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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation focuses on Indian technomigration – the transnational 

movements of Indian engineers between India and the United States. It documents and 

analyzes the experiences and perceptions of Indian technomigrants and the structural 

conditions that shape their mobility. The research was oriented by two main questions: 

1. How do Indian technomigrants understand their own mobility? What shapes 

these understandings? 

2. What historical, cultural, and political-economic conditions shape Indian 

technomigration? What are the cultural and structural (trans)formations that it 

engenders? 

The research was designed as a multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1995): ethnographic 

interviews with Indian technomigrants, participant-observation, and internet and non-

internet based primary and secondary research constitute the main methods of data-

collection. 30 in-depth interviews were conducted with Indian engineering students in 

Mumbai, India, Indian graduate engineering students at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute 

in Troy, NY, and Indian early-career professionals based in various parts of the United 

States as part of this research. Technomigrant writings, in the form of application essays 

to graduate school, and as essays reflecting on the practice of transnational mobility are 

also important data sources. Data from participant-observation at the Pravasi Bharatiya 

Divas 2009 at Chennai, India - an annual diaspora conference organized by the 

Government of India – constitutes a third data-set.  

The dissertation argues that Indian technomigration is shaped by multiple factors 

at different scales - a historic overproduction of engineers by the Indian educational 
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system, middle class imaginations of successful careers and lifestyles, logics of kinship, 

a perceived shortage of skilled labor in the United States and the global economy, and 

discourses of cosmopolitanism, being some of the most salient ones. These drivers of 

Indian technomigration articulate in complex ways.  A key argument is that frustrations 

with the Indian state writ large have meant that Indian technomigrants have become 

carriers of economic liberalization, even while they are legacy beneficiaries of state 

socialism through systems such as subsidized higher education. U.S. immigration law, 

through its emphasis on attracting highly skilled labor, also draws and regulates the flow 

of Indian technomigrants into the United States. In doing so, it interpolates them into an 

intermediate position of a “model minority” within the preexisting racial hierarchy. 

Together, these conditions render Indian technomigrants particularly dependent on a 

moralizing discourse of “Global Indian” cosmopolitanism – a discourse that allows 

Indian technomigrants to simultaneously maintain a strong cultural-national Indian 

identity while also distancing themselves from the Indian state machinery, as well as 

carving a distinct, culturally isolated social space for themselves in the United States . In 

the process, the family, both as an ideological and a practical construct, becomes a 

strong locus of individualized investment, supporting a range of “privatized strategies” 

(Fernandes 2005) for success and security. Empirically and theoretically, the dissertation 

contributes to an understanding of how people move and invest in contexts characterized 

by economic liberalization. In Indian technomigrants, the dissertation thus describes an 

emergent community of practice that is articulating new ways of being and belonging in 

the emerging world order – a differential cosmopolitanism that is based in notions of 

difference of Indian culture from dominant Western culture.   
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Methodologically, this dissertation furthers understanding of how (global) 

systems (Marcus & Fischer 1986/1999) can be understood and portrayed through 

ethnographic research and writing.  One methodological argument is that moral 

discourses (here that of cosmopolitanism and Global Indianness) are usefully conceived 

as infrastructural in nature, providing support not unlike the kind of support that law and 

technology provide.  A second methodological argument is that many systems of 

concern to ethnographers are reflexive, morphing as players within the systems interpret 

and evaluate their context(s). Collier & Ong’s (2005) conception of “global 

assemblages” is thus particularly useful because it highlights ways the reflectiveness of 

actors within a system animates the very system they reflect on.  The notion of “global 

assemblages” thus usefully extends established ways of thinking about systems in 

Science and Technology Studies, which has been characterized by a limited emphasis on 

how acts of interpretation, especially in domains of relative privilege, alter the very 

systems in which they take place. 

Results of this dissertation will contribute to streams of scholarly research on 

transnationalism and global order, on the role of family and skill in economic 

liberalization, and on the subject constitution of technologically skilled emerging middle 

classes.  Results can also advance insight on how race, privilege and bias continue to 

operate in the contemporary global system, informing practical efforts to build just and 

effective structures to support global circulations of people and expertise.
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1. Introduction 

Long years ago, we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time comes when 
we shall redeem our pledge, not wholly or in full measure, but very substantially. 
At the stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India will awake to life 
and freedom. A moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, when we step 
out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and when the soul of a nation, 
long suppressed, finds utterance. It is fitting that at this solemn moment we take 
the pledge of dedication to the service of India and her people and to the still 
larger cause of humanity. 

At the dawn of history India started on her unending quest, and trackless 
centuries are filled with her striving and the grandeur of her successes, and her 
failures. Through good and ill fortune alike she has never lost sight of that quest 
or forgotten the ideals which gave her strength. We end today a period of ill 
fortune and India discovers herself again. The achievement we celebrate today is 
but a step, an opening of opportunity, to the greater triumphs and achievements 
that await us. Are we brave enough and wise enough to grasp this opportunity 
and accept the challenge of the future? 

Freedom and power bring responsibility. The responsibility rests upon this 
Assembly, a sovereign body representing the sovereign people of India. Before the 
birth of freedom, we have endured all the pains of labour and our hearts are 
heavy with the memory of this sorrow. Some of those pains continue even now. 
Nevertheless, the past is over and it is the future that beckons to us now. That 
future is not one of ease or resting but of incessant striving so that we might fulfill 
the pledges we have so often taken and the One we shall take today. The service 
of lndia means the service of the millions who suffer. It means the ending of 
poverty and ignorance and disease and inequality of opportunity. The ambition of 
the greatest man of our generation has been to wipe every tear from every eye. 
That may be beyond us but as long as there are tears and suffering, so long our 
work will not be over. 

And so we have to labour and to work and work hard to give reality to our 
dreams. Those dreams are for India, but they are also for the world, for all the 
nations and peoples are too closely knit together today for anyone of them to 
imagine that it can live apart. 

Peace has been said to be indivisible; so is freedom, so is prosperity now, and 
so also is disaster in this one world that can no longer be split into isolated 
fragments. To the people of India, whose representatives we are, we appeal to 
join us with faith and confidence in this great adventure. This is no time for petty 
and destructive criticism, no time for ill-will or blaming others. We have to build 
the noble mansion of free India where all her children may dwell. 

 
Jawaharlal Nehru, Aug 14, 1947 

Address to the Constituent Assembly on the eve of Indian independence 
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India is an upcoming country in the field of technology and is gradually 
progressing towards fulfilling its long cherished dream of being reckoned as a 
technologically advanced nation. The country initially saw opposition to 
automation due to the fear of displacement of people and of unemployment but 
today people have realized its advantages and have begun to use their innovative 
abilities to their own satisfaction. It still has a long way to go when it comes to 
using the best available expertise that the world has to offer. Considering the 
present situation in which we have to cope with power shortage, the use of 
available power effectively and efficiently has become a prominent necessity. I am 
already amazed by the knowledge and prowess that encompass the field of control 
systems and power engineering (both major sectors) and I desire to enrich my 
knowledge with the best available resources to reach new heights in my career by 
receiving a degree from your reputed University. In the future, after completing 
my graduation and acquiring in depth knowledge, I would like to work for a short 
while in the industry before establishing my own company that will manufacture 
control system products in my own country. The potential for this market in India 
and other developing countries is huge but dormant due to a dearth of such 
companies. 

