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Born Confused
by Tanjua Desai Hidier

Reviewed by Preeti Thandi

Don't let the title on the cover confuse you. Tanuja Desai Hidier's 'BORN CONFUSED' really elucidates clarity! Even though the title breathes the chic terminology which raged in campuses across North America in various forms, celebrating the specimen of sorts, the widely known 'confused desi'! The book traces the dilemmas
of a cute American born Indian teenager Dimple Lala.
Interspersed with loads of humor BORN CONFUSED encapsulates Dimple's travails and anguishes; her
thoughts and dreams; her desires and realizations, right from the day when Dimple turns seventeen stepping
towards the summer of a lifetime.
Her life includes two dear comrades a glamorous supertwin friend Gwyn and Chica Tikka her camera and constant companion. Both form an inseparable bond in her life even greater than the one she shares with her parents. Starting off with a slightly wild birthday party where Dimple returns home drunk and has to face the
wrath of the very Gods who adorn the kitchen (on the morning after) while her mother makes kheer and her
father prays silently both ignoring her completely. To break the silence means vowing by the very name of
Harish Chandra, the epitome of truth. Tiny details and the "Indian" images of the Lala household are both endearing and sprinkled with the spice of love. Yet Dimple is displaced, unsure of her own identity.
An avid photographer she never likes being the focus of the lens eye. "The less evidence of my ungraceful
plummet into adolescence, the better for posterity," she observes. The story follows a tug of war between her
own sense of American-ness and a lack of Indian-ness. The parent's concern on the lack of cultural bondage is
apparent as her mother says, "But I know it is not just your fault… It is this America - you cannot escape it, like
those golden arches everywhere you turn. It is hard to resist it. But if I'd known the price we'd have to pay for
this land of opportunity was our own daughter, I might have never left." Mrs. Lala perhaps speaks out loud for
each immigrant parent in the west.
But for Dimple, she was born different… "I didn't know how to tell them: Of course I had to be like them. But
how was I ever going to be like them? That was more than half the problem. I was born different - it started
from the skin and seeped all the way in, till nothing matched."
The book captures a lilting melody in the choicest of words. May it be devoted to the escapades of Gwyn or the
poise and grace of Dimple's cousin Kavita or simply moments with the Chica Tikka, her beloved camera.
Things however take a topsy-turvy turn as the parents set out to introduce Mr. Right into Dimple's life. She
describes the first meeting as a sinking titanic. Yet her best friend Gywn is all ready to save the sinking ship
and plunges right in donning an Indian garb to grab the man who enters Dimple's life.
The effect is turbulent, of course. Dimple struggles with her own friendship, her feelings and her own identity.
It takes her back to her own roots. The book also captures with dexterity the underground desi music scene,
same sex love issues and basically moments of growing up. The awakening comes from a very interesting character in the novel who sums it all up… "Believe it or not, Dimple - and I would believe it. I am just a regular
person who has decided to be who I am in life. That' all. That's how you make your life magical - you take
yourself into your own hands and rub a little. You activate your identity. And that's the only way to make as
they say, the world a better place, after all, what good are you to anyone without yourself?"
BORN CONFUSED is Tanuja Desai Hidier's first novel. The book was the Larry King pick of the week and
was at number 5 on the independent bookstores Bestsellers list for fiction in all of Canada in the last week of
May. It is an American Library Association BBYA book of the year, a New York Public Library 2003 Book
for the Teen Age, a Chicago Public Library Best of the Best book of the year.

