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SINGAPOREAN-based writer Elaine Chiew’s 2019 collection, The 
Heartsick Diaspora, is a series of short stories chronicling the modern 
postcolonial condition of displacement. Chiew adeptly weaves between writing 
a variety of Southeast Asian characters at different ages and from different walks 
of life, switching from single mothers to teenage boys to widowed older 
women—privileged or not, set in locations as diverse as England, the United 
States, and Singapore. Coming from a multicultural background herself and thus 
having personal experience living in many places, Chiew guides the reader 
through different timelines and countries. She writes with an eye that is sharp for 
observations unique to environmental locale and sensitive to the small 
idiosyncrasies that differentiate individuals from one another. 

The Heartsick Diaspora opens with “The Coffin Maker,” a harrowing tale 
set in the 1940s during the Japanese occupation of Singapore. Chin, a coffin 
maker, engages in clandestine communication and later a brief affair with 
Japanese translator Aiko in the process of protecting his sister from Japanese 
troops. His sister is eventually taken by the troops and although she is eventually 
found, she is a ghost of her former self. Chin’s occupation as a coffin marker, 
then, becomes a symbol of what Singapore had become—the death of a culture 
at the hands of external influences—and this was further exemplified by the loss 
of Chin’s sister’s innocence. “The Coffin Maker” is a tale of intrigue, following 
Chin’s interest in the mysterious Aiko and the whereabouts of Chin’s sister. But 
the root of Chin’s preoccupations is local and inextricably linked to Singaporean 
history.  
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As adept as Chiew proves with writing characters, male and female alike, 
she writes the latter with the most poignance. She writes women, particularly of 
those who are often societally dismissed like those are divorced or elderly, with 
nuance. “Rap of the Tiger Mother” follows Charlotte, a divorced single mother 
who makes up rap lyrics in her head; initially, the story seems like a clash of 
incompatible ideas, but proves to be one of the strongest stories in the collection. 
With Charlotte’s raps functioning as inner monologues which flesh out her 
societal conflict between meeting the standards expected of her as an Asian 
mother or doing what she personally feels is right as a parent, Charlotte is given 
another layer of depth that goes beyond her external role as mother and ex-wife. 
Similar attention to characterization is extended throughout Chiew’s anthology, 
from the characters to the overarching trajectories of the stories.  

Chiew’s prose is economic, each sensory detail carefully chosen. Each 
sentence describes what it needs to carve an image in the reader’s head, and no 
more. Such a sharp-cut style makes the ways with which Chiew clashes different 
life philosophies and cultures all the more unceremonious in vividly lingering 
observations. “Chronicles of a Culinary Poseur” is a prime example; Kara Hsu is 
a Singaporean-American chef who cooks French haute cuisine and is eager to 
prove herself to a culinary critic. At some point, Kara reflects on her multicultural 
identity and grimly sums up her diasporic experience: “The thing with being a 
French chef as a Chinese woman in the battleground of Manhattan could be 
summed up thus: throw in the towel already if you’re going to piss all over 
yourself before you even got started.” Kara acknowledges her contradictory 
aspects, but also provides an answer as to how to reconcile them within her: in 
order to survive, she can only present herself in all of her contrasting, irrational 
glory—or risk drowning.  

A significant revelation is revealed halfway through the anthology with the 
titular story, “The Heartsick Diaspora”; the stories in the first half of the 
collection are written by a dysfunctional writing group—characters who Chiew 
also created herself. In a sense, The Heartsick Diaspora becomes a meta work. 
Having fictional stories that were fictionally written by fictional characters adds 
another creative layer and changes the reader’s perception of the earlier stories. 
However, by placing “The Heartsick Diaspora” in the middle of her collection 
rather than at the beginning to set the tone for the collection or the end as final 
narrative closure, Chiew seems to be making the statement that the narrative twist 
is not meant to overshadow the ideas on culture and society expressed within 
each story. Revealing the “authors” (in quotations, as all the characters are still 
Chiew herself) midway through the collection relieves her of the necessity to 
maintain that particular narrative plot point. Thus, Chiew’s voices in the second 
half of The Heartsick Diaspora serve to enforce and even transcend the first half. 
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She can then expend the pages of the remaining stories on her long-term vision—
representing the fragmented nature of the Southeast Asian diasporic existence—
and demonstrate her writing prowess without masking it via the guise of being 
written by someone else. 

