
Acknowl edgments are where authors usually perform gratitude, joy, and 
pride. In the spirit of the genre- bending this book performs, I fiercely in-
sist on ambivalence, acknowledging joy, gratitude, and mourning.

This book “should have” been done by December 2015, but my life was 
abruptly interrupted by what doctors told me was the need to have open 
heart surgery for a leaky valve— a congenital issue that many  women share. 
I was a “good candidate,” other wise healthy, someone who watched her diet, 
exercised daily since grad school,  didn’t smoke or drink. The surgery was 
a partial success; they repaired the valve. (Replacements must be redone 
 every ten years, so the repair was a relief.) The surgeon also cut into my 
septum, the heart wall; I’ve received two diff er ent stories about why. Two 
years  later I am at best two- thirds of my “presurgery” self. Violent fatigue 
and flagging energy/spirits are part of everyday life, even as the demands 
of academe are unrelenting. Most difficult for me: even my passion, the-
ater, exacts a toll. Matinees are staged during my nonnegotiable after noon 
downtime, and I cannot stay up for the typical 8–11 p.m. per for mance. If 
I muster extra energy to go, the plea sure comes at the cost of a few days 
of recovery. In the face of trauma and truncated pleasures, I feel valiant 
in having completed this book at all— particularly since the long- awaited 
reader comments and subsequent revisions coincided with both the school 
year and the transitioning of my  mother to assisted living. I have dedicated 
my finite energy and lucidity to daily, short bursts of work. In the midst of 
an especially hectic semester, trudging through the demands of academe 
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x acknowl edgments

and everyday life, I find that my pride and relief in finishing a book are laced 
with mourning and exhaustion. The end  doesn’t seem quite real.

In the con temporary United States, we are supposed to “think positive” 
and to “fight” our diseases. Emily Martin and Donna Haraway have analyzed 
the martial masculinity at play in  these meta phors of combat in figurations 
of the immune system. But are  those who die  those who  didn’t fight ad-
equately? Are we blaming them for a failure of  will? Barbara Ehrenreich’s 
book says it succinctly: Bright- Sided: How Positive Thinking Ruined Amer i ca. If 
illness and surgery have taught me anything, it is the way we are disciplined 
into performing “happiness,” positivity, in ways that feed productivity for 
the institution and promote the subject’s grandiosity/omnipotence. We are 
enjoined to split off pain, discouragement, loss. Splitting can take the form 
of projecting vulnerability onto the other: “poor you” allows “me” to feel all 
the stronger in the face of your “weakness.” (Bullying operates through the 
same dynamic.) Doctors authorize us too soon to return to work, to drive, 
thus risking accidents, injury, death. We disavow the possibility that minds 
and  wills cannot always overcome bodily trauma easily—or, perhaps, ever. 
We sanitize death: the death rattle is real, y’all! We theorize “vulnerability” 
and “fragility.” How much harder it is to embrace  those qualities in our 
everyday lives, for to do so would require us to confront mortality and 
finitude. Acknowledging pain, limitation, and “negative” emotions is not 
weakness; rather, it is an attempt to grapple squarely with the unavoidable 
realities that  will, eventually, face us all. Vulnerability is our condition of 
existence. Perhaps my passion for theater emerges precisely from the ways 
that theater recognizes— indeed, prizes— emotion and vulnerability.

Flying in the face of manic, oppressive positivity and a cap i tal ist, mascu-
linist imperative to view vulnerability as personal weakness, my acknowl-
edgments refuse to perform the conventional heroics of the Master Subject 
who has triumphantly completed a master work against  great odds. I refuse 
to perform what Sara Ahmed calls “the duty of happiness” and thus risk 
dismissal as a (disabled) killjoy. Instead, I insist that we unsettle the Master 
Subject by recognizing limits, pain, trauma, loss, fear, rage, indeterminacy, 
and ambivalence as inevitable forces shaping our everyday lives. Just as in-
evitably, I hope that by the time this book is in readers’ hands, I  will have 
recovered more of vibrancy that approximates my presurgery self.

Our primary vulnerability and fragility spotlight our interconnectedness. 
Over the twenty or more years since I began this “work of creativity,” my 
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acknowl edgments xi

debts are innumerable and would constitute a list miles long. Apologies in 
advance for what are sure to be many omissions.

