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As my title, “Standing A Part, Standing Apart: Girlhood and Exilic Citizenship,” suggests, it had always been clear to me that any subject finding her life almost involuntarily, if not accidently, spent in exile would be able to discover, on reflecting on the seeming provisional nature by which we humans arrive at wherever we find ourselves--what in earlier centuries folks thought of as destiny or fate--that exile was somehow already prefigured in pre-exilic moments; that, as Wordsworth memorably phrased it, “The child is father of the man.” I wish to weave selected girlhood intimations of exile with exilic citizenship, the double-edged identity of a citizen in exile--away from the original country of birth and belonging, and an exilic citizen in a new host country, in which she has found a degree of refuge, finds herself owing an un-payable debt of gratitude, and has been made a properly papered citizen.
My current subject of exile provokes a profound sense of déjà vu in me; in 1988 I was invited to speak at a conference on exile in London, organized by a UK journal, Third World Affairs, and sponsored by the Third World Foundation for Social and Economic Studies. Many in the U.S. today may not even be familiar with terms like “Third World” and “the Southern Hemisphere,” to signify the undeveloped and developing regions, post-independence and postcolonial, that were the currency of academic and media representations of the non-Western parts of the globe in the 1980s. When my US husband heard of the invitation, he was distressed and exclaimed, “But you are not in exile!” And indeed for him, a wife was expected above all to be attached to her husband, and exile can no more feature where attachment is firmly in place. Pre-marital identities, according to Judeo-Christian patriarchal conventions, are disavowed, so that the two partners may leave father, mother, and earlier attachments to become one half each of a new union; the old Testament has that model wife, Ruth, say to her mother-in-law/husband’s mother, “Your people shall be my people and your home my home.”
But it is impossible, at least for me, to disavow those first sentiments, the existence of the primal social creature in her infant psychic formations. That physical past is resistant, in fact insensible, to erasure. And it is more than in memory, those stories that fade with years and retelling; it is the sensory, sentient, sedimented nature of the entangled, inseparability of body and mind, formed originally in infancy and childhood, that prevails over or at least continues to underlie new formations of identities, loyalties, bonds, attachments, loves, and vows, including the marriage vows and the vows of citizenship. 
My title attempts a deliberate play on the words “A Part” and “Apart,” that sound alike yet signify opposing conditions. To be a part of another unit--a family, community, society, nation, people—may not signify absolute submission of the part to the whole. When I reflect and write of my girlhood in Malaysia, where I was born and lived for almost 24 years until I left for Massachusetts, it is with an acute sense of deep belonging and painful alienation. Many of the speakers yesterday, to my mind, were addressing the situation of the outsider; but the condition of the outsider, I argue, is distinctly different from that of the exile. For me, all exiles are outsiders, but not all outsiders are exiles. As a social being, in girlhood I was a member of Malaccan society, an only daughter with five brothers, of the Lim extended family that included numerous cousins from my grandfather’s seven sons. I was a part of that patria-filial Hokkien world and matriarchal Nonya sub-strata. Even now when I return to my home town, Malacca, I re-enter a community to whom I am a familiar, a returning sister, sorority classmate, and neighbor, to be nurtured, spoiled, made much of, the prodigal daughter saved from the world’s predations. But in my existential sensibility I had also almost always been apart, an outsider, pulling away from that enfolding, suffocating, stifling, judgmental, miserable society. 
The exile, however, is not native-born, not originally a part of the society in which she is presently, whether contented or miserable, resident. While like the outsider, she may find herself involuntarily present, apart from, the exile is separate from the history of the host nation, where, in other ways, chiefly political, she has also found a refuge. In the coming years, she may or may not become a member, a citizen of that welcoming, sheltering host country.  In short, I was an outsider up to the age of 24; and an exile from 24 to the birth of my son, when almost a dozen years later, I then decided to become a US citizen.
