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This paper focuses on the tension between friendship and political solidarity as
depicted in Tanuja Desai Hidier’s young adult novel Born Confised (2003). Drawing
upon Jacques Derrida’s The Politics of Friendship (1997), 1 argue that his conception of
the inherently disproportionate nature of friendship, particularly in friendships marked
by differences in race or sexual orientation, can serve as the starting point for attaining
political solidarity, wherein two friends can become allies who stand, as Jodi Dean
(1996) writes, “over and against a third”. By examining the narratives of friendship
between the Indian-American protagonist Dimple Lala and her Indian cousin Kavita
and the one between Dimple and her white American friend Gwyn, I argue that while
friendship does not automatically lead to solidarity, as an intentional and reflective
practice it can lead to what Dean describes as “a mutual expectation of a responsible
orientation to relationship” (1996, 29), or solidarity between two people who stand by
one another while attending to differences. While Hidier at first depicts Dimple and
Kavita as having more differences than commonalities, it is these very differences that
help them understand the other’s personal-political struggles. This development
contrasts greatly with Gwyn and Dimple’s continuous misunderstandings and
misrecognitions of the other’s experience with misogyny and racism. Thus, Derrida’s
idea of a disproportionate friendship, a friendship that requires the subject to
unthinkingly place the other before the self, only partially and initially fulfils the
demands and promises of a reflective solidarity where both friends/allies” needs are
met and a common struggle is clearly articulated. By treating friendship as the
potential rather than the autochthonous existence of political solidarity within the
context of Hidier’s novel, I delineate how friendship based on political solidarity is
developed, and what opportunities political friendship offers to writers, scholars and
activists alike.
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“You are so fantastic”, English schoolmaster Fielding chides his friend Dr. Aziz in
E. M. Forster’s A4 Passage to India (1924): “The old lady Mrs. Moore | never did
anything for you at all, and it’s pure conjecture that she would have come forward in
your favour [...7]. Your emotions never seem n proportion to their objects, Aziz” (254,
emphasis added). Besides condescendingly scolding Aziz for his overflow of emotion,
Fielding not only asks that Aziz contain his outpouring of emotion and camaraderie
with Mrs. Moore, the elderly Englishwoman with whom he claims to share an
affectionate bond, but that he feel proportionally less for her than he does at the
current moment. Aziz pushes back against this peculiar formulation: “Is emotion a sack
of potatoes, such much the pound, to be measured out? [...7] If you are right, there is
no point in any friendship; it all comes down to give and take, or give and return,
which is disgusting” (Forster 1924, 254). Fielding’s formulation of an economy of
friendship, where affection is a measureable entity that can be meted out according to
merit, is hardly a new idea; Aristotle takes up this very concept in The Nichomachean
Ethics (1962), as does Derrida in his book The Politics of Friendship (1997).! What is
particular to the exchange between the two characters is the locus of Fielding’s
objection: Aziz identifies so strongly with Mrs. Moore that he transcribes his own
racial otherness onto her and constructs her as “an Oriental” (Forster 1924, 254).
Fielding’s objection to Aziz’s disproportionate affection for Mrs. Moore, then, is
rooted in Aziz’s racialized otherness and the power differential that follows and that
thwarts the mutual understanding and recognition required of friendship. At the end
of the novel, Aziz’s nationalist and anti-colonial sympathies not only convince him to
temper his affection for the English as Fielding suggests, but to reject friendship with
them entirely: “Down with the English anyhow...We may hate one another, but we
hate you most...we shall drive every blasted Englishman into the sea, and then...you
and I shall be friends” (Forster 1924, 322). Forster’s novel concludes that friendship is
impossible under the racialized difference reinforced by colonialism, that the
disproportion in power requires the racialized other to make him- or herself too small
and renders the other too large for such condescension. Indeed, the same Mrs. Moore
that Aziz wishes to extend his otherness to is the same character who attests that “I
wanted [Aziz] to be happy. Good, happy, small people” (Forster 1924, 205, emphasis
added). Aziz realizes at the end of the novel that there is no possibility of interracial
friendship under the disproportionate conditions of colonialism.

