Introduction

Becoming South Asian

We arc hCIC to PC['\'CIT—O{CL‘[SC me, [0 ‘ID.P'E'_CE'?PI‘.‘—DUI CLlh'Lll'C.

—Tiju Patel, addressing the Miss India USA pageant

As I walked into the Miss India USA pageant, I momeﬂtarﬂy felt out of
place. Inside the hotel banquer rooim, speaker systems buzzed with static as
emcees commandeered the microphone and audience members chattered
loudl],r with their friends. Glaﬂcfng through the program booklet, I noticed
that the preparation for the evening exceeded the actual events onstage.
"The pageant was not simply about who won the contest, but about the com-
munity itself. Threaded through the talent and fashion shows were stories
abour local immigrant entrepreneurs whose small businesses funded the
contest; about parents who invested their time and money into the display of
their daughters; and about the young women who aimed to win the crown.
Throughout the evening, the pageant organizers, beauty queens, and emcees
appeared to represent an upward[y mobile immigrant group. Yet while the
pageant promoted a siﬂgu[at narrative of ethnic and national community,
those who garhered at the event came from diverse baclcgrounds. The con-
testants represented more than twenty states across the United States, and as
many regions of origin within India. They were Hindu and Sikh, Muslim
and Christian; they spoke Telugu, Hindi, Punjabi, and Mala}'alam. The
audience included first- and seeond—generation immigrants from India, as
well as Fijians and Fast Africans of subcontinental origin. Despite my initial
hesitation, I was compelled by the spectacle of belonging generated at the
pageant. As an Indian national from Japan, an academic, and as a feminist
who reje::ted the objectiﬁcatfon of female bodies, I considered my.self to be
unlike the immigrants who attended and parricipared in this event. Yer like
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other audience members, I too became part of the powerful performance of
community that was staged by the contestants. Their efforts to win the crown
represented an aspirational narrative of belonging, enunciated through popu-
lar music, fashion, and dance.

Historically, beauty pageants have been occasions for Asian immigrants
to proclairn their allegiance as Americans.! At Miss India USA, what struck
me were the disparate claims to class and cirizenship that were made hy a
heterc-geneous group of immigrants. The pageant was nominally a charity
fund-raiser, but it required iarge investments of capital and labor on the
part of contestants and organizers. The lavish setting of the hotel ballroom
signaled the wealth of this immigrant group, but pageant sponsots in-
cluded struggling small-business owners as well as white-collar prof'essionals.
Though the judges spoke elc-quentiy about what it meant to be Indian, such
singular notions of national identity were challenged by the diverse religious
and linguistic backgrounds of the contestants. Moreover, the majority of the
young women onstage identified as American citizens, claiming regic-nal
identities as Texans or Californians who prc-uciiy representeci their states of
residence.

The visible contradictions embodied by the pageant contestants, orga-
nizers, and audience members came to a head at the end of the show. Just
before the winners were announced, Teju Patel, an emcee for the evening,
came onstage and proclaimed, “We are here to pervert—excuse me, to
preserve—our culture.” The audience reacted with shock and titters of ciisaPA
proval as Patel struggled to regain his composure. Caught in the spotiight,
Patel’s comment exempliﬁes the ways in which immigrants both preserve and
pervert notions of heionging. For those immigrants who organized this pul::u
lic event, identity is staged as a coherent national and cultural construct.
Cultural identities came to life through Boiiywc-od SONgES and dances, a
Hindu-centric iconography, and the colloquial use of Hindi. These acts of
cultural preservation reproduced a homogeneous ideal of nationhood—that
is, one constituted through dominant reiigious, ethnic, and iinguistic ideas of
what it means to be “Indian.” Yet for the contestants as well as their support-
ers in the audience, the pageant perversel}-r generated another notion of iden-
tity, one that enabled them to think of themselves as “Americans.” They
viewed the pageant as a universal rite of passage that accounted for their
racial difference and showcased a middle-class immigrant group. Perverseiy
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still, such claims to racialized citizenship were articulated rhrc-ugh the gen-
dered idiom of Indian popular culture.

