from
Kashmir, grew up surrounded by English, Persian, and Urdu
poetry. He lived in the United States as a child, while his parents
studied for their doctorates at Ball State University in Indiana.
He returned to the United States as an adult, where he studied,
taught, and wrote much of his poetry. He taught at several uni-
versities, the University of Utah, Warren Wilson College, and the
University of Massachusetts-Amberst among them. He introduced
the Urdu poetic form, the ghazal, into the English poetic lexicon
and edited a book of English ghazals, Ravishing DisUnities: Real
Ghazals in English. Buz he is known best for bis elegant, mov-
ing poetry, exemplified in his collections A Nostalgist’s Map of
America, The Country Without a Post Office, 274 Rooms Are
Never Finished. He was beloved by his students, prompting the
University of Utah Press to establish the Agha Shahid Ali Poetry

Prize in his memory.
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The Dacca Gauzes

. . . for a whole year he sought to accumulate the most exquisite Dacca gauzes.

-Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

Those transparent Dacca gauzes
known as woven air, running
water, evening dew:
a dead art now, dead over
a hundred years. “No one
now knows,” my grandmother says,
“what it was to wear
or touch that cloth.” She wore
it once, an heirloom sari from
her mother’s dowry, proved
genuine when it was pulled, all
six yards, through a ring.
Years later when it tore,
many handkerchiefs embroidered
with gold-thread paisleys
were distributed among
the nieces and daughters-in-law.
Those too now lost.

In history we learned: the hands
of weavers were amputated,
the looms of Bengal silenced,
and the cotton shipped raw
by the British to England.
History of little use to her,
my grandmother just says
how the muslins of today
seem so coarse and that only
in autumn, should one wake up
at dawn to pray, can one
feel that same texture again.
One morning, she says, the air
was dew-starched: she pulled
it absently through her ring.

Agha Shahid Ali, “The Dacca Gauzes” from The Half-Inch Himalayas © 1987 by Agha Shahid Ali and
reprinted by permission of Wesleyan University Press.

eJoURNAL USA 53



Russian Americans

MEMOIR

Sixty-Nine Cents

Gary Shteyngart

Gary Shteyngart was born in Leningrad and immi-
grated to the United States when he was seven years old.
His book Absurdistan (2006) was named among the ten
best books of the year by leading publications including the
New York Times and Time magazine. His first novel, The
Russian Debutante’s Handbook (2003) won the Stephen
Crane Award for First Fiction and was named among the
best of young American novelists (2007) by Granta maga-
zine. He is assistant professor at the Columbia University
Creative Writing Program in New York.

hen I was fourteen years old, I lost my Rus-
sian accent. I could, in theory, walk up to a
gitl and the words “Oh, hi there” would not

sound like Okht Hyzer, possibly the name of a Turkish
politician. There were three things I wanted to do in my
new incarnation: go to Florida, where I understood that
our nation’s best and brightest had built themselves a san-
dy, vice-filled paradise; have a girl, preferably native-born,
tell me that she liked me in some way; and eat all my
meals at McDonald’s. I did not have the pleasure of eat-
ing at McDonald’s often. My parents believed that going
to restaurants and buying clothes not sold by weight on
Orchard Street were things done only by the very wealthy
or the very profligate, maybe those extravagant “welfare
queens” we kept hearing about on television. Even my
parents, however, as uncritically in love with America as
only immigrants can be, could not resist the iconic pull
of Florida, the call of the beach and the Mouse[popular
cartoon character Micky Mouse].

And so, in the midst of my Hebrew-school winter
vacation, two Russian families crammed into a large used
sedan and took I-95 down to the Sunshine State. The
other family — three members in all — mirrored our
own, except that their single offspring was a girl and they
were, on the whole, more ample; by contrast, my entire
family weighed three hundred pounds. There’s a picture
of us beneath the monorail at EPCOT Center, each of
us trying out a different smile to express the déja-vu
feeling of standing squarely in our new country’s great-
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Gary Shteyngart, author of Absurdistan, teaches at Columbia
University in New York city.

est attraction, my own megawatt grin that of a turn-of-
the-century Jewish peddler scampering after a potential
sidewalk sale. The Disney tickets were a freebie, for which
we had had to sit through a sales pitch for an Orlando
time-share. “You're from Moscow?” the time-share sales-
man asked, appraising the polyester cut of my father’s
jib.“Leningrad.”

