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The Big Sick

ﬂ_:[_q.j\»

From its title to its premise, 7The Big Sick seems an unlikely
vehicle for comedy. Yet it has become one of this year’s indie
successes, emerging from the Sundance Film Festival with the
second-highest deal for distribution rights, being lauded among
critics and audiences at South by Southwest, and, as of September,
ranked as 2017’s second-highest grossing independent films in
North America. The film is a fictionalised version of the story of
Kumail Nanjiani (played by himself) and his wife Emily V Gordon
(played by Zoe Kazan), who co-wrote the script. Nanjiani, a
Pakistani-American trying to make his name as a stand-up
comedian, meets Emily Gardner, a psychology graduate student,
after one of his shows. From here everything more or less proceeds
like a conventional rom-com, complete with cute montages of the
relationship developing, but intercut with scenes of Nanjiani having
dinner with his parents and a string of “potential brides” of their

choosing. The relationship inevitably breaks down when Emily
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discovers Nanjiani’'s stack of photos of all the potential brides,
realising his reluctance to challenge the status quo and his failing to
envision a future of the two of them together.

Then Emily falls ill mysteriously at the forty-minute mark, and
everything promptly goes downhill.

The Big Sick is branded as a romantic comedy, but more than
half of the real work of wading through difficult waters, to actually
get to know each other and move past prejudices, is between
Nanjiani and Emily’s parents, Beth (Holly Hunter) and Terry (Ray
Romano). Knowing the full story of Nanjiani’s and Emily’s breakup,
they are, understandably, skeptical and disapproving of Nanjiani
(“You don’t have to worry about being committed to anything,
Kumail. You didn’t want to when she was awake, there’s no need to
do it when she’s unconscious”)—and then do not waste much time
before bringing up his Muslim background (“So, uh. 9/11. What’s
your stance?”).

Yet one of the film’s most heartfelt moments turns out to be
between them: they go to his show on the eve of Emily’s big

surgery, where one of the audience members heckles Nanjiani,
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telling him to “go back to ISIS.” Nanjiani tries to ignore this
comment and makes it into a joke—he’s probably heard too many
ugly racist jokes—but Beth refuses to let the remark slide. More
yelling ensues, and the three of them end up bonding over
late-night food and drinks.

The title of the film is both a giveaway for the plot and a
metaphor for the story: Emily’s disease is one in which the
autoimmune system mistakes healthy tissues as infection, leading
the body to fight itself. While Emily battles the physical iliness,
Nanjiani also goes through a struggle within his own family and his
belief system. 7he Big Sick is a story of immigrants, particular to
Nanjiani’s background, but on a broader scale it’s also a story of
people navigating the clashes between their own cultures and
mainstream, popular Western culture, which is especially universal
in this globalised day and age. What Nanijiani leads is a double life:
he uses the theme song of 7he X-Files for his ringtone; he loves
horror films, insisting on showing Night of the Living Dead and The
Abominable Dr. Phibes to Emily; and he watches silly videos on his

phone when his parents tell him to pray. Yet all his stand-up and
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one-man shows are developed on the basis of his Pakistani
background (“Do you feel that? That’s the weight of Pakistan’s
history”) and cultural differences; his go-to pickup trick is writing
women’s names in Urdu. Failing to incorporate the different
aspects of his life leads to points of rupture. Apart from depicting
culture clash and generational differences between Nanjiani and
his parents, the film also touches upon the difficulty of dealing with
a loved one being sick, the stress, the confusion, and the
arguments people are likely to encounter. (In addition, there’s the
issue of privacy when Nanijiani uses Emily’s fingerprint to unlock
her phone when she’s unconscious, raising if not resolving further
questions of ethics.)

As much as it is ostensibly a genre targeted at female
audiences, watching a romantic comedy as a mostly heterosexual
female is more often than not a vexing and offensive, half of the
time even outright boring, experience for me. | was skeptical
coming into this one as well; I've never liked anything Judd Apatow
was involved in producing, and I’'m just glad this isn’t one of those

cases. The Big Sick certainly has its flaws—it’s perhaps ten
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minutes too long, Nanjiani’s habit of making everything into jokes
doesn’t always work, some of the backstage interactions between
Nanjiani and his fellow comedians are more awkward than funny,
and there really isn’t a need for a character to yell at service
industry people to show his frustration. But it has enough charm
and laughs to sustain itself. As a film willing to take a few risks, 7he
Big Sick strikes a balance between fantasy and reality, and
manages surprising earnestness from time to time, which is

enough for it to be a breath of fresh air in this particular genre.
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