Preface

This book presents a study of the entire body of Karen Tei Yamashita's works
of fiction, not as an attempt to establish interpretation for its own sake, but
as a way of assessing the significance of Yamashita’s literary output as a form
of the Asian American iitemr}' avant—garde, as well as the theoretical rami-
fications of her iiterary intervention for current Asian American creative
and critical pracrices. The critical attention I give Yamashita’s works in this
sruciy perhaps needs little jusriﬁcation in view of the fact that, more than
any other contemporary Asian American writer, she has contributed to the
reshaping of the Asian American iiterary imagination during the past two
decades. Such a transformation in the field, already under way in tentative
forms prior to Yamashita’s entry into the world of Asian American letters, is
symptomatic of a larger shift in the humanities and social sciences gener-
ally. I refer here to the transnational turn, in response to at least two concerns
arising from the mid-1980s: the impact of globalization as a socioeconomic
phenornenon and, correspondingly, the denationalization of iirerary stud-
ies, J:'eﬂe::ring chaﬂges wroughr in the giobaiizarion process. As part of this
turn, Asian American literature was no ionger seen as being rooted in the
United States, since a growing number of writers addressed both the home
and settlement countries, while continued globai migration enabled Asian
American literature to be perceived as simulraneousiy local and transnational,
rather than only as a subordinate category of American literature. I see Ya-
mashita’s novelistic practice, beginniﬂg with the pubiicarion of Emugh the
Arc of the Rain Forest (1990) and continuing to the present, as constituting a
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series of deﬁning moves in this transnational shift. These moves have gone
the furthest of any writer’s in opening up horizons for Asian American cre-
ative and critical worle, and yet they have also remained the most quaiiﬁed—
that is, concrete and circumspect—in maicing their claims. With the former
observation, I refer to Yamashira’s unprecedented mapping of the trajecto-
ries of Asians’ globality beyond the familiar conceptual and operational
categories; with the [atter, [ ernphasize her insistence on envisioning Asians’
spatial and geographical mobility through material praxis that registers the
crisscrossing forces of history, circumstance, and activism.

In assessing the nature of Yamashita's contributions to Asian American
iirerary practice in these ways, I use the reiatic-nship between c‘1’1'151:(:;1.'1,,'” and
“ﬁguration” as a generai way of organizing my discussion throughout. The
importance I artach to the notion of ilistory derives from my view that trans-
nationalism, as a formation produced largeiy by forces of capitai accumulation,
often manifests itself as a spatiai problematic, with reductive cohsequences
for iitemry representation in generai and peripherai iiterary articulations in
particular. Within this context, I use history specifically to suggest the need
for reciaiming an Asian American seiflrepresenrationai space that is antitheti-
cal to the iogic of reification. By ﬁguration, I refer to formal embodiments
of attempts to reclaim hisrory in Yamashita’s novels. I see such ﬁgurai repre-
sentations of history—be they generic, structural, or iinguistic—as fmught
with the tensions arising from Yamashita’s negotiation with competing im-
peratives across shifring sites, and from social conditions that mark these
efforts as sensuous—and poiiticaii}r ambi\'aient—projections. In working
rhrougi'l the sirnuitaneousiy historical and ﬁgurarive commitments of Ya-
mashita’s writing, I hope to arrive at a clear understanding of the dialectical
nature of her artistryasa form oftempomily conscious and sociaii}r grounded
discourse.

My examination of Yamashita’s literary corpus includes not only her more
celebrated works, Through the Arc of the Rain Forest (1990) and Tropic of
Orange (1997), but also her less often discussed nowvels, Brazil-Maru (1992),
Circle K{_‘;;J.:.'fe_c (zo01), and 7 Hetel (zo10). In analyzing these texts, [ have a
dual purpose in mind. On the one hand, T wish to use my analyses to engage
with and articulate Yamashita’s politicai and aesthetic agendas; on the other,
I regard them as a way of participating in dialogues that mark the reception
of Yamashita’s works as a process of dynamic ideologicai transcoding con-
stitutive of iarger debates. The reading strategy 1 adopr involves extension,
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revision, or recc-ding of Yamashita’s poiitics through my own critical methods,
which I see as spatiaIAmateriaiist and neohistoricist in orientation, methods
that may in themselves be probiematic and therefore in need of constant
examination.

