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Abstract

The term diaspora has evolved in its use from referring only to the Jewish diaspora to referring to com-
munities around the world that have spread beyond their cultural and historical homelands. The con-
temporary definition of the term includes what used to be the peripheral elements in the diaspora, i.c.
the unexpected passengers in the diaspora vessel. In this article, I propose to ask about 1) how literary works
by recent diaspora groups (non-Jewish diaspora groups) can be categorized as diasporic literature, and 2)
what themes related to the diaspora experience they bring to the table. The study explores two works,
i.e. American Dream by Ayad Akhtar, an American writer of Pakistani descent, and Green Card by Indone-
sian writer Dani Sirait. In the first work, Awmerican Dervish, one can find themes from post-9/11 Pakistani
diaspora life in the United States with the special focus on the critical view of the diaspora community.
Meanwhile, Green Card presents the story of an Indonesian man trying his luck as a migrant worker while
maintaining his strong belief that his struggle in the foreign land matters more than his actual succeed in
the pursuit. While having different causes for the spread of the communities to which the characters of
the two works belong, both works appear to see the United States as the land of opportunity, the desti-
nation of the diaspora. These two works represent two cases of probably the most recent cases of unex-
pected passengers in the diaspora literature.

Keywords: diaspora, diaspora literature, Pakistani diaspora, Indonesian diaspora,

The second decade of the twentieth centu-
ry saw the rise of the term diaspora in the In-
donesian context. During his term as the In-
donesian ambassador to the United States,
Ambassador Dino Patti Djalal paved the way
for the rise of the term, which culminated
with the founding of Indonesian Diaspora
Network and the congress of Indonesian Di-
aspora in Los Angeles on July 6-8, 2012
(Muhidin, 2015, p. 93). Four years before, an
editorial piece on the rising existence of the
diaspora published in Kompas ended with the
question about the lack of recognition of In-
donesian diaspora in the face of the rising ex-

istence of global diaspora. Following the 2012
Congress of Indonesian Diaspora, several
congresses of Indonesian diaspora were held
in different places and the term has been gain-
ing traction in Indonesia and been subject to
various responses. Essays by intellectuals and
public figures offered studies and thoughts on
various fields ranging from the economic as-
pects of diaspora (Prahadi, 2015) to negative
reactions related to the virtual exclusion of
migrant workers from the Indonesian diaspo-
ra discourse (Suashta, 2017) to arguably inap-
propriate use of the term diaspora—which is
strongly related to the experience of biblical

! Universitas Ma Chung, Villa Puncak Tidar, Malang, Indonesia. E-mail: wawan.eko@machung.ac.id



2 clplubel Vol. 02, No. 01, April 2019: 1-57

Jews—with the nature of migration of Indo-
nesian people in different parts of the world
(Sastrodinomo, 2018).

Such mixed reaction is not entirely surpris-
ing, considering that the term diaspora has
also gone through a somewhat similar evolu-
tion. In the opening of his now classic Global
Diasporas: An Introduction, Robin Cohen com-
ments on how much the term diaspora has
evolved through time, currently involving
peoples from various demographic groups
that are now considered diaspora communi-
ties (2008, p. 18). What began as a Greek
term, which literally means 7 disperse, to refer
to the mythical dispersal of the Jewish com-
munity after the destruction of Solomon’s
Temple, diaspora has now gained popularity
as a term to designate any national community
that resides outside its homeland or ancestral
homeland. Prior to Cohen’s book, William
Safran was bothered by the tendency to label
any group of people outside their national
borders as diaspora people. In response to
this liberal use of the term, recent William Saf-
ran argues that this liberal use of the term di-
aspora amounts to an abuse. However, as Co-
hen also suggests, the term is potential to ex-
plain and understand the experiences of cur-
rent transnational individuals, whether or not
they share any characteristics with Jewish di-
aspora. This new definition will, in turn, affect
our analysis and evaluation of literary works
by writers who live outside their homelands or
ancestral homelands. The redefinition of the
term helps us see to what extent a literary
work written by a member of a certain immi-
grant community fits into the definition of
diaspora literature.

William Safran complains about the liberal
use of the term diaspora that has gone far be-
yond its initial definition. Walker Connon (in
Safran, 1991, p. 83) probably has the loosest
definition of diaspora when he defines the
term as “that segment of a people living out-
side”. For Safran, this tendency potentially
makes “the term loses all [its] meaning”,
which used to refer to the traumatic disper-
sion of Jewish people from what according to
the Torah, the land promised by God to Mo-

ses and his people. Therefore, he proposes to
redefine the term in order to make it compati-
ble with the contemporary trends without de-
priving it of its useful aspects. Safran redefines
the term to include all migrant communities
that share characteristics, although not all,
with Jewish diaspora as the ideal type (1991, p.
83). These characteristics include 1) dispersion
from homeland or ancestral homeland, 2) re-
tention of “memory, vision or myth about
their original homeland”, 3) difficulty of being
“fully accepted by their host society”, 4) as-
sumption of ancestral homeland as ideal place
of resident, 5) determination to maintain or
restore the “original homeland”, and 6) persis-
tent relation to homeland to an extent. Immi-
grant communities that share these features,
for Safran, can be appropriately called diaspo-
ra communities (1991, pp. 82-83).