Who won the pageant quic.kly became semndary to the question of what
it meant to be Miss India USA. For the judges—a motley collection of In-
dian embassy officials and Hollywooc[ casting agents—the title crown was
reserved for those women who preser\'ed an idea of India, cast as Hindu and
Hindiaspeaking. For audience members from Fiji and Africa, and for those
who belongec[ to re[igious and linguistic minorities in India, the notion of a
single “Indian culture” was itself perverse. As for the contestants, who jug-
g[ed multipie demands from the organizers and audience members, per-
Forming onstage illustrated their agency as diasporic subjecrs of the Indian
state and as ethnic minorities in the United States. What drew together this
disparare assembiage of immigrants was not a shared belief in “culture” or
“tradition,” but a collective investment in producing community, one that
sustained an upwardly mobile narrative of South Asians in the United States.

The contentious relarionship between preserving and perverting culture
at this pubiic event broughr to the foreground how the producrion of dia-
sporic community is not simp[y a question of ethnic identiry: instead, itisa
problem of iocality. Locality is the means rhrou.gh which first- and second-
generation immigrants, of varying regionai, religious, and linguistic back-
grounds, come to expetience what it means to belong. In critical race and
ethnic studies, be[onging is commc-n[y articulated rhrough claims to pl:u:e
that are characterized by generarional divides. Within this framework, first-
generation immigrants from India may readily identify as “Indian,” whereas
their secondAgeneration c-fi:spring claim to be “American.” The transition
from one place to another is represenred rhrou.gh narratives of ethnic ac[apra—
tion and assimilation, or captured by the formation of new ethnic identities
(such as desi, a Hindi/Urdu term meaning “of the homeland™). However,
each of these constructs of ethnic identiry reverts to a clearly demarcated geo-
graphicai site, whether a “homeland” on the subcontinent or the United
States. Such claims to place fail to capture the affective experience ofcreating
transnational communities acrass differences of generation, national origin,
religion, and ianguage. Locality exceeds nationalist frameworks of belonging
by exploring how the affective experience of migration produces new forms
of race- and class-based community. For those diasporic su]::-jecrs who come
to understand themselves as immigrants and as middle class through the
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experience c-fliving in the United States, [c-ca[ity engenders the production
of South Asian communiries.

Locality isa phenomenology of belongfng that operates as a category of
subjectivity as well as a means of establishing community. In Medernity at
Large, the anthropo[ogist Arjun ﬁppadurai defines lc-caliry as a “structure of
feeling, a praperty of social life, and an ideology of situared community”
(189). As a structure of feeling, locality is the practice of establishing rela-
tions of afﬁniry with those seen as similar to oneself, often rhrough a series
of shared experiences and rituals. Locality is also embodied as a property of
social life, one that is central to making idenriry and community visible and
distinct. Because locality operates as an ic[eology of community, it does not
specify the geographical boundaries of group identity. Instead, locality ac-
quires a phenomenological quality that is “relational and contextual rather
than scalar or spatial” (178). Moving away from quantitative assessments of
immigrant groups in discrete geographic locales, locality signals a shift to-
ward the affective nature of esrablishing I'c[enrity in a diverse range of sites,
including domestic, public, and virtual spaces. For many immigrants, the
production of locality is a means of transforming lived space into the place of
home(land). However, the forms of belonging that emerge from the produc-
tion of locality are distinct from claims to countries of origin. Immigrants
idem:ify as South Asian because of their experiences as racial minorities in the
United States, rather than in relation to citizens of nation-states in South
Asia. The experience of being South Asian is fundamentally about localizing
transnational ideologfes of class and race, for immigrants who take on the
project of producing locality find themselves struggling against the authority
of the state and its requirement of narional a[legiance. Loca[iry is therefore
integm[ to processes of globa[fzation, for it elucidares how communities are
genera‘ced rhrough the im:erplay between local racial formations and global
movements of capital. Yet the fact that locality must be repetitively embod-
ied, across multiple sites, makes it an “inherenﬂy fragile achievement” (179]
that is liable to repetition, degenerarion, Or erasure.

