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NOSTALGIA, DESIRE, DIASPORA

Funny Boy and Cereus Blooms at Night

@ In the early 1990s, newspapers catering to Trinidad’s East Indian popu-
lation were awash with heated arguments about the increasing popu-
larity of chutney, a form of popular music and dance initially performed by
Indo-Trinidadian women in the context of women-only, prewedding celebra-
tions.! The furor surrounding chutney was fueled by the fact that, by the late
1980s, more and more Indian women were performing the songs and dances in
public spaces rather than in the confines of their homes. This move from the
private to the public prompted culturally conservative Hindu organizations in
Trinidad to denounce chutney and its offspring, chutney soca, as “vulgar, de-
grading and obscene.”? Echoing the controversies generated by Deepa Mehta’s
Fire and Ismat Chughtai’s “The Quilt,” the debates surrounding chutney music
expose the imbrication of discourses of female sexuality, diasporic identity, and
the “home” as domestic, communal, and national space. The chutney contro-
versy in Trinidad, like the battle over saLGcA’s inclusion in the India Day parade
in New York City, is yet another instance of how the space of public culture in
the diaspora emerges as a contested terrain where heteronormative notions of
female sexuality are both enacted and challenged. In the cases of both the
chutney and India Day parade disputes, a diasporic male elite attempted to

counter nationalist framings of the diaspora as the inauthentic Other to the
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nation by positioning women’s bodies as the site of an imagined communal
purity and authenticity. Indeed, what particularly galled chutney’s detractors
was that the dancing was performed not only in public space but primarily by
middle-aged Indian women. These women were seen, as one speaker from a
Hindu cultural group put it, as “the once flower of the race, the personification
of virtue and chastity, the epitome of humility and uprightness.”® Such a
statement makes glaringly apparent how colonial constructions of respectable
female sexuality and proper womanhood as enshrined within the home, ini-
tially consolidated during the period of Indian indentureship in Trinidad,
continue to resonate in the public culture of the postcolonial present. These
constructions powerfully maintain the boundaries of communal identity in the
diaspora.

The “chutney polemic,” as the ethnomusicologist Peter Manuel terms it,*
has received a fair amount of attention from scholars and critics interested in
gender, nationalism, and popular culture. In her essay “Left to the Imagination:
Indian Nationalisms and Female Sexuality in Trinidad,” for instance, Tejaswini
Niranjana carefully contextualizes the chutney phenomenon within histories
of both Trinidadian and Indian nationalisms. Indian nationalist discourse in the
early twentieth century, she argues, imagined the indentured Indian woman in
Trinidad as licentious and immoral, so as to produce a female nationalist
subject in India that was at once modern yet virtuous and chaste.> While
Niranjana’s analysis convincingly demonstrates the centrality of discourses of
women’s sexuality to nationalist definitions of “Indianness” in both India and
Trinidad, it is unable to imagine the ways in which women’s sexuality may
exceed the heterosexual parameters put in place by these nationalist discourses.
This blind spot becomes particularly apparent in Niranjana’s understanding of
chutney, which she frames as a representation of Indian women'’s sexual auton-
omy in the face of opposition from a Hindu male elite. Niranjana argues that
for this elite, chutney raised the fearful specter of miscegenation between In-
dian women and Afro-Trinidadian men, given that it exposed Indian women’s
bodies to a public (male) gaze. As Niranjana states, “the disapproval of ‘vul-
garity’ can be read . . . as an anxiety regarding miscegenation, the new form
chutney becoming a metonym for the supposed increase in the relationships
between Indian women and African men.”® Indian women’ bodies served as
the terrain on which Indo- and Afro-Trinidadian men competed over the

right to represent the nation. Certainly, as Niranjana suggests, the controversy
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crystallized the ways in which diasporic nationalism is predicated on the notion
of women’s bodies as communal property. However, what remains unmarked
in Niranjana’s otherwise useful analysis is an acknowledgment of alternative
forms of desire that may emerge within the women-only spaces where chutney
music was originally performed. By presuming that Indo-Caribbean women’s
sexuality is always and everywhere heterosexual, Niranjana’s analysis takes as a
given what is in actuality discursively produced by successive waves of colonial
and nationalist ideologies.

Similarly, Peter Manuel, in one of the only book-length accounts of Indo-
Caribbean music and the “chutney polemic” in particular, betrays a simultane-
ous recognition and disavowal of the homoerotics of the dance space that chut-
ney produces. Manuel writes that chutney dancing, like the sexually suggestive
“wining” of Afro-Caribbean women at Carnival,” was “misinterpreted” by
“outraged critics” as “lesbianism, but it is better seen as a celebration of auto-
sexuality or female sexuality per se in a way that is not dependent on the
presence of men . . . Accordingly, chutney’s defenders have celebrated it as a
form of women’s liberation.”® Manuel in effect evacuates the possibility of
female homoeroticism by couching the pleasure that women derive from
dancing with and among each other as evidence solely of (heterosexual) “wom-
en’s liberation.” As in Niranjana’s analysis, the possibility that queer female
desire (whether or not it is articulated as “lesbian”) may in fact be an important
component of the pleasures afforded by chutney dancing is abruptly foreclosed.

Interestingly, Manuel’s history of the development of contemporary chutney
soca traces a lineage back to the 1950s in Guyana, where “during wedding
festivities, men would also dance in chutney style with one another or with
male transvestite dancers.”® Manuel contains and neutralizes this rather re-
markable mention of histories of queer public cultural space by stressing that
the Trinidadian men who today perform chutney may appear “effeminate” to
the untrained eye but that “male partners should not be assumed to be gay
lovers.”!” He later concedes, however, that “although male dance partners need
not be assumed to be homosexual, the Trinidad chutney scene has opened
space for a small but flamboyant gay subculture, which includes a popular
semiprofessional transvestite film-style dancer. As has been the case to some
extent in the United States, gay liberation in Trinidad has followed in the wake
of women’ liberation.”!! What is particularly striking in these statements is

Manuel’s attempt to reestablish the chutney scene as a predominantly hetero-
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sexual space of “liberation” for straight women and, to a lesser extent, a queer
space of “liberation” for gay men. Both Niranjana and Manuel, then, inadver-
tently replicate the nationalist framings of gender and sexuality that they set out
to critique. They do so by enacting the familiar discursive move of equating
queerness with men and femaleness with heterosexuality that I have traced
throughout this book. Within this schema, queer female desire, pleasure, and
subjectivity is indeed rendered impossible, and the queer public cultural space
that the performance of chutney may produce and make available is effaced.

I open this chapter with an evocation of the chutney controversy in Trini-
dad, and the implicit heteronormativity of some of the scholarship that docu-
ments it, as it is yet another instance that reveals the necessity of an analysis of
diasporic public cultures that is at once both feminist and queer. Without such
an analysis, we remain unable to fully grasp the deep investment of diasporic
and state nationalisms in disciplining female sexuality and legislating hetero-
normativity. As is evident from Niranjana’s essay, a feminist reading of a di-
asporic cultural practice like chutney makes apparent how home as household,
community, and nation is consolidated through the containment of unruly
female bodies. A gueer feminist reading, however, identifies the ways in which
those bodies, desires, and subjects deemed impossible within dominant di-
asporic logic intervene into the public culture of the diaspora. These queer
incursions into diasporic public culture reterritorialize the home by transform-
ing it into a site where non-heteronormative desires and practices are articu-
lated and performed.

