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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Assimilation and its Counter-Narratives: Twentieth Century European and 

South Asian Immigrant Narratives to the United States

by

Kulvinder Arora

Doctor of Philosophy in Literature 

University of California, San Diego, 2006

Professor Lisa Lowe, Chair

This dissertation is an examination of twentieth-century immigrant literature in 

the United States. In the Two Worlds metaphor central to American Studies, 

immigrant assimilation is understood as the rejection of Old World traditions and 

the adoption of New World modernity. In this study, I examine immigrant novels 

and films that deconstruct the mythic narrative of assimilation implied by the 

metaphor of Two Worlds, and I argue that immigrant literatures cannot be 

thoroughly understood through the concept of assimilation. In Chapter One, I 

discuss Mary Antin's The Promised Land (1912), a novel of formation that 
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accepts the Two Worlds metaphor as a starting premise even as it thematizes 

ethnic and gender difference that contradict a narrative of assimilation. In 

Chapter Two, I examine three ethnic novels of the interwar and wartime that 

subvert the Two Worlds metaphor: Henry Roth's Call It Sleep (1934), Pietro di 

Donato's Christ in Concrete (1939), and Anzia Yezierska's Red Ribbon on a 

White Horse (1959). In these two first chapters, I follow an Ethnic Studies 

approach to understanding cross-ethnic relations and racial formation within the 

U.S. In the next two chapters, I draw from Postcolonial and diaspora studies, in 

addition to U.S. Ethnic Studies, to analyze the representation of immigrant 

realities. In Chapter Three, I examine Bharati Mukherjee's Jasmine (1989), a 

South Asian American text, and compare the immigrant traditions of Antin's The 

Promised Land with Mukherjee' representation of assimilation. In the final 

chapter, I interpret two contemporary South Asian immigrant films, Deepa 

Mehta's Fire (1996) and Nisha Ganatra's Junky Punky Girlz (1995), in relation to 

the mythological Indian classic, the Ramayana. These South Asian American 

immigrant narratives, I argue, exemplify a departure from the assimilation 

narrative of earlier European immigrant writing.
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…if one seeks the future of American Studies, it 
may well involve, however delayed, partial or 
allegorized, a tireless reckoning with its past—its 
past as empire, its international past.
--Lisa Lowe in Futures of American Studies (76)

Cultural citizenship then is not about monolithic 
constructions of identity and belonging, but rather 
about competing cultural traditions and ideologies 
of self and personhood.
--Martin Manalansan in Global Divas (16)

Introduction: Contesting Assimilation with the “Traditions” of US Immigrant 

Literatures 

This dissertation is an examination of United States immigrant narratives as they 

exemplify a reworking of Old World immigrant traditions in New World communities. 

This is not a comprehensive study of all immigrant assimilation but a focused study of 

early twentieth century European American and post-1965 South Asian immigrant 

narratives. In the metaphor of “two worlds,” immigrant assimilation is understood as the 

rejection of Old World traditions and the adoption of New World modernities. To contest 

this binary understanding, I examine two types of narratives. The first type is represented 

by immigrant assimilationist narratives like The Promised Land (1912). This 

autobiographical novel by Mary Antin is a novel of formation that accepts the Two 

Worlds metaphor as a starting premise even as it displays all the racial and gender 

contradictions of such an approach. The second type of text is a counternarrative to that 

approach--novels and films that subvert the Two Worlds metaphor by displaying a more 
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complex understanding of how immigrant traditions are recast in modernity.1 These 

novels include Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep, (1934) Pietro di Donato’s Christ In Concrete, 

(1939) and Anzia Yezierska’s Red Ribbon on a White Horse (1959). The value of these 

latter texts becomes clear when they are understood in the context of the complex 

negotiations immigrants make with tradition and modernity as a result of immigration. In 

this dissertation, I follow an Ethnic Studies approach to understanding cross-ethnic and 

racial formations in the initial chapters. As the chapters progress, I draw from an 

intersecting dialogue between the fields of US Ethnic Studies, Postcolonial Studies and 

diaspora for understanding immigrant realities. In Chapter Three, I examine Bharati 

Mukherjee’s Jasmine (1989) as a South Asian American text that follows in the tradition 

of The Promised Land to narrate the contradictions of assimilation. It is different, 

however, for its narration of a postcolonial reality and diasporic consciousness. In the 

final chapter, I examine the films Fire by Deepa Mehta (1996) and Junky Punky Girls

(1995) for their departure from the mythological text of the Ramayana. These texts, I 

argue, appreciate a “unity in diversity,”2 a concept of collectivity across difference that 

may be contrasted to the assimilation narrative of US immigrant writing. In this 

introductory chapter, I explore my reasons for approaching the texts in the way I do by 

explicating my methodology derived from the fields of Ethnic Studies, Postcolonial 

Studies and diaspora.  Rather than delineating a comprehensive overview of these fields, 

I elaborate an understanding of trajectories in these fields that have influenced the writing 

of this dissertation. In all these fields, I examine the emergent area of studies of sexuality 

for understanding the final chapters of the dissertation. 
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The Two Worlds Metaphor in American Studies

In The End of American History,3 David Noble identifies in Sacvan Bercovitch’s 

writings the three elements of the Puritan jeremiad: The promise of redemption in the 

New World; the declension from this narrative of future progress; and the prophecy of 

their roles as a Chosen people in the New World to make a kingdom of heaven on earth.4

Noble argues that the key metaphors of Puritan ideology became secularized to stand for 

the nation in the writings of Frederic Turner in his frontier thesis. The frontier thesis 

argues that the frontier represented the fulfillment of prophecy and a break from Old 

World European traditions. The American separation from the corruption of Europe was 

ironically achieved in Europe, according to J.G.A. Pocock.  Also according to Pocock, 

Jacksonians adopted the idea of “manifest destiny” to spread the empire to the Pacific to 

expand the freehold base of property devolved by the founding fathers of the republic.  In 

the 1940’s, Reinhold Niebhur questioned the Two Worlds metaphor and argued that no 

exodus had ever delivered Americans into the “Promised Land” where they were free of 

the problems faced by peoples of the Old World.5  Noble’s analysis of Niebhur shows the 

United States’ imperial investments and clearly demonstrates that what US immigrants 

enter is not just a nation but is also an empire. Economic conditions are produced by a 

bounded nation’s search for boundless markets and this produces the contradictions that 

Lisa Lowe identifies in Immigrant Acts.6 Immigration produces the contradictions that 

undermine the cultural homogeneity of the nation. The argument for cultural 

homogeneity shows how much of the Puritan narrative embodied in the work of 

consensus ideology scholars like Werner Sollors in Beyond Ethnicity is produced by 
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coercion and not consent for groups that are not the privileged form of analysis in

Sollors’ argument. Understanding this history also raises the possibility of recovering and 

creating new immigrant strategies aimed more at diversity than homogeneity. 

Contemporary immigrant narratives challenge the homogeneity of the nation and show 

the transnational connections necessary to understand the contemporary moment. These 

texts follow and counter a history of “consensus” in American studies that I will discuss 

below. 

US Exceptionalism: From Consensus Ideology to Post-nationalist American Studies 

The basis of Werner Sollors’ approach to assimilation rests upon a “consensus 

ideology” of American Studies and literary criticism. This ideology presents the 

United States as a land of unprecedented opportunity and an instance of organization as 

a “wholly middle class culture” in Sacvan Bercovitch’s words in The American 

Jeremiad.7 Bercovitch’s understanding of the Puritan jeremiad argues that there is an 

ideological consensus exemplified in the ritual of the jeremiad. This “consensus” is 

what makes the United States unique and distinct from Europe, he writes. There is, 

argues Bercovitch, an ideological “consensus” in moral, religious, economic, social and 

intellectual matters that is unmatched in any other modern culture. This “consensus 

ideology” relies on a leveling of racial difference and elision of the histories of 

genocide of Native Americans and of slavery of African Americans on which the 

nation is founded. 
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Sollors, however, deploys this “consensus” thesis to understand a range of literary 

works. His strategy is to find the ritual of the jeremiad in texts and to read a consensus in 

philosophical thought. His strategy for reading The Promised Land exemplifies an 

understanding of the metaphor of “Two Worlds” as a key interpretive tool for narrating 

the experience of European-American immigrant assimilation.  Sollors and many of his 

contemporaries constructed assimilation as the loss of cultural identity from their nation 

of origin for the sake of adopting a host country’s attitudes and beliefs. In utilizing this 

dominant construct and ideology of assimilation, Sollors exemplifies a dominant belief in 

the United States in seeing assimilation as a willful process of transformation of the 

members of a group from outsiders to insiders. In this way, Sollors refashions the 

rhetorical sway of the jeremiad to argue that ethnic outsiderness is easily refashioned to 

stand for Americaness, thus subsuming dissent to the terms of inclusiveness. To trace all 

immigrant calls for incorporation back to the Puritan jeremiad is to overlook the diversity 

of group experiences. Thus, as his book’s title Beyond Ethnicity suggests, Sollors’ 

interest is in locating ethnic writing as a site through which ethnic writers identify with 

Puritan and Biblical themes to transcend ethnicity or any markers of particularity. 8

The histories of culture and United States imperialism is studied in Cultures of 

United States Imperialism which seeks to show the dissensus or “internal differences 

and conflicts, structured around the relations of race, gender, ethnicity and class” in 

American Studies. This volume is critical of consensus. Amy Kaplan writes, “Cultures 

of United States Imperialism challenges this still resilient paradigm of American 

exceptionalism that links the practice of empire with its academic study[. . . ] the study 
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of America has traditionally been cut off from the study of foreign relations .”9

Kaplan describes the project of the book. They seek to make possible:

[. . .]the multicultural critique of American ethnocentrism, not by 
supplanting heterogeneity with a new synthesis of empire, but by relating 
those internal categories of gender, race and ethnicity to the global 
dynamics of empire building. Cultures of United States Imperialism
explores how such diverse identities cohere, fragment and change in 
relation to one another and to ideologies of nationhood thought the 
crucible of international power relations, and how, conversely, 
imperialism as a political or economic process abroad is inseparable from 
the social relations and cultural discourses of race, gender, ethnicity and 
class at home. (11)

Kaplan shows how empire building becomes central to the United States conception of 

itself and social relations in the nation. The insights of this book contribute to dislodging 

consensus ideology and its presumed homogeneity and exceptionalism. By examining the 

relations of empire to categories of race, gender and ethnicity, we arrive at an 

understanding that troubles an approach that seeks cultural homogeneity. 

George Sanchez in “Creating the Multicultural Nation”10 argues that the new 

forms of American exceptionalism have emerged from the Left/Liberal perspective as 

they try to understand the ascendancy of the religious right and lay blame for the 

divisiveness of the country on the battles for race and equality over the last thirty years. 

Michael Lind’s The Next American Nation, Todd Gitlin’s The Twilight of Common 

Dreams, and David Hollinger’s Postethnic America 11 all argue that a transracial America 

needs to simply recognize commonalities that bind the country into a national character. 

Sanchez offers the need to embrace conflict in an age that recognizes the heterogeneity of 

group experience in the United States. Work on the Left, he argues must be prepared to 
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deal with disagreement and multiplicity of perspectives. Central to this concern is the 

idea that racism conditions the lives of groups differently. 

In Janice Radway’s presidential address to the American Studies Association in 

1998,12 she asked if the name of the association could be delinked from nationalist 

assumptions. Her talk was appropriately titled  “What’s in a Name?” and it stirred much 

controversy in the American Studies Association. Her words left enduring questions of 

how to conceptualize American studies with all its disparate subfields and interests. 

Radway questioned whether denoting studies of the United States as “American” erased 

the fact that the United States is also located in a hemisphere known as America. The 

crux of Radway’s rhetorical questions was also a point that the nation was neither 

internally homogenous nor exceptional. Radway tried to address and query the aims of 

the association and turn it away from nationalist orientations to an understanding of the 

global nature of knowledge production.

This dissertation begins with the origins of American exceptionalism in 

immigrant fiction and ends with the deconstruction of the exceptionalist narrative in 

South Asian American texts. Throughout, I try to situate historically the origins and 

contestations to American exceptionalism. In doing so, I chart the ways in which 

assimilation has functioned historically for immigrant groups and find counter-narratives 

to each narrative of assimilation that I discuss. In these counter-narratives, one finds 

alternative ways of knowing and being in the United States as Radway’s address points 

to. South Asian American immigrant narratives are necessarily different than the early 

twentieth century European-American narratives that preceded them, in many different 
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ways. First of all, South Asians are not white and they do not participate in racial 

formation in the way that European Americans did. By the 1950’s European Americans 

could claim a white identity that superseded their national origins. South Asians, 

however, like other Asian Americans, are perpetually defined as outside of the nation’s 

cultural imaginary. 

Race conditions different circumstances for these groups. I will suggest that 

European Americans in the mid twentieth century benefited from state responses to their 

needs, and South Asian immigrants and other minority groups were kept from 

participating in these advantages. The actual lived conditions for the assimilation of 

ethnic Europeans became possible only after WWII. At this point in time, European 

Americans benefited greatly from ethnic inclusion premised on racialized exclusion 

of communities of color, due to the exclusionary policies of trade unions, New Deal 

social welfare agencies, immigration officials, and FHA housing policies. European 

Americans won resources from the state, which helped to create the standard of living 

that enabled the children and grandchildren of immigrants to become middle class and 

blend into a “white” identity, according to George Lipsitz in The Possessive Investment 

in Whiteness.13

Ethnic Studies and Asian American Racial Formations

When assimilation was formulated as a concept in the 1930’s, the whiteness of 

European Americans was presumed. Assimilation, then, was a concept meant to study 

“Orientals” or “ethnics” who were thought able to assimilate but often failed to do so. As 
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both immigrants and a “nonwhite” race, Orientals provided the ideal link between the 

Polish peasant and “the Negro Problem.”14 “Negroes” were seen in this model as 

irredeemably different and “pathological.” Henry Yu writes in Thinking Oriental:

All three of these research interests--race relations between Negroes and 
whites, the adjustment experiences of European immigrants, and race 
relations between Orientals and whites--were linked by one foundational 
theory. The Chicago sociologists' conception of the race relations cycle, or 
the assimilation cycle, structured social research during the Survey of 
Race Relations. It would prove to be the most important concept within 
the Oriental problem for the next forty years. (39)

According to Park, two groups coming into conflict and undergoing a similar 

series of social interactions defined the assimilation or race relations cycle: competition, 

conflict, accommodation, and assimilation. Assimilation, it was argued, was the natural 

end to the cycle, and was inevitable as groups in social contact communicated and began 

to share memories (40-41). Henry Yu writes: 

For Chicago sociologists, there was a payoff in connecting the study of 
European immigration to the study of racial conflict. According to the 
evidence of their own studies, the Americanization of Europeans seemed 
inevitable. In contrast, problems between black and white or oriental and 
white seemed interminable: that was why they were problems for 
sociologists. ... But unlike with Europeans, there was a problem with 
Negroes and Orientals. In 1914, ten years before the Survey of Race 
Relations, Park had already linked the situation of Japanese immigrants 
with that of the Chinese and Negro in America. Noting that the "Japanese, 
Chinese and Negroes" were segregated from other Americans, he feared 
that they had become exceptions to the rule of the interaction cycle... the 
natural end of the cycle, assimilation, was not being achieved.15

While some immigrants could become white, Orientals were different according to Park 

(43). Asian Americans then provided a test case for Chicago sociologists to see if 
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assimilation could be achieved. More often than not, the sociologists argued, it was not 

being achieved. Americanization programs were targeted at Asians to facilitate their entry 

into American norms. In today’s multicultural climate, these programs are largely 

discredited. Multiculturalism, however, poses its own problems for understanding ethnic 

minorities. Rather than seeing minorities within fluid definitions of social change, 

multiculturalism often posits a plurality of equally different cultures obfuscating the 

historical conditions of  inequality among and between groups. In this lens, minorities are 

seen as existing always outside the norms of what it means to be American. 

Yu writes, “The exoticization of Orientals belies an obsession with American, not 

Asia. Thinking about Orientals has always been thinking about what it means to be 

American. There is a perverse irony in how American social theories still use Asians as a 

symbol of exotic difference, asserting constantly that what makes them interesting is that 

which is not American about them. All the while, everything said about Asian Americans 

revolves around a definition of America that cannot find a sensible place for them 

without exoticising them” (190). Cultural difference can then be defined as the problem 

with both Americanization and multiculturalism. Understanding and appreciating Asian 

difference to the American norm may be an approach that multiculturalists use to 

continue the legacies of defining Asians as inescapably different from the American 

norm. Therefore, there needs to be a critical multiculturalism that calls for an evaluation 

of the ethnic canon not as a deviation from the dominant canon but a site to understand 

alternative cultural identities.16
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In Racial Formation in the United States, Michael Omi and Howard Winant 

discuss race as “a fundamental axis of social organization.”17 First published in the 

1980’s and republished in 1994, this book is considered a groundbreaking text for Ethnic 

Studies. It emphasizes the social construction of race and argues that racial identity is 

constitutive of life in the United States, whether in labor, politics or culture.  They write 

that race “will always be at the center of the American experience”(138). Earlier Ethnic 

Studies models grouped under the ethnicity paradigm argued that race would slowly 

diminish as a variable in people’s lives and minorities would gradually become like the 

majority culture.18 This scholarship was premised upon explaining the experiences of 

European immigrants and assumed the same experience for racialized minorities. Omi 

and Winant’s conceptions importantly contest the assimilation models of the ethnicity 

paradigm by showing the history and cultural formations of racialized minorities. In what 

Omi and Winant call a “racial formation perspective,” they outline race as an 

“autonomous field of social conflict, political organization and cultural/ideological 

meaning”(52). A racial formation perspective takes into account the cultural production 

by minorities as a counterhegemonic practice. Omi and Winant examine the interactions 

of the state and racial minorities as a process of racial formation. Racial formation occurs 

as the states definition of race encounters a social group’s definition of race. In trying to 

understand how South Asians have been racialized by the state, we need to look at larger 

social processes in the United States including immigration policies over the course of 

the twentieth century. It is my contention that South Asians are racialized through the 

lens of labor and heteronormativity. From the early “bachelor societies” to present 
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“family form” of immigration, South Asian labor has had to deal with the state’s 

definition of heteronormativity. 

Early Asian immigrants to the United States were racialized as non-white, non-

citizen bachelor labor in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Migration from 

the Indian sub-continent began as early as the late nineteenth century. Nineteenth-century 

South Asian immigration to the West Coast consisted of male immigrants from South 

Asia who defined themselves as a brotherhood. Coming from Hindu, Muslim and Sikh 

backgrounds, these men were unified by their experiences with racism in the United 

States. Karen Leonard’s book Making Ethnic Choices demonstrates that the history of 

South Asian American presence was cross-racial by necessity. Since miscegenation laws 

prevented men of South Asian descent from marrying into white families, and 

immigration restriction prevented them from returning to South Asia for brides, many 

South Asian men married women from Mexican communities.19 This co-ethnic and 

racialized form of family structure is important to understanding the early South Asian 

American presence in the United States. Also, many Asian American men formed 

“bachelor societies,” which Lowe speaks of in Immigrant Acts.20

In contrast to the earlier phase of immigration, the post-1965 group is racialized 

as professional and as “family” labor under the 1965 Family Reunification Act. An 

immigrant woman is dependent upon her husband’s legal status to be able to stay in the 

United States. Therefore, the state perpetuates a heteropatriarchal social arrangement. 

Only in the early 1990’s, with the Battered Spouse Act, could immigrant women declare 

legal status if they could prove marital abuse. South Asians see themselves in accord with 
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the state’s definition of racialization of immigrants as a family form of labor. 

Understanding themselves as workers, South Asians see family as a private institution 

and they celebrate Indian culture in private activities supposedly outside the purview of 

the state. Immigrants themselves seldom recognize that they uncritically accept the state’s 

definition of South Asian labor as public and the state’s definition of gender within the 

family as private.  Immigration policy, however, makes it a matter of the state’s public 

role in regulating family life. That women depend on legal status on men conditions the 

maintenance of the family ideal as heteropatriarchal. I will argue that the state takes an 

active role in how immigrant families are maintained and reproduced as male-headed 

households. Thus, South Asian racialization depends upon the state’s definition of 

“immigrant” and “family.” This immigrant formation of family is often posed against the 

African American family.  Vijay Prashad writes to all Asian Americans in The Karma of 

Brown Folk “How does it feel to be a solution?” 21 Prashad sees Asians posed as a 

weapon against black folks who are presented as a problem in this scenario. That South 

Asians deploy whiteness as a political strategy is the implicit argument in Prashad’s 

work, and yet, the dynamics of such a strategy are not the main subject of his work since 

he is interested in affiliations that counter that strategy.22 Prashad usefully shows a 

history of affiliation with African Americans through cultural contact, political activism 

and a change in consciousness around race.  Prashad suggests that South Asians are 

posited as the solution to problems created by the state for which black Americans are 

blamed (viii). Implicating the state in the failures of neo-conservative policies also calls 

for a different understanding of race and affiliation with minority communities. I would 

add that this also involves understanding the benefits accorded to European Americans by 



14

the state by which this group procured a white identity.23  These benefits were procured 

by European Americans from a racial state that denied the same benefits to African 

Americans and other minorities.

Again, I would like to reiterate that the Chicago sociologists saw African 

Americans as irredeemably different and incapable of achieving the assimilation cycle. 

The difference of blacks was largely constructed through the lens of heteronormativity. 

Recent and exemplary work in American Studies explores the construction of 

heteronormativity and its counternarratives in the fields of Sociology and Literature. In 

Aberrations in Black, Roderick Ferguson discuses queer of color critique as countersites 

to identifications promoted by state and capital. Ferguson identifies in Robert Park’s 

writing the link between heterosexual reproduction and social relations.24 Through 

greater interaction, there would occur an inevitable heterosexual reproduction between 

groups. This interaction was imagined however only between European Americans and 

whites based on corporeal similarity (35). Blacks and Asians were not seen as assimilable 

through heterosexual reproduction. Furthermore, blacks were seen as socially deviant of 

American norms. Ferguson argues that since female-headed households headed a fourth 

of African American families, blacks were regarded outside the moral ideals of New Deal 

social reformers (37). African American families became indices of national belonging 

and estrangement.  

Ferguson dislodges those identifications with normativity that would pathologize 

alternative minority sexualities and formations by explicating the cultural alternatives in 

African American Sociology and Literature. My study of South Asian American culture 
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may be further elaborated with Ferguson’s understanding to explicate how normativity 

functions in South Asian American communities as a privatization of sexuality and how 

non-heteronormative formations exceed the limits imposed by state and capital.

Immigrant minorities in the late twentieth century cannot be compared to early 

European American migrants because we as a society inhabit the racial contradictions of 

our present day. Immigration policy and the absence of South Asian cultural forms in the 

American imaginary25 are factors that show how race impacts the lives of South Asian 

immigrants. Globalization, late-twentieth century immigrant restrictions, and the racial 

state condition lives differently for racialized minorities. The 1965 Family reunification 

Act solicits particular kind of labor to the United States. The demographic profile of 

South Asians shows that it is not only a professional class formation. It also includes 

working class labor such as taxi drivers, service labor such as domestic workers, small 

business labor such as newspaper stand owners. Because of the extended family 

sponsorship allowed under the Act, the relatives sponsored under the provisions are often 

not professional themselves. The class heterogeneity of South Asian Americans needs to 

be recognized before advancing any cultural theories of South Asian assimilability. 

There is a global division of labor that is expressed in the “racializing” of 

immigrant groups who come form different places, profiling them to provide particular 

kinds of labor. This may be seen in how the United States recruits nurses form the 

Philippines, engineers from India and China and service and agricultural labor form 

Mexico and Latin America. Not all immigrant groups have equal access to the 

heteronormativity that is ascribed to South Asian immigrants after the Family 
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Reunification Act. Other immigrant groups in the United States are pathologized as 

deviant to immigrant norms of heteronormativity. It needs to be remembered that the 

state differently racializes immigrant groups. With the passage of Proposition 187, the 

state creates a contradiction for Latino undocumented labor in California (Latino 

immigrants were targeted by the Proposition). At the same time that the state demands 

heteronormativity from immigrants, it denies basic healthcare and rights to education to 

immigrant families. In this way, the state actively destabilizes the structure of the family 

for undocumented immigrants. Again, South Asian Americans need to recognize the 

differential relation to heteronormativity the state demands of immigrant groups. This 

recognition is crucial for coalitional politics to emerge. 

Many works in Ethnic Studies have built upon the racial formation perspective 

outlined by Omi and Winant. This approach involves a discussion of how institutional 

racism impacts lived conditions for minorities. In India Abroad, Sandhya Shukla notes 

the inadequacy and uni-directionality of models of immigration and the turn to 

transnationalism to signify a multi-directional understanding of migration. Shukla argues 

that South Asian immigrants are interpellated into the category of Asian American and 

this is an important identity formation in articulating shared experiences and securing 

benefits in affirmative action. South Asians immigrants, however, also identify as 

“Indians” or “Pakistanis” in some ways. In this way, Shukla argues that “Indianess” can 

also itself become implicated in categories of race, ethnicity and nation. She considers 

these identifications as emerging out of anticolonialism. Shukla writes: 
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I would suggest that third-worldism and nonalignment, too, as programs of 
individual nation-states and whole regions, can be interpreted as 
discourses that racially subjectivise their citizens both at home and abroad 
[. . .] Considering the Indian diaspora in this fashion may revise the 
concept of postcolonial as Indian migrants bring to various contexts 
concerns both of the dynamics of British rule, or fantasies of escaping 
these dynamics in the “new lands” of America .26

What the United States offers these immigrants is an understanding of 

themselves through the lens of multiculturalism. South Asians may themselves 

participate in multicultural representations of themselves. Shukla is interested in 

discussing how multiculturalism informs South Asian cultural production so that race 

and culture are seen as static. Instead, she argues for the need to view South Asian 

immigration through the lens of globalization: “America is transformed when 

globalization is taken seriously” (22). Shukla observes that the term “unity in diversity” 

is often linked with Nehru and that the United States has also claimed to have diverse 

unities. She writes, “Unity in diversity presumes, on the one hand, continuity, and on 

the other, stability” (68). Applied in a US context, the Cultural Festival of India in 

Edison, New Jersey, used the term to characterize South Asian presence in the United 

States. Shukla notes the disjuncture in the Cultural Festival of India’s handling of the 

term since it did not include early twentieth century Indians in its panorama of 

Indianess (67-68). She notes that the disappearance of this earlier history is what allows 

contemporary South Asians to participate in a multicultural celebration of diversity 

without noting the class contradictions in South Asian histories. 

This dissertation begins with two chapters that examine European American 

immigration through the lens of Ethnic Studies. In Chapters One and Two, I study 
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European American immigration to the United States and dislodge notions of the liberal 

individual subject by offering examples of ethnic affiliation as a part of a racialized 

formation of collectivities; yet these chapters rely on a limited approach to the study of 

immigration. These early twentieth century texts offer a vision of the United States 

within a metaphor of the Two Worlds, in which only the New World offers redemption 

apart from the vestiges of Old World tradition. In Chapter Two, moreso than in Chapter 

One, I study a vision of revised traditions in the New World, yet these texts do not 

provide a transnational aspect of identity formation. Perhaps this was not a central 

concern for European Americans as pressures to assimilate considerably diminished 

Old World ties.27 Also the construction of whiteness was a nationalistic project linked 

to American exceptionalism. By envisioning the United States through the Two Worlds 

metaphor, European American immigrants sought inclusion into the nation with all of 

its nationalism. In contrast, Chapters Three and Four locate Ethnic Studies within a 

transnational frame and are more attentive to questions of gendered differences from

the universal citizen-subject of immigrant narratives. Nationalism is a strategy that is 

questioned by these texts, whether it be American or Indian. In Chapter Three, the 

transnational and ethnic links that cannot be entirely forsaken in a narrative that seeks 

affirmation in westward heterosexual romance are discussed. In Chapter Four, I 

proceed from a different cultural logic in always assuming the transnational character of 

US immigrant texts and in contesting the narrative of assimilation in the United States. 

Transformations in technology and collective histories and knowledge 

production of South Asian immigrants have reshaped US strategies of assimilation. 
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South Asians, if they do try to assimilate, do so as economic subjects while they often 

remain outside the depictions of multicultural plurality that the nation imagines as its 

own history and sense of collectivity. This outside status is a mixture of recalcitrance to 

assimilation on the part of South Asians and the vestiges of US racism as a process that 

marginalizes South Asians from notions of Americaness. A by-product of South Asian 

marginalization from cultural and civic participation in the United States may be 

isolation from other racialized communities, who also negotiate with structures of 

assimilation within their own communities. Vijay Prashad elaborates this argument in 

The Karma of Brown Folk in his examination of the affiliations of South Asians and 

African Americans. Alternatively, recalcitrance to assimilation may also foster 

affiliations within communities that are also at a distance from national forms of 

belonging through race and sexuality. This may be seen as the rationale for my 

dissertation. I try to understand how collectivities form in the United States, first around 

nationalism in the 1930’s and then around antinationalism and colonialism in the 

1990’s. Understanding the similar yet different processes of groups and their 

interactions with each other is crucial for dislodging the notion of Americaness as an 

Anglo identity and deconstructing the narrative of assimilation.

While European Americans can be studied through the effects of the 

Americanization movement in education and their participation in labor movements of 

the 1930’s, these forces drop out in my consideration of South Asian immigration. 

Appearing in the United States after the Civil Rights Movements and coincident with the 

Women’s Movement, the post-1965 South Asian group enters a different United States 
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than European Americans did. Americanization is largely discredited in educational 

programs as an effective strategy for incorporating immigrants gradually over the late 

twentieth century, although it remains a powerful ideology in the dominant culture.  

Additionally, the decline of the labor movement28 and the switch from industrial 

capitalism to corporate capitalism sets up different conditions for South Asian 

involvement in US culture. Therefore, I discuss very different terms for South Asian 

immigration than I do for European American immigration. South Asians enter a shifting 

economy that is represented by corporate capitalism, and unions do not represent the 

professions South Asians enter into. In response to this circumstance, I discuss South 

Asian experiences with racism, and the novel Jasmine is in some ways an exemplary 

narrative of South Asian immigration, since it participates in a quest for the American 

dream. Jasmine’s undocumented status, however, is not exemplary of the overall nature 

of South Asian immigration as a professional class formation. In stressing romance and 

heteronormativity, though, it speaks to an overall phenomenon of South Asian 

assimilation that is linked to heteronormativity. Heterosexual romance and marriage and 

participation in consumer culture represent the promises of American assimilation. As an 

emblem of American and Indian normativity, marriage represents a formation that not 

every immigrant aspires to or may participate in. Gendered resistance to marriage is also 

seen as a resistance to Indian normativity and at a distance from the American immigrant 

dream. I discuss recalcitrance to this immigrant dream as an alternative formation that 

appreciates diversity and an alternative politics of cultural identity in Chapter Four.
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Immigrants today often live and work in more than one national context while the 

nature of current immigration policies requires the adoption of a set of norms to obtain 

citizenship status to a host nation. Having to structure one’s life around immigration and 

citizenship status, and yet having ties to a nation of origin, requires immigrants to have a 

set of multiplicity of identity formations that may be compatible or in contradiction to 

processes of citizenship. Thus, for the purposes of studying Ethnic American literature of 

immigration, more approaches that bridge the fields of Ethnic studies and Postcolonial 

Studies and diaspora studies are needed to understand both the transnational and 

gendered context of immigration and the value of racial formations and ethnic 

collectivities.

The first variable to understanding immigration studies involves a nuanced 

understanding of US racial formations in Ethnic Studies. In comparing primarily the 

experiences of European and South Asian immigrants to the United States, and their 

encounters and contestations to assimilation, I do not mean to suggest that these 

processes occur for these groups alone nor that these groups share a history exclusive of 

other minority groups. Immigrant adjustment occurs side by side with other immigrant 

and minority groups participating in similar struggles. And while I examine inter-ethnic 

and racial processes in each of these chapters, much more attention could have been paid 

to other minorities besides South Asian immigrant communities. Increasingly, 

scholarship in Ethnic Studies exists in this area and develops the thesis that links across 

communities are necessary to understanding immigrant contestations to assimilation.29 It 

was my interest for the purposes of this dissertation to examine the processes in primarily 
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white ethnic groups who were considered racial and religious minorities before they 

underwent large-scale processes of political gain through assimilation alongside with the 

experiences of South Asian immigrants –whom I argue attain material success but not 

actual cultural assimilation as groups– to explore commonalities and differences. Thus, I 

wanted to explore the inheritance of a set of contradictions, and then present counter-

narratives that skilfully upset notions of culture inherent in assimilation models. It is not 

my intention to posit white immigrants as some type of “ideal” narrative that other 

immigrants should or could emulate. This thesis is common in pro-assimilation literature 

and it is my desire to refute this literature by examining its contestation in the American 

literary tradition. My premise is that groups have their own historical conditions that they 

must negotiate. If similarities and differences present themselves across groups, they 

need to be examined within a group’s own historical contexts. In suggesting similarities 

between these groups, I have tried to also be historically specific and examine these 

groups within the hegemonic cultural influences they inhabit, negotiate and contest. In 

examining the counterhegemonic narratives of these groups, I examine their contestation 

to the hegemonic narratives of their own histories. 

South Asians may choose cultural nationalism and an understanding of the model 

minority myth to argue for their assimilability. Understanding social relations in the 

context of gender and sexuality is necessary in order to conceive of alternative types of 

social relations beyond what the narrative of assimilation allows for. In this dissertation, I 

try to address the process in which South Asians inherit a concept of assimilation from 

previous immigrant groups. South Asians often buy into the narrative of their 
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assimilability as disciplined workers. And yet, race plays a factor in relegating their 

“cultures” into a privatized realm of sociality. Unable to incorporate into American 

institutions as representative of “American” culture, South Asians in the United States 

often understand culture as a private activity that must be necessarily separate from 

American institutions they inhabit. And yet, immigration history reveals the ways in 

which immigrants have deployed immigrant cultural traditions within American 

institutions. The narrative of assimilation propagated in field of American Literature, 

however, speaks of it as a necessary process in which something must be renounced for 

something to be gained. 

If we examine recent scholarship advocating assimilation, it is defined not as 

“Anglo-conformity” in its old sense but as the process of “making similar.” Given the 

torrid history of assimilation approaches, some scholars still argue for the value of such 

approaches.30 In “The Return of Assimilation” Rogers Brubaker admits that assimilation, 

with its connotations of state-sponsored programs designed to incorporate populations 

against their own, will seem morally and politically repugnant. He argues, however, that 

new assimilation approaches oppose continued propagation of disadvantage to low-wage 

sectors of the population at a time when rewards to low-wage sectors have significantly 

diminished. Noting the long-term structural disadvantages to low-wage labor sectors, 

Brubaker writes, “As a normatively charged concept, assimilation, in this sense, is 

opposed not to difference but to segregation, ghettoization and marginalization.”31 While 

such an approach may seem benign and suggests concern for low-wage populations, this 

approach does not account for the fact that bestowing economic opportunities does not 
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necessitate “making similar.” In this way, this “new assimilation” approach does not 

seem too different from older models of assimilation, except that newer forms 

suspiciously cast assimilation as non-coercive processes intended for immigrant gain.  

Refashioning the term, however, does not make the process of “making [communities] 

similar” any less coercive. If one proceeds from the premise of respecting differences, 

then economic advancement need not be at odds with immigrant traditions. Indeed, it is 

precisely through immigrant and minority cultures that we may come to understand the 

contradictions of political institutions and identity. In Immigrant Acts, Lisa Lowe writes:

Cultural forms are not inherently political—indeed, culture in the modern 
nation-state has been burdened to resolve what the political forms of the 
state cannot—but the contradictions that produce cultural differences are 
taken up by oppositional practices that are brought to bear on political 
institutions that do exist. (x)

This view of culture makes it possible to understand that the discontinuities of the 

assimilation process may not be understood through an analysis of data and political 

institutions per se, but that the fissures of the assimilation process manifest most vividly 

in cultural arena. As Lowe demonstrates in her work, even hegemonic narratives 

purportedly championing the process of assimilation reveal fissures and counter-

narratives. The counter-narratives to assimilation, however, merit a different kind of 

analysis than do popular texts that purportedly champion assimilation. These alternative 

narratives reveal a desire to contest the narrative of individual gain and begin with the 

premise of community, collectivity and conviviality. Counter-narratives also rely more on 

horizontal affiliations rather than identification with fathers or mothers in the texts. When 
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they do narrate identifications with mothers, it is always in the process of forming 

horizontal affiliations. Counter-hegemonic narratives are also more attuned to gendered 

formations and to sexuality as a social formation. In Chapter Two, I examine Anzia 

Yezierska’s difference in Red Ribbon on a White Horse to the male narratives of Henry 

Roth in Call It Sleep and Pietro di Donato’s Christ In Concrete. As a female child of 

immigrants, Yezierska narrates resistance to assimilation as a gendered process of 

parental restriction of sexuality and alternatively as a newfound understanding of 

gendered affiliations in politicized communities. 

In Chapter One, for Mary Antin’s The Promised Land, primary institutions of 

assimilation for European American immigrants are religion (Christianity and Judaism), 

public schooling, and citizenship. Interestingly, in Chapter Two, the counter-hegemonic 

discourses of European assimilation, Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep, Pietro di Donato’s 

Christ in Concrete and Anzia Yezierska’s Red Ribbon on a White Horse discuss 

alternatives to state institutions as markers of identity. The children of immigrants in 

these stories exist largely in family, civic and political contexts that are not reducible to 

their identities as citizens of the nation-state. Rather, these texts articulate alternative 

narratives of belonging in ethnic affiliations and racial formations. Given the nuclear 

family context of post-1965 immigration and the upholding of the model minority myth 

and the “stable” Asian family in that myth, a different set of conditions are examined in 

my later chapters.  Also, given the beginnings of long-distance nationalism, I begin to 

examine the transnational context of late twentieth-century immigration. In Chapter 

Three, in Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine, the primary institutions narrated in fiction are 
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marriage (romance as a vehicle to citizenship), education (or the structured absence of 

educational institutions) and religion (fundamental notions of religious difference). In 

Chapter Four, counter-hegemonic fictionalized filmic narratives of South Asian 

immigrants like Fire and Junky Punky Girlz discuss sexuality outside of marriage, 

outside of the educational arena and outside fundamentalist understandings of religion 

in that there is a contestation to “traditional” markers of identity within each of these 

locations. Indeed, the very definition of traditional practices is recast in these narratives 

to speak to queer sexualities critical of heteronormative patriarchies.  As a way of 

understanding my last two chapters, I ask, what if we understand the process of racial 

formation as one that also negotiates sexuality for immigrant youth?  In other words, 

how does identification with whiteness inform the formation of privatized normative 

heterosexuality, and how does an alternative formation in racialized queer communities 

inform an alternative understanding of sexuality as a social formation? The literary 

narratives I examine attest to these differences. 

When South Asians are disciplined with a narrative of heteronormativity, they 

may find themselves disciplined as super-heteronormative. In other words, there may 

be demands to identify with heterosexuality as a norm in excess of actual formations. In 

Jasmine, the lead character identifies heterosexuality as a racialized formation that 

would protect her from the vestiges of racism and sexism. Whether or not this view 

provides a narrative of reconciliation for her is left unsaid, as the novel ends without 

disclosing this issue. We do know that anti-racist solidarity seems to be the only thread 

in the novel that provides her with a basis of intimate connections. The films Junky 
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Punky Girlz and Fire provide a counter-narrative to heteronormativity, in that 

characters in these works find ways of belonging in alternative formations and refute 

the norms of heteronormative belonging. 