“Let me guess: mechanical engineer?”

“Yes, mechanical engineer. . . . Eh, please Disney
tickets now.”

“Sixty-Nine Cents” by Gary Shteyngart. Copyright © 2007 by Gary
Shteyngart. First appeared in The New Yorker. Reprinted by permission
of the Denise Shannon Literary Agency, Inc.
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The ride over the MacArthur Causeway to Miami
Beach was my real naturalization ceremony. I wanted
all of it — the palm trees, the yachts bobbing beside the
hard-currency mansions, the concrete-and-glass condo-
miniums preening at their own reflections in the azure
pool water below, the implicit availability of relations
with amoral women. I could see myself on a balcony
eating a Big Mac, casually throwing fries over my shoul-
der into the sea-salted air. But I would have to wait. The
hotel reserved by my parents friends featured army cots
instead of beds and a half-foot-long cockroach evolved
enough to wave what looked like a fist at us. Scared out of
Miami Beach, we decamped for Fort Lauderdale, where
a Yugoslav woman sheltered us in a faded motel, beach-
adjacent and featuring free UHF reception. We always
seemed to be at the margins of places: the driveway of the
Fontainebleau Hilton, or the glassed-in elevator leading
to a rooftop restaurant where we could momentarily peek
over the “Please Wait to Be Seated” sign at the endless
ocean below, the Old World we had left behind so far and
yet deceptively near.

To my parents and their friends, the Yugoslav motel
was an unquestioned paradise, a lucky coda to a set of
difficult lives. My father lay magnificently beneath the
sun in his red-and-black striped imitation Speedo while
I stalked down the beach, past baking Midwestern gitls.
“Oh, hi there.” The words, perfectly American, not a
birthright but an acquisition, perched between my lips,
but to walk up to one of those gitls and say something
so casual required a deep rootedness to the hot sand
beneath me, a historical presence thicker than the green
card embossed with my thumbprint and freckled face.
Back at the motel, the “Star Trek” reruns looped endlessly
on Channel 73 or 31 or some other prime number, the
washed-out Technicolor planets more familiar to me than
our own.

On the drive back to New York, I plugged myself
firmly into my Walkman, hoping to forget our vacation.
Sometime after the palm trees ran out, somewhere in
southern Georgia, we stopped at a McDonald’s. I could
already taste it: The sixty-nine-cent hamburger. The

ketchup, red and decadent, embedded with little flecks of

grated onion. The uplift of the pickle slices; the obliterat-
ing rush of fresh Coca-Cola; the soda tingle at the back
of the throat signifying that the act was complete. I ran
into the meat-fumigated coldness of the magical place,
the larger Russians following behind me, lugging some-
thing big and red. It was a cooler, packed, before we left
the motel, by the other mother, the kindly, round-faced
equivalent of my own mother. She had prepared a full
Russian lunch for us. Soft-boiled eggs wrapped in tinfoil;
vinigret, the Russian beet salad, overflowing a reused
container of sour cream; cold chicken served between
crisp white furrows of a bulka. “But it’s not allowed,”
pleaded. “We have to buy the food here.”

I felt coldness, not the air-conditioned chill of south-
ern Georgia but the coldness of a body understanding
the ramifications of its own demise, the pointlessness of it
all. I sat down at a table as far away from my parents and
their friends as possible. I watched the spectacle of the
newly tanned resident aliens eating their ethnic meal —
jowls working, jowls working — the soft-boiled eggs that
quivered lightly as they were brought to the mouth; the
girl, my coeval, sullen like me but with a hint of pliant
equanimity; her parents, dishing out the chunks of beet
with plastic spoons; my parents, getting up to use free
McDonald’s napkins and straws while American motor-
ists with their noisy towheaded children bought them-
selves the happiest of meals.