Years after I gave up my Malaysian citizenship, I was invited to that important conference on exile, where luminaries and activists such as Ariel Dorfman from Chile and the Somalian Nuruddin Farah were speaking, calling to account the bloody repression of their peoples by a militarized authoritarian state. Indeed, in Malaysia a similar pattern of political suppression, social injustice and anti-human-rights history was in place. Here is a small piece of my narration of the riots in my 1996 memoir, Among the White Moon Faces: 
All we had was the radio; without a telephone, we were cut off from news for the five days of the curfew. Over the radio, we heard that Malay counter-demonstrators, brought in from the kampongs--their rural villages--to protest against a Chinese post-election victory march, and armed with parangs and knives, the report said, to defend themselves, had turned violent. Much later, first through rumors and then through foreign news reports, we learned that streets of Chinese shophouses in Kuala Lumpur had been burned down and hundreds of Chinese killed. Later estimates placed the number at about two thousand massacred. The army was called in, but the Malay soldiers had been slow to stop the race riots and had allegedly shot at Chinese instead.
During the next few volatile days, to offer us some protection should the murderous attacks ten miles away move closer, a Malay professor and his white wife in the apartment below invited us to stay with them.  She spoke passable Malay with a broad Irish accent, and among his small-boned mother and sisters shyly hanging back in the kitchen, she carried her fair babies like a Nordic giant. No one discussed the curfew. "Aish, the soldiers! They'll take care of things," she said carelessly as she brought out the domino set. I wondered at her concentration on the game and her lack of self-consciousness among her nervous sisters-in-law.
Two days later, the curfew was lifted for a few hours. Iqbal refused to leave the apartment building, but I was worried about Second Brother and insisted on riding to Chien's rented bungalow. He was safe with his wife and baby girl and scolded me for taking risks. Speeding back through the deserted streets, however, I knew that hiding out was not security. No place in Malaysia was a refuge as long racial extremists were free to massacre and burn.
A palpable tension hung over the university community. The Chinese students and lecturers who usually did not mix with the Malays were even more visibly segregated. Miriam, the daughter of a Scots mother and Malay aristocrat, who was also completing her master's degree in the English department, said exultantly in one of those moments I carried with me for years like a scriptural passage, "We Malays would rather return Malaysia to the jungle than live with Chinese domination." She was simply expressing the strong racial antipathy to the economic success of Chinese Malaysians that was suddenly orthodox among  Malays. To the question, how will Malaysia succeed without Chinese industry and labor, she replied, “We don't need the Chinese. We will be happy to sit on the floor if that's what it means to do without the Chinese!"
I looked at her angular features, surely inherited from her Celtic ancestors, and marveled at the ironies in her position. A tough, hard-working woman who was outspoken about her social snobbery and wealthy background, she appeared an unlikely voice for those protesting Malay poverty and dispossession; indeed, in an earlier age her aristocratic connections would have separated her from a parvenu like me. However, even after achieving independence, Malaysian society had remained structured on the meritocratic policies that Harold Wilson had implemented for Britain then, and on capitalist competition. Miriam, already poised high among the elite, had more directly to gain than less well-situated Malays in the change from democratic multiracial competition to Malay or Bumiputera* privilege, presented as a kind of affirmative action carried out through strict quota systems and governmental preferential treatment.
In the process of the formation of a Malaysian elite, the May 13 riots provided the bloody revolution that changed Malaysia from the ideal of a multicultural egalitarian future--an ideal already tested by hostilities over power-sharing--to the Malay dominant race preferential practice in place today. Listening to Miriam's unrestrained words, even as I swallowed the humiliation of my position--to be informed that I was not an equal citizen, that my community was a "problem,” and that race massacres" were an appropriate way of dealing with that problem--I rebelled against the notion that I would have to submit to such attitudes. Sitting dumbly before Miriam, I thought that I might never return to Malaysia. 
Lim, Among the White Moon Faces, 200-202. 