The “chutney polemic” thus provides an unexpectedly useful point of entry
into a discussion of a growing body of work that can be seen to constitute a
genre of queer South Asian diasporic literature. This literary genre suggests an
alternative formulation of home in the diaspora that powerfully challenges the
hegemonic constructions of diasporic identity that were so in evidence during
the chutney debates. A consideration of queer diasporic literature also makes
evident the inadequacy and dangers of feminist theorizing of diasporic public
culture that ignores its queer valences. Ismat Chughtai’s “The Quilt,” with its
beautifully nuanced re-inscription of home through queer female desire, serves
as an important precursor to this emergent genre, which must be situated in a
skewed relation to the genres of “exile literature” and “immigrant literature.”!?
If exile literature is marked by the trauma of forced separation from a homeland

and a yearning for return, and the “immigrant genre” as defined by Rosemary
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George alternately revels in “a detached and unsentimental reading of the
experience of ‘homelessness, ”'* queer South Asian diasporic literature is nec-
essarily characterized by yet another relation to home. While queer diasporic
literature eschews claims to immutable origins and unsullied pasts on which
dominant articulations of both the nation and diaspora depend, the specter of
home—as household, community, and nation—continues to haunt it. Rather
than simply doing away with home and its fictions of (sexual, racial, commu-
nal) purity and belonging, queer diasporic literature instead engages in a radical
reworking of multiple home spaces. The queer diasporic body is the medium
through which home is remapped and its various narratives are displaced,
uprooted, and infused with alternative forms of desire.

In Funny Boy,'"* Shyam Selvadurai’s 1994 novel in six stories, the upper-
middle-class Sri Lankan Tamil narrator traces the seven years of his childhood
and adolescence in Colombo that preceded the Tamil-Sinhalese riots in 1983,
and his family’s subsequent migration as refugees to Canada. This experience
of migration forms the ground on which the narrative unfolds; the novel is
structured in terms of remembrance, with the narrator Arjie recalling a “re-
membered innocence of childhood . . . now colored in the hues of a twilight
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sky.”1> Such a phrase, coming early on in the novel, seems to signal that the text
can be comfortably contained within the genre of exile literature, one that
evokes from the vantage point of exile an idyllic, coherent, pre-exilic past
shattered by war and dislocation. Similarly, the novel’s parallel narrative of
Arjie’s sexual awakening initially locates the text within an established genre
of coming out stories, where the protagonist grows into an awareness of his
“true” homosexual identity that places him outside the purview of home
and family.

This narrative of migration and sexual exile with which Funny Boy begins is
also referenced in Shani Mootoo’s 1996 novel, Cereus Blooms at Night,'® which
opens in a small town in a fictionalized pre-Independence Trinidad. Early
in the novel, we are privy to the growing attraction between the Indo-
Trinidadian Sarah and the white daughter of the local reverend, as it emerges
within the house in which Sarah lives with her husband and two daughters.
Quite abruptly, however, the two women exit both the house and the narrative
as a whole as they set sail for the “north,” apparently unable to reconcile
queer desire within the exigencies of the home. The sudden disappearance of

the two women from the narrative may initially appear to be Mootoo’s capitu-
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lation to the familiar notion of a “lesbian” subject having to leave a Third
World home of gender and sexual oppression in order to come out into the
more liberated West.

A closer look at both novels, however, reveals a far more complicated rela-
tion between travel, sexual subjectivity, and the space of home as household,
community, and nation. While Funny Boy references the familiar narratives of
exile and coming out, it reworks the conventions of these genres and also re-
articulates the very notions of exile and sexual subjectivity. Similarly, Mootoo’s
novel traces the various forms of travel and motion undertaken by sexual
subjects both within the home and away from it. The disruption and remaking
of home space through queer desire that marks all the queer diasporic texts I
have engaged with throughout the book resonates particularly powerfully in
these novels. While “home” in both texts is on one hand a seemingly static
place that the various characters escape from and return to, it also produces and
is marked by its own particular forms of travel and transitivity. As is the case
with Chughtai’s work, both novels map out Avtar Brah’s notion of “diaspora
space,” which “includes the entanglement of genealogies of dispersion with
those of ‘staying put’”'” Funny Boy and Cereus Blooms at Night allow for
an understanding of diaspora as produced both in the process of travel and
“at home”; by importing home into the diaspora, the novels enact a similar
reversal of the nation-diaspora hierarchy that, as I argued in chapter 2, is

effected by transnational cultural practices such as Bhangra music.

South Asian Diasporic Texts in the House of Asian America

While queer diasporic literature reworks the formulation of home found in
exilic and immigrant literatures, this genre also allows for a reconsideration of
the place of South Asian American cultural texts within the frameworks of
South Asian studies and Asian American studies. South Asian American cul-
tural production has thus far rested somewhat uneasily between these two
frames of reference that are often imagined in opposition to one another.!® Yet
in an essay written in 1991, Sucheta Mazumdar argues this apparent split
between area studies and ethnic studies upholds a false binary that masks the
explicitly transnational and internationalist thrust of an ethnic studies project at
its very inception. As Mazumdar states, “The need is to define a new paradigm

which contextualizes the history of Asian Americans within the twentieth-
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century global history of imperialism, of colonialism, of capitalism. To isolate
Asian American history from its internationalist underpinnings, to abstract it
from the global context of capital and labor migration, is to distort this his-
tory”!” Mazumdar’s call for establishing and acknowledging the connections
between area studies and ethnic studies has been taken up in much of the
subsequent work on South Asian American and South Asian diasporic cultural
politics.?’ The last few years have seen an explosion of work by South Asian
scholars in the United States and Canada who situate the politics of South
Asian diasporic cultures within the context of North American racialization
on the one hand, and histories of colonialism, nationalism, and communalism
in South Asia on the other. Such work marks an important intervention into
both Asian American studies and South Asian studies: it links the current
category of “South Asian American” to prior histories of anticolonial struggle
in South Asia, as well as to the labor migrations precipitated by British colo-
nialism in Europe, North America, East and South Africa, and the Caribbean.

Vijay Prashad’s The Karma of Brown Folk can be seen to have inaugurated this
new body of scholarship, in that it intervenes into both South Asian and Asian
American studies by drawing the lines of connection between discourses of
U.S. Orientalism and right-wing Hindu nationalism in the United States and
South Asia. Prashad is careful to point out that the conservative discourses
of community and culture in South Asia and the diaspora that he critiques
are consolidated through particular gender ideologies that place an excess of
meaning on South Asian women’s bodies. Yet what remains to be further
articulated 1s an analysis of how these conservative notions of “family,” “kin-
ship,” “tradition,” and “culture” in South Asia and the diaspora rely on the
maintenance of heteronormativity.?! Without such an analysis, the modes of
activism and cultural production undertaken by queer and feminist subjects in
the diaspora invariably appear secondary to “real” politics, such as that of the
labor struggles of New York City’s taxicab drivers that Prashad details.?? I
mention Prashad’s book here because it is indicative of the crucial contribu-
tions made by a new body of South Asian American scholarship, while it also
gestures to the particular points within such scholarship that await further
elaboration. The novels of Selvadurai and Mootoo in turn constitute an im-
portant intervention into this body of work. While the imaginative landscapes
of these novels similarly trouble fixed notions of the proper objects of Asian

American studies or South Asian studies, queer South Asian diasporic litera-
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ture builds on the analyses of Prashad and others inasmuch as they offer a more
fully realized theory of how heteronormative notions of gender and sexuality
are central to the maintenance of colonial, racist, and ethnic absolutist struc-
tures of domination. Such systems of logic, these novels suggest, are most
fruitfully destabilized through alternative formulations of gendered and sexual
subjectivity.

Other recent scholarship in South Asian American cultural studies more
explicitly attempts to reconcile South Asian American cultural production
with Asian American studies. Such work has often revolved around the ques-
tions of the inclusion, recognition, and acknowledgment of South Asian com-
munities and cultures within the boundaries of Asian America. In the 1998
anthology A Part Yet Apart: South Asians in Asian America, for instance, Rajiv
Shankar characterizes this relation between South Asians and the category of

“Asian American” as follows:

South Asians want their unique attributes to be recognized and their particular
issues discussed; and some of them want this to occur within the Asian American
paradigm, for they think that they must surely belong there. Yet they find them-
selves so unnoticed as an entity that they feel as if they are merely a crypto-group,

often included but easily marginalized within the house of Asian America.?®

It seems more useful to replace this preoccupation with belonging, visibility,
recognition, and incorporation with the question of how a serious engagement
with South Asian diasporic cultural production would force a radical reframing
of Asian American studies as it was originally conceived. Rather than reiterat-
ing a plaintive call for inclusion, I want to suggest that this position of margin-
ality or “ex-centricity” to a dominant Asian American paradigm is a potentially
generative and fruitful one for South Asian diasporic cultural critics. It provides
a space not from which to call for “belonging” within the “house of Asian
America” but from which to rethink the very notions of house, home, commu-
nity, belonging, and authenticity. The novels I discuss in this chapter mobilize
three conceptual categories—“queer,” “diaspora,” and “South Asian”—that
have until recently been ex-centric to the dominant model of Asian American
studies, and that challenge and extend its scope in critical ways. A queer South
Asian diasporic project is aligned with an increasing number of feminist and
queer critics who, over the past decade, have taken exception to an early model

of Asian American cultural nationalism, one that implicitly viewed the pro-
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totypical Asian American subject as male, heterosexual, working class, U.S.
born, and English speaking.?* Such static notions of Asian American iden-
tity have necessarily given way to new models that take into account the
shifting demographics of Asian American communities in the United States as
well as the ever-increasing mobility of people, capital, and culture throughout
the world.

