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IMPOSSIBLE DESIRES 

An Introduction 

~ In a particularly memorable scene in My Beautiful Laundrette (dir. Ste

~ phen Frears, 1985), British Pakistani screenwriter Hanif Kureishi's 

groundbreaking film about queer interracial desire in Thatcherite Britain, 

the white, working-class gay boy Johnny moves to unbutton the shirt of his 

lover, the upwardly mobile, Pakistan-born Omar. Omar initially acquiesces to 

Johnny's caresses, but then abruptly puts a halt to the seduction. He turns his 

back to his lover and recalls a boyhood scene of standing with his immigrant 

father and seeingJohnny march in a fascist parade through their South London 

neighborhood: "It was bricks and bottles, immigrants out, kill us. People we 

knew ... And it was you. We saw you," Omar says bitterly. Johnny initially 

recoils in shame as Omar brings into the present this damning image from the 

past of his younger self as a hate-filled skinhead. But then, as Omar continues 

speaking, he slowly reaches out to draw Omar to him and embraces Omar 

from behind. The final shot frames Omar's face as he lets his head fall back onto 

Johnny's chest and he closes his eyes. 

The scene eloquently speaks to how the queer racialized body becomes a 

historical archive for both individuals and communities, one that is excavated 

through the very act ofdesiring the racial Other. For Omar, desiringJohnny is 

irrevocably intertwined with the legacies of British colonialism in South Asia 
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2 Chapter One 

and the more immediate history of Powell ian racism in 1960s Britain. ' In his 

memory of having seen Johnny march ("we saw you"), Omar in a sense re

verses the historical availability of brown bodies to a white imperial gaze by 

turning the gaze back onto Johnny's own racist past. The scene's ambiguous 

ending-where Omar closes his eyes and succumbs to Johnny's caresses-may 

suggest that Omar gives in to the historical amnesia that wipes out the legacies 

of Britain's racist past. Yet the meaning and function of queer desire in the 

scene are far more complicated than such a reading would allow. If for Johnny 

sex with Omar is a way of both tacitly acknowledging and erasing that racist 

past, for Omar, queer desire is precisely what allows him to remember. Indeed, 

the barely submerged histories ofcolonialism and racism erupt into the present 

at the very moment when queer sexuality is being articulated. Queer desire 

does not transcend or remain peripheral to these histories but instead it be

comes central to their telling and remembering: there is no queer desire with

out these histories, nor can these histories be told or remembered without 

simultaneously revealing an erotics ofpower. 

Upon its release in 1985, My Beautiful Laundrette engendered heated contro

versy within South Asian communities in the UK, some of whose members 

took exception to Kureishi's matter-of-fact depiction of queer interracial de

sire between white and brown men, and more generally to his refusal to 

produce "positive images" ofBritish Asian lives.2 The controversy surrounding 

its release prefigured the at times violent debates around queer sexuality and 

dominant notions of communal identity that took place both in South Asia 

and in the diaspora over the following decade.3 In New York City, for in

stance, the South Asian Lesbian and Gay Association waged an ongoing battle 

throughout the 1990S over the right to march in the annual India Day Parade, a 

controversy I will return to later in this chapter. And in several Indian cities in 

December 1998, as I discuss in detail in chapter 5, Indian-Canadian director 

Deepa Mehta's film Fire was vociferously attacked by right-wing Hindu na

tionalists outraged by its depiction of "lesbian" sexuality. These various battles 

in disparate national locations speak to the ways in which queer desires, bodies, 

and subjectivities become dense sites ofmeaning in the production and repro

duction of notions of "culture," "tradition," and communal belonging both in 

South Asia and in the diaspora. They also signal the conflation of "perverse" 

sexualities and diasporic affiliations within a nationalist imaginary, and it is this 

mapping ofqueerness onto diaspora that is the subject of this book. 
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Johnny (Daniel Day-Lewis) and 

Omar (Gordon Warnecke) in My Beautiful Laundrette 


(dir. Stephen Frears, 1985). 


Twenty years later, Kureishi's film remains a remarkably powerful rendering 

of queer racialized desire and its relation to memory and history, and acts as a 

touchstone and precursor to much of the queer South Asian diasporic cultural 

production that I discuss in Impossible Desires. 4 The texts I consider in this book, 

following Kureishi's lead, allow us to dissect the ways in which discourses of 

sexuality are inextricable from prior and continuing histories of colonialism, 

nationalism, racism, and migration. In Kureishi's film, as in the other queer 

diasporic texts I examine in this book, queer desire reorients the traditionally 
, --------~ 

backward-l . . r . Stuart Hall has elegantly articulated the 

peculiar relation to the past that characterizes a conservative diasporic imagi

nary. This relation is one where the experience ofdisplacement "gives rise to a 

certain imaginary plenitude, recreating the endless desire to return to 'lost 

origins,' to be one again with the mother, to go back to the beginning."5 
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If conventional diasporic discourse is marked by this backward glance, this 

"overwhelming nostalgia for lost origins, for 'times past,' "6 a queer diaspora 

mobilizes questions of the past, memory, and nostalgia for radically different 

purposes. Rather than evoking an imaginary homeland frozen in an id 

moment 0 -:- ~ remembere through queer las.2oric desire 

an~ the queer d~12g~~~_!j~~- "Wiili~ontra
di<:tio~_~!1d··.t:.liZ:vi.ol.en£~~.Il1ulti~'::2P!~l1gs,_displacements, and exiles. 

Joseph Roach, in his study of Atlantic-rim performance cultures, uses the 

suggestive phrase "forgotten but not gone" to name that which produces the 

conditions for the present but is actively forgotten within dominant histo

riography. 7 Queer diasporic cultural forms and practices point to submerged 

histories of racist and colonialist violence that continue to resonate in the 

present and that make themselves felt through bodily desire. It is through the 

queer diasporic body that these histories are brought into the present; it is also 

through the queer diasporic body that their legacies are imaginatively con

tested and transformed. Queer diasporic cultural forms thus enact what Roach 

terms "clandestine countermemories" that bring into the present those pasts 

that are deliberately forgotten within conventional nationalist or diasporic 

scripts. H If, as Roach notes, "the relentless search for the purity of origins is a 

voyage not of discovery but of erasure,"'! queer diasporic cultural forms work 

against the violent effacements that produce the fictions ofpurity that lie at the 

heart ofdominant nationalist and diasporic ideologies. 

Significantly, however, Kureishi's excavation of the legacies of colonialism 

and racism as they are mapped onto queer (male) bodies crucially depends on a 

particular ftlfing of female diasporic subjecti=::.ity. The tllm's female diasporic 

character Tania, in fact, functions in a classic homosocial triangle as the con

duit and foil to the desire between Johnny and Omar, and she quite literally 

disappears at the film's end. We last see her standing 011 a train platform, 

suitcase in hand, having left behind the space of the immigrant home in order 

to seek a presumably freer elsewhere. Our gaze is aligned with that ofher father 

as he glimpses her through an open window; the train rushes by, she vanishes. It 

is unclear where she has gone, whether she has disappeared under the train 

tracks or is safely within the train compartment en route to a different life. She 

thus marks the horizon of Kureishi's tllmic universe and gestures to another 

narrative of female diasporic subjectivity that functions quite literally as the 

film's vanishing point. Kureishi's framing of the female diasporic figure makes 
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clear the ways in which even ostensibly progressive, gay male articulations of 

diaspora run the risk ofstabilizing sexual and gender hierarchies. 