Yen Espiritu’s “We Don’t Sleep Around Like White Girls Do: Family, Culture 

and Gender in Filipina American Lives” offers an understanding of immigrant sexuality 

as different from nationalist constructions, but she shows that they may have their own 

form of dangerous immigrant nationalisms. In her account, immigrant girls find 

themselves at the intersection of competing cultural nationalisms that are not in their 

interests . Implicit in her article is the idea that to contest these nationalisms, we need a 

non-racist view of culture for a progressive notion of immigrant sexuality to emerge. 32

The narrative of assimilation that Mary Antin constructs in The Promised Land

and its subsequent analysis through “consensus models” in American Studies overlooks 

the material conditions that actually allowed for European American assimilation. The 

oppositional narratives in Chapter Two are made possible through New Deal policies 

such as the Works Progress Administration (WPA), which influence the formation of 

community around similar and disparate creative projects. Life and conditions in 

immigrant ghettos structure possibilities of affiliation around learning, so that the 

worksite, cemetery, tenement window, and curbside all provide spaces of learning and 

exchange towards building commonalities and community. Because South Asians cannot 

become white and deal with the specific circumstances in their racialization, I discuss 

those conditions in my analysis of South Asian immigration. In Chapter Three, I try to 

understand Jasmine’s desire for heteronormativity through a process that racializes and 
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genders her as an immigrant woman. The character claims heteronormativity as a 

material condition that would supposedly minimize conditions of racism and sexism in 

her life. The narrative, however, displays the contradictions of such an approach. In 

Chapter Four, I attempt to understand Junky Punky Girlz as a text that is produced out of 

and at a distance from university education. Educational institutions in this text are 

represented as containing both the ability to form heteronormative alignments and 

affiliations critical of heteronormativity. Fire is understood as a text produced out of 

immigrant desires to understand “homeland” domesticity and a critique of patriarchy. 

Junky Punky Girlz also highlights cross-racial affiliations critical of the assimilation 

model. 

Diaspora and Sexuality

The second variable important to immigration studies comes from the study of 

diaspora. Paul Gilroy in The Black Atlantic lays out important concepts that are 

important to those who theorize on diasporas. Opposing ethnocentrism, Gilroy proposes 

the black Atlantic as "an explicitly transcultural and intercultural approach.”33 Using the 

theme of diaspora, Gilroy asks us to rethink modernism, racial essentialism, and the 

development of black music.  In his critique of Africentrism, Gilroy uses the term 

diaspora as a more meaningful construct to understand black people’s relationships to 

each other. Cultural interaction, at the level of travel, the exchange of ideas, political 

coalition and trade relationships, has been experienced by black people in America and 

the British Empire but also through interactions between black peoples. Gilroy argues 

that there are notions of “cultural insiderism” that operate for diasporic subjects, and 
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there are distinctions between essentialist and hybrid cultural identities. Ethnic or national 

authenticity is sought by subjects of a nation but also by those who are living outside 

their ancestral nation-state. Gilroy terms this a diasporic condition, which he investigates.  

Writing on the role of tradition for these subjects, he asserts that it may operate in a 

covert way as a response to shifting contradictions of the modern world: “The invocation 

of tradition may itself be distinct, though covert, response to the destablizing flux of the 

contemporary world” (101).

 Elaborating on Gilroy’s work, Sunaina Maira argues in Desis in the House that, 

for Indian Americans, tradition is not at all covert but is very much on display: 

The construction of tradition is not just performative, displayed at culture 
shows and community events, but also discursive, occurring on the level 
of rhetoric and conversation. Indian American youth asserted notions of 
authentic ethnicity most readily in their discourse about identity--
instantiating Gilroy’s notion of rhetorical strategies of cultural insiderism--
and in orchestrated performances of popular or classical Indian culture that 
demonstrate symbolic ethnicity.”34

Maira’s work makes it possible to see that diasporas may differ in their specific 

appropriations of tradition and that the Indian diaspora shares some qualities in upholding 

tradition as an overt practice. 

In her comparative exploration of the Indian diaspora in Britain and the United 

States, Sandhya Shukla notes in India Abroad that studying the Indian diaspora allows us 

to question how the United States and England are themselves constituted. By looking at 

multiculturalism as a national project articulated to larger global conceptions of diversity, 

she investigates how Indians enter into patterns of racialization. Shukla critiques the 
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immigration and assimilation based models of study in favor of a diasporic understanding 

of identity. She argues that the immigration and assimilation paradigms are rooted in 

nationalist mythologies of America and primarily study the experience of southern and 

eastern Europeans in the United States. Other groups, she observes, have retained 

transnational links to their countries of origin making the older paradigm less useful for 

studying their experiences. That would be true if South Asian immigrants did not 

sometimes appropriate whiteness in their understandings of their own presence in the 

United States, as Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine evidences. Certainly, there is a need for 

diaspora to understand contemporary South Asian formations, but comparisons to the 

immigration and assimilation model still yields insights such as effects of the violent 

suppression of difference. It also allows us to appreciate the counter-narratives to 

assimilation within a context of the dangerous implications of assimilation narratives. 

In fact, some work in diaspora studies brings together racial formations in the 

United States and transnational connections such as Rosemary George’s edited volume 

Burning Down the House.35 This anthology serves an important role in understanding 

diasporas. Unlike earlier critiques of domesticity that reproduce some of its terms of 

gender coding, many of the essays in George’s volume address the production of gender 

and sexuality though critical lenses on nation and diaspora.  Gayatri Gopinath’s essay in 

this volume, “Homo-Economics: Queer Sexualities in a Transnational Frame” and 

Chandan Reddy’s “Home, Houses, Non-identity: Paris Is Burning” analyze the 

relationship of diaspora to US racial formations.36 Gopinath discusses the reception of 

Ismat Chugtai’s work in diasporic and nationalist constructions. Chandan Reddy offers 
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the concept of  “queer of color critique” as a social and historical formation.  Implicit in 

Reddy’s understanding is the idea that to understand “race” without understanding 

sexuality as formed through racial contradictions is to partially understand how racism 

works. The multiple repressions that silence understandings of both race and sexuality 

must be examined as interconnected. The last two chapters of this dissertation reflect an 

understanding of the interconnections of racial contradiction and sexuality. 

The concept of diaspora importantly unsettles the concept of Western hegemony 

by examining relationships discordant with Western and heteronormative notions of 

family, migration and sexuality. The texts and strategies deployed to analyze them in 

Chapter Four are analyzed with complex subject formations that are at once diasporic and 

attuned to "national" formations in that they understand identity across borders and also 

identity within a specific national racial formation.  Yet, in understanding identity within 

a national location, these texts also contest the nationalism of assimilation and seek 

alternatives to that formation in collective identities of marginalized peoples. The texts 

reflect characters that are at once collective and yet pride themselves in difference.  

Therefore, I use the term “unity in difference” to understand these formations.

Another important and influential work in diaspora is Global Divas by Martin 

Manalansan. In this book, Manalansan critiques western modernity as the repository of 

liberation by showing the intricate lived experiences of Filipino gay men in the diaspora.  

He writes: 

Filipino gay men’s experiences with modernity and with America are 
suffused with the ambiguity and ambivalence of immigrant life [. . 
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.]experiences of immigration and displacement guide Filipino gay men’s 
"readings" or interpretations, of gay cultural events and identity as well as 
shape their reactions to and engagements with these phenomenon.37

He argues that the immigrant is continually made aware of the performative aspects of 

survival so much so that he or she is compelled to move or "travel" (albeit 

discomfortingly) between various codes of behavior. The immigrant has a heightened 

sense of a bricoleur’s sense of the right appropriate conduct. Such valuations of conduct 

change depending on who is (over)seeing the situation, which could be anyone from an 

older family member to immigrant authorities. Cultural citizenship, he writes, is not 

about monolithic constructions of identity and belonging, but rather about competing 

cultural traditions and ideologies of self and personhood. Manalansan characterizes 

modernity as a complex formation and does not see it as a linear development away from 

tradition. Manalansan’s important observation is that:

Filipino gay men are not typical immigrants who move from tradition to 
modernity; rather they rewrite the static notions of tradition as modern or 
as strategies with which to negotiate American culture. Immigration, 
therefore, does not always end in an assimilative process but rather in 
contestation and reformation of identities (14).

This important observation informs my work on South Asian American racial formations 

that do not seek assimilation as an endpoint. Neither do they see US modernity as a linear 

progression away from Indian tradition. Rather, they complexly inhabit tradition and 

modernity in a complex lived experience. 
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Also, Manalansan sees secularism and religion as mutually constitutive in 

modernity. Manalansan writes, 

Instead of seeing the immigration of Filipino gay men as a movement 
from religiosity to American secularism and modernity, I am looking at 
the ways in which Filipino catholic imagery and meanings permeate and 
persist in the daily lives of men. More importantly, I am examining how 
these images and meanings are reappropriated not merely to show 
indigenous difference or even exhibit a ludic attachment to the past but 
actually to present a modern figure of the bakla in the diaspora (14). 

Manalansan’s study is important because it contests the idea of a linear 

progression of immigrants into American modernity. It sees the role that tradition plays in 

the modern bakla figure and vividly demonstrates the articulations of queer immigrant 

life. South Asians as non-heteronormative agents who refute immigrant assimilation may 

be studied with Manlansan’s approach. Even if these texts enter institutions of US 

modernity like the university, they do so with a diasporic consciousness attached so that 

there is no clear geographic demarcation between tradition and modernity. The 

perception of West as modern and East as traditional simply does not hold in these texts. 

There is a complex understanding of how tradition infuses modern life in South Asia as 

well as in the United States.

Postcolonial Legacies and the Question of Women

 The third variable necessary for understanding immigration comes from the field 

of postcolonial studies. Immigrant literary texts also involve learning about the 

immigrants’ nation of origins. For example, to understand South Asian American 

immigrant identity, we must necessarily understand political and cultural histories and 
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debates in countries of origin. An immigrant migrates with a specific educational and 

political formation from a country of origin and retains links in this global age to those 

specific formations. But also given these links back and forth, we may not assume that the 

nation of origins delivers us authentic knowledge formations that are more “original” 

than immigrant cultures. To study India is not to essentialize it as “original” but to note 

the knowledge formations of past and present that the immigrant migrates with. 

Partha Chatterjee in “The Nationalist Resolution of the Woman Question”38

discusses how nationalist politics takes over the question of women’s politics. His point 

is that while questions about women were central to in some of the controversial debates 

over social reform in early and mid-nineteenth century Bengal, they disappeared from the 

public agenda by the end of the century. Chatterjee argues that nationalism could not 

resolve the questions important to women, since nationalism has a problematic relation to 

women’s questions. Because the women’s movement did not receive its own form of 

politicization, the nationalist movement spoke for it. In Recasting Women, Kumkum 

Sangari and Sudesh Vaid advance the idea of a “feminist historiography.”  Their 

founding premise is that “such a historiography acknowledges that each aspect of reality 

is gendered, and thus is involved in questioning all we think and know, in a sustained 

examination of analytical and epistemological apparatus, and in dismantling of the 

presumptions of so called “gender neutral methodologies.”39 Taken together, these texts 

underscore the importance of feminist work that undercovers an alternative history of 

gendered experiences that contest nationalisms. The feminist historiography that Sangari 

and Vaid describe may be linked to the work of subaltern studies school of theorists to 
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expose what Ranajit Guha calls  “dominance without hegemony.”40 These scholars deal 

realistically with nationalism rather than simply dismissing it as a failed project of 

emancipation. Nationalism in the Indian context is often a form of religious nationalism. 

Hindu nationalism, therefore, represents the dominant formation in a country where 

Hinduism functions as a dominant ideology.  In my final chapters, I examine the 

dominance of Hindu nationalism in relation to minority religious nationalisms. 

For feminist historiography, everyday spaces are gendered. Partha Chatterjee 

writes of the gendered connotations to the ideas of the home (ghar) and the world (bahir). 

Chatterjee writes that the Bengali middle class is predicated upon "a series of oppositions 

between male and female, inner vs. outer, public vs. private, material vs. spiritual”:

Now apply the inner/outer distinction to the matter of concrete day-to-day 
living and you get a separation of the social space into ghar and bahir, the 
home and the world. The world is the external, the domain of the material; 
the home represents our inner spiritual self, our true identity. The world is 
a treacherous terrain of the pursuit of material interests, where practical 
considerations reign supreme. It is also typically the domain of the male. 
The home in its essence must remain unaffected by the profane activities 
of the material world—and woman is its representation. And so we get an 
identification of social roles by gender with the separation of the social 
space into ghar and bahir. (238-239) 

This passage also reflects the ways in which nationalism appropriated women’s struggles 

to then relegate them to the private sphere. Kumari Jayawardena in Feminism and 

Nationalism in the Third World links the rise of feminist movements to the anti-colonial 

and nationalist struggles.41 She also notes that nationalism was coincident with a move 

towards secularism. If women are associated with the private sphere and religion is also 

relegated to the private sphere of activity, then how do women negotiate their roles in 
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secular nationalisms? This is a complicated question, as secularism in India is often 

thought to have a different relation to religion than the West. In “Redefining Secularism 

in Postcolonial Contexts,” Satish Kolluri argues that the new meanings of secularism 

have generated more debate than consensus in India. Whereas secularism implies a strict 

meaning of the separation of church and state, Kolluri argues that it is necessary to 

accommodate “religion as faith” in concepts of postcolonial secularisms.42

Like Chatterjee, Deniz Kandiyoti in “Identity and its Discontents” also discusses 

the association of women with the home and women’s role in nationalist projects, but 

she argues that women’s relegation to the private sphere is tenuous and the boundaries 

between public and private worlds are fluid and subject to redefinition. She writes: 

“Women bear the burden of being ‘mothers of the nation’ (a duty that gets ideologically 

defined to suit official priorities) as well as being those who reproduce the boundaries 

of ethnic/national groups, who transmit the culture and who are privileged signifiers of 

national difference.”43 Since the very language of nationalism singles women out as the 

symbolic repository of group identity, she argues that women are considered to be the 

custodians of cultural particularism. Since women are seen as less assimilated, both 

culturally and linguistically in national culture (whether or not they are immigrants), 

regulation of gender is central to the articulation of cultural identity and difference. 

Ultimately, she argues that placing women as boundary markers of their communities 

has a deleterious effect on their emergence as full-fledged citizens of the nation-state. 

(388) 
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In their complicated roles as bearers of culture, women in postcolonial societies 

may both participate in and be resistant to nationalisms. Kandiyoti cautions, however, 

that:

[. . .] discourses valorizing the ‘private’ as a site of resistance against 
repressive states or as the ultimate repository of cultural identity, should 
not let us overlook the fact that, in most instances, the integrity of the so-
called ‘private’ is predicated on the unfettered operations of patriarchy 
(388). 

With this caution in mind, we may examine how women in postcolonial India 

oppose patriarchal ideologies in utilizing their roles in the private sphere as bearers of 

culture. In Fire, the two sisters-in-law celebrate women’s religious traditions and find a 

space of resistance to patriarchal codes in their relationship with each other. Patriarchy 

is very much operative in the narrative, but women find a space of resistance in so-

called “private” activities. In Junky Punky Girls, postcolonial customs find their way 

into a young immigrant woman’s relationships. Taken together, these texts represent 

the role of tradition in modern life and an anti-nationalist response to identity and 

culture. 

Women’s sexuality is regulated through personal laws in both the Hindu and 

Muslim religions. Such laws establish "patriarchal, patrilineal, and monogamous" as the 

norm according to Amrita Chhacchi in "Identity Politics, Secularism and Women in 

Forging Identities: Gender, Communities and the State.44 Given the history of 

patriarchy’s presence in law and culture, we are left wondering about the intimate spaces 

in women’s lives that contest male restriction and regulation.“Tracking ‘Same-sex love’ 
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from Antiquity to the Present in South Asia” reads Indian historical narratives for their 

contestation to the regulation of womens’ sexuality. As its title suggests, looking for 

instances and elaborations of same-sex desire from the antiquity to the present, the 

authors articulate alternative ways of knowing history and literature through relations of 

same sex desire. 45 These essays challenge the liberal assumption that the East looks to 

the West for models of sexual identity.

As an important part of that project, Jacqui Alexander also critiques the liberal 

assumptions of Western feminism. In “Erotic Autonomy as a Politics of Decolonization,” 

Jacqui Alexander shows how the Bahamas tourist economy cannot be explained through 

the framework of liberal feminism and she pays attention to how sexual identity is 

predicated upon the effects of globalization and capitalism.46 Alexander relies instead on 

the work of postcolonial feminism to delineate the process by which neo-colonial states 

control sexuality to propagate tourism. She writes of the assumptions of nation and 

citizenship: 

The nation has always been conceived in heterosexuality, since biology 
and reproduction are at the heart of its impulse. The citizenship machinery 
is also located here, in the sense that the prerequisites of good citizenship 
and loyalty to the nation are simultaneously sexualized and hierarchized 
into a class of good, loyal reproducing heterosexual citizens, and a 
subordinated marginalized class of non-procreative non -citizens [. . .](84)

Heterosexuality is demanded for “good citizenship.” The family as a reproductive 

unit maintains the stability of gender roles and hierarchies.  All those that do not fit into 

the heterosexuality that the nation imagines for itself are excluded from belonging to the 

nation.  In contrast, the final chapters of this dissertation seek to show that cross-racial 
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affiliation and same-sex desire lead to imaginative alternative forms of belonging in 

nations and diasporas.

I hope to have demonstrated how the fields of American studies, diasporic 

studies and Postcolonial studies inform my work on immigrant US immigrant 

assimilation and its counter-narratives. American Studies work, which argues against 

the consensus model, sheds light on the xenophobia of early American studies work. 

The work I discuss in my earlier chapters may be considered more complexly in light of 

an awareness of this xenophobia. The emergent work on the intersections of race and 

sexuality in all of these fields helps me to ground the arguments of my later chapters. 

Tradition and modernity are seen as mutually constitutive, as are religion and 

secularism in representation of sexual identities in those chapters. Taken as a whole, 

this dissertation provides an examination of the ways in which immigrant religious 

traditions enter into US institutions of modernity not as their linear successor, but as 

complexly articulated desires for alternative forms of belonging. 
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Chapter One: The Promised Land and American Exceptionalism

The striking contrast between these two quotes in the writings of Mary Antin, an 

early twentieth century Russian Jewish immigrant to the United States, signals a tension 

between beliefs in universalism and in particularism. The first is from They Who Knock 

at Our Gates (1914) and celebrates what she sees as inclusion in American life. The 

second is written in an essay, “House of the One Father”, after the Holocaust, in which 

she considers how this inclusion has left her with estranged ties to Jewish Americans. 

There remain a few ancient prejudices to 
overcome, a few stumps of ignorance to 

uproot before all the nations of the earth shall 
forget their boundaries, and move about the 
surface of the earth as congenial guests at a 

public feast. 
     This, indeed, will be the proof of the 

ancient saying, “he hath made of one blood 
all nations of men, for to dwell on all the face 

of the earth.” It is coming, inevitably it is 
coming. 

--They Who Knock at Our 
Gates (138-139)47

Today, I find myself pulled by the old 
forgotten ties, through the violent projection 
of an immensely magnified Jewish problem. 

It is one thing to go your separate way, 
leaving your friends and comrades behind in 

peace and prosperity, it is another thing to 
fail to remember them when the world is 

casting them out.
--Introduction The Promised Land

(xlix)48
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The dominant interpretation of her autobiography, The Promised Land, is that it 

represents a young immigrant woman’s entry into assimilation. This book is viewed as 

an exemplary model of assimilation in European American immigrant history. However, 

this role needs to be reinterpreted, as the articulation of assimilation is much more 

conflicted in this text than what the dominant reading strategy supposes. The text largely 

evidences barriers to citizenship for an immigrant woman. Written at a time when 

nativist criticism of immigrants was at its high point, Antin’s book tries to make a space 

for immigrant lives within the national imagination. Evidencing many contradictions, 

religion, ethnicity, class and gender all provide a perspective on the nation that is elided 

by an interpretation of the autobiographical novel as the gradual absorption of the 

immigrant into the melting pot. 

The Promised Land opens with the line “When I was a little girl, the world was 

divided into two parts” (5). In his Introduction to the The Promised Land, Werner Sollors 

interprets this line to signal “an autobiography of sites, external places that correspond to 

an inner topography according to which the world is divided” (xxix). Initially, the “two 

worlds” Antin occupies are her home in Polotzk--confined within the Pale of the 

settlement--and the outside world of Russia. Later in the novel, the meaning of the “Two 

Worlds” metaphor shifts to signifying that of the Old World of Russia and the New 

World of the United States. Sollors has a central concern in positioning The Promised 

Land as a text that utilizes the “Two Worlds” metaphor, and reconciles the Old and New 

Worlds so that Antin happily assimilates into the New World by rejecting the Old World.  

Antin herself uses the metaphor of the “Two Worlds” by describing herself as literally 
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moving from the Old to the New, from what she calls “the Middle Ages” to the twentieth 

century.  She describes the past as a “heavy garment that would cling to your limbs when 

you would run” (28).

Sollors’ strategy for reading The Promised Land exemplifies an understanding of 

the metaphor of “Two Worlds” as a key interpretive tool for narrating the experience of 

European-American immigrant assimilation.  Affected by their own experiences as 

descendants of the large wave of European-American immigration (1880-1920), Sollors 

and many of his contemporaries49 constructed assimilation as the loss of cultural identity 

from their nation of origin for the sake of adopting a host country's attitudes and beliefs. 

In utilizing this dominant construct and ideology of assimilation, Sollors exemplifies a 

dominant belief in the United States, seeing assimilation as a willful process of 

transformation from outsiders to insiders by the members of a group. Whereas he 

interprets Antin’s book as a narrative in which the immigrant consents to the progressive 

loss of religious and ethnic particularity in order to join the nation, I argue that, due to 

social, political and economic barriers to citizenship, Antin’s book does not resolve in the 

successful assimilation of its protagonist. Every immigrant group must negotiate the 

mandate that religion and ethnicity be subordinated to secular citizenship. This chapter 

examines the details of how the mandate to assimilate produces contradictions for Jewish 

Americans and their attempts to reconcile those contradictions in narrative form. In 

contrast to Sollors’ understanding of assimilation through the “Two Worlds” metaphor, I 

understand assimilation not as a progressive loss of culture, but as a group’s struggle for 

resources from the state. For European Americans, these resources came decades after 
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the narration of Antin’s supposed victories. Thus, I read Antin’s text as an articulation of 

the contradictions of liberal citizenship rather than a convincing narration of her 

inclusion.

It is my contention that Sollors’ interpretation has helped The Promised Land

sustain popularity as an assimilationist text in ways that historically decontextualize the 

meanings attached to the word “assimilation.” My strategy is to show the agreements and 

differences between Antin’s narrative and Sollors’ methodological construction of 

assimilation and American uniqueness. At stake in my argument is an understanding of 

the complexity and hardship experienced in the mandate of European American 

assimilation by immigrants. Since the European-American narrative of assimilation is 

supposedly considered exemplary and worthy of imitation by many of Sollors’ 

contemporaries, I will show the pain experienced by this group as a result of the mandate 

of assimilation and consequently why it cannot be held up as exemplary for other groups. 

In fact, this circumstance is why some European Americans chose alternative strategies 

to become Americans, as I explore in Chapter Two of this dissertation.  

In relation to Antin's book, I complicate the prevalent understanding of 

assimilation by considering the limitations of “consensus ideology” in the work of Sollors. 

This approach involves examining the shifts in racial meaning attached to European 

American ethnic identity in the early twentieth century. This also requires the 

understanding that European-American incorporation came at the expense of communities 

of color. In deconstructing “consensus ideology,” I also examine the inherent tensions 

between religion and the state form in the United States. 
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In Beyond Ethnicity, Sollors understands ethnicity as a marker of difference that 

is ultimately transformed into an American identity as immigrants identify with the 

nation.50 Briefly outlined, Sollors position speaks of ethnicity as an identity for 

“outsiders” in the United States:

In America, the pagan sense of ethnic as other has been retained so that 
in its secularized sense ethnic comes to mean not fully American. Given 
the parallel with chosen people and heathens, it is no wonder that there 
is a popular hesitation to accept the inclusive use of ethnicity… In 
America, casting oneself as other may be a characteristic tendency, so 
that ethnic comes to stand for outsider, outsider as insider. (60)

This "outsider'' status, he argues, is easily refashioned given what he sees as the 

exceptional nature of the United States for minority groups as they identify with the 

historical legacies of dominant cultural codes or the rhetorical forms of the Puritan 

jeremiad:

Once the New England Puritans had so deeply ingrained the connections 
between Bible and process towards a prophesied American destiny by 
consent, later newcomers and other groups could find typology similarly 
resonant with their own experiences, interests and hopes—or phrase their 
divergent interests and aspirations, including the fire and brimstone 
assaults on Puritanism, in the available rhetorical forms. Puritanism had 
created mechanisms to transmit even discontinuity. The theologizing 
experience and the need for new images of group emergence thus found a 
compelling set of coeds and images, a form which immigrants and ethnics 
could fill with their own varying contents and adapt to their won situations 
and expectations. (56)

In this way, Sollors refashions the rhetorical sway of the jeremiad to argue 

that ethnic outsiderness is easily refashioned to stand for Americaness, thus 

subsuming dissent to the terms of inclusiveness. To trace all immigrant calls for 
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incorporation back to the Puritan jeremiad is to overlook the diversity of group 

experiences. There is, however, an ideological affiliation between Antin and Sollors, 

in that both appear to construct assimilation as the renunciation of group racial and 

religious identities in favor of adopting secularized identities. By arguing that the 

affinity of ethnicity and heathendom are characteristic of many “from...to” stories 

like Antin’s “From Polotzk to Boston” (1899) as well as Phylis Wheatley’s “To the 

University of Cambridge, in New England, ”Sollors’ reading of such texts contains 

gendered, ethnic, religious and racial differences embedded in such narratives. 

Thus, as his book’s title Beyond Ethnicity  suggests, his interest is in locating ethnic 

writing as a site through which ethnic writers identify with Puritan and Biblical 

themes to transcend ethnicity or any markers of particularity. He employs a 

universalizing understanding of what it means to be American to look at a very 

limited point of American history and to construct all immigrant adaptation as 

coincident with it. Sollors expresses discomfort with ethnicity as a category of 

identity by favoring the terms “consent and descent” as expressing “the central 

drama in American culture” (6). In his terms, descent emphasizes heredity and 

lineage while consent stresses agency to choose spouses, destinies and political, 

systems. His understanding of American uniqueness relies on his assumption that 

the United States highlights consent relations in a way that is unparalleled in any 

other nation. He reads The Promised Land as an exemplary illustration of immigrant 

consent to dominant codes and constructs. In his analysis of writings that follow the 

form of the American jeremiad--an understanding he derives from the scholarship on 

Puritanism by Sacvan Bercovitch51-- he considers immigrant and minority writers’ 
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identification with a “Christian” and “Puritan” America as evidence of consent to

dominant cultural codes.

The basis of Sollors’ approach to assimilation, resting upon a “consensus 

ideology” of American Studies and literary criticism, presents the United States as 

a land of unprecedented opportunity and an instance of organization as a “wholly middle 

class culture” in Bercovitch’s words in The American Jeremiad. Bercovitch’s 

understanding of the Puritan jeremiad argues, “The ritual of the jeremiad bespeaks an 

ideological consensus—in moral, religious, economic, social and intellectual matters—

unmatched in any other modern culture” (176). Bercovitch intuits from this an 

understanding that while

Many other societies have defended the status quo with reference to 
religious values; many forms of nationalism have laid claim to a 
world-redeeming promise; many Christian sects have sought...to find the 
sacred in the profane, and many European defenders of middle-class 
democracy have tried to link order and progress...only the American 
way, of all modern ideologies, has managed to circumvent the paradoxes 
inherent in these approaches (176).

A leveling of racial difference as a uniquely American trait is what consensus 

ideology claims and what the dominant reading of The Promised Land reproduces. The 

uniqueness of the United States is supposedly exemplified in the uniquely inquisitive and 

studious Mary Antin, who is singularly rewarded by her pursuits in education. Yet when 

closely examined, Antin’s text suggests a desire for justice against a backdrop of 

inequality. Sollors’ reading of assimilation is a historically decontextualized one. 

In his underestimation of race and class as markers of nationalist constructions of 

identity, Sollors overlooks the difference between the construction of “assimilation” that 
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Antin imagines and the actual processes of group inclusion that come nearly three 

decades later. From his account, it would seem that assimilation happened as a 

result of the individual choices made by European-Americans to willingly reject 

group identities as outsiders. In fact, assimilation occurred in the remaking of ethnicity 

and race by radical movements in the 1930’s that secured large-scale resources from the 

state. 

In The Cultural Front, Michael Denning argues that the 1930’s and 1940’s were a 

time of ethnic formation meant to address the subordination of the working class peoples 

and immigrants.52 Denning writes, “Ethnicity and race had become the modality through 

which working class people experienced their lives and mapped their communities”(239). 

Denning demonstrates that class and ethnic identity did not exist independently of each 

other, but that “ethnicity was a central form of class consciousness in the United States” 

(239). His reading of what he terms the “ghetto pastoral” and “proletarian grotesque” 

demonstrates that these texts were produced by writers from immigrant and working class 

families who sought to address the conditions of their moment and did so by taking up 

the writing of autobiography, memoir and popular verse. He also notes that it was the 

expansion of public school education that enabled the proletarianization of writing at this 

moment.53 Denning demonstrates that class and ethnic identity did not exist 

independently of each other, but that “ethnicity was a central form of class 

consciousness in the United States” (239). His reading of what he terms the “ghetto 

pastoral” and “proletarian grotesque” demonstrates that these texts were produced by 

writers from immigrant and working-class families who sought to address the conditions 
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of their moment, and did so by taking up the writing of autobiography, memoir and 

popular verse. He also notes that it was the expansion of public school education that 

enabled the proletarianization of writing at this moment. 54

The actual lived conditions for the assimilation of ethnic Europeans became 

possible only after World War II, when European Americans benefited greatly from 

ethnic inclusion premised on racialized exclusion of communities of color due to 

the exclusionary policies of trade unions, New Deal social welfare agencies, immigration 

officials, and FHA housing policies. As George Lipsitz demonstrates in The Possessive 

Investment In Whiteness, as the culture of unity won resources from the state, and helped 

to create the standard of living that enabled the children and grandchildren of immigrants 

to become middle class and blend into a “white” identity (152)55. Sollors’ understanding 

of assimilation overlooks this actual process and consequently misreads the function of 

ethnicity and class in immigrant fiction. His construction of ethnicity offers an 

understanding of immigrant success that fails to consider the relation of race and religion 

to class, as well as Antin’s relation to gendered class rise. Differentiating periods of 

immigration is important for understanding assimilation as a strategy for transforming the 

dominant culture rather than just as a uniform absorption of immigrant groups. Antin’s 

text, like most assimilationist texts, reveals the contradictions of a process designed to 

deracinate European Americans. In displaying only a partial identification with 

secularism as an ideology, the text reveals how religion posed a contradiction in public 

schooling that made efforts at Americanization more complicated than Sollors’ 

understanding of it as an assimilationist text allows. Understanding the limitations of 
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“consensus ideology” involves being specific about differential group experiences. 

Antin’s understanding of religious and national identity in America resonates at times 

with Bercovitch’s and Sollors’ understanding that America presents a unique 

opportunity for the reconciliation of religious and secular identity. She utilizes Puritan 

typologies in They Who Knock at Our Gates by stating, “The ghost of the Mayflower 

pilots every ship” (66.) and in the opening passage to this chapter, she refers to the 

Biblical Acts foreshadowing not the America that is but she believes will be (3). 

Sollors argues that Antin does this because she believes in the repetition of typology 

that has been foreshadowed by Acts.56 One of the most prevalent typological motifs in 

US literature is the exodus from Old World Egyptian bondage to the shores of the 

American Promised Land. In refashioning themselves as legitimate aspirants to an 

American identity, European immigrants deployed typological motifs to argue for 

the heightened urgency of their incorporation. 

Sollors argues that this motif becomes an important concept for ethnic Americans 

in fashioning their relation to “Americaness.” In English usage, the word “ethnicity” has 

constituted a definition of “otherness,” ethnic meaning non-Christian. In the nineteenth 

century, the term reemerges to define racial or national difference. Sollors’ interpretation 

correctly recognizes that the use of typology is a structuring device in The Promised 

Land. Yet, religious typologies are refashioned in the writing of immigrants. In other 

words, Antin deploys the belief in a common Judeo-Christian faith to argue for the 

incorporability of immigrants, but her rendering of religious identity also displays the 

extent to which immigrants disidentified with the mandate of Christian prayer in public 
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school. The classic model for educational programming to transform immigrants was one 

that supplemented public schooling with Protestant education. With this historical 

context, we can more clearly understand a passage in The Promised Land in which Antin 

remembers the recitation of Christian prayer in public school. She contemplates the 

unwillingness of the part of her Jewish classmates to recite them, while adding that she 

herself saw no problems in reciting them. Nevertheless, by acknowledging that it was a 

problem for her fellow Jewish students, she expresses discomfort with the mandate of 

compulsory Christian prayer. Thus, the limitation of interpreting Antin's text as a 

narrative of assimilation is that this notion does not acknowledge different sets of 

power relations between groups. Sollors assumes that Antin speaks like the Puritans 

because Puritan thought defines what it means to be American. It makes a difference, 

however, to consider that Puritan thought does not truly frame the horizons of possibility 

for immigrants. Perhaps they recognized its hegemony and strategically deployed it to 

categories important to them. Sollors derives from Bercovitch an understanding that 

American identity is based upon a rhetoric that can contain and neutralize dissent (what 

is known as “consensus ideology”) This approach prevents Sollors from examining the 

ways in which The Promised Land evokes a Jewish religious identity as an element 

assimilatable not only within dominant class ideologies, but also as a marker of religious 

identity through which demands for justice and equity persist in the transformation into 

Americaness. In this way, Antin reflects a process of secularization that results from 

anti-Semitism without mentioning it, a silence mandated precisely by anti-Semitism's 

omnipresence and power. It is important to remember that the historical memory of a 
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racialized religious identity created the conditions for Jewish involvement in radical and 

left movements in as much as it led to the Zionist enterprise.

To shift the focus from a model of US exceptionalism to one that acknowledges 

what that approach takes for granted, we need to account further for a history of 

racialized exclusion from the narrative of citizenship. Michael Rogin’s work in Blackface 

White Noise, particularly the chapter entitled “Nationalism and the Jewish Question,” 

offers an analysis of nationalism, which in fact, works against “American 

exceptionalism.”57 It offers some insights for understanding the particularities through 

which European Americans were racialized. We may read his work as a critique of 

American uniqueness because it is very specific about the formation of biological racism in 

the United States for different groups of European immigrants. Rogin finds it essential to 

consider how racialization inflects the ideological production of mass cultural texts 

produced by Americans, and it is important to understand the complex relations of 

socialization in that production. Rogin critiques “consensus ideology” by insisting that 

the concept of choice that figures the writing of “consent” ignores nativist and 

commodity pressures towards homogenization and deracination. The Puritan-

immigrant opposition which Sollors casts as that of an Old World particularism and New 

World melting-pot spiritual universalism gives the act of consent too large a field, and it 

does not attend to how the racist and universalist moments were conjoined in the 

United States. Consent within the Exceptionalism paradigm, Rogin argues, 

homogenizes all adaptation to the dominant culture (56).
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The understanding of European inclusion through blackface minstrelsy 

offered by Rogin demonstrates that the process of European ethnic inclusion of 

religious minorities served a melting pot function that in fact reinforced a 

distinction between race and ethnicity. Rogin demonstrates that the process of European 

ethnic inclusion of religious minorities served a melting pot function that in fact 

reinforced a distinction between race and ethnicity. Thus, the racialization process 

through which Jewish immigrants become white, through differential practices of 

exclusion, cannot be as easily minimized as it is in Sollors’ critique. Their “inclusion” as 

Americans depended on their participation in the exclusion from America of non-whites.

At stake here is a premise that ethnicity and race need to be understood as 

manifesting different relations to the national. The progress that supposedly 

propelled white ethnics into the melting pot was the same process that kept

racial minorities out. In pointing this out, Rogin also does a very valuable service in

insisting that American nationalism should not be seen as exceptional per se but that it be

seen in relation to the formation of racial meaning that took on a valence in the United 

States from the start. 

Jewish American and African-American incorporation were contingent.  The

incorporation of Jews into America as evidence of the United States’s exceptionalist 

liberal pluralism against the nightmare of the Holocaust is celebrated as American 

uniqueness. This “tolerance” is privileged against the persistent histories of oppression 

against African Americans in the United States In this way, Rogin’s discussion qualifies 
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ideas about incorporation that are too easily triumphed in the assimilation/ 

accommodation ethnicity paradigms.

Immigrant autobiographies of the early twentieth century emphasize the tension 

between promises of inclusion and the practices of exclusion. The understanding of 

Antin’s narrative as unequivocally celebratory of American uniqueness emerges less 

from its situatedness in its own historical circumstances than by the lens of American 

uniqueness articulated in Bercovitch’s and Sollors’ post-World War II scholarship and 

their assumptions about “consent.” While Antin’s book and Sollors' reading perform 

similar ideological functions in overlooking the racialized exclusion through which 

European Americans secured advantages, Antin writes prior to the moment at which 

European-American immigrants and their descendants have secured material inclusion 

from the state. In emphasizing the development of a protagonist's ethnic and political 

identities, The Promised Land as an immigrant Bildungsroman can also be considered an 

example of the marginalized protagonist’s demand for equal participation in American 

society, not only for herself but also for all immigrants. 

Indeed, the narrative of American education begins during Antin’s narration of life 

in Russia. Antin’s father, already arrived to the United States, writes to his family and 

presents public education as an incentive to migrate. 

Education was free. That subject my father had written about repeatedly, 
as comprising his chief hope for us children, the essence of American 
opportunity, the treasure no thief could touch, not even misfortune or 
poverty. [. . .] No applications made, no questions asked, no 
examinations, no rulings, exclusions, no machinations, no fees. (148)
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The freedom of education in America is undercut by evidence that it does not 

materialize for her sister Frieda, who is sent to the sweatshop. While she celebrates her 

own accomplishments in school, Antin is critical of the public educational system for 

denying her sister compulsory schooling. “Frieda came to America too late to avail 

herself of the gifts of an American girlhood” (218). Because it was thought that 

immigrant labor could be exploited in factories, older children were employed and 

were not permitted to partake of public education. Mary Antin compares herself to her 

sister, who is not allowed to attend school because she is two years past the required 

age. She writes, “For I was led to the schoolroom, with its sunshine and its singing and 

the teacher's cheery smile; while she was led to the workshop, with its foul air, care-

lined faces, and the foreman's stern command. Our going to school was the fulfillment 

of our father's best promises to us, and Frieda's share in it was to fashion and fit the 

calico frocks in which the baby sister and I made our first appearance in a public school” 

(157-158) The desire for an inclusive approach to education is not realized, as Mary's 

sister Frieda is sent to the sweatshop to face rigid and hazardous working conditions. In 

this way, Antin acknowledges that her own presence in school is made possible by her 

sister's labor and it throws into question the “freedom” of American education that 

Antin so determinedly champions.

