THE EXILE’S PLACE 
The exile’s place is a site of construction: old ideas, foodways, religious beliefs, language, and habits are used to build a new life in a place newly settled. This place is always also a site of contest, of struggles to establish a new way of being with residents already there who might reject the newcomer because of his or her religion or skin color or anything else that differs from the new land’s norm. What drives the exile to this new place—whether the quest for new opportunity or the flight from oppression or war—colors both the memories of the land left behind and the perspectives on the new homeland. The exile straddles frontiers; finding a balance is always a question, always a negotiation.

None of this is new: the experience of exile is deeply rooted in human history, as the causes (war, famine, ostracism, unequal opportunities) can be traced back as far as humanity’s first efforts to establish place. The literature of the ages tells us as much. But the scale of migrations has massively increased over the course of the past century. Think of the waves of immigrants prompted by revolutions in Cuba, or genocides in Sudan, or the closing of the Iron Curtain. Think of immigrants seeking job opportunities around the world in recent decades: South Asians and West Indians in postwar Britain, Africans and Middle Easterners in contemporary Europe, Phillipinos everywhere. 

For America, this nation of immigrants, none of this is unfamiliar territory. From the Puritan pilgrims forward, American history can be written in terms of sequential waves of immigrations. In America’s Chinatowns and Little Italys and barrios, in all its assorted ethnic enclaves, the terms of the exile’s place are continuously negotiated. None of which means we have quite figured it all out, as contemporary disputes show. The Exile’s Place highlights the complex negotiations and contested territories of the exile, seeking that elusive balance between the homeland lost and the homeland won. 
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The Lazarus Project by Aleksandar Hemon (2008)

Bosnian Vladimir Brik, like Hemon himself, is caught in exile in Chicago by the wars that broke up Yugoslavia. Obsessed with Lazarus Averbach, an immigrant who had fled Moldavian pogroms in the early twentieth century only to be gunned down by Chicago police as a presumed anarchist, Brik returns to Eastern Europe to explore the roots of the earlier tragedy. The parallels illuminate the recurrent motifs of exile and the sufferings of Central Europeans through the bloody history of the twentieth century. 

The Namesake by Jhumpa Lahiri (2003)

This story of the Indian-American Ganguli family centers on Gogol, the eldest son named after the famous Russian writer. The novel highlights the different ways in which Gogol’s parents, first-generation immigrants, and Gogol and his generation, American-born children of immigrants, interact with India as a place, a culture, and an ethnic identity, and how they work to shape these identities within the New World. 

Things I’ve Been Silent About by Azar Nafisi (2008)

Iranian exile Azar Nafisi recognizes that “the ease with which all that you call home, all that gives you an identity, a sense of self and belonging, can be taken away from you.” Her memoir covers both her increasing alienation from the theocratic state in Iran and her complex relationships with her mother, whose “coffee hours” with other women offered a refuge from an increasingly controlled public sphere, and her father, who kept his own secret diary. 

Brick Lane by Monica Ali (2003)

Nazneen is an eighteen-year-old Bangladeshi brought to Britain in an arranged marriage with almost no preparation—the only words she knows in English are “sorry” and “thank you.” She must make a life with her much older, comically incompetent husband and survive her impoverished and violent surroundings in the Brick Lane territory of East London that has been the refuge for waves of immigrants from the eighteenth century onward. 
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