Excerpt from Student application essay to a U.S. university 
 
 

*** 
 

[S]omewhere along the way, our beauties became world queens. Before we 
knew it, Amitabh Bachchan was in the wax museum. And Deepak Chopra had 
repackaged the Bhagawad Gita. Before we knew it, the editor of Newsweek was 
an Indian born. And not just men. What about Indra Nooyi? Wasn’t she a 
woman? That too from Chennai? Guess what got on to Time magazine cover? 
Indian yoga. Guess what – Madonna has henna on her hands! Guess what – 
Dilbert has an IITian called Asok! Guess what – there are 110 Gopalakrishnans 
in AT&T! Guess how many Indians were on the team that developed Windows? 
Guess what -- Narayanamurthy spoke at Harvard. Have you read it? I’ll forward 
it to you. Do you have a Hotmail ID? Hey, guess who created Hotmail? An 
Indian. Guess what – an Indian is directing a movie on Queen Elizabeth! And 
who is this Night Shyamalan, yaar? He’s an Indian. Guess who’s swarming all 
over New Jersey in the Y2K? Good, hard working Indian boys! And before we 
knew it, good hard working Indian girls too. Guess whom I saw in Frankfurt 
airport? Dhanbad periamma’s neighbour’s daughter. She works in Wipro. She 
was going to Chicago. For the third time! And guess what -- somewhere along the 
way, we stopped calling it Brain Drain. 

 
Mythili Chandrasekar 

The Birth of the Global Indian (2006) 
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[I]n order to attract foreign specialists and professionals nonimmigration 
countries are increasingly under pressure to change their policies and to offer 
foreign talents more secure migration status than they have heretofore been 
willing to offer. In this growing competition for the best and the brightest, 
traditional countries of immigration which offer permanent residence or at least a 
path to permanent settlement clearly have an advantage over other rich countries, 
even if the latter also offer equally hospitable environment of personal security, 
well developed social welfare systems, and high standards of living. The stakes 
are clearly high for all. Countries which fail to attract foreign talents and skills 
risk not only falling behind in the in the global competition for new intelligent 
products and services, but also maintaining the standards of living their 
populations have been used to (Abella, 2006: 11-12). 

Competing for Global Talent 
Report published by the International Labour Office, 2006  

 
 
 

*** 
 
 

This gathering, ladies and gentlemen, truly symbolizes the ancient Indian 
yearning for “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam” – the whole world is one family. 

We are one family. The whole world is our home. That is why I have often said 
that while the sun has set on many great empires of the world in the past, the sun 
will never set on the world of the Indian diaspora! From Fiji in the East, to Los 
Angeles in the West, from Cape Town in the South to Toronto in the North, the 
people of Indian origin are the world’s most globalized community… 

…The Pravasi Bharatiya Diwas is a celebration of the global Indian. It is also 
a celebration of the home-coming of the global Indian. That is why we meet here 
in India in January. It is on the 9th of January that the “Greatest Pravasi” 
Mahatma Gandhi returned home from South Africa and inspired us to wage a 
non-violent peaceful struggle for freedom from foreign rule. 

… India has now emerged as one of the fastest growing economies in the 
world. India’s growth process creates enormous opportunities for promoting 
cross-border flows of trade, capital, and technology. I would like overseas Indian 
communities to take full advantage of these opportunities that are now on the 
horizon. I would like you to reach out and invest in a new India. Invest not just 
financially, but intellectually, socially, culturally, and above all, emotionally. 

Dr. Manmohan Singh, Prime Minister of India 
Inaugural speech at the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, Jan 2007  
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Barring high-skilled immigrants from entry to the U.S., and forcing the ones 
that are here to leave because they cannot obtain a visa, ultimately forces U.S. 
employers to shift development work and other critical projects offshore. This can 
also force U.S. companies to fill related management, design, and business 
positions with foreign workers, thereby causing further lost U.S. job opportunities 
even in areas where America is strong, allowing other countries to “bootstrap” 
themselves into these areas, and further weakening our global competitive 
strength. If we can retain these research projects in the United States, by contrast, 
we can stimulate domestic job and economic growth. In short, where innovation 
and innovators go, jobs are soon to follow. 

Bill Gates, CEO Microsoft Corporation 
Written testimony submitted to a U.S. Senate Committee, March 2007 

 

*** 

I first traveled outside India when I spent two years in the former West 
Germany in the late 1980s. I was all of five years old then, and many of my 
memories of Germany are extremely vague. International travel was still very 
uncommon among middle-class Indians, and not many who left India for Western 
countries ever returned. I still remember being identified as “foreign return” for 
years afterwards. 

Much has changed in India since then. Many middle-class professional 
Indians of my generation have come to expect globe-trotting as a way of life. 
Close to twenty people in my 2002 class (of about 70 people) of Electrical 
Engineering at an engineering college at Mumbai University are presently 
working in the U.S. Some, like me, came to the U.S. straight out of college to 
pursue further education. Some found employment, predominantly in the booming 
Indian IT industry, and have subsequently come to the U.S. for getting MBAs and 
managerial employment positions. Indeed, there was a time after finishing 
college, none of my immediate friends was even on the same continent! We found 
ourselves dispersed world-over, literally. In Melbourne. And Shanghai. And 
Frankfurt. And Pennsylvania. Increasingly, I find meeting up with my college 
friends in places like New York City and Chicago more likely. Meeting in 
Mumbai, where all of us grew up, is now but a remote possibility.  

Over the years, I have met with many an acquaintance and family member in 
various parts of the U.S. Reconnecting with my peers over social networking sites 
such as Facebook, I see similar patterns being replicated in the lives of many. 
Formal and informal class reunions for alumni of Indian institutions being hosted 
in places like California. Friends reconnecting over weekend getaways to 
Boulder. And Seattle. And London. Families visiting over a period of months. And 
not just in the U.S. either. I see my peers scattered in Australia, New Zealand, 
many Western European countries, and also in places like Japan, China, and 
South Africa. And I see my friends, family, and acquaintances in India taking 
vacations in South-East Asia. And Turkey. And Europe. I witness Indians 
becoming global on a daily basis.   

Personal narrative, March 2010 
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Many voices, including mine, animate this text. Voices from the past. Colonial 

specters. Dreams of modernity. And the bells of its temples. Imaginations of the present. 

And the future as well. Tales of success. Bright careers. And affluent lifestyles. On a 

global stage. Cacophonous sounds. Frustrations with corrupt bureaucracies. And legacies 

of the caste system. A yearning for meritocracy. And exploring the world. Students keen 

on higher education. Facilitated by counselors. And families. And peers and friends. A 

government eager to connect with the diaspora. And a diaspora invested in the nation. 

Perceived shortages of highly skilled labor. Corporations seeking to hire foreign labor. 

Impeded by concerns over national security. Indians taking over American jobs. Parents 

figuring out ways of bringing up children. Parents looking for ways to manage their lives 

in the absence of their children. Trysts with destiny. Faith and optimism. Celebrations. 

Of a “new” India. And the Global Indian. 

