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Cultural Studies: Desi Land: Teen
Culture, Class and Success in
Silicon Valley

Posted on Monday, March 02 @ 00:00:00 EST by tim milfull

vivian muller writes:

Reviewed by Vivienne Muller

‘Desi’,  the  author  of  Desi  Land:  Teen Culture,
Class and Success in Silicon Valley tells us, is
the Hindu word for ‘countryman’, and is used to
designate (no pun intended) South Asians living
outside  the  Indian  Subcontinent.  Shalini
Shankar’s book is a compelling and intelligently
mediated  ethnographic  study  of  Desi  teen
culture and their families who made their homes
in famous Silicon Valley in California during the
high-tech  boom  of  the  late  1990s  and  early
twenty-first  century.  The  various  ethnic  groups  captured  by  this
diasporic  semiotic  include  Punjab  Sikhs,  Pakistani  Muslims,  Gujarati
Hindus,  Indo-Fijians  Hindus  and  Muslims,  Bangladeshi  Hindus  and
Muslims,  Tamil,  Telegu,  Malaylee  amongst  others.  The  study  is
structured around a number of key areas that reflect the everyday lives
of this demographic—consumption practices, language usage, school
cliques,  generational  and  inter-ethnic  relationships,  heritage  cultural
values  and  the  negotiation  of  identity  in  the  predominantly  ‘White’
culture  of  California.  Shankar  positions  herself  as  a  participant,
observer, confidante and recorder of the lives of many of the teenagers
in  her  study and establishes the lines  of  her  narrative  through their
stories and experiences.

Silicon Valley is "more than a diasporic location; it is a home that has
shaped the dreams and aspirations of adults and children alike" (4). In
this respect, Shankar's study investigates the ways in which technology
and  the  lure  of  prosperous  jobs  and  assured  futures  mould  the
expectations  of  parents  as  much as  they  articulate  the  wider  socio-
spatial context in which Desi teenagers' lives are lived and experienced.
Not unlike the social stratifications in America at large, class, religious
and ethnic/language groupings are key players in the field of dreams,
policing the boundaries that make mixing an exception not a rule.
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SYNDICATION

The Desi groups do not regularly intermingle nor do they engage in a
major way with non-Desi groups—"the sense of belonging, much like
that of their parents in their communities, is most often found among
other  Desis"  (65).  Upper  middle-class  teenage Desis  attend schools
that  are  primed  to  foster  their  paths  into  the  professions  and  the
high-tech jobs—education for this group is a right and a rite of passage
to  status  and  money.  By  contrast,  middle-class  teenage  Desis'
expectations are "rarely articulated in terms of educational achievement
or long-term career prospects" (50); rather their parents define success
in terms of a "better life" and the acquisition of material goods and job
security.

Shankar is also interested in the inter-generational relationships within
Desi Land, and while Desi teens manage to secure social spaces to
enact their youth away from parents, there is nevertheless a level of
shared familial/community experience around values, interests, goals,
religious observances,  and ethnicity.  Shankar points out  the ways in
which the Bollywood phenomenon has sustained a generational as well
as homeland linkage, despite the genre's low level of engagement with
"real-life  and class-based meanings for  second-and third-  generation
Desi Teens" (63). Many parents actively encourage and participate in
their children's obsession with Hindi movies; a night out at the cinema is
a  community  "spectacle"  in  itself  with  families  and  friends  vocally
responding  to  high  emotional  moments  and  singing  along  with  the
popular  sound  tracks.  In  this  respect,  teenagers  and  parents  share
spaces of entertainment in ways that are not as evident in the wider
American  community.  Desi  parents  are  also  much  attuned  to  the
language  of  success  in  Silicon  Valley,  encouraging  their  children  to
speak English  (the language of  power)  and to  dress in  colours  that
minimize their dark skin colour.

This is not to say that Desi teens replicate the culture of their parents or
accept the stereotypes that inform their parents' sense of being 'other'.
Indeed theirs is a constant negotiation of parental expectation, personal
experiences, and sometimes tension between homeland traditions and
the 'new' country, as evidenced in their observance or non-observance
of  religious  practices,  their  inventive  use  of  heritage  and  English
language,  their  hybridized  forms  of  dress,  adornment  and
entertainment.  Shankar's  study  also  reveals  that  many  middle-class
Desi teens are aspiring to be upwardly mobile and to "transcend their
parents' class position and occupation" (161).

Silicon Valley provides access to this goal in the well-paid, mid-level
technology positions on offer. The varying and changing forms that Desi
intergenerational relationship assume have much to do with the fact that
being a teenager is only a recent phenomenon for Desi youth in the
diaspora as well as in South Asia. Shankar reminds us that while youth
culture emerged in America and Europe after the Second World War as
a result  extended schooling,  a  rise in  leisure time and a disposable
youth  income,  in  South  Asia,  "Prior  to  the  1990s,  the  years  after
childhood led either to student life at college or to marriage" (55).

It is not easy to do justice to Shankar's insightful and compelling read of
Desi land. More than a description of Desi lives in Silicon Valley, the
book is an astute analysis of the ways in which the quotidian becomes
enmeshed  in  the  larger  societal  and  cultural  issues  around  identity,
belonging and the politics of place.
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