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Abstract: The creative work in this dissertation is permanently suppressed. Inquiries about the 
creative work should be made to Shilpi Suneja via the Dept. of English at the  
University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. 

This creative dissertation is a novel titled HOW TO SAY MY NAME IN THUNDER that dramatizes an 
admissions scandal at an Ivy League university, its aftermath, and the academic journeys of three Asian 
American women at the institution thereafter. When Meera Singh erroneously admits an inadmissible 
applicant into the Graduate School of Design, she has to face the faculty and the deans for a hearing and 
face the prospect of losing her dream job. After a surprising turn of events and amid fears of backlash 
from irate parent groups and media, Winter Wang—Singaporean, 40-ish, and a resident of the Admission 
Office's "do-not-respond" folder—comes to Houghton. As soon as she lands, Winter leans on Meera, the 
only person in all of Houghton who's been kind to her (at least on email) for intellectual, emotional, and 
moral support. But Meera is a house of cards on the verge of collapse: her relationship with the economics 
professor is on the rocks, and her colleagues at the writing program hate her stories. Then there is Afrooz, 
a 20-something Arab woman, a favorite of the program, who is not happy about having to share her 
funding with Winter. At a school that values excellence above all else, the women attempt to outdo each 
other in academics and in love with disastrous consequences, questioning the idea of merit and the 
emotional cost of meritocracy.
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Critical Introduction 
Shilpi Suneja 

I. Overview 

My dissertation, HOW TO SAY MY NAME IN THUNDER, is a campus novel, a satire 

about three Asian American women at a fictional elite American university and their 

travails of getting in, doing worthwhile intellectual work, trying to belong to the elite 

institutions and to each other, and trying to maintain their moral integrity. The core of 

the story is summarized as follows: When Meera Singh, an admin assistant at the Office 

of Admissions is accused of admitting an inadmissible candidate into the Graduate 

School of Design, she has to face the faculty and the possibility of getting fired from her 

dream job. In a remarkable turn of events, the inadmissible Winter Wang is admitted, 

and as soon as she lands in Boston, she begins to lean emotionally, intellectually, and 

socially on Meera, the only Houghton-head who’s been kind to her (at least on email). 

But Meera is a house of cards on the verge of collapse: her relationship with the 

economics professor is on the rocks and her colleagues at her writing program hate her 

stories. Then there’s Afrooz, an Arab-South Asian design student whose funding Winter 

has unknowingly usurped and who therefore hates Winter’s guts. The women compete 

with each other for recognition and affection and their intersections, love triangles, and 

queer awakenings threaten to destroy all that they hold dear.  

	 Having worked at the Office of Admissions at the Harvard Graduate School of 

Arts and Sciences for four years, I wanted to explore through this story the very elite and 

very American culture of the institution. I wanted to dramatize the aspirational 

relationship that most Americans (and most of the world) have with these kinds of elite 
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institutions, while also paying attention to the vast segments of society who cannot 

access such privileged spaces due to historical marginalization. How does the institution 

create its aura of exclusivity? Is it simply through path-breaking scholarship, or are 

there confounding, unspoken standards of conduct and etiquette that are as much a 

product of good breeding as of WASP culture? I also wanted to explore Asian Americans 

in these elite spaces and how they navigate issues of belonging and assimilation. Do the 

colonial roots of American universities affect the kind of scholarship Asian Americans 

produce inside them? And finally, what are the power relations between the deans and 

the provosts and the workers, between the faculty and the workers, between faculty and 

graduate students, and amongst the graduate students themselves? The university is all 

these people inside; it’s also all the people outside wanting to get in. If the culture of 

capitalism is one of aspiration, the elite American university is capitalism’s best offering. 

	 Because I chose to focus on the nature of women’s intellectual work and the idea 

of radical sisterhood in the vein of Audre Lorde and Elena Ferrante, a number of stellar 

campus novels and satires informed the writing: Zadie Smith’s On Beauty, Susan Choi’s 

My Education, Elif Batuman’s The Idiot, and Jean Hanff Korelitz’s Admission. 