In this stu.dy, I take setiousiy the unevenness of the reception of Yamashita's
novels, and view itasa symptom of how the novels chailenge readers through
their depioyn'ient of different regimes c-fknowiedge or formal strategies, and
as a reflection of the extent to which readers are dii:ferentiy situated in a
giobai process marked by disjun::tion and conflict. I believe that an adequate
grasp of the range and histoticity of Yamashita’s artistry cannot be achieved
thrc-ugh a partial reading of her works. Converseiy, a fuller understanding
of the nature of Yamashita’s politics and aesthetics makes available previ-
ousiy uninvestigated factors or contexts for meaning in her novels, which
tend to be reduced, especiaiiy when anaiyzed in isolation, to interpretations
based on contingent needs, individual preferences, of even sweeping gener-
alizations. J’iccorciingiy, my study identifies in her oeuvre a sharable “struc-
ture of f'eeiing,” o use a concept from Rayn'ic-nd Williams (1977, 132-134),
that not oniy connects the five novels under examination but also finds in
them a consistent point of view, tenor, and affective force that are at once
provocatively unconventional and irreducibly Asian American.

In considering Yamashita’s five novels, I do not follow the order of their
publishing sequence, since the array of topics they cover fluctuates and the
spatioternpc-tai range they register shifts, breaks, and reconnects. However,
these novels do fall into two basic groups in their approacil to representa-
tion within a generai framework of postnationaiity: those adopting extrater-
ritorial perspectives and deaiing with events outside the United States, and
those adopting partiai or compiete U.S. points of view or fictional settings.
I use these two interrelated narrarive perspectives to divide my examination
of the bociy of Yamashitas works into two clusters: Brazil-Maru, Cirele K
C_yc.:’e:’s, and Emugﬁ the Arc qf‘rﬁc' Rain Forest in one group, and Tropic f:f
Orange and { Hotel in the other. At the same time, I hope that the interpre-
tive order I have established can be viewed hoiisticaiiy as a reflection of my
own poiiti::.s of reading. That is, Yamashita's extraterritorial critique of the
nation-state does not aim, as some suggest, sin'ipiy to let go of territorial iog—
ics so that Asian American studies can embark on a deconstructive journey
of centrifugai dispersion. Rather, her critique is an effort to reengage the
material force fields of the narion-state with an enhanced denatic-naiizing
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consciousness, one to be gained oniy rhrough a genuineiy critical and com-
parative perspective. Such reengagement does not assume a continuing i.egitia
macy of the ciassiﬁcatory categories of the nation-state; instead, it recognizes
the nation-state’s inherent contradictions, which must be seized upon rhrou.gh
narrative interventions, as well as its porenriai for being opened up from both
inside and outside through situated struggies and activism. More spec.iﬁ—
caiiy, in my examination of Yamashita's texts, [ use Brazil-Marii—a novel
that chronicles significant Japanese immigration to Brazil in the pre-World
War II period—to give context to my analysis of Cirele K Cycles, which brings
to light the exploitation of and discrimination against Brazilian-born Japa-
nese manual laborers in contemporary Japan. This ironic cycle of Nikkei
migration across temporai breaks and changed circumstances then becomes
a necessary background for my discussion of Emugﬁ the Arc -::-f the Rain Forest,
in which a young, unemployed Japanese railroad technician travels to Brazil
in the early 1990s in search of happiness, only to witness destruction of the
Amazon rain forest, an imagined disaster caused by the relentless reach of
giobai capitai, traceable to its U.S. origins. My anaiysis of these three novels
anticipates the next two works in the study, Tropic afOrnge and I Hotel,
both involving the West Coast of the United States. This topographically
inflected interpretive scheme reflects my owh assessment of how geography
should relate to poiitics in a reflexive, transnational way, a reiationship I hope
to provoi-:e the reader of Yamashita’s novels into seriousiy considering.
Owerall, I idenrify three primary contributions Yamashita has made to
transnational Asian American literary practice. First is her reconstitution of
knowledge about Asian American experiences ]::-y incorporating in the exist
ing EastWest paradigm a South-North perspective as an intersecting and
asynchronous view open to further narrative and ideoiogicai arrangements.
The signiﬁcance of sucha spatiotemporai reaiignment of the field lies not so
much in its alternative geogmphicai designarions as in the prominence it
gives to issues of economic disparity, class priviiege, and neocolonial depen—
dence, which tend to be obscured ]::-y an exclusive emphasis on the discur-
sive procedures of Edward Said’s critique of Orientalism that have strongly
informed Asian American cultural studies since the mid-1980s. Second is her
intervention in an increasingly commercialized American culture by prac-
ticing a kind of innovative fictional art that I describe as Asian American
literary avant-garde. I see Yamashita's literary innovation as a cultural cam-
paign wageci on two fronts: to wrest aesthetic modalities from the culture
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indusrry by reappropriating hegemonic cultural forms, hence setting limits
to the function of those cultural forms in society; and, through such recon-
stituted cultural-aesthetic forms, to revitalize Asian American literature as a
mode of po[itical[y engaged art, one that is no less subj ect to the reduction-
ism of America’s late capita[isr culture. These textual efforts of Yamashira, [
suggest, interact dynamically with her spatial campaigns to remap the field’s
epistemic configuration. Third is her fashioning of a micropolitical strategy
for building interethnic and interdisciplinary alliances through literary repre-
sentation, both beyond ethnocentrism and within a self-consciously main-
tained Asian American historicity. I see Yamashita's approach as countering
popular trends in recent Asian American cultural studies that construct
multiethnic textual coalitions through critical projects, in which Asian Amer-
ican literary expression participates only in a token fashion. Such trends have
the effect of reproducing liberal scenarios of posrnationaliry based on percep-
tions of interracial and interethnic voluntarism, while they implicitly delegiti-
mize collecrive oppositional programs proposed ]::-y Asian American lirerary
scholars as a “unity in difference.”