Read an interview with Born Confused author Tanuja Desai Hidier >>>
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features
Confusion into Creativity:
A Review of Born Confused and a Conversation with Tanuja Desai Hidier
Let me start off by being perfectly honest, as usual. I began Born Confused fully prepared to dislike it. Maybe it
was the title: taken from the catchall American Born Confused Desi, an often used slur for South Asian Americans ("desi" in Hindi translating loosely to "of my country"). I was immediately put off by the borrowing of an
expression that's at best mildly offensive and at worst, thoroughly prosaic. Was this going to be the next assault in
the current Madonna-new-age slash Gwen-Stefani-bindi slash Starbucks-soy-chai exploitation?
Do not make my mistake of judging Born Confused by its cover (or title). Yes, its protagonist, the confused desi
Dimple Lala, is a 17-year-old Jersey Girl obsessed with her weight and the boy she broke up with in sophomore
year. But no, it does not stop there. This teenager explores issues that surpass adolescent crises and delve into far
more universal dilemmas. The book also rises above tantric-hennatattoo banalities of South Asian-ness. Its characters shrug bhangra moves at a Manhattan nightclub one minute, and drool over jalebi in Jackson Heights the
next.
Born Confused is essentially a story about a girl, her camera and the complication of her relationships by culture.
Dimple's best friend is painfully blonde, reminiscent of modern mainstream America: borrowing Indian culture
when convenient and scoffing at it when not. Dimple's parents seem like dinosaurs to her, conspicuous by their
accents and quirks in her world. The boys Dimple meets want her to be a "karmasutronic goddess" à la MTV.
Except for the Suitable Boy, who unwittingly forces her to reevaluate everything.
As things progress in this poetic, wistfully funny coming-of-age novel, it becomes clear that there is more to
Dimple than meets the eye. She is a personality you easily fall in love with; you cannot help rooting for her and
wanting everything to work out for her. It's rare to become so involved in a set of characters, to invest so much in
them and feel them breathe so clearly. The voice is sharp and wry, the pace lean, the characters vulnerable and
the observations very familiar to anyone who has ever questioned oneself.
I even ultimately warmed up to the title and came to see why facing the expression head on, tongue in cheek, was
more powerful than cloaking it in political correctness. And after talking to the writer, I also appreciated why a
phrase that direct and real is appropriate for this work. It was necessary to encapsulate a book as immediate as a
camera shutter and as resonant as a bhangra beat.
Tanuja Desai Hidier is of Indian origin, was born and raised in the U.S. and is currently lead vocalist for a British
melodic rock band. Born Confused, her first novel, was released in October 2002. She spoke to Bookslut.com by
telephone from her home in London.
So how did this all get started? How was Born Confused born?
It's kind of a funny story. I went in to meet with an editor at Scholastic who I'd met through a violinist in my punk
rock band in New York. Before moving to London, I thought a good job would be to freelance for a publishing
company. So I went in to see him -- I was there to find out about editing work and he thought I was there to pitch
a book idea! Because he was about to launch a new imprint. I had no idea what the book was about at that moment, but I also knew it was not a moment where you say, "No, actually, that's not what I want to do!" So we
started talking. I knew that I really wanted to write the desi American story - the coming of age of the second
generation. He was immediately excited and said it wasn't a story he had seen on a bookshelf and that he would
like to help me get it there. So after I moved to London, I sent him a synopsis. Then Scholastic bought the project
and then I had a deadline!

Do you think the fact that Scholastic championed the project affected the way you wrote it at all, since Scholastic is primarily children's publishing?
You know I don't actually think that it did, because the imprint launched is called Push and he created it to literally push the boundaries of young adult fiction. Because it's not really clear why one book gets categorized in
one area and not another. For instance, I think The Catcher in the Rye was initially marketed as young adult
fiction. And then the book just worked its way elsewhere.
When I initially started thinking about the ages, I think I wanted to make the characters late teens or early twenties and I ended up moving it down younger. But I don't think that was entirely because of Scholastic. I was
also thinking that the teen and high school years would be a really good temporal context for exploring multicultural identity. High school in many ways is the first time you start to take your identity in your own hands
and decide what you want through the music you listen to, the clothes you wear, the group of people you hang
out with. So it seemed like a good temporal setting to heighten all the issues that come along with a bicultural
identity.
Let's talk a little bit more about you. Now that your voice is being heard, people are curious about where it
comes from -- where you grew up, your influences.
I grew up in Western Massachusetts, about an hour from the five-college area. It was a small town, the kind of
town where you knew everybody. A lot of people I graduated with were people I'd known since the age of four.
And then the first move I made was to go to Brown University in Rhode Island. That was an absolutely exhilarating and fantastic experience. I feel like so much of what has happened in my life since then has been very
connected to things that happened at Brown. It has such a diverse student population -- that was one of the
greater forces of education there. As far as this theme goes, of second generation America and what it is to be
bicultural, my perceptions of my Indian-ness or my American-ness were first challenged at Brown because it
was the first time I had friends who were from Bombay and Delhi and Karachi and Lahore and had grown up in
those places. After getting to know them really well, it became abundantly clear that I wasn't completely Indian
or Indian in the way I thought I was when I was in high school.
That was the first time I came across the term "ABCD" -- I had heard the term thrown about a little bit and finally someone spelled it out for me. When you heard what the meaning was, there was a partial feeling of
"Wow, I've got this whole term that describes people like me," and then another part of me was like "That
doesn't sound like how I want to be described exactly." And yet there were moments when that was accurate,
but I think there are moments when confusion is accurate for anybody no matter what cultural background you
come from.
One of the things I wanted to do with Born Confused is kind of change that C into something positive. Maybe
there is confusion involved but maybe you can take that confusion and turn it into clarity through creativity.
That's a lot of Cs. But I wanted to cram in as much as possible and turn as much as possible on its head.
I noticed from your bio that you went to live in New York after college. But Dimple's musings on Manhattan in
the book are from a 17-year old's perspective. Was it difficult to show all that through her younger eyes?
I feel like that was from my eyes in my twenties actually! Initially, when I was writing Dimple's character, I
started out making her a little too jaded and cynical. I think that was from living in Manhattan for many years
myself and not really remembering that wide-eyed sense of being 17 and discovering a lot of these things for
the first time. So part of the process was trying to get back into that mindset. But for me, it didn't require going
back that far because I found that very often in Manhattan I felt reduced, or maybe elevated, to the sense of
wonder of a child.
Going to these basement bhangra parties etc. was when I discovered the South Asian art scene and that for me
was a huge eye opener. I had been living in Manhattan already for five years and I had never really overlapped
with these people. I didn't know that there were so many desi filmmakers and musicians and actors and all of
that. That sense of wonder at that particular second-generation culture -- that's really very much how I felt. That
part is very autobiographical.
When I was in New York, there were so many exciting things happening on the scene. The sudden rise of these
bhangra parties and DJ Rekha and Mutiny and the Asian Underground and all sorts of music influenced by