My Beautifiil Laundrette presents a useful point of departure in addressing 

many ofthe questions that concern me throughout this book. As the tllm makes 

apparent, all too often diasporas are narrativized through the bonds of rela

tionality between men. Indeed, the oedipal relation between fathers and sg!1.~-. 

se~tral aucl r.ewrring ["arme wiLhip d~()Eic!1arr_a~iv:es andbecornes 

t metaphor for t~ntradi~.!ions ofsameness and diffeJ:'.<=:flc(:!!I~_t.l.;ls~tu~rt H;ill 

~~.)_\:~i~i.ng.de~L'iUbje.c.ti.y!ty.lO For 

Freud, the oedipal drama explains the consolidation of proper gender identi 

fication and heterosexual object choice in little boys, as masculine identification 

with the father is made while feminine identification with the mother is re

fused. In his 1952 work Black Skin, U1hite Masks, Frantz Fanon resituates the 

oedipal scenario in the colonial context and shows how, for racialized male 

subjects, the process whereby the little boy learns to identifY with the father and 

desire the mother is disrupted and disturbed by the (black) father's lack ofaccess 

to social power.!! Fanon's analysis, which I engage with more fully in chapter 3, 

makes evident the inadequacy of the Oedipus complex in explaining the con

struction of gendered subjectivity within colonial and postcolonial regimes of 

power. While I am interested in identifYing how queer diasporic texts follow 

Fanon in reworking the notion of oedipality in relation to racialized mas

culinities, I also ask what alternative narratives emerge when this story of 

oedipality is jettisoned altogether. For even when the male-male or father-son 

narrative is mined for its queer valences (as in Laul1drette or in other gay male 

diasporic texts I consider here), the centrality of this narrative as the primary 

trope in imagining diaspora invariably displaces and elides female diasporic 

subjects. The patriarchal and heteronormative underpinnings of the term "di

aspora" are evident in Stefan Helmreich's exploration ofits etymological roots: 'V~,>~0 
>i,fo9

The original meaning ofdiaspora summons up the image ofscattered seeds and ... 


in Judeo-Christian ... cosmology. seeds are metaphorical for the male "substance" 


that is traced in genealogical histories. The word "sperm" is metaphorically linked 


to diaspora. It comes from the same stem [in Greek meaning to sow or scatter] and 


is defined by the OED as "the generative substance or seed of male animals." 


Diaspora, in its traditional sense, thus refers us to a system of kinship reckoned 


through men and suggests the questions oflegitimacy in paternity that patriarchy 


generates. 12 


http:i~i.ng.de~L'iUbje.c.ti.y!ty.lO


r 

6 Chapter One 

These etymological traces of the term are apparent in Kureishi's vision ofqueer 

diasporic subjectivity that centralizes male-male relations and sidelines female 

subjectivity. This book, then, begins where Kureishi's text leaves off. Impossible 

Desires examines a range ofSouth Asian diasporic literature, flim, and music in 

order to ask if we can imagine diaspora differently, apart from the hiological, 

reproductive, oedipal logic that invariably forms the core of conventional 

formulations of diaspora. It does so by paying special attention to queerfemale 

subjectivity in the diaspora, as it is this particular positionality that forms a con

stitutive absence in both dominant nationalist and diasporic discourses. More 

surprisingly perhaps, and therefore worth interrogating closely, is the elision of 

queer female subjectivity within seemingly radical cultural and political di

asporic projects that center a gay male or heterosexual feminist diasporic sub

ject. Impossible Desires refuses to accede to the splitting of queerness from 

feminism that marks such projects. By making female subjectivity central to a 

queer diasporic project, it begins instead to conceptualize diaspora in ways that 

do not invariably replicate heteronormative and patriarchal structures of kin

ship and community. In what follows I layout more precisely the various terms 

I use to frame the texts I consider-queer diasporas, impossibility, and South Asian 

public cultures-as they are hardly self-evident and require greater elaboration 
and contextualization. 

Queer Diasporas 

In an overview of recent trends in diaspora studies, Jana Evans Braziel and 

Anita Mannur suggest that the value of diaspora-a term which at its most 

literal describes the dispersal and movement ofpopulations from one particular 

national or geographic location to other disparate sites-lies in its critique of 

the nation form on the one hand, and its contestation of the hegemonic forces 

ofglobalization 011 the other. 13 Nationalism and globalization do indeed con

stitute the two broad rubrics within which we must view diasporas and di

asporic cultural production. However, the concept of diaspora may not be as 

resistant or contestatory to the forces of nationalism or globalization as it may 

first appear. Clearly, as Braziel and Mannur indicate, diaspora has proved a 

remarkably fruitful analytic for scholars of nationalism, cultural identity, race, 

and migration over the past decade. Theories of diaspora that emerged out of 

Black British cultural studies in the 1980s and 1990S, particularly those ofPaul 
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Gilroy and Stuart Hall, powerfully move the concept of diaspora away trom its 

traditional orientation toward homeland, exile, and return and instead use the 

term to reference what Hall calls "a conception of 'identity' which lives with 

and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity."14 This tradition of cultural 

studies, to which my project is deeply indebted, embraces diaspora as a concept 

for its potential to foreground notions of impurity and inauthenticity that 

resoundingly reject the ethnic and religious absolutism at the center of na

tionalist projects. Viewing the (home) nation through the analytical frame of 

diaspora allows for a reconsideration of the traditionally hierarchical relation 

between nation and diaspora, where the former is seen as merely an im

poverished imitation of an originary national culture. 15 Yet the antiessentialist 

notion of cultural identity that is at the core of this revised framing of dias

pora functions simultaneously alongside what Hall terms a "backward-looking 

conception of diaspora,"16 one that adheres to precisely those same myths of 

purity and origin that seamlessly lend themselves to nationalist projects. Indeed 

while the diaspora within nationalist discourse is often positioned as the ab

jected and disavowed Other to the nation, the nation also simultaneously 

recruits the diaspora into its absolutist logic. The policies of the Hindu na

tionalist government in India in the mid- to late I990S to court overseas "NRI" 

(non-resident Indian) capitaP7 is but one example ofhow diaspora and nation 

can function together in the interests of corporate capital and globalization. IS 

Hindu nationalist organizations in India are able to effectively mohilize and 

harness diasporic longing for authenticity and "tradition" and convert this 

longing into material linkages between the diaspora and (home) nation. 19 Thus 

diasporas can undercut and reifY various forms of ethnic, religious, and state 

nationalisms simultaneously. Various scholars have pointed out the complicity 

not only between diasporic formations and different nationalisms but also 

between diaspora and processes of transnational capitalism and globalization. 20 

The intimate connection between diaspora, nationalism, and globalization is 

particularly clear in the South Asian context, as the example of NR1 capital 

underwriting Hindu nationalist projects in India m~s all too apparent. 

Vijay Mishra importantly distinguishes between~>istoric~~oments_of 

South Asian diasporic formation: the first produced by colonial capitalism and 

the.... migratio;;-~f India~t1tared labor to British colonies such as Fiji, 

Trinidad, and Guyana in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; and 

the second a result of the workings of "late modern capital" in the mid- to 

~\A\.(5 
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late twentieth century. Significantly, in addition to producing labor diasporas, I
colonial capitalism also produced what Kamala Visweswaran terms a "middle I 
man minority" that served the interests of the colonial power and acted as a 

I 

i 
conduit between British colonial administrators and the indigenous popula

tions in East Africa and other locations in the British Empire. 21 The legacies of 

this initial phase ofSouth Asian diasporic formation in the nineteenth century 

are apparent in the second phase of migration engendered by globalization in 

the mid- to late twentieth century. Mishra defines this diaspora of "late mod

ern capital" as "largely a post-1960s phenomenon distinguished by the move

ment ofeconomic migrants (but also refugees) into the metropolitan centers of 

the former empire as well as the 'New World' and Australia."22 While South 

Asian migrants in the 1960s were allowed entry into the UK primarily as low

wage labor, the class demographic and racialization of South Asians in the 

United States was strikingly different. Vijay Prashad has pointed out how the 

1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, which shifted the criteria for U.S. 

citizenship from a quota system to "family reunification," encouraged the 

immigration of large numbers of Indian professionals, primarily doctors and 

scientists; this demographic was particularly appealing to the U.S. govern

ment in that it was seen as a way to bolster US cold war technological 

supremacy.23 Visweswaran argues that this professional technocratic elite in the 

United States functions in effect as a latter-day middleman minority, working 

in collusion with dominant national interests in both the United States and in 

India. Mishra, Prashad, and Visweswaran thus point to the ways in which 

South Asian diasporic formations engendered by colonial capitalism (in the 

form of labor diasporas) and those engendered by globalization and trans

national capitalism (in the form of a bourgeois professional class) function in 

tandem with different national agendas. 