It is this plurality that I seek to inscribe in this dissertation. Through an 

ethnographic focus on the mobile practices of Indian engineers - an ethnography of 

technomigration. As an object of study, technomigration describes the circulation of 

highly skilled labor in the global economy. But technomigration also brings into focus a 

vast array of technologies, practices, infrastructures, logics, laws, and discourses that 

make it possible. Indeed, it is my contention that Indian technomigration – the 

transnational migrations of Indian students and professionals between India and the 

United States – is articulated at the intersection of multiple cross-cutting forces. Indian 

technomigration is shaped by, among other things, middle-class imaginations of 

successful careers and affluent lifestyles, logics of family and kinship, immigration laws 

in the United States, and discourses of global citizenship. Technomigration hence 
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describes how a global system of labor works and the ruptures and flows that articulate 

it. 

Indian engineers are at the heart of this inquiry. The sheer number of Indian 

engineers who embrace transnational migration as a way of life itself makes them apt 

subjects to study technomigration.1 What makes a study of technomigration more urgent, 

however, is that the transnational mobility that it engenders is taking shape in politically 

and ethically charged terrains. At one level, the continued outflow of skilled personnel 

from India to the West reinforces existing inequities in the global system. And yet the 

many ways in which Indians stay strongly connected to India – by actually returning to 

India, by investing in the Indian economy, by lobbying the U.S. Congress to further 

India’s ends – complicate such simplistic claims. Technomigrant mobility also unfolds 

amidst fear of job losses to cheap foreign labor – both by importing cheap labor, and by 

exporting American jobs. And amidst fears of shortage of skilled labor globally. At the 

same time, technomigration also articulates crucial shifts in the Indian political 

economy. Commonly encompassed under the rubric of neoliberalism (Harvey 2005, Ong 

2006), these shifts from the vantage point of technomigration, implicate the role of the 

Indian state as a provider of higher education, and the nature of its relationship with the 

Indian middle class. Finally, in a world that is very literally on the move, 

technomigration also articulates anxieties over belonging and citizenship. 

Technomigration engages modes of moral and ethical reflections on what kinship and 

citizenship might mean for technomigrants, and sometimes results in novel identity-

constructs such as that of Global Indianness, which I describe over the following pages.   

                                                 
1 The United States alone received over 100,000 Indian students for graduate education in 2009. About 
half of these were engineers (Open Doors 2009).  
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At its most basic level, this dissertation is a story about the transnational mobility 

of Indian engineers. I follow their personal and professional trajectories as they move 

from being engineering students in Mumbai to being graduate engineering students in 

the United States and further transition into the U.S. workforce. I describe the 

imaginations that are said to motivate a large number of Indian engineering students to 

look Westward for higher education and subsequent employment. A first set of questions 

then that this dissertation responds to is: How do Indian technomigrants understand their 

own mobility? What shapes these understandings? 

While privileging the voice of engineers, I also engage the various conditions – 

historical, cultural, and political-economic – in which these self-conceptions take shape. 

I identify the resources and infrastructures that enable and constrain the movement of 

Indian engineers. Families, finances, formal and informal peer networks, educational 

counselors, immigration laws and the particular ways in which they are implemented by 

specific institutions all influence technomigration in important ways. As is apparent in 

some of the quotes that precede this text, technomigration transforms the very conditions 

that articulate it. Family structures are put into question and redefined, as are state-

diaspora interactions. New identity constructs, such as that of the Global Indian are also 

articulated. Thus a second set of questions that this dissertation responds to is: What 

historical, cultural, and political-economic conditions shape Indian technomigration? 

What are the cultural and structural (trans)formations that technomigration engenders? 

In this dissertation, I argue that the many factors that shape Indian 

technomigration articulate in complex ways - frustrations with the Indian state writ large 

have meant that Indian technomigrants have become carriers of economic liberalization, 
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even while they are legacy beneficiaries of state socialism through systems such as 

subsidized higher education. U.S. immigration law provides another structural 

affordance for Indian technomigrants to enter the United States. The particular impulses 

that shape U.S. immigration law, whereby Indian technomigrants are valued for their 

skills while also being continuously othered, however, interpolate Indian technomigrants 

into the preexisting racial hierarchy in the United States as a model minority. Together, 

the conditions render Indian technomigrants particularly dependent on moralizing 

discourses of “Global Indian” cosmopolitanisms – a discourse that allows for 

simultaneously maintaining a strong cultural-national Indian identity while also 

distancing themselves from the Indian state machinery. In the process, the family, both 

as an ideological and a practical construct, becomes a strong locus of investment for 

Indian technomigrants through “privatized strategies” (Fernandes 2005) such as overseas 

education and employment. Empirically and theoretically, the dissertation contributes to 

an understanding of the contemporary Indian political-economy - by focusing on the 

particular ways that Indian engineers conceive of and practice transnational mobility. In 

Indian technomigrants, the dissertation describes an emerging community of practice 

that is articulating new ways of being and belonging in an emerging world order. 

Through particular practices of education, migration, and kinship, the dissertation 

describes ways in which Indian technomigrants articulate a differential cosmopolitanism, 

i.e. new ideas of global belonging that are themselves rooted in historically and 

culturally specific conceptions of a difference based in Indianness.  

Methodologically, this dissertation furthers the discussion of understanding 

(global) systems (Marcus & Fischer 1986/1999) through ethnographic research and 
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writing. One contribution that this dissertation makes to that discussion is to suggest that 

discourses of cosmopolitanism (such as that of Global Indianness), much like law and 

technology, are best conceived of as being infrastructural – global Indianness constitutes 

technomigration by shaping technomigrant subjectivities so as to preserve their 

predominant positions in the Indian society and allowing them to navigate through a 

racialized polity in the United States with relative ease. It also provides the discursive 

register on which Indian state-technomigrant relationships are being articulated. A 

second contribution that this dissertation makes is to highlight the construction of global 

systems through the reflexive practices of its subjects and the system as a whole. 

Reflexive practices become especially significant in understanding domains of relative 

privilege such as that of Indian engineering, because of the ability of these engineers to 

act on the basis of their relatively privileged positions. This dissertation builds on Collier 

& Ong’s (2005) notion of global assemblages – in order to highlight such reflexive 

practices. 

 

1.1 Background: Theorizing technoscience, transnationalism, 
dynamism, and reflexivity 

My object of concern is technomigration, the transnational movement of highly 

skilled labor in the global political-economy. I investigate the relationship between the 

ways Indian technomigrants describe their experiences of transnational mobility and the 

historically and culturally situated political economies in which they are embedded. I 

argue that technomigration between India and the United States is shaped by multiple 

factors articulated at the intersection of complex cultural and political-economic 
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conditions. These include middle class aspirations for successful careers, transnational 

Indian families that provide material and emotional support in spite of geographic 

dispersion, historical over-production of engineers in the Indian economy, discourses of 

Indian cosmopolitanisms, and a perceived shortage of skilled workers in the global 

economy. 

I define technomigration as the circulation of high-tech workers in the global 

economy. In this project, I specifically focus on the circulation of Indian engineers in the 

contemporary global economy between India and the United States. Indian 

technomigration is the object of my analysis, and I seek to explicate the various forces, 

both synchronic and diachronic, that enable and constrain it. 