This reading of A Passage to India contextualizes the fraught representation of
interracial and transnational friendship in Tanuja Desai Hidier's 2003 novel Born
Confused, the reverberations of racialized difterence under colonialism — or rather, after
colonialism and in the South Asian diaspora — and its effects on interracial friendships
is at the heart of the novel and evokes many of the same questions posed by Forster’s
novel.? Hidier’s depiction of the protagonist Dimple Lala’s friendship with her

T will be using the 1962 translation of The Nichomachean Ethics by Martin Otswald in this paper.

2 Tanuja Desai Hidier's 2003 novel Born Confused plots protagonist Dimple Lala’s changing
relationships with her best friend Gwyn, her mother and father and her potential love interest Karsh
during the summer between her junior and senior year of high school. As the novel progresses, Dimple’s
interest in her Indian cultural heritage and history strains her friendship with Gwyn, whose whiteness

2 Tanuja Desai Hidier's 2003 novel Born Confused plots protagonist Dimple Lala’s changing
relationships with her best friend Gwyn, her mother and father and her potential love interest Karsh
during the summer between her junior and senior year of high school. As the novel progresses, Dimple’s
interest in her Indian cultural heritage and history strains her friendship with Gwyn, whose whiteness
becomes increasingly apparent as Dimple begins to distinguish herself from her peers as a diasporic
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“supertwin” Gwyn (Hidier 2003, 6) brings the personal pain of racial estrangement to
the foreground while forcing the characters to reckon with the liberating potential, or
lack thereof, of friendship and the political salience of solidarity,® rather than
friendship, as a model for affinity-based relationships. The tension between these two
relational forms is evident in their theoretical articulations as it is in the novel itself, a
tension that I would name, albeit reductively, as the tension between what is
(friendship) and what could be (solidarity). As Derrida notes, friendship is a reflection
of politics as it stands. His formulation of friendship presumes that the democracy and
the fraternity it connotes is “always already” part and parcel of interpersonal
relationships: “Everything called democracy [...] founds the social bond, the
community, the equality, the friendship of brothers, identification qua fraternization,
and so forth [...7 the bond between the political and autochthonous consanguinity”
(Derrida 1997, 99).

In this formulation of friendship, the primacy of democracy makes it difficult to
formulate what a politically charged friendship could look like if the friends do not
have access to the democratic process or the Arendtian public sphere, wherein politics
exists “whenever human beings come together — be it in private or socially, be it in public
or politically” (Arendt 2005, 106, emphasis added) while remaining the domain of men
with full voting and human rights.* Hidier’s characters are adolescents without access
to the public sphere and with only a nascent understanding of their subjectivities, let
alone their political realities. Dimple and Gwyn’s political awakening takes place at an
academic conference on South Asian studies and the South Asian diaspora (Hidier 2003,
292-3), while Hidier represents Dimple as taking on her own course of study of India’s
political history at home (2003, 289); not only are the female characters never inducted

South Asian American subject. Hidier reportedly wrote the novel in response to the dearth of young
adult novels featuring South Asian American female protagonists, and has written a sequel, Bombay
Blues (2014), which incorporates original musical compositions alongside the narrative.

3 When referring to solidarity, I refer not only to Jodi Dean’s formulation “I ask you to stand with
me over and against a third” from her book Solidarity of Strangers (1996), but also to Chandra Mohanty’s
expansion of that formulation in Feminism Without Borders (2003). Mohanty’s rearticulation of Dean’s
work is important, but her vision for what a transnational feminist praxis, and the world it can create
looks like, is integral to understanding Hidier’s novel. As I will discuss later on, the novel’s concern
with feminine self-expression that runs counter to the hegemonic frames of white femininity that the
characters are presented with not only refers to the portion of Mohanty’s vision wherein “women and
men are free to live creative lives, in security and with bodily health and integrity” (Mohanty 2003, 3)
but it also refers to a world “where [women and men7] are free to choose whom they love, and whom
they set up house with” (Mohanty 2003, 3). The characters’ navigation of their sexual orientation as
well as their racialized otherness is central to the novel’s depiction of solidarity and to the implicit
argument that Hidier posits against the assumption that friendship inherently leads to solidarity.

