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Abstract: Since the 1970’s to the end of the twentieth century, America
witnessed a colossal exodus of Russian citizens to its soil, especially, people
belonging to the Jewish faith. Due to the harsh anti-Semitic policies of the
then Communist regime of Soviet Russia, many Russian Jews immigrated
to various counties, chiefly, to Israel, Germany, the United States, and a few
European nations. Of them all, a vast majority of the immigrants made
America their preferred home for resettlement. Gary Shteyngart belongs to
one such immigrant family. As a representative of the younger generation of
Russian-American novelists, Shteyngart, like his third-wave émigré predecessor
Joseph Brodsky, registers his immigrant experiences in English. His writings,
predominantly fiction, explores the Jewish immigrant experience in the United
States —which is one of the major centres of resettlement for the Soviet-Jews. This
baper aims to investigate the wide-ranging issues of cultural hybridity, identity,
and the hurdles in assimilation as featured in Shteyngart’s memoir Little Failure
(2014). The paper shall focus on Russian related themes depicted in his work,
such as, hardships caused due to displacement, problems in assimilation and
acceptance in a foreign land, questions of identity, to name a few. Shteyngart
skilfully interplays the Russian and American elements back-and-forth in his
works, thereby pioneering a new style of English literary landscape, abundant
with Russian words and phrases, which is neither Russian nor American - but
just like Shteyngart a pure hybrid: Russian-American.
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)

ntemporary  Russian-American literature  came
into existence in 2002, with the publication of Gary
Shteyngart’s The Russian Debutante’s Handbook.
Shteyngart was soon followed by a host of other writers. In the
last two decades, Russian-American writers, that is — Russians
belonging to the Jewish faith who immigrated to America
- soon established themselves as potent voices through
their works in the immigrant literary landscape, thereby not
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only bringing reader accolades but critical acclaim as well. Most writers from the group live
in the North American continent (US and Canada) and writes in English — a language which
they adopted upon arriving in the US, and currently are adept in it. Their works are chiefly
marked with themes relating to Russia, repercussions of immigration, and the hyphenated
identities they are encompassed with. Their works are predominantly set in (Soviet)Russia and/
or Russia and the US, where the primary struggle of the characters, who are mostly immigrants,
is to engage in a never-ending negotiation with their bilingual and bicultural identities. Some
critics also argue about a third marker of identity, as most of these immigrants are Jewish, and
thereby forms a tricultural” identity. This is highly suggestive in their works, which bursts of
words, language, and themes, which are neither Russian nor American, but just like the writers,
a unique hybrid: Russian-American.

With the increasingly number of scholarly works in English by Jewish immigrant writers, one

term from post-colonial theory-hybridity-seems to be great relevance. Borrowing from the

ideas put forwarded by Homi Bhabhag, critic Yelena Furman in her essay “Hybrid Selves, Hybrid

Texts: Embracing The Hyphen In Russian-American Fiction” suggests the following about
immigrant writers - “these writers inhabit a ‘third space’ in which those terms form a hybridized

Russian- American immigrant identity” (Furman, 2011 p. 23). Thus one can say that this hybridity
is facilitated by a point of assembly between two equal halves — one native and one adopted.

(m

The aim of this paper is not to survey the contemporary Russian-American literary scene in
its entirety, but to present one of its most dominant and popular exponent, who as of this
day has published four full length novels, one non-fiction, and hundreds of essays and
articles in collected volumes and newspapers worldwide, a man who is almost synonymous
to contemporary Russian-American literature, Gary Shteyngart. For the purpose of this study,
we shall analyse Shteyngart’s 2014 memoir Little Failure which archives the writer’s first seven
years in Soviet Russia, the family’s shift to the US, and his life in America. Shteyngart, who calls
Little Failure a memoir, is a coming of the age story — a bildungsroman of sorts — where he
chronicles his stay in New York City (a place he is extremely fond of; to which he dedicates one
of his previous novels, Absurdistan). In her review of Little Failure in The Washington Post Lisa
Zeidner writes, “His touching, insightful memoir... [is] an astute examination of the immigrant
experience, especially that of Eastern European Jews" (Zeidner, 2014).