Reconceptualizing Asian American subjectivity through the framework of a
queer South Asian diaspora, then, disrupts the notion of the Asian American
subject as essentially masculinist and heterosexual, as well as the belief that
Asian American subjectivity is comprehensible exclusively within the bounda-
ries of the U.S. nation-state. By placing South Asian cultural practices in
productive relation to an Asian American studies paradigm, I am not making
an argument for the incorporation and visibility of a heretofore orphaned and
invisible group within the “house of Asian America.” Indeed, arguments for
inclusion do nothing to dismantle the very structures of inclusion and exclu-
sion on which communities and identities are based. Rather, I am interested in
how foregrounding queer South Asian diasporic cultural practices creates a
different paradigm of Asian American studies, one that demands that we place
analyses of sexual subjectivity and racialization within the United States and
Canada in relation to older histories of U.S. and British colonialism in Asia and
the Caribbean. The framework of a queer South Asian diaspora thus demands
a remapping of Asian America, so that its borders extend north to Canada and
south to Latin America and the Caribbean.

The reformulation of home through queer desire and subjectivity in queer
South Asian diasporic literature situates it in contradistinction to the work that
has become representative of South Asian American writing in North Amer-
ica, such as the fiction of more established writers like Bharati Mukherjee and
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. The same developmental narrative that marks a
film like Deepa Mehta’s Fire structures Mukherjee’s and Divakaruni’s fiction as
well: their female protagonists travel from an India that functions as the sym-
bolic space of gender oppression and “old world dutifulness” (to use Mukher-
jee’s phrase), to an America that fulfills its promises of progress, individual
freedom, and feminist self-enlightenment.?® Furthermore, in the writings of
both Mukherjee and Divakaruni, this teleological progress narrative is coter-
minous with a narrative of heterosexual romance, within which the female

protagonists are firmly situated. The familiar binarisms of East and West,
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tradition and modernity, home and away, diaspora and nation that structure
these examples of diasporic fiction are exploded by the queer diasporic novels
of Selvadurai and Mootoo. Both texts exemplify an alternative mapping of
Asian America: they are written by first-generation South Asian Canadians
and negotiate the various legacies of colonialism and nationalist movements in
the home spaces from which they came (Sri Lanka on one hand and Trinidad
on the other) through the production of queer desire and affiliation. While
both novels are only slowly making their way onto Asian American studies
syllabi, it is precisely in the queer and diasporic dimensions of these texts that
the most powerful and indispensable critiques of dominant formulations of

national, racial, sexual, and gender identity are taking place.

Pigs Can’t Fly: Shyam Selvadurai’s Funny Boy

“Pigs Can’t Fly,” the first story in Funny Boy, lays out the complex system of
prohibition, punishment, and compulsion that governs and structures gender
differentiation. The story tells of the childhood game that Arjie and his girl
cousins play in the house of their grandparents, which entails an elaborate per-
formance of a wedding ceremony. The pleasure Arjie takes in playing the part
of the bride causes intense embarrassment and consternation for the adults,
who decree that henceforth Arjie is to play with the boys. Arjie’s eventual,
traumatic banishment from the world of the girls and his forced entry into
proper gender identification is figured in terms of geography and spacializa-
tion, of leaving one carefully inscribed space of gender play and entering one of
gender conformity: Arjie is compelled to leave the inner section of the com-
pound inhabited by the girls and enter the outer area where the boys congre-
gate. Similarly, Arjie is barred from watching his mother dress in her room,
which throughout his childhood has been the site of his most intense spec-
tatorial pleasure. The gendered spacialization of the domestic sphere in the
story mirrors and reiterates nationalist framings of space that posit the “inner”
as an atavistic space of spirituality and tradition, embodied by the figure of the
woman, as opposed to the “outer” male sphere of progress, politics, materiality,
and modernity.?® But by portraying the inner sphere not simply as a space of
gender conformity but also of gender play and fantasy, the story refigures the
gendered spacialization of the nation by revealing how non-heteronormative

embodiments, desires, and pleasures surface within even the most hetero-
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normative of spaces. As we have seen in the various texts I have engaged with
throughout the book, this reterritorialization of domestic and national space
takes place through a queering of public culture. For Arjie, dressing up as the
bride—complete with shimmering white sari, flowers, and jewelry—is a way
of accessing a particular mode of hyperbolic femininity embodied not only by
his mother but by the popular Sri Lankan female film stars of the day.

Throughout Funny Boy, Selvadurai deftly makes apparent the ways in which
institutionalized heterosexuality, in the form of marriage, undergirds ethnic
and state nationalisms. Thus Arjie’s queer reconfiguration of the wedding has
implications far beyond the domestic sphere, in that it suggests other ways
of imagining kinship and affiliation that extend further than the horizon of
nationalist framings of community. The game itself, brilliantly titled “Bride-
Bride,” offers a reconfiguration of the contractual obligations of heterosex-
uality and gender conformity. Arjie installs himself in the most coveted role—
that of bride—and makes it abundantly clear that the part of groom occupies
the lowest rung of the game’s hierarchy. Indeed, the game is predicated on the
apparent non-performativity of masculinity, as opposed to the excessive femi-
nine performance of Arjie as bride.?” The game’s title, then—*“Bride-Bride,”
rather than “Bride-Groom” or simply “Bride” —references both the unimpor-
tance of the groom and the hyperbolic femininity embodied by the figure of
the bride, as well as the potentiality of a female same-sex eroticism that dis-
penses with the groom altogether. In other words, the game not only speaks to
a particular mode of queer male femininity and cross-gender identificatory
pleasure but also suggests the possibility of a female homoeroticism located
within the home that works through the absence and irrelevance of the groom.
Indeed, we can read Deepa Mehta’s Fire as (quite literally) staging the game of
“Bride-Bride” within a female homosocial context.

Arjie thus sutures himself into the scene of marriage, radically displacing it
from the matrix of heterosexuality and calling into question the very logic and
authority of heteronormativity. “Pigs Can’t Fly” encodes gender differentia-
tion within multiple narratives, not all of which are necessarily pathologizing:
while Arjie’s father reads Arjie’s cross-gender identification as unnatural and
perverse, his mother is unable to come up with a viable explanation for the
logic of gender conformity. When pushed by Arjie to explain why he can no
longer play with the girls or watch her dress, she resorts to a childhood nursery

rhyme, retorting in exasperation, “Because the sky is so high and pigs can’t fly,
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that’s why.”?® Her answer attempts to grant to the fixity of gender roles the
status of universally recognized natural law and to root it in common sense;
however, such an explanation fails to satisfy Arjie, and his mother seems equally
unconvinced by it but is unable to imagine an alternative order of things. Thus
the varied, multiple discourses around gender that mark the domestic sphere
militate against an overly reductive reading of “home” space as merely oppres-
sive. Instead, gender conformity and nonconformity are narrativized through
competing discourses in the story, where the rhetoric of nonconformity as
perversion is undercut by the antinormative performance of gender in “Bride-
Bride,” as well as by Arjie’s mother making apparent the nonsensical nature of
gender codification.