India and the UK and Americana and Reggae and Hip-hop. Those parties were amazing because it feels like so
many different cultures were embraced and brought together under one roof.
The setting of the nightclub was a very good setting for me because in reality, in those venues you've got people tearing off their ties and getting down and you see people letting go of a lot of their inhibitions and the roles
they may be playing during the day. When you've got one song playing, and a lot of people dancing to the same
beat, there's an interesting kind of unity that happens there. Because you have people doing their individual
dance moves but everybody's keeping the same time. It felt like a very good metaphor of one way of trying to
balance many different loyalties or identities or histories.
The book is about the Indian Diaspora experience, most transparently. Why do you think that's something people want to hear about at this time?
I think there have always been people who want to hear these stories but particularly now, there just seems to
have been this whole explosion as second generation America goes out there and does it thing. It's possible
because when you have this first wave of immigration to any country, the priorities that you have are to create
security in the new place - home, community and keeping it safe for your children. Now that we've had South
Asian culture in America, it's now going into its third generation; people feel more secure vis-à-vis their position in the country. The second generation is maybe one of the first with the luxury to pursue things like music
and film and other modes of self-expression. Different voices have been coming out of the woodwork to be
heard and tell that story.
Do you think all of this is a passing fad -- this whole Diaspora literature, South Asian interest, bindi, chai-latte
thing -- or do you think it's something more that's here to stay?
I think the fact that all this is happening at all is because there was a hunger and interest and curiosity. And I
think that sometimes you can lose sight of that when things become too trendy and too fad-ish. There are a lot
of questions about whether it's too much appropriation of the culture by rock stars with bindis etc., but usually I
tend to feel like it's not a bad thing because it's still putting these elements of the culture into the spotlight, into
the media. If one of the ten people who took up yoga because Madonna took it up actually learns a little bit
about the philosophy or develops a genuine interest in that whole spiritual form of body and mind connection,
then that's a huge thing. I think it's good to get images of the culture out there in as many ways as possible because then there's familiarity and knowledge and that's the only way to get rid of prejudices and that sort of
thing. I think, even if it's clumsily executed, if the intention is a good one or comes out of genuine curiosity and
respect, it's not a bad thing.
In terms of Diaspora literature, I think it's definitely not a phase. At some point, it will maybe stop being talked
about as Diaspora literature. Diaspora culture is already being viewed as a culture in and of itself, not just a
transitional culture but as an actual viable place to be. And I think those kinds of stories will always be interesting. Especially because so many people are all spread out and a lot more people are maybe facing those issues
than before. I think it can only grow and flourish. I hope.
Are you a photographer at all? Or did you have to do a lot of research to make Dimple's talent believable?
I did a lot of reading on the actual techniques of photography. But I have to say, after spending a year following
Dimple around with a camera, it definitely has made me want to take it up. Without being a photographer, if
you look at things in that way, you can at least train your eyes to see that way. I think you can go quite far just
with imagination and a few facts. But of course in the sequel when she's even better, I'm probably going to
have to take courses just to keep up with the character!
So there is a sequel? Is Dimple going to college?
I definitely have ideas for a sequel. A lot of people have been writing in to the web site [http://
www.thisistanuja.com] saying "Is there another one, we want to know what happens later on." Part of the desire
to write a sequel is because I want to find out what happens to them as well. There's so much you can't know
until you put pen to paper or fingers to the keyboard because the stories and characters do take a life of their
own. So I would like to do that one day. I don't know if that will be the very next project that I do.
So what is your next project?