*The public sphere as Arendt defines it in The Promise of Politics is directly opposed to the private or
social sphere, though Arendt does note that both contain the potential for social change. However,
Arendt’s invective later in the chapter “Introduction nfo Politics” against those who would “offer the
facile objection that the world, about which we are speaking here, is the world of men” (Arendt 2005,
107-8) forecloses a rigorous and critical discussion about who has access to the political public sphere
and who does not. Given the political minority of Hidier’s characters and their gendered and racialized
subject positions, the efficacy of this public-private model when discussing the political implications of
these female characters’ friendships is questionable. In the context of this paper, I am more invested in
the novel’s attempt to construct a feminist, anti-racist politics vis-a-vis the representation of female
friendships than I am in the characters’ overt political engagements; thus, I find it productive to trouble
Arendt and Derrida’s implicit use of Arendt’s public-private divide in order to further my argument that
the intimacy of friendship is at the core of political praxis and a politics of solidarity.
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into a (white, male-dominated) public sphere, but they also display very little interest
in it. To be fair, Derrida is not unaware of the limitations of formations of friendship
under democracy; as Susanne Liidemann attests, Derrida “[retains] the inherited
nomenclature and logic [of democratic fraternity ] while at the same time decentering
it, dislocating it, and introducing the ‘operation of a partisan™ (2014, 92) in order to
offer multiple politics of friendship. But even within this subtle orientation towards the
question of how fraternity and friendship have become hopelessly entwined in
democracy, Derrida can only account for a sort of tepid multicultural liberalism that
still centers whiteness and heteronormativity.

In particular, Derrida’s counter-definition of Aristotelian proportional friendship®
requires a strict adherence to the bifurcated logic of the self and the other that many
subsequent scholars have critiqued.” Indeed, he challenges Aristotle’s notion that “in
all friendships which involve the superiority of one of the partners, the affection, too,
must be proportionate: the better and more useful partner should receive more
affection than he gives, and similarly for the superior partner in each case” (Aristotle
1962, 227), which places undue burden on the “inferior” subject, who must
accommodate for his or her inferiority through disproportional remunerations.
Derrida’s idea of friendship treats the disproportion as “always already” there because
of the affective bond between the two friends, not necessarily, to paraphrase Foucault,
because of the way power is wielded against and through the subject:

The bond uniting me to the soul of the friend is not only the knot of an
attachment between two, between two equals, two subjects, or two symmetrical
wills. This bond places me under the law of the other. It disjoins and
disproportions me, inspiring a confidence, a faith a ‘fidence’ greater in the other

5 Dimple’s cousin Kavita and Kavita’s girlfriend Sabina in particular find both personal and political
meaning in their relationship with each other — a same-sex relationship that is conducted behind closed
doors — rather than in a public display of political interest or awareness. As Kavita attests at the
dissolution of the relationship: “I was not comfortable wearing anything like a banner. That maybe I
wasn't ready to proclaim that I am a woman who loves a woman. That it was enough for me to be a
woman who loves Sabina” (Hidier 2003, 381). This co-mingling of the personal and political suggests
that the public-private divide cannot account for the various relationships depicted in the novel and the
political attachments therein.

¢ For Aristotle, proportional friendship is meant to bring justice to two unequal partners: “For when
the affection is proportionate to the merit of each partner, there is in some sense equality between them.
And equality, as we have seen, seems to be part of friendship” (Aristotle 1962, 227). Forster provides a
clear counterexample to this formulation; the disproportionate affection Aziz feels for Mrs. Moore
endangers his life and subsequently leads to his disavowal of friendships with English colonial agents.
When faced with the seemingly insurmountable power differential of racial difference, the Aristotelian
conception of proportional friendship seems to prohibit true equality between the two friends.

7 In his essay “Does the Other Exist?”, Alain Badiou takes up this question directly and comes to the
conclusion that the construction of the self and the other relies upon a re-centering of the self and
speaks to a recognition and desire for sameness and homogeneity rather than the liberal respect for
difference this construction purports: “Respect for differences, of course! But on the condition that the
different be parliamentary-democratic, pro free-market economics, in favour of freedom of opinion,
feminism, the environment [...7. That is to say: I respect differences, but only, of course, in so far as
that which differs also respects, just as I do, the said differences. Just as there can be no freedom for the
enemies of freedom’, so there can be no respect for those whose difference consists precisely in not
respecting differences” (Badiou 2007, 24). Thus, the dissymmetry of a Derridian formulation of
friendship — a dissymmetry that very much relies on a self-other divide — raises the question of who is
disproportionately inferior and lesser than whom, and how friendship in and of itself can address this
disproportion rather than merely marking it. In other words, I question whether or not this
dissymmetry only reinforces racialized or gendered alterity rather than challenging or changing it.
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than in myself, and this disymmetry itself, alone, marks the rupture between
knowing and loving, reason and affect; between knowledge and the heart — or the
body and the “entrails”. (Derrida 1997, 194)