Clearly, then, the cultural texts that emerge from these different historical 

moments in South Asian diasporic formation must be seen as inextricable not 

only from the ongoing legacies of colonialism and multiple nationalisms but
-'7 

also from the workings of globalization. Indeed theories of diasporic cultural 
Jlt' production that do not address the imbrication of diaspora with transnational 

~' ", V 
Cj r, c/'. capitalism shore up the dominance of the latter by making its mechanisms 

.~ J..O'" invisible. In an astute critique of Paul Gilroy's influential formulation ofblack 
. '\.... 
'S' 	 diasporic culture in The Black Atlantic, Jenny Sharpe argues that globalization 


provides the unacknowledged terrain upon which the diasporic cultural pro

ductions that Gilroy celebrates take shape. Sharpe notes that the transnational 

cultural practices that Gilroy draws on are rooted in urban spaces in the First 

World: "to consider London and New York as global city centers is to recog

nize the degree to which Gilroy's mapping of the black Atlantic follows a 

cartography ofglobalization."24 Sharpe's analysis is a particularly useful caution 

against a celebratory embrace of diasporic cultural forms that may obscure the 

ways in which they are produced on the terrain of corporate globalization. 

Thusjust as diaspora may function in collusion with nationalist interests, so too 

must we be attentive to the ways in which diasporic cultural forms are pro

duced in and through transnational capitalist processes. 

The imbrication of diaspora and diasporic cultural forms with dominant 

nationalism on the one hand, and corporate globalization on the other, takes 

place through discourses that are simultaneously gendered and sexualized. 

Feminist scholars of nationalism in South Asia have long pointed to the par

ticular rendering of"woman" within nationalist discourse as the grounds upon 

which male nationalist ideologies take shape.25 Such scholarship has been in

structive in demonstrating how female sexuality under nationalism is a crucial 

site ofsurveillance, as it is through women's bodies that the borders and bound

aries of communal identities are formed. But as I argue in chapter 5, this body 


ofwork has been less successful in fully addressing the ways in which dominant 


nationalism institutes heterosexuality as a key disciplinary regime. Feminist 


scholarship on South Asia has also, for the most part, remained curiously silent 


about how alternative sexualities may constitute a powerful challenge to pa


triarchal nationalism.26 Nor has there been much sustained attention paid to 


the ways in which nationalist framings ofwomen's sexuality are translated into 


the diaspora, and how these renderings of diasporic women's sexuality are inc 


turn central to the production of nationa . he home nation.27 In an 


article on Indian indentured migration t Trinida Tejaswini Niranjana be


gins this necessary work by observing tha 

in the early twentieth century used the figure of the amoral, sexually im

pure Indian woman abroad as a way of producing the chaste, virtuous Indian 

woman at "home" as emblematic of a new "nationalist morality."28 The con-__/ 

solidation of a gendered bourgeois nationalist subject in India through a con

figuration of its disavowed Other in the diaspora underscores the necessity of 

conceptualizing the diaspora and the nation as mutually constituted forma

tions. However, as I elaborate in chapter 6, Niranjana's article still presumes the 

http:nation.27
http:nationalism.26
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heterosexuality of the female diasporic and female nationalist subject rather 

than recognizing institutionalized heterosexuality as a primary structure of 

both British colonialism and incipient Indian nationalism. The failure offemi

nist scholars of South Asia and the South Asian diaspora to fully interrogate 

heterosexuality as a structuring mechanism of both state and diasporic na

tionalisms makes clear the indispensability of a queer critique. A queer di

asporic framework insists on the imbrication of nation and diaspora through 

the production ofhetero- and homosexuality, particularly as they are mapped 

onto the bodies ofwomen. 

Just as discourses of female sexuality are central to the mutual constitution 

of diaspora and nation, so too is the relation between diasporic culture and 

globalization one that is mediated through dominant gender and sexual ide

ologies. Feminist theorists have astutely observed that globalization profoundly 

shapes, transforms, and exploits the gendered arrangements ofseemingly "pri

vate" zones in the diaspora such as the "immigrant home."29 But while much 

scholarship focuses on how global processes function through the differentia

tion of the labor market along gendered, racial, and national lines, how dis

courses of sexuality in the diaspora intersect with, and are in turn shaped by, 

globalization is only beginning to be explored..10 Furthermore, the impact of 

globalization on particular diasporic locations produces various forms of op

positional diasporic cultural practices that may both reinscribe and disrupt the 

gender and sexual ideologies on which globalization depends. 

The critical framework of a specifically queer diaspora, then, may begin to 

unsettle the ways in which the diaspora shores up the gender and sexual 

ideologies ofdominant nationalism on the one hand, and processes ofglobaliz

ation on the other. Such a framework enables the concept of diaspora to ful

fill the double-pronged critique of the nation and ofglobalization that Braziel 

and Mannur suggest is its most useful intervention. This framework "queers" 

the concept of diaspora by unmasking and undercutting its dependence on a 

genealogical, implicitly heteronormative reproductive logic. Indeed, while the 

Bharatiya Janata Party-led Hindu nationalist government in India acknowl

edged the diaspora solely in the form of the prosperous, Hindu, heterosexual 

NRI businessman, there exists a different embodiment ofdiaspora that remains 

unthinkable within this Hindu nationalist imaginary. The category of "queer" 

in my project works to name this alternative rendering of diaspora and to 

dislodge diaspora from its adherence and loyalty to nationalist ideologies that 

are fully aligned with the interests oftransnational capitalism. S~~~~~ng '~q1U!er" 

to "diaspora.': . ..tnUS' recuperates- t~e~~res, practices, and subjectivities that 

are rendeE~~i.~llp().ssibl~ and}lE~l11ag~r:~?I~· ~;tEi~'conventional diasporic and 

nati~~~.5in.arjes A consideration ofq~~~rness,in other words, becomes 

a way to challenge nationalist ideol~i.~~hyrestffi'in.gthe.im.pure, inauthentic, 

~~eProductiY~~~a];;fth-;~otioH-nfJi4SpQ.ra. Indeed, the urgent need 

to trouble and denaturalize the close relationship between nationalism and 

heterosexuality is precisely what makes the notion of a queer diaspora so 

compelling.3 ! A queer diasporic framework productively exploits the analo

gous relation between nation and diaspora on the one hand, and between 

heterosexuality and queerness on the other: in other words, queerness is to 

heterosexuality as the diaspora is to the nation. Ifwithin heteronormative logic 

the queer is seen as the debased and inadequate copy ofthe heterosexual, so too 

is diaspora within nationalist logic positioned as the queer Other ofthe nation, 

its inauthentic imitation. The concept of a queer diaspora enables a simulta

neous critique of heterosexuality and the nation form while exploding the 

binary oppositions between nation and diaspora, heterosexuality and homo

sexuality, original and copy. 

If "diaspora" needs "queerness" in order to rescue it from its genealogical 

implications, "queerness" also needs "diaspora" in order to make it more supple 

in relation to questions of race, colonialism, migration, and globalization. An 

emerging body of queer ofcolor scholarship has taken to task the "homonor

mativity" of certain strands ofEuro-American queer studies that center white 

gay male subjectivity, while simultaneously fixing the queer, nonwhite ra

cialized, and! or immigrant subject as insufficiently politicized and "mod

ern.".l2 My articulation ofa queer diasporic framework is part of this collective 

project of decentering whiteness and dominant Euro-American paradigms in 

theorizing sexuality both locally and transnationally. On the most simple level, 

I yse "queer" to refer to a range ofdissident and non-heteronormative practices 

an~~~~ that may very well be inco111111eI1s{i~E~~:;;jthjJ.!~:ldeilt:i.t.¥_c;at€-g~s 
of'"gay"aiId 7;le~bian." A queer diasporic formation works in contradistinction 

to tlie'gr~b-;iiz~of "gay" identity that replicates a colonial narrative of 

development and progress that judges all "other" sexual cultures, communities, 

and practices against a model ofEuro-American sexual identity. 53 Many of the 

diasporic cultural forms I discuss in this book do indeed map a "cartography of 

globalization," in Sharpe's terms, in that they emerge out ofqueer communities 

http:ern.".l2
http:eProductiY~~~a];;fth-;~otioH-nfJi4SpQ.ra
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in First World global cities such as London, New York, and Toronto. Yet we 

must also remember, as Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd point out, that "trans

national or nco-colonial capitalism, like colonialist capitalism before it, continues 

to produce sites ofcontradiction that are effects of its always uneven expansion 

but that cannot he subsumed by the logic ofcommodification itself."34 In other 

words, while queer diasporic cultural forms are produced in and through the 

workings of transnational capitalism, they also provide the means by which to 

critique the logic of global capital itself. The cartography of a queer diaspora 

tells a different story ofhow global capitalism impacts local sites by articulating 

other forms of subjectivity, culture, affect, kinship, and community that may 

not be visible or audible within standard mappings of nation, diaspora, or 

globalization. What emerges within this alternative cartography are subjects, 

communities, and practices that bear little resemblance to the universalized 

"gay" identity imagined within a Eurocentric gay imaginary. 