My conception of technomigration builds on three premises that have been at the 

center of scholarly attention in recent years. First, technical infrastructure and skills are 

an increasingly important determinant of the very possibility of global flows and 

circulation. Technoscience underwrites transnational flows at every level. Technologies 

of communication and transport, for example, greatly facilitate the sustenance of kinship 

ties in transnational Indian families. The internet is a powerful tool for the sustenance of 

diasporas, perhaps most powerfully demonstrated in Bernal’s (2004) work – where the 

very nation of Eritrea was created through the creation of a transnational Eritrean 

diaspora that could be formed because of the world wide web. Following this logic, 

technomigration can be understood as a distinct form of international mobility that 

depends fundamentally on technoscientific skills. Technomigration is undertaken for the 

purpose of upgrading ones technoscientific knowledge and credentials, as in the case of 

traveling across national borders for further education; or for employment in tech-based 
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professions elsewhere. In as much as tech-based education and subsequent employment 

are an elite enterprise, technomigration is also a class-based phenomenon. Given the 

premium on high-tech labor globally, this form of mobility is facilitated by various 

nation-states to a greater extent than its counterparts of wage-labor or refugee 

movements. At the level of national policy and also otherwise then, the dynamics that 

underwrite technomigration are significantly different than those characterizing other 

kinds of mobilities. 

Second, the notion of technomigration builds on recent scholarship in the domain 

of transnationalism. The term transnationalism signifies that the dynamics that 

characterize most contemporary processes emerge from multiple locations, and across 

national borders (Kearney 1986,1995; Glick Schiller, Basch et al. 1992, 1995; Massey et 

al. 1993; Portes 1999,2007). The logics of Indian technomigration, for example, are 

located at least in India and the United States, but also have historic antecedents in 

British colonialism. Conceptually, transnational theory also rejects the nation-state as a 

default frame of analysis. Privileging the nation-state as the dominant frame of analysis 

misses the sub-national and supra-national dynamics that also structure transnational 

processes. Focusing narrowly on national laws and policies as determinants of 

international migration for example, fail to capture the significance of the various ways 

in which transnational migrants maintain connections with both their “home” and “host” 

countries. This dissertation analyzes the ways technomigration is constituted at multiple 

scales – individual imaginations of successful careers and lifestyles, national laws, 

transnational family formations, as well as discourses of global Indian cosmopolitanism. 
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Theories of transnationalism inform the research conceptually, methodologically as well 

as textually. 

Third, technomigration eschews a sense of permanence.2 The potential for 

relocation is always present, especially given the high premium on skilled labor globally. 

Most, if not all of my interlocutors for example, talk about the possibility of returning to 

India in the future, as I discuss in Chapter 5. Others, as will be apparent in some of my 

ethnographic sketches, have been based in various locations before making their way to 

the United States. This is also in keeping with recent developments in transnational 

theory, where scholars have argued that transnational migration itself be conceptualized 

as a dynamic process; rather than using a language of immigration for example, scholars 

advocate the use of terms such as transmigration which do not preclude the possibility of 

further movement (Glick Schiller, Basch et al. 1995). In the case of technomigration, a 

move away from the language of ‘brain drain’ to that of ‘brain circulation’ is indexical 

of this shifting conceptual terrain (Saxenian 2005). 

 

                                                 
2 Ong’s (1999) articulation of transnationalism is instructive here. Ong writes: 

"But a model that analytically defines the global as political economic and the local as 
cultural does not quite capture the horizontal and relational nature of the contemporary 
economic, social, and cultural processes that stream across spaces. Nor does it express 
their embeddedness in differently configured regimes of power. For this reason, I prefer 
to use the term transnationality. Trans denotes both moving through space or across 
lines, as well as the changing nature of something. Besides suggesting new relations 
between nation-states and capital, transnationality also alludes to the transversal, the 
transactional, the translational, and the transgressive aspects of contemporary behavior 
and imagination that are incited, enabled, and regulated by the changing logics of states 
and capitalism. [W]hen I use the word globalization, I am referring to the narrow sense of 
corporate strategies, but analytically, I am concerned with transnationality - or the 
condition of cultural interconnectedness and mobility across space - which has been 
intensified under late capitalism. I use transnationalism to refer to the cultural 
specificities of global processes, tracing the multiplicity of the uses and conceptions of 
"culture." (1999:4) 
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1.2 Methodology 

Cultural logics so much sought after in anthropology are always multiply 
produced, and any ethnographic account of these logics finds that they are 
at least partly constituted within sites of the so-called system (i.e. modern 
interlocking institutions of media, markets, states, industries, universities-
the worlds of elites, experts, and middle classes). Strategies of quite 
literally following connections, associations, and putative relationships are 
thus at the very heart of designing multi-sited ethnographic research 
(Marcus 1995: 3). 
 
I first conceived of this project in the Spring 2007, and have been engaged in 

researching it ever since. Parts of the chapters on immigration law and the discourses of 

circulation were developed in a graduate seminar on Discourse Analysis under the 

supervision of Nancy Campbell in Spring 2008. My first ethnographic interviews were 

conducted at RPI in Summer 2008, and I was in Mumbai, India for 3 months from Nov 

2008 to Jan 2009. Returning to RPI, I have been engaged in further interviewing with 

Indian graduate students on campus, but have also conducted interviews at different 

places in the United States, either in person or via the telephone. Mumbai and Troy have 

been the locations that I have been physically based at during my fieldwork. 

 Data for this research derives from about 30 formal and informal interviews 

divided evenly between engineering students in Mumbai who were sending in their 

applications for graduate school to the United States, Indian graduate engineering 

students at RPI, and young Indian professionals working in the United States in various 

industries. Data was also gathered through participant observation, most notably at the 

Pravasi Bharatiya Divas (PBD) – a state-diaspora conference organized by the Indian 

government at Chennai, India in January 2009. Data gathered at other nodes along the 

circuit of “education abroad” – such as an interview with an Education Abroad 

counselor, Indian banks providing students loans, the United States Educational 
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Foundation in India etc. - also informs this dissertation. Online research informs much of 

my writing – more than I could have anticipated at the outset – especially in writing 

about certain cultural (trans)formations in sustaining transnational Indian families 

(Chapter 5), and the discourse of the Global Indian (Chapter 4). In Chapter 5, I also draw 

on literature produced by Indian technomigrants to further my discussion of 

cosmopolitanism. In as much as possible, I have also made use of statistical data 

produced by various agencies to provide a richer context for my discussion. 

*** 

The general methodological strategy for this research is based on Marcus’ (1995) 

notion of “multi-sited ethnography.” In his seminal essay entitled Ethnography in/of the 

world system: The emergence of multi-sited ethnography, Marcus discusses the notion of 

multi-sited ethnography as a new mode of doing ethnography that travels outside of 

single locations in order to study the “circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and 

identities in diffuse time-space” (96). Marcus attributes the emergence of multi-sited 

ethnography in part to the intellectual current of postmodernism, but largely as a 

response to coming to terms with “empirical changes in the world and therefore to 

transformed locations of cultural production” (97). It is the impulse to empirically follow 

the threads of cultural process that impels ethnography away from its traditional 

approach of intensive engagement at a single location. 

Multi-sited ethnography, according to Marcus, defines for itself objects that 

cannot be studied at single locations – objects that are “ultimately mobile and multiply 

situated” (102), and whose contours are not known a priori. The research itself “is 

designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations in 
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which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical presence, posited logic 

of association or connection among sites” (105). The research usually takes unexpected 

trajectories, and the object of analysis itself emerges in the process of tracing cultural 

logics within and across various sites. In contrast to traditional ethnographies which 

provide rich accounts of lifeworlds in single locations and place them within 

macrotheoretical constructs of the system, multisited ethnography not only provides  fine 

details of the lifeworlds that it studies, but also constructs aspects of the system itself by 

making establishing connections among diffuse elements. In doing so, it destabilizes 

dichotomies between the local and the global, lifeworld and system – dichotomies that 

have structured many of our writings. 