Derrida’s reformulation of Aristotelian ideas of friendship, wherein two friends
hold varying amounts of power over one another simply through engaging one
another in friendship and not due to inherent superiority or inferiority, seems at first
blush to promise the disruption of power as it stands. Thus, Dimple can claim that her
tfriendship with Gwyn gives her access to Gwyn’s whiteness and femininity: “She had it
all, Gwyn. And I had her, which by some sort of transitive theory gave me access to
the allness she cupped in the palm of her hand” (Hidier 2003, 2-3). But rather than
providing her access to the white femininity she desires, Dimple’s friendship with
Gwyn simply makes her painfully aware of the disproportional validation Gwyn
receives from those around her, and particularly from men. Contrary to characterizing
her protagonist as pathologically insecure, Hidier carefully constructs a world in
which Gwyn’s particular embodiment and performance of femininity is constantly
rewarded and affirmed while Dimple’s embodiment and performance is constantly
challenged. Dimple’s confrontation with the “mannequins with impossibly slim,
nippleless bodies” (Hidier 2003, 20) when her mother takes her to the local mall
reminds her that the clothes displayed in the stores are not meant for her. The
representations of feminine bodies and what it means to dress femininely that
surround Dimple remind her of Gwyn more than they remind her of herself: the “white
mini with zips all the way up both sides” and the “white skintight [top]” (Hidier 2003,
21) comprise “the kind of outfit Gwyn could pull off sans problem but that sets alarm
bells off through Dimple’s’] head” (Hidier 2003, 21).

Dimple cannot escape her embodied difference even when she is surrounded by
those who purportedly look like her. During her trip with Gwyn to the historically
Bengali and Indian Queens neighbourhood Jackson Heights, she is surprised by the
resemblance the mannequins in the store windows and the women depicted in the
posters bear to Gwyn rather than her:

What was incredible and across the board with this flock of Indian-attired
coquettes, these women dressed straight oft my mother’s dream runway — was the
fact that they weren't Indian at all! Arms ivory as cameo pendants bent and
beckoned, creasing into milky fists just a hair off scant hips. Lemonade locks,
champagne curls, and on occasion V-8 manes hung in stiff styles of beyond-
round-brushable perfection, framing the fair insouciant faces, the enormous
vacant blue eyes. It was as if they'd been cast from a Gwyn mold. Even here. In
Jackson Heights, Queens. (Hidier 2003, 159)

While Dimple resigns herself to the lack of representation she faces in New Jersey
shopping malls catering to Gwyn rather than herself, her shock at having to face the
same effacement of her embodied difference “even [...7] in Jackson Heights, Queens”
functions as her realization that the world, not just shopping malls and clothing stores,
has been “cast from a Gwyn mold” (Hidier 2003, 159). By emphasizing the slim ivory
limbs, slender bodies and blond hair of these “transnational” mannequins, Hidier
demonstrates the power of whiteness as a social and political marker of worthiness or
value. In her book Whiteness Fractured (2013), Cynthia Levine-Rasky expands the
definition of whiteness beyond skin color or a set of acts or practices: rather, whiteness
is a relation of power that, while often attached to white subjects, is more broadly “a
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collective source drawn upon for its performance energy. It is recognizable as a
behavior emergent in interactions with others, with institutions, and with our own
micro-histories as they are shaped by social-cultural conditions” (6). Within the
context of these performances of femininity, this mode of transnational feminine
representation is precisely what Alain Badiou criticizes about liberal multiculturalism
and what Chandra Mohanty argues prevents true transnational feminist solidarity: by
relating all forms of feminine representation back to the universalized white body,
liberal white Western feminism creates a monolithic class of “woman” that effaces the
particular embodied experiences of women of color (Mohanty 2003, 40). These
abstractions of the female body not only reaffirm Gwyn’s embodied femininity while
disavowing and otherising Dimple’s body, but also betray the fact that these models of
femininity — models that literally prove themselves to be transcultural and
transnational, given their location in the suburbs of New Jersey and in the heart of the
Bengali diaspora — universalize Gwyn’s embodied experience to the point that she is
recognized and celebrated everywhere while Dimple’s body is invisibilized and eftaced.
Nearly every character in the novel recognizes Gwyn'’s beauty, regardless of their race,
class or gender: from Gwyn’s boyfriend Dylan who claims she puts “the Joy into
Joysey” (Hidier 2003, 110) to the men in Jackson Heights who identify Gwyn as a
model (Hidier 2003, 159), the characters in the novel confirm Gwyn’s beauty because it
is a beauty that maps onto the universal aesthetic standards constructed and upheld by
whiteness. Levine-Rasky’s articulation of the relationship between whiteness and
power suggests that characters such as Gwyn do not have to actively participate in
white supremacy in order to reap its benefits, but are inherently in a position of power
over others because they can successfully perform whiteness: “whiteness refers not to
state of being to be read off one’s origins or skin colour, but to a position of social
dominance” (Levine-Rasky 2013, 18).