Meanwhile, Robin Cohen expands the def-
inition of diaspora even wider. Cohen revises
and expands Safran’s above-mentioned prop-
osition with three novel characteristics. By this
time, these characteristics are no longer exclu-
sively taken from Jewish diaspora. They are
mere common features among diaspora
communities found today. The novel features
include 1) “expansion from a homeland in
search of work”, 2) “a distinctive creative, en-
riching life in host countries with a tolerance
for pluralism”, and 3) shared “empathy and
co-responsibility with co-ethnic members in
other countries of settlement”(Cohen, 2008,
p. 17). Instead of treating Jewish diaspora as
the ideal case, Cohen offers five “ideal types
of diaspora” of which the Jewish case is mere-
ly an instance: 1) victim diaspora (Jews, Afri-
cans, Armenians), 2) labor diaspora (Inden-
tured Indians), 3) imperial diaspora (British),
4) trade diaspora (Lebanese, Chinese), and 5)
de-territorialized diaspora (Carribean peoples,
Sindhis, Parsis) (Cohen, 2008, p. 18). What is
significantly new in this typology vis a vis Saf-
ran’s redefinition is the acknowledgement of
those who wmigrate to other places with the colo-
nial ambitions as a diaspora community. This
further definition includes groups that have
not been covered in the earlier definition of
the term diaspora. In the words of Cohen



(2008, p. 18), this new definition includes
what might have been previously referred to
as unexpected passengers, such as those included
in the category of trade diaspora.

The above-mentioned inclusion of volun-
tary migration is compatible with the adoption
of the term in postcolonial studies. In The Key
Concept of Post-colonial Studies, Griffith et al. de-
fine diaspora without any mention of the pro-
totypical Jewish diaspora. The core definition
of diaspora, according to Griffith et al. (1998,
p. 09) is “the voluntary or forcible movement
of peoples from their homeland into new re-
gions”. Instead of the mythical origin, Griffith
seems to be more interested in the construc-
tive aspect of diaspora, such as the hybridity
that results from this process, in addition to
nostalgia and relationship with the homeland.
Indeed, recently, recent scholarship in the
field (Zhang, 2007, pp. 1-2) perceives diaspo-
ra not only as the migration process but also
the “double relationship between different
cultural homes/origins”, or the relations that
happen in the host country between the im-
migrant in other cultures, including the host
country’s culture.

Such a vibrant discourse as diaspora has
become even more colorful when it is adopted
to study a certain segment of literature known
as diasporic literature. Diaspora literature itself
is a term that has been variously used in the
discussion of works about people living out-
side their ancestral homelands while preserv-
ing a connection of some sort, mental or
physical, with the ancestral homelands. Fur-
ther studies explore the epistemological signif-
icance of the term diaspora, including the one
by Hyungji Park (2015) that aims to weigh on
the appropriateness and epistemological sig-
nificance of combining the term _Aszan-
American and diaspora in referring to writings
by American writers of Asian descent. Mean-
while, some other writers explore further into
individual themes found in diasporic texts. In
the introduction to Diasporic Literature and The-
ory — Where Now, Mark Shackleton (2009, pp.
ix-xi) overviews the various themes in the di-
asporic literature today, such as the dwelling in
nostalgia, the notion of progressive utopian-
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ism, the lack of attention to female West Indi-
an writers, and so on. Some writers go even
further by even questioning the hyper canoni-
zation of works known as must-read post-
colonial works in American universities, a
phenomenon that is contradictory to the spirit
of post-colonial studies, which aims to subvert
canonization. This entire phenomenon shows
the extent to which diaspora studies has
evolved.

However, considering the grave concern
about the evolution of the term diaspora and
the probability of losing grasp of the initial
touch with the concept of diaspora, a dialectic
method is necessary in conducting a study on
literary works associated with the diaspora.
For that purpose, in this study, I propose to
ask about 1) in what ways literary works by
recent diaspora groups (non-Jewish diaspora
groups) can be categorized as diasporic litera-
ture, and 2) what themes related to the diaspo-
ra experience they bring to the table. With this
dialectic movement, the term diaspora shall
not lose its origin while at the same time it can
develop. Additionally, regarding the core value
of understanding a diaspora literature, i.e. to
pave the way for mutual understanding across
cultures, diaspora literature also needs to em-
body this relationship or attempt to make that
relation.