The story ends with Arjie’s dawning realization that he is doomed to being
“caught between the boys’ and the girls” worlds, not belonging or wanted in
either”? This exile from the space of gender fantasy shadows the other, various
exiles that Arjie experiences in each of the subsequent chapters. These follow a
similar narrative arc as “Pigs Can’t Fly;” in that they end with Arjie’s coming
into consciousness of the gender, sexual, ethnic, and class constraints that limit
his life and the lives of those around him, and that move him further and
further away from the brief, idealized moment of gender fantasy and freedom
of his childhood. For instance, Arjie’s sexual encounters with his Sinhalese
classmate Shehan, and his realization that such homoerotic sex has pushed him
outside the purview of family as he has known it, produce a form of exile that is
layered onto the previous ones and that prefigures the ones to come. Signifi-
cantly, the initial sexual encounter between the two boys takes place not in the
house itself but in the garage at the edges of the family compound. The literal
and figurative remove of queer sexuality from the family scene is forcefully
brought home to Arjie as he and Shehan rejoin his parents for lunch after their
encounter in the garage. As he looks around the table at the faces of his parents,
he realizes with horror that the act in the garage has opened up an unbridgeable
distance between him and the rest of his family and has “moved [him] beyond
his [father’s] hand.”3° Argjie’s sexual awakening and his realization that queer
desire can only exist at the margins of home can initially be situated within the
narrative tradition of the coming out story. Such narratives are often character-
ized as journeys toward an essential wholeness, toward the discovery of a true
gay identity through a teleological process of individuation that is granted

representative status. Indeed, the novels title, Funny Boy, can be read as a
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reference to Edmund White’s 1982 narrative of gay coming of age in the fifties,
A Boy’s Own Story.>' However, unlike White’s text, where sexuality is privi-
leged as the singular site of radical difference and the narrator’ sole claim to
alterity, sexuality in Funny Boy is but one of many discourses—such as those of
ethnic identity and forced migration—all of which speak to multiple displace-
ments and exiles. For instance, gender inversion in “Pigs Can’t Fly” is not so
much a primary marker of Arjie’s latent homosexuality, a childhood signifier of
adult homosexuality as charted along a linear narrative of sexual development
that ends with a fully realized “gay” subject. Rather, cross-gender identifica-
tion in the story takes on numerous, complex valences given the novel’s en-
gagement with questions of loss and memory in the context of diasporic
displacement.

It is from the vantage point of “a new home . . . in Canada” that the narrator
remembers the intense pleasure derived from the ritual of becoming “like the
goddesses of the Sinhalese and Tamil cinema, larger than life” and of watching
his mother dress.>> Thus the narrator’s evocation of these remembered in-
stances of cross-gender identificatory practices and pleasures becomes a means
by which to negotiate the loss of home as a fantasied site of geographic rooted-
ness, belonging, and gender and erotic play. Indeed, if “home,” as Dorinne
Kondo states, is for “peoples in diaspora” that which “we cannot not want,”
home for a queer diasporic subject becomes not only that which “we cannot
not want” but also that which we cannot and could never have. Home in the
queer fantasy of the past is the space of violent (familial and national) disown-
ing: if queer desire and gender inversion exile Arjie from the space of the family
and the domestic sphere, his Tamilness exiles him from the home space of the
nation. Cross-gender identification—through the game of Bride-Bride and in
his mother’s dressing room—allows Arjie to momentarily lay claim to domestic
space and its gendered arrangements. The remembrance of such moments
mediates the multiple alienations of the queer diasporic subject from “home”
as familial, domestic, and national space. “Pigs Can’t Fly” speaks to the cen-
trality of South Asian popular cinema in producing a queer diasporic imagi-
nary and reveals the ways in which queer subjects reaccess home through an
engagement with, and intervention into, public culture. Evoking the uses of
popular film for queer diasporic audiences that I discussed in chapter 4, for
Arjie it is the icons of Sri Lankan cinema—images of “the Malini Fonsekas and

the Geeta Kumarasinghes”—that act as the vehicle through which “home” is
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conjured into being, mourned, and reimagined. Furthermore the specificity of
the Tamil and Sinhala screen goddesses who fuel Arjie’s fantasy life decenters
Bollywood as the hegemonic cinematic force in South Asia and instead makes
visible other, local points of cultural reference that are drawn on to produce
queer diasporic public cultures.

The relation between cross-dressing and “home” spaces that the novel maps
out echoes the anthropologist Martin Manalansan’s depiction of the uses of
drag within contemporary gay Filipino communities in New York City. Man-
alansan finds that for diasporic Filipino gay men, drag is inextricably inter-
twined with nostalgia, evoking “the image and memory of the Filipino home-
land while at the same time acknowledging being settled in a ‘new home’ here
in the U.S”3* Similarly, the narrator’s memory of cross-dressing in Funny Boy
negotiates multiple cultural and geographic sites, while suggesting the uses of
nostalgia for queer diasporic subjects. Arjie’s performance of queer femininity
radically reconfigures hegemonic nationalist and diasporic logic, which de-
pends on the figure of the woman as a stable signifier of “tradition.” Within a
queer diasporic imaginary, the lost homeland is represented not by the pure and
self-sacrificing wife and mother but rather by a queer boy in a sari. This project
of reterritorializing national space, and the uses of drag in such a project, are
explicitly articulated within South Asian queer activism and popular culture in
various diasporic sites. In an example of the ways in which queer public culture
reconfigures the nation, a sSALGA flier for a party celebrating the publication of
Selvadurai’s novel depicts a sari-clad figure exclaiming, “Shyam was right! I
look better in Mummy ki sari!” On the one hand, the flier makes apparent the
ways in which the popular cultural practices (parties and drag performances)
and literary texts like Funny Boy inform and produce each other and thus call
into existence a space of queer diasporic public culture. The flier also replaces
the woman-in-sari that typically stands in for India with a gay male/trans-
gendered performance of queer femininity that references and remembers non-
heteronormative childhoods in other national sites.?

The novel as a whole tracks various desiring relations, both hetero- and
homosexual, such as those between the Tamil Radha and the Sinhalese Anil,
between Arjie’s mother and her Dutch-descended Burgher lover, and between
Agjie and Shehan. None of these forms of desire fit within the logic of ethnic
or state nationalisms, and they are disciplined and regulated by increasingly

brutal means as the novel progresses. While “Pigs Can’t Fly” concludes with



Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora 175

Arjie’s traumatic awareness of the hegemonic power of dominant gender ide-
ologies, the following chapter, “Radha Aunty,” traces his growing awareness of
dominant ethnic and nationalist ideologies, and their particular investment in
gender and sexual normativity. Arjie’s young aunt Radha has the misfortune of
falling in love with a Sinhalese man, Anil, on the eve of a period of heightened
violence against Tamils. This violence climaxes, at the end of the novel, with
Arjie’s family being expelled from Sri Lanka and seeking refugee status in
Canada. Radha initially acts as a co-conspirator in Arjie’s gender play; she takes
delight in the pleasure that he derives from imagining in great detail her own
future wedding ceremony and in dressing in her make-up and jewelry. After
being violently attacked during a riot, however, Radha turns away from Anil
and agrees to marry a more suitable Tamil businessman approved of by her
family. The story makes clear how women’s bodies become the literal and
figurative battleground on which ethnic nationalist ideologies play out. By the
story’s end, the bohemian Radha is transformed into a “real” bride, with the
heavy mask-like make-up, gold jewelry, flowers, and silk saris of Agjie’s fantasy
life. However, here the hyperbolic femininity of the bride is sutured firmly to
heterosexuality and is annexed to the project of maintaining the inviolability of
ethnic boundaries. In sharp contrast to the queerness of the wedding scene as
performed by Arjie in “Pigs Can’t Fly,” the wedding in “Radha Aunty” serves
to discipline bodies and desires that do not conform to ethnic absolutist no-
tions of community. Here femininity signifies not gender play, fantasy, and
pleasure but rather Radha’s acquiescence to this logic of ethnic absolutism. The
pathologizing of Arjie as a feminine boy, then, is revealed to be but one
component in the same structure of domination that renders Radha’s hetero-
sexual, female body symbolic of communal purity and tradition.