Derrida’s discussion of the inherent inequality between friends, then, is
complicated in this particular instance because of the racialized difference and power
differential that Dimple and Gwyn must navigate; or rather, the inherent
disproportion of power that takes place when one friend puts the other before the self
is compounded by the social dominance Gwyn holds over Dimple. The economy of
friendship that Derrida outlines as sometimes providing “good enough justice”, to
quote Stanley Cavell (1990, 3), breaks down completely under the regime of racial
difference and whiteness. Though geographically and temporally distant from
Forster’s colonial India, Dimple as the racialized other is made small — much as Aziz is
made small through his interactions with his English friends — while Gwyn
disproportionally benefits from her association with her “exotic” Indian friend.

The scenes of gift-giving® between the two characters illustrate the power
differentials between Dimple and Gwyn and serve as narrative markers for their
devolving friendship throughout the novel. Gwyn’s birthday gift to Dimple attempts
to incorporate Dimple into white normative femininity, a fact that Dimple very quickly
recognizes when she is presented with it: “I stared at the white mini[-skirt], fingered

8 There exists an entire body of work on theories surrounding gift-giving and gift-exchange (see
Blanchot, Lyotard) which prove useful in a discussion of disproportionate relationships, primarily
because gift-giving itself is theorized as an act which creates disproportion between the giver and the
recipient. This created disproportion clearly highlights the inherent disproportion in friendship and, as
we will see later, serves as a possible way to redress, or at least reimagine this disproportion of power
and influence.
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the zippers [...]. I couldn’t imagine getting it around one leg, let alone my entire
pelvic continent” (Hidier 2003, 34). While Dimple does her best to feign excitement at
her birthday present, her excitement is tainted by the knowledge that these clothes,
and the mode of femininity they signity, are only superficially extended to her. And yet,
she is ashamed that she is not more grateful to Gwyn for attempting to include her: “I
telt like such an ingrate. [Gwyn had’ actually un-superglued herself from Dylan to
get me all dressed up and a place to go to boot. And here I was whining” (Hidier 2003,
85). Dimple’s shame is also related to the reminder that is attached to the gift, the
reminder that her body is deviant and somehow excessive, that it cannot be contained
by “two scant pieces of stiff white vinyl” (Hidier 2003, 35). While Gwyn’s gift is an
attempt to include Dimple, its associations with whiteness make it inherently
exclusionary, as Levine-Rasky notes:

Key to the practice of whiteness is the way it excludes [...7. Exclusion operates in
a dual way. It determines entitlements to opportunity, treatment, and goods for
some, and prohibition to participation, services, and goods for others [...7. That
is, exclusion entails inclusion but always relative to unarticulated and inequitable
qualifications. (Levine-Rasky 2014, 16)

In other words, Gwyn is not only attempting to gift Dimple with the material
(the mini-skirt) but also with the white femininity that it signifies. This gift only
succeeds in further asserting not only Gwyn’s social dominance over Dimple, but also
Dimple’s position in the larger structure of whiteness. While Gwyn believes that
taking Dimple out for her birthday dressed in identical outfits will seal their
“supertwin” status, it serves as a reminder to Dimple of her painful exclusion from
whiteness and white femininity: “CGwyn7 looked phenomenal, the dream girl straight
out of a boy band video. There was no way my coat [covering my outfit] was coming
off this century” (Hidier 2003, 51). If anything, Gwyn’s gift serves to engender
Dimple’s growing feeling of isolation and exclusion from Gwyn'’s life and whiteness
writ large: rather than assimilating her into whiteness, the skirt serves as a reminder
of Dimple’s difference. Gwyn’s gift fails because it only reinscribes Dimple’s racialized
and embodied difference rather than mitigating it and because it re-establishes her
social dominance over Dimple rather than serving as a levelling force. The economy of
friendship Derrida describes cannot, in this instance, overcome whiteness and only
makes whiteness’s workings more apparent.