Navigating through multiple sites implies that the researcher does not engage 

each of them with the same intensity. Rather, the contribution of this kind of 

ethnography, as Marcus envisions it, is to bring disparate sites into the same frame of 

analysis and posit relationships between them, ethnographically (100). In doing so, 

holistic representation is not the goal; expanding what is in “the picture” is. Marcus 

submits that at its best, multi-sited ethnography is also multilingual; for him, production 

of multilingual ethnographies is one way to facilitate the movement of scholarship 

outside the dominant institutions of the American academy. Research “sites” are not 

necessarily limited to geographical locations either – people, technologies, biographies, 

and even discourses can become sites for investigation. Not all research sites can be 
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identified ahead of time – they need to be “discovered” as the researcher makes various 

connections during the research process (Metcalf 2001).3 

This then demands a certain openness and reflexivity on the researcher’s behalf. 

Establishing connections between disparate research sites and constructing a “global” 

system in the process charges the ethnographer to acknowledge the partiality and 

particularity of that representation and be attuned to its consequences.4,5 In particular, 

Marcus emphasizes that in any contemporary field of work, the ethnographer is bound to 

run into discourses and identifications that overlap with his/her own; s/he will inevitably 

bump into subjects that know what s/he knows, although from different subject 

positions. Ethnographic authority is inevitably displaced, and the distinction between 

researcher and researched is only artificially reclaimed in the process of writing. As the 

ethnographer navigates through multiple field-sites, s/he assumes different identities and 

constantly renegotiates his/her commitments, leading Marcus to conceive of the 

ethnographer as a “circumstantial activist.” Reflexivity, best understood as a dimension 

of method, serves to position the ethnographer as part of the terrain that s/he seeks to 

map (112-113).6 

                                                 
3 Metcalf’s essay is an insightful discussion on how the notion of a field “site” had been transformed in 
light of Marcus & Fischer (1986), Appadurai (1990) and other key works in anthropology. By 
problematizing the notion of a “site” as a purely spatial category, Metcalf’s essay also helps to further 
distinguish between multi-sited ethnography and comparative studies. 
 
4 The “global” then, is an emergent dimension of multi-sited research. 
 
5 In the foreword to the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of Writing Culture, Kim Fortun (following Avital 
Ronell) conceives of the role of an ethnographer as an “operator” who selectively plugs in, connects and 
plays, redirects the reader as s/he continually reads the system – both local and long-distance – that the 
reader is working in (in press). 
  
6 Here, Marcus is referring to Haraway’s (1991) notion of “positioning” of the researcher, which argues 
for an objectivity (rather than an often presumed subjectivism) that arises from a scrupulous, 
methodological pursuit of reflexivity. (112) 
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 Technomigration is the global system that I construct as the object of my 

research in this dissertation. Indian engineers are the subjects, and understanding what 

constitutes and disperses them as subjects in the global system of Indian technomigration 

is the goal. Following Marcus’ cue, I follow the career trajectories of Indian engineers – 

from being students in Mumbai, to being graduate students in Troy, NY to participating 

in the American workforce, and sometimes returning to India. Ethnographic interviews 

and participant observation are prime sources of data collection. However, as Marcus 

emphasizes, it is indeed not feasible to engage all aspects of the system in this fashion. 

In the case of technomigrants who have returned to India, for example, I have made 

generous use of vernacular (Marathi) literature that has been produced by 

technomigrants. The essays provide a window into the experiences of those 

technomigrants whom I would not have been able to access in this limited time-frame 

otherwise. Translating these essays into English, and commonly invoked Sanskrit 

phrases, helps me to draw out the uniqueness of technomigrant cosmopolitanism. In a 

limited manner then, this dissertation also responds to Marcus’ call for the production of 

multilingual ethnographies. Situating technomigrants in various contexts such as that of 

U.S. immigration law and emerging Indian state-diaspora relationships has also 

necessitated me to rely on secondary literature, statistical data, and government 

documents that would not have been obvious solely on the basis of my interviews. In 

addition, I also draw on data sources such as television commercials in India and e-mail 

newsletters on student list-serves. As each of my chapters will demonstrate – sites of my 

research are not easy to pin down. Mumbai and Troy are places where I have been 

physically based, but U.S. immigration law, the discourse of global Indianness, 
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transnational family formations, and circuits of higher education all constitute the sites at 

which my research has been carried out. True to Marcus’ description, providing an 

expansive understanding of the dense matrix of actors that populate the system of Indian 

technomigration has been a key orienting mechanism for both the research and writing. 

I am, of course, deeply aware of my own implication in my research. My 

interactions with fellow Indians have always ensured that. My career choice of turning to 

the social sciences for a doctoral degree away from my former training in Electrical 

Engineering has always provoked interesting reactions – ranging from encouragement 

(“Finally, someone is taking a path a less trodden”) and indifference to plain bafflement 

(“But who is going to give you a job?”). These reactions have themselves become 

important articulations for pushing my analysis further. In other ways too, I identify with 

much of the writing that informs this dissertation – my own experience as an Indian 

engineering student who came to the U.S. to seek graduate education, and my immense 

familiarity with some of my field-sites and the discourses that I have encountered over 

the course of my research have facilitated it in important ways. 

 

1.3  The analysis 

How do Indian technomigrants conceive of their own expertise? How do they 

experience transnational mobility? What are the historically and culturally specific 

political economies in which Indian technomigration is embedded? What cultural and 

structural (trans)formations does technomigration engender? 

These questions orient my writing in this dissertation, helping me to understand 

the multiple factors and scales that shape Indian technomigration. Individual 
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imaginations of successful careers and desirable lifestyles, transnational family 

formations, U.S. immigration law, and perceived shortages of skilled labor in the global 

economy all afford and constrain Indian technomigration in unique ways. Together, they 

articulate in complex ways. Middle class anxieties of successful careers and affluent 

lifestyles position Indian technomigrants in a paradoxical relationship with the Indian 

state – they are seen to at once distance themselves from the Indian state apparatus and 

while also being invested in the Indian nation. Draws of skilled labor that shape U.S. 

immigration policy provide an additional pull for Indian technomigrants to the United 

States. U.S. immigration itself, however, is enacted in contexts of preexisting racial 

hierarchies, such that Indian technomigrants are interpolated to positions in between 

those of White privilege and Black subalterneity. These two conditions – of 

technomigrants moving away from the Indian state while being invested in the Indian 

nation, and of being interpolated within a preexisting racial field – render Indian 

technomigrants particularly dependent on a moral, cosmopolitan discourse of Global 

Indianness. Global Indianness successfully aligns these distinct structural imperatives, 

and allows Indian technomigrants to be transnationally mobile. In the process, the family 

– both as a practical and an ideological construct – becomes an important locus of 

individualized investments for Indian technomigrants. My goal in this dissertation is to 

explicate the specific ways in which each of these drivers impinges upon 

technomigration and how each of these in turn is shaped at the intersection of specific 

historical and geographical conditions. 

This text responds directly to the challenge that Marcus & Fischer (1986/1999) 

identified for ethnography in Anthropology as Cultural Critique. Given a widespread 
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recognition of the limited explanatory capacities of the dominant theories of the day to 

explain global phenomenon, Marcus & Fischer called for the production of experimental 

ethnographies that would provide rich descriptions of local lifeworlds and the ways in 

which they were embedded in larger, impersonal systems of political-economy. 