DISCUSSION

American-Dervish: Literature as a Criti-
cism against the Diaspora

The South Asian diaspora in the United
States comprises of immigrants whom we can
put into the category of trade diaspora. Ac-
cording to Kamal Sridhar (Kachru, Kachru,
and Sridhar, 2008, p. 510), there are three big
waves of immigration by South Asian people
to the United States. The first one took place
during British colonization, at the end of the
nineteenth century, in which people from the
province of Punjab migrated to the West
Coast of the United States to work in farms.
The second wave was the influx of South
Asian immigrants after the 1965 Immigration
Reform which lifted the quota for people
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from countries other than Northern European
countries. Many of the South Asian immi-
grants from this second wave were skilled la-
bors or students who were to work in Ameri-
can companies. The third wave included “rela-
tives of the post-1965 arrivals, who were not
as highly educated, were non-professionals,
and were employed in professions ranging
from motel owners to blue collar workers”.
This third group will be central to our discus-
sion of the novel selected for this article.

This big diaspora community—3.44 mil-
lion -strong according to the 2010 census —
can be broken down into several groups based
on their modern nation-state origins: Indian,
Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Sri Lankan, Nepali,
Bhutanese, and Maldivian. While all these
South Asian diaspora communities have their
own traditions and unique aspects, the Paki-
stani community deserves a special attention
on a different level. Although the number of
Pakistani immigrants in the United States is
only the second largest after that of the Paki-
stani immigrant in the Middle Eastern coun-
tries combined, this group sends the highest
remittance to their homeland, thanks to their
professions. In terms of religious affiliation,
however, the Pakistani immigrants who are
almost all Muslim find a significant challenge
both from within the community and from
external factors. There is an increasing num-
ber of cultural representations of such chal-
lenges among the Pakistani diaspora, ranging
from comic book to poetry.

American  Dervish, a novel by Pakistani-
American author and playwright, fits well in
the category of diaspora literature. Awerican
Dervish addresses an audience outside its dias-
pora while at the same time criticizing the Pa-
kistani diaspora community, from which the
author comes. The novel is a bildungsroman that
follows the development of Hayat, the narra-
tor; however, Hayat’s development follows
the life of Mina, a bright Pakistani woman
who comes to the United States with her son
to flee from her looming misfortune in her
homeland. Having been physically abused by
her ex-husband and his family and divorced

without any reason right after giving birth,
Mina hopes the United States can make a
good escape from the imminent threat of hav-
ing her son claimed by her husband and a
good opportunity to start life anew and guar-
antee her son’s education. She has the chance
to taste the American dream and has a pro-
spect of marrying an American man—Jewish
by descent but is considering conversion. Un-
fortunately, a series of misfortunes take place
and by the end of the novel, Mina dies after
living through a harsh life of physical abuse
and mental abuse by her husband with der-
vish-like acceptance, all for the sake of secur-
ing a good life for her son. The narrator’s
consciousness as a Pakistani individual also
develops along with the twist and turn of Mi-
na’s life.

American Dervish captures well the demog-
raphy of South Asian diaspora, especially the
second and third waves. The novel is peopled
by Pakistani professionals and their families.
Most of these professionals include doctors,
pharmacists, and specialists of various fields.
In addition to highlighting the life of Pakistani
professionals who have come to the U.S. fol-
lowing Immigration Reform, the novel also
puts forward the figure of Mina, who migrates
to the United States thanks to sponsorship by
a relative (in this case Hayat’s mother, Mina’s
best friend) who later finds an employment in
a hair salon, thus representing a significant
portion of Pakistani diaspora in the United
States (Pakistani Americans, n.d.). Populated by
characters that closely represent the demogra-
phy of South Asian diaspora, the novel has a
valid ground even for the critique against the
idea of diaspora.

The novel depicts another common feature
in the diaspora community, the collective
memory of homeland, which the novel criti-
cizes. For Pakistani immigrants in the U.S.,
homeland is a so far yet very close. This is be-
cause the community always recreates when-
ever an opportunity presents itself. In Awer-
can Dervish, the physical location that resem-
bles an ethnic enclave, where the collective
memory of homeland is celebrated, is the



mosque; in the mosque, the members of the
Pakistani diaspora in this novel meet. The
other place where the collective memory of
homeland is reenacted is the big gatherings,
such as wedding ceremonies. Although the
novel does not really have a scene of returning
to Pakistan—which is quite a common scene
in novels by South Asian American writers—
the mosques and the wedding reception are
strong enough to evoke the sense of
hometown. This is the space where the mem-
bers of the diaspora meet, conduct the things
that they can do comfortably only in Pakistan.
William Safran calls this kind of surrogate
homeland a virtual home, a term he uses to refer
to the summer camps organized by the Amer-
ican Jews in ‘safe rural US settings’ (Cohen,
2008, p. 12). However, in the case of Awmerican
Dervish, these virtual homes are also the sites
where what is aberrant according to the
homeland culture is corrected. In _Awmerican
Dervish, these wrongs include the prospect of
Mina’s marrying a Jewish man and Hayat’s
reciting the Quran in English, instead of in the
original Arabic.