Writing plays a major role in Shteyngart’s life. It is through writing that he discovers the
idiosyncrasies of immigrant life and finally comes in terms with the hybrid nature of his identity.
Loosely set between his year of birth, 1972, and 2011, when his family takes a trip back to
Russia “for a week of fresh pie and remembrance” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 394), Little Failure is
a survey of Shteyngart’s familial relationships, mostly between himself and his parents, his

1 For the purpose of this study, instead of referring to them as “Russian-American-Jewish’, we shall call them
“Russian-Americans”. The former terminology may seem comprehensive, but upon critical reflection it proves
to be redundant, perhaps due to the fact that Russian-American identity is a result of a long history of Jewish
immigration to the US, and the writers in the discussion are part of its third and fourth wave. The Jewish identity,
which is core to their literary and creative impetus, is already embedded in the “"Russian-American” terminology.
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coming of terms with his Russian, Jewish and the recently acquired American identity in the
US; and most importantly Shteyngart finding a voice of his own and projecting it through his
writing. Shteyngart dedicates Little Failure to his parents, but it was his grandmother instilled
in him a desire to write when he was still wet behind his ears, by rewarding him with a piece of
cheese after writing a page full of story. For Shteyngart, writing was the only positive constant
throughout his life and helped him sail turbulent water without diffiiiculty. “Like the protagonists
of his novels, Shteyngart presents himself as a social and cultural outsider, for whom writing
refuge from a hostile environment and the one positive constant throughout his life" (Furman,
2015,p. 117).

Gary Shteyngart is undoubtedly the most popular Russian-American writer active today and
hence the title Little Failure seems a little farfetched and self-ironical. The events depicted in the
book more or less portrays Shteyngart’s life in a chronological order - the book begins with his
birth and childhood in Leningrad and ends with his emergence as a successful writer in the US

- and the immigration to the US via Austria and Italy, his education in Queens and Manhattan,
his stay in Oberlin College all merged in between. One of the recurring themes of the book
is his love-hate relationship with his parents, who are borderline abusive, and are highly
condemning and disapproving of Shteyngart’s decision to become a writer. His parents wanted
him to become a lawyer and fulfil the American Dream of being rich, successful, and affllluent.
But upon realising that their son wanted to pursue a career in writing (a profession that hardly
paid and the chances of making big was extremely low), they were filled with consternation.
His mother called him “Failurchka” (a fusion of Russian and English) which meant “Little Failure”
(the phrase that lent the title of the memoir) — a condescending Russian-American nickname,
while his father called him “Soplyak” (snotty). Even after establishing himself as a successful
writer, Shteyngart fails to impress his parents, “l read on the Russian Internet that you and your
novels will soon be forgotten” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 45).

For Shteyngart, one of the early challenges in assimilation came during his stay at Solomon
Schechter School in Queens, a conservative Hebrew day school. At Schechter School he had
to de-familiarise himself with not just one but two alien languages — English and Hebrew. At
Schechter School, Shteyngart spent most of his time in isolation without any friends and was
soon belittled and disparaged by his classmates who branded him a social misfit. However,
this did not last long. Inspired by his love for writing, Shteyngart started working on his “first
unpublished novel in English . . . The Chalenge” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 165) which featured a
space fighter pilot named Flyboy as the hero. He fortunately was able to read his novel before
his class in his English period and that allowed him to revamp his position with his classmates.
Shteyngart writes, “Don’t get me wrong. I'm still a hated freak. But here’s what | am doing: | am
redefining “the terms under which | am a hated freak.” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 170). His friends
started taking interest in his work and were eager to know if he wrote anything new or “Will the
Lopezians attack? What's Dr. Omar gonna do next?” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 170). Soon, he 'ran out’
of The Chalenge and came back with Invasion From Outer Space which brought with it a torrent
of veneration from his classmates. “It was here at Solomon Schechter that Shteyngart discovers
for the first-time writing’s transformative power” (Furman, 2015, p. 118).

Oneofthestriking features of Shteyngartasatranslingual writer s his marvellouscommandover
the English language. “It is through writing fiction in English that English became his primary
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tongue, rather than the other way around” (Wanner, 2015, p. 144). This has contributed to the
mastery over his adopted language. For the most part, he conforms to the English language
just like a native American born speaker of the language would, barring a few inside jokes from
Russian, only accessible to the bilingual speaker. However, writing provides Shteyngart more
than just safe harbour, “as a Russian immigrant in America, writing is also a way to find his place
in a new world and the space in which to negotiate his hybrid identity” (Furman, 2015, p. 118).
As he struggled to make the English language his own, writing proved to be a fruitful task —
as the more he wrote, the more at home he felt with the language. Shteyngart believed that
linguistic adaption was extremely crucial in ensuring a successful cultural adaption. But just like
thousands of other immigrants, this adaption is never complete. He was constantly looking for
what it truly means to be a Russian-American, as he says in his school reunion party, “We Soviet
Jews are simply invited to the wrong party... we didn’t know who we were” (Shteyngart, 2014,
p. 229). All of Shteyngart’s work are an attempt in discovering “who we were" and what it means
to be a Russian-American hybrid.