What cultural and societal commentary is detailed in the remaining stories 
is intended to supersede the narrative. The conflicts and struggles of identity that 
Chiew’s characters live are an ongoing and daily experience for those living in 
the aftermath of imperialism and a forced collision of culture. This is most 
indicative with Chiew’s last and longest story, “Mapping Three Lives Through a 
Red Rooster Chamber Pot.” Throughout the collection, Chiew has been slowly 
introducing a variety of narrative elements and experiences, immersing the 
reader in stories of increasing complexity and allowing the reader to accumulate 
experience with the themes throughout. “Mapping” is the culmination of Chiew’s 
efforts by detailing the lives of three different women at various spans of time. 
Although each part follows one woman and all three parts have the women 
interacting to some degree, the emphasis of the story is not on the women or the 
chamber pot that is present in all three perspectives. Rather, Chiew demonstrates 
the ongoing influence of a fragmented culture which spans beyond individual 
lives—that fragmentation is pervasive and present, even when it isn’t visible. In 
the first part, Po Jie is a young samsui woman who goes to Singapore seeking 
work; in the third, she is comparable to a museum relic—an old woman being 
interviewed by a young filmmaker named Heidi who wants to spin Po Jie’s lived 
experiences into a compelling story. Heidi eventually realizes her mistake, which 
is that by attempting to view her own culture with an outsider’s lens, she failed 
to capture the realness of Po Jie’s life and thus didn’t acknowledge her own 
connection to Po Jie. Heidi realizes that her role as a film director is not to create 
a narrative with Po Jie, but to be a witness to past events and to help Po Jie tell 
her story. This distance between attempting to rediscover what is forever lost and 
coming to terms with the fact that something was lost at all is perhaps what Chiew 
attempts to convey throughout The Heartsick Diaspora. Although the younger 
generations are too young to remember the most explicit cultural traumas and are 
the inheritors of a fragmented identity, it is their obligation to remember their 
origins and to pass the stories on so their history isn’t forgotten. 

Sometimes, Chiew’s attempt to flesh out her characters and settings results 
in sacrificing narrative satisfaction. A good number of her stories end rather 
abruptly, which can be jarring particularly when she has spent most of the story 
expounding upon a setting or building up to a climax that doesn’t quite seem to 
happen. Narratively, this can give the reader the sense that Chiew could use a 
space longer than a short story format for her more ambitious pieces. 
Furthermore, while Chiew introduced “The Heartsick Diaspora” midway 
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through her collection as a palate cleanser and a marker of a change in tone, such 
a division can be abrupt to the reader and makes one half of the collection’s 
stories appear incongruous with the other. Those criticisms said, Chiew’s overall 
focus isn’t on the big or bombastic; rather, it’s on connecting to the reader 
through building upon the accessibility of the characters and vividly sensory 
details. Even “Confessions of an Irresolute Ethnic Writer”, which places the 
bewildered human protagonist in the thick of a well-known Hindu legend, 
focuses less on the battle itself and more on the protagonist’s almost mundane 
interactions with Hindu deities. 

Chiew is careful to consider the reader, including those unfamiliar with 
Southeast Asian culture. She uses the occasional unfamiliar term in Hokkien, 
Mandarin Chinese, or Malay, but only in such a way that the sense of linguistic 
loss is felt rather than the reader’s grasp on the stories themselves. And for 
readers who can relate to the multicultural experiences Chiew chronicles, their 
comprehension of the terms she uses lends all the more to the feelings and terms 
that cannot be fully translated across different cultures. Through her stories, 
readers come away with the sense that something has been taken or displaced, 
with something pragmatic but clearly protruding to fill its place. Despite the 
feeling that something is not quite right and will never be returned, Chiew’s 
characters march on, surviving nonetheless. The Heartsick Diaspora has stories 
that tell of the grief of a lost future. But, it also celebrates the resilience and 
vibrancy of cultures that resulted from the remains. 