Antin’s book consists of twenty chapters, the first seven of which focus on life 

in the Pale of the Settlement, particularly Polotzk, Russia. Critics often note a strict 

dichotomy that structures the move to Americanization. The Old World constructs a 

representation of a girl child’s view of communal life within a religious community within 
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the Pale of the Settlement in Czarist Russia. It is noteworthy that as a “Coming to 

America story,” and a canonical “assimilationist” text, more than half of the book 

is concerned with a religious past in Russia. A transitional chapter, “The Exodus,” 

narrates the anticipation with which Antin’s family awaits emigration and the 

journey to America, and the remaining twelve chapters focus on life in Boston, ending 

with Antin’s educational experiences and supposed transformation into a citizen. With 

Chapter IX, Antin’s depiction of “The Promised Land” begins. The disjuncture of the 

New World chapters is often noted, as they are primarily concerned with the 

individualized experiences of Antin, most notably within educational institutions.58

It should be remembered that Antin writes the autobiography when she is thirty 

years old, at the request of her publisher Ellery Sedgwick. It appeared initially as five 

magazine installments in the Atlantic Monthly and as a subsequent book publication by 

Houghton, Mifflin Company. The Promised Land was also published in special 

educational editions with teacher's manuals and student questions, and it was used as a 

public school civics text as late as 1949.59  In 1912, The New York Sun reported that The 

Promised Land was the book most called for in various libraries. How do we understand 

this popular reception?

Coming at the height of the Americanization movement, the book describes Antin 

renouncing her religious past and accepting an American identity, which is 

simultaneously understood as Christian and secular. Arriving also at the moment at which 

the policy of unlimited immigration is questioned, Antin intervenes indirectly in this 

debate by proclaiming European immigrants as legitimate aspirants to American 
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citizenship because of a common Judeo-Christian faith. She posits the availability of 

public school education as the means through which this supposed transformation will 

take place for immigrants by proclaiming her own successful conversion experiences in 

school. In this way, a narrative of individual development disciplines the narration of 

group experience into a novel of individuation as a secular citizen. This chapter 

demonstrates that declaring a renunciation of a religious identity as well as the narration 

of successful secular conversion was a tactical move intended to secure resources for 

groups that were given only partial access to public education.

Antin's writing in The Promised Land raises an important question: If 

secularization provided the solution for ethnic inclusion for immigrants at this moment in 

time, then why invoke a common religious tradition to argue for the assimilability of 

Jewish immigrants? Given the success of her autobiography, in a later work, They Who 

Knock at Our Gates (1914) Antin continued to employ notions of a common religious 

past to compare European immigrants to old-stock Americans in response to growing 

assumptions that newly arrived Southeastern European immigrants were inferior to 

earlier Northwestern European immigrants and a native population. The new immigrants 

were distinguishable from the older immigrants in terms of religion and class; primarily, 

they were not Protestant, they lived in the urban ghettoes, and they became industrial 

wage earners.60 In They Who Knock at Our Gates, she imagined a continuum between 

the contemporary migration of Southeastern European immigrants and the migration of 

the Puritans, writing “The ghost of Mayflower pilots every ship” (66) and “Ellis Island 

is another name for Plymouth Rock” (66). The Puritans had referred to the Old 
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Testament book of Exodus to invoke America as a “City on a Hill.” Invoking the Puritan 

conception that America was to be the fulfillment of biblical prophesy, i.e., a fusion of 

church and state resulting in a heaven on earth for the chosen people, Antin calls upon 

Exodus and revises the Puritan thesis in the name of newly arrived immigrants. In 

narrating her own conversion experience in The Promised Land, Antin largely addresses 

a hostile native population in an attempt to reassure them that public school education 

could form immigrant children into American citizens. “The public school has done its 

best for us foreigners,” she writes, adding “and for the country, when it has made us into 

good Americans” (222).

Clearly, the text evoked a sense of social justice that spoke strongly to its 

contemporary readership. Even as it seems deracinated in its approach to us today, its 

sustained popularity as a school text can be explained by its reverence for schooling and 

its ability to forge identification with a disciplined immigrant student. By the mid-

twentieth century, when many immigrants had become teachers themselves,61 The 

Promised Land must have been particularly appealing to teachers who were descendants 

of immigrants and who were searching for narratives through which they could 

understand their own immigrant histories.

The ideological purposes of The Promised Land in securing identifications with 

an “Americanized” immigrant subject are clearest in relation to its publishing history. 

Antin had been given suggestions that she expunge the Russian chapters entirely in the 

publication of her book, to which she responded that it would “leave me out of the book 

(Sollors, xxvi). Interestingly, a later edition of the book edited out the entire first-half 
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narration of Russia and republished it as Antin's At School in the Promised Land or 

the Story of a Little Immigrant.62 In the Preface to this edition signed by “The 

Publishers,” it is noted, “At School in the Promised Land is, as its title indicates, a 

selection of those chapters that tell the story of Mary Antin’s school days. It has been 

prepared by the author in response to many requests from educators throughout the 

country, and is offered by the publishers with the confidence that wherever it is read the 

optimism of teachers and the ambition and patriotism of the pupils will greatly be 

stimulated” (iv). If the intent of reading the text is to foreground supposedly successful 

assimilation and reverence for the school and American citizenship, then one must 

consider how the latter half read in excised form produces a different reading than 

the entire narrative.63 That Antin asserted the importance of her past in framing 

herself as an American means that she acknowledged that Jewish identity provided her 

with a critical awareness important to becoming American.  It is clear that the 

“Americanized” version was seen as suitable for its institutionalization as a canonical 

immigrant text in the schools and more amenable to producing the intended effects in

young readers. It also demonstrates that Antin's religious identity was seen as a 

difficulty in inculcating identification with American citizenship.

Despite her own aspirations and the cultural work that her narrative performed in 

championing naturalization, Antin herself never became an American citizen. In the 

autobiography, she never mentions her marriage in 1901 to a German Lutheran, Amadeus 

Grabau. Gert Buelens suggests that this omission allows Antin to present an infantilized 

narrator faithful only to (Christian) America.64 Her connection to Grabau, who was 
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deported to China (his residence prior to coming to the United States) in 1917, marked 

her as an outsider, so that even involvement with women's suffrage did not help her case 

for citizenship. Antin’s evocation of citizenship, then, has to be understood as a 

strategic deployment that would make resources available for immigrants.

The representation of religious identity allows us to examine Antin's relationship 

to citizenship. The first chapter, titled “Within the Pale,” narrates the injustices of 

confinement and persecution of Jews under a Czarist regime and partiality of citizenship 

for Jews. On days of Christian religious processions, Antin describes how Jews were not 

to be found outdoors, for fear of inciting riots that could lead to pogroms. But more 

than pogroms, she feared an enforced conversion by a priest or nun, claiming it was 

habitual for soldiers to snatch Jewish boys from their families in attempts to convert 

them into soldiers and Christians. Antin claims “To be forced to kneel before the hideous 

images, to kiss the cross, —sooner would I rush out to the mob that was passing, and let 

them tear my vitals out” (11). In this instance, Antin represents her distance from 

Christian and czarist Russia by identifying with a religious Jewish male subject.

This disdain for Christian conversion becomes what she describes as an 

inexplicable distaste of Christian missionaries in America. Antin is expected to be secular 

in the public sphere, even in her dealings with Christianity. This is a change in her 

subjectivity that she hardly notes in relation to her previously declared identification 

with Jewish religious subjectivity as a form of resistance. In the United States, however, 

religious and secular subjectivities operate in relation to each other in ways that 

produce a different set of conflicts for Antin. Late in the text, Antin describes her 
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experience upon moving to a new neighborhood and becoming involved with a Christian 

organization that provides community services and entertainment for children. She tries 

to understand why she simultaneously enjoys the entertainment offered at Morgan 

Chapel and resents Brother Hotchkins, the organizer of entertainment, for being 

Christian. She writes; “I should have resented the suggestion that inherited distrust 

was the cause of my dislike for good Brother Hotchkins; for I considered myself freed 

from racial prejudices. An uncompromising atheist, such as I was, at the age of 

fourteen, was bound to scorn all those who sought to implant religion in their fellow 

men, and thereby prolong the reign of superstition. Of course that was the 

explanation” (211). Her analysis attempts to reconcile the contradiction posed 

between Christian religious community and secular identity by pointing to the 

dominance of Christian norms and the hegemonic function of Christianity. Antin 

understands the implication that to be “American” requires adopting both a Christian 

and secular subjectivity.

In Varieties of Civil Religion, Robert Bellah discusses how from the founding of 

the Republic, a contradiction between Christianity and versions of liberal subjecthood 

was always present in the state form.65 Like Antin's attempted narrative resolution, 

Bellah believes that America presents a unique opportunity for the reconciliation to the 

problem of church and state in the formation of a civil religion. He implies that, 

unlike other nations, the United States does not present problems of sectarianism, 

because of the ways in which religious life easily coincides with democracy in the 

country This imagined reconciliation is what Antin attempts to construct in her 
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narrative. Writing as a Jewish immigrant, Antin's desire for resolution between religious 

and national identity reflects anxieties in the dominant culture about the function of 

religious identity in relation to citizenship. It is more accurate to note that religious 

groups, especially minority groups, have at moments occupied a contradictory 

relationship to citizenship. And yet, the tension between religion and the state cannot 

be as easily resolved as Bellah's position or Antin's narration suggests.66

As a female Jewish immigrant, Antin does not celebrate religious education in 

the same ways she celebrates public school education. While she describes her 

desire for religious instruction in the Old World, she narrates little enthusiasm for 

religious instruction in the New World. The transformation to a critique of religious 

education occurs before coming to the United States, as if Americanization and 

secularization discourses were already at work. In Polotzk, her home in Russia, Antin 

writes: “America loomed so near that my imagination was fully occupied, and I did 

not revive the secret experiments with which I used to test the nature and intention of 

Deity. It was more to me that I was going to America than that I might not be going to 

Heaven” (190).

In the United States, Antin discovers that her father has given up religious 

practices and has taken up going to work on the Sabbath. Antin too renounces her 

religious fervor and believes it is her duty to convince her classmates of secularism. In 

defense of secularism, Antin invokes a school essay in which she identifies George 

Washington as a “Fellow Citizen.” She is advised by her teacher to let the subject drop 

and that “it was proper American conduct to avoid religious arguments on school 



68

territory” (192). Antin is satisfied by what she believes is a “separation of Church 

and State” and does not question the silencing of discussion on religion by the teacher. 

The attempted rejection of religious identity is largely a function of her school formation 

coming at the height of the Americanization movement. As a part of this movement, 

public school officials were interested in using the classroom to inculcate values and 

beliefs of work discipline and to encourage the belief that former traits were simply 

strange, radical and undesirable.

In The Promised Land, the equating of modern with secular occurs not upon 

arriving in the United States but appears before leaving Polotzk. As Antin discovers 

that their father is sending for them to come to the United States, there is a 

transformation in the representation of religious education. What was formerly 

described as “one means to redemption...more valuable than gold” converts to a 

representation of her brother's attendance in cheder as compensatory until the family 

can provide for him to attend a “modern” school. Religion comes to occupy the place 

of the traditional while secularism is equated with institutions of the modern. 

Interestingly, in contrast to Antin's representation of progress being simultaneous with 

the demand for secularism, narratives written by male authors with male protagonists, 

such as Abraham Cahan's 1917 partially autobiographical novel The Rise of David 

Levinsky, also prioritize education as a means to assimilation, but these authors 

struggle more than Antin with abandoning religion, emphasizing more the religious 

and cultural alienation experienced by successful immigrants. Antin’s novel ends by 

announcing that the Old World Talmudic scholar may have represented a truer identity 
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than the New World millionaire cloak manufacturer (530). In “Clifford Odetts: Poet of 

the Jewish Middle Class,” Robert Warshow presents a dismal view of immigrant life

that naturalizes apathy, hierarchy and divisiveness.67 While Antin privileges 

education over entrepreneurial success, Henry Roth, a Jewish-American writer during 

the 1930's, narrates a favorable representation of religious identification against an 

overall suspicion of ethnic incorporation in Call It Sleep. In the next chapter, we will 

see how Henry Roth and other Popular Front writers (Pietro di Donato and Anzia 

Yezierska) used their outsider status as religious minorities to re-imagine what it 

meant to be American by involving themselves in contemporary political movements. 

In their writings, we turn away from the strict autobiographical form to the narration 

of religious allegories concerned with imagining an America that they meant to create 

through the social democratic movements of the1930’s.

Antin's celebration of public education can be read to signal her transformation

from religious selfhood into secular subjectivity. However, such a bifurcated reading is

complicated by the persistence of religious identification at key moments that theorize

her relation to communities into which she assimilates. In thinking about the tension 

between Western notions of secularism and Christianity, Talal Asad makes an 

important contribution in Genealogies of Religion. Asad argues that “the tension 

between religion's claims to universalism on the one hand and the demand that 

religion be kept separate from the rational articulations of modernity cannot be reduced 

simply to the product of a secular outlook, but must be considered as a tension internal 

to the ways religion has been constituted in the world.”68 Gauri Viswanathan argues that 
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Asad's historical reading demonstrates that the only legitimate space accorded to 

Christianity by post-Enlightenment society is on the terrain of individual belief, and 

this enables one to rethink western secularism not as a linear successor to religious 

culture, but as its necessary complement within the same time frame. This 

understanding of the tensions between religious identification and secularism 

complicates Antin's linear model of development into secularism, as it also provides a 

means to critique the way in which a Christian religious identity functions as 

“American identity” at this moment. In this period, specifically, the non-Protestant 

religious identity of immigrants was made to seem like a privatized identity that had to 

be shed to identify oneself as American. While Christianity was not completely separate 

from civic identity, in that prayers were announced in public schooling, this 

circumstance was legitimated as an adoption of individual (read American) belief.  

Thus, the equation of Christian and American stood alongside secular respect for 

privatized belief, without many noting the contradiction. This situation is an important 

problem that The Promised Land represents.

In Schooling in Capitalist America, Herbert Bowles and Samuel Gintis argue that 

the impetus for public schooling in Massachusetts came out of a need of the state to 

assimilate working-class immigrants into capitalist modes of production.69 Schooling, not 

only by its content but also by its form (the timing of lessons, individual work spaces, 

obediance to authority), provided the discipline and regulation needed to perform factory 

labor. Relying on Gramsci's position in “On Education” in The Prison Notebooks, they 

also argue that schooling inherently contains mechanisms that transmit a critical 



71

understanding of dominant social norms. 70 Antin's depiction of school instruction 

foregrounds this contradiction.71 In the Boston public schools, she is exposed to an 

understanding of history that allows her to “revise” her self-image. For a school 

composition titled “Fellow Citizen,” she writes about George Washington, claiming, “the 

twin of my new-born humility, paradoxical as it may seem, was a sense of dignity I had 

never known before” (181). In the poem, she describes the heroic adventures of 

Washington:

He whose courage, will, amazing bravery, 
Did free his land from a despot's rule,

From man's greatest evil, almost slavery,
And all that's taught in tyranny's school,
Who gave his land its liberty, who was he? (181)

Praising Washington for writing the Constitution, she declares, “One and all of 

mankind are alike excepting none” (181). In championing George Washington for 

upholding freedom from “tyranny” and “slavery,” Antin overlooks the racial 

contradiction of slavery, exploitation and property holding of the “Founding Fathers.” 

The poem reveals the extent to which individual heroic action is uncritically prized in her 

school curriculum. Her celebration of the Constitution as a guarantor of equality 

expresses a desire to believe in the promises of inclusion rather than an accurate historical 

understanding of who benefited from the victories secured by Washington. 72
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Antin’s excessive attention to her own education prompts her readers to see the 

text as compliant to the terms of assimilation as an individuation from group affiliation 

as the tone and characteristics of writing about the United States shift from group 

relations to individual success for the most part. Antin details her success at getting the 

poem published in a newspaper. Her celebration of her own success as representative of 

immigrants is seen as a call for group inclusion. This approach, however, is deracinated 

in that Antin gives little acknowledgement to the numbers of immigrants and minorities 

that did not have the access to education that she did. Antin's construction of the ethical 

immigrant subject through identification with George Washington, at this moment, does 

not reflect actual group assimilation as much as it anticipates and reflects the role that 

public schooling would play in transmitting dominant social norms.

In The Social Construction of American Realism, Amy Kaplan argues that the 

Realism developed in 1880's and 1890's American fiction was not a seamless package of 

triumphant bourgeois mythology but was instead an anxious and contradictory mode, 

which both articulated and combated the sense of unreality at the heart of middle-class 

life.73 In her study, Realism is examined as a mode for managing and imagining threats of 

social change. It functions not just to assert dominant power but often to assuage fears 

of powerlessness. Realists construct a social world in order to manage it. The 

representational strategies utilized by immigrant writers in the early part of the 

twentieth-century emerged from the need to manage the social upheaval of immigration. 

It is noteworthy that the autobiographical form and later the novel become a critical 

medium both to reflect upon and to construct the realities of immigrant life. Far from 
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being accurate realist representations of immigrant life, these narratives often 

image possibilities not yet present in immigrant realities.

In the Old World chapters, Antin recalls her desire to attend school being 

thwarted—according to her mother's recollections—by school authorities denying her 

funds because of her religious background. That Antin carefully rehearses her eagerness 

for religious education, her ability in the Old World to question religious and state 

authority, to name and call out religious persecution, could have spoken more critically to 

threats of nativism, a gendered bias in citizenship laws, and partial rights to compulsory 

education for immigrants in the New World. 

Antin's construction of America and the libratory nature of American education 

portray the crisis of her moment for a female Jewish immigrant. Her Jewish identity 

described as  “(a) long past vividly remembered…is like a heavy garment that clings to 

your limbs when you would run” (xxii). This description indexes a desire to escape 

gendered restriction; even in the first several chapters of the book, she is largely 

celebratory of religious tradition and group identity. Antin’s text makes it seem that 

America presents opportunities for women that the Russian Jewish world does not , 

especially with regards to compulsory public education. In this way, the United States 

allows Antin social mobility in ways that the Russian world does not, and readers often 

celebrate this freedom as American Exceptionalism. However, the text also indexes the 

gender restrictions of American life. In trying to help her family earn the rent for their 

apartment, Antin’s ambitions lead her towards finding a job selling subscriptions for a 

newspaper. Encountering a male-dominated business world, she is advised “it was not a 
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nice business for a girl, going through offices like that” (301). Unable to figure out why 

it was deemed inappropriate, Antin abandons the job, claiming she is no longer 

interested in selling subscriptions. In this way, the text portrays the gendered 

contradictions of success in America. Even if Antin is rewarded in school for celebrating 

American freedom, readers can see that this liberty does not translate into entrepreneurial 

success for a Jewish female immigrant. Despite Antin’s aspirations and claims of 

equality, The Promised Land reveals a set of inequitable social arrangements.

Antin places her own success within the context of her family's working 

conditions and demonstrates how she is able to take advantage of schooling at the 

expense of her sisters. Antin writes “Poor Frieda had little enough time for reading, 

unless she stole it from the sewing, or the baking or the mending.” Even as Antin 

appears seemingly naive in celebrating the lessons learned in school, the text evidences 

how Antin's own celebratory identifications with George Washington are undercut when, 

with her acquired knowledge, she attempts to elicit such identification for her sister. This 

instance reflects the stratified class positioning of immigrant labor. Class rise for Antin 

through education is made possible by means of her sister's domestic and sweatshop 

labor. 

In describing a geography lesson she must write for a school assignment, Antin 

claims, “The words I had repeated so accurately on my paper had as much meaning to 

me as the words of the Psalms I used to chant in Hebrew” (172) This passage is 

instructive, as it illustrates not only the transfer of dedication from religious instruction 

and identity within the Pale onto secular education and public schooling in the United 



75

States, but also, as the following passage shows, it suggests that both forms of learning 

come with some inherent contradictions that she must critically engage in describing the 

process of interpellation. It also suggests that the Hebrew chants continue to be 

important to her despite the attempts of Americanization to discipline Jewish religious 

subjectivity.

On a geography assignment in which students are asked to write on Chelsea, their 

location in Boston -- the boundaries, natural features, and industries of the town, with a 

bit of local history thrown in -- Antin describes her learning process as a child. She 

uncritically adopts the ideology and pedagogy of the geography lesson: “We were to 

learn all these interesting facts, and be prepared to write them out from memory the next 

day. I went home and learned—learned every word of the text, every comma, every 

footnote. When the teacher read my paper, she marked it ‘EE.’  ‘E’ was for ‘excellent,’ 

but my paper was absolutely perfect, and must be put in a class by itself” (172).  The 

construction of the model student as a form of pedagogy in the classroom is mirrored by 

Antin's autobiographical subject as a model for students reading the autobiography in 

school. Rather than simply producing a desire for individuated success, other passages 

on schooling reveal dissatisfaction with pedagogical methods that fail to provide a sense 

of human connection.

A page later, after reflecting upon more advanced techniques for learning

geography from a “master” in the field, Antin suggests, “For in the schoolroom, as far as

the study of the map went, we began with the symbol and stuck to the symbol [. . .]  

Outside the study of maps, geography consisted of statistics: tables of population, 
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imports and exports [. . .] The only part of the whole subject that meant anything to me 

was the description of the aspect of foreign lands, and the manners and customs of their 

peoples. The relation of physiography to human history—what might be called the 

moral of geography—was not taught at all, or was touched upon in an unimpressive 

manner” (174). In this way, Antin's depiction of school life brings into relief how the 

immigrant subject's knowledge is disciplined by asking him or her to remember a specific 

relation to his or her new social space. Also, her recollection of the assignment recognizes 

how rewards were structured for those students who could remember the paragraph most 

accurately through rote learning. In proposing a desire to learn geography differently, in 

the second passage cited above, Antin suggests that the study of “foreign” lands and 

customs held an interest that the study of physical features of land and statistics did not.

In asking for a relation between “physiography” and “human history,” she articulates the 

need for a critical discussion that she saw missing from school instruction in interpolating 

immigrants to adopt official national and local histories. Particularly telling is Antin's 

depiction of how geographic locations structure relationships between students. In 

relation to her “aristocratic” classmates, Antin notes an incongruity of “Commonwealth 

Avenue and Dover Street,” claiming that “intimacy ended on the steps of the school-

house” (231). Antin writes, “So my companions and I parted on the steps of the school-

house, in mutual respect; they guiltless of snobbishness, I innocent of envy. It was a 

graciously American relation and I am happy to this day to recall it” (231-232). The 

incongruity of Antin's narrative is the desire for equality against a situation in which 

class stratification is naturalized. Because Antin does not overtly present this as a 
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contradiction of public school education in forming immigrant subjects, readers are left to 

note the inconsistencies that characterize her call for incorporation.

In trying to understand what was meant by “my country,” Antin writes:

It was not a thing I understood, I could not go home and tell Frieda 
about it, as I told her other things I learned at school. But I knew one 
could say “my country” and feel it, as one felt “God” or myself. My 
teacher, my schoolmates, Miss Dillingham, George Washington himself 
could not mean more than I when they said “my country,” after I had 
once felt it. For the Country was for all the Citizens, and I was a 
Citizen. I had relatives and friends who were notable people by the old 
standards, --I had never been ashamed of my family, —but this George 
Washington, who died long before I was born, was like a king in 
greatness, and he and I were Fellow Citizens. There was a great deal 
about Fellow Citizens in the patriotic literature we read at this time; and 
I knew from my father how he was a Citizen, through the process of 
naturalization, and how I also was a citizen, by virtue of my relation to 
him. Undoubtedly, I was a Fellow Citizen and George Washington was 
another [. . .] I strove to conduct myself as a Fellow Citizen. (176-178)

Antin's tribute to George Washington as her Fellow Citizen and her rendering of 

the process of identification for herself as a “citizen,” is clearly situated within the 

context of reading “patriotic literature” and writing school assignments. It appears that 

for an immigrant to acquire legitimacy, she may assume the voice of the dominant cultural 

ideology as a way of affirming personhood. If this strategy of producing identification 

seems contrived to contemporary readers critical of Antin's stance, we need only 

remember that it provoked a critical response from nativists at the time of her writing 

Again, one has to recall how Antin's call for incorporation angered Puritan descendents 

like Barret Wendell, who claimed that Antin “has developed an irritating habit of 

describing herself and her people as Americans.”74 As much as her work was hailed by 
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critics, Antin was also criticized by her contemporary readers for what they perceived to 

be a sense of entitlement in Antin's writing. This was more evident to her contemporary 

reading public than to subsequent generations of American readers who note in Antin's 

writing, the “relative ease of cultural transformation.” Again, this is a post-War 

projection on the text stimulated by consensus ideology. Indeed, Antin's claims of 

finding a home in the New World through her literary project emerged precisely to 

counter such xenophobic, racist attitudes towards immigrants.

The success of such identification with the country's first President is later 

described in relation to religious difference and racialized identity. A poem Antin writes 

and recites rehearses the lessons she has learnt in school of his greatness, invoking the 

common constructions of bravery in battle and truth telling. After reciting a poem on 

Washington, Antin claims only Israel Rubenstein and Becky Aronovitch, presumably 

other Jewish students in her class, could have fully understood it. In citing the second part 

of her poem on Washington, her depiction shifts to describing herself as one among the 

“luckless sons of Abraham.”

Then we weary Hebrew children at last found rest 
In the land where reigned Freedom, and like a nest 
To homeless birds your land proved to us, and therefore 
Will we gratefully sing your praises evermore.

The boys and girls who had never been turned away from any door 
because of their father's religion sat as if fascinated in their places. (183)
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Irma Maini argues that the recent proliferation of Bildungsroman by American 

writers of color—both men and women—has received relatively little attention from 

critics in general. In “Growing up Ethnic: The Bildungsroman In Contemporary Ethnic 

American Literature” she suggests that writers of color have rewritten and redefined the 

formal and thematic characteristics of a traditionally androcentric and Eurocentric genre.75

The form, conceived by European white male writers in constructing a universal subject 

that becomes reconciled to a social order, currently has no appeal for white male writers 

and enjoys more interest from writers of color. How can we understand immigrant and 

minority writers’ interest in this form? Maini suggests that minority writers are naturally 

drawn to the form because it highlights development and is perfect for telling the story of 

growing up a minority in an oppressive American society. One important distinguishing 

revision of the traditional Bildungsroman by ethnic writers is the transformation of the 

lone protagonist on an autonomous journey of self-discovery into a protagonist whose 

growth is dependent upon forming a meaningful relationship with his or her community 

and heritage. “Interdependent and reciprocal relationships become the nurturing ground 

for identity formation and self-definition” (14). In Antin's book, this view is more 

evident in the Russia chapters than the U.S. chapters. In writing about her life in 

America, while she expresses a desire for her family to succeed, Antin largely charts her 

solitary achievements in schooling. Her interactions with her family largely concern her 

success in school as well, such as her convincing her sister of the greatness of her lessons. 
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Yet, Antin expresses dissatisfaction with her success coming at her family's expense. 

Antin writes:

A characteristic thing about the aspiring immigrant is the fact that he is not 
content to progress alone. Solitary success is imperfect success is his eyes. 
He must take his family with him as he rises. (279)

In this passage Antin suggests a desire to stay connected to her family as a willful choice. 

While many immigrant novels would come to focus on immigrant children's struggles 

with immigrant parents, this comes about in the context of highlighting the struggles that 

ensued with Americanization programs. Antin quickly glosses over such tensions to 

display an image of a cooperative subject. Yet, her expressions of concern for her family 

suggest how group ties remain important to her against the backdrop of a self-rise story. 

Another important characteristic of the Bildungsroman is that the journey motif 

acquires a different meaning in works by immigrant writers. Travel often occurs not just 

as a pleasurable experience but also out of economic necessity. In this way, the 

immigrant Bildungsroman narrates experiences of displacement by groups denied a home 

and homeland. The construction of identification with George Washington cannot be 

merely reduced to a desire to abandon collective affiliations on the part of Antin. Rather, 

it is a tactical move to make collective action possible for immigrants.

In contrast to a story of self-rise and evidence of assimilation, Anne E.Goldman 

reads Antin's claim, “I can analyze my subject, I can reveal everything; for she, and not I 

is my real heroine,” as her desire to push beyond her own personal narrative, 

suggesting continued cultural affiliation (132).76 The preface ends with “I can never 
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forget, for I bear the scars. But I want to forget” (3). This signifies a painful historical 

memory of persecution, but also the difficulties involved in Americanization. 
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Ahhh, not even the Death can free 
us, for we are [. . .] Christ in 
concrete. –Pietro di Donato in 
Christ In Concrete (226)

It was only toward sleep one 
knew himself [. . .] and 
[could] feel, not pain, not 
terror, but strangest triumph, 
strangest acquiescence. One 
might as well call it sleep. –
Henry Roth in Call It Sleep
(441)

[. . .] poverty…an ornament… like 
a red ribbon on a white horse. –
Anzia Yezierska in Red Ribbon on 
a White Horse (92)

Chapter Two: Assimilating into an Alternative: Redemptive Insiders of the Popular 
Front

This chapter examines three novels -- Christ In Concrete (1939), Call It Sleep 

(1934), and Red Ribbon on a White Horse (1950)  -- to understand the enduring legacies 

of ethnic formation, class struggle and political mobilization of the 1930’s. All three of 

these writers -- Pietro di Donato, Henry Roth and Anzia Yezierska-- construct narratives 

of European-American immigrant inclusion in the United States as a struggle in which 

protagonists break from the traditional religious belief system of their Old World 

immigrant parents into a New World faith in a better world through political struggle.

Unlike the European-American autobiographical Bildungsroman, The Promised Land, 

(1912) in which Mary Antin’s school days invoke the citizen-subject only to narrate an 
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incomplete reconciliation of the immigrant subject, the writings of these authors gave 

voice to immigrant inclusion as a struggle in social movements to transform immigrant 

identity from unwanted outsiders into redemptive insiders. The literary device they chose 

to narrate their incorporation was religious allegory. In the wake of the Depression, their 

angst involved a recasting of their families’ faith in God to envision faith in a better 

world through social and political commitment to their New World lives.77

This chapter departs from the triumphal liberal individualism of the immigrant 

“consent” narrative for which The Promised Land is considered the exemplary text. In 

many ways, the canonical exclusion of these 1930’s writers is no accident; it is an 

ideological move by Werner Sollors78— and others invested in a liberal consent 

paradigm of assimilation—necessary to create a linear progression from Mary Antin to 

contemporary writers of color with no collective alternatives to disturb the celebratory 

liberal individualism of the “consent” story. By giving voice to the pain and exploitation 

of immigrant lives, these 1930’s texts make us more alert to complexities omitted from 

the other narratives.

The epigraphs above each contain the title of the novels in which they appear. All 

of these epigraphs evidence some sort of transformation: from life to death in Christ in 

Concrete, from waking to sleep in Call It Sleep and from poverty to riches in Red Ribbon 

on a White Horse. The novels discuss these transformations as moments of epiphany in 

the lives of their characters. The titles are themselves significant because they suggest 

themes important to the novels. All three novels also share positive lessons learned from 

transformations. 
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Within an historical context, these writers were responding to the anti-immigrant 

nativism of their time. The Sacco and Vanzetti execution in 1927 had a large impact on 

the 1930’s.79 Like the 1924 immigration act, it was an emblematic symbol of nativism. 

Such a clear sign of not being wanted in America, it drove people towards a radical 

stance toward “Americanism” in general. In many ways, the anti- immigrant hysteria of 

the 1920’s (the Palmer Raids, immigration restriction, the growth of the Klan, 

Prohibition, mass deportations of radicals, banning foreign languages on the telephone, 

the start of the Border Patrol) set the stage for the “culture of unity” of the 1930’s. 

Having been figured as unwanted aliens by thorough negative ascription, the culture of 

unity turned hegemony on its head by making themselves the “true” Americans, making 

themselves “redemptive insiders” finding an alternative way of belonging in America.

Louis Adamic called the children of the second wave of early twentieth century 

immigration “new Americans.”80 In 1940, with M. Margaret Anderson, Louis Adamic 

founded Common Ground, a quarterly devoted to the culture and politics of ethnicity and 

featured writers like Langston Hughes, Chester Himes, Toshio Mori, Younghill Kang, 

and Carlos Bulosan. Denning suggests Common Ground embodied the “cautious, semi-

official ‘cultural pluralism’ of the time.” Adamic’s project was to counter the vision of 

America as Protestant and Anglo-Saxon and as Denning suggests the “ethnic 

renaissance” in the United States since the 1940’s often leads to an underestimation of the 

depth of American nativism of prior decades and of Adamic’s desire to create a “new 

conception of America” (447-448).81
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These writers are known as major figures in a movement Michael Denning calls 

the Popular Front. The Popular Front writers I examine participated in this movement to 

fashion an alternative way of belonging in America. In their works, we shall see an 

allegorical emphasis on labor and more specifically a search for a collective relation to 

work which is not dehumanizing (Pietro di Donato), a search for an alternative 

community which does not emphasize punishment (Henry Roth), and a move from 

traditional patriarchy to an emphasis on civic life and intellectual culture (Anzia 

Yezierska). The insights and experiences of these writers will be situated in the historical 

context of the changing role of institutions like the family, church and the state in the 

1930’s. The fiction examined in this chapter prioritizes cultural literary production amidst 

a delegitimization of capital, traditional authority, and contesting definitions of culture. 

Underpinning these changes was a shift from a reliance on ethnic self-help structures that 

failed to be resourceful in the Depression and a subsequent turn to government relief. In 

Making a New Deal, Lizabeth Cohen writes: “The early Depression materially and 

emotionally devastated Chicago workers and their families as it undermined the survival 

strategies they developed during the 1920’s. The very structure of their lives, particularly 

their relationship to basic institutions and authority figures in their ethnic communities, 

workplaces and families was transformed during the crisis”82 When male breadwinners 

suffered unemployment, traditional authority relationships within the family, between 

husbands and wives and also between parents and children began to break down. People 

turned in new directions for security that had been previously provided by ethnic groups, 

employers and even families. She shows how this breakdown of traditional authority of 

the church manifested in a turn to the state as a legitimate claim to rights.
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The second generation included “children of the public library and of public 

education,” Denning suggests, and he writes that it was only in the early twentieth-

century that worker’s children began to receive secondary education. For these children 

of immigrants, the expansion of the culture industries and the state cultural apparatus 

meant they could make a living as writers or artists. They could move out of their 

parents’ world of manual labor into that uncertain terrain of the white-collar proletariat, 

middle class but still working for wages and with little job security. Their work was 

supported by the government relief agencies for writers and artists. Funds secured from 

the Works Progress Administration (WPA) allowed Anzia Yezierska to write Red Ribbon 

on a White Horse, and in it she details how this experience allowed her a space to thrive 

as an intellectual.

Michael Denning describes the expressive social movements that these writers 

participated in as the “Cultural Front.” This movement expressed brilliantly what young 

workers had gone through in the twenties. The artists of the Cultural Front, in 

representing their ethnic backgrounds, rejected both a vision of America as White Anglo 

Saxon Protestant and an image of themselves as “unwanted alien foreigners” (60). The 

Depression undermined the moral authority of both the capitalist system that rejected 

immigrants and immigrant parents who could no longer provide for their children. The 

text of this chapter shows not a Utopian alternative to nativism and capitalism but a 

radical negativity determined to tell the truth (through religious allegories) and work 

through the contradictions of their lives. This radical negativity was something of a 

critique of present social circumstances in visioning a better future. Perhaps most 
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importantly, it shows how issues that had been private grievances emanating from the 

pain of immigrant working class existence suddenly became a shared, collective 

generational experience — a collective condition that required a collective solution.

This collective condition was sometimes articulated within the politics of 

populism, but populism was not the central coherent form of politics of the Popular Front. 

The emergence of rhetoric of populism in this period came out of the disarray of cultural 

and political representation that generated new images attempting to construct “the 

people.” But this populism was not a unified narrative— to say so would obscure 

divisions that existed between intellectuals. And it was also not a sentimental invocation 

of people without a race or ethnicity, but it was an attempt to imagine, in Denning’s 

words, a “new culture, a new way of life, a revolution” (134).

Some Popular Front writers had only brief careers as writers as they struggled in 

the Depression Era to secure relief. Henry Roth went back to working as a machinist after 

writing one novel, Call It Sleep. Di Donato was the son of a bricklayer and he himself 

became a bricklayer in his teens and survived most of his life working in construction. In 

Red Ribbon on a White Horse, Yezierska writes that funds from the WPA and 

Hollywood allowed her and other writers a means to live, work and interact without fear 

and with a sense of control of their labor. Writing about British authors, Raymond 

Williams argues that the working-class adult writer was more common in the nineteenth 

century. 83 In the early twentieth-century United States, with the proletarianization of 

writing, the number of writers who were not necessarily writing proletarian novels of the

“working class” but who grew up in working-class families increased.
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The popularity of the working-class hero and writer coincided with the cult of the 

common person in the1930’s. The cult of the common person is the opposite of the self-

made man: it stresses survival and respectability rather than wealth and social 

ascendancy. The cult of the common person was important in the 1930’s in part because 

the cult of the rugged individual (embodied in the life and legend of Herbert Hoover) was 

so tarnished by the Depression. Hoover represented the ideal of the self-made man, and 

1920s culture exalted the hero who rose above the masses. In American Studies at a 

Moment of Danger, George Lipsitz writes that the Depression discredited that ideal and 

hurt the political reputation of capitalism badly, enabling the Left to position itself as a 

credible force for improving the material conditions of ordinary people.84 General strikes, 

trade-union organizing and popular politicians demanded action from the state to address

the era’s economic and social crisis. Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal meant the 

creation of institutions of countervailing power like the National Labor Relations Board, 

the Works Progress Administration, and rural cooperatives (243). 85

Roosevelt’s depiction of the worker in his fireside chats was that of the “forgotten 

man.”  Michael Denning observes that this populism was sentimental in nature. The 

worker appeared not as exploited or oppressed but in a sentimental fashion as 

“forgotten.” Unlike the left or the right who pursued enemies, villains or scapegoats in 

representation, this populism sought to inculcate identification with the “common 

person” who had only fear itself to fear and would overcome with confidence and faith 

(128). For these immigrant writers, this meant they were part of a generation of workers 

filled with confidence in the midst of a Depression. This is evidenced by the amount of 
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workers who turned to the arts during a time of great economic upheaval and displayed 

innovative styles of communication. The contrasts in eloquent internal monologues in 

Yiddish and the halting pidgin of the immigrants in Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep can be 

seen as a demonstration of the complex code-switching86 of immigrant realities and a 

desire to communicate that experience to a reading public. Rather than rendering 

immigrant life as an element to be shed through Americanization, he captures the ways 

that ethnic and religious identity would influence the project of Americanization by 

allegorizing urban immigrant life. Di Donato’s writing and use of language serves to 

mediate between an immigrant culture of the parent generation and a world of English 

speakers. In his “Introduction” to Christ In Concrete, Fred L. Gardaphe suggests that the 

masterful word choice and word order recreates the rhythms of the Italian language. 

Broken English appears when a character says, “...somebody’s whose gotta bigga buncha 

keeds...” (xii.). And sometimes there is a literal translation into English, “Nurse, Nurse, I 

sense badly” renders the Italian verb sentirsi, “to feel” into English (xii). Anzia 

Yezierska, in translating Yiddish ethnic slurs targeted at her into English, shows how her 

intellectual defiance of a traditional gender role of a wife are coded into languages. She is 

referred to as a “meshugeneh,” an outcast, rebuked and unmarriageable or a “dybbuk,” a 

devil, a book for a heart (30).

It should be emphasized that the writers I examine were not didactic: they did not 

write proletarian novels of revolution, but they did capture the radical spirit of their time. 