However, in 1988, seven years before I recounted the political history in my memoir to explain my presence in the US, I first had to answer my husband’s complaint. To do that, at the conference on exile I told the story of my exile as founded on the politics of language, a position that English department academics, which my husband was, would understand and approve of. My talk titled “Tongue and Root: Language in exile” still resonates for me today, a quarter of a century later. This what I said then:

As for me, I have for a long time seen myself as nothing but an individual. This self-image of "an individual" is the bottom of a descent from nation and community. Growing up as a native-born Chinese Malaysian, I was surrounded by the solid structures of a large extended family, a narrow parochial convent education, a small-town tropical and pluralistic mentality, and the international English language. Nothing about my life was exotic or strange to me; the quiddities of normalcy are the sacred ground from which every writer begins. Nor was it odd that at the age of fifteen and sixteen, we Malacca children were asked to write essays in English on the meaning of democracy, on the topic of Malaysia for the Malaysians. Why should we doubt that our country was for us?
We were in no way well off, but as urbanized and English educated students, we anticipated a future which would include us and in which we were told repeatedly we would be the leaders of tomorrow.
If history were a process whereby expectations came true, perhaps it would have no place for exiles! That sense of destiny so casually instilled into my generation of Malaysians: where is it now? For the country has taken another path, another destination.
The process of nation-building is never easy or harmonious, but for those whom it would exclude, it can never be acceptable without a struggle to influence it to larger, more integrative ends. . . . When one group finds it difficult to stand up and say its name; when to say one's identity is already to mark one as lesser than, that is where the boundaries of exile begin.
Many English-language writers in Malaysia have found their foundations shifted in the last twenty ears. Poised in 1957 with the attainment of independence to participate in the political fullness of nationhood, they have found instead historical definitions which exclude them. The only national literature, it is promulgated, is literature in the national language. This definition starkly underlines the movement to restrict national identity to a monocultural and monolinguistic position, a constitutional decision which cannot be debated under pain of imprisonment without habeas corpus. Indeed, for many English-language writers brought up to respect their country's constitution, this promulgation is a more effective silencer than tanks and barbed wire. As a lover of one's country who cannot but wish good for its future, one must cut one's tongue off before one criticizes its laws. And indeed I have little wish to criticize, for a newer and younger generation born without that particular sense of destiny that we were imbued with must be free to struggle with its evolution of nationhood. But as a free-floating individual, with my tongue still intact although my roots are cut, I can lament and record. 
Lim, Monsoon History: 169. 	

But, as I go on to argue, Malay monolingual suppression of other languages is inextricably linked to the deliberate promulgation of Malay supremacy and the consequent apartheid economic, social, and governmental racist policies that now regulate the country of my birth: 

The unpleasant news about those in exile, whether internal or external, is that unless they overcome paralysis, history will be shaped without them. This exile, after all, has nothing in common with the metaphysical indulgences of individuals who disdain history in the light of existentialist perspectives. "Existence before essence" is all very well for a Frenchman who is so Eurocentrically positioned that from the bosom of his city and his language he dared play with ideas of nothingness and being. But for persons who in their lifetimes have found themselves acted upon so that their sense of selves, the essence of their cultural beings, has become progressively denied and marginalized, their deracination is political first rather than philosophical and results from an assault on core identities, whether ethnic, racial, linguistic, or personal. . . . 
And yes, in the process of our discovering what we share with others, our tribal boundaries can become unstuck, our ancient or recent national identities can be shaken. This is the risk that Third- English language writers take, the risk that all explorers come up against in travelling too far, the possibility of alienation from their native cultures, of losing one's way home.  The child who leaves home, seduced by a stranger's tongue, and never returns is to be mourned for.
But exile presumes that such a child is forbidden to return. The language this child has learned is surrounded by an aura of illegitimacy, danger, and taboo. This rejection of their English-language writers, in India or Nigeria or Southeast Asia, can only damage those societies themselves. In denying a place for writers who have attached themselves to a language tree other than the politically correct one, these societies are seeking to control the act of creativity at its very root. It is an attempt at social control which sets loose the worst tendencies towards cultural paranoia and authoritarianism and which destroys that which should be precious for young nations and ancient communities alike: the lyric voices of their free men and women celebrating their past and inventing their future. . . .
As for me, choosing to make my future with the language I love, I find, of course, that language is never enough. The whole of a person is of sights, sounds, smells, notions, tastes, a community of sensations we call country. The naming is in English, but now the objects for naming are no longer at hand. I do not wish to be in exile. To remain faithful to my origins, I must be unfaithful to my present. To be constant to my Malaysian identity, I must continue in the United States to be a stranger in a strange land. Still, I have a language in my hand. To me, it is a language where the idea of freedom is broader and stronger than it is in any country. 
Lim, Monsoon History, pp. 169-170; 172-173.