What we have in mind is a text that takes as its subject not a concentrated 
group of people in a community affected in one way or another by 
political-economic forces, but the “system” itself – the political and 
economic processes spanning different locales, or even different 
continents. Ethnographically, these processes are registered in the 
activities of dispersed groups or individuals whose actions have mutual, 
often unintended consequences for each other, as they are connected by 
markets and other major institutions that make the world a system. Pushed 
by the holism goal of ethnography beyond the conventional community of 
research, these ideal experiments would try to devise texts that combine 
ethnography and other analytic techniques to grasp whole systems, usually 
represented in impersonal terms, and the quality of lives caught up in them 
(Marcus & Fischer 1986, 91).     

 
Rather than studying isolated groups of people in single locations, Marcus & Fischer 

outlined the need for ethnographies that would take the entire system as their objects of 

concern, and devise strategies to describe them ethnographically. The challenge for 

ethnography was to scale up, without losing sight of the individual lives caught up 

within it. The need for experimentation, according to Marcus & Fischer, was two-fold. 

One was to bridge micro and macro levels of analysis – to dissolve rigid dichotomies of 

the local and the global, lifeworld and system; producing situated understandings of the 

system itself was to be the goal. Challenging these dichotomies, Marcus & Fischer 

acknowledged, was primarily a matter of textual innovation – strategies for systemic 

descriptions that could cut across scales needed to be worked out.  

It is in the sense of describing the “quality of lives” of Indian technomigrants 

caught up in larger impersonal systems that I understand this project as an ethnography 
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of global systems. The text describes how Indian technomigrants perceive the worlds 

that they inhabit and the conditions under which these understandings take shape. One 

strategy that I deploy is to write around the various drivers of Indian technomigration – 

cultural logics of education, law, kinship, and cosmopolitanism that operate 

transnationally and are themselves articulated through the interplay of various temporal 

and spatial logics, constitute the empirical chapters of this dissertation. 

 A defining feature of ethnographies situated in this genealogy is an ethic of 

openness that characterizes them (Fortun 2003). Fortun interprets Marcus & Fischer’s 

call for experimentation as a desire for cultivating ethnographies “in/of/as open 

systems:”   

to cultivate and practice an ethic of openness to new theory, to new topics, 
and to the possibility that the very categories of analysis that we have 
relied on in the past should be set aside. This, in turn, would enable 
anthropology to focus on open systems as “objects” of study. Rather than 
focusing on what personhood in a given locale and social structure is, 
ethnographers could trace out what forces constitute and disperse persons 
as subjects. … [O]pen systems are promoted at many levels - as a way to 
understand the context of anthropological work, as a way to understand 
anthropological method, and as a rich focus for anthropological inquiry 
(Fortun 2003:172). 

 
In doing the kind of ethnography that Marcus & Fischer envision, Fortun argues that 

cultivating reflexivity - openness at many levels - is of critical import. Such reflexivity, 

can take many forms – in terms of constituting the “objects” of study, of recognizing the 

researcher’s implication in the process of research, of being attuned to the moment of 

research, among other things. 

The ethnographies that index what Marcus & Fischer refer to as an 
“experimental moment” in anthropology in the late 1980s are 
characterized more by an ethos than by a particular theoretical framework, 
reflected in overlapping efforts: effort to actively and critically construct 
the “objects” of their studies, producing purposefully partial rather than 
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masterfully comprehensive descriptions, aware of possible complicities 
with colonial practices and imaginations; effort to be critically attuned to 
the times in which ethnography is produced, and thus to the discourses and 
symbol circuits within which ethnography will be read, and have an effect; 
effort to perform textually what an ethnography argues, in recognition of 
the complex ways that ethnography can operate as a mode of 
communication; and effort to let ethnography operate as social theory, and 
as a mode of ethical-political engagement (2003:176). 

 
 The value of ethnography practiced thus, Fortun argues, is in its ability to operate 

as, what historian of science, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger (1998) calls, an experimental 

system. Rheinberger distinguishes between research systems used by scientists, i.e. 

experimental systems, and testing devices - what distinguishes the two is the ability of 

experimental systems for “differential reproduction.” The value of experimentation lies 

in the ability to encode a capacity for shifts and displacements – an experimental system 

not only reproduces (i.e. builds on and contributes to the genealogy within which it is 

situated), but also reorients the system in the very act of reproduction. The newness that 

results from such experimental systems, Fortun argues, has ethical value. 

This approach assumes that there is something of value—perhaps even of 
ethical value—in “the new.” […] it makes sense to recognize “the good” 
as always deferred, as always outside any known system of ideality. This 
keeps us moving, yet engaged. It opens up the future by shifting and 
displacing the forms that would simply reproduce the ills of the past. 
(Fortun 2003:188). 
 

Many STS scholars have responded directly to Marcus & Fischer’s challenge 

(c.f. Rapp 1999, Fortun 2001, Sunder Rajan 2006, Kelty 2008) in different ways. Rayna 

Rapp’s book, Testing women, testing the fetus: A social history of Amniocentesis in 

America, is an early exemplar of an ethnography in/of/as an open system - a women-

centered ethnography that traces the technology of amniocentesis in different social 

spaces. Her research, Rapp tells us, began with an article that she published in Ms. 
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Magazine in 1984 that detailed her experience of amniocentesis and subsequent decision 

to end her pregnancy when the fetus was diagnosed as having Down syndrome. The 

responses that she received to that article, along with a support-group for parents of 

children with Down syndrome that she had recently joined, jumpstarted her research for 

this ethnography. In a very literal sense, Rapp constituted her “object” of research. In the 

book, Rapp juxtaposes different perspectives on the technology, seeking to create a 

“Venn diagram” that highlights the intersections and interstices in which technologies 

such as amniocentesis are articulated. The eleven book chapters are organized “neither 

chronologically nor ecologically” – Rapp deliberately organizes her chapters around the 

“various communicative and practical problems” that amniocentesis poses, as pregnant 

women encounter them. Rapp argues that the pregnant women that she encountered, 

across difference (albeit differently), “were forced to judge the quality of their own 

fetuses, making concrete and embodied decisions about the standards for entry into the 

human community” (3). Pregnant women, Rapp argues, are forced into the highly 

reflexive, ethically charged position of being “moral pioneers.” 

Other ethnographies in this tradition also conceptualize for themselves objects 

that are by definition open-ended. Kelty’s (2008) formulation of recursive publics is 

particularly noteworthy. 

A recursive public is a public that is vitally concerned with the material 
and practical maintenance and modification of the technical, legal, 
practical and conceptual means of its own existence as a public; it is a 
collective independent of other forms of constituted power and is capable 
of speaking to existing forms of power through the production of actually 
existing alternatives (2008:3). 

 

Kelty’s goal is to explicate the cultural significance of “free” software: his is an 

ethnography that traces the digital practices of software professionals, i.e. “geeks,” in 
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places as disparate as Bangalore, Berlin, Boston, and Houston. Kelty proposes the notion 

of a recursive public to highlight the reorientation of knowledge and power in the 

context of the Internet, and the explicit concerns of geeks with maintaining open access 

infrastructures as a particular form of democratic participation. In addition explicating 

the cultural significance of free software, however, the notion of a recursive public is 

also interesting because of the reflexivity that it encodes. Kelty’s formulation of 

recursive publics explicitly draws attention to the material and discursive infrastructures 

on which these publics are articulated, and the modes of reflection that its subjects 

engage in, in order to continue their existence. 