II. Development as a Writer 

My work as an artist considers historical forces that impinge upon South Asians and 

their diaspora. Via fiction and essays, I have explored the Partition, diasporic migration, 

Eurocentrism, colonial difference, and nationalism. Some of my early influences include 

Salman Rushdie, V. S. Naipaul, Rohinton Mistry, Vikram Seth, Zadie Smith, Kiran 

Desai, and Arundhati Roy. Alongside these writers, Postcolonial Theory has been 
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instrumental in my development as a writer. Understanding the postcolonial nation-

state, understanding eurocentrism, understanding the economic, linguistic, and 

sociocultural legacies of the British Raj, and understanding colonialism both as a 

structure of domination as well as a discourse about domination—in the words of 

Chandra Mohanty: “colonization almost invariably implies a relation of domination, and 

a discursive or political suppression of the heterogeneity of the subject(s) in question”— 

has informed my development as a creative writer (61). 

	 From Postcolonial Studies I found my way to Asian American Studies. The field 

of Asian American studies offers a critical lens to understand American empire and how 

America manufactures followers and dissenters. Asian American Studies articulate 

solidarities between Asian American immigrants (as well as Latinx and Black 

immigrants), contending that the very category of “Asian American” has been formed 

due to the racialization of immigrants from Asia and due to their exclusion and 

disenfranchisement by the laws that refused entry to migrants from China, India, Korea, 

Japan, and the Philippines at various points in American history. 

	 I turn to Marxist analysis in much the same way as recent postcolonial scholars 

such as Vivek Chibber and Vasant Kaiwar turn to it. I believe a novelist mustn’t look 

away from the mechanics and movements of money and capital because poetry is more 

pleasurable. This focus on money I have also learned from Balzac, and more recently 

from Min Jin Lee, who also claims Balzac as an influence. 

	 My interest in Postcolonial Studies, Asian American Studies and Marxist critique 

has informed my dissertation. My characters are postcolonial subjects who write about 

and embody legacies of colonial trauma, while also bearing witness to America’s 
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neocolonial and neoimperial projects and interventions, especially in the Middle East. 

They are racialized immigrants from the old, “third-world” Asia as well as the new 

“rising” Asia. They are rich, they are poor, and through them I have attempted to explore 

Asian American and postcolonial strivings and contributions toward the American idea 

of academic excellence as well as critiques of the idea. 

II. Genre, Themes, Subject Matter, and Techniques 

I have aspired to the genre of campus satire. Traditionally, a campus novel centers 

around a hapless professor, “a fool, fraud or philanderer,” usually a white male (Dalton-

Brown 591). However, in their list of superlative “campus novels” Electric Literature 

cites many novels that feature students as the protagonists. Their list includes The 

Secret History by Donna Tartt, The Idiot by Elif Batuman, On Beauty by Zadie Smith, 

The Marriage Plot by Jeffrey Eugenides, A Separate Peace by John Knowles, The 

Incendiaries by R.O. Kwon, and Normal People by Sally Rooney (Walker). The popular 

understanding of the genre of campus novel/satire, therefore, makes room for novels 

that center students (graduate and undergraduate). My dissertation examines graduate 

admissions from the perspective of Asian American women, and is situated within the 

genre of general adult fiction as well as the genre of the campus novel. 

	 The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms defines satire as: “a literary 

genre that uses irony, wit, and sometimes sarcasm to expose humanity’s vices and 

foibles, giving impetus to change or reform through ridicule” (426). Taking inspiration 

from Zadie Smith’s campus satire, On Beauty, I attempt to satirize various practices 

found on and around the university campus such as the idea of the exclusivity of the 
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Ivies, the idea of academic merit, the tokenizing of minority students and faculty, and 

the hierarchies of disciplines and scholarships, among others. A Glossary of Literary 

Terms reminds us that while comedy “evokes laughter as an end in itself…satire 

‘derides;’ that is, it uses laughter as a weapon, and against a butt existing outside the 

work itself” (Abrams 153). The “butt” can be “an individual…or a type of person, a class, 

an institution, a nation, or even… the whole race of man” (ibid). In my novel, the “butts” 

are the increasingly corporate deans of schools, a brilliant but social climbing visiting 

professor of economics, a famous Indologist in Chanel sweaters, and a wrongly admitted 

student from Singapore whose brilliance (or lack thereof) can never truly be established. 