Reading various cultural forms and practices as both constituting and consti 

tuted by a queer South Asian diaspora resituates the conventions by which 

homosexuality has traditionally been encoded in a Euro-American context. 

Queer sexualities as articulated by the texts I consider here reference familiar 

tropes and signifiers of Euro-Arnerican homosexuality-such as the coming

out narrative and its attendant markers of secrecy and disclosure, as well as 

gender inversion and cross-dressing-while investing them with radically dif

ferent and distinct significations. It is through a particular engagement with 

South Asian public culture, and popular culture in particular, that this de

familiarization ofconventional markers ofhomosexuality takes place, and that 

alternative strategies through which to signifY non-heteronormative desire are 

subsequently produced. These alternative strategies suggest a mode of reading 

and "seeing" same-sex eroticism that challenges modern epistemologies ofvisi

bility, revelation, and sexual subjectivity. As such, the notion of a queer South 

Asian diaspora can be understood as a conceptual apparatus that poses a critique 

ofmodernity and its various narratives ofprogress and development.35 A queer 

South Asian diasporic geography of desire and pleasure stages this critique by 

rewriting colonial constructions of "Third World" sexualities as anterior, pre

modern, and in need ofWestern political development-constructions that are 

recirculated by contemporary gay and lesbian transnational politics . It simulta

neously interrogates different South Asian nationalist narratives that imagine 

and consolidate the nation in terms oforganic heterosexuality. 

The concept of a queer South Asian diaspora, then, functions on multiple 


levels throughout this book. First, it situates the formation of sexual subjec


tivity within transnational flows of culture, capital, bodies, desire, and labor. 


Second, queer diaspora contests the logic that situates the terms "queer" and 


"diaspora" as dependent on the originality of "heterosexuality" and "nation." 


Finally, it disorganizes the dominant categories within the United States fOI; 


sexual variance, namely "gay and lesbian," and it marks a different economy of 


desire that escapes legibility within both normative South Asian contexts and 


homonormative Euro-American contexts. 


The radical disruption of the hierarchies between nation and diaspora, het

erosexuality and homosexuality, original and copy, that queer diasporic texts 

enact hinges on the question of translation. Many of the texts I consider here 

can be understood as diasporic translations of "original" national texts: for 

instance, in chapter 5 I read Oeepa Mehta's Fire against Urdu writer Ismat 

Chughtai's 1941 short story on which Mehta's film is loosely based. Similarly, 

in chapter 4, I situate Indian American director Mira Nair's 2001 film Monsoon 

WeddinR alongside its earlier manifestation as the Bollywood, Hindi language 

hit Hum Aapke Hain Koun ... ! (Who Am I to You?, dir. Sooraj Barjatya, 

1994). In most popular and critical discussions of Fire or Monsoon WeddinR, 

both within and outside India, the earlier, "indigenous" blueprints ofeach film 

are conveniently forgotten and effaced. In restoring the prior text as central to 

the discussion of the contemporary text, and in tracing the ways in which 

representations of queerness shift from "original" to "remake," I ask what i~?N'S t,-I~-" -) 

both lost and gained in this process of translation. Reading diasporic texts as 

translations may seem to run the risk of reitying the binary between copy and 

original; it risks stabilizing the "nation" as the original locus that diaspora 

merely attempts to replicate. Just as the nation and the diaspora are mutually 

constitutive categories, by extension so too do the "original" national text and 

its diasporic translation gain meaning only in relation to one another. Te- J\-7 
jaswini Niranjana, in her study of translation as a strategy of colonial sub-' 'V 
jectification, observes that translation functions within an idiom of fidelity, 

betrayal, and authenticity and appears "as a transparent representation ofsome

thing that already exists, although the 'original' is actually hrought into being 

through translation."36 In the juxtaposition of texts that I engage in, the queer

ness ofeither text can only be made intelligible when read against the other. 37 

Furthermore, reading contemporary queer representations (such as Mehta 's 
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Fire) through their "originals"(such as Chughtai's short story) militates against 

a developmental, progress narrative of "gay" identity formation that posits the 

diaspora as a space of sexual freedom over and against the (home) nation as a 

space of sexual oppression. Rather, I am interested in how the erotic econo

rnies ofthe prior text are mapped differently within a diasporic context. Trans

lation here cannot be seen as a mimetic reflection ofa prior text but rather as a 

productive activity that instantiates new regimes ofsexual subjectivity even as it 

effaces earlier erotic arrangements. 

Finally, in its most important intervention into dominant nationalist and 

diasporic formations, the framework of a queer diaspora radically resituates 

questions ofhome, dwelling, and the domestic space that have long concerned 

feminist, queer, and postcolonial scholarship. Historians of colonialism and 

anticolonial nationalism in India have examined in detail the ways in which 

home and housing were crucial to the production of both a British colonial 

and Indian anticolonial nationalist gendered subjectivity in the nineteenth 

century.38 Partha Chatteljee argues that in late-colonial India, "the battle for 

the new idea of womanhood in the era of nationalism was waged in the 

home ... it was the home that became the principal site ofthe struggle through 

which the hegemonic construct of the new nationalist patriarchy had to be 

normalized."39 Contemporary nationalist and diasporic discourses clearly bear 

the marks of these colonial and anticolonial nationalist legacies of "home" as a 

primary arena within which to imagine "otherness" in racial, religious, na

tional, and gendered terms. The "home" within hoth discourses is a sacrosanct 

space of purity, tradition, and authenticity, embodied by the figure of the 

"woman" who is enshrined at its center, and marked by patriarchal gender and 

sexual arrangements. It is hardly surprising, then, that the home emerges as a 

particularly fraught site of contestation within the queer diasporic texts I dis

cuss in this book. 

Just as the home has been a major site ofinquiry within feminist postcolonial 

scholarship, queer studies has also been particularly attuned to the home as a 

primary site of gender and sexual oppression for queer and female subjects. 4o 

Yet while many lesbian and gay texts imagine "home" as a place to be left 

hehind, to he escaped in order to emerge into another, more liberatory space, 

the queer South Asian diasporic texts I consider here are more concerned with 

remaking the space of home from within. For queer racialized migrant sub

jects, "staying put" becomes a way of remaining within the oppressive struc

tures ofthe home-as domestic space, racialized community space, and national 

space-while imaginatively working to dislodge its heteronormative logic.41 

From the two sisters-in-law who are also lovers in Deepa Mehta's film Fire, to a 

British Asian gay son's grappling with his immigrant father in Ian Rashid's 

short film SuruiuinR Sabu, to the queer and transgendered protagonists ofShani 

Mootoo's and Shyam Selvadurai's novels, home is a vexed location where 

queer subjects whose very desires and suhjectivities are formed by its logic 

simultaneously labor to transform it. 

Historian Antoinette Burton writes of how, in the memoirs of elite women 

writers in late-colonial India, the "home" itself becomes an archive, "a 

dwelling-place of a critical history rather than the falsely safe space of the 

past."42 Similarly, the queer diasporic texts I discuss throughout this book 

provide a minute detailing and excavation ofthe various forms ofviolence and, 

conversely, possibility and promise that are enshrined within "home" space. 

These queer diasporic texts evoke "home" spaces that are permanently and 

already ruptured, rent by colliding discourses around class, sexuality, and ethnic 

identity. They lay claim to both the space of"home" and the nation by making 

both the site of desire and pleasure in a nostalgic diasporic imaginary. The 

heteronormative home, in these texts, unwittingly generates homoeroticism. 

This resigniflCation of"home" within a queer diasporic imaginary makes three 

crucial interventions: first, it forcefully repudiates the elision of queer sub

jects from national and diasporic memory; second, it denies their function as 

threat to family/community/nation; and third, it refuses to position queer 

subjects as alien, inauthentic, and perennially outside the confines of these 

entities. 