Instead of celebrating these virtual home-
lands, the novel portrays the mosque and the
wedding reception negatively. The mosque
becomes a site where Quranic passages are
misinterpreted. The imam or the religious
leader confuses God’s disdain for the aberrant
biblical Jews and the treasonous Jews in Mu-
hammad’s time for God’s contempt for all
Jews in any era without exception. To make
things even worse, the imam goes on to argue
that the atrocity of the Zionists is but another
instance of the contemptuous nature of the
Jewish people (Akhtar, 2012, p. 198). This an-
ti-Semitic speech eventually leads to Nathan’s
disappointment with the community, which
he finds contradictory to the religion he has
read and been considering to convert into. To
him, this confirms the persistent anti-
Semitism in the society, even the Muslim soci-
ety. The Mosque, which is supposed to be a
place where the diasporic Pakistanis find their
makeshift homeland, becomes a place where
misinterpretation takes place and hatred is
preached. The depiction of the wedding scene
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has the same effect, although to a lesser de-
gree. Hayat, who has been working hard to
memorize the Quran, is embarrassed in public
when it is revealed that all this time he has
been memorizing the Quran in English, under
the guidance of his progressive aunt. General-
ly, a Muslim man or woman is considered a
hafiz or a memorizer of the Quran memorizes
the original Arabic, whether or not he or she
understands the meaning. In this scene,
Hayat’s memorization of the English transla-
tion of the Quran—which has also led him to
think deeply of the nature of interreligious
relationship—is juxtaposed to the standard
memorization of the Quran by another Mus-
lim teenager who does not even appear to be-
lieve in religion. The audience, ironically, ap-
preciates the standard memorizer of the
Quran. Again, this juxtaposition is a direct
criticism for the tendency to celebrate the su-
perficial aspect of religion as opposed to its
spirituality and liberatory aspects. By exten-
sion, consistent with the criticism against the
mosque, the novel also criticizes the wedding
ceremony which provides the occasion for
this incident. It is probably not a coincidence
that the novel does not feature any homecom-
ing scene—a scene which is quite common in
diaspora literature. The novel itself, unlike the
Pakistani diaspora community depicted in it,
seems to be of the opinion that migration
should only be followed up with other for-
ward-oriented movements; instead of return-
ing to the homeland, the next possible stage is
adapting to the ways of the adopted land. We
shall find further explanation for this soon.

Also related to the collective memory
about the homeland discussed above is the
ethnic group consciousness that is also subject
to critique in the novel. Within the Pakistani
diaspora, religious heritage is what binds them
all together—Pakistan itself is a country estab-
lished as a space for the Muslims of British
India. It is natural that this aspect of identity is
inseparable from the Pakistani individuals. But
that is also a subject to suspicion in Awerican
Dervish. Hayat the narrator himself comes
from a Muslim family that does not appear to
care much for the daily practice of religion.
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Practically, the only practicing Muslim in
Hayat’s household is Mina, who is not even a
biological member/ part of the family. While
not practicing the religion on a regular basis,
Hayat’s mother, Muneer, is concerned about
Hayat’s identity as a Muslim (thus Pakistani).
She does not appear to be knowledgeable
about Islam; ironically, however, her personal
opinion about Muslim men, whom she deems
unable 7o treat their woman well (Akhtar, 2012, p.
61), is valid within the scope of this novel.
Mina’s ex-husband was abusive and Mina’s
new husband, Sunil, is a sociopath who at one
point goes as far as brandishing his pistol be-
fore giving orders on the dining table (Akhtar,
2012, p. 333). Even the Ghaleb Catha, one of
the most prestigious donors of the local
mosque also beats his wife occasionally. This
representation of Muslim men as violent—
and one non-Muslim man who shows affec-
tion and respect—is so consistent that it looks
like a caricature. The explanation for this can
be found in the fact that this novel is about
Hayat’s journey leaving the religion, an action
that is made clear when the novel opens when
Hayat as a college student eats pork without
guilt, even feeling liberated. Being a Muslim,
as Hayat’s father explains, means living “by
rules others give you” (Akhtar, 2012, p. 318),
from which he has been running away. This is
Hayat’s story about people that Hayat’s father
hates, a story of people who “don’t under-
stand why they came [to the United States]|, or
what they came [to the United States] for”
(Akhtar, 2012, p. 319). Only if we see this sto-
ry along with its complete frame, seeing it as a
troubled witness of the diaspora experience,
that we can appreciate this novel not as a con-
firmation of any negative stereotypes of Mus-
lim men but as a story of an individual who
has a unique life.