The centrality of gender and sexual normativity in the consolidation of
ethnic and state nationalisms, and the costs this consolidation exacts on queer
and female bodies, are made further apparent in the novel’s penultimate chap-
ter, “The Best School of All” The story details the ways in which Arjie’s
school, where his father has sent him to become a “real man,” functions as a site
for the indoctrination of normative gender and sexual identity as well as ethnic
affiliation. For instance, the boys must call their classmates by their surnames,
which marks each student as irreducibly Tamil or Sinhalese. As the intimacy
between Arjie and Shehan grows, they shift from calling each other by their

ethnically marked surnames (Selvaratnam and Soyza) to their more neutral
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given names. Echoing the ways in which queer female desire provides a space
for the critique of communal politics in Fire, in Funny Boy queer male desire
similarly interrupts the normative gender, sexual, and ethnic nationalist logic
of the school space that stands in for Sri Lanka as a whole. Yet while queer
desire here, as in Kureishi’s My Beautiful Laundrette, undercuts the logic of
ethnic/ racial purity and authenticity, it does not transcend it: after his house is
burnt down during the riots, it occurs to Arjie for the first time that Shehan is
Sinhalese and he is not; this realization becomes “a thin translucent screen”
through which Arjie now comes to view Shehan.*® Thus other vectors of
power, difference, and privilege are woven into the very fabric of queer desire
and are inextricable from it.

The novel’s final section, “Riot Journal,” makes all the more evident the
ways in which the home is reconfigured in queer diasporic memory. The
novel’s episodic structure is abandoned here and the book shifts to present tense
and first person as Arjie, in terse journal entries, documents the horrors of the
1983 massacre of Tamils by Sinhalese. This splintered, fragmented format
brusquely interrupts the more conventional structure of the previous chapters
and marks the fact that queer diasporic histories cannot be contained within a
teleological, developmental narrative. In the midst of the carnage, Arjie has sex
with Shehan for the last time before traumatically leaving with his family for
Canada: “I have just returned from seeing Shehan. I can still smell his particular
odour on my body, which always lingers on me after we make love . . . [ am
reluctant even to change my clothes for fear that I will lose this final me-
mento.”?” The smell of Shehan’s body lingering on Arjie’s clothes becomes “a
final memento” not only of a remembered scene of homoerotic desire but of
Sri Lanka, of home itself. The text thus queers the space of Sri Lanka as home
by disrupting the logic of nationalism that consolidates the nation through
normative hierarchical sexual and gender arrangements; these arrangements
coalesce around the privatized, bourgeois domestic space of home as a site of
sanitized heterosexuality.

The mapping of homoeroticism onto the national space of Sri Lanka also
challenges the implicit imperialist assumptions underlying conventional com-
ing out narratives that locate the Third World as a site of sexual oppression that
must be left behind in order to realize a liberated gay subjectivity. The moment
in the narrative where Arjie remembers home through the smell of his lover’s

body encapsulates the text’s deployment of what I would call a generative or
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enabling nostalgia and homesickness. Here the home that is evoked signifies
multiply: as both national space and domestic space, it is the site of homoerotic
desire and cross-gender identification and pleasure, of intense gender confor-
mity and horrific violence, as well as of multiple leave-takings and exiles. The
text thus also complicates the axes of a conventional exilic novel with fixed
points of origin and departure. Instead, Selvadurai’s stories detail the layered
crises and multiple losses, the leave-takings and exiles that occur within the site

of home itself.

Home Work: Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at Night

As in Selvadurai’s Funny Boy and Ian Rashid’s Surviving Sabu, in Cereus Blooms
at Night non-heteronormative sexualities travel within and away from the space
of home and transform the very meanings of home in the process. Mootoo’s
novel allows for a conceptualization of sexuality in motion: in the context of
diasporic movement and migration as well as in relation to those movements
that occur within and across bodies that seemingly remain geographically
rooted with the home. Unlike both Funny Boy and Surviving Sabu, however,
Mootoo’s novel provides a sustained articulation of a queer diasporic project
that revolves around a complex model of female diasporic subjectivity, and
allows us to consider what a queer diasporic project would look like with a
female subject at its center. As such, it extends and brings into fruition the brief
glimpse of a queered femininity suggested by Mina’s performance in East Is
East, as discussed in chapter 3. Like Surviving Sabu, Cereus responds to and
revises the tropes of masculinity and unhousing that are so central to V. S.
Naipaul’s A House for Mr. Biswas. Mootoo’s radical reworking of homes and
houses in Cereus provides a necessary counterpoint to Naipaul’s melancholic
vision of masculine failure as well as to Rashid’s alternative yet still limited
vision of a queer male genealogy.

A House for Mr. Biswas, published at the very moment of Trinidad’s indepen-
dence, fits quite comfortably into the mold of “national allegory” as articulated
by Fredric Jameson in his oft-cited (and much debated) essay “Third World
Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism.”*® Jameson’s claim that in
“all third-world texts . . . the story of the private individual destiny is al-
ways an allegory of the embattled situation of the public third-world culture

and society” has been strongly criticized by many postcolonial critics.>® Aijaz
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Ahmad, for instance, takes to task Jameson’s sweeping generalizations about
“all Third World literatures,” and his overly tidy oppositions between First and
Third World literatures and readers.* Yet Naipaul’s novel —following as it does
Biswas’s chronic failure to create “an adequate house in which to install an
adequate self,” as Rosemary George phrases it—easily allows itself to be read
along the lines of Jameson’s premise.*! Conversely, Cereus Blooms at Night,
which can be read as an important intertext to Naipaul’s novel, does not resolve
itself so easily into national allegory. Rather Mootoo’s novel is primarily con-
cerned with those subjectivities, desires, and modes of collectivity that escape
nationalist narratives and that fall outside their teleological structures. While
questions of housing remain central for Mootoo, her novel maps the violences
that undergird the home as it is prescribed within the logic of colonialism. If
Naipaul’s novel is unable to imagine a way of “being at home” outside pa-
triarchal colonial logic, Mootoo’s text suggests alternative forms of kinship,
affiliation, and genealogy that resist the logic of blood, patrilineality, and pa-
triarchal authority on which Naipaul’s vision of housing ultimately rests.
Mootoo’s novel traces the physical and psychic costs of colonialism as they
play out over variously gendered, sexualized, and racialized bodies. In con-
trast to the realist mode of Naipaul’s novel, Cereus Blooms at Night is situated
in a semi-fictionalized (post)colonial location: England is transposed within
Mootoo’s literary landscape into the forbidding-sounding “Shivering North-
ern Wetlands” while Trinidad is translated into a tropical Caribbean island
called “Lantanacamara.” The narrative unravels the life of Mala Ramachandin,
who at the novel’s opening is seen as a mute old woman in a Lantanacamara
nursing home, and who has been befriended and cared for by the novel’s
narrator, an effeminate gay male nurse named Tyler. By means of shifts across
time and narrative voice, we learn that when Mala was a young girl, her Indian
mother Sarah fell in love and absconded with Lavinia, the white daughter of
the local “Wetlandish” missionary family. Mala and her sister Asha are left to
the mercy of their father Chandin, who as a young boy had been adopted by
the white missionary family in their attempt to convert other poor Indian
plantation workers to Christianity. After Sarah leaves him for Lavinia, Chandin
turns abusive, raping Mala and Asha for years until Asha escapes and leaves the
island; Chandin is eventually killed in a final violent encounter with Mala.
This synopsis does not do justice to the complexity of the text as it raises

questions around the production and disavowal of queer bodies and desires in
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the context of home as household, community, and nation. The novel’s con-
testation of hegemonic colonial, national, and diasporic framings of sexuality
and home spaces must be read against the sexual, racial, and gendered repercus-
sions of indentureship in Trinidad. Clearly there is a risk in using a specific
historical frame to situate a novel as self-consciously antirealist as Mootoo’s.
Nevertheless, the novel’s framing of questions of home, sexuality, and move-
ment is informed by the particularities of indentureship in Trinidad. Indeed
the novel can be read as both a response to and repudiation of its various
legacies, and it forces a consideration of indentureship as central to processes
of racial, gender, and sexual subjectification in the Caribbean. Precipitated
by Britain’s continued need for cheap labor in the aftermath of slavery in
the British colonies, half a million workers were brought from India to work
on British Caribbean sugar plantations between 1838 and 1917 through a
strategy of what Madhavi Kale calls “imperial labor reallocation.”* Yet as
Indira Karamcheti asserts, Indian indenture is often an erased narrative in
Caribbean historiography and fails to signify against what she calls “the over-
whelming, dominating presence of another people’s displacement.”*> While a
number of historians and cultural critics have pointed out the complex rela-
tions between slavery and indentureship in the Caribbean in terms of the
maintenance of racial hierarchies and continued labor exploitation, there re-
mains a need to fully articulate the effects of indentureship on colonial and
postcolonial subject constitution in the Caribbean.