Impossibility 

Because the figure of "woman" as a pure and unsullied sexual being is so 

central to dominant articulations ofnation and diaspora, the radical disruption 

of "home" that queer diasporic texts enact is particularly apparent in their 

representation of queer female subjectivity. I use the notion of "impossibility" 

as a way of signaling the unthinkability of a queer female subject position 

within various mappings of nation and diaspora. My foregrounding of queer 

female diasporic subjectivity throughout the book is not simply an attempt to 

merely bring into visibility or recognition a heretofore invisible subject. In
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deed, as I have suggested, many of the texts I consider run counter to standard 

"lesbian" and "gay" narratives of the closet and coming out that are organized 

exclusively around a logic ofrecognition and visibility. Instead, I scrutinize the 

deep investment ofdominant diasporic and nationalist ideologies in producing 

this particular subject position as impossible and unimaginable. Given the 

illegibility and unrepresentability of a non-heteronormative female subject 

within patriarchal and heterosexual configurations of both nation and dias

pora, the project oflocating a "queer South Asian diasporic subject" -and a 

queer female subject in particular-may begin to challenge the dominance of 

such configurations. Revealing the mechanisms by which a queer female di

asporic positionality is rendered impossible strikes at the very foundation of 

these ideological structures. Thus, while this project is very much situated 

within the emergent body of queer of color work that I referenced earlier, it 

also parts ways with much of this scholarship by making a queer female subject 

the crucial point of departure in theorizing a queer diaspora. In so doing, 

Impossible Desires is located squarely at the intersection of queer and feminist 

scholarship and therefore challenges the notion that these fields of inquiry are 

necessarily distinct, separate, and incommensurate.43 Instead, the book brings 

together the insights of postcolonial feminist scholarship on the gendering of 

colonialism, nationalism, and globalization, with a queer critique of the het

eronormativity of cultural and state nationalist formations. 44 

The impossihility ofimagining a queer female diasporic subject within dom

inant diasporic and nationalist logics was made all too apparent in the battle in 

New York City between the South Asian Lesbian and Gay Association (SALGA) 

and a group of Indian immigrant businessmen known as the National Fed

eration of Indian Associations (NFIA), over SALGA's inclusion in the NFIA

sponsored annual India Day Parade. The India Day Parade-which runs down 

the length of Madison Avenue and is an ostensible celebration ofIndia's inde

pendence from the British in 1947-is an elaborate performance of Indian 

diasporic identity, and a primary site of contestation over the borders and 

houndaries ofwhat constitutes "Indianness" in the diaspora. In 1992 the newly 

formed SALGA applied for the right to march in the parade only to be hrusquely 

turned down hy the NFIA. Later that same year, right-wing Hindu extremists 

demolished the Babri Masjid, a Muslim shrine in Ayodhya, India, setting off a 

frenzy ofanti-Muslim violence. These two events-the destruction ofthe Babri 

Masjid in Ayodhya, and the resistance on the part of the NFIA to SALGA'S 

inclusion in the parade in New York City-are not as unrelated as they may 

initially appear. Paola Baccheta has argued that one of the central tenets of 

Hindu nationalist ideology is the assignation ofdeviant sexualities and genders 

to all those who do not inhabit the boundaries ofthe Hindu nation, particularly 

Indian Muslims.45 Thus, while these two events are certainly not comparable in 

terms of scale or the level of violence, together they mark the ways in which 

terrifyingly exclusivist definitions of communal helonging are relayed and 

translated between nation and diaspora within the realm of public culture, 

through intersecting discourses of gender, sexuality, nationality, and religion. 

The literal erasure of Muslims from the space of the (Hindu) nation coincides 

with the symbolic effacement of queer subjects from a "home" space nostal

gically reimagined from the vantage point of the diaspora. Indeed the battle 

between SALGA and the NFIA that continued throughout the 1990S makes 

explicit how an Indian immigrant male bourgeoisie (embodied by the NFIA) 

reconstitutes Hindu nationalist discourses of communal belonging in India by 

interpellating "India" as Hindu, patriarchal, middle class, and free of homo

sexuals.46 This Hindu nationalist vision ofhome and homeland was powerfully 

contested by SALGA at the 1995 parade, where once again the group was 

literally positioned at the sidelines of the official spectacle of national recon

stitution. One SALGA activist, Faraz Ahmed (aka Nina Chiffon), stood at the 

edge of the parade in stunning, Bollywood-inspired drag, holding up a banner 

that proclaimed, "Long Live Queer India!" The banner, alongside Ahmed's 

performance of the hyperbolic femininity of Bollywood film divas, interpel

lated not a utopic future space of national belonging but rather an already 

existing queer diasporic space ofinsurgent sexualities and gender identities. 

That same year, the NF1A attempted to specify its criteria for exclusion by 

denying both SALGA and Sakhi for South Asian Women (an anti-domestic 

violence women's group) the right to march on the grounds that both groups 

were, in essence, "antinational." The official grounds for denying Sakhi and 

SALGA the right to march was ostensibly that both groups called themselves not 

"Indian" but "South Asian." The possibility ofPakistanis, Bangladeshis, or Sri 

Lankans marching in an "Indian" parade was seen by NF1A members as an un

acceptable redefinition ofwhat constituted the so-called Indian community in 

New York City. In 1996, however, the NFIA allowed Sakhi to participate while 

continuing to deny SALGA the right to march. The NFIA, as self-styled arbiter 

of communal and national belonging, thus deemed it appropriate for women 
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to march as "Indian women," even perhaps as "feminist Indian women," but 

could not envision women marching as "Indian queers" or "Indian lesbians"; 

clearly the probability that there may indeed exist "lesbians" within Sakhi was 

not allowed for by the NFIA. 

The controversy surrounding the India Day Parade highlights how hege

monic nationalist discourses, produced and reproduced in the diaspora, posi

tion "woman" and "lesbian" as mutually exclusive categories to be disciplined 

in different ways. Anannya Bhattacharjee's work on domestic violence within 

Indian immigrant communities in the United States, for instance, demon

strates how immigrant women are positioned by an inunigrant male bour

geoisie as repositories ofan essential "Indianness." Thus any form of transgres

sion on the part of women may result in their literal and symbolic exclusion 

from the multiple "homes" which they as immigrant women inhabit: the 

patriarchal, heterosexual household, the extended "family" made up of an 

immigrant community, and the national spaces of both India and the United 

StatesY Sunaina Maira's ethnography of South Asian youth culture in New 

York City further documents the ways in which notions ofchastity and sexual 

purity in relation to second-generation daughters are "emblematic not just of 

the family's reputation but also, in the context of the diaspora, of the purity of 

tradition and ethnic identity, a defense against the promiscuity of 'American 

influences.' "48 Both Bhattacharjee and Maira valuably point to the complex 

ways in which the gendered constructions of South Asian nationalism are 

reproduced in the diaspora through the figure ofthe "woman" as the boundary 

marker of ethnic/racial community in the "host" nation. The "woman" also 

bears the brunt of being the embodied signifier of the "past" of the diaspora, 

that is, the homeland that is left behind and continuously evoked. But what 

remains to be fully articulated in much feminist scholarship on the South Asian 

diaspora are the particularly disastrous consequences that the symbolic freight 

attached to diasporic women's bodies has for non-heteronormative female 

subjects. Within the patriarchal logic of an Indian immigrant bourgeoisie, a 

"nonheterosexual Indian woman" occupies a space ofimpossibility, in that she 

is not only excluded from the various "home" spaces that the "woman" is 

enjoined to inhabit and symbolize but, quite literally, simply cannot be imag

ined. Within patriarchal diasporic and nationalist logic, the "lesbian" can only 

exist outside the "home" as household, community, and nation of origin, 

whereas the "woman" can only exist within it. Indeed the "lesbian" is seen as 

"foreign," as a product of being too long in the West, and therefore is an

nexed to the "host" nation where she may be further elided-particularly if 

undocumented-as a nonwhite immigrant within both a mainstream (white) 

lesbian and gay movement and the larger body of the nation-state. 

The parade controversy makes clear how the unthinkability of a queer fe

male diasporic subject is inextricable from the nationalist overvaluation of the 

heterosexual female body; but it also functions in tandem with the simulta

neous subordination ofgay male subjectivity. Thus throughout this book, I pay 

close attention to the highly specific but intimately related modes of domina

tion by which various racialized, gendered, classed, and sexualized bodies are 

disciplined and contained by normative notions of communal identity. The 

rendering of queer female diasporic subjectivity as "impossible" is a very par

ticular ideological structure: it is quite distinct from, but deeply connected to, 

the fetishization of heterosexual female bodies and the subordination of gay 

male bodies within dominant diasporic and nationalist discourses. 49 Impossible 

Desires attempts to track the mutual dependency and intersections between 

these different modes of domination, as well as the particular forms of accom

modation and resistance to which they give rise. Indeed, as my briefdiscussion 

of My Beautiful Laundrette suggested, and as I elaborate in the following chap

ters, queer female diasporic subjectivity remains unimaginable and unthink

able not only within dominant nationalist and diasporic discourses but also 

within some gay male, as well as liberal feminist, rearticulations of diaspora. 