Well I thought I would turn in Born Confused and start book number two the day after. I thought the work
would be done once the writing was done, but it's more accurate to say the work begins when the writing ends!
I've just gotten back a couple weeks ago [from the U.S. book tour] and now Diwali seems like a good moment
for me to sit back and think about project number two. I think there will definitely be a first generation-second
generation theme but the treatment will be pretty different from Born Confused.
I imagine that this book was like a child - you sent it out into the world and you have some expectations from
it. Do you think Born Confused has been successful? What do you hope for its future?
To be perfectly honest, I didn't think about what people would think about it or how it would sell at all when I
was writing it. Part of it might have been simply that I had the deadline and I just didn't have the luxury of
doubting myself.
And another motivating force for writing the book was also just to get that desi-girl story out there. To have
some desi characters who rock and are also very American. Because that's a book I would have liked to have
when I was growing up and even later on. There just weren't any books out there with characters of that background. I didn't really think about how well it would do later. I just thought about the story and the main concern was to stay as true to the characters as possible and honest about this depiction of the culture.
Then, it's just been very exciting to get feedback from readers of all sorts of different backgrounds. There are a
couple of Filipino Americans who came up after a reading and said that there were so many parallels with their
experience. I've also gotten a lot of emails from mothers who think every mom should read this book to understand their daughters! So that feels really good. In terms of success, the good feeling is that it's done now and
it's out there and it seems that people are able to connect -- it's a shared thing now, it's communicating now.
My father always told me: "Let your work be your worship." I think it's from the Ramayana. He said to just
focus on the process and not to have such a results-based view of everything that you do. Just give yourself
wholeheartedly to what you do. Because what is success anyway? So much of it is what you feel inside.
Born Confused by Tanuja Hidier
Scholastic Trade
ISBN: 0439357624
432 pages

Born Confused

http://www.mitaliperkins.com/reviewarchives.htm

by Tanuja Desai Hidier
Scholastic/Push
Using fresh metaphors and lyrical writing that dances across the page, Tanuja Desai Hidier introduces us to
unforgettable Dimple Lala, a seventeen-year-old photographer and ABCD, or American Born Confused Desi.
Born Confused is a fairy-tale love story, a moving reflection on female friendships, a paean to the power of
music and dance, and a delightful exploration of life between cultures. Dimple discovers the power to define
her own identity, and immigrant teens who accompany her on her journey will definitely gain insight into their
own culture-balancing acts.
I found myself reading the lilting Indian accents of Dimple's parents aloud to enjoy their humor and language.
("Stop trying to ghee me up!" says Dimple's mother). Along with Gwyn, Dimple's best friend, and Karsh, her
"suitable boy," I envied the security and love these savvy, strong characters provide for their daughter. Despite
their comparative enlightenment, they, like many Indian parents, fear the intermarriage of the next generation
with African-Americans. By commenting on this and other attitudes and idiosyncracies, Dimple's wry, astute
first-person voice brings the best and worst of Indian culture into focus.
Born Confused made me laugh, long for a deeper connection to my native land, and wish that this book and the
whole "South Asian" scene had been around when I was growing up. Anybody want to bhangra in the Asian
underground this weekend?
Teaching suggestions:
This book should not be read without listening to Indian music and watching a few classic Bollywood films.
Encourage students to explore the ancient and modern musical traditions and instruments of India. Bring in
records and let the students listen and/or dance. Discuss the use of metaphor and simile, which are strewn like
treasures throughout Hidier's writing ("underwater copper eyes" in a fountain, etc.). She also modifies strong,
startling nouns to use as adjectives and adverbs, bringing scenes to life for her reader.
For discussion in the classroom: Compare the experiences of immigrants growing up as minorities in the suburbs to those who grow up in cities surrounded by others from their native lands. Could Dimple have gained
her insights if she hadn't stumbled across the Indian sub-culture at NYU? Racism does not exclusively belong
to Europeans, and the possibility of intermarriage often brings racist attidudes to the surface in every culture.
Who would your parents NOT want you to marry/date and why?