As per A Glossary of Literary Terms, the satire in my novel “occur(s) as an incidental 

element… in a certain character, or situation, or interpolated passage of ironic 

commentary” (154). Satire is evident in the caricaturing of certain characters as types or 

stereotypes. My novel attempts a Horatian satire wherein “the character of the speaker 

is that of an urbane, witty, and tolerant (wo)man of the world, who is moved more often 

to wry amusements than to indignation at the spectacle of human folly, pretentiousness, 

and hypocrisy, and who uses a relaxed and informal language to evoke a smile at human 

follies and absurdities—sometimes including [her] own” (Abrams 154-5). This speaker 

or focalizer—Meera, an admin assistant at the office of admissions at an Ivy—identifies 

stereotypes and stereotypical behavior found in and around the elite college campus and 

makes humorous observations about these individuals’ pretentiousness, elitism, racism, 

and disingenuousness. In doing so, I hope I compel the reader to question the 

intersection of the ideals and personalities driving academia and to see what, if anything 

is salvageable within the ivy-industrial complex.  
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	 Some of the themes I have explored in my dissertation include female 

friendships, female competitiveness, and the emotional cost of merit/meritocracy and 

intellectual labor. Female friendships take center stage in much the same way as in 

Ferrante’s Neapolitan quartet. I hope that just as with Ferrante’s protagonists, my 

protagonists suggest that “the only productive, if not necessarily lasting, response to the 

limiting ideas of gender that Western culture imposes on our sexuality is to be found in 

the passionate friendship between women” (Ricciardi 29). I explore female 

competitiveness as a function of patriarchy and capitalism. The nature of criticism 

exhorts Winter to criticize and tear down the work and the comments of her female 

competitors such as Afrooz. To prove oneself worthy and meritorious one feels 

compelled to prove the other wrong. Meritocracy, and more precisely, the emotional 

cost of merit is another major theme of my dissertation. What do we sacrifice when we 

focus solely on our intellectual ambitions? Do we sacrifice friendships and loves and 

romances? Do romances become hindrances or perhaps social ladders via which we 

reach our lofty intellectual goals?  

	 Via the subject of wrongful admission, I attempt to explore the idea of 

meritocracy. What is merit and how is it measured and perceived? Is it measured 

through standardized tests? Through good grades and excellent writing abilities? Or 

through some innate je ne sais quoi that cannot be named but is likely associated with 

good breeding and belonging to the upper echelons of society? What indeed are the 

admissions committees looking for? Would they accept someone who lacks finesse and 

has been accused of inappropriate email etiquette? If not, why not? People have all 

kinds of journeys. Is it the job of admissions offices at the Ivies to recognize these 
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journeys? What do they lose by overlooking those who do not fit a tailor-made version of 

the ideal candidate? Is academia kind and accepting of those who do not speak the 

language of academe? 

	 I also explore the antifeminist, anti-Black and anti-Islamic roots/culture of 

western higher education. All three protagonists, and Afrooz especially, wrestle with 

academia (with their advisors and teachers and peers) to make space for non-

Eurocentric epistemology. For her Masters thesis project Afrooz puts a mosque inside 

her proposed design for a residential area for Bombay mill workers, much to the chagrin 

of her faculty. She is asked to abandon the idea of the mosque if she wants to graduate. 

While wrestling with the dilemma, Afrooz is able to explore what a mosque means to her 

intellectual and artistic growth, and what religion means for her family. Similarly, Meera 

is derided at her MFA program for writing stories exclusively set in India, for shying 

away from exploring America. Via the characters of two African American brothers, the 

dissertation highlights the anti-Black foundations of higher education. 