Thus, in their elision of queer female diasporic subjectivity, gay male and 

liberal feminist frameworks may be complicit with dominant nationalist and 

diasporic discourses. 

While the phrase "impossible desires" refers specifically to the elision of 

queer female diasporic sexuality and subjectivity, I also use it to more generally 

evoke what Jose Rabasa, in his analysis of the Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas, 

Mexico, calls "a utopian horizon ofalternative rationalities to those dominant 

in the West."50 Noting that one ofthe rallying cries ofthe movement is "Exigid 

10 imposible!" (Demand the impossible!), Rabasa understands the Zapatistas' 

evocation of pre-Columbian myths combined with a pointed critique of the 

North American Free Trade Agreement and former president Raul Salinas's 

economic reforms as articulating a particular vision of time, history, and na

tional collectivity that runs counter to that of dominant Mexican nationalism. 

The "impossibility" ofthe Zapatistas' subaltern narrative, argues Rabasa, lies in 
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its incompatibility with the "modern" narratives ofdominant nationalism that 

relegate indigenous people to the realm of the pre-political and the premod

ern. The power of the Zapatistas thus "resides in the new world they call 

forth-a sense of justice, democracy, and liberty that the government call11ot 

understand because it calls for its demise."51 It may initially appear incongruous 

to begin a study ofgender, sexuality, and migration in the South Asian diaspora 

with an evocation of an indigenous peasant struggle in southern Mexico. 

However I find the notion of "the impossible," as articulated by Rabasa's 

reading ofZapatismo, to have a remarkable resonance with the project engaged 

in throughout this book. The phrase "Exigid 10 imposible!," in relation to a 

queer South Asian diaspora, suggests the range of oppositional practices, sub

jectivities, and alternative visions of collectivity that fall outside the develop

mental narratives of colonialism, bourgeois nationalism, mainstream liheral 

feminism, and mainstream gay and lesbian politics and theory. "Demanding 

the impossible" points to the failure of the nation to live up to its promises of 

democratic egalitarianism, and dares to envision other possibilities of existence 

exterior to dominant systems oflogic. 

South Asian Public Cultures 

Throughout this book, I attempt to read the traces of "impossible subjects" as 

they travel within and away from "home" as domestic, communal, and na

tional space. In so doing, I ask how we can identifY the multitude of "small 

acts," as Paul Gilroy phrases it, that fall beneath the threshold of hegemonic 

nationalist and diasporic discourses. 52 This project of mapping the spaces of 

impossibility within multiple discourses necessitates an engagement with par

ticular cultural forms and practices that are at the margins of what are con

sidered legitimate sites of resistance or the "proper objects" of scholarly in

quiry. The term "South Asian public cultures," in my project, functions to 

name the myriad cultural forms and practices through which queer suhjects 

articulate new modes of collectivity and kinship that reject the ethnic and 

religious ahsolutism of multiple nationalisms, while simultaneously resisting 

Euro-American, homonormative models ofsexual alterity. My understanding 

ofthe term huilds on Atjun Appadurai and Carole Breckenridge's definition of 

"public culture" as a "zol1e of cultural debate" where "tensions and contradic

tions between national sites and transnational cultural processes" play out. 53 It 

is within the realm of diasporic public culture that competing notions of 

community, belonging, and authenticity are brought into stark relief. Such 

an understanding of public culture reveals the intimate connections between 

seemingly unrelated events such as the India Day Parade controversy and the 

destruction of the Babri Masjid that I just described. The queer diasporic 

public culture that is the focus of this book takes the form of easily "recogniz

able" cultural texts such as musical genres, films, videos, and novels that have a 

specifically transnational address even as they are deeply rooted in the politics 

of the local. But because queer diasporic lives and communities often leave 

traces that resist textualization, they allow us to rethink what constitutes a 

viable archive ofSouth Asian diasporic cultural production in the first place. 54 

Thus the archive of queer public culture that I track here also encompasses 

cultural interventions that are much harder to document, such as queer spec

tatorial practices, and the mercurial performances and more informal forms of 

sociality (both on stage and on the dance floor) that occur at queer night clubs, 

festivals, and other community events. This queer diasporic archive is one that 

runs against the grain ofconventional diasporic or nationalist archives, in that it 

documents how diasporic and nationalist subjectivities are produced through 

the deliberate forgetting and violent expulsion, subordination, and criminal

ization ofparticular bodies, practices, and identities. This archive is the storing 

house for those "clandestine countermemories," to once again use Joseph 

Roach's phrase, through which sexually and racially marginalized commu

nities reimagine their relation to the past and the present. By narrating a 

different history ofSouth Asian diasporic formation, a queer diasporic archive 

allows us to memorialize the violences ofthe past while also imagining "other 

ways of being in the world,"55 as Dipesh Chakravarty phrases it, that extend 

beyond the horizon of dominant nationalisms. 

This different mode of conceptualizing the archive necessitates different 

reading strategies by which to render queer diasporic suhjects intelligihle and 

to mark the presence of what M. Jacqui Alexander terms an "insurgent sex

uality" that works within and against hegemonic nationalist and diasporic 

logic. 50 Indeed, the representations of non-heteronormative desire within the 

texts I consider throughout the hook call for an alternative set of reading 

practices, a queer diasporic reading that juxtaposes what appear to be disparate 

texts and that traces the cross-pollination between the various sites of non

normative desires that emerge within them. On the one hand, such a reading 
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renders intelligible the particularities of same-sex desiring relations within 

spaces of homosociality and presumed heterosexuality; on the other hand, it 

deliberately wrenches particular scenes and moments out of context and ex

tends them further than they would want to go. It exploits the tension in the 

texts between the staging offemale homoerotic desire as simply a supplement 

to a totalizing heterosexuality and the potential they raise for a different logic 

and organization offemale desire. Because it is consistently under erasure from 

dominant historical narratives, the archive of a queer diaspora is one that is 

necessarily fractured and fragmented. I therefore employ a kind of scavenger 

methodology that finds evidence ofqueer diasporic lives and cultures, and the 

oppositional strategies they enact, in the most unlikely ofplaces-the "home" 

being one such key location. As we see in relation to "home," often what looks 

like a capitulation to dominant ideologies of nation and diaspora may in fact 

have effects that dislodge these ideologies; conversely what may initially appear 

as a radically oppositional stance may simply reinscribe existing power rela

tions. In my reading of the British film East Is East (dir. Damien O'Donnell, 

2000) in chapter 3, for instance, I suggest that it may not be the gay British 

Asian son who leaves the home, but rather the seemingly straight daughter 

who remains, who most trouhles the gender and sexual ideologies of "home" 

in all its valences. The daughter is able to effect the disruption of home space 

,-through the performance of the hyperbolic femininity embodied by the hero

ines of Bollywood, as popular Hindi cinema is known. It is this practice of 

citationality, where the daughter evokes different genealogies of racialized 

) femininity, that marks her as "queer." Queerness in this case references an 

( alternative hermeneutic, the particular interpretive strategies that are availahle ,.J 
2 	 to those who are deemed "impossible" within hegemonic nationalist and 

diasporic discourses. The category ofqueer, in other words, names the reading&
\J l and citational practice that I engage in throughout the book, and that I also 

J. identity within the texts themselves. 

'-" '-' I employ this queer reading practice in chapter 2, where I consider the ways 

in which popular music functions as one of the primary manifestations and 

locations of transnational public culture in the South Asian diaspora. I read the 

music of British Asian bands of the 1990S through a queer diasporic frame by 

situating it alongside alternative media and cultural practices that allow us to 

hear different stories about South Asian diasporic formation in the context of 

globalization. The valorization by critics and audiences of the recognizably 
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oppositional class and race politics of the predominantly male"Asian Under

ground" music scene allows for a complex picture ofracialized masculinities in 

postcolonial Britain to emerge. Yet it misses the more nuanced contestations of 

gender, sexuality, race, and nation by queer and female subjects that take 

place at the margins of this scene and in spaces (such as the home) that may 

not initially appear as crucial locations where globalization makes itself felt. I 

therefore counterpose my discussion of the "Asian Underground" with an 

evocation of other musical, cinematic, and literary representations that pro

vide complex renderings of gendered labor and "home" space in the context 

ofglobalization. In her 2003 novel Brick Lane, for instance, the British Bangla

deshi writer Monica Ali maps the contours of these marginal spaces through 

the story of Nazneen, a Bangladeshi immigrant woman garment worker who 

lives and works in a Tower Hamlets housing project in London's East EndY 

Ali traces in minute detail the domestic landscape of Nazneen's cramped flat 

that she shares with her husband and two daughters, and that also functions as a 

work space where she does piecework for a local garment sweatshop. The 

novel makes evident the way in which the seemingly "private" domestic space 

functions as a key site of glohalization, one that is intimately connected to 

other national locations where goods are produced by women workers for 

transnational corporations. The careful attention that Ali pays to the domestic 

and urban spaces of immigrant London maps an alternative geography to that 

evoked hy the militant, antiracist politics of Asian Dub Foundation (ADF) or 

Fun'Da'Mental, two of the best known British Asian bands of the 1990S. 