My parents laughed at my haughtiness. Sitting there
hungry and all alone — what a strange man I was becom-
ing! So unlike them. My pockets were filled with several
quarters and dimes, enough for a hamburger and a small
Coke. I considered the possibility of redeeming my own
dignity, of leaving behind our beet-salad heritage. My
parents didn’t spend money, because they lived with the
idea that disaster was close at hand, that a liver-function
test would come back marked with a doctor’s urgent
scrawl, that they would be fired from their jobs because
their English did not suffice. We were all representatives
of a shadow society, cowering under a cloud of bad tid-
ings that would never come. The silver coins stayed in
my pocket, the anger burrowed and expanded into some
future ulcer. I was my parents’ son. m
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My Literary Crushes

Lara Vapnyar

Lara Vapnyar
emigrated from
Russia to New
York in 1994 and
began publishing
short stories in
English in 2002.
She is the author
of two collections

Courtesy Random House, Inc.

of short stories,
Broccoli and
Other Tales of
Food and Love
(2008) and There Are Jews in My House(2004), and a
novel, Memoirs of a Muse (2006).

s a teenager, I went through a series of literary
obsessions with different writers. I would pick
up a book from the shelf and fall in love. There

could be a summer when I read nothing but Gogol
and proclaimed him the greatest Russian writer, but

Author Lara Vapnyar.

by September I would switch to Dostoyevsky, only to
abandon him for somebody else in a couple of months, or
to return back to Gogol. I would be falling in love with
writers, but not necessarily with the ones whose work I
especially enjoyed. There were also writers whom I greatly
admired but rarely enjoyed, like Tolstoy, for example. He
can’t help but lecture at times. Often when I read his nov-
els, I had an image of him hovering over as an annoying
parent, and I wanted to say, “Oh, just leave me alone, let
me enjoy the book.”

My longest, and the most serious, relationship has
been with Chekhov. I can’t say whether I first fell in love
with his stories or his portrait at the front of the book:
Both were perfect. His stories were tender and light yet
serious, so very serious. They were sad yet comical, but
comical in a respectful way. There were no cheap laughs:
Chekhov required the reader to find the humor. But the
most important thing about Chekhov is his ability to qui-
etly prod his reader to open his eyes and see things that
had always been there, yet that had never been discovered.
He makes his reader gasp with recognition.

I identified with every Chekhov character. I was
Gurov, I was Anna Sergeevna, I was the circus dog

Kashtanka. It was a perfect, untroubled romance until I
read “Rothschild’s Fiddle.” Despite its name, the story
isn’t about Rothschild but about Yakov, a Russian under-
taker. Rothschild is a minor figure in the story, just a little
Jew — not a bad man but a ridiculous, pathetic man.
Now here was a Chekhov character with whom I didn’t
want to identify — but I couldn’t help but identify with
him. He was a Jew, just as I was. I discovered many other
Jews in Chekhov’s stories. They were never evil, but they
were unfailingly small, incapable of grandeur. That was
how Chekhov saw Jews.

After I immigrated to the United States and began to
identify myself as a writer — two events that happened
almost simultaneously — I became drawn to contempo-
rary American writers, especially those who were like me
of an immigrant descent. I admired the exquisite style
and quiet depth of Jhumpa Lahiri, the fire and energy
of Junot Diaz, the amazing experimenting of Alexander
Hemon. I would turn to their work for inspiration when
I was stuck with my writing, and I would turn for help to
their characters when I was stuck in my personal life.

Yet, Chekhov remains the true literary love of my
life. I keep his books on my nightstand, and I return to
them again and again to remind myself that something so
simple and unpretentious as Chekhov’s stories can open
into the true greatness. m

© AP Images/Jim Mone

Russian playwright Anton Chekhov remains perennially popular: his
photo at a Minneapolis, Minnesota, theater.
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Additional Resources

Multicultural Literature in the United States Today

GENERAL

Bloom, Harold, ed. Asian-American Writers. New York:
Chelsea House, 2009.

Bona, Mary Jo and Irma Maini, eds. Multiethnic
Literature and Canon Debates. Albany: State University of
New York Press, 2006.

Botelho, Maria J. and Masha K. Rudman. Critical
Multicultural Analysis of Children’s Literature: Mirrors,
Windows and Doors. New York: Routledge, 2009.

Cutter, Martha J. Lost and Found in Translation:
Contemporary Ethnic American Writing and the Politics
of Language Diversity. Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina, 2005.

East, Kathy and Rebecca L. Thomas. Across Cultures: A
Guide to Multicultural Literature for Children. Westport,
CT: Libraries Unlimited, 2007.

Gates, Pamela S. and Dianne L. Hall Mark. Cultural
Journeys: Multicultural Literature for Children and Young
Adults. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2006.