The Pakistani community in Awerican Der-
vish, as commonly found in various real-life
diaspora communities, is also portrayed to
have an apparent troubled relationship with
the host country, both its community as well
as its system. The members of diaspora com-
munities, who hold on to the customs and
systems of belief carried over from their

homelands, often find it difficult to accept the
American customs and systems. This is espe-
cially the case with first generation immigrants
who have been raised and educated, going
through the formative stage of their lives, in
their homelands. However, their rejection of
the U.S. systems is problematic, as this diaspo-
ra group consists of people who come to the
United States for a better life opportunity,
thus implying their view of the superiority of
the United States. In American Dervish, we can
see the manifestation of this tendency in the
majority of the Pakistani community mem-
bers. The most apparent example can be
found in the mosque community, here repre-
sented by the male members. In a dinner table
scene—which is a classic site for ideological
debates in many literary works—the men dis-
cuss capitalism. However, instead of pinpoint-
ing the fundamental problems with capitalism,
the discussion is marked with religious senti-
ments, such as mistaking Weber’s ‘protestant
ethics’ for Christianity as the origin of capital-
ism (Akhtar, 2012, pp. 210-212). Their con-
tempt for capitalism stems from, and is justi-
fied by, their faith. The complication happens
when the discussion turns to the subject of
interest—which the most successful immi-
grant, Ghaleb Chatha, claims to have been
invented by Jews. Ghaleb Chatha, a successful
businessman who owns several pharmacies,
has himself use interest loans to make his suc-
cess possible. Questioned about the fact that
he has also benefited from interest loan,
Ghaleb Chatha claims that it is the only way
to survive and feed his family in the United
States, not acknowledging his own desire for
wealth. This scene is representative of the
community’s attitude towards assimilation
with the host country. The reader can find
smaller examples of this insularity throughout
the novel, including Hayat’s mother’s insist-
ence on not letting Hayat attend an e cream
social because it is organized by a church next
to Hayat’s school. This is different instance of
insularity, coming from an open-minded
woman married to an assimilative husband
who wants to run away from his background
as discussed above.



In addition to the treatment of diaspora is-
sue related to the Pakistani diaspora commu-
nity, American Dervish also portrays the host
country’s harsh treatment of the diaspora
members. While the novel focuses heavily on
the Pakistani diaspora community, the novel
also presents a few depictions of the relation-
ship between the diaspora people and the
mainstream American society. The one inci-
dent that stands out is one about Jason Blum,
a Jewish schoolmate of Hayat, who is bullied
by his friends in a very nasty scene that one
can call juvenile delinquency as much as out-
right racism (Akhtar, 2012, p. 133). The stu-
dents in this heavily Christian mid-west pub-
lic-school bully Jason, probably because he
says something to the effect that ‘Jesus had a
death wish’ as opposed to the common belief
among the Christians that the Jews of Bethle-
hem reported him to the Romans. This one
incident, ironically involving a member of an-
other diaspora community instead of the nar-
rator’s own diaspora community, serves to
acknowledge the fact that the challenge to as-
similation might not be only from the diaspo-
ra communities themselves, but also from the
reluctance of the host society to accept new-
comers from a different culture, especial those
coming from a different faith system.

With its combined depictions of immi-
grants who come to the United States hoping
for better lives, of their constant recreation of
the homeland in the distant land, and of the
tension between their value system and the
host country’s system, American Dervish is a
strong example of a diaspora literary work,
although it does not appear to be one that cel-
ebrate the diaspora experience. Its treatment
of the Pakistani Muslim community and the
theme of assimilation is comparable to
Portnoy’s Complaint depiction of a Jewish fami-
ly. Not only does the novel portray the immi-
gration of individuals from an old country to
the new country and how their lives are af-
fected in the new environment, it also espous-
es the spirit of the immigrants to root them-
selves in the new country, some by holding on
to their values some others staunchly believing
in a total assimilation.
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Green Card: Literature as a Witness of the
Diaspora