While Ali situates her novel in the same social landscape ofLondon's East End 

out ofwhich a band like ADF emerged in the early I990S, the music is unable to 

access the domestic geography of gendered labor that Ali so carefully details. 

Indeed, understanding the interrelation between diaspora and globalization 

through very particular forms ofBritish Asian music, as various cultural critics 

have tended to do, rather than through the other musical forms and cultural 

practices that emerge out of the racialized and gendered spaces mapped by a 

text such as Ali's, risks replicating a dominant model ofdiaspora that recenters a 

heterosexual masculine subject. The chapters that follow attempt to think 

diaspora outside of this masculinist, heteronormative paradigm. 

Chapter 3 elaborates on the interrelations between racialized postcolonial 

masculinities, South Asian diasporic women's labor, and queer articulations 

of diaspora as they emerge in the home. I read the configuration of queer 
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postcolonial masculinity in the Indian Canadian filmmaker Ian Rashid's 1996 

short film, Surviving Sabu, which is set in contemporary London, through and 

against the depiction of masculine failure in V S. Naipaul's classic 1961 novel 

of diasporic displacement, A House jor Mr. Biswas, set in Trinidad. By juxta

posing these two very different texts, I work against a logic of oedipality that 

would position Naipaul's modernist fable as emblematic of an "older" dias

poric model that is invariably superceded by the "new" understanding of 

diaspora articulated by Rashid's film. Instead I argue that Naipaul's novel pro

vides a brutally accurate diagnosis of the impact of colonialism on racialized 

masculinity that is productively taken up and reworked through the queer 

diasporic imaginary of Rashid's text. Yet Rashid's gay male articulation of 

diaspora, as in Kureishi's My Beautiful Laundrette, is dependent on the erasure of 

the female diasporic subjectivity and therefore has more in common with 

Naipaul's text than may initially appear. The splitting ofa queer project from a 

feminist one that we see in Surviving Sabu raises the larger question of how to 

theorize diaspora within both a queer and feminist framework . I therefore end 

the chapter with a consideration of how female diasporic subjectivity-as it 

emerges in the 2001 British film East Is East-intervenes into the masculinist 

frameworks of both Rashid and Naipaul and provides an alternative ordering 

of"home" space. East Is East is set in Manchester in the early 1970S and follows 

the trials and tribulations of George Khan, a working-class Pakistani immi

grant, his white English wife, and their biracial children. While the film's 

dominant narrative centers on George's relation to his sons and figures di

asporic displacement primarily through the trope ofdamaged, wounded post

colonial masculinity, I employ a queer reading practice to instead draw atten

tion to the seemingly tangential, excessive moment in the film where George's 

sole daughter engages in a Bollywood-style song-and-dance sequence. This 

scene offers a much more complex understanding of gendered diasporic sub

jectivity and Asian women's labor in the "home" than does the rest ofthe film, 

or Rashid and Naipaul's texts. As such, my reading of East Is East allows us to 

resist the troubling conflation of queerness as male and femaleness as straight 

that even progressive gay male texts such as Rashid's inadvertently enact. 

Chapter 4 further explores this splitting of "queer" from "female," and 

"feminist," as it plays out within the realm of Bollywood cinema and the 

diasporic routes it travels. I begin by reflecting on the ways in which queer 

diasporic audiences reterritorialize "home" and homeland through their re-
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ception of popular Indian cinema. These audiences exploit the tensions and 

slippages within the Bollywood text, and particularly the song-and-dance 

sequence, in order to articulate a specifically queer diasporic positionality, 

one that recognizes both the text and the viewer in motion. As such, a consid

eration of queer diasporic engagements with Bollywood forces us to extend 

and challenge notions of spectatorship and cinematic representation that have 

emerged out ofboth Indian film studies and Euro-American queer and femi

nist film studies. Throughout the chapter, I pay particular attention to rep

resentations of women's sexuality in Hollywood cinema, in order to gauge 

what it means for queer female desire to signifY onscreen, given Bollywood 

cinema's intimate connection with Indian nationalism and the intense invest

ment of nationalist discourse in regulating women's bodies. How does queer 

female desire trouble dominant notions ofnational and communal identity that 

emerge within the heteropatriarchal narratives of Bollywood cinema? Inter

estingly, it is often in moments of what appears to be extreme gender confor

mity, and in spaces that seem particularly fortified against queer incursions

such as the domestic arena-that queer female desire emerges in ways that 

are most disruptive of dominant masculinist scripts of community and na

tion. Indeed the most enabling and nuanced instances ofqueer female desire on 

the Bollywood screen transpire not through the representation of explicitly 

queer coded, visible "lesbian" characters but rather through evoking the latent 

homoeroticism offemale homosocial space. 

The second half of chapter 4 traces the ways in which the idiom of Bolly

wood cinema and its strategies of queer representation have been translated, 

transformed, and rendered intelligible for an international market by South 

Asian diasporic feminist filmmakers such as Mira Nair, Gurinder Chadha, and 

Deepa Mehta. I focus in particular on Mira Nair's film Monsoon Wedding 

(200 r ), which received tremendous international acclaim, and which I read as a 

diasporic translation of the hugely popular Bollywood hit Hum Aapke Hain 

Koun . . . ! (Who Am I to You?, dir. Sooraj Barjatya, 1994) . Surprisingly, I find 

that in Nair's ostensibly feminist, diasporic rescripting of the neoconservative, 

nationalist politics ofthe earlier film, the queerness offemale homosocial space 

that Hum Aapke Hain Koun . .. ! renders so distinctly is effaced. By substituting 

queer male characters for queer female space, Monsoon Wedding and other 

feminist diasporic translations of Bollywood such as Chadha's Bend It Like 

Beckham (2002) and Mehta's BollywoodlHollywood (2002), ultimately evacuate 
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the possibility ofqueer female representation by splitting apart a queer project 

from a feminist one. Like Rashid's Surviving Sabu, they thus reinforce the 

impossibility of queer temale desire and subjectivity that is at the heart of 

dominant nationalist and diasporic ideologies. 

Chapter 5 turns to Deepa Mehta's earlier, controversial 1996 film Fire, in 

order to examine a diasporic representation ofqueer female desire and pleasure 

that does indeed signify on screen. The fUm and the fractious debates it gener

ated provide a remarkably fruitful case study of the fraught relation between 

representations of queer female desire and discourses of diaspora and nation. I 

employ a queer diasporic reading practice that traces the multiple and contra

dictory meanings of Mehta's frlm as it travels between different nationalloca

tions. Just as Nair's Monsoon Wedding can he read as a diasporic translation ofthe 

Bollywood hit Hum Aapke Hain Koun ... 1, so too can Fire be productively 

read as the diasporic translation ofanother earlier, "national" text, namely the 

1941 short story that inspired it, Ismat Chughtai's "The Quilt."58 Although 

Chughtai's story was only briefly mentioned, if at all, in the ensuing debates 

surrounding Fire, I reinstate it as a crucial intertext to Mehta's film. Both texts 

situate queer female pleasure and desire firmly within the confines of the 

middle-class home, thereby powerfully disrupting dominant gender and sexual 

constructions of communal and national identity in South Asia, as well as 

dominant Euro-American narratives of an "out," visible "lesbian" identity. 