For many subcontinental immigrants, localiry is embodied through the
production and consumption ofpopu[ar culture: through reading literature
and warching films made by other South Asians; perfc-rming at and attend-
ing cultural events; and participating in online forums. These everyday
practices of identff:ying with other immigrants—a process that requires ne-
gotiating differences of [anguage, caste, and region—[ay the groundwork for
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formations of diasporic community. In this sense locality is distinct from
theories of cultural citizenship thart subj ect immigrants to the regime of the
state.” Viewed through the parameters ofcitizenship, subcontinental im-
migrants are identified by {and identii:y primarii'},r through] nation- and
faith-based constructs of identiry as Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, or Sri
Lankan; as Muslim, Hindu, or Sikh. By contrast, ic:pcaiit],r outlines the affec-
tive conditions through which immigrants create subjectivity and community
based on a shared experience, in this case an experience of migration. These
new forms of'community require negotiating certain forms of difference (such
as national origin, re[igic-us faith, or language) and reprc-ducing others (such as
class). As such, the production of locality is also cc-rnp[icit in reinfc-rcing
class-based notions of nationhood. Immigrants come to identify as South
Asian within domestic frameworks of race and ethnicity in the United
States, as well as in relation to neoliberal formations of citizenship in South
Asia. The troubiing elisions incurred in the production Df'iocaiity highlight
how it can be a profounc[ly generative experience of belonging for some im-
migrants but not for others. These elisions also alert us to the ways in which
iocaiiry can itself be perverted, often productively, by those who are other-
wise excluded from dominant representations of what it means to be South
Asian.

ﬂjroughout this book 1 examine iiterary, visual, and performative texts
created by and about middle-class South Asians, whose educational achieve-
ments and material wealth are frequently glossed as the “solution” to Amer-
ica’s racial probiems.-” Representations of middle-class immigrants circulate
widely in mainstream ULS. public culture in the works of writers such as
_]hurnpa Lahiri and filmmakers like Mira Nair, at art festivals and Brc-ac[way
shows, on television and in online communities. These upwardly mobile sto-
ries of scientists, entrepreneurs, and engineers come to stand in for what it
means to be South Asian d.espite the increasing numbers of WDI'i.{.lﬂg‘Ciﬂ.SS
and undocumented immigrants from the subcontinent. Such popuiar cul-
tural texts are frequently critiqued for their assimilationist representations of
a heterogeneous immigrant group. These texts also contribute roward the
erosion of working—ciass narratives of migration as well as the reification of
patrilinea[ and masculinist notions of middle-class mobiiity. However, shift
ing our attention away from how these texts represent immigrant identity
and toward questions of how such texts are consumed for the production
of iocaiity highlights the affective and material practices through which
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immigrants become South Asian. The circulation and consumption of South
Asian popuiar culture generate narratives of race and class that bind together
a fi'agiie coalition of immigrants who are otherwise divided by generation,
national origin, reiigion, and ianguage.

Because these popular cultural texts are produced and consumed within
a domestic racial framework, the experience of being middle class means
that South Asians are sirnu.itaneousiy aware of their position as minorities
in the United States while also complicit in embodying multicultural ideolo-
gies of nationhood. These pubiic discourses of multiculturalism range from
the well-worn paradign‘t of the c‘nteiting pot” or “salad bowl” thar portrays
immigration as a voiuntal'y act, to more recent neoliberal formulations that
proriuce highiy differentiated ethnic, religious, and sexual communities,
coded as “color-blind” or “pc-steraciai.”‘i Both piuraiist and neoliberal forms
of mulriculturalism are a means of managing racial and class difference
within the state, even thougil the rhetoric of a “color-blind” society purports
to move beyond race. Across these diverse rhetorics of multiculturalism, the
emphasis on individual “choice” is particuiariy appealing to immigrants
who, as bourgeois subjects in their countries oforigin, are familiar with the
prospect of full citizenship. Such enabling fictions contrast with the height—
ened racial surveillance of immigrant groups, particuiari}r Sikhs and Mus-
lims, after September 11, 2001. Yet for middle-class South Asians, multicul-
turalism continues to be the principai framework through which to advance
their claims to being American. Multiculturalism is experienced not as an
abstract iegai formation but as a rhetoric of subjecthooei, one that remains
con‘ipeiiing even as many subcontinental immigrants are d.eiiberateiy and
consistentiy excluded from visions of universal citizensitip. ‘The flexible opera-
tion of multicuturalism and its alliance with narratives of upward mobility
reveal Ltnexpecteci iini{ages berween domestic iciec-iogies of nationhood and
transnational practices of citizenship. As Viet Thanh Nguyen writes, “Com-
pliancy and accommeodation are flexible strategies that were and remain
important poiiticai choices for Asian Americans thar are overlooked by as-
sumptions about Asian American id.entity as being inherentiy, or desirabiy,
oppositionai” (26, emphasis in originai).