http://www.asianweek.com/2002_08_30/arts_litpicks.html

Born Confused
Tanuja Desai Hidier (Scholastic Press)
I resisted this book at first. Not another play on the dead horse of the expression “American-born confused desi.” A teen book where the main character resists being Indian and barely knows any Indians
even though she lives 20 minutes outside of Manhattan in New Jersey — I don’t believe it. But then
Tanuja Desai Hidier sucked me in with her hilarious situations, larger-than-life characters and unsinkable heart. It’s summertime, and in a matter of weeks 17-year-old Dimple Lala gets too drunk, meets a
suitable boy, discovers Manhattan’s Bhangra club scene and yells at her (white) best friend for wearing
bindis and Indian clothes as a fashion statement. While the setting of this novel is firmly ensconced in
upper middle-class suburbia, Hidier doesn’t shy away from drugs, sex and sexuality, and introduces
some amazing queer characters that were by far my favorites. In her extensive press notes, Hidier talks
about feeling pressure to write a book a few years ago when being Indian was “hot,” which stressed
her out because she felt she wasn’t Indian enough. She says it was only when she accepted the complexity of “a viable culture that exists in the spaces between things” that she could really get Born
Confused out. All in all, this book reads like a South Asian American version of a Jennifer Love Hewitt movie, and — honestly — I have been waiting for it all my life.
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Born Confused
by Noëlle Y., New City, NY
"I was born turned around ... holding my head in my hand ... Born backwards and clueless. In other words, born confused." This statement begins the story of Dimple Lala, a
shy, sensitive 17-year-old girl of Indian descent torn between her American and Indian
ways, who tries to find herself and her culture. Dimple expresses her feelings by taking
pictures, all of which include her best friend, Gwendolyn, a confident, beautiful girl.
Dimple has to overcome obstacles including sorting out her familial and social issues and
being overshadowed in everything by her best friend. Dimple also narrates her quest to
win her true love, Karsh, a caring, insightful disc jockey who takes her into the thrilling
world of Indian civilization. In the end, these experiences help her mature and gain confidence, as well as a sense of recognition for her own background.
Even though Born Confused might seem relatively slow, there are lyrical and poetic moments that contribute to the story's magical effect. It is a touching, comical and poignant
story that uniquely reflects many of the issues teen girls go through.
Born Confused is not for Indian girls only. The story contains romance, action, humor and
poetry, and can appeal to everyone. I recommend Born Confused to any teen girl wanting
to enter a colorful world full of meaningful pictures, bustling cities and scented spices.

http://www.sulekha.com/bookreview.asp?book=285074

Born Confused
Book Reviews Accessed : 1012 Times
Author: Tanuja Desai Hidier
Lead review ( b elow ) by: Lakshmi Giridharan
Book rating ( a vg. of ratings ) : 4.3 / 5

Lakshmi Giridharan wrote this review of Born Confused on Jan 11,2003
Book rating: 4 / 5
Have you read Born Confused? Share your review and rating with others on Sulekha.
A debut novel by Tanuja Desai Hidier very convincinly portraying the seventeen year old Dimple
Lala's confusions at being an American Indian. Born in the US to Indian parents, feeling not so Indian
in India and not so American in America, the novel brings out the best of both worlds and how Dimple
figures out her identity. Apart from being a book that deals with cross cultural issues, it also very
heartwarmingly deals with the confusions a teenager goes through trying to relate to parents, to boyfriends and girlfriends. Its a story of love, jealousy, friendship and of realizing one's own identity. A
great book for a long flight : ) and a must read for Indian American teenagers! For a story that moves
along very predictable lines, the pace is right and the language sparkles with originality.
Shabnan Trivedi wrote this review of Born Confused on May 2,2005
Book rating: 4 / 5
Have you read Born Confused? Share your review and rating with others on Sulekha.
A delightful book, elegantly written with sparkling language of a girl confused initially by the pull of
two cultures and is yet able to resolve the conflics. Certainly worth reading.
meggie wrote this review of Born Confused on May 12,2004
Book rating: 5 / 5
great