If South Asian diaspora communities in the
United States are well-studied, Indonesian di-
aspora is rather unheard of in the American
context. In fact, diaspora as a term to refer to
Indonesians or people of Indonesian descents
in the United States is quite new, making
headlines around the 2010s prior to the Con-
gress of Indonesian Diaspora in Los Angeles
in 2012, as discussed above. The phenomena
of Indonesian immigrants living outside In-
donesia, however, have been around for cen-
turies, such as the forced migration of agricul-
tural coolies from Java (then under the Dutch
East Indies) to Suriname, the interisland mi-
gration of people from Sulawesi to the Philip-
pines at the end of the nineteenth century, as
well as people from the migration of people
from Sumatra and Java to Malaysia (then un-
der British East Indies) in the early twentieth
century. The more recent cases of Indonesian
diaspora are those who were abroad during
the failed coup d’etat of 1965 and were unable
to return to Indonesia due to their affiliation
with the Communist Party of Indonesia,
which was charged, according to the recently-
debated official history of Indonesia, as the
perpetrator of the bloody coup d'etat and its
aftermath (Hoadley, 2005, pp. 10-11). This
last group fits into Cohen’s ideal type of de-
territorialized diaspora. Most of the members of
this particular generation of Indonesian exiles
live in China and European counttries.

In the United States, there are currently
about 60 thousand migrants from Indonesia.
However, unlike many other diaspora com-
munities who have their ethnic enclaves, such
as China Towns, Little Indias, Tehrangeles,
and other places where groups of immigrant
communities live together, Indonesian immi-
grants in the United States do not have a spe-
cific area where they share a space as such.
However, Indonesian immigrants in the Unit-
ed States also share the common features of a
diaspora community, i.e. the emotional and
material connections to their homeland. They
reportedly send money to Indonesia, which
also contributes to the economy. In fact, one
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of the most important topics in the Congress
of Indonesian Diaspora was to encourage
more participation of Indonesian diaspora in
the national economy. With regards to the
emotional attachment to the homeland, 1
happen to have also witnessed in person—as
a member of Indonesian community in
Northwest Arkansas—the eagerness with
which people of Indonesian descents or first
generation immigrants from Indonesia cele-
brate Indonesia’s Independence Day every
year, make regular visits to Indonesia (which
for Cohen can be an alternative to returning
to the ancestral homeland for good), and at-
tend various gatherings for religious and per-
sonal events, as is common among South
Asian immigrant communities.

To date, no literary works by members of
the Indonesian diaspora with stories of immi-
grant experiences have made a significant
presence in the United States. In other places,
we can find Dewi Anggraeni in Australia and
Karin Amatmoekrim in Suriname. However,
literary works about diaspora expetience in
the United States by people of Indonesian
origin or ancestry can be found in the Indone-
sian language. This body of literature also in-
cludes works that portray the strong emotion-
al attachment between the diasporic Indonesi-
ans and their homeland, such as Dani Sirait’s
Green Card, Kuntowijoyo’s American Drean,
Iwan Setiyawan’s 9 Summers 10 Autumns, Umar
Kayam’s Fireflies in Manhattan, and several oth-
ers. However, the mere fact that they are writ-
ten in Indonesian—and thus presented to In-
donesian readership—prevents them from
being perfect equivalents for diaspora litera-
ture in the United States. According to the
definition of diaspora literature that I previ-
ously proposed, Indonesian literature in the
diaspora can only be diaspora literature to a
certain degree, unlike Arab American or South
Asian American literature. Thematically, In-
donesian literature in the diaspora fits into the
category of diaspora literature, as they talk
about the dispersion (by force or voluntary),
the persistent memory about home, idealiza-
tion of homeland, ethnic group conscious-
ness, distinctness from host countries, and so

on. In terms of the relationship to the differ-
ent culture(s) in the host country, however,
Indonesian literature in the diaspora cannot be
considered diaspora literature. It does not at-
tempt to make any relationship to the host
country, unless probably when they are trans-
lated and published by American publishers.
Among this body of literature, Green Card is a
new comer that potentially contributes some-
thing new in the discussion of diaspora litera-
ture.

Green Card provides a window to see an
uncharted territory of the Indonesian diaspora
in the United States. The novel follows the
story of Rafli, an Indonesian man of late
twenties who is so determined to make a bet-
ter livelihood that he jumps off a cruise ship,
leaving his immigration documents in his em-
ployer’s possession, to work and stay for good
in the United States, albeit illegally. Realizing
that his only salvation is the status of perma-
nent resident, he takes a difficult option: a
sham marriage with a green card holder who
almost makes his resources run dry. The story
ends with Rafli’s returning home to Indonesia,
after failing to get the coveted Green Card.
Rafli’s story mirrors the fate of the undocu-
mented immigrants from Indonesia who have
been living under the radar, hiding from the
American immigration authorities and reluc-
tant to associate with people from the Indo-
nesian embassy. This novel serves as a re-
minder that there are stories about people
who fight for difficult life but are eventually
forced to succumb to reality. And this re-
minder comes at the right time, when Indone-
sian book market is flooded with the so-called
motivation literature—novels, memoirs, or auto-
biographies that are explicitly aimed to moti-
vate their readers and teach morals. The novel
begins with an introduction in which the au-
thor invites the audience to read the lives of
Indonesian people struggling in their day to
day life half the globe away from their homes.