 The pregnant women in Rapp’s account and the geeks in that of Kelty’s are 

connected to each other through the many modes of reflection that they engage in. Each 

is forced to make sense of complexly articulated material and discursive terrains, and 

make concrete and embodied decisions that have far-reaching implications for individual 

lives as well as the future of human collectivities themselves. An alternate mode of 

analysis for understanding how particular systems function, then, is through the various 

modes of action and reflection – the reflexive practices – that its subjects engage in. It is 

these practices that I emphasize throughout this dissertation. 

The notion of reflexive practices that I emphasize in this dissertation comes out 

of Collier & Ong’s (2005) development of the notion of Global Assemblages. Collier & 

Ong’s conceptualization of assemblages provides a useful way for understanding 

systems such as technomigration through the reflexivities that constitute them. In a 

highly cited volume entitled Global Assemblages: Technology, politics, and ethics as 
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anthropological problems, Collier & Ong describe a study of global assemblages as 

being 

engaged in a form of inquiry that stays close to practices. [This] mode of 
diagnosing the anthropological significance of […] practices stays close to 
specific problems. [It] may give up, thereby, some generality, politics, and 
pathos. But for that, perhaps, the approach […] remains more acute, 
adroit, and mobile than grand diagnoses. It does not suggest an absence of 
a critical stance… But in politically and morally freighted domains, 
relations of power – or, for that matter, relations of virtue – and 
appropriate avenues of response are not always immediately obvious. 
Indeed, […] fields of moral, ethical, or political valuation and activity are 
shifting, and […] consequently, these fields themselves should be a central 
object of inquiry (pp. 17). 

 
That aim in describing global assemblages, as Collier and Ong put it, is to “frame ‘the 

present’ in specific trajectories of change” (pp. 15). Rather than attempting to present 

diagnoses of “grand structural change,” they seek to “inscribe what Deleuze has called 

“little lines of mutation,” minor histories that address themselves to the ‘big’ questions 

of globalizations in a careful and limited manner” (pp. 15). 

Understanding technomigration as a global assemblage leads to a series of 

theoretically and methodologically significant observations. First, the notion of an 

assemblage allows us to conceptualize technomigration as a dynamic object. As an 

object of analysis, technomigration is doubly mobile. At one level, it is very literally 

about people on the move. Technomigrants physically move between various 

geographical and social spaces. In the process, they negotiate different sets of historical, 

cultural, and political-economic conditions. For example, on the one hand, 

technomigrants are seen to be finding ways of preserving their cultural and economic 

dominance in India – transnational migration is one way of circumscribing caste-based 

reservations in the educational system, and hence overcoming a potential limiting of 
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educational opportunities available to them. At the same time, technomigrants are also 

seen to negotiate shifting terrains of U.S. immigration policies, articulated through a 

tension between market-based logics that encourage greater flows of skilled labor, and 

concerns over national security that position them as the Other. The conditions that 

shape technomigrant mobility then, are themselves also shifting. Mapping this double 

movement of technomigration requires concepts and methodologies that are themselves 

fluid. The notion of assemblages allows for conceptualizing open-ended objects such as 

technomigration. Assemblages, by definition are “temporally emergent;” Collier and 

Ong suggest that as “global forms” travel, they “disarticulate and rearticulate elements 

and form new assemblages” (18). It is this space for reconfiguration during travel 

implicit in the notion of an assemblage that renders it an adequate framing for 

conceptualizing technomigration. 

 Second, it draws attention to the “ensembles of heterogeneous elements,” or 

assemblages, through which technomigration and its significance are articulated. It 

draws attention to the ways in which multiple determinations – middle class 

imaginations of successful careers and desirable lifestyles, frustrations with the Indian 

educational system, emergent family dynamics in transnational circuits, immigration 

laws, perceived shortages of skilled labor in the global economy, discourses of 

cosmopolitan Indian identifications - converge to shape Indian technomigration in the 

contemporary global system.7 

                                                 
7 A similar argument can be made through the work of various Actor Network theorists, such as Bruno 
Latour and John Law. Law’s (1995) essay on Heterogeneous Engineering is probably the clearest 
example. Using a historical example of Portuguese maritime expansion preceding colonialism, Law 
demonstrates that for the Portuguese to successfully sail to India and back to Portugal, they had to 
articulate a variety of human and non-human actors – ranging from technological artifacts such as galleys, 
guns, and navigation tools, and natural elements such as the winds and the waves, to human elements such 
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Third, the notion of global assemblages draws attention to the ways in which 

skilled labor, as a form of specialized social expertise, acquires a ‘global’ form. 

Elaborating on their usage of ‘the global’ as a quality, Collier and Ong write, 

Global phenomena […] have a distinctive capacity for decontextualization 
and recontextualization, abstractability and movement, across diverse 
social and cultural situations and spheres of life. Global forms are able to 
assimilate themselves to new environments, to code heterogeneous 
contexts and objects in terms that are amenable to control and valuation. 
At the same time, the conditions or possibility of this movement are 
complex. Global forms are limited or delimited by specific technical 
infrastructures, administrative apparatuses, or value regimes, not by the 
vagaries of a social or cultural field (pp. 11). 

 
Furthermore, they argue that technoscience, either as material technology or as a 

specialized social expertise, might very well be exemplary of global forms because of its 

distinctive capacity for “decontextualization and recontextualization.” Following this 

cue, I argue that Indian technomigrants become mobile by assuming certain global 

qualities. Their ability to translate their skills in different contexts allows them to be 

transnationally mobile. Emergent discourses of Global Indianness among Indian 

                                                                                                                                                
as the unfriendly Muslims and Samorins at Calicut in India. Law’s larger concern is over how artifacts and 
technical practices assume stability, and why they take the form that they do. Law argues that, 

 
“[T]he stability and form of artifacts should be seen as a function of the interaction of 
heterogeneous elements as these are shaped and assimilated into a network. In this view, 
then, an explanation of technological form rests on a study of both the conditions and the 
tactics of system building. Because the tactics depend […] on the interaction of a range 
of disparate elements of varying degrees of malleability, I call such activity 
heterogeneous engineering and suggest that the product can be seen as a network of 
juxtaposed components” (pp. 113). 

 
Following Law’s articulation, this dissertation can be understood as arguing that Indian 
technomigration is heterogeneously engineered. However, I prefer to use the notion of an assemblage 
over that of Law’s framing because other aspects of system-building - in particular the constitution of 
the system through reflexive practices (foreshadowed in Law’s use of tactics) – that the framework of 
assemblages emphasizes. Recent scholarship on (Post)Actor Network Theory has also been 
characterized by a call for greater reflexivity (Law & Hassard 1999, Latour 2005). For a useful 
elaboration, see Gad & Jensen (2010). 
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technomigrants adds another dimension to the global form that Indian skilled labor 

assumes.  

Elaborating further on their use of global assemblages, Collier and Ong write   

[G]lobal forms interact with other elements, occupying a common field of 
contingent, uneasy, unstable interrelationships. The product of these 
interactions might be called the actual global, or the global in the space of 
assemblage. In relationship to “the global,” the assemblage is not a 
“locality” to which broader forces are counterposed. Nor is it the structural 
effect of such forces. An assemblage is the product of multiple 
determinations that are not reducible to a single logic. The temporality of 
an assemblage is emergent. It does not always involve new forms, but 
forms that are shifting, in formation, or at stake. As a composite concept, 
the term “global assemblage” suggests inherent tensions: global implies 
broadly encompassing, seamless, and mobile; assemblage implies 
heterogeneous, contingent, unstable, partial, and situated (Collier and Ong 
2005:12). 
 