However, whereas Nguyen expiores the ramifications of Asian American
capitai accumulation within the domestic paradignt of U.S. race relations,
I explore how the embodiment of class mobility by South Asians is inti-
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mately linked to postcolonial formations of citizenship in South Asia. In
the eariy twentyeﬁrst century, middle-class immigrants experience postco-
loniaiity as an exceptionai state of citizenship. More than a decade after the
institution of market reforms on the subcontinent, the emergence of neolib-
eral ici.eoiogies of statehood in India, Pakistan, and Bangiaci.esh has trans-
formed what it means to be a citizen.? For elite diasporic subjects, access to
state power in South Asia is established thrc-ugh modes of transnational capi-
tal accumulation and consumption. In turn, these same middle-class immi-
grants are routiﬂeiy recruited into the expansive public sphere of the postco-
lonial srate. Such “exceptic-nai” immigrants can claim privileges (in terms of
rights to prc-perty) that are not afforded to citizens on the subcontinent.®
Many immigrants also r_ieploy their capital investments to advocate for poiiti—
cal change in their countries of origin. Such diasporic pc-iiticai MOVEments
ﬁlndamentaiiy refashion the spatiai and temporai distance between the post-
colonial citizen and the I'mmigraﬂt.? Eq_uaiiy important, however, are the
ways in which the circulation of neoliberal ici.eoiogies of citizenship trans-
forms the formarion of communities in ciiaspora. While subcontinental im-
migrants in the United States may retain regioﬂai— or faith-based categories of
id.entity (as Tamil or Punjabi, Hindu or Muslim), the proiiferation of market
based notions of individual autonomy also means that immigrants can iden-
tify with each other through a shared experience of class as South Asians.
Class mobiiity thus becomes crucial to the produ.ction of iocaiity, for it is
through a genciereci (primariiy male and bourgeois) experience of class that
immigrants negotiate the difference between postcoloniai and multicultural
citizenship.

Locaiity chaiienges the ways in which we think thrc-ugh racial idenrities
in the United States. By moving away from the representational politics of
etti'lnicit'},r and toward the affective experience of class mobiiity, iocaiiry takes
seriousiy the intimate and often vexed reiationship between domestic racial
formations and giobai structures of capitai. Tralso highiights the compeliing
power of state—sponsored nationalisms, experienced as icieoic-gies of multi-
cultural beic-nging and as neoliberal constructs of postcoic-niai citizenship.
Middle-class immigrants do not reject multiculturalism as a dominant
ideology of subject formation (identifying as South Asian instead of as
American). Rather, they id.entii:y as South Asian becawse they desire to be
American. Such intense feeiings of beionging are often misrecognized as
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narratives that codify South Asians into a “model minority.” What these ex-
periences reveal, instead, are the ways in which diasporic identities and com-
munities are produced in relation to nationalist I'deoiogies of the state in-
asmuch as rhey are embodied as a response or retaliation to state power.
Understanding the production of locality demands that we consider not only
the ways that immigrants embody racial difference within the state: more
important, it requires that we also understand how diasporic subjects locate
themselves within multicultural and pc-steolc-niai constructs of nationhood.

Examining South Asian localities thus necessitates an alternative method
of analyzing diasporic subject formation, one that is equ.ail'},r attentive to the
rhetoric c-fcornmunity formation and its embodied practice. Because South
Asian identities and communities are Forged through a diverse set of experi-
ences, across differences of reiigic-n, gender, and sexuaiity, I draw upon an
equally diverse set of methodological tools. Drawing upon erhnographic
practices of participant observation, | expiore how beeorning South Asian is
an everyda}r practice of belonging among speciﬁc communities of immi-
grants: across ﬁrsragenerarion proi:essic-nais and secondAgeneration pc-lirical
activists, on the East and West coasts, among queer and stmight immigrants,
as well as between Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus. Loeaiiry is expressed in the
series of affinities thar I generate between immigrant subjects, the pc-puiar
culture that they create and consume, and my own intervention as partici-
pant and audience member at public events. But such affective relations of
id.entity are also expressed thrc-ugh writing and perf:orrnance, and so I also
analyze literary texts as rhetorical acts of producing community. Drawing
upon popuiar fiction and film made by South Asians, [ examine how these
texts are rendered as quintessentially American stories of ethnic assimila-
tion. By historicizing these same narratives in relation to the poiitics of mod-
ern South Asia, [ demonstrate how these fictional and cinemartic works also
tell stories about a diasporic community that is shaped by memories of the
1947 partition of the subcontinent, recollections of nationalist movements
for Bangiadeshi ind.ependence, and participation in Hindu-Muslim com-
munal riots.