	 The dissertation spans a year in the life of its protagonists. It is set in 2016. A 

uniquely peculiar year in American politics, 2016 caught most liberals by surprise. The 

election of Donald Trump confirmed the chasm between the rich and the poor, the 

liberals and the conservatives, the city/metropolis and the rural countryside. It 

confirmed that racism had by no means disappeared from America. I wanted to make 

use of the uneasy apocalyptic feel of the last third of 2016, the feeling of getting off a 

roller coaster and landing splat into shit. I also wanted to explore the uneasy tension 

between American politics and the liberal space of the elite universities. The Ivy is 

perceived as a free speech haven when compared to the conservative countryside. In my 
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experience of working at an elite university, the admissions office can indeed seem to be 

enjoying safeguards and privileges that the rest of the population does not. A case in 

point: in January 2017 Donald Trump signed the executive order to impose travel 

restrictions upon people visiting from seven predominantly Muslim countries and 

suspended the resettlement of Syrian refugees. The ban adversely affected international 

applicants, and their numbers declined significantly from both Muslim-majority and 

Muslim-minority countries. However, incoming international students traveling on 

student visas were not banned from entering the United States. The ban applied only to 

those traveling on immigrant visas. This is not to say that international students were 

granted a free pass, but that their visas were/are categorically granted a sanction that 

other visas do not. I wanted to explore this uneasy space occupied by international 

students, where they are scrutinized every bit as a foreigner and struggle with the 

question of belonging and assimilation in much the same way as immigrants, but unlike 

immigrants, enjoy a slightly exalted/pardoned position based on their student visas. 

Afrooz has to contend with her place of marginal privilege, choose whether to quietly 

continue with work as usual or disrupt and protest and lend her voice to the anti-

Muslim ban rallies and stand in solidarity with those affected. 

III. Literary Influences 

Some of the books that have informed my literary inquiry are Sister Outsider by Audre 

Lorde, Admission by Jean Hanff Korelitz, On Beauty by Zadie Smith, My Brilliant 

Friend by Elena Ferrante, Yellowface by R. F. Kuang, My Education by Susan Choi, and 

The Idiot by Elif Batuman.  
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	 Lorde begins her inquiry with this dictum: “The white fathers told us: I think, 

therefore I am…The Black mother within each of us — the poet — whispers in our 

dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free” (38). While it will take me a lifetime to unpack 

the meaning in these words, for the purposes of my dissertation, I have had my 

characters aspire to the emotional truth of this thought and to the emotional truths of 

their ambitions and intellectual work. Some of them use Lorde’s idea as an emotional 

compass, while others ignore the idea to their own moral detriment. Afrooz and Meera, 

for example, are unable to ignore the moral paucity of some of their intellectual and 

emotional decisions and must, therefore, suffer the consequences. Winter and Abhay, 

motivated by their intellectual ambitions, choose to silence their moral compasses.  

	 Another novel that became an important influence is Jean Hanff Korelitz’s  

Admission, which animates the life of an undergraduate admissions officer. Portia 

Nathan, herself the product of an elite institution (Dartmouth), is a spokesperson for the 

dream of higher education. She travels around the country, selling the dream of 

Princeton to hopeful high schoolers. Critiques of higher education come from truculent 

teenagers who recognize the racism, sexism, anti-semitism, anti-queerness of the early 

(and even contemporary) universities, but these critiques are usurped into Portia’s 

defense of the status-quo. Portia’s own educational journey at Dartmouth is presented 

as proof that she whole-heartedly believes in the system she works for. She believes in 

the university’s power to expand a young person’s horizons by exposing them to 

contradictory influences. There is also an insufficient or thwarted exploration of a 

woman’s intellectual work. Portia feels inadequate in comparison to her partner who 

runs the English department at Princeton. He is the real intellectual, and Portia, who 
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decides the fates of thousands of hopeful teenagers, doesn’t qualify as an intellectual. My 

dissertation takes a more critical stance on the admissions process and of the usefulness 

of higher education in expanding a young person’s intellectual/emotional/social 

horizons and in producing and championing radical work. Via the character of Afrooz, I 

explore the dilemmas faced by a Muslim scholar who wants to elevate Islamic 

epistemology in western higher education. Via the character of Abdul I explore the 

myopia of higher education toward Black lives and livelihoods. Winter, too, represents 

higher education’s myopia in acknowledging brilliance when it doesn’t speak the right 

kind of sophisticated academic language. 

	 Smith’s On Beauty remains the strongest guiding light for my dissertation. 