Feminist historians including Madhavi Kale, Rhoda Reddock, Patricia Mo-
hammed, and others have begun this task in their work on Indian women and
indentureship. Reddock’s work, for instance, details the discursive production
of the category of the Indian immigrant, and the Indian woman immigrant in
particular, within a juridical framework of countless criminal and labor laws
that sought to govern immigrant existence.* Indentureship was marked from
its inception by a discourse of sexual morality, one which sought to curb the
“erotic autonomy” (to use Jacqui Alexander’s phrase) of Indian immigrant
women.* Both the British colonial state and immigrant Indian men labeled
single Indian women (who were the majority of those women who migrated)
as outcasts, immoral, and prostitutes. Reddock and Mohammed argue that a
variety of competing discourses and interests intersected in the need to control
and legislate Indian female sexuality. First, Indian immigrant masculinity at-

tempted to reconstitute itself through the control of “unruly” Indian female
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sexuality. Second, Indian immigrant women were instrumental within the
gendered discourse of anticolonial nationalism in India, where arguments
against indentureship were articulated as safeguarding the purity and sanctity of
Indian womanhood. Finally a Victorian discourse around domesticity and
ideal womanhood sought to “domesticate” Indian women immigrants by
transforming them from wage laborers to dependent housewives.*

This last strategy, of framing Indian women as housewives rather than wage
earners, 1s important to elaborate as it has tremendous consequences for the
creation of gender hierarchies and the regulation of Indian women’s bodies
during the post-indentureship period and beyond. Reddock points out that
between 1870 and 1900, new legal mechanisms were put in place to keep
Indians on the estates as a stable, self-reproducing work force. Earlier ordi-
nances that sought to regulate the movement of workers—such as the 1847
Ticket to Leave Law that prohibited workers from leaving the confines of the
estate—were compounded by new land laws. These laws facilitated the cre-
ation of Indian peasant proprietorship by giving male “heads of household”
land instead of a return passage back to India. Simultaneously, under a system-
atic process of what Reddock calls “housewifization,” women workers were
increasingly removed from public wage labor to perform unpaid, privatized
labor on family property. The colonial state thus legislated hierarchized, pa-
triarchal, heterosexual nuclear family units as necessary for peasant farming.
Significantly, this period saw a tremendous increase in violence perpetuated by
Indian men against Indian women, often in the form of murder. Madhavi Kale
argues that violence was used as a major method of control against Indian
women who sought to assert their sexual autonomy in the face of increasing
legislation that would keep them firmly within the confines of conjugal do-
mesticity.¥” According to Prabhu Mohapatra, colonial authorities sought to
prevent these “wife murders” in late-nineteenth-century British Guyana by
strengthening marriage legislation and consolidating the male-dominated nu-
clear Indian family.*® Thus the colonial state, in conjunction with Indian im-
migrant male interests, sought to legislate and naturalize hierarchical nuclear
family arrangements within this newly constructed space of the Indian immi-
grant home. As Kale writes, “Indentured labor was peculiarly suited to impe-
rial, post-emancipation conditions because it recognized and implicitly capi-
talized on a racial differentiation—indeed racial hierarchy—within the empire

by contributing to naturalizing [and] universalizing a bourgeois-imperial sex-



Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora 181

ual division of labor that was not only predicated on, but also reproduced,
women’s banishment to the domestic: to domestic space, labor, identity”* In
other words, heteronormativity and the consolidation of the domestic space
were used as disciplinary mechanisms of the colonial state, both producing and
keeping intact the racial, gender, and sexual hierarchies necessary for the con-
tinuance of a cheap and stable workforce.

As I'suggested in my discussion of chutney music, recent critical attempts to
unravel contemporary discourses of female sexuality in Trinidad stop short of
fully exploring the linkages between the legislation of heteronormativity, the
disciplining of female sexuality, and the consolidation of colonial systems of
labor. The effacement of queer female desire and agency by contemporary
scholars is particularly significant in the context of how rhetoric around Indian
women’s sexuality was mobilized by the British colonial state and Indian na-
tionalists during the indentureship period. Madhavi Kale notes that the “sex-
ualization of [Indian] women and the labor they performed was [central] to
emergent bourgeois-capitalist notions of free labor, freedom and nation.”*°
British proponents of the indentureship system were particularly concerned
with couching indentured labor as “free” rather than coerced or slave labor,
and this category of “free labor” became crucial to post-emancipation defini-
tions of Britain as an imperial power. It also kept racial hierarchies in the
colonies intact: Kale convincingly argues that “free” Indian labor was used as a
means of disciplining and devaluing the newly emancipated black laboring
population.®! Indian women, however, were excluded from this category of
“free labor” as they were seen as unfit for field labor and wage earning and were
consigned to the space of the domestic. Indeed, as Kale asserts, “the model,
ideal laborer was almost always male. The idea of free women laborers repre-
sented a contradiction in terms.”> The process of “housewifization” had the
effect of curtailing both the laboring and sexual agency of Indian women, in
that it harnessed their sexuality and labor power to the maintenance of the
heterosexual, conjugal family unit. Thus, by eliding queer female desiring
agency in their analyses of contemporary discourses of Indian women’s sex-
uality, cultural critics and scholars collude with the particular brand of hetero-
normativity initially put in place to legitimize continued labor exploitation
under indentureship.

Cereus Blooms at Night opens up the space within which the normalizing

discourses surrounding Indo-Caribbean women’s sexuality can begin to be
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unpacked. It is precisely the construction of home under indentureship as a site
of the violent establishment of sexual and gender normativity that Mootoo’s
novel contests. The novel suggests that if heteronormativity—and more specif-
ically heterosexuality—is a means by which to discipline subjects under colo-
nialism, then one of the means by which to escape the sexual and gendered
logic of colonialism is by escaping heterosexuality. Given the complex valences
of home under indentureship, it is not surprising that Mootoo’s novel is in-
tensely preoccupied with evoking various home spaces: the white missionary
home, the “native” home that Chandin’s Indian plantation worker parents
inhabit, and finally Chandin’s own home, which his daughter Mala reter-
ritorializes after killing Chandin. There are also those other shadowy home
spaces that exist outside the island—Canada, Australia, the Wetlands—that
characters disappear to and return from, and that place the island and its
inhabitants within a larger framework of diasporic travel and movement. The
white missionary home in the novel is figured as the quintessential English
home in the colony, that space of “public domesticity” where the workings of
“the empire are replicated on a domestic scale.”® As Rosemary George has
pointed out in her work on gender, domesticity, and empire, the setting up of
home in the empire was seen as crucial to the consolidation of imperial rule.
George states, “The management of empire [in colonial discourse] is repre-
sented as essentially home-management on a larger scale: there are doors to be
locked, corners to be dusted, rooms to be fumigated and made free of pests,
children (i.e. “natives”) to be . . . educated . . . and disciplined, boundaries to be
drawn and fences mended.”>* Similarly, the home of the missionary family into
which Chandin the native/ child is granted entrance is marked by order, thrift,
and cleanliness, the attention to decorum and neatness that are the hallmarks of
colonialism’s “civilizing” project. George also points out that it is against a
construction of the “native” home as lack or excess that the colonial home is
able to invent itself. Indeed, Chandin—like Naipaul’s Mr. Biswas—is as in thrall
to the image of colonial domesticity and nuclear familial bliss as he is disgusted
by the memory of his own parents’ mud house, the odor from the latrine
mingling with the smells of incense, spices, and coal. This attention to smell, as
I will discuss, becomes crucial to the novel’s framing of home.