Little Failure is undoubtedly a cross-cultural immigrant’s tale — a story of growing up in an
immigrant household and trying to fit in as a doubly hyphenated American. Although the book
portrays the life of a Russian-Jewish immigrant family in the US, the portrayal itself is filled with
multicultural tenets, not limited to the Russian-Jewish community in the US alone. Centrality
is core to Shteyngart’s book. As Geoff Hamilton comments in Understanding Gary Shteyngart,
“identity-formation and belonging, and of tradition and the conditions of belief, common to
globalized societies” (Hamilton, 2017, p. 2). Thus, in the process of narrating himself, Shteyngart
highlights contemporary immigrant life in America vis-a-vis the global scenario where like him
thousands are struggling against displacement, dislocation, and isolation in a foreign land, in
an attempt to secure a sense of identity and belonging.

Apart from Shteyngart himself, the two other pivotal characters in Little Failure are those of
his parents. Shteyngart, in conversation with Aleksandar Hemon at the Chicago Humanities
Festival, admits that the book was “an unhappy love letter to my parents”. Afterimmigrating
to the US, his parents had to build their lives from the scratch - his father was a mechanical
engineer and mother a piano teacher — found the process of acculturation extremely taxing
and it ultimately left a huge impact in their lives. Their move was further problematised by the
ongoing Cold War tensions, where anyone from the Soviet Union — America’s nemesis — were
looked through the lens of doubt, and Shteyngart’s origins contributed to the cause. The status
of the Shteyngart family were ambivalent and wavering since the time they set foot in the US.
For their Jewish friends in America, they were the embodiment of the penurious Europeans
counterparts who require assistance and sustenance in the name of a common Jewish heritage;
on the other hand, they were also scrutinised for being refuges from America’s main political
adversary. But Shteyngart soon realises that even though they were underprivileged, there
were not at the bottom of the social ladder, thanks to the colour of their skin, “We are refugees
and even Jews, ... but we are also something that we never really had the chance to appreciate
back home. We are white” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 123). This exposes the pitfalls of a multicultural
America which provides preferential treatment to a few based-on their ethnicity and race.

Russian language and culture has remained central to Shteyngart’s post immigration life. Since
his childhood days he was made to believe that Russian language and culture was supreme,
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“I was taught that Russian culture was the best culture in the world”, yet he never openly
displayed his nation allegiances — neither to Russian nor to America. However, he was extremely
forthcoming in describing the unparalleled impact Russian literature had on him. Furthermore,
Shteyngart’s desire to get assimilated into the mainstream American milieu becomes a reality
with the purchase of a television set “a twenty-seven inch salmon-coloured Sony Trinitron, with

a sleek remote control” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 212). The television was common to all American
households, it was a sign of Americanness, and its presence in the Shteyngart household took
them a step closer at realising their American-ness.

One of the major points of contestation in the book is the author’s struggle between being a
Russian Jew and being an American Jew. Most American Jews, even to this day, consider the
Russian Jews to be untaught in the mannerism of the Jewish faith. Shteyngart, like thousands
of other Russian Jews, eat pork which goes against the doctrine of Kashrut? and therefore are
considered sinners by their American counterparts. For the American Jews, perhaps the most
sacrilegious act done by their Russian brethren is not performing the circumcision ritual on
young boys — and Shteyngart too was not circumcised when he moved to the United States.
Circumcision is one of the most crucial commandments in the Jewish faith, and not following
it displays a clear disassociation from the basic tenants of the religion. He was later offiiicially
made into a Jew in the US when he was circumcised, “... | get the present every boy wants. A
circumcision” (Shteyngart, 2014, p. 132).

(1)

“Little Failure is a rich, nuanced memoir. It's an immigrant story, a coming-of-age story,
a becoming-a-writer story, and a becoming-a-mensch story, and in all these ways it is,
unambivalently, a success” (Wolitzer, 2013). Little Failure invites the readers to take a glimpse
into the unfiltered life of a Soviet Jewish immigrant family’s trials and tribulations in America.
By doing so, it also highlights the greater concern and uncertainties of the immigrant life,
not only in the US but worldwide, in this period of globalisation. It brings out both the snares
and snags of American multiculturalism, and also its socio-cultural diversity which ultimately
allowed Gary Shteyngart — a Jewish born in Soviet Russia living in New York City — to talk about
his life and experiences without any inhibitions and reservation, and this is what Shteyngart
celebrates in his memoir.