Smith’s Wellington is a great example of a fictional small New England college town, 

very likely modeled after Cambridge, Massachusetts, that allows the town’s intellectual 

elites to interact with those who only skirt around elite institutions. In this version of my 

dissertation, I did not create a fictional town, but rather wrote about Cambridge, Mass, 

as truthfully as I have experienced it. Cambridge is home to Harvard, and also home to 

housing projects, which allows the intersection of extremely elite with the extremely 

poor. Smith explores these intersections to great effect. In my dissertation, the 

protagonist, who is a lowly admin assistant at an Ivy League university, moves in and 

out of both elite and humble spaces, representing the dilemmas faced by the members of 

elite institutions. While Smith’s novel centers around two academics and their families, 

my dissertation centers around three Asian American women graduate students. The 

concept of heteronormative copulation is brought into question repeatedly, because 

belonging to institutions of higher education places a high price on its members’ familial 
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and social commitments. Women can’t be expected to bear children and pursue tenure 

track careers. My dissertation explores this double-bind. In Smith’s novel, very few 

women (truly, only one, Professor Claire Malcolm) is allowed an intellectual life. In my 

dissertation, I’ve attempted to impart all the women characters intellectual lives. Their 

intellectual ambitions allow or thwart emotional entanglements. I have tried not to 

essentialize female friendships, but tried to show they can offer both emancipatory and 

toxic possibilities.  

	 As per a recent New York Times poll, Ferrante’s My Brilliant Friend and her 

Neapolitan quartet are twenty-first century’s most beloved novels, and their greatest 

theme is that of female friendships. They capture all the ups and downs of a lifelong 

friendship, embroiling various institutions (especially that of education) and systems of 

thought (such as socialism and capitalism). My dissertation is limited to the span of one 

year, and I try to capture some of the ups and downs in the friendships between its 

female protagonists within that year. Unlike in Ferrante, the women in my novel do not 

originate from the same geopolitical space. Rather, they represent a wide variety of 

Asian and Asian American experiences that collide and collaborate at an elite 

educational institution. They try to belong to it in different ways. Because of the 

competitive nature of such institutions, belonging can look like trying to cancel each 

other out and outdo one another. They also try to compete for love and romances, 

stepping into emotional roles as well as intellectual ones. At one stage, the dissertation 

attempts to ask: what if the university were run by a handful of conniving women? 

	 Elif Batuman’s The Idiot has also informed my dissertation. As a “Harvard 

novel,” it expertly critiques the university as a space where young women hope to 
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discover themselves but instead feel hopelessly lost. In my dissertation, Afrooz’s 

perspective aligns with Batuman’s Selin’s. Like Selin, Afrooz too feels lost despite all the 

theories she’s read and mastered and her industry experience. The person to make Selin 

feel this way is a boy, a Math major, a graduating senior, who neither confirms nor 

denies his affections for Selin, and leaves her hanging in a perpetual state of agitated 

expectation. I have hoped to amplify Afrooz’s relationship with GSD/Houghton to the 

level of an agitated lover. At a critical stage of her graduate education, Afrooz 

contemplates quitting the program. 

IV. Aesthetics and Style 

During the writing phase, I became enamored with Jeffrey Eugenides’ The Marriage 

Plot, a campus novel about a love triangle between three Brown University students and 

tells the story from the perspective of the three students in an omniscient third person 

voice. I wanted to attempt a similar approach in my novel. The omniscient narrator is 

defined as the voice that knows everything about all the characters and can describe the 

thoughts and feelings, histories and ambitions of multiple characters in the novel. Zadie 

Smith’s On Beauty is written in third person omniscient and describes the thoughts and 

feelings of a wide range of characters—Howard Belsey, his wife Kiki, their three 

children, Claire Malcolm, the poetry professor whom Howard is having an affair with, a 

few deans, and Carl, an African-American man who represents a voice on the outskirts 

of the elite campus community. We do not hear from the Kipps’s, the family that the 

Belseys are in moral and intellectual conflict with, and consequently, the novel builds 

mystery around the Kipps’s, which compels the reader to keep reading.  
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	 In this first draft of my novel, I was writing to learn more about my characters 

and to flesh them out, and therefore ended up using a close third person perspective in 

order to access their thoughts. The close third describes the thoughts and feelings of 

characters directly, without the narrative distance that the omniscient maintains. An 

omniscient narrator will give you sentences such as these: “Howard’s feeling was: look, 

let’s get a few things straight here. England is not warmer than New England in July or 