All three Popular Front writers I discuss in this chapter articulated historical shifts of the 

period allegorically within a personal, developmental narrative beginning with immigrant 
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religious life and a transformation experience. The literary form they chose was the 

“ghetto pastoral,” which Michael Denning describes as a “curious hybrid:” The ghetto 

pastoral was a new proletarian literature that drew on the working class childhood 

experiences of its writers, their visions of the Left and class struggle (240). The ghetto 

pastoral looked to alternatives to propertied marriage, class rise and inheritance as forms 

of narrative resolution conventional in the novel. Instead, the ghetto pastoral quite 

powerfully resisted these narrative forms, as the period was so marked by absence—

primarily the absence of work. Denning observes that while fiction usually represents an 

event, in the form of romance, adventure or interruptions of the daily grind, the ghetto 

pastoral was a memorial to labor. In other words, there was no singular historical event to 

be narrated, but the absence of work in the Depression necessitated a representation of 

daily labor. The following passage from Christ In Concrete makes clear how the sentence 

structure in the novel blurs the distinction between workers and actions and displays 

work as a collective project in the capitalized sense of “Job”:

Trowel rang through brick and slashed mortar rivets were machine-gunned 
fast with angry grind Patsy number one check Patsy number two check the 
Lean three check Julio four steel bellowed back at hammer donkey 
engines coughed purple Ashes-ass Pietro fifteen chisel point intoned stone 
thin steel whirred and wailed through wood liquid stone flowed with dull 
rasp through iron veins and hoist screamed through space Rosario the Fat 
twenty-four and Giacomo Sangini check... The multitudinous voices of a 
civilization rose from the surroundings and melted with the efforts of the 
Job (8).

Christ In Concrete is prized for its unique writing style, which makes it difficult 

to understand the novel at times. These stylistic gestures offer a glimpse into the 

cadences of immigrant life. Many passages like the one cited above describing work at 
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the construction site evoke a desire for work and rejoice in the sophisticated techniques 

of collective labor. “Job” without definite articles “the” or “a” appears as an all-

encompassing feature of immigrant life.

Roth and Yezierska also memorialized labor, but in their work they emphasized 

the pain of immigrant exclusion and the struggle to overcome the dehumanizing effects 

of ghetto life. In the hands of the Popular Front writers, the “ghetto pastoral”87 is a genre 

that does not romanticize ghetto life but which does narrate an allegorical search for 

redemption in the experiences of ghetto life. This involved reinterpreting the religious 

texts of their traditional communities to suit their New World lives. My interpretations of 

di Donato, Roth and Yezierska examine how all three authors allegorized their own past 

experiences in the ghetto to understand their experiences within their present involvement 

in social movements in the 1930’s.

The Popular Front immigrant writers offered a perspective into immigrant life 

that was also a response to a cultural demonization of immigrants— the dialect 

comedians in vaudeville, the drunken Irishman in melodrama, the criminalized outsiders 

in films like Public Enemy and Little Caesar. They responded less with the idealized 

pictures of virtuous immigrant communities that came later in films like I Remember 

Mama (1948) but with allegories rich with the language of the streets and the unresolved 

hurts of history. In American Civilization, C.L.R. James suggests that the predominance 

of brutality, gangster activity, and sadism in 1930’s films was a response to the crisis of 

the Depression.88
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The writers I discuss in this chapter responded to their historical moment by 

writing allegories in the Depression Era. Their stylistic brilliance coupled with the social 

conditions they portray shows the 1930’s as a time when alternative realities challenged 

conventional notions about immigrants and collective life in the United States.  

Looking for Faith in ‘Job’: Christ In Concrete

A compelling tale of immigrant life, Christ In Concrete begins on a cold March 

day in New York City at a construction worksite, as Italian laborers face harsh working 

conditions. Geremio, one laborer, claims “Yes the day is cold, cold [. . .] but who am I 

to complain when the good Christ himself was crucified? ” (4). Geremio accepts his 

difficult working conditions by making recourse to a Christian myth of work and 

suffering. In Christ In Concrete, work is personified. “Job” appears without definite 

articles such as “the” or “a,” as if it has a life of its own: “Job loomed up damp, shivery 

gray” (8). Furthermore, “Job” evokes an intensity of negative emotions for Geremio. 

"The great God Job, he did not love. He felt a searing bitterness and a fathomless 

consternation at the queer consciousness that inflicted the ever mounting weight of 

structures he had to! had to! raise above his shoulders” (page no). A reiteration of 

words “cold, cold” and “he had to! had to!” takes a reader into the arduous climate and 

burdensome mechanical repetition of Geremio’s laborious conditions. Geremio 

searches for a way to maintain his religious faith without succumbing to the notion of 

work as dehumanizing. “Something within asked ‘Is it not possible to breathe God’s air 

without fear dominating the pall of unemployment? And the terror of production for 

Boss, Boss, and Job?’ ” (13).
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Geremio wants to use Job to eventually find a place away from Job. He desires a 

place “where no boss in the world can rob me of the joy of my home” (xiv.). Home as a 

haven comes “twenty years after he had helped to mold the New World” (6.). But after 

Geremio is killed in an accident at the worksite, the money saved for the house is used to 

bury Geremio. The construction company is willing to sacrifice Geremio and other 

workers to their greed by not providing safe working conditions. Under these conditions, 

Geremio and his wife, Annuziata fail to pass on to their son, Paul, their sense of faith in 

Christ and “Job.” Paul sees the Christian Myth of “Job” as a stoic suffering and refuses 

to be a part of a system that supports it. He refuses to accept a blind faith in Jesus as his 

mother suggests he should because he is unwilling to naturalize poverty and exploitation.

In Christ in Concrete, it is no accident that the story is about construction workers 

who are endangered by working in a rotting building—rotting due to the corruption of 

their bosses. The Italians were construction workers in a literal sense, but the working 

class figuratively built the country and wondered what their labor had bought them in the 

1930’s. In the figure of Paul, we see a budding desire to find a relation to work that is not 

tainted by corruption, but which allows for an expression of the injustices of the system. 

Understanding Paul’s desire for a different relation to Job requires understanding the

allusion to the Bible. In the Bible, Job is described as a good man who is tested by God to 

see if he was a truly religious man. The test involved a bet between God and Satan. Satan 

killed Job’s servants, had his flock burned, killed his sons and daughters, and placed boils 

all over his body. Job remained a good man in spite of these tribulations.   The invocation 

of Job serves as a reminder that Job was punished because he was good. The workers in 
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Christ in Concrete are likened to Job in that they work to the best of their abilities, yet 

they are punished. They work hard but are subject to hazardous work conditions such as 

weak scaffolding that lead to their death or injury. Being buried alive in concrete, 

Geremio’s death spurs Paul—later in the novel— into a dream in which he sighs “Ahhh, 

not even the Death can free us, for we are ... Christ in concrete” (226). This imagery 

symbolizes the social conditions of life for Italian immigrants, buried in the “concrete” of 

oppressive circumstances from which they may not see any escape.

Denaturalizing these conditions of exploitation defines the break that Paul will 

make in the course of the novel. As Geremio’s son, Paul makes a mission out of finding 

an alternative belief system from his parents. This journey involves not a rejection of 

Christian mythology but a redeployment of belief in a better world to critique systems of 

exploitation. When Paul begins at his Job, he receives less money for the same amount of 

work. When he questions Mister Rinaldi about this circumstance, he is told, “I’m sorry, 

Paulie ... That’s the way the world is” (95). Near the end of the novel, after he dreams of 

his father, Paul feels hopeless about the ability to change his circumstances and to find a 

way out of his “quiet prisoning terror” (226). Comparing himself to his father, he fears “I 

too, will die ... and disappear” (226). He looks to his mother for consolation: “He dropped

his head on her shoulder and tearfully whispered: ‘Unfair! Unfair! —Our lives—

unfair!’” (226).

After the death of Paul’s father, Paul must go to work as a bricklayer and there 

he faces the same struggles his father did. By directing his rage about his father’s death 

not at his family but at the employers who exploit his family, Paul evokes solidarity 
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among workers. The extended family of the Italian community serves as a model for an 

extended community of workers, Gardaphe argues in his Introduction to Christ In 

Concrete. But Christ In Concrete also evidences how with the onset of the Depression, 

the ethnic community no longer provided the bonds and security that it formerly did. 

This is made clear when Paul goes to the church to ask for assistance. The very 

architecture itself imposes upon Paul: “Fluted gray marble pillars rose up high-high ... 

the organ was a pyramid of golden reeds” (55). Paul asks for assistance: “Father died 

under a building. We are eight and mother. We need help. We will Suffer [. . .]” (57). 

The Priest is not willing to give any assistance but, from a table where food is laid out, 

he sends a piece of strawberry shortcake home for the children. There is a description of 

the strawberry shortcake, “with perfect strawberries staining the pure white whipped 

cream” (58). The symbolism of the strawberry-stained cake may be likened to the image 

of the bloodstained Christ that follows: “live red blood pouring from the spike pierced 

wounds against the naked white flesh” (58). Paul leaves the Church not with the 

financial assistance he asked for, but with a piece of wrapped-up strawberry shortcake. 

It is as if Paul is receiving the Eucharist. Paul sought a concrete form of financial 

assistance and he leaves instead with a symbol of faith from an institution that no longer 

serves as a protector.

This shift from seeking relief through the Church to government institutions is 

summed up in the exchange the Father and Paul have about other options that are also 

hard to come by but signify changing structures of relief in this historical moment.

“Have you applied at the Welfare?”
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“They say my father wasn’t a citizen.”
“No”
“No”
“Your mother is entitled to workmen’s compensation.”
“That’s what they say. We got a letter from them.”
“Good. So?”
“But it will be a long time before the case comes.”
“Has your mother tried to get up a collection among the neighbors?” (61)

In the Depression Era, families could no longer sustain each other as they 

formerly might have. So the Priest’s suggestion to get a collection amongst neighbors 

would not be very fruitful. Shifts in this era meant that the institution of family no longer 

served as a primary source of support. In Making A New Deal, Lizabeth Cohen explains 

that a shift occurred in community organization as a function of exhausted funds in the 

Depression and that there was a subsequent turn to state institutions to provide the 

networks the family and the ethnic community once provided. Previously, when a family 

faced an emergency like illness or death, they turned to neighbors and friends. The 

Depression made it no longer possible to do so. Given that networks of neighbors and 

friends could not afford to help each other, they turned to informal ethnic and religious 

affiliated community institutions that had long supported them. But in this time of crisis, 

those institutions lost their roles as providers of assistance. The Depression presented a 

challenge to the Church whose legitimacy depended on protecting its role as a provider. 

Despite their efforts, church soup kitchens, ethnic fund raising bazaars and used clothing 

drives went only a small way towards meeting the huge demand. As churches became 

less able to support their members, people turned increasingly to relief agencies.89 In an 

example Cohen offers, by 1932, when Chicago demanded help from the state of Illinois, 

there was much less opposition in people’s minds towards public relief, and private 
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welfare collapsed as a pillar of ethnic life. Welfare, jobs and banking went from being a 

responsibility of ethnic communities to a federal responsibility. This was largely because 

people believed that strong state institutions and strong unions could remedy the failures 

of capitalism.

The cross-ethnic solidarity of what Cohen describes as the “culture of unity” in 

their struggle for resources is allegorized in Christ in Concrete at an interpersonal level, 

in the relationship between Paul and a neighborhood friend, Louis. A chapter titled 

“Tenement” describes what life was like for various immigrant families cramped together 

in close living quarters. Paul peers through his window, curious about a Jewish family as 

they sit down to dinner and prayers afterwards, and he ponders, “So different were 

people” (105). But then he reconsiders: “Did they not all live one atop the other and feel 

and taste and smell each other? Did not Job claim them all? With what all embracing 

thought could he bless Amen today?” (105). He desires to get to know Louis, the young 

son with a shaved head. Paul’s friend Chicken initiates the meeting by punching and 

mocking the boy. The boy, a budding intellectual, resists and returns to his apartment to 

read a book. Paul returns to his apartment to watch him from his window. From the 

facing windows of their tenements, they begin a conversation about the book, which is 

Thorstein Veblen’s The Economic Theory of the Leisure Class. Louis  tells Paul he is 

from Russia. 

Paul goes over to Louis’s apartment and asks him about his parents, claiming “I 

bet they like America. It’s the best country in the world” (124). Louis at first does not 

respond, but with further prompting suggests his mother and father are “old.” Louis
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answers Paul’s query about “U.S. Exceptionalism” by remembering a death in the Old 

World that brought his family to the New World. He and Paul discuss Louis’s brother, 

who died in Russia at the hands of the Czar’s soldiers:

“And he was the most brilliant student in Minsk Gubernia. He was a poet.
He wore his hair long, and he sang and danced like the Russian winds. He
loved everyone and was loved. He was quick and sympathetic...He was a
genius.”
“Why did they kill him?”
“During the World War he tried to organize the peasants against war. I can
still see him.  I was very small.  Thousands and thousands of people from
all over Minsk came to hear him in the city square.” (124)

Hearing Louis’ discussion of his brother, Paul tells Louis of his father’s death, and they 

both share an understanding of loss. Louis helps Paul to see his own story and loss of his 

father not only in personal but also in political terms. In sharing their histories of loss, 

Paul and Louis learn to see a commonality that gradually comes to form the basis of their 

shared critique of exploitation and injustice. Louis asks Paul about his future and when 

he will return to school. Paul says he does not plan to go to school because he must work 

to support the family. This is a concept Louis does not comprehend. He suggests to Paul 

that “the job is not freedom. Your wonderful brain is freedom” (141). Louis recognizes 

that education would provide Paul opportunities that would allow him to transform his 

grief over his father’s death and exploitation by finding a different relation to work.

Louis’s suggestion to Paul has to be situated in the context of these emergent 

forms of the 1930’s and the unprecedented opportunities that were present for 

immigrants to transforms their relation to work. In this way, Christ In Concrete does not 

celebrate the liberal individual rise narrative but articulates alternative sites and ways of 
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learning than the individualized school/citizen model of The Promised Land.   The 

worksite, cemetery, tenement window and curbside all provide spaces for learning and 

exchange towards building commonalities and community.

The section ends with Louis and Paul planning a trip to the cemetery on Memorial 

Day, not just to commemorate a loss but to understand how to overcome it concretely by 

directing their rage against systems of exploitation. Before the important trip to the 

cemetery, where Paul and Louis further work on turning their grief into an understanding 

of larger historical social relations of immigrant struggles, Paul and his mother go to the 

WORKMEN’S STATE COMPENSATION bureau -- rendered in the text in all capitals 

to denote its significance and its daunting quality. They go to seek compensation for 

Geremio’s death. As the Referee calls out the names of the Baldwin Insurance Company 

and the Murdin Construction Company, Mr. Murdin, the head of the company Geremio 

had so often spoken of, walks past Annuziata without a glance. Mr. Murdin absolves the 

company of responsibility, claiming “I’ve always had trouble with these Eyetalian 

laborers [. . .]I’ll be hanged if I can prevent them from hurting themselves” (131). Murdin 

claims Geremio is directly responsible for the accident. Annuziata does not understand 

how to argue against this corrupt system and is unable to disprove Murdin. The Referee 

rules in favor of the company.

On Memorial Day, Annuziata, Paul and Louis go the cemetery and they run into 

Master Fausta, the head of another construction company. Fausta asks Paul about school 

and he again reveals that he is no longer in school but laying bricks to support the 

family. They mourn the lack of sympathy of the Compensation Bureau as much as they 
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mourn Geremio’s passing. Fausta offers Paul a job and higher wages. Louis senses a 

need for understanding Geremio’s loss within a collective conscience and asks Paul, 

“Do you think that your father and these other men will someday rise from their graves 

and cry for revenge?” (140).  Paul does not fully comprehend, and questions the call for 

revenge. Louis in turn questions Paul’s blind faith in God. Louis serves as a reminder 

that Paul’s opportunity to transform his work conditions through education is lost when 

Geremio dies and his Uncle Luigi is crippled. Having to provide for the family, Paul 

must go to work and abandon his education. He starts to take night classes, but this is 

not the same opportunity he had before. The novel does not play out the narrative of 

individual mobility through education; rather, it suggests that a radical component is 

necessary for understanding the uses of education as a shared project of transformation. 

The friendship between Louis and Paul is an endearing one and suggests a desire 

for community across ethnic lines in its ability to represent “not a common ethnicity but a 

common ethnic formation,” in Denning’s terms (130). But more than a common ethnic 

formation, the friendship between Louis and Paul signals a radical solidarity that breaks 

with liberal individualism. More than a shared experience with ethnic formation, they 

also break with what Christopher Newfield in The Emerson Effect calls the “submissive

individualism” of liberalism.90 This means that Louis and Paul do not perform a vertical 

obedience to the "father" which trumps their horizontal solidarity as “siblings.” In fact, 

they enact a radical understanding of how to deal with traditional systems of authority 

that do not offer sustenance in a historical moment in which relief is needed most.
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Louis inspires Paul not to give up on a chance to change his conditions of 

existence. This is presented as religious allegory in a dream sequence. Paul’s blind faith 

in God converts to a faith in his own power to change the conditions of work in a dream. 

The memory of his father’s death continues to haunt him, and one night he dreams he is 

going to die like his father did. In his dream, his godfather attempts to save Paul and is 

thrown off a scaffold. Paul is unable to save his godfather and searches for God for 

salvation. “[I]t is our lord Christ who will do it, he made us, he loves us, and will help us 

in need! Bear, oh godfather, bear until I find him” (222).  Paul goes in search of Christ 

and instead runs into his father who is headed to work. Workers appear as saints and the 

work site has become a shrine. As Job falls apart, Paul is the only one who tries to 

survive. Paul sees himself in his father’s crucified form. Paul claims “Ahh, not even the 

Death can free us for we are [. . .]Christ in concrete.” By referring to the failure of Christ 

at the end of the dream, Paul acknowledges that blind faith in Christ will lead him 

nowhere and he must invest his faith elsewhere. He comes to an understanding that he 

has to have faith in himself to change his difficult circumstances and to create a better 

social world.

His rejection of Christ contributes to his mother’s demise. By the end of the 

novel, Paul’s faith is also nearly destroyed. He crushes a crucifix given to him by his 

mother. But the final image of the novel reinvokes the Christ figure and the redemptive 

matriarchal image. It is a reverse Pieta in which the son is holding the mother as she sings

a deathsong describing her son as a new Christ. She urges her other children to follow 

him:
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“Ne’... Ne’... Ne’...
How beautiful he
Little Paul my own
Whose Jesu self
Glorified our home ...
Nadi... Nadi... Nadi...
Gifted to me
By the Madonna was he
And of this son
Shall rise
A topless lighted Column ... !
... Ne’.... Ne’..... Ne’...”
With numbing hand she beckoned.
“Children wonderful... love ... love love ... love ever our Paul.... Follow 
him.” (236)

The figure of the dying mother becomes more redemptive than the figure of Christ for 

Paul. The Father’s death only served as a reminder of a world of exploitation and does 

not offer Paul a model of identification. But the mother’s death symbolically allows for a 

new beginning because it frees her son from a Catholic past. Gardaphe argues that by 

noting the alignment of Christianity and capitalist power structures to naturalize 

oppression, di Donato adopts a socialistic worldview. This view of socialism coalesced 

out of looking for faith in a better world. His mother’s prescriptions to follow Paul are 

also meant to be --for readers-- a prescription to follow socialism as a system for a better 

society. 

Michael Denning suggests that the ghetto pastoral is not precisely a realist genre 

in that strategy and situation are not always in alignment: “A group must have a sense of 

social agency to imagine realistic narratives about itself. The powerless on the other 

hand, have chosen allegory”(249). By using religious stories to make meaning in 

everyday life, the stories in the novel work as allegories of the Depression Era. By 
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writing religious allegories, the ghetto pastoral writers projected a sense of faith onto 

their New World lives.

Di Donato was involved loosely in the Communist Party since the age of 16 and 

was a member of the League of American Writers. He joined the Communist Party on the 

night that Sacco and Vanzetti were executed. In retrospect, that execution is viewed as an 

event that provoked class rage due to its injustice, but for 16-year-old Pietro di Donato, it 

also must have signaled an intolerable ethnic insult.

Although he was a member of the Communist Party, di Donato did not always 

agree with the didactic positions of the Party. His contribution in writing, however, 

offered a model for immigrants to understand inclusion in the United States as a 

collective project, one that went across ethnic lines and liberal individualism’s “promise” 

of individual redemption. Annuziata’s visioning of Paul as a new leader of faith 

epitomized the vision immigrants had of themselves at this moment. Di Donato’s work 

expresses the sense of agency immigrants felt in literally building the nation with their 

hands. His work made sure that the experiences of immigrant community life entered the 

social fabric of the nation, against the expressed hesitation that it might not, as evidenced 

in the following passage: “No poet would be there to intone meter of soul’s sentence to 

stone, no artist upon scaffold to paint the vinegary sweat of Christians in correspondence 

with the red brick and gray mortar, no composer attuned to the screaming movement of 

Job and voiceless cry overalls” (189).
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One might as well Call It Sleep: Redemptive ‘Americanism’

When it was published, Call It Sleep was dismissed by the leftist New Masses 

which complained that it is “a pity that so many young writers drawn from the proletariat 

can make no better use of their working class experience than as material for 

introspective and febrile novels.”91  Roth had joined the Communist Party in 1933, but, 

like di Donato, he did not use the novelistic form to write a didactic treatise of class 

struggle. Call It Sleep was not triumphed for its social critique since Roth92 seemingly 

focused more on the psychological interiority of his characters and on rendering the 

ethnic, religious and linguistic quality of immigrant life.

Responding to critics who dismissed Call It Sleep as a middle-class 

misrepresentation of struggle, Kenneth Burke expressed surprise that the novel was not 

hailed as a proletarian work, and he wrote a letter to the New Masses noting the “pre-

political” sense of magic and allegory:

It seems to me your reviewer missed the good things in Henry Roth’s Call 
It Sleep. I thought that Roth caught, with considerable sympathy and 
humor, the “pre-political” thinking of childhood, the stage of development 
in which we follow much the same patterns of magic as Frazier outlines in 
the Golden Bough. The great virtue of Roth’s book, to my way of 
thinking, was in the fluent and civilized way in which he found, on our 
city streets, the new equivalents of the ancient jungle—a parallelism 
which culminates magnificently when the current in the car track takes the 
place of the lighting that struck down the sacred oak. Insofar as the 
propaganda of the Communists is an attempt to give people new 
meanings, I think that Communist critics should show special concern for 
such a book as Roth’s, which deals fluently with the political phenomenon 
of orientation and “rebirth.” And insofar as children are pre-political 
savages, living in a world of symbolism and magic, I question whether any 
realistic philosophy could condemn a writer for reviving such a picture of 
childhood, particularly when he captures his task with Roth’s sound 
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mixture of soberness and fancy. I grant the reviewer’s statement that the 
book would have profited by cutting. Nonetheless, just as it stands, it 
should be saluted not only for its great promise but also for its 
attainments.93

Burke’s statements reflect a desire to uphold Call It Sleep as a Communist text 

and to note the ways in which the realistic narrative of childhood is also an allegory of 

the Depression Era’s social and political movements. In this period, proletarian novels 

held a special status in critics’ appreciation of texts. Because the novel contained no overt 

references to politics, it was dismissed as a political novel. Burke’s statements work to 

correct the omission of Call It Sleep from a political canon of the 1930’s. His statements 

reflect an understanding of the political character of the novel and the “pre-political” 

thinking of childhood. 

Call It Sleep, like the other ghetto pastorals, draws heavily on the author’s own 

experiences. According to Bonnie Lyons in Henry Roth: The Man and his Work,94 it 

begins with an autobiographical scene from Roth’s life in which the young protagonist, 

David Shearl, arrives with his mother, Genya, in the New World. His mother fails to 

recognize Albert, his father who is awaiting them, incurring the father’s wrath. This scene 

introduces the reader immediately to the apprehension with which the mother and David 

regard the father. Genya explains the lack of recognition to Albert’s changed demeanor: 

“You must have suffered in this land,” she says (11). The New World is not celebrated as 

a promised land of unbounded opportunity; instead, Genya notes, “Then here in the new 

land is the same old poverty” (12).
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The New World of the parent generation is represented through the difficulty of 

their acclimatization. Genya is distraught by the passage over to the New World because 

of its rules and regulations. Albert is disturbed by his son’s appearance. David is wearing 

a straw hat with polka dot ribbons that Albert tosses in the river. Albert sees the hat as a 

sign of the Old World that would mark them as outsiders on the bus ride home. Their 

adaptability is also displayed through language but through an ingenious literary device 

that takes the reader into their worlds. Early in the book, the language changes to capture 

the cadences of broken English that is spoken by newly arrived immigrants. We are told 

that David speaks English when playing with his friends. The friends meet on the street 

and David claims an alarm clock wakes his father: “It wakes up mine fodder in de 

mawning” (21). At this point, we realize that the earlier dialogue between the Shearl 

family must have been in Yiddish translated for the reader into “unaccented” English.

In contrast to the preoccupation on schooling of Mary Antin’s The Promised 

Land, and its call for incorporation, school appears only as a fleeting reference in Call It 

Sleep, such as when David is impressed by a neighborhood girl who says she is the 

“sma’test one in her class” (56) or as when “The three o’ clock bell sounded at last. 

Dismissed, hurried through the milling crowd” (59). By not deploying an upward 

mobility narrative representing schooling as the means of individual rise, the Popular 

Front writers chose to express an alternative way of life in the shared experience of 

ethnic formation, the de-legitimation of the adult generation, and a desire to document 

the pain of ghetto life in the 1930’s. These issues were all related to political 
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mobilization, in that they presented these writers with an opportunity to seek alternative 

alliances and ways of knowing the world.

While Di Donato’s allegories narrated a desire for an alternative relation to work, 

a critique of liberal individualism, and an emergent cross-ethnic solidarity, Roth’s 

excessive attention to familial and neighborhood life is sometimes taken to signify the 

solidarity the Communist Party provided for him at a later stage in life. In her biography 

of Roth, Bonnie Lyons argues that the Communist Party provided for Roth the bonds that 

he sorely missed and had not known since his childhood in New York’s Lower East Side 

Jewish community (15). While this may be true to some extent, it is also true that Roth 

did not romanticize his experiences with the Communist Party, in that he did not adopt 

their didacticism in writing Call It Sleep, nor did he romaticize ghetto life. Life in the 

ghetto is depicted in nightmarish terms through the figures of the authoritarian father, the 

cruel religious teacher, the taunting gestures of the neighborhood children, and the 

perplexing geography of the ghetto in which David gets “losted” following the telegraph 

poles out of his neighborhood. Escaping from the boys who taunt him because his father 

beat him, David runs frantically through the ghetto streets. Fearful of a policeman who 

calls after him, he runs to avoid the boys as well as this authority figure of whom he is 

suspicious. When he tries to find his way back home, he discovers that the only name he 

knows for his address is his mother’s term “Boddeh Stritt.” David frantically runs 

through the street asking strangers for help, but discovers no one who understands his 

English:
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David set out, urging rebellious legs into a plodding trot. He was a big 
man, that man, he must know. Maybe it was Poddeh Street, like he said. 
Didn’t sound the same but maybe it was. Everybody said it different 
anyhow. His mother said Boddeh Stritt, like that. But she couldn’t talk 
English. So his father told her Boddeh Street, like that. And now the man 
said Poddeh Street. Puh. Puh. Poddeh. Buh. Buh. Boddeh. Corner is 
coming ...One corner. Gutter is coming... One gutter. (98)

Counting corners and gutters as he is instructed to do only finds him more lost 

than ever, and he asks a woman for help, who also does not understand where he wants to 

go. Fearful of the police, he feels tricked when the woman drops him at a police station. 

His mother comes to find him there. This scene depicts the confusion David experiences 

in comprehending that there are different ways of speaking and feeling, unsure which 

way will lead him home.

A multi-lingual world appears as an index of the overwhelming confusion of 

childhood immigrant life. The many languages spoken around David give him access to 

different worlds. Polish is a language used by adults to convey secrets, and David hates it

because he does not understand it. But he guesses the meanings of words spoken by his 

mother and aunt about their girlhoods in the Old Country and he overhears his mother 

discussing an affair she had with a Christian organist in Austria. This knowledge 

becomes significant to David at a later moment, when he questions his paternity. Hebrew 

and Aramaic are the languages of ceremony and ritual, and religious learning in 

translation offers David crucial insights. While Polish is inaccessible to David, English is 

difficult for his mother. David’s confusing quest to find a way within a multi-lingual 

world is metaphorically turned into an advantage in the hands of an immigrant writer who 
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expresses the code-switching of immigrant life in which many ways of knowing come 

into play at once.

But these many ways of knowing are overwhelming at times for an immigrant 

child, and they contribute to David’s detachment from the exterior world. Many times in 

the novel, David’s interior monologue shifts from observing interactions with his peers 

and family to exclamations in which he warns himself not to trust in the world. When he 

is left at the police station, he reflects, “Never believe. Never play. Never believe. Not 

anythin’” (102). Presented in italics in the text, this stylistic device reinforces David’s 

detachment in language. When his mother brings him home and discusses the day with 

his father, David fears his father will beat him for getting lost and he thinks, “Don’t 

believe. Don’t believe. Don’t believe. Never” (114). Fear for his safety manifests in a 

mistrust of authority figures who are known to exercise their power through punishment. 

In the course of the novel, this is the break David will make as he searches for an 

alternative understanding of humanity.

David’s father, Albert Schearl, is a bitter man who believes in authoritarian 

control over his family. He apparently regards his son with disdain. David in turn fears 

his wrath. Albert takes every opportunity to chastise Genya, who does not get angered by 

his abuse but sees herself as providing a sobering solace for David. Albert refers to his 

son often as “the prayer,” noting the role in Jewish religious practice of a son to offer a 

prayer for his dead father so that he may go to heaven. Albert, concerned about departing 

knowledge of such traditional prescriptions to his son, enrolls him in a cheder, a Jewish 

religious school. Genya, doubtful about whether this is the right course for her son, asks, 
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“Couldn’t he start a little later, children in America often do” (210). Albert does not agree 

with her understanding of New World immigrant realities, and instead insists on 

obtaining immediate religious lessons for his son. Albert also insists on a stern rabbi, as 

he feels he himself cannot provide strict enough discipline.

Reb Yidel Pankower turns out to be stern and abusive in his command. When the 

boys mispronounce their recitations of prayers, they are chastised, yanked by the arm, 

and cuffed on the ear. (214) In cheder, David is fearful of the rabbi; nevertheless, his 

interest in the lessons is peaked when he hears a story from the Book of Isaiah – a story 

that spurs him at the end of the novel to reenact the lesson with profound metaphorical 

consequences. The rabbi tells the boys of Isaiah who saw God sitting on a throne 

surrounded by angels and light. But this vision makes Isaiah feel “unclean” because the 

rabbi suggests “Jews at this time were sinful (227).” In the middle of the rabbi’s story, the 

text switches to David’s rapid internal monologue which expresses that he does not 

comprehend the concept of sin in the lesson: “Clean? Light? Wonder if-? Wish I could 

ask him why the Jews were dirty. What did they do? Better not. Get mad” (227).David is 

obedient to what he perceives as the Rabbi’s stern terms of religious dictation by not 

questioning him, but his “failure” to internalize the notion of sin speaks to the innocent 

faith in community membership which inspires him to learn more. He is able to disinter a 

different content from the lesson than the form in which it is provided. Hana Wirth-

Nesher95 suggests that at the time he wrote Call It Sleep, Roth “identified as a Communist 

and embraced a vision of assimilation into a larger community beyond that of religion 

and nationality.”96 Roth’s embrace of “Americanism” meant an alternative sense of 
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community in which the concept of failure or sin was not seen as a source of identity. 

Instead, this “Americanism” championed a belief in a redemptive New World faith in 

humanity as the final scene of the novel demonstrates. Understanding that scene involves 

understanding the lesson learned in cheder that inspires David. The rabbi continues with 

the story:

But just when Isaiah let out this cry—I am unclean—one of the angels 
flew to the altar with tongs drew out of a fiery coal. Understand? With 
tongs. And with that coal, down he flew to Isaiah and with that coal 
touched his lips—Here! The rabbi’s fingers stabbed the air. “You are 
clean!” And the instant that coal touched Isaiah’s lips, then he heard God’s 
own voice say, Whom shall I send? Who will go for us? And Isaiah spoke 
and— (227)

The rabbi does not continue telling the story, because he is interrupted by a bunch of boys 

who noisily and belatedly storm into the school. David wants to understand and know 

more about the fable, but at this stage is unable to fully comprehend its symbolism. 

Instead he ponders over the tactical features of actual coal he has experiences with: “Why 

did he want to burn Isaiah’s mouth with coal? He said, You’re clean. But coal makes

smoke and ashes” (230). He also considers, “Coal was hot. That’s why. But he was an 

angel. Is angels afraid? Afraid to get burned? Gee! Must have been hot, real hot... 

Wonder if Isaiah hollered when the coal touched him. Maybe angel coal didn’t burn live 

people. Wonder-” (230). This leaves David wondering where he can find angel-coal and 

concludes it must be in “God’s cellar” where he would find an enlightened vision. In 

contrast to the dark cellars he knows, in which childhood play and sexual games produce 

fear, he imagines an alternative space of enlightenment.
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It is interesting that the rabbi chooses Isaiah as his instructional text in cheder to 

prepare a boy for his bah mitzvah. The Book of Isaiah is a prophesy of redemption 

through the coming of the Messiah. In Christian hermeneutics, it is read as prefiguring 

the birth of Christ. Like Di Donato’s depiction of Paul as Christ, Roth symbolically 

positions David as a Messiah of the New World. Another rabbi, Reb Schulim comes to 

observe the cheder and fails to recognize David’s interest in learning and interpretation. 

His view of his students as a “new breed” of Americans uninterested in religious learning 

is summed up in the following passage:

What was going to become of Yiddish youth? What would become of this 
new breed? These Americans? This sidewalk-and-gutter generation? He 
knew them all and they were all alike—brazen, selfish, unbridled. Where 
was piety and observance? Where was learning, veneration of parents, 
deference to the old?. . .On ball playing their minds dwelt, on skates, on 
kites, on marbles, on gambling for the cardboard pictures, and the older 
ones, on dancing, and the ferocious jangles of horns and stings and jigging 
with their feet. And God? Forgotten, forgotten wholly. (374)

The passage presents a binary between a respect for traditional religious culture 

and the American culture the children embrace, which is described as void of respect, but 

Roth’s text works against this binarism by showing—like di Donato—how religious texts 

were refashioned in creating American identities.

In spite of the rabbi’s cruel methods of teaching, David is on the verge of learning 

a valuable lesson and, in an unprecedented step, he begins to trust Reb Yidel Pankower 

and reveals to him a story he has overheard in a discussion between his mother and her 

sister. Constructed out of what he overhears, David forms what Freud calls a “family 

romance,” in which he imagines a better parentage than the one his father provides. 
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David comes to believe his real father was a Christian organist in the “Old Country,” with

whom his mother had an affair. He tells the rabbi, who confronts the family about the 

situation. David’s father believes the story and beats David. David desires a world greater 

than his parents can provide, but he finds the world outside his home to be threatening as 

well. This prompts him to turn inwards and live though the narratives he fashions, such as 

his "family romance" and the text of Isaiah, which inspired him in cheder. When the rabbi 

confronts the family, an altercation ensues between Genya and Albert over David’s 

paternity. David runs away to the railroad tracks, with his father’s milk ladle for 

protection. He had earlier witnessed a release of light from the tracks when he went with 

his neighborhood friends. At the tracks, he thrusts his father’s milk ladle into the cracks 

between the rails, nearly electrocuting himself. The text does not describe the scene as 

tragic, but rather as a realization of awesome power, in an artistically brilliant passage. 

This perspective signifies that the enacting of the lesson learned in cheder (Isaiah’s spark 

becomes the spark of the railroad tracks), or the denaturalization of punishment, produces 

great sense of power for David. In an allegorical sense, the populist culture of the 1930’s 

emerged because the state provided material support for creative thought.

The rendering of David’s electrocution works to instill a sense of power in 

immigrant life:

Power! Power like a paw, titanic power ripped through the earth and 
slammed against his body and shackled him where he stood. Power! 
Incredible, barbaric power! A blast, a siren of light within him, rending, 
quaking, fusing his brain and blood to a fountain of flame, vast rockets in 
a searing spray! Power! The hawk of radiance raking him with talons of 
fire, braying his body with pinions of intolerable light. And he writhed 
without motion in the clutch of a fatal glory, and his brain swelled and 
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dilated till it dwarfed the galaxies in a bubble of refulgence—Recoiled, the 
last screaming nerve clawing for survival, He kicked—once. Terrific rams 
of darkness collided; out of their shock space toppled into havoc. A thin 
scream wobbled through the spirals of oblivion, fell like a brand on water, 
his-s-s-s-s-ed--(419)

The imagery of fire and light infuses the immigrant’s story with a sense of power. 

David enacts the religious story to seek redemption from his suffering. Various 

immigrants witness David’s electrocution, and they surround him wondering if he is 

dead. While they do not know David’s state of mind, David’s interior monologue tells us 

that he continues to perceive everything around him even in his state of shock. A 

policeman believes him to be dead but eventually discovers he is alive. The officer 

bandages David’s ankle and right foot, which have been injured by the current. When the 

policeman explains what has happened to Albert and interrogates him on the case, David 

observes his father’s weakened position as he answers in a "dazed, unsteady voice..., he 

listened to him falter and knew him shaken” (437). The question of David’s paternity is 

not clearly resolved in the novel, but the fact that the policeman weakens David’s father’s 

authority suggests that the state took on roles that the family previously occupied. 

Albert’s authority becomes increasingly delegitimized as David searched for redemption 

from his authoritarian control. In this way, the novel serves as an allegory for the 

Depression Era and the cultural politics of the Popular Front. Writers like Roth found 

redemption in a new “Americanism” because the state provided a material basis for 

imagining alternative forms of community.

The scene is often read by critics as David’s rebirth as American. Lyons reads a 

representation of the Book of Isaiah as “both a movement toward and turn away from 
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Jewish heritage”(15).  It may be more accurate to say that Roth and the other Popular 

Front writers transformed the meanings of religious texts and religious particularity to 

seek a new sense of identity in an alternative to the redemptive “individualism” narrative, 

which became delegitimized in the 1930’s immigrant rendition of assimilation. In the 

process, they also redefined what it meant to be American.

At the end of the novel, Genya consoles David to sleep, and her bedtime 

suggestions include the notion that sleep involves putting to rest the terrors of the present 

day in the hopes of tomorrow “And a better day” (86). After the literally electrifying 

experience at the railroad tracks, David’s mother suggests “You’ll go to sleep and forget 

it all” (441). David, however, has an understanding of sleep not as a drowning of effect, 

but as a way of recalling the “myriad and such vivid jets of images.” Evoking the novel’s 

title, the mesmerizing final paragraph portrays David remembering a flash of imagery at 

the railroad tracks as he drifts in between a waking and dreaming realm:

He might as well call it sleep. It was only towards sleep that every wink of 
the eyelids could strike a spark into the cloudy tinder of the dark, kindle 
out of shadowy corners of the bedroom such myriad and such vivid jets of 
images—of the glint on tinted beards, of the uneven shine on roller skates,
of the dry light on grey stone stoops, of the tapering glitter of rails, of the 
oily sheen on the night-smooth rivers, of the glow on thin blonde hair, red 
faces, of the glow on the outstretched, open palms of legions upon legions 
of hands hurtling toward him. He might as well call it sleep. It was only 
towards sleep that ears had power to cull again and reassemble the shrill 
cry, the hoarse voice, the scream of fear, the bells, the thick-breathing, the 
roar of crowds and all sounds that lay fermenting in the vats of silence and 
the past. It was only toward sleep one knew himself still lying on the 
cobbles, felt the cobbles under him, and over him and scudding ever 
toward him like a black foam, the perpetual blur of shod and running feet, 
the broken shoes, new shoes, stubby, pointed, caked, polished, buniony, 
pavement beveled, lumpish, under skirts, under trousers, shoes, over one 
and through one, and feel them all and feel, not pain, not terror, but 
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strangest triumph, strangest acquiescence. One might as well call it sleep. 
He shut his eyes. (441)

It is only towards sleep that David can pause from the momentum of the day and 

reflect on his enlightening vision of “strangest triumph, strangest acquiescence” (441).  