Chapter 1 of this book offers a theoretical discussion of the contributions
made by Yamashita in relation to debates over posrmod.ern space and loca-
tion, [iterar}' avanr—garde and commercial and mass cultural forms, and the
question of referent in Asian American cultural studies. Chapter 2 analyzes
Brazil-Maru by situating its portrayal of the government-sponsored Japanese
emigration to Brazil during the interwar years in three interrelated contexts:
the worldwide expansion of the Japanese Empire, anti-Japanese legislation
in the United States, and the reproduction of modernity in Japanese farm-
ing colonies in Brazil under the lead.ership of emnigrant elites. I focus on several
aspects of the novel as fraught with ideological tension: utapia as an impeﬂ'a[
imaginary ideal, the primitive as a racia[ly inflected signiﬁer, and Creole self-
fashioning as a way for Japanese immigrants to differentiate themselves from
the imperial discourse into which they are unkﬂowingly iﬂterpeﬂated. Chap—
ter 3 focuses on the represenrational politics and, to a lesser extent, formal
properties in Circle K C;',I-'E.!'EF:. a parchworlc of unrelated written and visual
entries that simulate the hybrid presence as well as the existential dilemmas
of dekmqu', the descendants of early ]apanese immigrants to Brazil, who
work in contemporary Japan as socially marginalized manual laborers. One
aspect I discuss is Yamashita’s experiment with the postmodern technique

of co[lage, as well as her provocative mixing of socio[ogical reportage with
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fictional representation at various junctures of the book. Chapter 4 analyzes
Through the Arc of the Rain Forest in terms of its critique of the logic of rei-
fication. A signiﬁcant portion of my discussion is devoted to Expioring
Yamashita's spariai poiitics, especiaiiy her articulation of a future-oriented
consciousness thrc-ugh apocai}rptic visions, and her engagement with the sub-
iiterar}r gente of science fiction and the popuiar cultural form ofsoap opera.
Chapter 5 discusses Tropic of Orange as a narrative that simulates a process
of decolonization on geographical, cultural, iinguisric, and psychoiogicai
levels. My examination emphasizes both the impaortance and the ciiﬂ:icuity
of acquiring historical consciousness as a precondirion for disrupting the ter-
ritorial assumptions and iogics of colonialism. Issues discussed include
Yamashita's empioymeﬂt of magical realism as a historical form, her use of
visual, aural, and carnivaiesque ﬁgurations to create a temporai space of in-
tervention, her commentary on the limitations of cyberneric freedom, and
her articulation of historicist commitments through apocaiyptic imagina-
tions. Chapter 6 analyzes [ Hotel as Yamashita’s re-visioning of the Asian
American social movement of the 1960s and 1970s through the lens of criti-
cal internationalism, as well as her attempt to negotiate the tempoml gap
between movement poiitics and current discourses on rransnationaiiry in
Asian American cultural studies, which typicaiiy treat the former as an in-
stance of nationalist entrapment. My discussion revolves around the novel’s
formal structure, its dramatization of the tensions between revolution and
desire, its expioration of movement-related gencier and sexual poiitics, and
its performative reenactment of the spirit of the movement in the face of its
decline. This stuciy concludes with perspectives on the probiem of interpre-
riveiy estabiishing Yamashitaasa gic-bai novelist, and on the need to listen to
the specificity of her voice as an ethics of interpreting the meaning and sig-
nificance of her novels.