August, that’s true. Probably not in June either. But it is warmer in October, November, 

December, January, February, March, April and May—that is, in every month when 

warmth matters” (Smith 27). Whereas, a close third will give you sentences such as 

these: “Meera wondered if he’d come to escort the director of admissions to a meeting or 

initiate an elevenses sort of tea break chat to cheer them up at their busiest time. This 

was an absurd thought, because, why would the dean—with all his gay grayness (gayness 

to cover the grayness, heterosexuality aged you, a thesis lurked here, surely) with a BS, 

MS and a PhD at Yale in Biochemistry and executive stints at Dow, frequent luncher 

with the President and the Provost—take time out of his busy day to get chummy with a 

subordinate?” (4). What classifies these sentences as close third is the “a thesis lurked 

here, surely,” which is Meera’s direct thought and not an omniscient narrator’s. It could 

be an omniscient narrator’s voice, but it isn’t because we hear such sentences from 

Meera’s perspective repeatedly for two-thirds of the novel. For this reason, Meera 

emerges as the most frequent focalizer; she becomes the lens through which we see most 

of the novel and all the other characters. For the rest one-third of the novel, we hear 

from Afrooz, Winter, Abhay, and a couple of deans. There are sentences such as these 

from Winter: “She could learn from him. She had a lot to learn from him. He did not 
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invite her or Meera to join him, and so she had to tiptoe into the kitchen and tap Meera 

on the shoulder to request a cup” (185). An omniscient narrator would maintain 

distance and say: “She thought she could learn from him.” So, at this early stage, my 

novel is written in the serial close third and tells the story of the three main female 

protagonists as well as Abhay’s. In the next draft of the novel I need to continue with the 

close third or switch to the omniscient. To do so, I need to answer certain questions such 

as: whose story is the novel telling? Is it Meera’s alone, or mainly Meera’s? What can the 

omniscient voice help me achieve vis-a-vis the satire? Does dipping into the minds of 

minor characters such as the deans add to the satire or take away from it? What are the 

perspectives of Abhay, Afrooz, and Winter adding to the story and to the satire, or taking 

away from them? Dipping into thoughts of deans and humanizing them could dull the 

satire, but not necessarily if they appear aloof or uncaring. Furthermore, even if some of 

the deans are humanized momentarily and the satire is dulled momentarily, the larger 

question the novel asks regarding whether elite universities compromise the morality of 

intellectuals is only made more complex.  

	 Relatedly, the voice in a satire must be satirical. As per the earlier section on 

satire, “the character of the speaker is that of an urbane, witty, and tolerant [wo]man of 

the world, who is moved more often to wry amusements than to indignation at the 

spectacle of human folly, pretentiousness, and hypocrisy, and who uses a relaxed and 

informal language to evoke a smile at human follies and absurdities—sometimes 

including [her] own” (Abrams 154-5). The observation that “a thesis lurked here, 

surely,” is attributed to Meera because she is the urbane, witty woman given to wry 

amusements. She is constantly trying to belong to the elite university, wondering if she 
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is smart enough. She also questions the university’s moral character and radical 

potential. She is both the outsider wanting in and the marginal insider wanting out. The 

“a thesis lurked here, surely,” observation could be an omniscient narrator’s, but it 

works better as Meera’s because she is the satirical center of the novel. She is not the 

moral center, because she will undergo a transformation, commit mistakes and learn 

from them, but she is the satirical center.  

	 Should the novel be told entirely from Meera’s close third perspective? What are 

the reasons to keep Abhay’s, Afrooz’s and Winter’s POVs? Abhay’s perspective highlights 

Meera’s flaws more dramatically than her own self-deprecating observations. Abhay 

isn’t sarcastic: he is very much entrenched in Houghton and belongs to it with every 

fiber of his being. The transformation he undergoes is to become even more entrenched 

and even more opportunistic. Afrooz’s transformation is the opposite. She can look at 

Houghton sarcastically, and attempts to do so. Winter, like Abhay, is sincere and over 

time becomes more and more entrenched and corrupt. Do these POVs collectively dull 

the sharpness of the satire, or do they add sufficient complexity? These are some of the 

questions I need to answer in the next rewrite. 