Gilton, Donna L. Multicultural and Ethnic Children’s
Literature in the United States. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow
Press, 2007.

Lai, Him Mark, Genny Lim, and Judy Yung. Island:
Poetry and History of Chinese Immigrants on Angel Island,
1919-1940. Seattle : University of Washington Press,
1991.

Nelson, Emmanuel S., ed. The Greenwood Encyclopedia
of Multiethnic American Literature. Westport, CT:
Greenwood, 2005.

Norton, Donna E. Multicultural Children’s Literature:
Through the Eyes of Many Children. Upper Saddle River,

NJ: Merrill Prentice Hall, 2001.

Regier, Willis G., ed. Masterpieces of American Indian
Literature. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005.
Note: The five complete and unabridged works collected
here are parts of a long and passionate testimony about
American Indian culture as related by Indians themselves.

INDIVIDUAL AUTHORS

Abu-Jaber, Diana. The Language of Baklava. New York :
Pantheon Books, 2005.

Memoir of growing up with a gregarious Jordanian father
who loved to cook.

Sample text: hegp:/fcatdir. loc.gov/catdir/enhancements/
0622/2004056828-s.html

Alarcén, Daniel. War by Candlelight: Stories. New York:
HarperCollins Publishers, 2005.

Alexie, Sherman. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time
Indian. New York: Little, Brown, 2007.

In his first book for young adults, based on the author’s
own experiences, coupled with poignant drawings by
acclaimed artist Ellen Forney, that reflect the character’s
art, Alexie tells the story of Junior, a budding cartoonist
growing up on the Spokane Indian Reservation.

Sherman Alexie Website: hetp://www.fallsapart.com/

Agha, Shahid Ali. A Nostalgists Map of America. New
York: W.W. Norton, 1997.

Sample text: hetp:/fwww.nortonpoets.com/ex/alianostalgists.
htm

Agha, Shahid Ali. Call Me Ishmael Tonight: A Book of
Ghazals. New York: W.W. Norton, 2003.

Agha, Shahid Ali, ed. Ravishing Disunities: Real Ghazals
in English. Middleton, CT: Wesleyan University Press;
Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2000.
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Agha, Shahid Ali. Rooms Are Never Finished. New York:
W.W. Norton, 2001.

Sample text: http:/fwww.nortonpoets.comlexlaliaroomsare.
htm

Agha, Shahid Ali. The Country Without a Post-Office. New
York: W.W. Norton, 1997.

Agha, Shahid Ali. The Half-Inch Himalayas. Middleton,
CT: Wesleyan University Press; Hanover, NH, 1987.

Amin, Dina A. Alfred Farag and Egyptian Theater: The
Poetics of Disguise, with Four Short Plays and a Monologue.
Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University, 2008.

Ansary, Tamim. West of Kabul, East of New York: An
Afghan American Story. New York: Picador, 2003.

Arana, Marie, ed. The Writing Life: Writers on How They
Think and Work: A Collection from the Washington Post
Book World. New York: Public Affairs, 2003.

Arana, Marie, American Chica, Two Worlds, One
Childhood. New York: Dial Press, c2001.

Arana, Marie. Cellophane. New York: Dial Press, 2006.
Arana, Marie. Lima Nights. New York: Dial Press, 2009.

Burns, Carole, ed. Off the Page: Writers Talk About
Beginnings, Endings, and Everything in Between;
introduction by Marie Arana. New York: W. W. Norton,
2008.

Carpio, Glenda R. Laughing Fir to Kill: Black Humor
in the Fictions of Slavery. New York: Oxford University,
2008.

Diaz, Junot. Drown.New York: Riverhead Books, 1996.
Note: The author’s debut story collection.

Diaz, Junot. The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. New
York: Riverhead Books, 2007.

Early, Gerald L. One Nation Under a Groove: Motown
and American Culture. Rev. and updated ed. Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2004.

Early, Gerald L. This is Where I Came In: Black America in
the 1960s. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003.

Gass, William H., Naomi Lebowitz, and Gerald Early.
Three Essays: Reflections on the American Century. St.
Louis: Missouri Historical Society, 2000.