The Aristotelian workings of the friendship economy, wherein Dimple could
theoretically give more affection and material goods to Gwyn to compensate for her
racialized inferiority, also fail in redressing the power differential between the two
friends. Her attempts to share her culture with Gwyn only result in further
misrecognition and place the burden of undoing whiteness and rectifying the power
imbalance between herself and Gwyn disproportionally on her shoulders. While Gwyn
presents Dimple with birthday gifts, she also gifts herself with Dimple’s Indian outfits
without truly recognizing their political and social significance: under her gaze, the
“undergarment for the chaniya choli”, an Indian garment that signifies one of Dimple’s
tew ties to her parents’ culture, becomes a “tiny top” (Hidier 2003, 85) that she quickly
appropriates and incorporates into her wardrobe. While Dimple passively allows
Gwyn to scour her Indian “loot” (Hidier 2003, 36), she also notes that the way in
which Gwyn is able to take ownership of Indian clothes, jewellery and accessories jars
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with her own feelings about Gwyn’s gifts and her reluctance to call them her own:
“CGwyn’s] top? It had been mine just a few moments before!” (Hidier 2003, 38).

Levine-Rasky identifies these declarations of ownership, particularly when related
to culture, as symptomatic of whiteness. She evokes the coloniality that Forster details
in his novel in her example of the English practice of drinking tea, which is not only
“fabricated through the silence about the colonialism that made the ritual appear to be
a practice of quintessential Englishness” but is also a borrowed “sign of the ‘authentic’
from their colonized Others [that forms] their unique identity with that object”
(Levine-Rasky 2013, 18). This appropriation of cultural objects exemplifies what Ann
Stoler identifies as aphasia, or “a ‘disconnect’ between words and things, an inability to
recognize things in the world and assign proper names to them” (Stoler 2008, 210).
While Gwyn clearly gains aesthetic pleasure from Dimple’s wardrobe, she also empties
them of their historical and political meaning. This emptying out is perfectly
exemplified when she dons Dimple’s rakhis. Gwyn remains blissfully unaware of the
emotionally fraught story behind what she views as mere aesthetic objects: Dimple
does not tell her that the bracelets that are meant to be exchanged between brother
and sister are hidden away because they remind her mother of her deceased brother
and Dimple of an uncle she never had a chance to meet (Hidier 2003, 37). This familial
history is not only a history that Gwyn is not privy to, but it is also one she never
thinks to ask for, despite knowing what the bracelets represent.

Dimple’s continuous gifting of various parts of her Indian wardrobe only serves to
make painfully evident the embodied and racialized difterence between the two friends.
While Dimple feels out of place and awkward about her Indian outfit at an Indian club
night she attends with Gwyn later in the novel, Gwyn seamlessly incorporates
Dimple’s gifts into her wardrobe and her person: “T'wilight wound round [Gwyn’s]
waist in the hues of the dupatta [...7]. She flung a twist of it back now, sari-like, over
the pomegranate ‘tiny top,” sending the mirrors winking. She was radiant” (Hidier
2003, 185). Her radiance nearly outshines Dimple in the eyes of the mutual love
interest Karsh Kapoor, whose affections become yet another gift that Gwyn seems to
expect from Dimple. Gwyn’s appropriation of her friend’s clothes soon becomes a
commandeering of what little access Dimple has to Indian culture; Gwyn’s demands
quickly accelerate from borrowing clothing to attending Dimple’s cooking lessons
with her mother; when confronted with the charge of cultural appropriation, of
“making [Indian culture hers7]” she simply replies, “Yes, I feel I'm making it mine. And
you're letting me” (Hidier 2003, 314). Dimple’s attempts to give freely of herself and
her culture in an attempt to rectify the power imbalance between herself and Gwyn
only results in Gwyn’s cessation of requests and an increase in her demands,
culminating in Dimple’s exclusion from her life: “You go. I'm meeting Karsh” (Hider
2003, 397). By attempting to redress her perceived inferiority through the economy of
friendship, Dimple only ends up reinscribing her racialized difference.