	 I have attempted a language that feels voluminous and engages in psychological 

explorations of characters. To do justice to the genre of satire, I attempt one-line zingers 

that allow the protagonists to offer pointed commentary on and poke fun at the “butts” 

of satire. Humorous commentary on college culture and the quirky staff hopefully create 

a fun reading experience for the reader. 

	 I follow Susan Choi’s My Education as model for psychologically piercing 

language. Choi’s protagonist’s insatiable desire for physical intimacy with the wife of her 
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English professor presents a fresh take on the power dynamics in academia. One can 

read the need for belonging, the need for protection, and the need for recognition in 

Regina’s desire and in the bildungsroman structure of the novel. I have attempted to 

portray physical intimacy between my protagonists in a similar way, as a means to 

explore their need to carve out a trustworthy space in a highly competitive and at times 

cynical larger world. 

V. Theoretical Influences 

I wanted to explore women’s intellectual labor and the arguably unique space occupied 

by marginalized women intellectuals at elite universities. I draw inspiration from Judith 

Butler’s Bodies that Matter, wherein she notes that sexual difference “is never simply a 

function of material differences which are not in some way both marked and formed by 

discursive practices” (1). She recognizes “sex” as a “regulatory force” that “demarcate[s], 

circulate[s], differentiate[s]—the bodies it controls” (1). While gender is a performance 

and a discursive practice, its basis in the materiality of things has implications upon the 

ideas of intelligibility and the body. In my dissertation, I have hoped to investigate 

women’s intellectual and biological lives, recognizing that gender is a performance, but 

also that, as Butler states, the category of “woman” “does not become useless through 

deconstruction,” nor, I would add, does it disappear (29). The way sex materializes is 

through “a forcible reiteration of norms,” but also because “this reiteration is necessary 

is a sign that materialization is never quite complete, that bodies never quite comply 

with the norms by which their materialization is impelled” (2). Is the university a place 

where such reiteration and “citational practice” happens? Does the university reproduce 
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reified referents to gender and sex, resisting the deconstruction of the categories of 

“woman” and “man”? I have hoped to investigate these questions in the dissertation. 

 	 I also wanted to explore how trauma, economic status, religion, family 

background, etc. impact the rhetoric that the body produces. The field of embodied 

rhetorics inspired an investigation into the ways in which biology and other ways in 

which bodies are constituted (gender, sex, movement, function, consistency) impact 

intellectual production. I explored the family backgrounds and political ideologies of my 

characters to animate Cathy Caruth’s question: “What do the dying bodies of the past…

have to do with the living bodies of the present? And what is the role of our seeing in 

establishing a relation between these two sets of bodies?” (27) As a granddaughter of 

Partition survivors, Meera inherits different sets of ideologies than her partner whose 

family lineage did not experience Partition. This condition of inheriting different 

traumas forever pits them against one another. I also highlight Karma Chavez’s point 

that “It is only through bodily difference in contrast to the unspoken, yet specified, 

white, cisgender, able-bodied, heterosexual male standard that particular bodies come 

to matter” (242). All the characters in my novel struggle to articulate intellectual work in 

an institution that seems to favor work produced by white cisgender men. I also draw 

inspiration from Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, specifically, the idea 

that “sensation is not based on any testimony of consciousness, but on widely held 

prejudice” (5). And: “If there is to be an absolute object, it will have to consist of an 

infinite number of different perspectives compressed into a strict co-existence, and to be 

presented as it were to a host of eyes all engaged in one concerted act of seeing” (81). 

How we see is a result of which discursive practices and reiterative practices (a la Butler) 
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we participate in. The work we produce, biological and intellectual, borrows from these 

sets of practices. 

	 In centering three very different Asian American women—a Singaporean, an 

Indian American, and an Arab-American—I hope to investigate the various stereotypes 

associated with Asian Americans and Asian American women. How variously do we 

occupy Cathy Park Hong’s “vague purgatorial status: not white enough nor black 

enough; distrusted by African Americans, ignored by whites, unless we’re being used by 

whites to keep the black man down” (9)? Winter, an older Singaporean woman, newly 

impelled into the role of student, lays comfortable claim to an Asian and even an Asian 

American identity. Given the women’s heterogenous and sometimes non-intersecting 

racial formations, I hope to explore how, in Lisa Lowe’s words, “Asian American works 

… underscore the tension between unifying American cultural narratives and the 

heterogenous, intersecting formations of racialized immigrant subjects that are 

antagonistic to those narratives” (44-45). I hope to have written a story that challenges 

ideas of development, synthesis, integration, and identity formation of the sort 

presented in novels of the western canon (such as Sentimental Education or The 

Sorrows of Young Werther), where citizenship is based on homogenous culture and the 

prism of race and the work of racialization is entirely absent.  