Ilibargiza, Immaculée, with Steve Erwin. Led by Faith:
Rising From the Ashes of the Rwandan Genocide. Carlsbad,
CA: Hay House, 2008.

llibargiza, Immaculée, with Steve Erwin. Left ro Tell:
Discovering God Amidst the Rwandan Holocaust. Carlsbad,
CA: Hay House, 2006.

Jin, Ha. A Free Life. New York: Pantheon Books, 2007.
Jin, Ha. Waiting. New York: Pantheon Books, 1999.

Jones, Tayari. Leaving Atlanta. New York: Warner Books,
2002.

Jones, Tayari. The Untelling. New York: Warner Books,
2005.

Karim, Persism M., ed. Let Me Tell You Where ['ve
Been: New Writing by Women of the Iranian Diaspora.
Fayetteville: University of Arkansas, 2006.

Karim, Persis M. and Mohammad Mehdi Khorrami,
eds. A World Between: Poems, Short Stories, and Essays by
Iranian Americans. New York: George Braziller, 1999.

Kenan, Randall. 7he Fire This Time. Hoboken, NJ:
Melville House, 2007.

Kenan, Randall and Amy Sickels. James Baldwin.
Philadelphia, PA: Chelsea House, 2005.

Kenan, Randall. Ler the Dead Bury the Dead. San Diego:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992.
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Kenan, Randall. Walking on Water: Black American Lives at
the Turn of the Twenty-First Century. New York:

Knopf, 1999.

Sample text: hetp:/fcatdir. loc.gov/catdir/samples/
random043/98041730.html

Lee, Jennifer 8. The Fortune Cookie Chronicles: Adventures
in the World of Chinese Food. New York: Twelve, 2008.

Marshall, Ann, ed. Home: Native People in the Southwest;
with poetry by Ofelia Zepeda. Phoenix, AZ: Heard
Museum, 2005.

Nguyen, Bich Minh. Stealing Buddha’s Dinner: A Memoir.
New York: Viking, 2007.

Power, Susan. The Grass Dancer. New York: Putnam’s,

1994.

Power, Susan. Roofwalker. Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed
Editions, 2002.

Sharma, Akhil. An Obedient Father. New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2000.

Shteyngart, Gary. Absurdistan. New York: Random House,
2006.

Shteyngart, Gary. The Russian Debutantes Handbook. New
York: Riverhead Books, 2002.

Sample text http:/fwww.loc.gov/catdir/enhancements/
H0720/2001047676-s.html

Vapnyar, Lara. Broccoli and Other Tales of Food and Love.
New York: Pantheon Books, 2008.

Vapnyar, Lara. There are Jews in My House. New York:
Pantheon, 2003.

Sample text hetp:/fwww.loc.gov/catdir/samples/
random045/2003042975. html

Zakaria, Fareed. The Post-American World. New York: W.W.
Norton, 2008.

Zepeda, Ofelia. Ocean Power. Tucson: University of
Arizona Press, 1995.

Zepeda, Ofelia. Where Clouds Are Formed. Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 2008.

WEBSITES

Academy of American Poets

The Academy of American Poets supports American

poets and fosters the appreciation of contemporary poetry
through a wide variety of programs, including National
Poetry Month (April); online educational resources
providing free poetry lesson plans for high school teachers;
the Poetry Audio Archive; and the Poets.org Web site.
http:/lwww.poets.org

African American Literature and Culture Society

Seeks to study African-American literature within the
context of contemporary theory and traditional discourse.
Expands the appreciation of African-American literature.
Encourages students’ participation in the study of African-
American literature and culture.

hitp:/laales.marygrove.edu

American Library Association

American Library Association promotes library service

and librarianship, including “Diversity, Equity of Access,
Education and Continuous Learning, Intellectual Freedom,
and 21st Century Literacy.” hap:/fwww.ala.org

American Literature Association

A coalition of societies devoted to the study of American
authors.

http:/fwww.calstatela. edu/academiclenglish/ala2

Before Columbus Foundation

Promotes contemporary, American multicultural literature.
It derives its name from the book 7hey Came Before
Columbus, which maintains that American literature was
already evolving in each American ethnic group before they
actually came to North America.

hitp:/fwww.ankn.uaf. edu/[EW/BeforeColumbus
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Celebrating Cultural Diversity Through Children’s
Literature