Green Card portrays the demography of In-
donesian diaspora in the United States and,
more importantly, injects an authentic Indo-
nesian spirit to the idea of diaspora. Rafli’s
determination to earn a living in the United



States is made possible not only by the desire
for a better life, but also fueled by a tradition
of the people living along the coast of Suma-
tra: making a life in a foreign land, or merantan
(which literally means #0 wander or out-
migration). Merantan is believed to be a neces-
sary stage in the life of male members of eth-
nic groups in the region. Rafli himself, while
ethnically Javanese, was born and grew up in
the island of Sumatra, which makes him fol-
low this tradition. Rafli is determined to live
far from home, no matter how hard it might
seem. For Rafli, the United States is not his
first rantan (destination for the migration). He
has tried to luck in Batam, an Indonesian is-
land just across the strait from Singapore, an
attempt that did not go well for him. This
awareness and acceptance of the potential dif-
ficulty of living away from home and his
dream of earning more money than he can
make in his homeland eventually leads to his
determination to take any means necessary to
reach the American soil. Rafli’s diaspora life is
different from the other members of the In-
donesian diaspora who are typical diaspora
characters, professionals, refugees, and intel-
lectuals. There is an almost spiritual dimen-
sion in Rafli’s immigration.

Similar to the Pakistani immigrants of
American Dervish, the Indonesian diaspora of
Green Card also has its own ways of creating a
makeshift homeland. Green Card shows the
collective tendency of Indonesian societies
through a small restaurant in Queens called
Warteg Java. In Indonesian, warteg refers to
roadside food stalls where people, mostly the
working-class, have meals or drinks and spend
a long time chatting. Some people, such as
rickshaw drivers or taxi drivers, even use food
stalls as a place to wait for their customers.
Among the Indonesian community in Green
Card, Warteg Java serves as a meeting point
for Indonesian immigrants, especially those
who work in informal sectors, doing manual
labors. Warteg Java is also a place where Rafli
finds solace and solution. When his fake wife
has been apprehended by the authority for the
fake marriage, which makes Rafli literally a
partner in crime, Warteg Java is the place
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where he and Wahyu, the best friend whom
Rafli has met for the first time in Warteg Java,
weighs his options. This takes up an entire
chapter called Sawving Rafli, which eventually
leads to Rafli’s going to Philadelphia to find a
possible hideaway from the authority. The
nostalgia of homeland is fulfilled, for the low-
class Indonesian immigrants, through the
presence of Warteg Java, which has a strong
air of a communal space where people meet
for the conversation, information, and proba-
bly solution of their problems. The Indone-
sian Mosque, with an imam who saves Rafli
from a police officer who now has the author-
ity to check one’s immigration documents,
also serves as a virtual home, to use Safran’s
term. Unlike Awmerican Dervish, which describes
places of this sort negatively, Green Card cele-
brates these places as a home away from
home.

However, although the portrayal of diaspo-
ra life of the low-class immigrant is almost
celebratory, Green Card does not treat an es-
tablished life in the diaspora as the final goal.
The novel ends with Rafli’s failure to achieve
his dream of living in the US and eventually
return to Indonesia. However, there is some-
thing else in it. While it is crucial for him to
earn more money than he can make in Indo-
nesia, it does not mean that the failure to
achieve it makes his life a failure. It seems that
the effort to realize that dream, the journey or
merantan, is an end in itself. Merantau is the ac-
tual rite of passage that enriches a person.
This explains why Rafli is not so much heart-
broken when he eventually has to leave his
dream of obtaining a Green Card and returns
to Indonesia.

If only. If only. Yet... Rafli reminded
himself that this is a rite of passage that
he has to go through. He had to go
home now, not as a defeated wartior,
but as a man who had done all he could
to achieve his dream, by all means nec-

essary (Sirait, 2014, p. 232).

For Rafli, going to the United States alone
is good enough. The fact about Rafli’s illegit-
imate ways to obtain a permanent resident
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card also indicates the novel’s impartiality
about immigration. The fake marriage plot
fails badly after Rafli has given Erina, his fake
wife, thousands of dollars, the money that he
could have saved and sent home. His other
plan, ie. applying for a political asylum by
claiming to be an Acehnese, people from a
province of Indonesia that was under military
operation during the time of the novel, never
materializes because of Erina’s apprehension
for sham marriage. Green Card cares more
about Rafli’s integrity than his success by vio-
lating the law of the land. The final scene is so
telling of this attitude:

At John F. Kennedy International Air-
port, Rafli looked at the fake Green
Card in his hand, the card that he had
been keeping in his pocket all time. He
felt that super card. Then, in a blink of
an eye, he flicked it off, aiming at a trash
can, and walked off towards the entry
gate (Sirait, 2014, p. ?).