In his classic 1951 memoir, “Speak, Memory,” Vladimir Nabokov confesses that “the nostalgia |
have been cherishing all these years is a hypertrophied sense of lost childhood.” Shteyngart’s
story couldn’t be more different from Nabokov’s, but he nimbly achieves the noble Nabokovian
goal of letting sentiment in without ever becoming sentimental (Zeidner, 2014).

Little Failure pens down his ongoing search for his self, something which he briefly discovers
though writing — the characters of his novels are manifestations of people and situation around
him, and this ongoing search takes him from a never-hear-never-read writer to a celebrated
author. Immigrants like him in America are constantly negotiating their past and their present;

2 ltis a set of dietary laws dealing with the foods that Jews are permitted to eat and how those foods must be
prepared according to Jewish law.
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and this relentless perusal, this constant negotiation is what makes their life whole and
meaningful in an otherwise foreign land.
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KynbomypHasa rubpugHocmb U pyccko-amepukaHcKuin KoHmekcm: Kuura Little
Failure IN'pu lWUmenHrapma

Annomayus: C 1970-x 0o koHYa XX eeka AMepuka cmana ceudemesieM MacwmabHol uMMU2payuu poccutickux
2pax0aH Ha ceou 3emsu, ocobeHHO stodell, ucnosedyrowux uyoelickylo 8epy. M3-3a xecmkol aHmucemumckou
nosuMuUKU mozdawHe20 KOMMyHUCmMuy4eckozo pexxuma Cosemckol Poccuu MHo2ue pocculickue espeu UMMU2pupos8au
8 paz/iuyHble CMPAHel, 8 Makue Kak — Miapausns, lepmanus, CLLIA u Hekomopesie egponetickue cmpatsl. [Todasnswowee
60/1bLWIUHCMBO MUPAHMO8 8Ce Xe Npednoysiu AMepuKy Kak OCHOBHOe Mecmo 0/1 nepecesieHus.

lapu lmeliHeapm npuHadnexum K o0HOU U3 Makux UMmMuepaHmckux cemel. Kak npedcmasumesns mos100020
NOKOJIeHUS PYCCKO-aMepUKAHCKUX poMaHucmos, LLimeliHeapm, mak u e2o npedwecmseHHUK Mocug bpodckud,
3MupaHm mpemsoeli 80/1Hbl, HAUUHAEM OPUEHMUPOBAMb U30AHUE CBOUX NYOAUKAYUL HA AH2/TULICKOM A3bIKe.

E20 npou3sedeHus, npeumyuiecmeeHHo Xy0oxxecmaeHHble, ONUCLIBAIOM ONbIM NPOXUBAHUA e8peliCKUX UMMUPAHMO8
8 CoeduHeHHbIx LImamax, Agnaouwueca 00HUM U3 OCHOBHbIX UeHMpPO8 nepecesieHUs cosemcKux eapees. Hocmoawas
cmames HanpasseHa Ha uccie0osaHue WUpPOKO20 Kpyada npobsem KysabmypHol 2ubpudHocmu, udeHmuyHocmu u
npenamcmauti Ha Nymu K acCuMmuiAayuU, 0 KOmopbix 2080pumcsa 8 Memyapax LLimetiHeapma Little Failure (ManeHekas
Heydaya, 2014). B cmamee ocHO8HOe 8HUMAHUe yOenaemca memMam, C8A3AdHHbIM C NPob/ieMamu poOHO20 A3bIKA U
UHOCMPAHHO20, A MAkXe MpyoOHOCMU, 8bI38aHHblE Muzpayuel, npobaemMsl dCCUMUIAYUU U adanmayuu 8 yyxol
cmpaHe, 80Npocbi UOEHMUYHOCMU U Op.

LimeliHeapm ycnewHo coyemaem 8 C80UX nNpou3sedeHUsAX 2ubUPUOHOCMb 371eMeHMO8 Ky/ibmypel, Kak pycckol, mak
U amepuKkaHckoU, mem cambiM co30ae8ds HOBbIU CMUJIb IUMepPamypHoz0 helizaxa, u3o6bunyrouuli pycckumu ciosamu
U ¢hpazamu, o0HAKo yxe cam no cebe He ABNALUWUMCA HU PYCCKUM, HU aMepuKaHuyeM, HO npuobpemarowjuli Hosyto
UOeHMUYHOCMb KaK — pyccKuli amepukaHey.

Knroueavble cnosa: 2ubpudHocMoe, UMMU2PpAyus, espeu, UOEHMUYHOCMb, HOCMAbeus

32