	 With a focus on graduate admissions, I hope to question how marginalized 

subjects of empire gain access to elite spaces. In so doing, I channel Yen Le Espiritu’s 

idea of “differential inclusion.” It’s not that Asian Americans are completely missing 

from American popular culture. We’ve been included, but in a way that Espiritu 

considers differential inclusion: “a process whereby a group of people is deemed integral 
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to the nation, but integral only or precisely because of their designated subordinate 

standing” (607). The process of differential inclusion “is not about closing the physical 

national borders but about creating borders within the nation. In this sense, the border 

is everywhere” (608). Immigrants and foreign students “carry a figurative border with 

them,” and are perceived as “linguistically, culturally, and racially ‘outside’ the national 

polity and as targets of nativistic racism” (608). How do university admissions uphold 

or take down or attempt to at least smudge these figurative borders? Do graduate 

students of color and international students feel outside the national polity at American 

universities? Or, do they create their own linguistic, socio-cultural pockets of belonging? 

	 It is important to approach the topic of graduate admissions—given the context of 

the contemporary attack on and the Supreme Court’s reversal of affirmative action—

with an eye toward “differential inclusion.” Are Asian Americans overrepresented in the 

Ivies, in higher education? Especially in the humanities, is our work defined or informed 

by our racialized identities? I have read gender into this inquiry, because I find that 

most campus novels or admissions novels, even the ones written by white women 

writers, do not sufficiently genderize the intellectual work performed by their women 

protagonists, whether they are grad students or admission officers. 

	 In discussing the issue of affirmative action in the context of higher education 

and with an eye toward Asian American inclusion, I hope to animate Mari Matsuda’s 

question of whether Asian Americans are the racial bourgeoisie (558). Can Asian 

Americans, in the words of Matsuda, “dismantle white supremacy … refuse to buy into 

racial hierarchy and … refuse to abandon communities of [B]lack and brown people, 

choosing instead to forge alliances with them?” (559) Many characters—Afrooz, Meera, 
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Winter, and Abhay—will hopefully display varying ways in which they assist in 

dismantling white supremacy while both resisting and complying to become the racial 

bourgeoisie.  

	 I have tried to explore the nuances of South Asian diaspora, examining the lives 

of both high-achieving migrants on student visas, and lower middle-class immigrants 

who arrived post the 1990s. In animating immigrants with wildly different economic 

motivations, I hope to explore the various ways in which South Asians and Asian 

Americans form communities. Do they subscribe to theories of assimilation, or do they 

harbor hopes of a return “back to Asia”? (Dirlik 520). How do they participate in local 

politics? Do they perform as model minorities? Or do they claim an allegiance to the 

success of politics and economies back “home”? Where and how do they claim 

citizenship? Are they cultural citizens of one place and political citizens of another and 

do they embody flexible citizenship? (Maira 338). 

VI. Concluding Remarks 

The courses I have taken in postcolonial studies and Asian American studies at NYU, 

BU, and UHM have been instrumental in my development as a writer and for the 

development of my dissertation. Professor Shankar’s scholarship and literary 

contributions have guided and inspired my literary inquiry. His prompt, precise, and 

abundant commentary on multiple drafts have shaped the current draft and its core 

questions. Professor Kahakauwila’s literary works have inspired me to ask questions 

about Indigenous spaces; her short story “This is Paradise,” a classic, is exemplary of 

multivocality and racial conflict. I have used the questions posed by all the members of 
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the committee during the prospectus defense as guiding lights throughout the writing 

process. I am very grateful to each and every member of my dissertation committee for 

their care and consideration. The university is an exciting space and I hope I have 

produced a work that is entertaining and hopefully contemplative. Thank you for your 

time. 
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