To the artists who feature in act 2— Anna Deavere Smith and David 
Henry Hwang— thank you for the inspiration of your art and for allowing 
me to participate in vari ous capacities in your work of creativity.

Granting agencies and institutions enabled research and writing. The 
Getty Research Institute and the National Endowment for the Humani-
ties supported the year of research that formed the creative nucleus for 
this work. I also completed one play and the beginnings of Seamless that 
year. A quarter at the uc Irvine Humanities Research Institute further 
spurred the development of my ideas. Thanks to David Theo Goldberg and 
or ga nizer Karen Shimakawa and seminar participants, including Rachel 
Lee and Deborah Wong. usc supported this endeavor through Faculty 
Research Awards, ashss grants, a Zumberge grant, and a Faculty Men-
torship grant. The Social Science and Humanities deans, Andrew Lakoff 
and Sherry Velasco, generously provided subvention funds, and the Cen-
ter for Visual Anthropology, codirected by Gary Seaman and Nancy Lut-
kehaus, funded the expenses of color plates and photo permissions. The 
support is deeply appreciated.

A year at the Stanford Humanities Center allowed me to finish a first 
draft of the manuscript. Thanks to director Caroline Winterer, Robert Bar-
rick, Roland Hsu, and fellows, especially Regina Kunzel, and colleagues who 
offered comments/questions, including Matthew Kaiser, Dan Rosenberg, 
Yi- ping Ong, Tanya Luhrman, Melanie Arndt, Elizabeth Anker, Benjamin 
Paloff, Keith Baker, and Dylan Penningroth. Warmest thanks for Paulla 
Ebron’s intellectual companionship and Sylvia Yanagisako’s mentorship. 
I benefited immeasurably from stimulating engagements with Stanford 
taps faculty Jennifer DeVere Brody, Harry Elam, Peggy Phelan, and Jisha 
Menon.

Universities in the United States and abroad provided opportunities 
for me to share my work: the University of Colorado at Boulder (Center 
for the Humanities); nyu (Per for mance Studies); Northwestern University 
(Per for mance Studies); Wesleyan University (Center for the Humani-
ties); the Universities of California at Irvine (Anthropology), Los Angeles 
(Anthropology), Riverside (Humanities Research Institute), and Santa 
Barbara (Anthropology); Stanford University (Anthropology); the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong Distinguished Lectureship; and keynotes at the 
Aarhus University/Copenhagen University MegaSeminar and the “Bod-
ies in Difference” conference at McGill University, Montréal, Canada. And 
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thanks to the gradu ate students in my introductory seminar in American 
Studies during the fall of 2017. It was fun to think with you about the 
book!

My work has benefitted from participation in panels at many conferences 
over the years, including meetings of the Consortium for Asian American 
Theatres and Artists, and multiple meetings of the American Anthropologi-
cal Association, the Association for American Studies, the Association for 
Asian American Studies, the Association for Theatre in Higher Education, 
and the Aspen Institute, among many  others.

Undergraduate research assistants helped sustain my administrative 
work and research tasks over the many years this book has been in pro-
cess. A comprehensive list would constitute half the book, so let me ac-
knowledge  those who worked most directly on the current iterations of 
the book from its 2013–14 draft: Sophia Li, Olivia Cordell (who saw me 
through the penultimate version), Garrison Hall, Farah Modarres, Sun-
Hee Seo, Erica Park, Lorna Xu, Ilani Umel (who animated a scene from 
Seamless), Alyssa Coffey (stalwart support during my heart surgery), 
YeSeul Im, Jasmine Li, Austin Lam, Camille Langston, Aman Mehra (two 
years of excellent assistance), Matthew Solomon, and, at Stanford, James 
Burdick and Julia Starr. Jaemyoung Lee’s dedication and intellectual en-
gagement  were exemplary; he would work on my citations during desig-
nated work sessions and again late at night,  after  running lights at the 
theater. Who does that? Jay does! Mara Leong Nichols was a stalwart 
presence during an especially challenging time, the overlap between a 
move and my  father’s death.

Gradu ate student assistance has provided crucial support over the 
years: Elizabeth (Biz) Martinez, Imani Johnson, Stephanie Sparling Wil-
liams, Anthony Rodriguez, and, at Stanford, Daniel Bush. Jake Peters was 
my ra for three years, during one of my life’s most difficult periods. I 
 couldn’t have survived without his help.