In the chaprters that follow, I integrate the literary and the ethnographic
in order to unravel the constraints of form and genre thart shape the ways in
which we look at diasporie popular culrure. I read doeumenrary films ]::-y
and about South Asians not for the “truth” of their representation of im-
migrant lives, but as erhnographic narratives that articulate the disjc-inted



Introduction 9

prociu.crion of iocaiiry between filmmaker, viewer, and documentary subjecr,
all of whom identify variously as South Asian. Some of these documentary
films circulate online and generate vibrant debates on blogs and websites
about who and what is South Asian. Similarly, I consider a Broaciway show
about Indians in India in terms of its poiiricai impiications for racial and class
identities in America, by interviewing, first- and second—generation actors,
dancers, and audience members who participated in the mai{ing of the musi-
cal. I bend the formal constraints of popuiar culture by examining the work
of South Asian visual artists not only as aesthetic depictions of identity but
as archival texts about immigration that generate a collective viewing experi-
ence. By cc-nsisrentiy situating iiterary, visual, and perfc-rmative objecrs
within a larger Ethnographic field, T examine the ways in which South Asian
localities have been produceci and consumed across the turn of the twenty-
first century.

Between 1999 and 2009 I attended public events organized in cities across
the United States by immigrants of Indian, Pakistani, Bangiadeshi, and Sri
Lankan origin. Held in venues ranging from abandoned warehouses to mar
quee theaters, these community productions varied in gente and scale. Some
of these public events, such as art festivals and musicals, traveled between
the United States and Canada, as well as between the United States, the
U.K., and South Asia. These dispamte venues of cultural prociuction were
linked rhrough a network of immigrant artists, activists, and audience
members who themselves circulated across disparare national sites. Many
of the participants that I interviewed self-identified as South Asian and
as middle class; many maore did not. How immigrants identified as South
Asian, when they did not, and what it meant to embociy South Asian subjec—
tivities became the focus of my study. My engagement with South Asian
public culture demonstrates how locality is experienced relationally and con-
rextuaily, as an ideoiogy of situated community that includes my own dia-
sporic expetience.

South Asians in Asian American Studies

Theorizing ic-caiiry requires expanding the historical and geographicai scope
of Asian American studies, since the poiiticai history of South Asia and
the class-based migrations of South Asians are uneasily situated within the
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epistemc-iogy of the field. Asian American studies is commc-nly narrated as a
community-based movement for racial equality that emerged out of decolo-
nization in the third world (in particular, the war in Vietham). Yet the impact
of South Asian anticolonial nationalism on Asian American politics is rarely
discussed, even though these same movements against British imperialism
shaped the broader context of the civil J:'ights movement.® The absence of
subcontinental immigrants from this eariy history of the field is also central
to the racial dissonance embodied by South Asians. Although more-recent
schoiarship in the field represents first- and second—generation South Asians
as examples of Asian American activism, these works remain oriented toward
correcting an original absence. While studies of South Asian American lit-
erature and culture e};pand the representational claims of Asian American
studies, they also retain an additive model of critical discourse.” Within this
context, South Asians are represented as one more ethnic group thar is “like”
other Asian Americans, despite the divergent histories of race, class, and em-
pire thar characterize immigrants from Asia.