I had been invited to that conference on exile not because I was a political activist or even a socially engaged commentator, but because my first book of poems, Crossing the Peninsula, published by Heinemann of Asia, had received the Commonwealth Poetry Prize in 1980, the first time an Asian and woman had been so honored. So it was inevitable that my talk was narrowly focused on language; and so indeed does my position as a writer today. My husband’s discomfort with the suggestion of his non-priority position in my structure of sentiment was in fact deserved. For I have remained through four decades of marriage attached first to language, and in my case, the English language. Coming across the punning play of “a part” and “apart” is simply one of multiple such linguistic games that play practically every hour in my imagination, and which given time, I would occasionally put on a page. For a writer like me, the English language is both the means to an ends—the poem, story, text—and itself the ends; signifier and signified; the ship that carries the subject past ephemeral and transient sights and sites, and the voyage itself. 
But the exile on that ship does carry quite a bit of baggage, what others have termed “exilic culture.” Unlike some celebratory notions of a privileged exilic culture possessing a productive difference and vital social significance despite its displacement in the host territory, my representations of my exilic culture have it emptied of significance. In my short story, “A Pot of Rice,” the ritual of ancestor worship that the protagonist, Su Yu, a Singaporean married to an American and living in New York, practices is diminished of communal value, albeit as memory it is still potent with residual affect. But more important, Su Yu’s attachment to her exilic culture prevents her from forming new emotional identities and suggests post-death vitality of this exilic culture in fact vitiates the intimate relationship with Mark that should conventionally be the focus of her evening with him.

Her father had died last year. He had been dead for two weeks before she knew of it. Her brother wrote to tell her of what she could no longer help days after the funeral.  Mark had been terrified by the crying jags which overtook her in the middle of sleep, but they gradually grew fewer, less uncontrolled.  With her father's death there was no longer any reason to leave the city from whose harbour the Statue of Liberty seemed to gaze across the oceans to Singapore as if towards a giant Chinatown ghetto. Remaining in New York with Mark, she felt she was merely choosing to remain in open water, having left behind the narrow concrete island crowded with socialist housing developments.

Su Yu watched the water boil over the lid and the milky starch sizzle on the gas flame before she lowered the heat.  Mark could not get rice to cook to the sticky texture she preferred because he did not allow the water to boil over. She could not eat the gritty grains he served. Their food habits made them strangers to each other while most Americans, she thought sadly, held hands over slices of toasted Wonder Bread…. 
This is the time of prayers for father, she remembered. Her mother would have the altar freshly dusted and a clean red prayer cloth hung in the front. She would place bowls of rice and soy chicken and cups of tea and brandy before a large photograph of her husband. Was his appetite for good food and drink lost merely because his body had died?  Su Yu stared at the pot of cooked rice. In its steam she saw her father's greedy smile appear like a sudden daydream.

Mark found the dining table set for worship when he got home after his late meeting. A blurred machine-made snapshot of Sue's father was propped before a candlestick which stood behind a cereal bowl filled with cooked rice and a plate holding a whole boiled chicken. The rice was ashy--was it from the candle flame or from the mould in the air?
The chicken's boiled skin was discoloured, dotted with pink and black feather   marks which showed garishly under the fluorescent light.
Sue, wearing a red dress and with gold barrettes in her hair giggled when she saw his face. "We mustn’t eat until he has finished his meal," she warned.
"What's all this?"
"I'm mourning the first year of my father’s death. This is the ritual of ancestor worship."
"Well, how do you know when your ancestor has finished eating? I'm hungry."
"You throw two coins." She held up two quarters.
“And then?"
 		"Oh, I forget! It's either two heads or two tails."
"What will you do? You've forgotten! Does this mean I don't get to eat tonight?"
Su Yu smiled. "I know my father, I'll know when he’s finished eating.”
Mark went to the bedroom and turned on the television. He wasn’t hungry any more, not for cold sticky rice anyway. And the chicken looked more like a dead thing than a meal, as if the essence of food had left it and only the material stringy flesh remained. “This is the first time,” he said loudly, hoping she would hear in the kitchen, “you haven’t served me first.” 
“A Pot of Rice,” The Shirley Lim Collection: 56-59.