The imagery of light cast on “[. . .] tinted beards, of the uneven shine on roller skates [. . 

.] of the glow on thin blonde hair, red faces, of the glow on the outstretched, open palms 

of legions upon legions of hands hurtling toward him” reveals for David his connection to 

humanity enlightened by the glow of his revelation. The passage articulates how the 

transformation experience involves a heightened awareness that transformation is better 

understood in retrospect: "It was only towards sleep that ears had power to cull again and 

reassemble the shrill cry, the hoarse voice, the scream of fear, the bells [. . .]” (441). In 

this way, the book’s ending signifies how the world of writing and intellectual life 

provided for Roth a way to conceptualize faith in the New World.

Radical Negativity: Anzia Yezierska’s Red Ribbon on a White Horse

The third ghetto pastoral I consider, Anzia Yezierska’s “fictional 

autobiography.”97 Red Ribbon on a White Horse differs from the other two novels that 

Michael Denning includes in the genre in that it breaks from the depiction of male 

childhood to represent Yezierska’s life as an adult ethnic woman. In considering it within 

the genre of the “ghetto pastoral,” I emphasize the 1930’s writers’ deployment of 

religious allegory and a transformation experience.

Mary Antin never grew out of the schoolroom in her autobiography, The 

Promised Land, and this circumstance allowed her to construct an infantilized narrator 
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seemingly compliant to the terms of Americanization. In contrast, Yezierska begins her 

book with an account of herself as an adult ethnic woman in the Depression Era. Thus, 

all the critique suppressed in The Promised Land of the citizen/subject model of 

“assimilating” immigrants as liberal individuals is released in Red Ribbon on a White 

Horse. While Yezierska too narrates her desires to break free from the ethnic community, 

she offers an honest understanding of which communities in the United States allow for 

the retention of group identity and faith in a better world and which do not.

In describing her transformation from traditional patriarchy to her involvement in 

the radical culture of the 1930’s, Yezierska does not narrate Red Ribbon on a White 

Horse within a chronological movement in time from Old to New Worlds. Instead, she 

highlights how her past memories inform the present. Yezierska’s narrative is very much 

about finding a “place” in the world, which means rejecting her parents’ traditions and 

their understanding of gender roles not only within the ethnic community but also within 

the misunderstandings of the dominant culture. The novel is not opposed to tradition in 

American life, but it understands that religious traditions may be revised in what they 

signify in America. 

In the shift from the Progressive Era where narratives of individual upward 

mobility abounded (the time of Mary Antin’s writing) to a climate of imprisonment and 

deportation of aliens and radicals in the late 1910’s and1920’s, Yezierska’s story made 

Americanization seem natural and portrayed mobility as tangible for immigrants. But her 

move from the sweatshops of Hester Street to a scriptwriter in Hollywood also made her 

story exploitable in Hollywood, and the media represented her as a “Sweatshop 
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Cinderella.” (55) Yezierska accepted $10,000 in advance for filming Hungry Hearts,

which Samuel Goldwyn referred to as “a great Americanization picture.” Yezierska, 

however, was not invested in the individual mobility narrative so much as she was 

searching for a voice to express the conditions of immigrant life, including the 

dehumanization of sweatshop conditions. In How I Found America (1920), a sweatshop 

laborer complains, “I didn’t come to America to turn into a machine. Does America only 

want my hands--only the strength of my body—not my heart—not my feelings—my 

thoughts?”98

Red Ribbon on a White Horse also represents Yezierska’s struggles to leave the 

ghetto community. It begins by narrating her feelings around leaving her family. In her 

narration, this situation is presented without a sense of conflict: “I had not meant to 

abandon them when I left home—I had only wanted to get to the place where I belonged. 

To do it I had to strike out alone” (30). But her father sees a conflict between her New 

World aspirations and her Old World duty:

Your first duty to God is to serve your father [. . .] daughter of Babylon [. . 
.] Can your money make up for your duty as a daughter? In America, 
money takes the place of God. (33)

Not comprehending the multiplicity of opportunities that the move away from home 

allows Yezierska, her father sees a binary between Old World duty to God/patriarchy and 

New World individual mobility/devotion to money. Yezierska recognizes that his views 

stem from opportunities denied to him in the New World, and she does not want to give 

up on the opportunities that the New World offers her.
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Of her father, she laments: “The new world didn’t want his kind. He had no 

choice but to live for God. And, I his daughter, who had abandoned him for the things of 

this world, had joined the world against him” (33). In this passage, she opposes religion 

in favor of the material world. Yezierska concludes from the exchange with her father:

His old God could not save me in a new world, I told myself. Why did we
come to America, if not to achieve all that had been denied us for 
centuries in Europe? Fear and poverty were behind me. I was going into a 
new world of plenty. I would learn to live in the now... not in the next 
world. (33)

Yezierska captures a generational dilemma between immigrant parents and their 

children, also presented in the work of Robert Warshow. In “Clifford Odetts: Poet of the 

Jewish Middle Class” he describes a familial interaction in which the parents are 

disappointed in their children because they are too American; the children suffer because 

their enemies tell them they are not American enough.99 The children end up 

disidentifying from both their parents and the dominant society. While their parents came 

to the United States to be American and urged them to assimilate, they then claimed a 

moral superiority for the Old Country. Their parents’ economic failure and social 

ostracism undermined parental authority. The immigrant children’s generation saw that in 

America money counts, and they were both materialistic, in that they wanted money, and 

moral, in their desire for a fair system. They saw the WASP elite as heartless and 

mercenary, and their parents’ “learning” and morality did not have value. The parents 

understood that they were poor, but they did not understand why they were a disgrace in 

America. But their children knew that America valued what their parents did not value. 
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Their parents’ religion or socialism or culture did not solve their central problem -- as 

Warshow writes, “without a dollar you don’t look the world in the eye.”

In making religion and secularism opposed, Yezierska narrates a break from 

tradition as a desire to find a sense of place in the New World through a new conception 

of money and also of time. As she looks out the window on her train journey, “she feels 

suspended in timelessness—sand, sky and space [. . .] past, present and future stretching 

to infinity” (34-35). As desert air converts to the subtropical warmth of California, she 

ends the first chapter suggesting that “the sense of time and concern with self stirred, 

again. Green hills, dazzling gardens and orange groves, towering date palms ushered in 

the great adventure ahead of me” (35). Her sense of individuation is portrayed as a 

physical relation to a new understanding of time and space.

Even as these passages make it seem that Yezierska moves away from traditional 

religious prescriptions toward secular and capitalist ideologies, the book shows she is not 

necessarily invested in this binary. In fact, when she first enters her father’s tenement to 

tell him she is going to Hollywood, she hears him reciting a chant of Isaiah as familiar to 

her as “Mother Goose rhymes to other children” (32). She has not heard it since 

childhood, and realizes the words contain a beauty she never appreciated:

And a man shall be as a hiding place from the wind and covert from the 
tempest; as rivers of water in a dry place, as the shadow of a great rock in 
a weary land [. . .] (32)

The chant’s cautious metaphoric prescriptions about movement, boldness and adventure 

resonate as a stark contrast to Yezierska’s narration of forward westward momentum and 
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class rise. The passage presents “man” as an agent of salvation: “as rivers of water in a 

dry place or a shadow of a great rock in a weary land” (32). The fact that Yezierska is 

moved by the passage suggests she understands it not just as a prescription of outdated 

Old World traditional learning but that it resonates with her understanding of New World 

agency and responsibility outside the family.

The next chapter begins once she is arrived in California. It does not usher a 

continued fascination with “green hills, dazzling gardens and orange groves,” but she is 

taken back and reminded of her proclaimed forgotten ties to poverty in the ghetto. As a 

dinner guest at the home of Rupert Hughes, she sees a vision of what she had imagined 

America to be like, but asks herself, “Where have I seen this visionary space before? [. . 

.] when I was in the dark hold of the steerage [. . .] when I was sewing buttons in a 

factory [. . .]” (58). She describes her life among Hollywood notables: “For once in my 

life, I was where I wanted to be, I was a part of everything” (61). But feeling 

overwhelmed by Hollywood and her label as the “sweatshop Cinderella,” she claims, “I 

didn’t recognize myself in it” (40). She desires to be with “the people” and takes a trolley 

ride from the studio. Finding the warmth of an open fire makes her feel like she 

“belongs,” in contrast to the artificial fireplace of her office. But her romantic notion of 

the people comes to an end when she faces the trolley ride where weary day laborers 

compete for seating. In search for a sense of place, the narrator is not entirely comfortable 

in Hester Street or Hollywood.

Hollywood is described as both a place of opportunity and disenchantment. The 

attraction of Hollywood, and of the success and financial independence that it 
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temporarily brings, allows Yezierska to imagine an end to the hunger of poverty and an 

opportunity for being loved on her “own terms” (29). Her hunger for success is narrated 

as a desire for being able to construct the very terms of her desire. But, what troubles her 

most is the lack of respect for social interaction and lack of understanding of her story. 

She is told, “You’re lucky they used as much of your story as they did” (82). Feeling 

demoralized and a lack of control over her writing and the depiction of her past, she 

writes, “I stood empty, homeless—outside of life. Not a woman—not a writer” (87).

Hollywood provides Yezierska with a way out of the sweatshop and the gendered 

restrictions of the ethnic community, but it does not allow her a space to flourish as a 

writer, to become the woman she wants to be, or to make a break that allows for an 

alternative sense of community. Working with Samuel Goldwyn on the production of her 

film, Yezierska mournfully remembers her ties to her family and tells him: 

I had to break away from my mother’s cursing and my father’s preaching 
to live my life; but without them I had no life. When you deny your 
parents, you deny the ground under your feet, the sky over your head. You 
become an outlaw, a pariah. They mourned me as if I were dead. I am like 
Cain, forever bound to the brother he slew with his hate. (72)

Previously, in her father’s tenement, she narrated no sense of conflict in leaving 

her family, but the disillusionment of Hollywood kindles family ties, as this environment 

does not provide Yezierska access to the intellectual community and new World faith that 

allows her to flourish later in the novel in her work with the WPA.

Paula Rabinowitz argues in Labor and Desire that, in working-class fiction, 

intellectuals enter collective action for a sense of freedom whether from a stifling 
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marriage or a repressive family.100 The memory of early rebelliousness against the 

patriarchal family sparked by a confrontation with havoc that the Depression (or, in the 

historical novels, monopoly capitalism) has wreaked on the lives of the poor, the workers 

and the lower middle class kindles revolutionary fervor. The female intellectual rejects 

the limitations that middle-class feminine identity enforces on her. For her, the (male) 

proletarian revolutionary struggle is linked to a (female) rebellion against the confines of 

gender (81).  Yezierska feels that she must leave the world of God and the Father to find 

success and a space away from gender restrictions, but she finds that success in 

Hollywood comes with its own repressive mechanisms that do not necessarily allow for a 

reworking of gender or work relations.

Determined to write on her own terms, she evaluates carefully how she wants to 

deploy her writing talent. When she is offered an opportunity to write by William Fox 

with the stipulation that he will have the movie rights to everything she writes for the 

next three years, she turns him down, claiming “Writing is everything I am [. . .] its my 

search for meaning, I can not sign it away” (87) She walks out, “released from the 

terrible burden of indecision” and she wonders “God! where do I go from here [. . .] ?” 

(87).

While in Hollywood, she receives a letter from one of her readers that reminds 

her of her ties to the immigrant community. It is from Boruch Shlomoi Mayer, whose 

name resonates with Anzia’s father Reb Mayer. In fact, Yezierska says the letter is 

addressed in a formal tone that reminds her of how her father addressed strangers: “To 
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the honorable and most respectable Anzia Yezierska” (91).  In the letter, he is critical of 

Hungry Hearts and of Yezierska in constructing a narrative about successful assimilation:

To my sad sorrow, mine is the story of an immigrant different than yours. 
I also came from a village in Poland, like you. But to me, America is a 
worse Goluth than Poland.

The ukases and pogroms from the Czar, all the killings that could not kill 
us, gave us the strength to live with God. Learning was learning—dearer 
than gold. Poverty was an ornament on a learned man like a red ribbon on 
a white horse. But here in New York, the synagogues are in the hands of 
godless lumps of flesh. (91)

Invoking the title of the book, Mayer suggests that the New World does not afford 

opportunities for religious observance and asks Yezierska for a ship ticket back to 

Poland, where he can die with dignity. After she has declared her secular identifications 

with the New World, Yezierska is confronted with the sense of alienation and 

disidentification that anti-Semitism in the United States poses for Mayer. And she too is 

confronted with racism in her search for a job.

Yezierska ends up returning to New York and looking for work, finding it in the 

office of John Morrow, who is a fictionalized version of John Dewey. Anzia Yezierska 

had met John Dewey after hearing his speech critiquing the New York City school 

system, and she sought assistance from him to help her in her case as a teacher . She gave 

him two of her stories that were about to be published, and he told her that time would be 

better spent as a writer than as a teacher. They had a short-lived friendship and 

romance.101 In the book, she meets Morrow after struggling to find a job and confronting 

anti-Semitism: “Again and again I was told ‘No Jews Wanted.’ But I had to have a job 

and so I kept on answering ads. I could not give up on the hope that somewhere in some 
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office it wasn’t a crime to be born a Jew” (105). Morrow hires her to work in his office 

and she claims “I had found someone who saw me, knew me, reassured me that I existed” 

(108). Morrow represents an Anglo-Saxon aristocratic world and he finds her depictions 

of the Lower East Side “exotic,” which meant that he ultimately distanced himself from 

their portrayals and rejected her through an objectifying lens.

She turns to the Lower East Side for a sense of community in the lives of the 

poor. She writes, “In all of them, I saw a part of myself” (118). She decides to write 

stories about the people she knew. These stories are to be “plucked out of the 

contradictions of a human being the living seed of a story” (118). And as her stories 

become appreciated, she finds “a place for myself. I saw work. I, the unwanted one, was 

wanted. If I could not have love, I would have fame, success” (119). But Yezierska feels 

that a “possessive solicitude” turns her off to the literary agents who view her as a “prize” 

and also objectify her past in the Lower East Side. Yezierska feels she has cheated herself 

of “the integrity to say what I believed” (127). It is not so much that Yezierska seeks a 

sense of identity from her Old World past that is purely untainted by the New World, but 

that she occupies an identity that is struggling with competing cultural codes and worlds.

Some critics incorrectly interpret Yezierska’s negativity and critique of 

institutions as her refusal to belong in America. In Love in the Promised Land, Mary 

Dearborn writes “Yezierska, making the U.S a subject of her fiction—America as 

Promised Land, America as the land where promises are broken—never saw herself as 

American. She chose to remain a “Russian-Jewess” (33). Betty Bergland writes in her 

manuscript, "Reading the Autobiographical Subject: Gender and Ethnicity in the New 
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World Patriarchy," that this statement by Dearborn reinforces a dichotomy between 

assimilation and ethnicity that does not recognize them as complex, dynamic and 

overlapping discourses.102 Moreover, this interpretation denies the way in which 

Yezierska’s fiction sought personhood within cultural discourses for the poor, the 

immigrant, the Jew, and the woman who was denied personhood.

Yezierska finds a sense of belonging previously unbeknownst to her during her 

work with the Federal Writer’s Project of the Works Progress Administration. In 1935, 

Yezierska applied to the Federal Writers Project, and for the next ten years, she worked 

on Red Ribbon on a White Horse, which appeared in print in 1950. With the stock 

market crash of 1929, Yezierska sees a parallel between her earlier experiences with 

poverty and the collective experience of poverty during the Depression. In the WPA, 

Yezierska found the “comradeship of poverty she had known in youth.” She describes 

the fraternity of looking for relief:

Everyday I saw more men and women used to enjoying middle-class 
security in the waiting lines of the unemployed. Teachers begged for jobs 
in department stores. The once industrious white-collar class—
stenographers, librarians, accountants—were busy making themselves 
eligible for the dole. People who had put their trust in gilt-edged bonds 
now met the poor in bread lines, in soup kitchens, in the waiting rooms of 
emergency-relief stations. (145)

The WPA enables a collective experience of work amidst a delegitimation of capital and 

the parental generation but signifies different things to its members. She meets Richard 

Wright and exclaims “Isn’t it wonderful that all of us writers with so many different 

stories should all be the concern of the government?” (157) While Wright sees the WPA 

as an unprecedented opportunity for “Negroes,” he admonishes what he sees as a naive 
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acceptance of pluralism: “Don’t glorify a tent for a night—a soup kitchen in time of 

famine” (157). The Marxists deride the WPA as silencing revolutionary impulses. Jake

Barns, a director of the WPA venerates it as offering an “opportunity to be human beings 

again” (160).

Yezierska describes work in Writer’s Hall in terms where the racial, religious 

backgrounds and sexuality of the writers does not create divisions between them. The 

work with the WPA brings a “hectic camaraderie” among people of “all ages, all 

nationalities, all degrees of education, tossed together in a strange fellowship of 

necessity” (165). This place allows her to feel “home” in a way not possible in the other 

sites she occupies. But the progressive and collective vision of the WPA came to an end 

when Barnes was replaced as director by an ex-army engineer who enforced rigid rules, 

which included writers having to write 2,000 words a day. Yezierska describes the 

drudgery of “wordage machine” work of cataloging trees in Central Park (176).

Towards the end of the autobiography, she describes experiences with Jeremiah 

Kintzler, who is writing The Life of Spinoza. Kintzler dies, presumably because he does 

not find a way to share his vision. When he dies, she wants to finish his book for him. In 

his briefcase, she finds many scribbled notes, and she comments “he was so consumed by 

his vision of what he wanted to write he could not come down to the sordid business of 

writing ” (165). But Yezierska does not know how to realize Kintzler’s vision from these 

notes, and ultimately throws them in the trash. After Kintzler’s death, the WPA no longer 

offers community for Yezierska, and she leaves the waning radical culture of WPA in 

New York City for life in rural New England. More than just a personal reaction to 
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Kintzler’s death, Yezierska leaves because the progressive culture of unity became 

absorbed into the celebratory nationalism of WWII and the Cold War. As Franklin

Delano Roosevelt described it, “Dr. New Deal” gave way to “Dr. Win the War.”  This 

situation led to isolation and retreat as “solutions.”

In the final chapters of her work, Yezierska is in search of a “home.” She writes, 

“for hundreds of years, the homeless of Europe had dreamed of [. . .] Home in America” 

(202). But rural New England does not allow for a happy solitary life. She suggests that 

while in the city, one sensed a “fraternity of aloneness,” in the country to be alone is to 

be an “outsider” (205). When Yezierska attends a pageant, she attempts to connect to the 

New Englanders by suggesting that she feels close to the Pilgrims because they are 

“immigrants and dissenters—like me” but she is also critical of “ancestor worship” and 

does not have sympathy for what she sees as the cowardice of Mayflower descendents 

(208). Her critique of the Mayflower descendents positions her as the “true American,” 

having a faith in America without sacrificing critical dissent.

Betty Bergland offers a crucial insight into understanding what I see as 

Yezierska’s radical negativity.103 She suggests that disidentification for Yezierska is a 

form of identity in which she occupies an ongoing struggle to find meaning in opposition 

to and in reworking traditions. She occupies a process of disidentification from both 

traditional patriarchy and Americanizing discourses. In this way, the intellectual culture 

of the WPA allows Yezierska to write Red Ribbon on a White Horse with the freedom to 

be honest about forms of identification and disidentification she secures without the fear 

of failure.
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The title of her work is taken from what is described alternately as a Yiddish or 

Hebrew proverb, “poverty becomes a wise man like a red ribbon on a white horse.” It too 

invokes the cautious prescriptions of individual rise that Yezierska’s father offered in his 

chant of Isaiah. The proverb situates the poverty of the Depression within the intellectual 

climate of the Popular Front culture. In this way, the proverb is not just to be seen as an 

Old World critique of New World ascendancy and wealth, but also as a New World faith 

in an alternative to greed, individual rise, and objectification.

The Demise of the Popular Front 

The Cultural Front came to an end in the 1940’s and 1950’s as the New Deal and 

“culture of unity” gave way to WWII and the Cold War. Yet there are enduring 

possibilities for understanding the concept of collectivity in the literature of the period. 

Appreciating the victories of the Popular Front writers requires understanding the literary 

accomplishments of these writers. Throughout this work I have argued that in the hands 

of these writers, the 1930’s was not presented as a utopian vision of inclusion in the 

nation, but rather as an artistic and innovative attempt to express the rise of egalitarian 

social movements of the period. The immigrant writers of this period offered realistic 

accounts of the possibilities and struggles as a function of the changing role of 

institutions. In Making a New Deal, Lizabeth Cohen claims that workers advocated a 

form of political economy that she describes as a “moral capitalism” which meant that 

they expected the State to redistribute wealth (209). Cohen’s understanding of what 

workers wanted in the 1930’s extrapolates from a later moment to suggest that they got 

what they wanted all along. It may be more accurate to say that the workers did not 
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necessarily want but settled for a “moral capitalism” while more radical ideas and 

impulses survived in working-class culture. In The Cultural Front, Michael Denning 

suggests that while the political “Popular Front” was defeated, the “Cultural Front’s” 

project of the laboring and democratization of US culture was a long-term success in 

securing unprecedented victories (465). Some of these victories involved a new 

sensibility in immigrant writing of collective histories and a new Americanism. The 

“Popular Front” writers were successful in initiating a new sense of themselves and the 

nation. They did so by making the labor of immigrants valuable (Christ in Concrete), 

making the language and religious culture of immigrants powerful (Call It Sleep), and 

critiquing the gender roles that were available to immigrant women (Red Ribbon on a 

White Horse).
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“To bunker oneself inside nostalgia, to 
sheathe the heart in a bulletproof vest, was 
to be a coward.” -- Bharati Mukherjee in
Jasmine  (165)

“We murder who we are so we can 
rebirth ourselves in the images of dreams.” 
–Bharati Mukherjee in Jasmine (25)

Chapter Three: Transforming Jasmine: Americanization and the Romance Plot

The epigraphs at the beginning of this chapter indicate that Jasmine (1989) as a 

“coming to America” story comprehends assimilation as a tension between a “murder” of 

a nostalgic past rooted in Old World ties and a “rebirthing” of a New World dream.  In 

some ways, Jasmine itself is a “rebirthed” narrative employing the  “consent paradigm” 

of assimilation paradigmatically emblematic of the European-American Bildungsroman, 

The Promised Land by Mary Antin (1912). However, it situates the individual quest for 

Americanization as a narrative of romantic fulfillment interspersed with a thematic about 

educational institutions as structuring devices to understand a South Asian woman's 

“assimilation.” Jasmine can be considered a symptomatic text, narrating immigrant 

assimilation as a break from Old World tradition.

The epigraphs above display the desire for complete rupture with the past that 

Jasmine evokes at moments by situating hope in the dreams of a future. But the setting 

and pace of the novel reveals some of the contradictions of constructing a break from the 

past in a transnational moment. The chapters are alternately set in Hasnapur, Punjab, 



139

Florida, Baden, Iowa, and Flushing or Manhattan, New York. The narrative progresses 

through multiple flashbacks and contrasting depictions of these places. Not set in 

chronological time, the sense of time and space in the novel evokes an immigrant reality

of being tied to more than one place at once. In this way, the setting and pace of the 

novel works with the contradictions of the developmental trajectory of a coming to 

America story, and it breaks with a linear, developmental notion of time and place.

This chapter addresses the writing of a South Asian American writer on the 

immigrant experience of South Asian Americans. In this chapter, I examine Bharati 

Mukherjee's popular novel Jasmine to see how it rehearses the metaphor of Two Worlds 

to embrace hegemonic US culture by figuring a romance plot. As argued in an earlier 

chapter, Mary Antin's writing in The Promised Land exemplifies writing on the Two 

Worlds metaphor by constructing a heroine invested in forgetting her past and embracing 

the United States for offering a narrative of individual class-rise through public school 

education. Unlike Antin's narration of her school days as a vehicle to Americanization, 

Mukherjee adopts a romance plot and poses “choice” in romantic love as a vehicle to 

Americanization. While I discuss the author's stance on her text, I wish to disinter a 

reading of Jasmine from a strict engagement with Bharati Mukherjee's authorial 

intentions. In other words, I explicate how readers may attend to Jasmine's contradictions 

of assimilation beyond what the author's intentions may be.

By reading the novel in a historicized fashion alongside the legacies of European-

American assimilation (that is, accounting for the legacies of educational institutions in 

forming South Asian American immigrant subjects), we get an understanding of Jasmine 
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that critically interrogates its call for immigrant incorporation. While some critical 

examinations of Jasmine make very valuable contributions in noting the limitations of a 

plot in which a subaltern woman's transformation renders her compliant to the terms of 

Americanization, I argue that by reading the text through a US ethnic studies approach,104

we see both its limitations and uses as a text that understands Mukherjee's rendition of 

South Asian immigrant “assimilation” as constructed out of the history of an earlier phase

of European American immigration. As the chapters of this dissertation demonstrate, 

assimilation when misunderstood in a “consent” paradigm overlooks the structural access 

to and bars from actual processes of group assimilation. In charting a lone protagonist's 

class rise, Jasmine allows us to notice the mythologies surrounding immigrant 

assimilation and to note the legacies of education in forming immigrant subjects. By 

reading it for instances that situate the character Jasmine's social relations in historical 

circumstances, we derive an understanding of the problematics of posing assimilation in a 

consent paradigm. I attempt to attend to why the individual "consent" narrative holds 

appeal for readers. “Consent” in Jasmine involves a choice in romantic love that may 

seem liberating but which also requires understanding the problematics of post-1965 

South Asian immigrant consent to conservative ideologies.

Jasmine’s appeal and its critical attention lie in how it constructs the United 

States as a site of transformation. Bharati Mukherjee herself has put it in this way, “For 

me it has been very empowering to have a national mythology that says restrictions in 

terms of class, gender, or poverty do not have to be permanent restrictions--that you can 

transform yourself and that your imagination and your daring count."105 Mukherjee's use 
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of the word mythology and her repeated use of the “you” pronoun is quite telling because 

it directs us to a construction of assimilation as a mythical and yet a “willful,” 

“individual” process of transformation. Mukherjee's adoption of the immigrant 

Bildungsroman genre as a way of conveying the prototypical mythological construction 

of assimilation as individual rise displays the similarity of her writing to genre features 

of the European-American immigrant works discussed by Werner Sollors in Beyond 

Ethnicity. Sollors has characterized the terms “consent” and “descent” as representing 

the central drama of American life. In his terms, descent emphasizes heredity and 

lineage, while consent stresses agency to choose spouses, destinies and political 

systems.106 His understanding of American uniqueness relies on his assumption that the 

United States highlights consent relations in a way that is unparalleled in any other 

nation. Some of the stories he examines are retellings of the biblical Exodus—stories 

that describe histories of escape from bondage in search of a promised land. In many of 

these stories, there is a voyage of self-discovery in which the protagonist negotiates 

between what Sollors describes as community “traditionalism” and “assimilation,” 

which he defines as a break from group ties. Some of the stories he reads are “melting-

pot” romances, which may result in intermarriage, and inter-racial marriage is 

sometimes described as a way to “assimilate” into dominant culture. Jasmine combines 

all of these elements, and its appeal to readers can be explained through the familiarity 

of conventions and ideologies it rehearses. While Mukherjee107 makes a valid and 

desirable point in acknowledging the malleability of descent relations, given the history 

of assimilation discourses, it becomes important to historically situate the meaning of the 

term “assimilation” and its valences for particular groups at specific historical junctures.
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As I have also argued in an earlier chapter, while Sollors is good at identifying 

the genre features of “promised land” narratives, he does so in an ahistorical fashion. In 

this approach, assimilation is posited as a cultural process distinct from the material 

conditions that mediate the transformation of group identities. For instance, The 

Promised Land by Mary Antin, which describes a Russian Jewish woman's “individual”

transformation through schooling, is read by Sollors as evidence of successful 

assimilation, while large-scale access to schooling and resources from the state occurred 

at a later historical date for groups of European-Americans. By further historicizing 

Sollors’ thematic approach, we get a more complicated picture, suggesting that 

assimilation occurred for European-Americans as a result of a collective struggle for 

resources. As I argue in Chapter One of this dissertation, actual group processes 

occurred at a later date than Antin writes about and in a way that Sollors considers.

Some historical context may be necessary to situate Jasmine in the post-1965 

phase of immigration. The post-1965 wave came after an earlier wave of immigration in 

the early twentieth century had ended. 108  The post-1965 group is characterized by a 

heterogeneous class formation. Paul Ong, Edna Bonacich, and Lucie Cheng argue that it 

is the shifting contradictions of capitalist restructuring that have produced a 

heterogeneous Asian immigrant population in the United States made up of both low-

wage, service sectors, manufacturing laborers and middle class professionals.109 The 

character Jasmine represents the working class South Asian narrative while the model 

minority thesis relies on South Asians who have entered corporate America. South 
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Asians who have entered corporations are not likely to be represented by trade unions in 

this age of corporate capitalism.110

With the demise of the labor movement in the 1960’s and the rise of the Cold 

War, a different set of times was ushered in. 111 There was a shift from industrial to 

corporate capitalism, and the Cold War instantiated new technologies. The United States 

needed professionals to occupy positions in the fields of science and technology. South 

Asians had benefited from socialist policies of the Indian nation and were well placed to 

occupy positions in this economic climate.112 With the passage of the 1965 Immigration 

and Nationality Act, the Indian Americans who migrated to the United States entered 

mostly under the category of technical and professional workers. Of the South Asian 

immigrants that entered, 83 percent of them were under this category. Additionally, the 

family reunification provision of the Act allowed earlier immigrants to sponsor their 

families for entry into the United States, so families immigrated to the United States in 

larger numbers than had been previously allowed. Under the Immigration Act, women 

were dependent upon their husbands for legal status. In this way, the Immigration Act 

encouraged the maintenance of nuclear families. As I have discussed in an earlier 

chapter, this Asian family “stability” was positioned against the “instability” of the black 

family.113 This position ignores the demands of the state in procuring a nuclear family 

concept as an ideal and prerequisite of immigration. Integral to the model minority thesis 

is the idea of upholding the “stability” of the Asian family. 

In Jasmine, the character Jasmine would have been dependent on her husband’s 

legal status in the United States had he not been killed by religious fundamentalists in 
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India. Instead, she travels as a single South Asian woman to the United States in search 

of the American dream. This is not a typical scenario of South Asian immigration. The 

post-1965 group traveled primarily as nuclear families or with a male member who came 

first and set up conditions for his family to immigrate at a later time. Immigrant officials 

thus constructed family life as normative for both South Asian immigration and of the 

American dream. Therefore, Jasmine, as a story about a single female immigrant, is not 

a typical instance of South Asian immigration. Nevertheless, it narrates conditions that 

may be seen as typical for South Asian immigration. The novel sets up 

heteronormativity as the conditions of South Asian life and also of the American dream 

by constructing a heroine invested in class mobility through romance and marriage. 

Also, the novel depicts a South Asian immigrant community that is unwilling to 

assimilate into the prescriptions of liberal white America, with the exception of the 

character of Jasmine. The neoconservative impulses of the South Asian community in 

the United States-- in their stress on the heteronormativity of family life and isolation 

from other racial groups-- may or may not be typical, depending on various 

circumstances. The South Asian unwillingness to assimilate is more than a matter of 

choice, as I have been trying to demonstrate. It involves immigration policy and actual 

racist restrictions on mobility in the work world. Also, it involves the imposition of 

white cultural values of independence and mobility on immigrant groups. Jasmine 

delineates such an imposition and the contradictory ways in which an immigrant woman 

reacts to that imposition. Jasmine also notes the other factors that keep assimilation at 

bay, such as the globalization of culture and the transnational aspects of identity 

formation. For example, the Professor’s wife in the novel is able to have a transnational 
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identity through the videotapes she watches every evening (128). The liberal lifestyle 

Jasmine portrays in the Hayes household is conditioned by multiculturalism’s 

understanding and appreciation of cultures. This understanding, however limited and 

imperfect, instantiates a different set of conditions than the direct imposition of white 

culture in the Americanization movement. Thus, it is not that US culture becomes less 

implicated in Americanization in the late twentieth century but that its dynamics change 

due to educational policies and due to globalization.114

While South Asians are usually represented as a professional class formation in 

the United States, Jasmine brings attention to other stories that are elided by the 

representation of all South Asians as professional. Amitava Kumar writes about the other 

stories that are elided with the story of South Asian success in the fields of technology. 

The most common image of South Asians in television are of male successful technology 

workers and yet this image does not speak to the many instances of South Asian working 

class labor.  Kumar writes in Bombay, London, New York:  

A South Asian women's group in NYC, Sakhi, told the NY Times that it 
helped about two thousand women over ten years, women seeking help 
against emotional and physical abuse. ...The oppression of women is the 
other side of the story of technological success. This oppression extends 
not only to wives but also to women employed as domestic help, and I see 
in their stories a general broader story that is ignored when we celebrate 
the success of immigrants. 115

He writes about a woman he interviewed named Ms. Kaur who won a settlement from 

two doctors she worked for. Ms. Kaur was forced to work for these doctors with no 

breaks and little overtime and asked to perform difficult household labor. She worked 

sixteen-hour days for six or seven days a week (196). In this way, South Asian 
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professional labor depends upon the exploitation of working class female domestic labor. 

As evidence, Kumar cites Indian newspapers that are filed with ads like the following: 

“Professional couple seeks live-in housekeeper/babysitter. Please call___.” It was an ad 

like this that Ms. Kaur answered and got her job on Long Island. It was in the same 

newspaper that she also came to learn about a group called Workers Awaaz, an 

organization of South Asians based in New York City, with its volunteers committed to 

fighting on behalf of domestic workers. Workers Awaaz coordinated a legal action 

against Ms. Kaur's employers. Several South Asian activist organizations also picketed 

Beth Israel Hospital in New York City, where one of her employers worked as a doctor 

(196). With regards to the important work done by such organizations, Kumar writes: 

The contrast of the Silicon Valley enterprise with the reality of domestic 
abuse is a more complete portrait of recent immigration to the United 
States. It tells us of a world ushered in by technological change where 
hidden behind the stories of success are also the stories of exploitation and 
sexism. But what presents a more meaningful juxtaposition perhaps is the 
picture where we set side by side the fact of domestic violence and the 
struggles of women's organizations like Sakhi, Narika, Manavi, and 
Workers Awaaz. This picture of change speaks of the emergence of social 
identities and of possibilities that are as vital as the changes brought about 
by the digital revolution. (196-197) 

In depicting female domestic labor, Jasmine demands a material approach to 

literature. In contrast to the atemporal approach of Werner Sollors mentioned earlier, 

Rosemary Marangoly George’s observation in “But That Was in Another Country” is 

that a text like Jasmine when read as a coming to America story shows some resistive 

negotiation with a United States that is monolithic and monolingual, but as a 

conventional “coming of age to America” plot, it falls in line with a narrow sense of 

Americanization that requires a jettisoning of other languages, places, accents, and 
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affiliations.116 Her suggestion is to read Jasmine and other “coming of age to America” 

stories alongside a whole spectrum of discourses on global economic relations, 

immigration and citizenship. George's observation that discussions such as Lisa Lowe's 

in Immigrant Acts, through the history of exclusion laws, labor and Asian immigration, 

provide a context for understanding that cultural forms cannot be separated from the 

material circumstances by which they are produced, gives us a useful lens for interpreting 

Jasmine.117 George’s reading in this essay provides some crucial insights necessary for 

understanding the limitations of the “coming of age in America” plot for understanding 

the relevance of the past in structuring contemporary immigrant realities.118 I would like 

to argue that there are also instances in Jasmine that alert us to complexities and 

contradictions of immigrant transformation which can be drawn out and further 

emphasized.

I would like to extend George's suggestion for reading Jasmine through 

Lowe's materialist lens to see how it taps into the moments which work against its 

own attempts to follow the conventional coming to America plot, such as 

jettisoning the past. The “American” and “Indian” culture that Jasmine addresses 

needs to be understood as emerging out of specific material conditions, such as 

how the history of colonialism, the effects of capitalism and neo-imperialism 

create conditions for migration. The conventional binary of Old and New Worlds 

is disrupted in the landscape that Jasmine describes:

Beggars with broken bodies shoved alms bowls at suited men in 
automobiles. Shacks sprouted like toadstools around high-rise office 
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buildings. Camels loped past satellite dishes. Centuries coalesced as we 
picnicked (72).

Rather than reading Jasmine for evidence of complex negotiations between tradition and 

modernity, readers may find a prevalent construction of a “traditional East” and a 

“modern West.” In this way, it is read as following the conventions of the US immigrant 

genre of structuring a metaphor of Two Worlds in which the New World becomes the 

site of individual transformation. The text can posit this version of an "assimilation" 

narrative because of overdetermined ideologies that posit the West as equivocal with 

modernity. While we need to be critical of the America and India it seems to polarize 

and homogenize, Jasmine is a useful critical text for displaying the violences of a 

narrative that suppresses heterogeneity both in describing the United States and the 

Indian subcontinent. At the same time, the polarities of East and West do not hold up in 

the novel, and this allows us to critically interrogate the construction of modernity and 

assimilation that it offers.

New World Transformation: “No Harmless, Compassionate Ways to Remake 

Ourselves”

Jasmine, in its attempts to assimilate its protagonist to the United States, in fact 

reveals her experiences with racism and sexism. A critical interrogation of New World 

“freedom” is somewhat submerged and not fully given voice in Jasmine. Anger over 

experiences with racism and sexism in the novel are seldom directed at any hegemonic 

cultural group or institution. In its engagement with the dominant culture, Jasmine wavers 

between describing the ease of cultural transformation, “letting go of a turban or a tika on 
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the forehead” or “a shrine in a room” to there being "no harmless, compassionate ways to 

remake ourselves” (25). Jasmine is a text that rehearses conventions of the coming-to-

America genre in which the Old World signifies tradition/widowhood/ isolation and the 

New World signifies modernity/romance/opportunity. The novel’s conclusion attempts to 

pose choice in heterosexual romance as an endpoint of transformation. The genre 

conventions also disrupt the binaries of the Two Worlds metaphor and allow us to see a 

more complicated picture of New World assimilation and its contradictions. Jasmine is 

both widely loved and hated for its rendering of “assimilation.” Its popularity in either 

regard can be explained by both the symptomatic accuracies and historical inaccuracies 

about assimilation that it brings to the surface. And herein lies its usefulness as a 

pedagogical device.