Situating Mehta's film in relation to Chughtai's story critiques the film's ap

parent intelligibility to a non-South Asian viewing public through develop

mental, neocolonial constructions of "tradition" and "modernity." Instead it 

underscores the ways in which both texts produce complex models offemale 

homoerotic desire that challenge a Euro-American "lesbian" epistemology 

that relies on notions of visibility and legibility. Furthermore, both texts put 

forth a narrative of marriage and the domestic space that interrogate colonial 

and nationalist discursive tramings of female sexuality in general and female 

homoeroticism in particular. I place my readings of Fire and "The Quilt" 

within the context ofSouth Asian feminist scholarship on gender and national

ism that, I argue, fails to adequately address alternative sexualities when consid

ering the formation ofIndian nationalism or the Hindu right. The Fire contro

versy makes all too apparent the necessity oftheorizing alternative sexualities as 

central to the critique of religious and state nationalisms. 

My final chapter examines contemporary queer South Asian diasporic liter-
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ature that theorizes sexual subjectivity through processes of transnationalism 

and gendered labor migrations, as well as through the complicated negotiations 

of state regulatory practices and multiple national sites undertaken by queer 

diasporic subjects. As such, this literature interrogates our understandings of 

nostalgia, "home," and desire in a transnational frame. I argue that the Sri 

Lankan Canadian writer Shyam Selvadurai's 1994 novel FUIIIlY Boy,59 and the 

Trinidadian Canadian Shani Mootoo's 1996 novel Cere/ls Blooms at Night,60 

make a timely intervention into the emerging field of South Asian American 

studies in that they place sexuality firmly at the center of analyses of racializa

tion, colonialism, and migration. r look closely at how both texts rethink the 

category of "home" through the deployment ofwhat I would call an enabling 

nostalgia, one that stands in marked contrast to the conventionally nostalgic 

structures of "home" and tradition called forth by contemporary state and 

diasporic nationalisms. Within the novels of Selvadurai and Mootoo, as in 

Chughtai's text, sexuality functions not as an autonomous narrative but instead 

as enmeshed and immersed within multiple discourses. In its recreation of 

"home" space, queer diasporic literature refuses to subsume sexuality within a 

larger narrative of ethnic, class, or national identity, or to subsume these other 

conflicting trajectories within an overarching narrative of "gay" sexuality. The 

novels of Mootoo and Selvadurai, like the other queer diasporic texts I con

sider throughout the book, do not allow for a purely redemptive recuperation 

of same-sex desire, conscrihed and implicated as it is within racial, class, re

ligious, and gender hierarchies. Indeed, as is so apparent in the scene from My 

Beautiful Laundrette with which r began this chapter, it is precisely from the 

friction between these various competing discourses that queer pleasure and 

desire emerge. 

The tramework ofa queer South Asian diaspora provides a conceptual space 

from which to level a powerful critique at the discourses of purity and "tradi

tion" that undergird dominant nationalist and diasporic ideologies; but it also 

works to reveal and challenge the presumed whiteness of queer theory and the 

compulsory heterosexuality ofSouth Asian feminisms. While my book limits 

itself to the analysis of queer South Asian and queer South Asian diasporic 

texts, I hope that the insights produced here on the illegibility and indeed 

impossibility ofcertain queer subjects and desires also allow for a richer under

standing ofa whole range of texts that have stood outside ofdominant lesbian

gay and national canons. Through the lens of a queer diaspora, various writ
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ers and visual artists such as Nice Rodriguez, Ginu Kamani, Audre Lorde, 

R. Zamora Linmark, Richard Fung, and Achy Obejas (to name just a few)6! 

can now be deciphered and read simultaneously into multiple queer and na

tional genealogies. Many ofthe objects ofinquiry in Impossible Desires appear to 

be excessive, tangential, or marginal to recognized traditions; often they are but 

recalcitrant moments within larger narratives which are deeply invested in 

conventional gender, sexual, and nationalist ideologies. It is precisely at the 

margins, however, and in relation to sexuality and desire, that the most power

ful and indispensable critiques of dominant formulations of nation and dias

pora are taking place. My contention here is that the various regimes of colo

nialism, nationalism, racial and religious absolutism are violently consolidated 

through the body and its regulation. When queer subjects register their refusal 

to abide by the demands placed on bodies to conform to sexual (as well as 

gendered and racial) norms, they contest the logic and dominance of these 

regimes. Thus theorists of sexuality, as well as of race and postcoloniality, 

ignore the interventions ofqueer diasporic suhjects at their own peril. 

2 


COMMUNITIES OF SOUND 

Queering South Asian Popular Music in the Diaspora 

~ At a 1999 performance of queer South Asian art and culture in New 

~ York City, the high point of the show came as the stage went dark and 

the audience heard not the familiar strains of Bollywood songstresses Asha 

Bhosle or Lata Mangeshkar over the loudspeakers, as one might expect in such 

a venue, but rather the chilly electronic beat of Madonna's 1998 Hinduism

inspired CD Ray of Light. As the lights went on, a spotlight bathed the three 

South Asian drag queens who appeared center stage in a golden glow. The 

performers were replete with the henna tattoos, gold bangles, and the upper

caste facial markings popularized hy Madonna during her briefbout ofIndo

philia in the late 1990S. As the largely queer South Asian crowd erupted in 

enthusiastic applause, the performers launched into a sexy and hilarious rendi

tion ofMadonna's faux-Sanskrit techno dance track "Shanti/Ashtangi." How 

can we read this scene ofcriss-crossing influences, appropriations, and transla

tions, of South Asian diasporic queers performing Madonna at the height of 

her "millennial orientalist" phase?! This performance and its interpellation 

of a queer diasporic public culture functions as an ironic commentary on 

Madonna's penchant for cultural theft and tourism, particularly her appropria

tion of the cultural forms of queer and racialized subcultures. Furthermore, it 

reverses the standard circuits of commodification and appropriation whereby 
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book, a conventional queer or feminist reading would render this image intelli

gible by situating it within a familiar binary structure that equates queerness 

with modernity, visibility, sexual liberation, and revelation (embodied by 

Sekhon), over and against the tropes of "tradition," concealment, secrecy, and 

modesty (embodied by her mother). A queer diasporic reading, in contrast, 

works against this neocolonial logic and allows us to identify the ways in 

which Sekhon evokes this series of binary oppositions-tradition/modernity, 

secrecy / disclosure, invisibility / visibility, queer/straight, first generation / sec

ond generation-only to overturn and disrupt them. In an interview with 

queer art critic Cherry Smyth, Sekhon explains her choice ofSouthall Market 

as the setting for her photographs: 

I grew up in Southall and my mother tried to persuade me to go to Southall 

Market every Saturday morning. I hated it and I tried to avoid the inevitable 

standoff each week. Those mothers lagging behind Stepford Daughters, dragging 

trolleys all over Southall on the way to and from the market, I couldn't bear it. In 

the end she did stop asking but it was hard 'cause I couldn't do the simplest of 

normal things that was required of me ... When you go there [to Southall], it's 

completely you and you're part of it, but all at once you're so invisible too, not 

being married and not straight.9 

Both Sekhon's statement and the image allow for a more complicated formula

tion of the relation of queer female diasporic subjects to home space than one 

that is characterized merely by alienation and repression. While Sekhon clearly 

articulates the ambivalent relation of undutiful queer daughters to immigrant 

mothers who seek to inculcate heteronormative domesticity, the image both 

calls to mind and revises Ian Rashid's Surviving Sabu in its complex relay ofdesire 

and identification between the bodies ofmother and daughter. Sekhon's queer

ness is formed in and through her relation to home space, even as it radically 

disrupts and reterritorializes this space. Her nude body-like Mina's perfor

mance in East Is East-places queer female subjectivity at the center ofdiasporic 

public cultural space. Through Sekhon's lens, we glimpse an alternative con

struction ofdiaspora organized around queer lives, desires, bodies, cultures, and 

collectivities, which remains utterly unintelligible and unimaginable within 

dominant state and diasporic nationalist frameworks. Sekhon's work, as well as 

the other queer diasporic texts and cultural practices I have engaged with in 

these pages, allows us to identify the ways in which those who occupy impossi

ble spaces transform them into vibrant, livable spaces ofpossibility. 
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