If friendship, then, cannot rectify the racialized and gendered power differentials
represented in Hidier’s novel, solidarity provides a liberating potential for Dimple in
the form of her burgeoning friendship with her cousin Kavita. At the beginning of the
novel, Dimple envisions an incommensurable cultural chasm between herselt and her
Third World relative: “I'd always thought we had nothing in common, Kavita and me”
(Hidier 2003, 107). Dimple’s mindset in this moment most closely resembles that of
Western feminists as Mohanty describes it, in that she immediately assumes that
Kavita will be more conservative, less interested in men and in drinking, and a more
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obedient daughter simply because of her Third World subject position. In other words,
Dimple reads Kavita as “define[ed’] [...7] outside of social relations, instead of looking
at the way [‘she is7] constituted through these very structures” (Mohanty 2003, 40);
the broad contours of Indian culture Dimple has gleaned from her parents” handful of
stories become embodied in Kavita herself. Sara Ahmed’s discussion of orientations
towards others in Queer Phenomenologies (2006) helps in understanding the hierarchical
— and, in this particular instance, racialized — nature of this positioning of self and
other and how it is opposed to Jodi Dean’s definition of reflective solidarity as “a
mutual expectation of a responsible orientation to relationship” (Dean 1996, 29), or an
attention to differences between two friends or allies that does not preclude “standing
with” the other. In her chapter on the orientations of Orientalist thought, Ahmed
writes: “while ‘the other side of the world’ is associated with ‘racial otherness, racial
others become associated with ‘the other side of the world.” They come to embody
distance” (Ahmed 2006, 121). The same distance Dimple creates between Kavita and
herself is the distance that Gwyn, often unwittingly, creates between Dimple and
herself by consistently referring to Dimple as “the Indian girl” (Hidier 2003, 9) by
relegating her to “the other side of the world.” This fabricated distance between the
temale characters proves antithetical to the reflective solidarity that Dean and
Mohanty posit as productive alternatives to white Western feminism. Dimple’s
discovery of Kavita's same-sex relationship, however, troubles the rigidity of the
national and cultural borders she erects between them at the beginning of the novel;
“the world [shifts] in [Dimple’s] very hands” (Hidier 2003, 318) when she witnesses a
moment of intimacy between Kavita and Sabina. As Ahmed writes when she draws
upon Merleau-Ponty, “queer moments do happen. These are moments in the text
where the world no longer appears ‘the right way up” (Ahmed 2006, 65). Dimple finds
herself required to reorient herself towards Kavita and to recognize that, while their
otherness originates in two separate loci, both of them are othered and will need each
other’s support and solidarity.

This redrawing of the social boundaries between the two characters collapses the
distance between them so much that they both come to the realization that their well-
being depends on each other, that both of them must struggle against being seen as
“not enough”, and that the struggle proves easier when co-struggling with others.
Kavita’s relationship ends when Sabina declares her not “queer enough”: “I was not
advanced enough to wear my name with pride”, she laments to Dimple (Hidier 2003,
381). Similarly, Dimple’s strained relationship with Gwyn convinces her that she is
not “Indian enough for the Indians or American enough for the Americans” (Hidier
2003, 382). But both find comfort in creating common ground in their
“Interdisciplinarity” (Hidier 2003, 882) and in their hybrid identities. While Hidier
portrays their relationship as a very close friendship, Dimple and Kavita both bring an
intentional practice of anti-racism and anti-sexism to their friendship — in short, an
intentional practice of solidarity — that Dimple and Gwyn'’s relationship lacks. Dimple
and Kavita's “pooja” ceremony that they perform after Kavita’s breakup demonstrates
this solidarity; they stumble their way through the ceremony and make odd
substitutions (a Bounty bar for the coconut often present at these ceremonies, penne
thrown instead of rice) (Hidier 2003, 426-7), but they patiently help each other
through to the end. The mutual aid they provide each other stands in sharp contrast
with Dimple and Gwyn’s zero-sum game for male attention and for recognition from
the other, and complicates the notion that friendship without a commitment to a
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solidarity accounting for difference while foregrounding the similarities of shared
struggles can mitigate the oppressive systems of sexism and racism.