Mukherjee has been much criticized by critics concerned with locating in her 

work a realistic depiction of alterity and transformation. In Bharati Mukherjee: A 

Critical Perspective, Debani Banerjee, Gurleen Grewal, Alpana Sharma Knippling 

and Anindyo Roy each critique Mukherjee for creating a subaltern heroine with a 

“middle class consciousness.”119 While it may be so that Mukherjee often distorts 

historical specificities of class, religion, race and gender in the characters and events 

she fashions, I also believe that the appeal of the novel lies in the desire to believe, 

as Mukherjee says she does, that the United States provides opportunities in which 

descent relations are not permanent restrictions. The problem with the novel, 

moreover, is that it borrows from a previous generation of writing about assimilation 

as an individual quest. In Jasmine, the United States is a “Promised Land” where 
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heterosexual romance supposedly provides an escape from marginalization. In 

revealing Jasmine's experiences with racism, the text evokes desires for forms of 

solidarity that the narrative does not satisfy, thereby propelling a critique of 

Jasmine's narrative voice. I would like to suggest a way of reading the novel that 

attends to alternative desires of affiliation than the ones Jasmine narrates as her own 

willful pursuits. In other words, if class mobility through inter-racial heterosexual 

romance does not form the basis of a satisfactory and reconciliatory end to this 

novel, then does the novel produce a desire for alternative understandings of 

assimilation? If tradition and modernity are not opposed, but are mutually 

constitutive, then does Jasmine present some pedagogical imperatives to interrogate 

what is meant by “culture?” In contrast to some readers of Jasmine, who make a 

valuable contribution in noting its limitations as a plausible text, I would like to 

suggest that the representations and even distortions of assimilation in Jasmine

present opportunities to understand how South Asian immigrants enter into a 

historical understanding of assimilation constructed out of the legacies of earlier 

collective struggles in social movements. The sites of educational opportunity and 

professional status that South Asian immigrants occupy in the United States today 

emerges out of multiple prior histories of struggle. This dissertation examines some 

of those moments to argue that South Asian immigrant efforts to understand the role 

of ethnic particularity are in a historical relation to earlier struggles. One way in 

which this issue manifests is through literary pedagogy on assimilation.
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Within a literary framework, Bharati Mukherjee inserts the South Asian 

immigrant in a long line of immigrant writers, so she uses a model that is usually 

used by earlier European-American writers.120 Posing a different derivative tradition, 

Patricia Chu argues in Assimilating Asians that Jasmine  suggests a gap between the 

conventional plot of the English domestic novel and displays the hazards of adapting 

the genre for Asian American subjectivities.121 Mukherjee references the English 

novel by having Jasmine pick up but fail to read Great Expectations and Pygmalion, 

not being able to follow the plots. As self-reflexive gesture, Jasmine suggests that an 

alternate literary convention is necessary to understand its situation and I would like 

to suggest that the European-American model of immigrant “consent” presents room 

for comparison. Chu, however, argues that Jasmine suggests the implausible features 

of an upward mobility narrative because it contains subordinated stories of other 

characters and events that contradict the myth of upward mobility. She suggests that 

the novel teaches readers to be cautious of the ideological work such myths do 

(3).On the other hand, it may be possible to say that this upward mobility plot is now 

revived in the 1980s-1990s via a non-white immigrant's story. We may try to 

understand why it extends the narrative of  “consent” to a new group without much 

alteration to the terms of the plot. While Chu’s work evokes the idea that the subject 

of the narrative in Jasmine has a history of particularity that the plot conventions 

may not attend to, I would like to suggest that inserting a new group into the

conventions of the genre makes it possible to see similarities between group 

experiences that may appear to be different. The novel may suggest that while there 

may be some particularity to how the narrative of “consent” plays out for a gendered 
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South Asian immigrant subject, there may also be some similarity with previous 

groups constructing a narrative of “consent” in which ethnic particularity is not 

imagined as an impediment to mobility.

The “Coming to America” Narrative

I would like to begin to understand Jasmine's narrative strategy by interpreting the 

“coming to America” plot conventions. The character, Jasmine, is an Indian woman born 

in Hasnapur, Punjab, as Jyoti, and then given the names Jasmine, Jazzy, Jase, Jassie, and 

Jane at various moments that correspond to different people and periods in her life. The 

first chapter begins with Jasmine in Punjab, India and it ends— some chronological gaps 

ensuing—with her in Baden, Iowa. In Iowa, she lives with Bud, a white bank owner and 

Du, their adopted son from Vietnam. The novel begins in Punjab with Jyoti being told 

her fortune of widowhood and exile. Her reaction is fatalistic: “I was helpless, doomed [. 

. .] fate is fate” (1). The rest of the novel deals with what Jasmine herself characterizes as 

“the war between my fate and my will” (9). In this way, it rehearses the tension between 

“descent” and “consent” characteristic of assimilation narratives. She escapes her 

widowhood and potential murder (her husband is killed by a bomb meant for her) at the 

hands of Sikh fundamentalists by securing forged papers to enter the United States.

Since a Bildungsroman is usually concerned with the character's maturation and 

acceptance of social norms, Jasmine as an immigrant Bildungsroman is often interpreted 

in a way that posits reaching the United States with reaching maturity and safety. “Fate” 

is equated with Indian “tradition” while asserting “will” is equivalent with becoming 
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American through a narrative voice that posits escape from widowhood as the “promise 

of America.” The narrative on some level also questions this binary. For instance, 

Jasmine marries a man of her own choosing in India. The choice to escape her 

widowhood by securing entry to the United States against the odds of exclusionary 

policies is also borne out of her own choices in India. Life in Baden in the United States 

is represented as both a stifling “traditional” and violent society that Jasmine and Du 

supposedly escape by heading “West.” This frontier narrative begins with Du securing a 

friendship with a Vietnamese man in Baden who helps him leave Bud and Jasmine to 

find solidarity with his sister and a Vietnamese community in California. Jasmine 

escapes her ill-told fortune as a widow by finding resolution with the romantic love of 

her “choice” and heading with him to his new post at Berkeley. The novel ends, 

however, before we know how this works out for either Du and Jasmine, and we are not 

presented any evidence of the social effects of their ‘fantastic escapes.”

In Baden, we are introduced to a Jasmine who continuously finds her voice 

suppressed when she perceives that Americans will not tolerate her critiques of the 

United States. Her first-person narrative voice reveals she is silently aware of how she is 

being judged by the dominant culture. She claims, “her genuine foreignness frightens” 

Bud, but she claims that she herself is also frightened by it. She senses a desire on the 

part of Bud and his mother to censor her displays of difference. In trying to connect with 

Bud's mother who has also experienced poverty by living through the Depression in the 

United States, she finds she cannot trade “world-class poverty stories” (13) because 

Jasmine's stories make Mother Ripplemeyer uncomfortable. Jasmine reveals little of her 
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past to Bud and his mother. Of Mother Ripplemeyer, she says, “She wonders, I know, 

why I left. I tell her education, which is true enough. She knows there is something else. 

I say, I had a mission. I want to protect her from too much reality” (13). Her 

miscommunication with Bud's mother brings up a critical point. Jasmine's mission is 

something she reveals later in the narrative. Jasmine claims that coming to the United 

States for education is “true enough,” but later in the novel, we discover that Jasmine 

has actually come to the United States to conclude her widowhood by immolating 

herself on a funeral pyre she would construct for her husband at the technical college he 

meant to attend in Florida. Instead of going through with it, her experiences with 

marginalization in the United States, in being raped and taken advantage of as an 

undocumented person in Florida, firm her resolve to live and overcome.

Escape and transformation, rather than providing points of resolution for 

Jasmine, land her in situations where she struggles to find a critical vantage point from 

which to understand her “difference.” Immediately following the comment on her 

“genuine foreignness” being frightening, she says, “In Baden, I am Jane. Almost” (22). 

Prompting the “Almost” is a television show she and Du watch together about an INS 

raid at a furniture factory in Texas, in which two Mexican workers are brutally detained. 

This scene strikes a sense of fear and partial identification—Jasmine says she knows they 

must be making some “insane wages” because she has “been there” too. The TV show 

cuts to a policeman and attempts to depict hysteria about the border being like “Swiss 

cheese”(23). Du expresses disgust at the show and Jasmine wonders who are the 

“Cowboys” and who are the “Indians?” By using the Cowboy-Indian film genre as an 
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interpretive lens for the television show, Jasmine highlights the racist views of others 

that the TV show displays. She sees herself and Du as the lucky “ones who didn't get 

caught.” Du made it out alive while his brother died in a refugee camp. This scene 

highlights the differential processes of racialization by which these characters are 

deemed outsiders. Jasmine expresses some identification with the Mexican workers and 

their exploitation, but she shows ambivalence about the processes of racist exclusion of 

the INS. The “Indians” referred to in the Cowboy and Indian genres are of course Native 

Americans. This is a misnaming that reveals the United States' colonial history. But, in 

this case, Jasmine’s question also displays her silence around naming the relationship of 

Indian-Americans to the dominant culture. By not expressing critical opinions about 

exclusionary practices that determine who is an insider and who is an outsider, Jasmine 

remains an “Almost Jane.” By phrasing it this way, Jasmine admits that she is never fully 

accepted. 

In “From Expatriate Aristocrat to Immigrant Nobody: South Asian Racial 

Strategies in the Southern Californian Context,” Rosemary Marangoly George reads 

Bharati Mukherjee’s writing as emblematic of a strategy of South Asian professionals in 

post-1965 immigration to view racial identity as a “non-applicable” category in their 

accounting of themselves. She argues, however, that “mistaken” identity in Mukherjee's 

writing and in everyday experiences with racism in the Southern Californian context 

exposes more than the instability of race: “[I]t exposes the frailty of immigrant self-

definition that presents itself beyond race.”122 George also suggests that moments of 
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misrecognition and misnaming provide opportunities for recognition of resemblances, 

which could be worked into a progressive coalition under politicized circumstances.

Jasmine as a novel does not push for such practices as an overt ideological 

campaign, but by some means, it suggests a desire for solidarity in the relationship 

between Du and Jasmine. While Jasmine is in some ways aware of how racism structures 

her life and that of those people around her, she does not always communicate her sense 

of solidarity with other characters’ experiences if it means upsetting the dominant 

culture's perceptions. In her dealings with Du's teacher, Jasmine suppresses a critical 

voice that would allow the teacher to better understand Du's history. Mr. Skola tells 

Jasmine that he tried to speak Vietnamese with him “and he just froze up.” Jasmine 

claims, “I suppressed my shock, my disgust. This country has so many ways of 

humiliating, of disappointing. His history teacher in Baden, Iowa just happens to know a 

little street Vietnamese? Now where would he have picked it up?” (25). She seems to 

know all too well where he had picked it up, though. Instead of explaining how she 

perceives Du's mistrust as emerging out of a history of war and colonialism, she 

seemingly lies to protect Du, and misinforms the teacher by saying  “Du's first few weeks 

with us, my husband thought we had an autistic child on our hands!” (25). Jasmine is 

unable to adequately express her own opinions, an “autistic” style she projects onto Du, 

and this leaves critics dissatisfied with her strategies of dealing with dominant 

perceptions. A more satisfying way of explaining Du's situation to the teacher would be 

to discuss the historical conditions that structure their social relations. In Immigrant Acts, 

Lisa Lowe discusses how the history of war and colonialism in Asia creates the 
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contradictions by which Asian American presence in the United States can be understood 

(17-18). Lowe examines how the cultural politics of Asian Americans emerges out of this 

complex history. A real attempt at “transformation” must take the contradictions of 

personal histories into account. By Jasmine not voicing criticism, Jasmine offers a 

critique of silencing voice. In this case, the character Jasmine does not provide a positive 

model of identification, but rather, the text provides an opportunity to discuss other 

strategies for dealing with perceptions of “difference” in historical contexts. In the family 

farm community of Baden, Jasmine and Du do not morph into a mother-son relationship, 

but they occupy more of a peer relationship in which they have a perceptive lens that 

allows them to see things differently than those in Baden who have not experienced bars 

to immigration. But Jasmine and Du seem to find different ways of expressing their 

position as outsiders in this community. Surprised that he has built a Vietnamese 

American community in Baden, Jasmine highlights her differences from Du. “My 

transformation was genetic, Du’s was hyphenated” (198). Again Jasmine's “genetic” 

transformation metaphorically evokes a reworking of descent relations as apart of her 

transformation. She describes Du as “hybrid,” acknowledging that he has a dissimilar 

way of being ethnic American than herself. In commenting on the relationship between 

Du and Jasmine, Alpana Sharma Knippling suggests in “The Subaltern in Bharati 

Mukherjee's The Middleman and Other Stories” that their solidarity is unbelievable given 

that their “real” counterparts would come from very different histories of colonialism and 

thus “would not relate...to the United States in the same manner.”123 While Sharma may 

be correct that their experiences give them different lenses into histories of oppression, 

her search for “realistic” post-colonial subaltern characters ignores how a negotiation 
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with exclusionary policies in the United States forms some basis of solidarity between the 

characters. As Jasmine and Du watch their favorite cable TV channel, we are reminded 

that experiences with racist exclusionary laws and policies link Jasmine and Du with the 

Mexican workers depicted, albeit in different ways. Jasmine does not push this critique 

very far, but by bringing these issues to the surface, it evokes a desire for anti-racist 

solidarity, for decent working conditions and for an understanding of historical conditions 

that bring people together.

In representing Jasmine's past, Mukherjee uses sati, religious fundamentalism or 

fortune telling in India as details to construct a repressive past that the United States 

provides an opportunity to escape. As narrative devices, sati serves to advance the notion 

that the United States presents opportunity to escape oppressive ideologies that are rooted 

in Jasmine's loyalty to Indian “tradition.” While the United States does present Jasmine 

an alternative to the fortune of widowhood told to her in Hasnapur, sati should be 

considered in this context not as an escape from Indian “tradition” per se but as emerging 

out of a complex negotiation with the changes brought about by modernity. Lata Mani 

has argued in Contentious Traditions that the abolition of sati by the British in colonial 

India was not the "modern" end of a “traditional” practice as much as colonial regimes 

intervening in a debate and prescribing how the modern was constituted in relation to 

tradition.124 Her point is that ultimately, for both officials and missionaries, women were 

not really at issue but they provided the ground for other agendas. Sati appears as 

shorthand for an India rooted in repressive tradition as a plot convention without 

contextualizing a complex history of the practice. That the practice of sati is taken by the 
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migrant to a New world context and the New World ends up providing escape from the 

practice may be seen as a function of negotiations with power in a new context rather 

than an unmitigated narrative of Western progress.

Jasmine's widowhood is conditioned by Sikh separatism in India. During times 

of terror, Sikh fundamentalists desired to kill her husband because he was a Hindu. Sikh 

fundamentalism is itself a product of the complex history of the modern nation-state and 

the diaspora. In The Nation's Tortured Body, Brian Keith Axel demonstrates that the 

demand for Khalistan is a historical effect of the formation of a specific kind of relation 

between the Sikh Diaspora and the nation-state.125 In his view, the fight for Khalistan 

does not stem unidirectionally from Sikh practices in India. In “A Sikh Diaspora” in 

Nation and Migration, Verne Dusenbery suggests that for Canadian Sikh immigrants, a 

Sikh demand for an independent homeland emerges more out of their 

disenfranchisement in Canada than it does through any direct ties to politics on the 

Indian Subcontinent.126 A responsible reading of Jasmine requires being attuned to the 

transnational aspects that the book quickly glides over in producing a narrative of 

escape.

The Novel of Education

As suggested earlier, Jasmine borrows conventions from and rewrites a novel of 

education plot. The education of the title character Jasmine is effected through her social 

relations as an undocumented immigrant woman. That Jasmine is an undocumented 

worker conditions a different set of life choices for her than if she were a student or 
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worker with more material access to resources. While not directly involved as a student, 

in all phases of her life, Jasmine has some connection to educational institutions. In India, 

she says she is a good student. When she marries, she and her husband prepare to 

immigrate to Florida so he can attend a technical college. In Baden, she declares to Bud's 

mother that she is in the United States for education, which is “true enough” and she 

confers with Du's schoolteacher about Du's education. In Flushing, she lives with her 

husband's former professor and his family. In Manhattan, she is a nanny at the home of a 

professor and she does translation work at Columbia University. At the end, she runs 

away with this professor to Berkeley. This thread of attention to educational institutions 

has to be read in the context of South Asian immigration and access to education both in 

South Asia and in the United States that have structured life choices for South Asian 

immigrants. The character Jasmine may not herself occupy a position of class privilege, 

but she emigrates in the context of a group history that has secured a certain amount of 

privileges in the form of educational and professional opportunities.

What is also significant about the depiction of sati is that the site of the would-be 

immolation is not ancestral ground but a specific educational institution. The university 

becomes the site to remake oneself symbolically, even through a tragic death. Education 

figures prominently as a thread in the narrative. By weaving educational institutions into 

Jasmine's life, we are asked first to see that Jasmine's predicament is similar to and also 

different from a group of South Asians who come to the United States for pursuits at 

educational institutions or whose education on the Indian subcontinent qualifies them for 

immigration under the provisions of the Family Reunification Act.127 It is similar in that 
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they immigrate to the United States as a racialized population. It is different in that 

Jasmine does not have the same access to resources as a student or a skilled worker. 

Jasmine might have had a very different story if she had emigrated with her husband as 

planned or as a student herself. By highlighting Jasmine's status as single and 

undocumented, we are presented with a character with delimited choices, making 

“choice” in finding work and romance an even more pronounced structural move in the 

novel. Jasmine enters the United States at a time when South Asian immigrants have 

immigrated under the Family Reunification Act. The group that came under this act, 

which lifted previous bars to immigration, consisted primarily of families who qualified 

because they were skilled or semi-skilled professionals in fields that were underemployed 

in the United States. Lisa Lowe has suggested in Immigrant Acts that the conditions for 

Asian immigration emerge out of the United States’ need for a readily trained labor force 

subject to demotion and manipulation in an age of entrepreneurial corporate capitalism 

(16). Immigrants came to the United States to secure advantages and seize some of the 

potential of this materialist contradiction.128

Immigrants in this group have been characterized as making complex negotiations 

with “culture” and “racial identity” so that they learn to expertly navigate different 

cultural worlds. Mukherjee makes Jasmine an undocumented, single woman who makes 

a decided break from ethnic identity to opt for assimilation into dominant white culture.  

This is particularly highlighted later in the narrative in her relations with the Flushing 

Indian community and her move to Manhattan. Thus, in making Jasmine a narrative of an 

individual's assimilation, the text is largely silent about certain complex contradictions 
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that assimilation poses for South Asian immigrants. It hardly deals with the synthesis of 

cultural forms and actual structural conditions that influence immigrant identity, arguing 

instead that a complete rupture with the past is necessary. In “The Diasporic Imaginary: 

Theorizing the Indian Diaspora,” Vijay Mishra, relying on the work of Kamala 

Visweswaran and Gauri Bhatt, notes that the second generation immigrant children of 

post-65 immigration in American colleges, universities and professions grew up in what 

is described as a “vacuum culture”—without the ties to Indian friends, Bharatnatyam 

classes, and Hindu temple societies. Precisely because of this “vacuum,” he argues, “they 

are the ones who are most aware of the relationship between diasporas, ethnicity and the 

nation-state and of the struggle to posses the hyphen. Their race to occupy the space of 

the hyphen—Indo-American, Indian-Americans, Hindu-American, Muslim-Britons—

signals the desire to enter into some kind of generic taxonomy and yet at the same time 

retain, through the hyphen, the problematic situating of the self as simultaneously 

belonging ‘here’ and ‘there.’”129 This struggle for “belonging there” envisioned as a sign 

that there can be a return “can only function as an imaginary index that signifies its own 

impossibility,” he argues (433). Jasmine's complete break from her past is unrealistic, 

Mishra argues, because Jasmine seemingly suggests “American assimilation is so 

democratic that Jasmine's ethnicity is never an impediment”(435). While current South 

Asian immigrant negotiations with assimilation may be indeed more complicated than the 

seeming ease with which Jasmine abandons ethnic culture, it is important to note that 

Jasmine evokes a “construct” of European-American immigrant assimilation in that 

Jasmine rehearses the conventions of European-American immigrant writing on the 

metaphor of the Two Worlds. I have argued in an earlier chapter that this process of 
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constructing a break from Old World identities was also more complicated for European-

Americans than popularly thought. Yet, Jasmine's desire for a break is an historical effect 

of ethnic and racial formation in the immigrant community. Jasmine describes the 

Flushing Indian community as “artificially maintaining an Indianess (145)” and as 

artificially creating the life of a Punjab even if that Punjab of the past no longer exists.  

Many critics have been critical of Jasmine's portrayal of the immigrant community. 

Gurleen Grewal argues in “Born Again American” that the character's dismissal of the 

community in her efforts to Americanize, and her lack of solidarity with them as fellow 

immigrants, is inexplicable in that Jasmine fails to recognize the hospitality of the 

Vadheras and is quick to dismiss their lifestyle as stultifying.130 Jasmine describes 

leaving as a willful choice to abandon what she describes as the artifice of immigrant 

lives. The act of consent in becoming American is a genre feature that Jasmine rehearses 

by representing the immigrant community as bound by “tradition” and limited in 

presenting her with choices to reconstruct her identity. Jasmine says, “I wanted to 

distance myself from everything Indian, everything Jyoti-like. To them, I was a widow 

who should show a proper modesty of appearance and attitude” (128). The binary of 

America/New World as liberating and immigrant community/Old World as confining is a 

historical convention of US immigrant literature, and Jasmine situates the developmental 

narrative as a question of choosing what to wear, what to watch on TV, which language 

to speak, and what options the character has to remarry. Jasmine’s choices are 

presumably constrained in all matters in the Flushing community. Instead, what she 

describes there is insularity in whom she meets and how she engages:
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There were thirty-two Indian families in our building of fifty apartments, 
so specialized as to language, religion, caste and profession that we did not 
need to fraternize with anyone but other educated Punjabi-speaking Hindu 
Jats (plus Punjabi-speaking Sikh families who seemed friendly in the 
elevator and politically tame, though we didn't mingle.) (29) 

This depiction of the immigrant community is revealing in many ways. It is at once 

homogenous, but its homogeneity can only hold by casting one group out as the Other. 

First, Sikhs are unfailingly represented as outsiders, “politically tame” or not, for the 

Indian community in Punjab (where Jasmine's husband is slain by Sikh fundamentalists 

and Jasmine fears for her life) and in Flushing. In displaying Jasmine and the Vadhera's 

prejudices, the text represents how regionalism and separatist violence in India carry 

over into immigrant realities in Flushing, in however a simplified fashion. Second, the 

sense of mistrust of other South Asian immigrants deemed unlike one's own particular 

religious, educational, regional, language, professional and caste formation has to also 

be contextualized within a history of racial and ethnic formation in the United States. In 

The Possessive Investment in Whiteness, George Lipsitz argues that, as the culture of 

unity won resources, these resources from the state made European-Americans less 

dependent upon separate ethnic identities, and they helped create the standard of living, 

the suburban neighborhoods, the workplace opportunities, and the educational subsidies 

that enabled the children and grandchildren of immigrants to become middle class and to 

blend together into a “white” identity.131 In the urban Flushing community that Jasmine

describes, South Asian immigrants turn to religious, regional, caste and language based 

ties to secure a sense of privatized belonging. This adoption of privatization, i.e., a 

turning away from a former immigrant strategy of making collective demands with other 

groups on state institutions, has to be contextualized as a post-Civil Rights strategy 
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engineered by conservative ideologies to ensure immigrant consent to a racial state that 

played an increasingly diminished role in ensuring basic rights to racialized populations. 

In The Karma of Brown Folk, Vijay Prashad argues that when South Asians who he 

refers to as desis co me to the United States in large numbers, they sign a social contract 

with a racist polity by making a pledge to work hard but to retain a social life at some 

remove from US society (3). Furthermore, the tragedy of this compact is that it 

perpetuates and reproduces antiblack racism (7). Prashad's insights are valuable in that 

they recognize that, while South Asian immigrants may occupy stratified levels of 

professional status, an adoption of conservative ideologies does not ultimately serve 

their interests as racialized minorities.

The desire for homogenous modes of belonging in the Flushing immigrant 

community does not buffer immigrant lives from disillusionment. Flushing is described

by Jasmine as a place where dreams are left unrealized. A Pakistani taxi driver tells 

Jasmine he was a physician in Kabul, but in the United States, he feels immigrants are 

treated “like dogs.” The Professor's wife, Nirmala, creatively deals with immigrant life by 

having a nightly showing of a Hindi or Urdu film (128). Jasmine, on a quest for 

Americanization, says she does not share Nirmala's desire to view these films, but longs 

instead to watch American soap operas and to have an opportunity to speak English. The 

Professor is not working as a professor in the United States, but instead works as a hair 

merchant. His trained profession and attendant status demotion is a fact he conceals even 

from his wife, who believes he is working in a lab with assistants. When Jasmine 

discovers his secret, she swears not to disclose it. She reflects, “he needed to work here, 
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but he didn't have to like it. He had sealed his heart when he left home. His real life was 

in an unlivable land across oceans” (136). Jasmine offers no reason as to why life would 

be unlivable for Professor Vadhera in India. While she displays some sympathy for the 

Professor's predicament, she does not sense any solidarity with him or his family. The 

sense of escape or progression she longs for is something she imagines only for herself. 

This motif of self-discovery is a convention of the Bildungsroman that many ethnic 

writers negotiate. Most of these writers, though, display more ambivalence about leaving 

the community than does Mukherjee's Jasmine, who easily disregards her group ties.132

She says,

In Flushing, I felt immured. An imaginary brick wall topped with barbed 
wire cut me off from the past and kept me from breaking into the future. I 
was a prisoner doing unreal time. Without a green card, even a forged one 
(I knew at least four men in our building who had bought themselves 
resident alien cards for between two and three thousand dollars), I didn't 
feel safe going outdoors. If I had a green card, a job, a goal, happiness 
would appear out of the blue (32).

Describing immigration to the ethnic community as imagined prison time, Jasmine also 

foregrounds the difficulty of living in the United States as an immigrant without having 

the appropriate papers. Would Jasmine describe her life in Flushing in the same ways if 

she had felt safe to explore her options as a worker with better options at finding a decent 

wage? In this case, her undocumented status functions as a submerged critique that may 

be directed at how the United States treats undocumented workers by exploiting their 

labor. It is important, however, not to situate Jasmine's representation of the immigrant 

community’s isolation as a willful choice that does not recognize how that isolation is 

structured by US racism. Presumably, the former Professor and taxi driver do not get to 
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“choose” their professions in the United States. Jasmine's individual quest to overcome 

racism, however, gestures towards showing us a United States that offers her a narrative 

of “assimilation” as “choice.” 

Finding the immigrant community constraining, Jasmine secures a green card 

with the financial assistance of Professor Vadhera and goes away from the Vadheras' 

home. She calls upon Lillian Gordon, a woman who hired her in Florida when she was 

undocumented. Lillian's daughter finds a Manhattan home for Jasmine to work in. She 

works as a nanny for Duff, the child of Professor Taylor Hayes and Wylie Hayes. Here, 

many readers may be sympathetic with Jasmine's desire to leave Flushing. Is this because 

of an overdetermined narrative of “liberation” constructed by and through dominant 

white culture as immigrant “assimilation?” Or does the portrayal of immigrant life also 

call forward a critique of "cultural" isolation as a racial project? I would like to suggest 

that it sheds some insight into the latter by using the conventions of former “promised 

land” narratives for dealing with immigrant ethnic particularity. In raising such a 

critique, Jasmine would work better as a text if it could offer some positive alternatives 

for belonging. Instead, it suggests that romantic love and individual mobility are the only 

imaginings of a better world.

Later in the narrative, we are told that Lillian Gordon is convicted for hiring 

undocumented workers. Jasmine's comment on the situation is that she misses the 

slippers Lillian sent every Christmas. The novel engages in some socio- historical 

distortion with regards to portraying Lillian Gordon. It seems to say that employers are 

much more subject to being seen as criminals and facing hardship than undocumented 
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workers are, a situation that is rather unusual in real life. The real danger to 

undocumented workers who are exploited for their wages, often denied health care and 

benefits as well as the ability to air grievances, is minimized in this portrayal. 

Undocumented workers are subject to deportation and criminalization, while employers 

are hardly ever held accountable for their responsibilities to their employees. Teaching 

Jasmine after the passage of Proposition 187 in California requires being alert to how 

recent nativist scapegoating efforts to deny immigrants healthcare, education and social 

services blame immigrants for the failures of neoconservative policies. As George Lipsitz 

argues in The Possessive Investment in Whiteness, Proposition 187 “served the interests 

of large corporations, small business owners and individual employers to escape their 

own legal obligations and moral responsibilities to obey statutes maintaining safe 

working conditions, a living wage, and dignified relations between employers and 

employees.”(49)

The text asks us to consider that, in contrast to the immigrant community, the 

“liberal” and secular Hayes household offers Jasmine an opportunity to “become 

American.” Jasmine says, “I became American in an apartment on Clairemont Avenue 

across the street from a Barnard college dormitory” (146). Interestingly, her

Americanization occurs in proximity to an educational institution, but rather than having 

the opportunity to partake of its resources, she is dependent upon the paternalism of the 

Hayes family, as their employee. She refers to them as her “parents” and to Duff as her 

“child.” The Hayes  home displays posters of slave auctions, and it is a space that 

encourages Jasmine to adopt liberal critiques of racism, e.g., racial stereotypes about 
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nannies are interrogated. Jasmine seemingly welcomes their attitudes towards 

immigrants without questioning the terms of her employment. She is satisfied with the 

ninety dollars a week that she is paid without recourse to air grievances and claims she 

feels “lucky.” She does not respond to other caregivers' desires to unionize, not even 

when Jamaica, another “day mummie” from Barbados, complains about her employer, 

“What she t'ink? Slavery makin a big comeback? Jassie girl, minute my sponsorship 

come t'rough, we gotta unionize” (159).

Jasmine goes from feeling “lucky” about her job to discovering that there is no 

stability in this working arrangement as a nanny. Wylie chooses to leave Taylor and her 

child Duff for an economist and “a chance for real happiness.” Jasmine mourns the end 

of the relationship, “In America, nothing lasts. We arrive so eager to learn, to adjust, to 

participate, only to find the monuments are plastic, agreements are annulled” (160). 

Presumably the end of her employers’ marriage troubles her because she cannot know 

what it forecasts for her and her work situation. The disintegration of this marriage could 

possibly result in Jasmine's unemployment, and in any case it alters her working 

relationships with her employers. Jasmine offers a self-reflexive scene to understand her 

predicament as she finds herself admiring a book written by Wylie's new partner, the 

economist, on poverty. She says, “Poverty had shape, clarity, its own crystalline beauty” 

(161). How do we interpret her glancing at charts in a book on poverty by an economist

and claiming that poverty had beauty? Whose poverty is she concerned with and how 

does she understand her own situation of economic instability? This turn to sarcasm 

reveals the complexity of her situation. Here, Jasmine may be recognizing poverty in a 
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world-system of which she is a part. Whereas previously, she did not perceive solidarity 

with the other caregivers' expressions for equitable working conditions, she now finds 

herself turning to sarcasm as a way of understanding the instability of work and social 

relations in a capitalist system.

But instead of Jasmine getting fired, the narrative once again shifts to a romance 

plot for Jasmine to secure a sense of place. Here, Jasmine works as a Jane Eyre narrative-

- whom Jasmine compares herself to— by deploying conventions of the nineteenth-

century novel. It works to reconcile class and racial tensions that might have arisen if she 

had been fired, by offering class mobility through heterosexual romance as a 

reconciliatory narrative. Is the novel meant to convince us that inter-racial romance is 

supposed to put an end to the conditions of racist exploitation that Jasmine negotiates? If 

heterosexual romance with privileged white men (Bud and Taylor) is a way of resolving 

tensions that the narrative situates, then certainly that resolution comes with problems. 

Jasmine's romance with Taylor is forestalled by a leap of coincidence. Jasmine fears 

being spotted by Sukhwinder, now a hot dog vendor in New York. He is the same Sikh 

man who killed her husband in Punjab during communal riots. Fearing another attack, 

she decides to run away to where she will be safe, and chooses Iowa. Sikh separatism in 

India for an independent state of Khalistan appears in this work in an uncontextualized 

manner. Mukherjee, in her writing, labels Sikhs as the perpetual Other, once again posing 

a threat to Jasmine's romantic aspirations. The reader is not offered any explanation as to 

why she goes to Iowa, except that her escape from Sukhwinder's gaze is unavoidable. As 

Axel also demonstrates in The Nation's Tortured Body, the hypermasculinized “threat” 
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of the Sikh man cannot be explained as a unidirectional movement of Sikhs into the 

Diaspora but is also constituted by transnational media and technology (36-38).

The Iowa that Jasmine discovers turns out not to be the “promised land” that 

provides an escape from Old World bondage. But it is a space that instructs Jasmine 

about the “tradition” and violence of life in Middle America. As the East/West binary of 

India and the United States that Jasmine constructs requires a mining of contradictions, 

the tradition/modernity binary of Iowa and California—her next route of escape—is also 

ripe with contradictions. Tradition and modernity mingle in Baden often in violent ways. 

Developers offer to turn farms into golf courses. Jasmine and Bud's neighbor Darrel, 

inheritor of a farm, desires to leave Iowa and settle somewhere else. He asks Jasmine to 

run away with him, and she refuses. Jasmine tells us “he doesn't want to live poor and die 

rich like his father and grandfather” (192). But he feels a fatal sense of guilt in 

renouncing his parents' legacy. “Farm boys grow up guilty if they desert the family 

ground” (204). He cannot leave, so he kills himself instead. But Jasmine does run away 

at the end of the novel.

Jasmine ends with a choice the title character tells us is “not between two men,” 

Bud and Taylor, but “between old world dutifulness” and “the promise of America” 

(214). Jasmine chooses Taylor over Bud because Taylor does not want to “sanitize the 

foreignness.” Bud is described as emblematic of “Old World dutifulness” because he 

represents a traditional life for Jasmine as a caretaker and because she does not feel free 

to express her perceived differences. Apparently, the romantic involvement with Taylor 

allows Jasmine to feel accepted for having a history that differs from his. In running 
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away, this time for romantic love, Jasmine constructs another binary of tradition and 

modernity. We never know if Jasmine and Du reach the “West” they are seeking. The 

story must end before we can know, because it would mean we would see the 

contradictions of an attempt to resolve the story in the harmony of romance that their 

plots suggest. In this case, we would see that choice in romantic love or familial 

belonging for Jasmine and Du respectively, constructed as an effect of modernity, may 

not provide a solution for processes of racialization that are systemic and effect group 

transformation. On the other hand, Jasmine also suggests that a break from group ties is 

not necessarily a reactionary move if it means exploring alternative options of affiliation 

to conservative group membership. This may be a way of accounting for its popular 

reception among readers. It is the work of the next chapter to explore narratives that 

pursue forms of belonging that do not polarize or homogenize East and West, tradition 

and modernity in constructing group assimilation.

“I Married America:” The Marriage Metaphor and Americanization

In creating a heroine that “feels” as easily “American” as she claimed she did 

when she arrived at the Iowa Writers Workshop, Bharati Mukherjee offers some insights 

into her call for Americanization. The character Jasmine's lack of access to formal 

education distinguishes her from the author, who speaks often in her interviews of her 

elite formation and education both in India and in the United States. If Jasmine's 

declaration of “becoming American” is meant to be taken ironically, as Anindyo Roy 

argues, he also suggests that the irony does not hold up in Mukherjee's interviews where 

she does not interrogate the class position that gives her authorial privilege. Roy 
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critically notes Mukherjee's connection to her heroine. Mukherjee is the “holder of a 

cosmopolitan ethos” and Jasmine, an immigrant heroine is “pursuing the dream of 

cosmopolitan romanticism.”133

Mukherjee has used a marriage metaphor to make explicit her embrace of an 

assimilationist stance. In “Two Ways to Belong in America,” Mukherjee contrasts herself 

to her sister, who married an Indian man, holds Indian citizenship and considers the 

possibility of returning to live in India one day. Mukherjee married American writer 

Clark Blaise and affirms her desire to live and work in the United States:  “America 

spoke to me— I married it—I embraced the demotion from expatriate aristocrat to 

immigrant nobody.”134 Rosemary Marangoly George, in her article whose title is taken 

from Mukherjee's aphorism, “From Expatriate Aristocrat to Immigrant Nobody,” 

critiques Mukherjee for a self-congratulatory exposition of her “transformation,” noting 

that her mention in the New York Times op-ed page hardly qualifies her as an immigrant 

nobody (113). Moreover, George argues that Mukherjee's strategy is to avoid a direct 

examination of racial identity; in response to immigrant bashing, Mukherjee endorses 

immigrants getting citizenship papers as a solution. While we can be critical of 

Mukherjee's evasion of systematic group privilege that undergirds her understanding of 

transformation as an act of “legalized” consent to citizenship, we may also read her call 

for citizenship as a desire to see immigrants empowered as participants in the struggle for 

rights in the United States. The narrative strategies she employs, however, and her 

adoption of a “consent ideology” display an attachment to assimilation as a narrative of 
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heroic individualism, little foregrounding the role of institutions in forming subjects as 

participants.

The moves in Jasmine parallel some of the moves Mukherjee has made through 

educational institutions: She studied at The Iowa Writers Workshop, she taught at 

Columbia University and currently teaches at the University of California, Berkeley, and 

yet her heroine is not an empowered professor. One is left to wonder what kind of story 

Jasmine might be if Mukherjee's “hegemonic nationalism” was situated 

autobiographically in the figure of Jasmine.135 That is not to say that Jasmine does not 

emerge out of autobiographical concerns for Mukherjee. Mukherjee's attitudes towards 

immigration and assimilation emerge out of her own routes of migration. The Tiger's 

Daughter (1972) and Wife (1975) and the four stories of her first short-story collection 

Darkness (1985) are written while she is in Canada. Her subsequent work emerges ten 

years later, during which time she emigrated from Canada to the United States (1981). 

The writings set in Canada generally express anger about experiences with racism there. 

Wife, set in New York City, is described as an unhappy vision of an immigrant woman's 

“failure” to “assimilate” into Western culture. Mukherjee has commented that it reflects 

her experiences in Toronto. In contrast, Jasmine, along with The Middleman and Other 

Stories, expresses what she sees as her “tribute to America.” She describes Jasmine in 

similar terms: “I want this novel [. . .] just like the last book of stories (The Middleman), 

to be seen as providing an optimistic vision of America.” (34-35) 

Mukherjee’s optimistic vision of America is undercut by the fact that race 

remains a factor in how South Asian presence in the United States is understood, and 
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South Asians, unlike European Americans, cannot become white. In corporate America, 

structural racism impacts the daily working conditions of South Asians, and they must 

negotiate a glass ceiling in obtaining management positions. Valued only as workers in 

the American imagination, South Asian cultural affiliations exist as a privatized identity. 

Seeing their cultures represented in a transnational identity formation, South Asians 

remained tied to homeland politics. 

As I have argued in the Introduction to this dissertation, globalization and 

transnational communication also changes the landscape on which South Asians may 

assimilate. The discrediting of the Americanization movement and the rise of 

multiculturalism in institutions of education changes the dynamics by which South 

Asians understand their presence in the United States. The problem with 

multiculturalism, however, is that it fixes a static notion of culture that does not account 

for the heterogeneity and diversity of a population. Sandhya Shukla demonstrates how 

South Asians may themselves participate in this type of multicultural representation in 

her writings on The Cultural Festival of India in India Abroad.136 Nevertheless, work 

like that of Sandhya Shukla, Vijay Prasad and Gayatri Gopinath may be seen as a part of 

a critical multiculturalism which understands the heterogeneity of South Asian presence 

in the United States and the collectivity of ongoing political involvement. 

Jasmine, however, affirms the importance of the category of the “immigrant.” 

Anne Brewster writes in “A Critique of Bharati Mukherjee's Neo-nationalism” that 

Mukherjee rejects the nostalgia of her early work and a characterization as an exile 

writer in favor of an affirmation of belonging to the United States. She describes the 
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immigrant of The Middleman as a “new pioneer” and the character of Jasmine as “a 

conqueror, a minor hero.”137 The figure of the immigrant becomes central to her 

writing, while expatriation, she argues, is “the great temptation [. . .] of the ex-colonial 

[. . .] writer” and she identifies Salman Rushdie as emblematic of this position (34). 