For Green Card, Rafli has fulfilled his duty
to try a foreign land, has completed a stage in
his life, although it turns out that this land
does not accept him, just as Batam that has
not given him what he wanted. Rafli is off to
yet another journey, another rantau. Casting a
fake green card to a trash can is a dramatic
scene that is almost caricatural to represent
the realization of a more authentic way of life
to which the man character needs to return.

Opposite Poles of Diasporic Experiences

Both works discussed above share several
traits, including the presence of shared home-
land and reaction towards acculturation. Awzer-
tcan Dervish delves into the problems common-
ly faced by second and third generation immi-
grants from Pakistan in the United States. Pa-
kistani Americans, mostly considered trade
diaspora, in this novel appear as such with
depictions of their successes in their respec-
tive trades. The community chosen for this
group includes well-off families that also go
further by helping their relatives from back
home to come to the United States to also try
their luck. However, problems that these

characters experience are inseparable from the
elements that are common in their Pakistani
homeland. As discussed above, such problems
include the more patriarchal society (which is
not unique to Pakistan) and exclusivist inter-
pretation of Islam. To the main character who
seems to believe in acculturation and aban-
donment of cultural baggage, such problems
are supposed to be done with. Seen from the
resolution of the conflict in the novel, as dis-
cussed above, it appears that the novel tends
to argue that a critical distance from the tradi-
tion of cultural homeland is necessary in the
diasporic experience. However, this is not to
say that one should purge their cultural bag-
gage. The term American dervish, which is also
the title of the novel, represents such embrace
of the culture of the adopted land and preser-
vation of values from the cultural homeland.

Meanwhile, Green Card offers a different
story of diasporic experience, in which nostal-
gia for the homeland prevails over the ways of
the adopted land. After narrating the struggle
that the main character has to wage to achieve
his dream of becoming a legal permanent res-
ident in the United States, the novel closes
with returning to the core value that underlies
the concept of outmigration in Sumatran soci-
cties. At the end of the day, the novel might
argue, what matters is the process of living
away from the homeland. It is not a financial
success or cultural success that matters, it is
the fact that one has lived in a foreign land
and taken all efforts to survive that is truly
valuable. Thus, for this novel, the homeland is
strongly present. The presence of a café for
Indonesian people is important to otient the
diaspora. It serves as a home away from
home.

These two works represent two different
spirits among people in the diaspora. On the
one hand, there are two who migrate not be-
cause of any impending cause but because of
the presence of opportunity to lead a better
life. On the other hand, there are those who
chose to migrate because of the prospect of a
better life although they neither have an im-
pending cause nor secure the capability for it.
The former of this group appear to be ready



to delve into a further embrace of the ways of
the adopted land. As for the latter, they ap-
pear to still hold tight to the values of the
homeland, thus embodying nostalgia and hav-
ing little stake at the ways of the adopted land.
This latter group is open to further definition
of diaspora.

CONCLUSION

The term diaspora has evolved widely,
from its original use to its new meaning in the
global era. If initially it referred exclusively to
the mythical dispersal of Jewish people after
the destruction of Solomon’s Temple, diaspo-
ra can now, as used in the media, refer to
practically all communities outside their
homelands. Social scientists, however, have
proposed to redefine this term in order that it
does not lose its importance while making it
useful for the postmodern context. William
Safran turns to the Jewish diaspora as the ideal
type of diaspora. For Safran, a transnational
community qualifies as a diaspora when it
shares several characteristics with the Jewish
diaspora. Meanwhile, Robin Cohen stretches
Safran’s compromise even further by using
the current diaspora communities as ideal
types, therefore including those who involun-
tary leave their homelands for better lives. I
am inclined to use Cohen’s proposition as a
fundamental feature that a diaspora literature
must have. However, since diaspora is com-
prised not only of the process of migration
but also the double relationship with the vari-
ous other culture(s), as recent theories pro-
pose, then diaspora literature must also em-
body the relationship with other cultures out-
side its diaspora community, in addition to
portraying diaspora experiences. Based on this
conception, Awmerican Dervish and Green Card
can be described as works with diverse quali-
ties as diaspora literature. American Dervish is
unquestionably a diaspora work, although it
offers a strongly critical portrayal of the Paki-
stani diaspora. As for Green Card, it is not fully
a diaspora literature, although it carries dias-
pora themes. The fact that it is exclusively ad-
dressed to the Indonesian audience in Indone-
sia makes it lack the relationship that a full-
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fledged diaspora literature needs to have.
However, they all can help us perceive the
multifarious experiences and problems of in-
dividuals living in the United States in a way
only they can do. They all help us know imag-
inatively the ‘unexpected passengers’ of the
diaspora vessel in the American context.
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