Because such representationai poiitics inadequately capture the speciﬁc
processes of what it means to be South Asian, locaiity provides a more ca-
pacious means of attending to the phenomenoic-gy of racialized experience.
As postcoic-niai subjects, South Asians embody a i'listory of empire that re-
mains outside the purview of Asian American studies, even as scholars in-
creasingly attend to the expansive scale of the U.S. empire in East Asia as well
as in the Pacific Rim.!"" As ethnic minorities, the ways in which South Asians
are gendered and racialized in the United States diverge from established
perspectives on East and Southeast Asian immigmnts.” Although scholars
across the humanities and the social sciences have vigorously debated the re-
iationship between the domestic and the diasporic as sites for the production
of Asian American subjectivity, with few exceptions these debates have not
taken into account the speciﬁcity of South Asian diasporic history, culture,
and poiitics.' 2

Reorienting the purview of Asian American studies westward toward
the subcontinent requires thinking through the unexpected relation be-
tween frameworks of racial politics in the United States and formations of
postcoioniai nationhood in South Asia: a reiationship that comes to the
forefront in the localizing practices of South Asians. As racial minorities
who also participate in neoliberal politics on the subcontinent, middle-class
South Asians demonstrate the conflation and ox'eriap between distinct nar-
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ratives of nationhood. The ties that bind these two narratives of beionging
are not immediately visible, for unlike immigrants from Southeast and
East Asia whose lives are directly impacted by U.S. imperialism in the re-
gion, there is no visible 1'1i,5tor'},r that tethers the United States to the subcon-
tinent. Instead it is a complex narrative, one that is triangulated thrc-ugh
the legacy of British colonialism on the subcontinent. As the historian An-
toinette Burton suggests, the cultural practices of South Asian immigrants
facilitate “American identification with and disavowal of the British impe-
rial legacy” (147). These real and imagined relationships between the United
States and South Asia emerge in the domain of South Asian popular cul-
ture, which powerfuily reshapes the topography of Asian America.

In Inmigrant Acts, Lisa Lowe examines a series of Asian American aes-
thetic texts—literature, visual art, cultural festivals, and theater—that criti-
cally engage with U.S. race and ethnic politics. Although Lowe focuses on
cultural texts, her readiﬂgs resist assimilation into the aesthetic of multicul-
turalism. Instead, she argues that Asian American popuiar culture functions
as a site of c‘rriinc-ritj,r culrural produ.ction” thart produces “effects of disso-
nance, fragmentation, and irresolution” within canonized forms of national
culture (31). By highlighting the iegisiarive and marterial processes through
which Asian immigrants are racialized by the U.S. state, Lowe reveals the
contradictions inherent in universal notions of U.S. citizenship. Her readings
of Asian American literature and performance leads her to contend that “the
eonrradictory history of Asian Americans produces cultural forms that are
materiaiiy and aestheticali}r at odds with the resolution of the citizen to the
nation” (30). The Asian immigrant, at once intrinsic to and excluded from
the U.S. state, emerges in Lowe’s readings as an oppositionai ﬁgure who
contests multicultural discourses of citizenship.

My reading of iiterary and erhnographic texts draws upon Lowe’s foun-
dational work but differs in two important aspects. First, [ argue that
South Asians are racialized as minority subjects through their engagement
with U.S. as well as subcontinental nationalisms. Second, instead of operat-
ing as a site of critique, South Asian diasporic popuiar culture is aiigned
with dominant discourses of multicultural citizenship. Popuiar fiction and
film created by South Asian immigrants almost im‘ariably reproduce middle-
class narratives of migration, despite the heterogeneous experiences that char-
acterize subcontinental immigrants. Likewise, at the pubiic events | attended,
middle-class immigrants of diverse national and regionai origins on the
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subconrinent collaborated to embody unitary notions of “tradition” and
“culture.” South Asian communities emerge through this erosion of national,
religious, and class difference, a process that is intensified by the assimilative
tendencies of multiculturalism.

To propose that South Asian localities are shaped through the discourse
of multiculturalism is also to acknowledge that resistance—so central to
theorizing Asian American subjectivity—is an insufficient mode of under-
sranding racial formation. For scholars in the field, “resistance” also oper-
ates as a powerful phenomenology of belonging, one that is central to the
epistemic conditions of critical race and ethnic studies. Resistance frames
the discursive claims made by Asian American studies within an antiracist
and anticapitalist politics; it is also symptomatic of our collective commit-
ment to theories of social justice. What this has meant in practice, however,
is that Asian American popular culture is consistentiy framed as a site of
OPPQSitiOHal poiitics.15 Producing such narratives of opposition to the state
constrains the ways in which we understand the ciynamic producrion, con-
sumption, and circulation of popuiar culture, particuiari}r when the state
and its ideologies of race, gender, and sexuaiiry shape the form (if not the
content) of these cultural texts.