The home that Chandin sets up after leaving the missionary household
and marrying Sarah is a failed attempt at replicating the domestic idyll of

the missionary home; it is also an attempt to reproduce the patriarchal nu-
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clear family as it took shape under indentureship. Chandin, in a replication of
Mr. Biswas’s ordeals, tries and fails to build his dream house “of stone and
mortar . . . with special rooms for this and that—a library, a pantry, a guest
room.”” The emergence of queer interracial desire between Sarah and her
white lover within this home space, however, radically destabilizes the terms of
colonial domesticity, unharnessing Indian women’s sexuality from the propa-
gation of the heterosexual, national family unit. As in Chughtai’s “The Quilt”
and Mehta’s Fire, female homoerotic desire in Mootoo’s novel emerges from
within the patriarchal confines of the home, within the cracks and fissures of
heterosexuality, and is inextricable from the violences of colonialism and mi-
sogyny. Queer desire enables Sarah to quite literally remove herself from the
sexual, racial, and gendered logic consolidated under indentureship. Chandin’s
response to both Sarah’s refusal to abide by this logic and his own subsequent
loss of patriarchal authority is to habitually rape and abuse both Mala and her
sister Asha. The horror of incest in the novel functions to make visible the
trauma of indentureship and its repressed histories of gendered and sexualized
violence; Mala’s bruised and violated body becomes an archive of these histo-
ries.”® Thus incest in the text has multiple valences: it represents the implosion
of the heterosexual nuclear family as legislated under the colonial regime of
indentureship. It also echoes earlier histories of gendered violence on which
the heterosexual family unit under colonialism is predicated. This “other”
home space, then, shadows the sanitized missionary home and lays bare all that
colonialism both produces and seeks to disavow.

Chandin’s death and Mala’s subsequent remaking of her house mark the
creation of an alternative space of “not-home,” one that explodes the gendered
and racialized terms of the domestic as set forth under indentureship. Ironically
inhabiting the colonial construction of the native home as excess, Mala allows
the house to become overrun with wild birds, insects, snails, and reptiles and
lives not inside the house but on the verandah, surrounded by their sounds and
smells. If the colonial missionary home is marked by economy, order, and
sanitization—a distinct lack of smell—the alternative, antidomestic home space
that Mala creates is marked by an excess of smell: the stench of decomposition
and foulness intermingles with the heady, intoxicating aroma of cereus blos-
soms. Mala revises ideologies of “housewifization” set in place during inden-
tureship, as well as the colonial injunction that urges good housekeeping as the

gendered labor of empire: her housekeeping consists of carefully drying and
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burying the corpses of snails and insects, of stacking furniture into impene-
trable walls that serve not to protect the house from intruders but rather to
carve out a home space outside the domestic.

For Mala as for Sarah, escaping the violences of the patriarchal colonial
home is inextricable from escaping the violences of heteronormativity. The
novel thus allows us to rearticulate queerness in the shadow of colonialism.
Mootoo’s text, echoing Mina’s performance of queer femininity in East Is East
and Chughtai’s formulation of queer desire within the home, imagines queer-
ness as residing not solely in particular bodies that are specifically marked as
“lesbian.” Mala, for instance, is explicitly named as queer in the novel in the
sense that she extricates herself from the terms of heterosexual domesticity.
Queerness in Cereus thus extends to all those bodies disavowed by colonial and
national constructions of home: bodies marked by rape and incest; biologically
male bodies that are improperly feminine, such as that of Tyler, the nurse who
works in the old age home to which Mala is forcibly removed after her own
home is burnt down; and biologically “female” bodies that are improperly
masculine, such as that of Otoh, Tyler’s lover.

Indeed, the character Otoh embodies the ways in which travel and move-
ment occur within the space of home itself, within bodies that are in motion
without leaving home. Otoh, we are told, is born biologically female but
transformed himself so flawlessly into a boy over the years that no one in
Lantanacamara, not even his parents, seems to remember that he was once a
girl. The seamlessness of Otoh’s transgender transition opens Mootoo to the
charge that she has positioned Otoh as the quintessential transitional subject, a
figure that acts as a metaphor for other forms of crossing and travel in the novel
while denying the specificity of transgender subjectivity. However, I would
argue that Otoh’s seamless transformation—like Mala’s radical antidomestic-
ity—instead speaks to an antirealist system of logic the text sets forth. We can
call this alternative logical system one of productive contradiction: indeed,
Otoh’s very name is an acronym of “on the one hand, on the other hand,” his
favorite phrase that betrays his propensity for seeing both sides of a situation
but not committing to either. Rather than naming a disinvested sexual and
gender fluidity, Otoh—like Mala, who lives in the inside/outside space of the
verandah—can be seen as making inhabitable those liminal spaces deemed
impossible within heteronormative logic: he is outside femininity yet within a

nominally female body; he is situated within masculinity yet attracted to Tyler’s
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queer femininity. The logic of “on the one hand” embodied by Mootoo’s
characters is ultimately a refusal to adhere to the fixities of place, race, gender,
and sexuality legislated by the colonial regimes of both slavery and indenture-
ship. The gender and sexual ideologies of indentureship quite literally fix
bodies in place; the various forms of transitivity and motion undertaken by
Mootoo’s characters both within and away from the space of home, then, must
be read as working against this colonial injunction to fixity. If legislated hetero-
sexuality, in the context of patriarchal family arrangements, is one of the
primary means by which the colonial state keeps bodies fixed in place, then the
novel suggests that queer bodies and queer desires become the means by which
to escape the totalizing logic of colonial order. Clearly, however, this is not to
suggest that movement or queerness in the novel can be conceptualized in
terms of a celebration of an easy fluidity. Rather than leveling out the differ-
ences between the various forms of raced, gendered, and sexual movements
that it traces, Mootoo’s novel suggests the impossibility of viewing one particu-
lar trajectory to the exclusion of others. As in Selvadurai’s novel, current
movements and transitivities are always shadowed by prior displacements, and
Mootoo maps the forced, traumatic, and painful movements precipitated by
slavery, indentureship, and colonialism onto the very bodies of her characters.
In other words, Mootoo grounds the movements of her characters within the
continuing legacies of colonialism, while suggesting the strategies by which
those subjects positioned outside the terms of communal belonging reimagine
their relation to multiple home spaces.

At the end of Naipaul’s novel, Mr. Biswas finally moves into his own house
only to discover that it merely has the facade of the pristine domestic space he
so longs for: the foundations are rotting, the roofleaks, the doors refuse to shut.
Mr. Biswas dies in this space of failed colonial domesticity, unable to imagine
another kind of home. At the end of Mootoo’s novel, on the other hand, the
various characters who have struggled against and inhabited the space of the
home—Otoh, Tyler, and Mala—are united in the nursing home where Mala
lives and Tyler works. The nursing home is another space of public domesticity
marked by the strict enforcement of rules and regulations. Yet in this seemingly
incongruous setting, violence finally gives way to desire as Tyler and Otoh find
love and Mala renews her relationship, long dormant, with Otoh’s father. It is,
once again, Mala’s “housekeeping” that allows this unlikely space—one that is

opened by violence and maintained through queer alliance—to become the
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location of a new form of collectivity. Signaling her refusal of the institutional
strictures of the nursing home, Mala builds and rebuilds a wall in her room
with its sparse furniture. What looks like the mind-numbing behavior of
senility is of course a continuation of her life’s work: the invention of new
architectures of being and the erection of a counterdomestic space in the very
heart of the home and nation.