The story suggests that with exilic culture, the exile finally opens the trunk she has been carrying through the years and all the way from that original homeland to find only tatters, dust, and illegible fragments of documents.
As I said in 1988 and repeat now, the only constant in my life has been the presence of the language—that literary language--as a pressing instrument with which I keep myself together, an insistent muse whose voice nags at me every day, an ecstatic—in the original sense of being outside of oneself—that transcends ego and self. It nourishes and sustains me as reader and consumer; and as the beloved other, to whom I am enthralled, ancient as Homer and uncaring of gender, race, class, and yes, politics. This was the legacy I discovered as a starving child, and if I could, I would preserve the same legacy for every child in this populous world. A writer in exile, I have always carried this country and nation with me; recognizing similar exiles everywhere I go through the citizenship of the exile. 
The obsessive intertwining themes of exile and language (or writing) in my imagination, despite my recognition of exile’s shifting and increasingly diminishing power as a resource, appear like a receding nightmare in my prose and poetry, particularly in the figure of the flaneur in the exiled landscape of the anonymous metropolitan. My memoir Among the White Moon Faces represents one face of the exile, the resident alien, wandering through the labyrinths of Manhattan: 

No one who has not left everything behind her--every acquaintance, tree, corner lamp post, brother, lover--understands the peculiar remorse of the resident alien. Unlike the happy immigrant who sees the United States as a vast real-estate advertisement selling a neighborly future, the person who enters the  ountry as a registered alien is neither here  nor there. Without family, house, or society she views herself through the eyes of citizens: guest, stranger, outsider, misfit, beggar. Transient like the drunks asleep by steps down to the subway, her bodily presence is a wraith, less than smoke among the 250 million in the nation. Were she to fall in front of the screeching wheels of the Number Four Lexington line, her death would be noted by no one, mourned by none, except if the news should arrive weeks later, thirty thousand miles away.
A resident alien has walked out of a community's living memory, out of social structures in which her identity is folded, like a bud in a tree, to take on the stinks of public bathrooms and the shapes of shadows in parks. She holds her breath as she walks through the American city counting the afternoon hours. Memory for her is a great mourning, a death of the living. The alien resident mourns even as she chooses to abandon. Her memory, like her guilt and early love, is involuntary, but her choice of the United States is willful. 
 Lim, Among the White Moon Faces, p.160

The exilic condition is a recognition that insists on rearticulation, on language, as in this poem composed one morning in 2013 when I was walking through Festival Walk, an unironically named huge and lavish mall in Hong Kong:

Sister Exile
She sits on the first step of the stairs on the ground level leading to the newly opened HSBC counters and ATM machines, not looking at anything, as if she has just woken up and does not know where, and in that brief second before her restless spirit returns to the stooped flesh, there is no caring. I walk on my way down past that head of wiry black hair, years younger than my close-shorn grey, careful not to stare, as if admitting her blankness into my glance would assault her delicate shell of isolation; and on my return circle she is still there, face in hands, as she weeps at the mouth of the emporium, having woken to its hard clarity in which tears are the currency of the exiled, who are permitted to pass through but not stop. I see and do not see myself in her. I’d sat on the step of stairs in another mighty city, sick and afraid, but I had never wept--no, those salty fluids wrenched from the gut and chest would not rise for me; I’d clenched them till they evaporated, condensed into grains of words, word trails to show the way to a home where the table is set, the bed made, and I wait to welcome the lost wanderer who’s walked away from the seat by the foot of stairs through which strange millions are passing.

For this exiled writer, it is language that has brought her, if not back to her original homeland, at least to a home.

*Bumiputera: literally, sons of the soil. A Malay neologism to identify a specific raced/ethnic group as ‘indigenous’ to Malaysia and therefore endowed with constitutional rights and privileges—political, economic, social, and more--unavailable to other citizens. 
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