But while the exchange economy of friendship that Derrida outlines fails to
redress power in Born Confused, Dimple and Gwyn’s friendship still attests to the
“perhaps” of friendship that can serve as a reimagining of power and power relations
both interpersonally and politically. Dimple and Gwyn’s hostile encounter at the
climax of the novel demonstrates a radical capitulation of power and tentatively
articulates a framework of friendship that is based in solidarity and that undermines
whiteness. Dimple and Gwyn’s honest and vulnerable conversation begins the work of
dismantling what Levine-Rasky calls “white solipsism”, which configures whiteness as
unending innocence that hides racism under the mask of morality or neutrality
(Levine-Rasky 2014, 48). When Dimple articulates the ways in which Gwyn’s
superficial interest in “Cher’] clothes or [her ] mom’s recipes” (Hidier 2003, 467) is
condescending, Gwyn “['seems’| genuinely stunned” (Hidier 2003, 467): “I never meant
to be condescending. I just wanted to be included [...7]. You know [Dimple7], you're
not just an accessory. You're the something I rely on to keep a little sanity in my
world” (Hidier 2003, 467). Gwyn’s confrontation with her own behavior not only
causes her to apologize, but it also renegotiates the terms of engagement between the
two friends and makes her more vulnerable. As Levine-Rasky notes, whiteness relies
upon the dominant party controlling the terms of engagement, whether through
spatial management of racialized bodies or through “the production of narratives that
affirm white personhood on its own terms” (Levine-Rasky 2014, 57). Dimple’s
accusation interrupts the narrative Gwyn has about herself and causes her to reflect on
her own shortcomings and failures within the friendship. Her confidence — one of her
key character traits throughout the novel — is troubled, allowing her to give voice to
her broken relationship with her parents, her shame at allowing men to objectify her in
exchange for their physical, but never emotional or intellectual, attention, and her
desire for a nuclear family like Dimple’s close-knit, affectionate parents (Hidier 2003,
468). While Dimple voices her vulnerabilities as well, Gwyn’s confessions begin her
process of capitulating her social dominance and her reckoning with whiteness; as
Levine-Rasky notes, “confidence [under whiteness]| arises from [...7] social
relationships the positive outcomes of which renews confidence in the actor” (Levine-
Rasky 2014, 150). When this confidence is undermined and when her behaviour is not
complimented and reinforced by her friend, Gwyn is forced to retreat for a time to
rethink her relation to others, particularly to Dimple. This reflection ends in her
capitulation, wherein she actively advocates for Dimple’s photography career over her
on aspirations as a model (Hidier 2003, 482). Gwyn’s ability to privilege Dimple’s
creative aspirations over her own, and her recognition of Dimple’s equality within
their friendship reimagines what interracial friendships can look like and holds the
possibility for a continued personal relationship built upon anti-racist principles.

In thinking through the representation of friendship and racialized difference in
Hidier’s novel, I do not mean to suggest that we can or should privilege a framework
of solidarity over a framework of friendship. In fact, Mohanty and other transnational
teminist scholars often insist that friendship is not a prerequisite for solidarity;’ indeed,

9In her chapter “Sisterhood, Coalition, and the Politics of Experience” from Feminism Without
Borders, Mohanty quotes Bernice Johnson Reagon’s idea of a coalitional politics: “You don’t go into
coalition because you like it. The only reason you would consider trying to team up with somebody who
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tollowing Bernice Johnson Reagon’s work, I could argue that solidarity, which is often
uncomfortable and based more on political strategy than personal affinity, is
incomparable with friendship, which is, in essence, personal affinity par excellence. But
to pit the two frameworks against each other does a significant disservice to both, for
it runs the danger of bifurcating the personal and political, private and public in the
very way that Mohanty takes issue with.!® Divesting from this private/public divide
and, by extension, recognizing that friendship and solidarity and their representations
in fiction can and often do co-exist in a productive and politically efficacious way
allows us to become better readers and practitioners. Such a reading allows us to
foreground and insist upon mutual care and respect, and enacts a moral tuning that
places the other before the self and a constant struggle to think beyond whiteness and
beyond power.
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