In the novels of Mootoo and Selvadurai, desire must be conceptualized in
motion, traveling as it does both diasporically and “in place.” The characters in
both novels, as in the other texts discussed throughout the book, infuse the
space of home with multiple forms of queer desire, and thus lay bare the fiction
of sanitized heterosexuality on which home as household/ community /nation
depends. Nostalgia as deployed by queer diasporic subjects is a means by which
to imagine oneself within those spaces from which one is perpetually excluded
or denied existence. If the nation is “the modern Janus,” a figure which at once
gazes at a primordial, ideal past while facing a modern future,’” a queer dias-
pora instead recognizes the past as a site of intense violence as well as pleasure; it
acknowledges the spaces of impossibility within the nation and their transla-
tion within the diaspora into new logics of affiliation. The logic of “pigs can’t
fly” becomes transformed, within diasporic public culture, into the alternative
queer logic that allows for two brides in bed together, a marriage without a
groom, pigs with wings. In other words, a queer diasporic logic displaces
heteronormativity from the realm of natural law and instead launches its cri-
tique of hegemonic constructions of both nation and diaspora from the van-

tage point of an “impossible” subject.
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hegemony. See “The Public/Private Mirage,” 309—10. Despite these limitations, I find
the category “South Asian” invaluable in tracing the lines of commonality and differ-

ence between various experiences of racialization of diasporic communities within
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6 Nostalgia, Desire, Diaspora

1. See Jocelyne Guilbault, “Racial Projects and Musical Discourses in Trinidad,” for
an analysis that usefully situates the debates around chutney and chutney soca in the
context of the particularities of racialization and national identity in Trinidad.

2. As quoted in Peter Manuel, East Indian Music in the West Indies, 184.
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. Manuel, East Indian Music in the West Indies, 186.
. Ibid., 171.

. Tejaswini Niranjana, “Left to the Imagination.”
. Ibid., 128.

7. “Wining” refers to an Afro-Caribbean dance move that stresses pelvic rotation.
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See Manuel, East Indian Music in the West Indies, 174.

8. Manuel, East Indian Music in the West Indies, 175.

9. Ibid., 171.

10. Ibid., 174.

11. Ibid., 175.

12. See Rob Nixon for a discussion of the different valences of various terms used to
describe displacement, such as exile, emigrant, expatriate, and refugee, in London Call-
ing, 17—28. See Rosemary George for a useful distinction between exile literature and
“the immigrant genre” in The Politics of Home, 174—75.

13. George, The Politics of Home, 175.

14. Shyam Selvadurai, Funny Boy.

15. Selvadurai, Funny Boy, 5.

16. Shani Mootoo, Cereus Blooms at Night.

17. Avtar Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora, 181.

18. For an excellent account of the historical split between Asian and Asian Ameri-
can studies, see Sucheta Mazumdar, “Asian American Studies and Asian Studies.”

19. Ibid., 41.

20. For recent work on South Asian American cultural politics, see, for instance,
Vijay Prashad, The Karma of Brown Folk; Amitava Kumar, Passport Photos; Matthew and
Prashad, Satyagraha in America; Sunaina Maira, Desis in the House.

21. Prashad, The Karma of Brown Folk, 183.

22. See Prashad, The Karma of Brown Folk, 185—204, for a discussion of progressive
South Asian organizing in New York City.

23. Rajiv Shankar, “Foreword: South Asian Identity in Asian America,” ix-x.

24. The critiques that feminist and queer Asian American scholars have leveled, over
the past two decades, at the groundbreaking anthology Aiiieeeee!, edited by Frank Chin
et al., come to mind. See, for instance, Elaine H. Kim, Asian American Literature; Sau-
ling Cynthia Wong, Reading Asian American Literature; Russell Leong, “Introduction:
Home Bodies and the Body Politic”; David L. Eng and Alice Y. Hom, eds., Q&A;
David L. Eng, Racial Castration.

25. See, for instance, Bharati Mukherjee, Jasmine; Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, Ar-
ranged Marriage. For a critique of the racial and gender politics of Jasmine, see Susan

Koshy, “The Geography of Female Subjectivity.”
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26. For an analysis of the creation of “inner” and “outer” spheres in anticolonial
nationalist discourse in India, see Partha Chatterjee, “The Nationalist Resolution to the
Woman’s Question.”

27. See Judith Halberstam, The Drag King Book, for a discussion of masculine non-
performativity in the context of female drag king performances.

28. Selvadurai, Funny Boy, 19.

29. Ibid., 39.

3o0. Ibid., 262.

31. See Robert McRuer, “Boys’ Own Stories and New Spellings of My Name,” for
a critique of the coming out narrative as “necessary for understanding one’s (essential)
gay identity”(267) and of Edmund White’s novel in particular.

32. Selvadurai, Funny Boy, 5.

33. Dorinne Kondo suggests this formulation of “home” in her essay on Asian
American negotiations of community and identity, “The Narrative Production of
‘Home,” Community and Political Identity in Asian American Theater,” 97.

34. Martin Manalansan, “Diasporic Deviants/Divas.”

3s. However, the flier’s use of Hindi (rather than Tamil or Sinhala) even when
referencing a Sri Lankan text points to the ways in which (North) Indian hegemony
within South Asia may be replicated within queer South Asian spaces in the diaspora.

36. Selvadurai, Funny Boy, 302.

37. Ibid., 309—10.

38. Fredric Jameson, “Third World Literature in an Age of Multinational Capitalism.”

39. Ibid., 69.

40. Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory, 9s—122.

41. George, The Politics of Home, 91.

42. Madhavi Kale, Fragments of Empire, s.

43. Indira Karamcheti, “The Shrinking Himalayas,” 264.

44. Rhoda Reddock, “Freedom Denied.”

45. M. Jacqui Alexander, “Erotic Autonomy as a Politics of Decolonization.”

46. Patricia Mohammed, “Writing Gender into History.”

47. Madhavi Kale, “Projecting Identities.”

48. Prabhu Mohapatra, “Restoring the Family”” Cited in Niranjana, “Left to the
Imagination,” 133.

49. Kale, Fragments of Empire, 174.

so. Ibid., 167.

s1. Ibid., 36—37.

s2. Ibid., 112.

53. George, The Politics of Home, 50.
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s4. Ibid., s1.

55. Mootoo, Cereus Blooms at Night, 51.

56. Forareading of how Mootoo’s novel reframes questions of trauma and the incest
narrative, see Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings, 140—55.

57. Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather, 358.

7 Epilogue

1. Purnima Mankekar, “Brides Who Travel.”

2. Indeed, in December 2003, the Indian congress passed a bill that was to smooth
the way to dual citizenship for “Persons of Indian Origin” from particular nations in the
West. A person holding this new form of “citizenship,” however, would not be entitled
to work or vote in India but could buy property and invest in its markets.

3. See the transnational Bollywood hit, Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (dir. Karan Johar,
2001) for another, particularly egregious example of this new genre of Bollywood
films set in the diaspora. The film similarly relies on the diasporic female as the embodi-
ment of national tradition and culture, invariably figured as Hindu. Here the diasporic
woman is always shown dressed in the markers of respectable Hindu femininity (in a
sari, bindi, and mangalsutra, the gold chain worn by married Hindu women) and be-
comes the most ardent advocate for Indian identity and familial loyalty in the film.

4. Within the logic of the film, this success only comes at the expense of other
communities of color: the Indian diner is only able to succeed when it lures customers
away from the Chinese restaurant across the street. This narrative of Indian versus
Chinese immigrant success betrays Indian nationalist anxieties over China’s ascendance
to world power status in the battle for regional hegemony in Asia.

5. Thomas Waugh, “Queer Bollywood,” 285.

6. This genre was solidified in the 1970s with a series of films starring the Bollywood
icon Amitabh Bhacchan partnered with a male sidekick. See Bhacchan’s films from the
1970s and early 1980s celebrating male friendship, such as Zanjeer (dir. Prakash Mehra,
1973), Sholay (dir. Ramesh Sippy, 1975), and Dostana (dir. Raj Khosla, 1980).

7. Waugh, “Queer Bollywood,” 286.

8. José Rabasa, “Of Zapatismo,” 421.

9. Cherry Smyth, “Out of the Gaps,” 110. I thank Cherry Smyth for bringing
Sekhon’s work to my attention, and for initially giving me the opportunity to write
about it for Diva Magazine. I am most grateful to Parminder Sekhon for permission to

discuss and reproduce her work.
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