These genealogies of racial resistance and models of ethnic community
formation shape a number of works on South Asian immigrants in the
United States. In their introduction to a special issue of Amerasia Journal ti-
tled uS;li'j-r;lgr;li'i:i in America,” the editors Biju Mathew and Vijay Prashad
advocate the critical perspectives afforded by South Asian immigrants, in
particular by the “children of 1965" (xii). Framing domestic movements for
racial equality in the spirit of Gandhi’s anti-imperialist call for satyagraha or
“truth-force,” Prashad and Mathew view South Asian youth as racialized
subjects and diasporic popuiar culture as a domain of progressive poiitics.
More important, the volume established a model of activism for scholars of
South Asian American studies.

In the decade since the publication of Mathew and Prashad’s volume,
scholarship on South Asian Americans has evolved from an emergent field
of research into an established domain of cultural criticism. However, in the
humanities, research on South Asian diaspoms continues to be defined by
arguments for racial, gender, and sexual subjectivities that reject, rather than
reproduce, dominant formations of U.S. citizenship. For exampie, in her
book .ﬁnpos;ib:’e Desires, Gayatri Gopinath employs a queer diasporic reading
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of South Asian popular culture. By reading literature and film produced by
South Asian immigrants as queer texts, Gopinarh rejects the primacy of na-
tionalism as an ideoiogy of diasporic selfhood and community. While I share
Gopinath’s concern with deconstrucring the hierarchical relationship be-
tween nation-state and ciiaspc-ra, our archives of popuiar culture are diamert-
ricaily opposet‘i. Instead of emphasizing queer diasporic cultural texts, I focus
precisely on those bearers of heteronormative patriarchy who make it “impos-
sible” to occupy minority subject-positions. This is the cultural archive of
the U.S. immigrant bourgeoisie, whose iitemry, cinematic, and Ethnogmphic
texts consolidate representations of South Asians as an upwarciiy mobile,
assimilated group. Working from the center of popular culture rather than
from its margins, I examine the ways in which middle-class immigrants
re—embociy dominant constructs of ethnicity and nationhood. One of my ob-
jectives is to understand how South Asian immigrants continue to circulate
and consume heteronormative narratives of belonging, despite the visibility
and cenrraiiry of queer ciiasporic culrural prociucrion.

In the social sciences, an opposirionai pc-iitics of eti‘lniciry likewise re-
mains integral to research on South Asian immigration. Writing against
quantitative studies of ethnic assimilation published in the 1970s and 1980s,
recent sci‘loiarship has Emphasized how South Asians are integrai to move-
ments for social change.” Focusing on youth cultures, working—::iass immi-
grants, and minority reiigious groups, scholars such Sunaina Maira, Shalini
Shankar, and Nitasha Sharma have posirioned South Asian immigrants as
resistant subjects. Their ethnographic work highiight& the unequai relations
of power between working-ciass and undocumented immigrants, and mid-
dle- and upper-class pur-::-f:essi-:'nals.1'S Togerher, these works also emphasize
how new ethnic identities (such as desi) exceed plumiist narratives of multi-
culturalism. From this perspective, to be South Asian is to reject liberal ide-
ologies of U.S. nationhood, even rhough the stakes of refusing to participate
in the nation have distinct cohsequences for different groups of South Asians.

Positioning South Asians in opposition to dominant modalities of citi-
zenship limits the ways in which we can understand how iciec-iogies of mul-
ticulturalism and neoliberal state formation shape practices of belonging. In
liremry criticism as well as in the social sciences, the turn away from popuiar
narratives of multiculturalism has resulted in a narrowed scope for South
Asian American studies. Despite the strength of its interdisciplinary inter-
ventions, over the past decade the field has been increasingly characterized
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by its reliance on “good” and “bad” subjects of immigration." The “good”
su]::-jects (those who embod}r resistant racial, gencier, sexual, or class subjecti\'iA
ties) are positioned against and in relation to “bad” subjects who conform to
the starus quo (male immigrant bourgeoisie, Hindu right-wing nationalists).
South Asian American studies is defined by this binary iogic, within which
the “gooci” subj ects of immigration operate as models of collective struggie
againsta neoliberal state. The forms c-fsoiiciariry that are enunciated rhrough
this process generate a teieoiogicai narrative of progressive pc-litics within
which minority subjects resist assimilation to the United States.

