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tory that media and social theory have
evolved in mutual isolation. Media studies,
in this respect, has a Galapagos problem.
Consider this book a scouting expedition.

Desi Land: Teen Culture, Class, and Success in
Silicon Valley, by Shalini Shankar. Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2008. 275 pp.
$22.95 paper. ISBN: 9780822343158.
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Shalini Shankar’s ethnographic study of
South Asian American teen culture during
the dot-com boom in Silicon Valley is one of
a growing number of works focusing on an
underresearched population in the social
sciences, viz. South Asian immigrant popu-
lations in the United States. While these com-
munities have expanded since 1965, there is
still only a small body of work on “desi”
(South Asian) immigrants and their children.
This book is significant for its contribution to
this field, and to studies of second-generation
youth and the sociology of immigration at
large.

The book’s central focus is an exploration
of the meanings of success among the chil-
dren of middle- and upper-middle class
Indian, Pakistan, and Bangladeshi immi-
grants at three public high schools in Silicon
Valley in the late 1990s. Using a lively, lucid
style, Shankar draws on her field work to dis-
cuss how desi youth fashion race, class, and
gender identities in relation to “everyday
arenas of consumption, media, and language
use as well as more formal spaces of multi-
cultural performances, orientation toward
school, and ideas about dating and mar-
riage” (p.3).

Particularly attuned to linguistic
processes and to the use of media and tech-
nology, the author investigates how young
desis construct identities that rework the
notion of “FOBs” (generally a derogatory
term for “fresh off the boat” immigrants) and
craft “FOBulous” and “tight” (cool) identities
during the high-tech boom. One of the
strengths of this book is its attention to the
“social life of media” (p.58) for diasporic
youth, and the ways this is intertwined with
the production of racial, class, and gender

identities in an era of multiculturalism.
Shankar argues that rather than a stark oppo-
sition between “FOBby” (unfashionably
South Asian) and “tight” identities that pin
cool-ness to American style, there is a more
complex dialectic at work for youth who are
steeped in the consumption of transnational
media, such as Bollywood (Indian) film and
pop music, and who recognize an urban,
cosmopolitan South Asian culture as also
representing aspects of “tight” style.

The ethnographic vignettes provide inter-
esting and often humorous insights into
young people’s experiences at Silicon Valley
malls, family parties, and multicultural festi-
vals at school, illuminating the ways in
which cultural capital is constructed in a web
of social relationships among teen cliques,
families, and communities. For example,
middle-class families who cannot afford the
luxury commodities to which they aspire
sometimes rent high-end sound systems and
even cars to assert their social status at wed-
dings or parties. Shankar alludes at times to
what she calls “the Amrikan Dream,” or the
particular version of the American Dream,
presumably, to which these desi teens and
their families aspire; it would have been
helpful to define this intriguing notion more
explicitly and how it differs from the general
mythology of material achievement and cap-
italist enterprise.

What is striking about the book is its dis-
cussion of a group that is a hyper model
minority, particularly at this moment and in
this region, and that constructs its identity in
relation to notions of the American Dream
and mythologies of unlimited growth and
expanding possibilities that obscure racial
and class inequality. Shankar examines how
material consumption is celebrated as a
marker of success by teens who draw not just
on local cultures but also on South Asian
media, especially Bollywood, to create a
“desi bling” culture performed through the
use of fashion and other commodities and
expressed through “metaconsumption”
(p.92), or narratives about consumption that
shape identities and cultural capital. In mak-
ing “FOBby” identity into a glamorous
“FOBulous” style or participating in “desi
bling” commodity culture, there seems to be
an element of Orientalism and even self-Ori-
entalization that is not really discussed in the
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book, given the circulation of exoticized
images of India in the public sphere. Also,
how is Pakistani or Bangladeshi culture
incorporated into this imagining of desi
bling? The national specificity of desi teen
identities deserves greater attention so that
desi does not simply get conflated with
Indian—or does it? Did Pakistani and
Bangladeshi youth fit seamlessly into a
“desi” identity or were there tensions? There
are passing references to one or two Afghan
youth, so it would have been interesting to
know how these youth were viewed by
South Asian students and how they related
to “desi-ness.”

The book reveals the work of liberal mul-
ticulturalism in school events and culture
shows, and a deeper critique of the limits of
a politics of inclusion could emerge from the
discussion of the ways in which desi youth
are, sometimes literally, invited onto the
multicultural stage at the expense of Black
and Chicano/a youth. This is not a failure of
liberal multiculturalism, but a display of
exactly how multiculturalism is supposed to
operate, absorbing desis into a contradictory
rhetoric of colorblindness and a celebratory
narrative of successful assimilation as model
citizens of neoliberal capitalism. Multicul-
tural rhetoric and notions of desi success are
framed through a discourse of individual
(economic and cultural) entrepreneurship
and self-transformation in Silicon Valley.
Shankar notes the contradictory relationship
between the “brownness” of a racial minor-
ity group and the model minoritization of
South Asians, undermined especially for
Sikh and Muslim youth after 9/11, but there
also seem to be ongoing fissures between
desi teens and other youth of color, issues
that could have been explored more in rela-
tion to inter-ethnic affiliations, including the
question of pan-Asian identification.

The study also addresses questions of
gender and social control for desi youth,
which are important, but these issues are
framed primarily in relation to religious
identity rather than national, ethnic, and
regional identities. While it may be true that
Muslim girls were subject to somewhat more
intense monitoring invoking notions of
“honor” than Sikh or Hindu youth, it is also
true that these are social and cultural, not just
religious, codes of conduct. Shankar demon-

strates that scrutiny and surveillance of desi
girls occurred across class backgrounds, yet
it would have been important to note the dif-
ferences and similarities between, say, Pak-
istani and Bangladeshi youth or middle-class
Punjabi Muslim and Punjabi Sikh families.

The book would have been enriched by a
deeper engagement with pioneering works
on South Asians in the United States by
scholars such as Kamala Visweswaran, Rose-
mary George, and Shamita Das Dasgupta,
who have explored issues of class, race, gen-
der, and nationalism, as well as works
addressing cultural capital, ethnic authentic-
ity, and the production of “desi” identities by
second-generation youth. As this field
expands, a critical conversation among schol-
ars, who use unique approaches and ask dis-
tinct questions, would allow for a compari-
son of findings from research in different
parts of the country or at different moments
and help develop a body of theoretical cri-
tique about these important questions.
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Those of us who buy fair-trade products,
shop at farmers markets, and would buy con-
flict-free diamonds if we could, tend to also
consider ourselves exceptions to the laws of
markets. We augment our pleasure at mak-
ing morally-enlightened choices by holding
onto our assumption that “the market” is a
place that in general excludes such choices.
We refuse to have our desires manufactured,
and refuse to consider only our own benefit
from the transaction. But we also refuse to
adjust our theorizing accordingly.

In Moral Markets, Nico Stehr brings the
moral coding of markets into the analysis of
these economic institutions themselves.
Rather than a marginal exception that proves
the rule of purely economic exchange, he
takes the moralization of markets as a chal-
lenge, calling for a theoretical reorientation.
And he describes the historical transforma-
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