Brewster suggests that Mukherjee sees not undergoing this conversion from 

expatriation to immigration as evidence of nostalgia, and she is critical of what she 

sees as a refusal of participation in New World citizenship and nationalism.

Mukherjee's arguments challenge expatriate writing in a way that may not fully 

appreciate Rushdie and others' contributions and critiques of multiple nationalisms. In 

my reading of Jasmine, I have tried to demonstrate that the novel, in its structured 

absences, also presents opportunities to understand and critique multiple nationalisms. 

But, in insisting that immigrants can occupy positions of hegemonic nationalism, 

Mukherjee's novel does not offer a didactic conception of how this hegemony is to be 

achieved, apart from an individualistic class rise narrative through romantic love. But, if 

Mukherjee's uncritical nationalism in her interviews is delinked from the contradictions 

about immigration readers may find in Jasmine, we may understand her adoption of the 

Bildungsroman as offering an interstice of a more complex argument on immigration and 

citizenship. I am suggesting that while Mukherjee's Jasmine may be critiqued for its 

“individualism,” it may also be interpreted for offering an optimistic vision of South 

Asian immigrant insertion into positions of hegemony when situated in larger group 

concerns.
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A Resistant Reading

Apart from Jasmine's perpetual quest for romance as a solution, the narrative is 

interwoven with the theme of education. Revisiting the idea that Jasmine is interspersed 

with a narrative about educational institutions, a question can also be raised as to why 

Jasmine is so popular in high school and college curriculum. As Susan Koshy notes in 

“Jasmine by Bharati Mukherjee,” the university remains the primary arena for the 

interpretation and circulation of Mukherjee's writing.138 She explains that its popularity in 

Asian American literature syllabi can be explained through its alertness to the American 

context, its representation of the experiences of other minority groups, and its affirmation 

of assimilation.

I would like to discuss the question of how students receive such a work and how 

they use the text to make sense of their own lives. Susan Koshy argues that Jasmine

provokes a widely divergent range of readings among students about her critiques of 

imperialist feminisms and Jasmine's status as a feminist heroine. Koshy notes that 

Jasmine parodies an imperialist feminism of Jane Eyre in producing a Third World 

woman governess and critiques Wylie's liberal feminism as dependent on the labor of 

Third World women. But she concludes that, ultimately, Jasmine displays an 

individualism not altogether removed from liberal feminist positions (126).  In contrast to 

Koshy's dismissal, in his doctoral dissertation, “A Postcolonial Conception of the High 

School Multicultural Literature Curriculum,” Jim Greenlaw examines high school 

students' writing on Jasmine and suggests that the text allows students to deconstruct 

images of Indian women.139 For example, during one student's critique of representations 
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of Indian women in Bharati Mukherjee's Jasmine and her short story “The Management 

of Grief,” she claimed to have learned a great deal about the difficulties encountered by 

Indian immigrant women in Canada and the United States. 

I would like to suggest that Jasmine evokes desires in the contradictions it raises 

that cannot be contained by a narrative of individual quest and fulfillment through 

romantic love. If the quest for romantic love is not understood as individualistic class 

rise, but understood sympathetically as a desire for an alternative to what may often be 

the conservative ideologies of community membership, then Jasmine has the potential of 

evoking desires for alternative forms of community. Jasmine's negotiation with dominant 

cultures presents us with a heroine who is a survivor against all odds and who therefore 

may evoke for readers sympathy for her struggles. The satisfaction of the novel may lie 

not in the fantasy of romantic “resolution” as an individual consent to assimilation, but in 

understanding better the complicated negotiations with the effects of modernity. Jasmine,

in its presences and absences, by what it says and does not say, by the satisfaction and 

dissatisfaction it produces, can reveal for students structured desires to find meaningful 

relationships, to have access to resources and to be taken seriously in educational 

pursuits, to have fair working conditions, and to have anti-racist solidarity. The narrative 

of reconciliation through romance serves to raise more questions than it answers about 

the options that the character Jasmine does not and cannot pursue. It also creates a desire 

for an alternative understanding of assimilation as a group process that the next chapter 

will explore.
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York: Oxford University Press, 1986), p 6.

107 There is a debate on how to categorize Jasmine. Mukherjee has expressed a desire to 
be called an American writer, eschewing “Asian American” or “exile” writer. I choose 
the term immigrant Bildungsroman because I think it most accurately describes the genre 
conventions Mukherjee employs. For a discussion of Mukherjee's literary stance and the 
controversy it has generated, see the essays in Emmanuel Nelson's Bharati Mukherjee: 
Critical Perspectives. Emanuel Nelson, Bharati Mukherjee: A Critical Perspective (New 
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century. South Asian immigration started after emigration from other Asian countries was 
underway. Racist restrictions characterized immigration policy. The Chinese were barred 
from the United States in 1882 and then the Japanese were excluded after the 
Gentleman’s Agreement in 1907. Koreans and Asian Indians started arriving on the 
shores of the West Coast. Between 1899 and 1914, approximately 6,800 Indians came to 
the West Coast, chiefly from the farming region of Punjab, India. After Canada tightened 
immigration restrictions, the United States became attractive to Indian immigrants. A 
native US population considered Indian immigrants, who were all known as “Hindus” by 
a nativist public, the least desirable of all immigrants. In 1920, the California State Board 
of Control stated, “The Hindu is the most undesirable immigrant in the state. His lack of 
personal cleanliness, his low morals, and his blind adherence to theories and teachings, so 
entirely repugnant to American principles make him unfit for association with American 
peoples.” Regarding “theories and teachings,” it is likely that religion was considered the 
element most inassimilable about Asian Indians. Because the sentiment for and against 
Asian immigrants wavered, their fortunes and legal status were always fluctuating. At 
first, South Asian immigrants could obtain citizenship but later it was revoked. Bhagat 
Singh Thind petitioned the Supreme Court in 1923 for the revocation of his citizenship, 
but his petition was denied. The judge decided that South Asians may be included as 
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therefore “aliens ineligible for citizenship.” According to Karen Leonard in Making 
Ethnic Choices, there were few women in the Imperial Valley where many of the Punjabi 
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farmers settled. In the 1910 census, there were 8,900 men and 4,691 females. By 1920, 
the population was 40 percent female with a greater imbalance in the immigrant 
populations. Miscegenation laws prevented Asians from marrying white women. Most 
Asian immigrants found it difficult to establish a family life. Very few Asians were able 
to bring their families with them from their countries and very few were able to marry 
women in California. Of the men who were able to marry local women, many married 
Mexican women and created families that blended cultural influences. Racist restrictions 
and immigration policy conditioned the family lives of Asian immigrants in the early 
twentieth century as well as the late twentieth century, as we will see. After World War 
II, it became more difficult for farmers to work their way into buying a farm, due to 
increases in land prices and machinery. Inheritance was the most likely way to obtain a 
farm and opportunities narrowed for Asian immigrants.  Established family life was 
critical to the maintenance of a farm and the fact that many of the early Asian migrants 
did not have families made farming more difficult for them. The next wave of immigrants 
from South Asia would come after 1965, under a different set of conditions.
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“The concept of duty is overrated”–Fire 

                             The swamiji’s testicles have grown too big for his loincloth” -- Fire 

“It’s a dyke thing”–Junky Punky Girlz

“Eswar Allah tero Naam” –Junky Punky Girlz

Chapter Four:  The Mythology of Female Sexuality: Alternative Narratives of 
Belonging

Before examining the work of cultural production in the South Asian immigrant 

community, I would like to discuss the generational character of South Asian 

immigration briefly. In Desis in the House, Sunaina Maira writes of the differences 

South Asian parents and children have about culture.140 While parents have a fossilized 

sense of “Indian culture,” their children note the dynamism of cultural change in their 

visits to India. Maira writes that South Asian youth hold “situational identities” by 

which she means that there is a strict compartmentalization of “Indian” and “American” 

identities (87). In Junky Punky Girlz, a young Indian woman works actively against this 

strict compartmentalization. Instead of feeling tension and guilt around straddling the 

two different worlds, of being in a queer identity formation with her American friends 

and being South Asian, Anita tries to bring her worlds closer together through the 

process of getting a nose ring. 

Maira argues that the “structure of feeling” around being American cannot be 

disassociated from schooling, where dominant social forms are reproduced. The two 
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worlds of being American and South Asian that South Asian immigrant youth straddle 

cannot be explained by an authenticity/assimilation binary, since the circumstances are 

more complicated than such an explanation. South Asian youth display a sort of 

“symbolic authenticity,” in which religion becomes conflated with culture and drawn 

into what it means to be ethnic. Maira sees a level of nostalgia that is not a false 

consciousness, nor is it a “critical nostalgia” by which she means a critique of dominant 

social relations at play in youth imaginings. This critical nostalgia is something Maira 

explores in her work with Youth Solidarity Summer, a weeklong program held in New 

York City. YSS attempts to give students an understanding that being radical is not 

opposed to being South Asian by exposing them to discussions from feminist, queer 

and labor organizing cultures. 

In Modernity at Large, Arjun Appadurai observes that "one of the central ironies 

of global cultural flows, especially in the area of entertainment and leisure" is that they 

are often marked in the diaspora by a “nostalgia without memory.” 141 South Asian 

youth formations often display this nostalgia without memory as they express a desire 

for something lost. Maira develops this idea in the context of a desire to return to the 

homeland and she writes: 

There is indeed a collective memory, but it is a recreated popular memory 
based on the myth of pure origins--a yearning to recover a presumed 
missing link--that is historical, cultural, personal. What this language of 
return indicates is that cultural recovery is most charged at moments 
when the naturalized basis of ethnicity or tradition is perceived doubt, 
when the trope of return expresses a sort of collective mourning for a 
seemingly lost culture. (113)
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Expressing a desire to return to some sort of “origin, “ South Asian youth 

practice a nostalgia for something they see missing from their lives in the United States. 

This desire to return may be seen as a desire to resolve conflicting identity issues. In 

Junky Punky Girlz, the main character Anita productively utilizes nostalgia for 

something lost by reconciling queer culture with Indian traditions. 

In Impossible Desires, Gayatri Gopinath discusses the radical work of SALGA, 

the South Asian Lesbian and Gay Association, in articulating a simultaneously queer 

and South Asian identity.142 The actions of this group met with challenges from some 

members in the South Asian community, who believed in what Gopinath calls “the 

impossibility of the female queer subject”(17). In 1992, the newly formed SALGA 

applied for a right to march in the India Day Parade. They were turned down by the 

National Federation of Indian Associations (NFIA). Gopinath notes the exclusion of 

both queer and Muslim subjects from the space of Indian Hindu religious normativity 

(17). The NFIA also denied SAKHI, a group that works on women’s domestic violence 

issues, the right to march because they were a “South Asian” and not “Indian” 

association (18). Seen as outside the spaces of heteronormativity by being more 

inclusive and working on gender politics, these organizations were denied 

representation in the India Day parade.  

In critiquing heteronormativity, this final chapter examines a Hindu

mythological text, the “Ramayana,” and two immigrant South Asian women’s films, 

Fire and Junky Punky Girlz, to understand the representation of religious tradition and 

sexuality in contrast to Hindu fundamentalists misappropriations. In linking concepts 
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and communities, the South Asian filmmakers discussed here provide counter-

narratives to the immigrant assimilation narratives in Chapter One and Chapter Three of 

this dissertation. Gender, racial identity, and ethnic/religious tradition are not 

subordinated to an immigrant assimilation narrative that demands renunciation of 

immigrant identities in favor of the promises of an assimilation narrative. Instead, 

women in these narratives-- in understanding female sexuality as an intrinsic part of 

traditional culture--form relationships with other women, be they filial, convivial or 

sexual. These relationships critique paternalistic duty as a patriarchal hegemonic 

ideology not in the interest of women. References to Rama or the “Ramayana” in these 

cultural texts often question the concept of paternalistic duty represented in the Sita 

figure and rewrite conventions to alter the Ramayana’s signifying potential within 

particular national contexts.  Discourses on immigrant sexuality ask us to push the 

boundaries of American Studies into transnational diasporic and postcolonial contexts 

to appreciate fully the complexity of immigrant realities in the United States 143 I 

analyze these texts within these multiple contexts to appreciate their contestation of 

multiple nationalisms. Here the work of diasporic studies is useful, because it 

recognizes the uneven structure of power relations between nations and the need to 

articulate critiques against nationalisms that compete as hegemonic ideologies. From a 

gendered perspective, the competition over nationalisms produces a crisis in identity 

which may be reconciled by supporting one nationalism over another, or understanding 

that it is in women’s interests to oppose nationalism altogether in favor of other modes 

of identity and belonging.  It is towards this interest that I understand films about same-

sex desire as creating alternative identity formations.
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These alternative formations contest the normative assumptions of nationalism 

that relegate women to the private sphere.  In “Identity and its Discontents,” Deniz 

Kandiyoti discusses the association of women with the home and womens’ role in 

nationalist projects.144  She argues that women’s relegation to the private sphere is 

tenuous and the boundaries between public and private worlds are fluid and subject to 

redefinition (378). She writes: “Women bear the burden of being ‘mothers of the 

nation’ (a duty that gets ideologically defined to suit official priorities) as well as being 

those who reproduce the boundaries of ethnic/national groups, who transmit the culture 

and who are privileged signifiers of national difference”(376-377). Women may be 

relegated to the private sphere as mothers with a child-rearing function under the 

control of patriarchy. Since women are seen as less assimilated, both culturally and 

linguistically, into national culture (whether or not they are immigrants), regulation of 

gender is central to the articulation of cultural identity and difference. Kandiyoti argues 

that placing women as boundary markers of their communities has a deleterious effect 

on their emergence as full-fledged citizens of the nation-state (388). In their 

complicated roles as bearers of culture, women in postcolonial societies may either 

participate in nationalisms or reject them. Kandiyoti cautions, however, that “discourses 

valorizing the ‘private’ as a site of resistance against repressive states or as the ultimate 

repository of cultural identity, should not let us overlook the fact that, in most instances, 

the integrity of the so-called ‘private’ is predicated on the unfettered operations of 

patriarchy” (388). It is to be remembered, though, that as bearers of culture, women 

may use the private sphere for political purposes.  In Fire, the two sisters-in-law 

celebrate women’s religious traditions and find a space of resistance to patriarchal 
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codes in their relationship with each other. Patriarchy is very much operative in the 

narrative, but women find a space of resistance in so-called “private” activities. Fire, in 

this way, represents the role of tradition in modern life and an anti-nationalist response 

to identity and culture. 

In “Erotic Autonomy as a Politics of Decolonization,” Jacqui Alexander 

critiques the assumptions of liberal feminism and renders them inadequate for 

explaining the Bahamas tourist economy.145 Relying on the works of postcolonial 

feminism, she shows how sexual identity is predicated upon the effects of globalization 

and capitalism. She delineates the process by which neo-colonial states control 

sexuality to propagate tourism. She writes of the assumptions of nation and citizenship: 

The nation has always been conceived in heterosexuality, since biology 
and reproduction are at the heart of its impulse. The citizenship machinery 
is also located here, in the sense that the prerequisites of good citizenship 
and loyalty to the nation are simultaneously sexualized and hierarchized 
into a class of good, loyal reproducing heterosexual citizens, and a 
subordinated marginalized class of non-procreative non-citizens...(84) 

The family as a reproductive unit maintains the stability of gender roles and 

hierarchies and heterosexuality is demanded for “good citizenship.” All those that do 

not fit into the heterosexuality that the nation imagines for itself are excluded from 

belonging to the nation.  In contrast, the final chapters of this dissertation seek to show 

that cross-racial affiliation and same-sex desire lead to imaginative alternative forms of 

belonging in nations and diasporas.

My purpose in examining these texts and attendant scholarship is to try to 

understand broader questions about what it means to study immigrant texts in the US 
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context. As the concluding chapter to this dissertation, this chapter builds upon 

approaches used in earlier chapters to understand the field of Ethnic Studies beyond the 

borders of the United States in order to more completely comprehend immigrant 

realities. My analysis of these texts, “Ramayana,” Fire and Junky Punky Girlz, is 

intended to support the argument that American Studies within a transnational context 

is necessary for attending to the multiple-subject positions of immigrant realities.  

Interestingly, work on diaspora studies has always understood the need for this 

approach while American Studies as a field steeped in American exceptionalism has 

lagged in its understanding of the need to push beyond its own borders. In this chapter, 

I extend scholarship at the intersections of these fields to examine traditions revised and 

reconceptualized in immigrant modernities. In considering traditions as they are revised 

in same-sex relationships, I do so with Nayan Shah’s cautionary statement in mind:

While the project of reclaiming and reconstructing the past is critical for 
our present struggles, let us not read too much of “us” today into our past. 
We may trap ourselves in the need of a history to sanction our 
existence.146

In following this important prescription, I examine the “Ramayana” to the extent to 

which its rich diversity of traditions speaks to the interests of alternative sexualities 

within the contradictions of modernity. These contradictions lie in the alternating 

freedom of expression or repressions that modern systems of thought create. Just as the 

concept of liberal citizenship is riddled with contradictions, so is the extent to which 

modernity allows for freedom of sexual expression. Both are dependent on race, class 

and the ways in which subjects come into gendered formation as a result of those 
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factors. It is important to know the history of traditions not because they sanction and 

legitimate the present, but because they may teach us how to live better with the 

contradictions of the present. Also, traditions are not continuous from the past to the 

present. As the history and performance of the “Ramayana” indicate, the story has 

many variations. All the traditions of the “Ramayana” are a continually revised set of 

practices articulated and followed by groups of people so that no single performance or 

event takes precedent over another.

Subversive Sita: Revisionist Interpretations of the Ramayana

Romila Thapar147 begins her “Introduction” to Paula Richman’s Questioning 

Ramayanas: A South Asian Tradition by recounting a story about the poet Intizar 

Hussain who states that he had never known Ayodhya was an actual place on the map 

of India.148 It always existed for him in the realm of stories as a magical kingdom. After 

the destruction of the Babri masjid in Ayodhya by Hindu fundamentalists claiming it 

was the birthplace of Rama and the proposed site for commemoration, Hussain and 

many others had to remap their knowledge of geography as writers. This chapter is 

concerned with how Ethnic Studies, as a part of American Studies149 in the United 

States, is remapped by transnational concerns. A complex and nuanced understanding 

of South Asian American cultural texts requires an understanding of 1. Post-Colonial 

studies of the Indian subcontinent, 2. Indian diaspora studies, and 3. of  US Ethnic 

Studies150 to arrive at a notion of multiple subjectivities that inform the South Asian 
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immigrant to the United States. But before I examine these three field-specific 

approaches, I would like to briefly note the similarities in these texts along the axis of 

gendered identifications which position them as alternative texts and in contrast to 

hegemonic national narratives of assimilation. 

It is interesting that in both texts, Fire and Junky Punky Girlz, creative 

production by immigrant artists locates Indian and lesbian characters in the context of 

religion, and particularly in relation to the Rama story. Given Hindu fundamentalist 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s championing of a singular and correct version of the 

Rama story in their destruction of the Babri Masjid,151 and in posing criminal charges to 

a Buddhist retelling of the story,152 it is natural that artists and scholars have revised the 

story and reclaimed the multiplicity of the Ramayana tradition. Paula Richman’s edited 

volumes Many Ramayanas and Questioning Ramayanas were both created as a critical 

response to the BJP authorizing a singular and biased version of the Ramayana as 

historical fact.153 In Questioning Ramayanas, Richman writes, “The BJP’s criminal 

charges against a Buddhist retelling of Rama’s story go against the basic nature of the 

Ramayana tradition. When a single group argues it possesses the only “correct” version 

of Rama’s story, that group has misunderstood the Ramayana tradition”(21). Scholars 

of the Ramayana argue instead for a multiplicity in the tradition of studying, performing 

and understanding the Ramayana. In the Many Ramayanas volume, A.K Ramanujan 

argues in “Three Hundred Ramayanas” that we should abandon the notion of an 

authoritative and original Ramayana154 and then many variants since each performance 
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of the Ramayana has a unique texture and fresh context. Instead, he argues “In this 

sense, no text is original, yet no telling is a mere retelling.” 155

Revisionist interpretations often focus on the ending of the “Ramayana” and 

Sita’s example. In “When Does Sita Cease to Be Sita” in Ramayana Revisited, Velcheru 

Narayana Rao writes:

In choosing to return to the earth: Sita has accomplished two things: she 
has proven her chastity and demonstrated her independence, as well. It is 
both a declaration of her integrity and a powerful indictment against a 
culture that suspects women.156

Informed by post-colonial feminist understandings, Sita’s character in the 

Ramayana in Indian tradition is often understood as speaking to women’s agency 

within patriarchy. In “Yes to Sita, No to Rama” in Questioning Ramayanas, Madhu 

Kishwar interviews diverse Indian women to understand the popularity of the Sita 

figure. She finds that many women respect Sita for her morals while they denounce 

Rama for his pettiness in regards to her.157 Kishwar demonstrates in her interviews the 

enduring legacy of the Sita figure among both Hindu and Muslim women’s 

communities. Women regard the Sita as a figure of strength in the face of harsh 

conditions and thus relate to her example. 

Kishwar also examines responses of Indian men to Sita’s legacy. Mahatma 

Gandhi’s conception of Sita during Independence envisioned a modern-day Sita figure 

as women who do not channel all their energies into domestic duties but who become 

leaders in rebuilding a just, self-governing and exploitation-free society. She also writes 

of Sharad Joshi from Shektari Sangathana, who developed a creative use of the Sita 
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symbol by inaugurating a Lakshmi Mukti campaign. (Sita is believed to be the 

reincarnation of the Goddess Lakshmi.) In this campaign, Joshi asserted that the 

peasantry could not prosper until young women or gharlakshmis (household goddesses 

of prosperity) had the curse of Sita Maya removed. The curse could be removed, he 

argued, by assigning property in women’s names. By telling his story of Sita’s 

destitution during pregnancy, Joshi intended to convince the peasantry that they could 

not obtain their due from society until they redressed the wrongs of their own Sitas.  By 

transferring land to their wives and daughters’ names, they would be paying off a long 

overdue debt. Thus, subversive elements exist in the Ramayana tradition, challenging 

patriarchy in post-colonial India. Understanding these alongside the United States 

immigrant or the Indian diasporic context is important, as one location may frame the 

possibilities of another either positively-- as in instances where anti-racist versions of 

the Ramayana in Britain may spark a similar understanding in another immigrant 

context like the United States --or negatively --since communal riots in India may 

diminish the practice of celebrating the “Ramayana” tradition in Britain. Also, this 

approach allows us to understand the diversity of the “Ramayana” tradition as one 

located in time and place and thereby contests Hindu fundamentalists understandings 

that they possess a singular and correct version. 

In diasporic studies of the Ramayana, revisionist understandings of the 

Ramayana frame the text within migrant contexts so that when performed in Britain by 

a feminist group the “Ramayana” is a critique of British racism and sexism. In Fiji, the 
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Ramayana speaks to issues of exile, suffering and struggle against an indentured system 

of labor, and divine intercession and triumph over evil.158

On October 19, 1979, an anti-racist women’s community group known as the 

Southall Black Sisters 159 performed a Ramlila in which the Ravana character took on 

the masks of British racism, with one face representing Margaret Thatcher, another 

representing Nazi leaders, and others representing the anti-riot police. The Ramayana 

epic transplanted to the shores of Britain took on the task of speaking to Britain’s 

domestic politics and policies of immigration legislation and restriction. The Southall 

Black Sisters were particular about creating a Ramlila that spoke to diverse populations 

in their community from people expecting a pious interpretation of the Ramayana to 

Afro-Caribbeans and non-Hindus who felt no direct connection to the tale at first. In 

wanting to appeal to all populations, they created a Ramlila that simultaneously 

strengthened the community and opposed patriarchal ideologies. The burning of 

Ravana effigy symbolized the desire to end racism in Britain. What unites these 

populations is a history of British colonialism and their contemporary racial formations. 

Issues of the post-colonial state affected the diaspora so that, after communal 

riots in India, it became less common in Southall for Hindus and non-Hindus to 

celebrate Diwali by exchanging boxes of sweets with each other. So, in choosing to 

perform a Ramlila, Southall Black Sisters were cautious not to delimit it in the interests 

of one community over another. Rather, in placing Ravana as the embodiment of 

British racism, they transplanted the appeal of the epic to all the immigrants who 

opposed racism in their daily lives. The performance itself revised many traditions of 
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performance and had many subversive elements. In contrast to some dramatic traditions 

in India where men play all the roles of the “Ramayana,” Afro–Caribbean or Asian 

immigrant women played all the roles in the Southall Black Sisters Ramlila.  The 

performance was innovated to include two jesters, who spoke directly to the audience 

about the performance, all the while interrogating gender and linguistic assumptions in 

the scenes. The Ramlila in Southall paradigmatically represents how racial formation in 

Britain impacted the revision of the Ramayana to speak to the concerns of its 

communities. 

Describing the power of the “Ramayana” epic in Fiji, John Kelly writes in 

Questioning Ramayanas:  

Certainly, for Fiji, and I strongly suspect, generally across the indenture 
colonies and elsewhere in situations of state-organized labor migrations 
the imaginative instruments of the “Ramayana” became crucial tools for 
the moral reinscription of selves and world in terms not only more 
dignifying than those intrinsic to the plantation capitalist machinery, but 
also virtually, and sometimes actually, empowering of countercolonial 
initiatives.160

The “Ramayana” narrative was performed and remembered in Fiji through 

Ramlilas and public readings. Government proceedings in Fiji upheld the Ramayana as 

the holy book of Hindus (338)161  The Ramayana as a point of identification for Fiji 

Indians provides many ways of entry, argues Kelly. One way to identify is through 

casting Rama as a divinity fighting enemies or through Ravana as the demonic 

indentured system. But, Fiji Indians also successfully cast India as site of divine 

intervention and political deliverance. Another point of entry is that of being a sufferer 
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in exile and to find Sita among women who are at the crux of contradictions in the 

social and sexual life of indentured laborers. In twentieth century Fiji, anxiety over how 

to establish permanence in Fiji overtook anxiety over how to understand indentured 

histories and the desire to return to India. Thus, the performance of the Ramlilas also 

shifted. The Ramayana as text served to provide peace, even to followers who found 

themselves in permanent exile. 

In April 1998, an exhibition was held in Columbia University's Low Memorial 

Library called “Sita in the City,” demonstrating artwork and photography by South 

Asian community members placing the image of Sita in New York City. The curators 

of the exhibit, Anne Murphy and Shana Sippy, also published an article in Manushi 

called “Sita in the City: The Ramayana's Heroine in New York.” In the article, they 

write that several exhibits were “a window into the ways in which communities adapt 

and reformulate 'tradition' in new environments.”162 The exhibition, however, elicited a 

range of responses, which they quote in their article. A member of SAKHI for South 

Asian Women, a group that works against domestic violence, called Sita "a lousy role 

model for women” (17). Others, like Karna Singh, a member of the Raj Kumari 

Cultural center (an Indo-Caribbean cultural organization), spoke of Sita as "the most 

prominent role model held up by Hindu priests and the orthodoxy in Guyana even as 

cultural continuity with the religion was hard to maintain, he says, in the Caribbean 

(17). He notes a similar process in the United States and he also notes the influence of 

the figure in more “secular communities.” Shamita Das Dasgupta of Manavi, a New 

Jersey based group against domestic violence, said “Sita is a battered woman. She is a 
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pawn in the power games--honor, nation, marriage, female chastity, fidelity, 

heterosexuality, abduction, revenge, rejection, class, military intervention and bravery--

that men play”(17). An unnamed female artist, however, sees Sita as “somebody who's 

positive, whose quietness ...is a strength...Rather than being subservient, she finds an 

area of largeness within herself [. . .]” (120). Many children's comments especially 

reflected that they saw Sita as “fearless” and an emblem of Shakti because she could 

“carry a bow and arrow no man on earth could” (17). A survivor of domestic violence 

wrote, “I admire Sita's strength in bearing life's difficulties head-on, raising her kids 

herself without support of her husband, and not falling apart” (21).

The very malleability of Sita’s representation from a pawn to a figure of agency 

calls for a serious re-evaluation of her signifying potential. In the immigrant context, 

the Ramayana is often performed at cultural and religious schools, functions, and public 

events. For young girls performing and viewing these plays, the figure of Sita as an 

emblem of sexual and cultural purity may be deployed as a role model to guard against 

sexual activity outside of marriage, which is seen as an assimilative gesture of 

Americanization. Sita’s tests of extra-marital fidelity may function as prescriptions 

against pre-marital sexual conduct for young girls. For these girls, this model is often 

represented as a way of being “Indian.” Male honor, as it were, seems to be protected 

by rigid control of female sexuality. In this way, Sita in an immigrant setting seems to 

speak to issues of assimilation defined as sexual conduct outside the rigid norms of 

family control. Referring to notions about normative heterosexuality for young girls in 

the Filipino community in her work, “We Don’t Sleep Around Like White Girls Do: 
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Family, Culture and Gender in Filipina American Lives,” Yen Espiritu discusses a 

problematic that is useful here.163 Espiritu argues that there is a difference in how 

immigrant and non-immigrant families sanction girls’ sexuality. While both rely on 

“good girl/bad girl” dichotomies, immigrant families may additionally discipline girls 

as national and racial subjects as well as gendered ones, so that young girls who 

disobey parental strictures are often regarded as “non-ethnic,” “untraditional,” 

“radical,” “selfish,” and “not caring about the family.” Thus there is something of a 

“cultural authenticity” ascribed to girls who follow parental strictures, so that family 

honor and national integrity is located in the group’s female members. Because policing 

women’s bodies gets linked to moral superiority in this way, young women face 

numerous restrictions on personal decision-making, autonomy and mobility. So it 

would seem that for young immigrant women, delinking sexuality from racial/national 

honor is a critical step to realizing their sexualities as something other than rigid 

control. In this way, race and sexuality are interwoven so that non-racist 

conceptualizations of community allow for progressive notions of sexuality. 

The patriarchal regulation of women’s sexuality in an immigrant context may 

result in an individualized and pathologized notion of one’s sexuality, as it deviates 

from both immigrant nationalisms and dominant US nationalist constructions of 

normative heterosexuality.  Alternatively, this distance from the national norm may 

produce community formations that understand sexuality as a set of social relations 

rather than as an individualized form of desire. 
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For the Ramayana, Sita’s refusal to be tested speaks to these issues. In the 

“Ramayana,” Rama puts Sita through three tests of fire. In the final test, she refuses to 

be subjected to constant tests of purity, and she asks Mother Earth to swallow her and 

attest to her purity in conscience. While popular ideologies portray Sita as a figure of 

undying love and loyalty to Rama, many critics see her as capable of questioning Rama 

and his policies of rule, and focus on Sita’s own qualities of nurturance in appropriate 

contexts, as in her ability to raise her sons. Revising the epic in an immigrant context, 

thus, involves recasting notions of sexuality outside the confines of traditional 

patriarchal notions that seek to confine women’s sexuality for procreative purposes 

within family honor. This may involve same-sex identifications and affiliations that 

cannot be reduced to hegemonic national narratives of heteronormativity and 

belonging. In this way my analysis of Fire and Junky Punky Girlz as texts derivative of 

the “Ramayana” understands the need to recast traditional practices along lines of 

same-sex identification and affiliation. The “Ramayana” can be recast to speak to 

notions of queer social formations. Here, I understand queer social formations not so 

much as a gay or lesbian sexual identity-based project, although that constitutes a part, 

but as those that question the bounds of racism in constructing sexuality and offer an 

alternative notion of sexuality and community to be inclusive of a range of sexual 

identifications. Both Chandan Reddy and Roderick Ferguson have written of queer of 

color social formations.164 Reddy understands queer of color critique by arguing that 

racism also manifests as gender and sexual regulation and that gender and sexual 

differences variegate racial formations. Ferguson articulates the need to understand 

scholarly alliances as a mainstay of queer of color critique. He writes in Aberrations in 
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Black:  “Queer of color analysis must examine how culture as a site of identification 

produces such odd bedfellows and how it--as the location of antagonisms--fosters 

unimagined alliances” (3). Thus, this chapter furthers communication and affiliation 

between communities organized around religion and around sexuality. Ferguson’s 

statement reminds us to consider how those who may be considered odd bedfellows 

may also turn out to be productive and unimagined alliances.165

A politicized use of the “Ramayana” would be to position Sita’s sexuality as 

regulated by male immigrant honor. Her refusal to be tested speaks to her 

understanding that testing is a regulative function of patriarchy and that she accepts an 

alternative understanding of her sexuality in identification with a gendered 

understanding of affiliation.166

A Critique of Assimilation: Mothering, Nation and Feminist Revisionist Narrative

I have shown how mothers are imagined to be in service of the nation in 

reproducing technologies of heteronormativity. Also, “good citizenship” requires the 

propagation of heterosexuality. Citizenship is usually gendered male, and this 

circumstance creates a contradiction for female subjects, who serve as the repository of 

identifications that need be subordinated for identity formation of the male citizen to 

take place. In Immigrant Acts, Lisa Lowe uses the concept of identification in 

psychoanalysis to discuss the process of identification with the nation-state that 

assimilation entails. She writes:
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I would argue that the subject position of the American student/citizen is 
coded, narrated and historically embodied as a masculine position. We 
might say that the American nationalist narrative of citizenship 
incorporates the subject as male citizen according to a relationship that is 
not dissimilar to the family’s oedipalization, or socialization of the son. In 
terms of a racialized subject, he becomes a citizen when he identifies with 
the paternal state and accepts the terms of this identification by 
subordinating his racial difference and denying his ties with the feminized 
and racialized “motherland.”167

How does this contradiction of identification play out for women? Interestingly, the 

“Ramayana,” Fire and Junky Punky Girlz are all narratives that proceed along 

identification with mothers in the texts. In the Ramayana, Sita returns to Mother Earth, 

and, when read in an immigrant context, the text may speak to a rejection of the state as 

paternalistic guardian and identity as conforming to the notion of a universal citizen-

subject without a sense of racialized and gendered differences. In embracing Mother 

Earth, Sita embraces her difference from a masculinist narrative that is regulative of her 

gender through her sexuality as a woman in patriarchy.  This masculinist narrative is 

regulative not only of gender but also of class and caste concerns. Robert P. Goldman, in 

his piece “Resisting Rama” in Ramayana Revisited, writes of a central problematic in

Rama’s policies of prioritizing adherence and allegiance to Brahmanical peers over and 

above to what he considers generational and gender subordinates.168  Another 

problematic Goldman describes is Rama’s adherence to the given word, in which he 

defends his actions of killing a man simply because he has given his word to do so. Paula 

Richman writes critically in Ramayana Revisited of Rama’s killing a shudra who 

practices asceticism as a way for Rama to safeguard his links to a Brahmanical 

community. Sita can be seen as a woman who refuses to be tested because she does not 
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believe in constant scrutiny of her fidelity and opts out of a patriarchal scheme in which 

her character is reduced to a series of tests. Instead, she chooses her maternal roots and 

finds a sense of belonging there. In her quest to wrestle with the imperatives of traditional 

duty, Sita finds her maternal roots to supply nurturance that substitute for her paternalistic 

relationship to Rama. 

In Fire, Radha and Sita reject masculinist authority, and Radha remembers her 

mother in flashbacks in which her mother asks her to “see without looking” or to see 

the world differently. It is these flashbacks of memory that give her courage to 

conceptualize the end of an oppressive marriage and the beginning of a more 

productive same-sex relationship in her family. Mothering, as it were, is instructive in 

reconceptualizing and recasting the meaning of tradition. The flashbacks occur during 

key scenes in the narrative, usually when Radha is trying to comprehend her newfound 

feelings for Sita. Radha, as the supposedly more traditional and elder wife in the 

household, finds it her job to instruct Sita in traditional duties and sentiments of the 

household. And yet it is Radha who is often the agent of change in the film, as she 

identifies with her mother’s prescription to “see without looking.” 

I read Fire as an immigrant text for several reasons. The more incidental reasons 

are that a North American immigrant filmmaker wrote and produced it, and it was hugely 

popular in the United States across many types of audiences. But more importantly, I read 

it as an immigrant text because I understand its productive tensions to counter 

assimilative gestures. As Sita enters a new household, she is expected to conform to its 

ways and adopt patriarchal and national standards of living, but instead, she finds with 
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Radha a shared refusal to masculinist notions of assimilation in favor of a maternal 

connection to pleasure in sexuality. This may be read, in an immigrant context, as a 

refusal to identify with state-sponsored assimilation programs that would neutralize the 

“difference” of Indian tradition to fit into European-American standards of what is 

considered as appropriate within tradition. 169 Such programs also assume the universality 

of the male student or citizen/subject and therefore do not acknowledge gendered 

difference or difference along the lines of sexual identity. In identifying with mothers in 

these narratives, the characters refuse identification with a paternalistic state as guardian 

and neutralizer of difference and instead “assimilate” into each other the “difference” of 

Indian tradition and the “difference” of queer cultures from nationalist notions of 

normative heterosexuality. In the interaction of minority cultures to each other, the texts I 

examine underscore the need for identities differentiated from the national narrative of 

belonging situated as regulative heterosexuality. Through a mutual but differentiated 

distance to the national norm of heterosexuality and notions of family and tradition, these 

texts offer an understanding of alliances that refuse to be incorporated into what national 

patriarchal notions consider as legitimate forms of bonding. By providing each other an 

alternative to patriarchal tradition, minority communities in these texts instantiate 

alternative narratives of belonging. Same-sex identifications with mothers or with other 

women are central to this concern, as notions of citizenship are often gendered as 

masculine.170

In Junky Punky Girlz, Anita refuses to link her role in educational institutions 

exclusively with heterosexual coupling as her mother asks her to, but instead finds a way 
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to reconcile her mother’s wishes for an understanding of Indian tradition with her friends’ 

conceptualization of identity and affiliation in same-sex unions. By piercing her nose 

within a queer community, Anita reconciles her desire to deploy traditions connected to 

both her mother and her friends as she secures an Indian traditional practice within queer 

culture. 

In all three narratives I examine in this chapter, same-sex identification and 

attraction is posited as an alternative to masculinist narratives of nation, citizenship and 

duty. In alternative modes of belonging, women find community in revising traditional 

practices to speak to same-sex attraction but they also find horizontal affiliations with 

other women that allow them to recast the lessons of their mothers.

Fire: Hindu Fundamentalist Fervor, Feminist Fury and “Traditional” Queer 

Critique

The film Fire presents repressed male sexuality as literally capable of bursting 

through the traditional garments of religious identity while same-sex female sexual 

expression leads to a critique of patriarchal misappropriations and regulation of female 

labor and desire. Traditional duty is discussed in this film, so that it both rehearses and 

reconteptualizes traditional gender roles for Radha and Sita (their names are references 

to Krishna’s main consort in the Mahabharata and to Rama’s wife in the Ramayana) as 

they find love in a same-sex relationship. 

In Fire, one of the heroines is significantly named Sita and this character’s 

relationship to another heroine, Radha, is explored to attend to same-sex desire. In 
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naming both characters after Goddesses, the film does more than make reference to 

Hindu mythological texts. It actually positions same-sex desire in the context of Hindu 

religious traditions. By doing so, it argues that same-sex desire is intrinsic to Hindu and 

Indian cultural traditions and thereby it questions Hindu fundamentalism’s 

misrepresentations of traditional culture as heteronormative and patriarchal. Fire was 

written and directed by Deepa Mehta, and was released in 1996. Deepa Mehta is an 

immigrant filmmaker based in Canada, and she explores issues in India for her films. 