Dr. Robert E Smith, Professor Emeritus, Towson
University, Towson, MD

This Web site contains links to annotated bibliographies of
children’s multicultural books appropriate for kindergarten
through grade six. Cultural groups currently listed include
African Americans, Chinese Americans, Latino/Hispanic
Americans, Japanese Americans, Jewish Americans, Native
Americans, and Korean Americans.
hitp:/fwww.multiculturalchildrenslit.com/

The Kennedy Center’s Annual Multicultural Children’s
Book Festival

The Kennedy Center invites all children, parents, and
educators to its annual free Multicultural Children’s Book
Festival. Books come to life in this afternoon-long series of
readings by authors, illustrators, and guest celebrities; book
signings; and other interactive performances and events.

hitp:/fwww. kennedy-center.orglprograms/specialevents/
bookfestival/

Library of Congress

Center for the Book

The center is a partnership between the government

and the private sector. The Library of Congress pays its
staff salaries, but it depends primarily on tax-deductible
contributions from foundations, individuals, and
corporations to fund its projects, publications, and reading
promotion events and programs.

hitp:/fwww.loc.govlloc/cfbook/

National Book Festival

The first National Book Festival, a collaboration between
First Lady Laura Bush and the Library of Congress, held
September 8, 2001, on the grounds of the Library of
Congress and the U.S. Capitol, was such a success that it
became an annual event. People came from all over the
country to celebrate the diversity of books and of reading,.
hitp:/fwww.loc.gov/bookfest/index.himl

Native American Authors

This Web site provides information on Native North
American authors with bibliographies of their published
works, biographical information, and links to online
resources including interviews, online texts, and tribal Web
sites.

hitp:/fwww.ipl.orgldivinatam/

Organization of Women Writers of Africa (OWWA)
Nonprofit organization that establishes links between
women writers from Africa and the African Diaspora.
hitp:/fwww.owwa.org

PEN American Center

U.S. branch of the world’s oldest international literary
and human rights organization. International PEN was
founded in 1921 in direct response to the ethnic and
national divisions that contributed to the First World
Woar. PEN American Center was founded in 1922 and is
the largest of the 144 PEN centers in 101 countries that
together compose International PEN and is comprised
of 3,300 professional members who represent the most
distinguished writers, translators, and editors in the United
States.

hitp:/fwww.pen.org/

US-Africa Literary Foundation
Promotes the interests of African writers and makes African
writings known and appreciated throughout the world.

http:/fwww. bowwaveo.org
FILMOGRAPHY

The First Generation

Producer: National Educational Television and Radio
Center, 1957.

Length: 29 minutes

Black/White

Notes: Our Nation’s Roots series

Director: Neal Finn.

Summary: Dramatizes the problems confronting the first
generation of an immigrant family, the conflicts between
a first-generation Polish American and his father, and the
influence of native-born children of immigrant families in

various fields of endeavor.
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Literature and Language of Our Immigrant Kinfolk
Producer: WCBS-TV and New York University
Distributor: National Educational Television and Radio
Center, 1957

Length: 29 minutes

Notes: Our Nation’s Roots series

Director: Neal Finn

Summary: Explains how many cultures became one
because of the immigrant impact on American life;
tells how the social novel became a feature of American
literature; and discusses the influence of the immigrant
upon the American language.

A Time for Stories

Producer: Public Service Broadcasting Trust for and in
partnership with Prasar Bharti Corporation
Distributor: Public Service Broadcasting Trust, New
Delhi, 2004

Director: Rajani Mani

Summary: Documentary film captures Katha Utsav, a
literary convention held in January 2004 in New Delhi
and through the participants explores the necessity of art
and issues of communication and personal identity.

In English, Hindi, and Malayalam with some English
subtitles.

Performer: Narration, Atul Kumar; editing, Ankur
Mayank, Vikram Russel.

Smoke Signals

Producer: Shadowcatcher Entertainment

Director: Chris Eyre

Writer: Sherman Alexie (Screenplay/book)

Synopsis: The film portrays the relationship of a young
Indian man, Victor Joseph, and his father, Arnold Joseph.
Victor Joseph and a friend from the Indian reservation,
Thomas Builds-the-Fire, travel to Arizona to collect Arnold
Josephs effects after learning of his death. The older

man’s life is recalled by the men in flashbacks, but their
recollections differ. Victor learns things abouct his father he
never knew, and comes to terms with his memories and his

loss.
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(3) America.gov
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