Friends and colleagues have offered indispensable institutional support 
for fellowships: Steven Feld, Don Brenneis, Renato Rosaldo, Julie Taylor, 
the late Clifford Geertz, Sandro Duranti, and Marcyliena Morgan. Though I 
do not have a group with whom I share my work (would anyone like to create 
one with me?), friends and colleagues have read chapters, suggested rel-
evant articles, or offered other intellectual/creative engagement. Thanks to 
Lisa Rofel, Traise Yamamoto, Amalia Cabezas, Mei Zhan, Shana Redmond, 
Viet Nguyen. Occasionally, Neetu Khanna and I meet at coffee houses with 
our laptops, spurring each other on in our writing. I’ve done the same with 
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Sarah Gualtieri. During one of my anxious moments, Judith Butler helped 
me recenter through her advice, “We do the work we do.” Friends provided 
crucial support in the wake of my  father’s death and my move, including 
Shana Redmond, Viet Nguyen and Lan Duong, Beth Meyero witz, and Anita 
Ferguson. When I shattered my wrist, Viet and Lan, Monica Majoli, and 
Richard Kim, among  others, offered indispensable assistance.

For my heart surgery, my  brother Jeff flew in from the Midwest, and Lisa 
Rofel traveled from the Bay Area to see me through the trauma of surgery 
and the even more terrifying transition to recovery at home. Their support 
was indispensable. Many came forward with food, gift cards, supportive 
emails, visits, rides. Thanks to Viet and Lan, Mei Zhan, Nayan Shah, Wade 
Thoren, Anna Deavere Smith, Sylvia Yanagisako, Monica Majoli, Traise Ya-
mamoto, Jih- fei Cheng (many rides to the doctor!), Lee Wochner, Janet 
Hoskins, Nancy Lutkehaus, Marcos Nájera, Deb Piver, Leslie Ishii, Elaine 
Kim, Alisa Solomon, Stephen Wadsworth, Marcyliena Morgan, Cecilia Pang, 
and Monique Girard.

My transition to playwriting has occurred over a good twenty years. 
Seamless, unlike my other plays, has spent an unusually long time in de-
velopment. I’m grateful to Moving Arts Theatre and to Aaron Henne’s 
playwriting workshops. Readings  there, at New York Theatre Workshop 
and, crucially, at the Lark Play Development Center (thank you, Suzy Fay!) 
propelled Seamless on its journey. Mad props to the directors who worked 
on this play: Darrell Kunitomi, Liz Diamond, Victor Maog, Eric Ting, and 
Ralph Peña. Many actors have cycled through vari ous roles in Seamless. 
The pro cess has continued for so long, Emily Kuroda was first Diane and 
now is Diane’s  mother! Casts have included Alberto Isaac, Joanne Taka-
hashi (LA Diane), Sab Shimono, Cindy Cheung (NY Diane), Jackie Chung, 
Jojo Gonzalez, Mia Katigbak, Suzy Nakamura, Matthew Boston, Marcos 
Nájera, Kipp Shiotani, Jeanne Sakata, Ken Takemoto, Takayo Fisher, Ping 
Wu, Haruye Ioka, Diane Takahashi, Shaun Shimoda, Samantha Whitaker, 
Deb Piver, Sarah Wagner, and Terence Anthony. Ellen Lewis, Karen Shi-
makawa, and Renato Rosaldo offered insightful comments at a reading at 
the Lark. Karen Shimakawa and Dan Mayeda shared their expertise on 
constitutional law and the structure of a  legal  career respectively, inform-
ing my portrayal of Diane.

Writing coaches Elena Glasberg (for many years) and Yael Prizant (whose 
insightful readings, editing, and or gan i za tion al/dramaturgical skills helped 
me bring this home)  were indispensable interlocutors in this shape- shifting 
proj ect.
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Two anonymous readers offered brilliant comments that sparked my 
renewed intellectual excitement. David Eng identified himself to me as 
the third reader. His praise helped me to feel “strong- hearted,” as the 
Japa nese say.

Ken Wissoker, thank you for your generous support of my work over 
the years.

Fi nally, to my parents— Roy Jisuke Kondo, who died in 2009 at the age 
of ninety, and Midori Kondo, who passed away this year at ninety- nine, 
yoku ganbatte kuremashita. Wish you could have seen this book. Sabi-
shiku narimashita.
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