Same-sex attraction is explored in Fire while political and violent sexual relations 

during the 1947 Partition are explored in Earth. (1998) Her work raises an interesting 

problematic: Why do immigrant filmmakers and writers explore themes in India rather 

than their immigrant locales? And moreover, why study a text based in India from an 

immigrant perspective? The answer seems to be that we cannot understand South Asian 

American immigrant life in isolation from happenings in India. Immigrant connections 

between the two countries are kept alive through constant communication, and 

processes in both places impact each other. Moreover, it is important to understand the 

issues the film raises within a particular national context. Counter hegemonic critique 

usually emerges in relation to a particular hegemonic formation that may also be a 

national hegemonic formation. Understanding the Indian debates does not necessarily 

give us a picture of a more “authentic” viewing of the film. Rather, it gives us an 

understanding of some national concerns that are affected by both conservative and 

progressive politics in the place where the film is set. These concerns need to be studied 

apart from debates that circulate in the United States in order to appreciate the film’s 

reception in India. Doing so decenters the United States as the only viewing point of the 
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film and demonstrates how both national and transnational contexts are critical for 

understanding the formation of sexualities. 

When the film was released in 1996, it sparked riots by the Shiv Sena Hindu 

fundamentalists, who destroyed movie theaters where the film was being shown. 

Protesters in Mumbai were known to smash ticket windows, and beat up audiences. 171

The film was removed from theaters in New Delhi and Bombay after violent attacks on 

theaters by Hindu fanatics in December. Shiv Sena leader Bal Thackeray insisted that 

the protests would cease if the names of the film’s heroines were changed to Shabhana 

and Saira from Radha and Sita. Thackeray’s statement echoes sentiments amongst 

Hindu Fundamentalists that same-sex expression is a Muslim import in India and not a 

part of Hindu traditions. The Censor Board ultimately argued that it would allow the 

film if Sita’s name was changed to Nita to avoid reference to the “Ramayana’s” Sita, 

and the film was released in Hindi with this change. Clearly, fundamentalists and 

officials in the Censor Board were in agreement that the Sita name not be used in a film 

about same-sex attraction. 

More than just the Sita name, however, the film Fire has an intertextual 

relationship with the “Ramayana” in additional ways, which I will explore. This 

relationship to the “Ramayana” in a film about same-sex relations infuriated the Hindu 

right while it bought out lackluster support from most Indian feminists. The debate 

Indian feminists had to deal with was one that cast sexuality as a Western import. In her 

analysis of the debates in India in “Tracking ‘Same-sex love’ from Antiquity to the 

Present in South Asia”, Rosemary George and her colleagues write: 
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[. . .]public statements from Hindu right wing spokespersons and even 
moderate commentators make clear, while there is a general acceptance 
and even valorization of strong attachments between the same sex, the 
overt sexualization of such relations is considered a perversion brought 
into the country by westernizing forces. The Hindu right usually 
represents homosexuality as an evil of westernization combined with 
what is understood as the general contagion of Islam.172

The misappropriation of the Ramayana by Hindu fundamentalists is challenged in Fire 

through the alignment of same-sex attraction with Hindu traditions. 

Feminists in India did not entirely appreciate the film, but rallied in a lukewarm 

appreciation in counter-protests to the Hindu fundamentalists denunciation of it. In fact, 

many feminists in India critiqued the film and found it exploitative of both religion and 

sexuality. Some felt it “was not a film made for Indian audiences.”173Ashwini 

Sukhthankar writes in “For People Like Us” in The New Internationalist: “The 

symbolism was pureed like baby food, the metaphors of Fire so obviously labeled ‘For 

export only’. The film had even less to offer Indian lesbians”(16). Many critics 

critiqued the filmmaker for retreating into the “safe shelter of her heterosexuality” and 

not promoting the film as a lesbian film. Some critics opposed the film because it did 

not probe the “profound guilt, shock, fear, anger, shame and crippling ambivalences 

and equivocations and other anarchic and threatening emotions that accompany sexual 

practices generally considered perverted, criminal and taboo…The sisters in law are too 

busy looking beautiful as they spread saris to dry on their terrace while the exoticized 

tapestry of congested, ritual ornamented middle class life somehow stitches itself into 

being within the household and the lanes below.” 174  This critique does not consider 

that Deepa Mehta, despite her stated authorial intentions, may have situated a film 
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about same-sex attraction precisely within the confines of middle-class life in order to 

expose the patriarchal rigidity that most women experience in their lives if not in their 

families. Also, if the argument is turned around, the relative ease of expressing 

sexuality may be considered as a positive force for the visibility of alternative 

sexualities rather than as negative. Madhu Kishwar in “Naïve Outpourings of a Self 

Hating Indian” said, “You don’t have to be a Shiv Sanik to feel offended and hurt by 

the gratuitous insults aimed at Indian culture in this crude caricature.”175 Instead of 

focusing on the film as exploitative of lesbian thematics, critics may attend to precisely 

why the film has “shock value” and what exactly it subverts. My argument is that, 

rather than being gratuitous or exploitative, the film carefully deconstructs the 

“Ramayana’s” agnipraksha or trial by fire scene to offer a subversive rendering that 

depicts what Kishwar calls as the “two wronged woman” of Indian tradition as 

companions. By posing same-sex desire in the context of Hindu traditions, it subverts 

Hindu fundamentalist understandings of the film. While Indian feminists are correct in 

wanting a more diverse array of depictions of lesbians in Indian and diasporic cinema, 

Fire may be seen as a starting point, in that it precisely anticipates and undercuts the 

Hindu fundamentalist critique of it. To say, as Kishwar does, that “for Mehta, liberation 

can only come by overthrowing the stranglehold of tradition” is to misunderstand the 

film. Kishwar uses the line in the film in which Sita says to Radha, “There is no word 

in our language to say what we are to each other” as evidence that the film belies the 

notion that only Western sensibilities and modernities could only capture lesbian desire 

in language. What she overlooks is that, by remaining unamed, same-sex desire has 

more mutability in its expression than if it is captured in language and named “lesbian.” 
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Certainly, the women are lovers, friends, and sisters-in-law, all of which are easily 

translatable into Indian languages. What Kishwar fails to consider is that the film does 

not rely on the “coming out” narrative of Western sexualities and modernities to 

understand naming them as “lesbian” as quintessentially progressive; rather, the film 

understands same-sex desire in India as rooted in the traditions of the family and 

religion. What Sita’s comment may also signify is that it is not just their sexuality but 

also the gendered relationship between them that is difficult to signify in language. 

They are like a loving “husband and wife” to each other, as they miss out on this type 

of relationship in their actual marriages. In “On Fire,” Gayatri Gopinath discusses the 

term “third nature” in translation to talk about how homosexuality is often described in 

Indian languages.176 She argues that the term implies that it refers to a person not only 

in terms of his or her object of sexual affection but also in terms of gender embodiment. 

As an example, she cites the “Krittivasa Ramayana,” in which two widows are

described “living together behaving as husband and wife.” In one translation, it appears 

as living together “in extreme love,” which changes the meaning and the gendered 

component of their relationship. Rosemary George also offers the understanding that 

the project of understanding same-sex relations in India cannot be considered as part of 

a universalizing discourse of gays and lesbians but instead “as part of an ongoing effort 

to understand practices and relations that cannot be categorized (without egregious 

distortion, that is) under the general heading of gay, lesbian or even homosexual.”177

Some feminists who reacted to Fire as gratuitous and exploitative may have 

been referring to scenes in which the “Ramayana” is also referenced. At one point in 
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the film the grandmother and servant are found watching videocassettes of the televised 

version of the Ramayana. In this scene, Sita interrupts them as she also interrupts but 

does not catch Mundu masturbating. Mundu explains the scene they were supposedly 

watching to her. He says the Goddess has just told Lord Rama “let the flames be my 

witness, if I am unpure the flames will destroy me, but if I am not they won’t touch 

me.”  The scene is ironic, as Mundu has just barely escaped being caught masturbating 

as he watches the television with Biji, the elderly mother of Ashok and Jitin.  In another 

scene, the “Ramayana” is performed on stage for the elder husband, Ashok, and his 

religious community of men. Each time the Ramayana narrative is referenced in Fire, it 

is always the agnipraksha scene or Sita’s trial by fire that is depicted. Rather than 

reading this as an instance of gratuitous exploitation, the scenes may be understood to 

mark the significance that all the characters in the film-- including the male characters--

deal in some way with middle-class restrictions on the expression of their sexuality. 

Ashok addresses it in his vow of celibacy to his Swami and his self-imposed restriction 

of his sexuality in his married life. Jitin accommodates it in his relationship with a 

Chinese girlfriend, Julie, who refuses Indian traditional life with him and his family and 

opts for an American accented future in Hong Kong cinema. Radha and Sita deal with 

the confines of a patriarchal family and its restrictions on their expression of same-sex 

desire and sexuality. The servant, Mundu, responds to his unrequited desire for Radha 

by appropriating prohibited spaces in expression of his sexual desires. The 

grandmother, as head of a patriarchal family, deals with her own muteness and inability 

to express patriarchy’s rules by ringing her bell or stomping her cane. She has to 

tolerate Mundu’s expressions of sexuality in her presence without adequate recourse to 
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complaint. Unrequited desires are central to the lives of all the characters. That Sita and 

Radha are the only ones in the family depicted as having a sustaining relationship 

speaks to their contestation of patriarchal norms and thus irks the patriarchal 

representatives in the film, Ashok and his mother. 

While most critics in India were dismissive of the film for lacking the aesthetic 

qualities they desired and exploiting traditions in religion and sexuality, some critics 

seized on the aspect of the film’s signifying potential to revise traditions in the interest 

of same-sex desire. The film sparked many counter-protests to the Hindu 

fundamentalist understanding of the film. Ashok Row Kavi said the fundamentalist 

protests were the latest form of “gay bashing in homophobic India.”178 But rather than 

reading homophobia as intrinsic to India, he countered the Hindu fundamentalist 

arguments by insisting that laws against homosexuality were in fact British imports. He 

said:  

Our criminal laws on homosexuality were bequeathed to us by the British, 
who had a Christian view of things, and based it on the King James Bible 
… Hinduism on the other hand defines sex as one of the three ways of 
attaining salvation. Hinduism does not run away from sexuality and does 
not pass judgment on people who have different preferences.”179

Thus, the counter-protests turned the Hindu fundamentalist argument around by 

labeling homophobia as an import, but understanding homosexuality in the context of 

Indian traditions. 

Religious traditions, in fact, play an important part in the film, in scenes that 

subvert patriarchal codes. This element was missed for the most part in critiques of the 
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film in India. In contrast to Indian feminists, who mostly saw gratuitous uses of religion 

in the film, diasporic critics of sexuality located in the United States sought to read the 

subversive use of religious traditions depicted in the film.  In “On Fire” Gayatri 

Gopinath read the women’s Karva Chauth180 rituals as a subversive use of tradition in 

that the women are more interested in dressing for each other than their husbands who 

occupy themselves in other pursuits.181 Ashok is busy with his swami while Jitin is with 

his Chinese girlfriend. On the morning of Karva Chauth, Sita says “Isn’t it amusing—

we’re so bound by customs and rituals. Someone just has to press my button marked

tradition and I start responding like a trained monkey.”  Even though Sita calls attention 

to the way in which traditions may be performed automatically as a trained response 

without too much thought, their actual performance of the rituals shows that they 

thoughtfully appropriate the tradition towards the erotics of same-sex desire. As the 

moon rises, the women meet on a courtyard lit with small fire lamps called diyas, and 

they complete the ritual. Fire as a symbol works as an understanding from Hindu 

tradition that fire may illuminate truthful desires as the women’s love for each other is 

kindled. Radha permits Sita to break the fast and therefore performs the role of her 

husband in giving her blessings and quenching her thirst with a glass of water.

Rahul Gairola sees the final scene in which Radha is almost immolated as a 

subversive use of the “Ramayana” theme.182 In “Burning with Shame,” Gairola 

compares the symbolism to that of the “Ramayana” so that Radha, like Rama’s Sita, 

emerges unscathed in her revelation of her alternative sexuality to her husband, Ashok. 

The fact that diasporic critics saw more subversive uses of religious traditions in the 
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film than their Indian counterparts did is perhaps explained by the fact that feminists in 

any location must first grapple against hegemonic ideologies of the nation in which 

they are located. In countering Indian homophobia from the religious right, Indian 

feminists responded by wanting more and better depictions of conditions for lesbians in 

India. Diasporic critics, meanwhile, dealt with an American audience who sought in the 

film some affirmation of Western progress and liberalism. To counter this, diasporic 

critics situated their critiques carefully in the context of Indian religious traditions.  As 

Gayatri Gopinath shows in her piece “On Fire,” critics like Roger Ebert sought to 

construct India as a pre-modern space where sexuality occurs along the lines of 

Westward progress. Gopinath reads queer female desire in the film as emergent out of a 

specific subversion of heteronormative codes so that signify as spaces of female 

homosociality and desire. Gairola reads a subversive use of the Ramayana and of sati in 

the final scene (319). 

Junky Punky Girlz: Reviving Tradition in Queer Formations and Contesting 

Assimilation

The theme of same-sex attraction and references to the bhajans of Rama appears 

in a film by US immigrant filmmaker Nisha Ganatra called Junky Punky Girlz (1995). 

Anita’s cultural purity may be connected to the Sita story in that “cultural purity” is at 

question for her in her nose piercing. Like many immigrant young women, Anita sees 

herself in a position where she must negotiate and choose between what seem like 

“Indian” and “American” cultural affiliations.  In this case, the “Indian” affiliation is 

with her mother, with whom she is in communication over the phone in the film.  She 
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seeks advice from her mother regarding which side of her nose to pierce, and she 

discovers it is more traditional for Indian women to pierce their nose on the left side.

The American affiliations are with her two friends, both of whom have their noses 

pierced on the right side and one of them, Dara, refers to it as a “dyke thing.” 

Understanding Junky Punky Girlz requires an understanding of the Indian context, as 

students are inevitably bound to ask what nose piercing means in the Indian context. 

The film also involves understanding queer ethnic formations in the United States, as 

Anita negotiates her nose piercing with her Jewish and African-American friends. Little 

is revealed about the friends and their interior lives as they help Anita deal with her 

cultural identity. Nevertheless, the film deals with the specificity of Indian cultural 

traditions within an immigrant context and how interaction with other minority subjects 

entails a non-coercive negotiation of culture. This approach is directly opposed to 

notions of state-sponsored assimilative practices within institutions like schooling, 183

which do sometimes purposefully delimit and deny Indian tradition. Instead of 

positioning the nose piercing in a context of the Two Worlds metaphor where 

something must be renounced of the Old World while something is gained in the New 

World, Anita negotiates multiple worlds within the US immigrant context in order to 

finally reconcile what is cast as tradition associated with her mother with tradition in 

queer culture. Thus, they articulate an alternative modernity that recognizes the role of 

alternative traditions in modernity. In doing so, they must scrutinize the dichotomy in 

which the Indian mother is posed as an emblem of  “tradition,” and a queer social 

formation as a strictly  “modern” sensibility. This is too simplistic a dichotomy, since 

her mother too inhabits the contradictions of modernity (in offering a developmental 
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narrative of normative heterosexual fulfillment through education at a university) while 

her friends too inhabit a set of queer traditions. (Within queer communities, nose 

piercing signifies an acceptance of plurality and tolerance.) 

My analysis of the film in specific detail will illuminate how I understand the 

meshing of queer and Indian traditions. The short film (11 minutes) begins with Anita, 

a young South Asian woman staring at herself in the mirror and imagining a nose ring 

on her face. It cuts to Anita asking the nose piercing salesperson, “What side did I say?”  

“You said the left” she replies. Her friends Mindy and Dara say, “Left is best,” and 

“Always to the left,” implying that Anita is not just piercing her nose but making a 

progressive political statement. Anita, however, seems conflicted and runs out of the 

parlor, calling her mother on her cell phone. She asks her mother if her nose is to be 

pierced on the right side or the left. Anita looks at a photo and says she cannot tell 

which side it is in the photo. We do not know whose photo she is looking at, but 

obviously this image has some significance to her and her mother. Her mother, though, 

discourages the piercing, saying “Piercing your nose will not make you any more 

Indian.” Instead she offers some suggestions that will make her “more Indian” in her 

mother’s eyes, like meeting a guy from medical school or taking college Hindi classes 

or joining the Indian student union.  Thus, her mother represents heterosexual coupling, 

language, and fraternity with other young students as more culturally authentic markers 

of Indian identity. She mentions that “there are so many nice boys around and you are 

into these junky punky things... I don’t like it.” In her mother’s understanding, nose 

piercing is represented as the reverse of heterosexual coupling and vaguely a marker of 
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Indian identity but contradictorily also at odds with Indian identity when linked with 

queer culture.  

Her friends, meanwhile, meander out of the parlor and also mention that next 

week is “Cultural Diversity Week” at college and that the Indian Student Union is 

having an event. In contrast to her mother, who has rigid notions about authenticity and 

identity, Anita’s friends encourage participation in Indian cultural events as part of a 

critical multicultural appreciation of diversity. Anita is cynical about the aims of the 

Indian Student Union in its celebration of diversity and says it is probably more like  

“meet your mate” week. Mindy, her friend, says that the JSU (presumably the Jewish 

Student Union) is just like that too, implying that many college ethnic clubs are about 

meeting and marrying your college sweetheart of the same ethnic background. Anita 

seems uninterested in that and is content with the camaraderie of her girlfriends. 

Meanwhile, her mother has cautioned Anita to get her nose pierced in “the right place,” 

meaning not only which side of her nose, but also the venue she chooses to do it. She 

asks Anita to wait till she comes home so they can go to a “special place” instead of

getting it done by someone who doesn’t “know what it means.” Her mother implies that 

Indian culture is more authentic and at odds with American understandings of nose 

piercing.

Anita and her friends leave the parlor in Greenwich Village, exclaiming “this is 

definitely not the right place!” Perhaps, as inspired by her mother to find “the right 

place,” the friends wander into another place that bespeaks more of Indian traditions, in 

that a South Asian shopkeeper dressed in a sari runs it. She meets them while a 
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Bollywood film song is playing in the shop. The song is “Mere Ghar Aayee Ek Nanee 

Pari” and the opening line roughly translates in English as “A young fairy has come 

into my home on a beautiful moonlit chariot.” The significance of the director’s choice 

in music is ironic in this case, since the woman greets the young women who enter her 

shop with suspicion while a welcoming refrain echoes in the song. The song probably 

reminds Ganatra of the films like Kabhi Kabhi, which were typically popular with 

immigrant families in the 1980’s and bespeak immigrant traditions of watching 

videotape films together. The films often represent the largest exposure that immigrant 

children ever have to hearing Hindi spoken. Anita finds she can communicate a little bit 

in Hindi, but not as well as she would like to, and ends up leaving the shop with a nose 

ring in her hand. Her friends try to communicate with the woman as well. When Dara, 

Anita’s African-American friend, finds the storekeeper staring at her nose ring (pierced 

on the right side of her nose), she explains, “it’s a dyke thing.” Anita and her friends 

stand outside the shop and Anita says, “I couldn’t do it... I couldn’t even tell her I 

wanted a nose ring.” Her search for markers of cultural authenticity in Indian tradition 

fails perhaps because there is no “authentic” culture to be found. There is so much 

diversity to the nose-piercing tradition in India that few are able to speak on precise and 

historical meanings. Nose piercing represents different things to various communities in 

India, so that no authentic culture may be spoken of.  For hippie communities who 

traveled to India in the 1960’s, punk communities in the 1970’s and queer communities 

in the 1980’s and 1990’s, nose piercing is a reaction against conservative values. 
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Following the scene in the Indian store, we are led to a very interesting part of 

the film now taking place on the street outside. Anita is suddenly awestruck by a group 

of South Asian men and women walking towards her dressed in both traditional Indian 

and Western clothes. In the group, two men embrace each other as they walk. It is a 

very significant scene. The dreamlike nature of this scene makes it unclear whether 

Anita has imagined this group or if they have actually walked past her. The bhajan or 

religious song “Raghupati Raghava Raja Rama” plays in the background as they 

approach her. Especially given the reference in the bhajans to “Eswar Allah tero Naam” 

in a song that is about devotion to the Hindu God-King Rama bespeaks an 

understanding that Indian tradition has a history of diversity, pluralism and tolerance. 

From the scene, Anita concludes that what is important is the sense of unity in 

difference, and she wants to go home with her friends. the scene functions as an 

epiphany of sorts, a realization that tradition and modernity coalesce in the group as an 

emblem of unity. As Anita turns around to see them, they are gone, and the scene cuts 

to the Indian shopkeeper standing outside her store and still gazing curiously at the 

three friends. Meanwhile, Mindy and Dara discuss and joke about eating a fish 

sandwich in a way that resonates with jokes in queer cultures. 

Junky Punky Girlz is primarily a film about a young Indian American woman 

who is getting her nose pierced with her lesbian friends who refer to nose piercing as a 

“dyke thing.”  At this moment of Anita’s cultural confusion about the place where she 

gets her nose pierced, whether in an alternative Greenwich Village parlor or an Indian-

run shop, a song or bhajan called “Raghupati Raghava Raja Rama” is played in the 
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background of the film’s soundtrack. The bhajan is meant to praise the Hindu God-

King Rama of the Ramayana. But interestingly, the bhajan also praises Allah. “Eswar 

Allah Tero Nam, Summati, Sumpati de Bhagwan” is a line in the bhajan that translates 

into English as “Eswar (Hindu word for God) and Allah are your names” or in some 

versions it is understood as “Eswar and Allah are the same name, May God grant 

prosperity/well being/harmony to all.” This bhajan was supposedly Mahatma Gandhi’s 

favorite, since it called for communal harmony—the Hindu/Muslim theme is central to 

the bhajan.184 The bhajan functions in the film as an agent of decisiveness in which 

Anita decides how, where and why to have her nose pierced. The bhajan, her mother’s 

voice on the phone, and her affiliation with her lesbian friends are all catalysts for her 

understanding that Indian religious traditions are not antithetical to queer affiliation, 

since both result from movements opposed to patriarchy and caste/class hierarchies.

The bhajan plays in the backdrop of the film and the group walking past Anita 

has an ethereal quality. The bhajan signifies a lack, longing and nostalgia for traditions. 

This nostalgia is often found in contemporary South Asian American youth formations 

as described by Sunaina Maira earlier in this chapter.  But instead of being lost in 

nostalgic reflections, Anita, in a moment of epiphany, decisively reconciles what she 

may have formerly seen in tension.  That is to say, being “Indian” and being queer are 

not held in tension, but are seen as compatible formations.  

The scene of the crowd walking past Anita cuts to a bookshelf on which books 

like “Sisterhood is Global” coexist with statues of Indian mythological gods.  As they 

light incense, Anita’s friends pierce her nose. Then they all run to the bathroom mirror 
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to see how it turned out. Her nose is pierced on the left side as her Mom suggested.  

Interestingly, the phone rings, and the answering machine picks plays the voice of 

Anita’s mom leaving a message and giving her approval for the nose piercing. As they 

listen, they begin to smile and sing “Happy Birthday To You.” Not knowing if it is 

actually anyone’s birthday, we assume the song is about rebirth and reinventing. Anita 

has reinvented herself in the process of nose piercing, but as what? Clearly, she chooses 

to do it in the “right place,” according to her own wishes. Anita’s sexuality is important 

to the story but Ganatra purposely locates her within lesbian culture without identifying 

her as a lesbian. Whether or not Anita is negotiating her identity as a lesbian or bisexual 

character who is also Indian, is unclear and perhaps purposely not made the main action 

of the film. The film refuses a narrative of “coming out” as a prevalent motif of queer 

culture. What is clear is that Anita is immersed in queer culture as an alternative to 

normative heterosexual forms of belonging in the university community. She chooses 

friendship and female companionship over markers of cultural “authenticity,” be they 

Indian or East Village trendiness. The nose piercing as a fashion statement is also a 

political statement. It is a reinvention of tradition and of her selfhood. And that her 

female companions are the agents of change is significant. Both her friends have their 

noses pierced on the right side of their nose, and one of them has referred to it as a 

“dyke thing” but Anita chooses to follow the tradition her mother has prescribed as 

“Indian.” She follows it on her own terms, however, and with her own friends. Her 

friends as a queer of color formation are a significant agent of change in Anita’s 

thinking of herself as they provide a non-coercive space to negotiate her identity. 
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This begs the question of why use tradition at all if the purpose is to create a 

collective youth culture? In the context of Junky Punky Girlz, this answer is very 

clearly located in the need to bridge affiliations with friends and family. It becomes 

clear that Anita, even when with her friends, thinks back to her mother’s voice on the 

phone, the photograph she carries from her mother, and to the question of which side of 

the nose is traditionally pierced. Reviving Indian tradition allows her to participate in 

both her old and new worlds. She is both in touch with her mother and her lesbian 

friends in a way that minimizes the cultural confusion of putting concepts into 

antagonism and opposition. It is as important to Anita to bond with her mother as it is 

to bond with her friends, and so same-sex attraction here is about more than sexual 

preferences. It is a desire to affiliate strongly with other women based on both 

commonalities and differences. Thus, an understanding of same-sex attraction and its 

nuances in daily life is explicitly linked to an understanding that reconciles tradition 

and modernity in all of these works. 
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In writing about the bhakti saints, Hawley suggests that they had both a conservative and 
progressive side. Of Tulsidas, one such bhakta who sang praises of Ram in a reformist 
spirit, Hawley writes: “And though his candidacy for moral leadership had much to do 
with his conservative ecumenicity within the Hindu spectrum, as time passed, his 
progressive bhakti side also received its play.” (158)  Jack Stratton Hawley, Songs of the 
Saints of India (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
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Conclusion: Revising Tradition

In the Introduction to this dissertation, I outlined my reasons for writing this 

dissertation. I will elaborate on some of those ideas here and present ideas about future

work that emanates from this dissertation. Some concepts explored in this dissertation are 

the history and legacy of assimilation narratives, the role of tradition and modernity in 

immigrant self-imaginings of community, and the historical and material conditions that 

affect immigrant narratives. 

First, let us consider the narrative of assimilation. European American immigrant 

history and narratives are either dismissed entirely in favor of understanding newer 

narratives of immigrant life, or they are celebrated uncritically as comprising the national 

narrative of origins. It was my intention to do neither, but rather to understand more 

critically how and what the European narrative of assimilation teaches us. First, it teaches 

us that the narrative of assimilation was more difficult, multifarious and conflicted than 

immigration histories usually allow for. By studying European American narratives 

within a racial formation perspective, we see their own uncritical nationalism as well as 

their desire for solidarity in racialized communities, i.e. the construction of whiteness.  

That this narrative is still used to discipline the experiences of non-white communities 

sheds light onto why it must be understood in these terms. South Asian immigrants may 

buy into a narrative of their assimilability but they will nevertheless distinguish 

themselves from the earlier types of immigrant assimilation. This difference needs to be 

harnessed into understanding the diversity of both groups’ experiences. European 

Americans did not homogenously assimilate, but found many gender, class and religious 
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differences among themselves. European Americans found a way of belonging in the 

nation through a form of radical politics beginning in the 1930’s and continuing into the 

1950’s. That the government provided the funding for the great creative force of the 

1930’s is significant especially today in an age of neoconservative cuts in spending. By 

remembering the radical history of the1930’s, we see a time when creative energy was 

harnessed into the nation’s well being. Nevertheless, we live in different times, and 

today, we need to be aware of the global processes that affect the production of identity, 

for the Popular Front was largely myopic in this matter. 

Contemporary South Asian immigration to the United States requires an 

examination of how tradition and modernity are constituted in post-colonial and diasporic 

formations. This examination also helps us make a radical revision to the narrative of 

European American narratives, as modernity cannot be seen as the linear successor to 

tradition. European American immigrant formations drew upon Old World traditions in 

the remaking of themselves as Americans. Today, South Asian American communities 

do not seek modernity as an alternative to tradition but rather they articulate tradition in 

consonance with their modern lives. Nor do South Asians always seek assimilation as an 

endpoint to their lived existence in the United States. It is very often the case that South 

Asians keep alive transnational connections that do not seek affirmation in the American 

assimilation narrative. It was my desire to situate the complexity of that lived experience 

in understanding the lives of women particularly and their sexual identities. We find that 

the alternative to assimilation yields exciting possibilities for gendered collectivities. At a 

postcolonial moment, these collectivities appreciate what I have called “unity in 
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diversity” as an alternative to assimilation. Actively contesting assimilation, the unity in 

diversity paradigm offers an appreciation of the heterogeneity of both the South Asian 

populations that migrate and of the United States as a whole.

In future work, I would like to consider further the heterogeneity of this narrative 

by examining the relationship of South Asian communities to other non-white groups. 

That non-white groups may take on the impulses of whiteness and assimilation has been 

demonstrated in my reading of Jasmine. But this work also demonstrates the desire for 

cross-racial solidarity in racial formations with other minorities. Examining, for instance, 

the collective response of South Asians and African Americans to the mandate of 

heteronormativity would yield interesting insights. We see such an imagining in Junky 

Punky Girlz, and it would be interesting to explore further the differences in the 

formation of the historical narrative of heteronormativity and the collective contestations 

to it. 

When I began to think about this dissertation in the mid1990’s, measures were 

passed in California to deny immigrants and minorities the right to decent education and 

healthcare. (Proposition 187) As I finish writing this dissertation, a Republican 

Presidency has been given a second term, and some believe that President Bush won the 

moral ground in the past election on issues of faith, religion and traditional life. As the 

Left prepares to counter the Right’s claims and strategy, it remains to be seen to what 

extent the Left fights the battle using faith-based strategies. Some on the Left have argued 

that the Left also must have a language of morality, but whether it takes on a dimension 

of utilizing faith as a model remains a contentious debate. Many on the Left want no 
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recourse to faith in the Left’s strategy. Nevertheless, public favor on these issues has 

swung towards the Right. It is my contention that the Left needs to address its issues as 

moral issues and to speak to a tradition of political involvement and moral investment on 

the Left in the history of the United States. This dissertation explores how the Left in the 

United States has argued against assimilation and offered a counter narrative in social 

movements of collective struggle. 

One aim of this dissertation is to recast immigrant traditions as radical 

arrangements.  All the texts I examine in this dissertation -- whether they participate in 

hegemonic national forms of literature or are cultural and political alternative forms -- are 

intended to cast tradition not as the sole province of nationalism and fundamentalisms, 

but as integral to critiques of those same nationalisms. By describing how traditions 

manifest as alternatives in radical political practices, this dissertation seeks to 

demonstrate that the stakes for recasting traditions in this way allows for nuanced and 

complicated understandings of subjectivity of transnational immigrant subjects. 

While European Americans largely imagined collectivity in political struggle 

against oppression in the early twentieth century in race- and class-based movements, 

South Asians in the late twentieth century imagine collective struggle in political 

movements that believe in “unity in difference.” While citizenship exclusively formed the 

basis of previous struggles, contemporary struggles understanding alliances beyond the 

citizen/subject axis of inclusion. Contemporary immigrant struggles foreground the 

transnational aspects of identity formation and ethnic collectivities of immigrant 

subjectivities. 
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In any case, tradition has always been deployed in political struggle. European 

Americans turned to the Bible and Hebrew texts to reinvent religion in political terms as 

allegory. The South Asian texts I examine have turned largely to mythological Hindu 

religious text of the Ramayana to alter its symbolic signifying practices and to recast 

tradition outside the bounds of gender heteronormativity and nation.  In both cases, the 

purposeful intent is to wrest tradition for radical political practices. Further work could 

explore other minority traditions that also utilize faith in imagining alternative 

communities. 

To sum up the chapters I have written is a difficult task, as I would rather 

leave the links made and avenues pursued open for readers. Nevertheless, I will 

conclude with a summary of the links between my chapters. European American 

immigrants constructed the narrative of assimilation in the early twentieth century. 

In The Promised Land, a Jewish American woman argues for assimilation in a 

historically decontextualized fashion. Constructing assimilation as individual 

mobility, her narrative fails to consider that assimilation occurred decades after the 

publication of her autobiographical novel and that it occurred as a collective and 

oppositional response to immigrant estrangement in the United States. The 

representations and even distortions of assimilation repeat themselves in the late 

twentieth century so that non-white immigrant groups are disciplined by an earlier 

narrative of European American assimilation. South Asian immigrants enter into a 

historical understanding of assimilation constructed out of the legacies of earlier 

collective struggles in social movements. The sites of educational opportunity and 
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professional status South Asian immigrants occupy in the United States today 

emerges out of multiple prior histories of struggle. This dissertation examines some 

of those moments to argue that South Asian immigrant efforts to understand the role 

of ethnic particularity are in a historical relation to earlier struggles. For South Asian 

immigrant subjects, there may also be some similarity with previous groups 

constructing a narrative of "consent," in which ethnic particularity is not imagined as 

an impediment to mobility. This is how the narrative of Jasmine by Bharati 

Mukherjee works to reproduce the assimilation narrative. Alternatively, South Asians 

may contest the narrative of assimilation for alternative strategies. I call one such 

alternative “unity in diversity” to understand South Asian involvement in oppositional 

queer of color social movements. To contest assimilation is also to understand that 

immigrant subjects live with transnational connections in a diaspora. 

Contemporary scholarship has moved beyond the immigration and 

assimilation paradigm to consider issues of diasporas and transnational connections. 

While this is an important move, reexamining the narrative of immigrant 

assimilation helps to explain how and why it is reappropriated or contested. Future 

work could further displace the narrative of assimilation by exploring the diaspora 

more intimately. Understanding formations in Britain or Fiji helps us to reconsider 

how racial formations exist in the United States. 

In each chapter, the novels I discuss have a particular narrative form. In Chapter 

One, The Promised Land is exemplary of social realism. By constructing a compliant 

narrator in her school years, the novel seeks “realistic” identification from students. As a 
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developmental narrative, it seeks to depict growth in the character’s personality and 

progressive Americanization. The narrative is undercut, however, by statements that  

reveal not progression but rather the estrangement of immigrant life. The novels in 

Chapter Two are all religious allegories. Pietro di Donato’s Christ in Concrete refers to 

the Christian story of Job to allegorize the dehumanizing conditions of work for 

immigrants. Paul’s developing political conscience could allow this work to be read as a 

bildungsroman, but its difficult language undercuts the notion of development, making 

the hardship of immigrant work real in language. Henry Roth’s Call It Sleep allegorizes a 

release from unjust punishment for an immigrant child. Relying on stories told by the 

rabbi in cheder, the young narrator discovers release from oppression as a brilliant 

epiphany. Anzia Yezierska’s Red Ribbon on a White Horse is both in relation to and in 

tension with immigrant traditions. Anzia Yezierska, in her autobiography, finds that 

immigrant religious traditions may be recast to speak to revised gender roles. 

In Chapter Three, Jasmine's appeal and its critical attention lie in how it constructs 

the United States as a site of transformation in a Bildungsroman. Mukherjee's adoption 

of the immigrant Bildungsroman genre as a way of conveying the prototypical 

mythological construction of assimilation as individual rise displays the similarity of 

her writing to genre features of the European-American immigrant works. Jasmine 

mimics stories that are retellings of the biblical Exodus—stories that describe histories of 

escape from bondage in search of a promised land. Some of its features are like the 

"melting-pot" in which intermarriage and inter-racial marriage is sometimes described as 

a way to "assimilate" into dominant culture. Jasmine combines all of these elements and 
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finds appeal in being a well-rehearsed narrative ascribed in this instance to a non-white 

immigrant. Chapter Three also examines the form of fictionalized autobiography and a 

non-synchronic narrative to understand the displacements and disjuncture of South Asian 

immigration. Moving back and forth through time and place, Jasmine signifies the 

impossibility of a process that tries to displace and minimize the racial and gender 

contradictions of its period.

In Chapter Four, the prevalent narrative form relies on references to mythological 

figures and events. Deepa Mehta’s Fire and Nisha Ganatra’s Junky Punky Girlz use both 

religious mythology and dreamlike flashback sequences to understand female immigrant 

sexuality. Cultural fusion is created when understanding one’s relationship to 

mythological goddesses and through identification with mothers in ethereal flashback 

sequences in Fire and Junky Punky Girlz. 

Another important link between chapters is the material histories that are 

examined. Mary Antin’s The Promised Land emerges out of the material conditions 

of early European American immigration to the United States. However, it situates 

assimilation at an earlier moment than it occurred. Seeing assimilation in material 

terms allows us to understand that it occurred as a result of the social movements of 

the1930’s. These narratives of cultural and material assimilation leave legacies for 

later immigrants. Narratives are told in time and place. Where I can, I have tried to be 

specific about the historical and material conditions that affect narration. Jasmine is 

read through a materialist lens to see how it taps into the moments that work against its 

own attempts to follow the conventional coming to America plot, such as jettisoning 
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the past. The “American” and “Indian” cultures that Jasmine deals with need to be 

understood as emerging out of specific material conditions, such as how the history of 

colonialism, the effects of capitalism and neo-imperialism create conditions for 

migration. These conditions also structure oppositional narratives such as Fire and 

Junky Punky Girlz. These narratives emerge at the intersections of a diasporic 

consciousness, postcolonial histories and racial formations. 

Another concept addressed in the chapters is that of historical specificity of 

immigration to the United States. Over the course of the twentieth century, literary and 

filmic texts evidence that immigrants make negotiations within tradition within a 

historical milieu. From the individual quest narrative of the early twentieth century (The 

Promised Land) to the collective reimaginings of American identity in the 1930's (Red 

Ribbon on a White Horse, Christ in Concrete, Call It Sleep) to the romantic plot of the 

Americanization novel (Jasmine) to the imaginings of unity in difference of the 

contemporary immigrant and diasporic contexts (Junky Punky Girlz and Fire), immigrant 

fictional narrative manifests certain important historical shifts.  

Chapter One describes the historical circumstances of early twentieth century 

European American immigration. As I also argued in that chapter, critics have described 

this period in an ahistorical fashion. In this approach, assimilation is posited as a 

cultural process distinct from the material conditions that mediate the 

transformation of group identities. For instance, The Promised Land by Mary Antin, 

which describes a Russian Jewish woman's "individual" transformation through 

schooling, is read by critics as evidence of successful assimilation, although large-
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scale access to schooling and resources from the state occurred at a later historical date 

for groups of European-Americans. By further historicizing this approach, we get a 

more complicated picture, suggesting that assimilation occurred for European 

Americans as a result of a struggle for resources. As I argue in Chapter One of this 

dissertation, actual group processes occurred at a later date than Antin writes about 

and in a way that critics consider. The actual lived conditions for assimilation for 

European Americans was made possible by the collective efforts of social movements 

described in Chapter Two.

In Chapter Three, Jasmine narrates the conditions that can be historicized 

through the passing of Proposition 187 in California. Jasmine’s undocumented status has 

to be contextualized. Teaching Jasmine after the passage of Proposition 187 requires 

being alert to how recent nativist scapegoating efforts to deny immigrants healthcare, 

education and social services blame immigrants for the failures of neoconservative 

social policies. Chapter Four discusses the films Junky Punky Girlz and Fire as texts 

situated at a diasporic moment. Transnational connections allow for a heightened level 

of communication between nations in the Indian diaspora and so scholarship must be 

attuned to those connections. 

In conclusion, set in their own historical milieu, these texts offer either a 

narrative of assimilation that manifests contradictions or counternarratives. All of these 

texts, however, deal with the project of revising immigrant traditions for radical 

purposes. 
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