By contrast, the immigrants that I interview and the iitemr}' and cine-
matic texts [ srud}r do not necessariiy express a resistant icieoic-gy of race
and citizenship. Nor do the chapters coalesce into a coherent narrative of
struggie, one that culminates in the expression ofa soiidariryabased poiitics.
Instead, the ways in which middle-class immigrants embody locality reveals
how South Asian communities accede to hegemonic ideoiogies of beiong—
ing. Rather than ciisriﬂguish between a “dissem:ing” citizenship and a “com-
piicit” cirizenship, [ argue that the formation of South Asian communities is
immersed in multicultural as well as neoliberal notions of nationhood.” The
prc-ciu.ction of locaiiry requires that we engage with multivalent narratives of
idenriry and community, some of which converge with dominant notions of
what it means to be American. In this regard, “South Asian” is itself an
inrerpeiiative term, one that brings into being the very communities that I
study. For firse and seconci—genemtion immigrants who disidentii:y with
pluralist narratives of multicuturalism, identifying as South Asian may en-
gencier an oppositionai poiirics, creating forms of transnational community
outside the domain of the state. Yer for those who id.enrify strongiy with the
promise of full citizenship in America, such affective relations to piace may
engencier partiai identifications or misidentifications with regimes of ethnic
piuraiism. In both instances, disidentification does not operate as a form of
disavowal, but rather as a reengagement with dominant structures of race
and cirizenship.””

In their essay “The Remaking of a Model Minority,” Jasbir Puar and Amit
Rai note that “underlying the debate about SAAS [South Asian American
studies] is an assumption that it is a coherent subfield centered on the study of
South Asian American subjects and, I'mpiiciriy, that the communiryASruciies
model needs to continue to be the basis for the new work that will ‘correct’
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the neglect of certain ethnic groups” (99, note 4). They point out that insist-
ing on a “community-studies model” obscures the fact that the field itself re-
lies on an unstable subject of study. Puar and Rai’s response is to queer the
field of South Asian American studies—that is, to pervert the very assump-
tion of a single community or identity shared by South Asians. I share in
their effort to deconstruct J:'epresentationai notions of South Asian commu-
nity, but my own approach is somewhat different. By focusing on the produc-
tion of locaiity, I examine how middle-class South Asians are at once com-
plicit with normative frameworks of citizenship in the United States and
generate hotions of selfhood and community that question these same frame-
works. This back-and-forth movement between assimilation and resistance,
as well as between nationalist discourses in the United States and on the
subcontinent, is central to what [ see as the formation of South Asian
community.

Locaiity reflects the practice of an oppositionai ethnic politics but makes
a different intervention in Asian American studies, one that expands upon
the capacity of multiculturalism, as a righrs—based discourse of idenriry, to
generate a collective experience of beionging. In the chapters thar follow, T
turn to those sites of cultural production and to those immigrant subjecrs
whose self-fashioning have not always aligned with progressive politics.
Amoﬂg my objectives is to ciarify what we understand as LLpr-:)g:,ﬂ:'es.si‘re,” par-
rieuiarly as this political rhetoric inflects emerging forms of racial and class
idem:ity. As [ demonstrate in my readings of South Asian art festivals, self-
consciously activist venues for diasporic cultural production can unexpect
ed_iy reprc-duce piuralist discourses of multiculturalism. In contrast, those
forms of South Asian popuiar culture that may be viewed as retrograde, such
as the Miss India USA pageant, dynamically reconfigure the transnational
terrain of racial subjecti\'ity. The ideoiogicai contradicrions that are inherent
within each of these venues demand our attention, for rhey call into question
a linear and necessariiy progressive correlation between immigrant art and
cultural politics. Reading these various texts also requires us, as scholars and
teachers of ethnic studies, to reflect upon our own investments in progres-
sive representations of race and ethnicity. Our discomfort with these varied
forms of South Asian popular culture emerges not only from its distorted
representations of ethnic community, but also from the fact that erhnieity
itself is constituted alongside normative ideoiogies of class and nationhood.