Fourth then, it draws attention to the work of translation, or the “actual global” of 

Indian technomigration. What are the “technical infrastructures, administrative 

apparatuses, [and] value regimes” that circumscribe technomigration? How does an 

Indian engineering education prepare technomigrants for the American labor market? In 

this dissertation, I suggest a few different answers to these questions. Firstly, I draw 

attention to the interplay of various drivers in shaping technomigration. But I also argue 

that in order to practice their engineering skills successfully in the United States, Indian 

technomigrants, either tacitly or explicitly, develop many non-technical skills. Indian 

technomigrants, for example, learn to navigate unfamiliar academic settings and various 

constraints placed on them by the immigration apparatus.8 

                                                 
8 This of course, is a classic STS argument. Thomas Hughes (1985), for example, has shown that for 
successfully introducing electricity, Thomas Edison had to demonstrate his skills not just as a scientists 
(by finding an adequate filament for electric bulbs), but also convince politicians of its utility, and 
maintain meticulous calculations in developing a system that was more economical that competing gas-
based systems. Latour (1993), in the Pasteurization of France, also makes a similar argument in 
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For Collier and Ong, the significance of studying global assemblages is in the 

anthropological problems that they bring into focus. Following Paul Rabinow, they 

understand anthropological problems as those that engage “the constitution of the social 

and biological existence of human beings as an object of knowledge, technical 

intervention, politics, and ethical discussion” (pp. 6). For them, global assemblages can 

be important sites of technological, political, and ethical reflection on the 

reconfiguration of individual lives and collectivities. Very often, they argue, implicated 

actors - ‘elites’ by definition - are highly aware of their locations within complex 

technoscientific assemblages. In order to operate within their expert domains, they 

cultivate self-conscious critical faculties – reflexive practices - a feature that Marcus & 

Holmes conceptualize as para-ethnographic (Marcus & Holmes 2005).  

 Technomigration provides an interesting case-in-point here. Indian 

technomigrants cannot be easily classified as either elites or subaltern. They occupy an 

ambiguous position within this hierarchy. Most Indian technomigrants certainly come 

from privileged backgrounds. Most of my interlocutors self-identify as being middle 

class, and most of them belong to the upper-castes as well. But they are by no means 

homogenous; internal fissures exist among them, most apparent in terms of gendered 

and sometimes regional differences in technomigration. Paying attention to the 

conditions under which this class originated under British colonialism further highlights 

the ambiguity of their social position.  Moreover, their position in U.S. society is also 

ambivalent. While most enjoy successful careers and affluent lifestyles, they remain 

culturally isolated – a condition that positions them ideally as a model minority. 

                                                                                                                                                
demonstrating how Louis Pasteur convinced the French public, farmers, intellectuals, and politicians of the 
utility of his methodology.  
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Technomigrants then, are located within pre-existing relations of power - relations of 

power that are themselves modified in the process of mobility. Classifying 

technomigrants as elites erases the power dynamics that technomigrants themselves have 

to negotiate. More generally, the example of Indian technomigrants cautions against 

ready classifications of implicated actors as elites and non-elites.  

Lastly, the notion of global assemblages draws attention to the modes of 

reflection that its subjects engage in. Collier and Ong provide a useful typology for these 

reflexive practices - technological, political, and ethical. By technological reflection, 

they are concerned with “the problem of choosing the most appropriate means for 

achieving given ends or goals, whether these are technoscientific, organizational, or 

administrative” (pp. 8). My argument that Indian technomigrants value education 

instrumentally, i.e. they value education as a means to obtaining desirable jobs, careers, 

and lifestyles can be thought of as one instance of technological reflection. By political 

reflection, Collier and Ong are referring to “the appropriate form and scope of juridico-

legal institutions in resolving problems of collective life” (pp. 8). A founding paradox on 

which Indian technomigration is articulated – the active questioning by Indian 

technomigrants of the role and ability of the state as provider of education, among other 

things, even as they depend on it – instantiates the idea of political reflection. By ethical 

reflection, Collier and Ong are concerned with questions of value or morality. Ideologies 

of Global Indianness that reconcile perceived tensions between an Indian spiritualism 

and a Western materialism and provide an ethical orientation for many Indian 

technomigrants are an example of ethical reflection that I identify. It should be obvious, 

of course, that in most instances technomigrants simultaneously switch between 
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different modes of reflection, and decisions of everyday life are determined at their 

intersections. Technomigrants who wish to return to India, for example, provide an 

excellent example. On the one hand, many express a desire to be physically proximate to 

their families and friends. Bringing up their children in culturally familiar and desirable 

spaces is an important consideration for many. At the same time, they also voice 

concerns over their ability to pursue good careers and desirable lifestyles in India. 

Rampant corruption, infrastructural inadequacy, and pervasive poverty are also huge 

impediments in the minds of many. 

Thinking about the reflexive practices that Indian technomigrants engage in, 

brings us back to Rapp’s notion of “moral pioneers.” The pregnant women in Rapp’s 

account, when tasked with making concrete and embodied decisions about the value of 

human life, fail to make sense of the world through the discourses available to them. So 

to, I argue, do Indian technomigrants. In vastly different contexts, Indian technomigrants 

also reach the limits of established discourse in their everyday practices of transnational 

migration, and have to draw out and pioneer new discourses and ideas about moral 

rightness and action. Challenged to find new articulations of identity and selfhood 

amidst vastly different, shifting contexts, global Indianness emerges as an ideal 

discourse that allows Indian technomigrants to reconcile the various historical and 

contemporary forces that they are subject to - in ways that allow them to navigate the 

various power relations that they inhabit. Global Indianness allows for the resolution of 

previously incompatible binary oppositions between “India” and the “United States.” 

Even though grossly caricatured, the differences between the two are real to many 
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technomigrants, and global Indianness emerges as the “balance” between these two. It is 

this resolution that gives it moral charge. 

 

1.4 The text  

This dissertation is divided into six chapters, including this introduction. The 

introduction has set up the dissertation - empirically, theoretically, and 

methodologically. I have elaborated on my usage of technomigration, and identify the 

political and ethical stakes implicit in a discussion of Indian technomigration in the next 

section. I have situated this discussion in a larger theoretical frame discussion initiating 

in Marcus & Fischer’s (1986/1999) call for ethnographies that bridge the divide between 

the experiential realms of everyday life and the political-economies in which they are 

embedded. I have claimed that the notion of Global Assemblages developed by Collier 

and Ong (2005) provides a useful theoretical and methodological framing for responding 

to Marcus & Fischer’s challenge, especially in foregrounding the reflexive practices 

through which global systems are constituted.  

Chapter 2, Seeking and Supporting Education Abroad, traces the practices and 

cultural logics that orient engineering students in Mumbai to seek graduate education in 

the United States. Through an overview of the literature, I trace back contemporary 

“Education Abroad” to the formation of a “new” urban, English-educated middle class 

under British colonialism. Since its formation, I argue that this middle class has always 

shared an uneasy relationship with the Indian state. Its structural position is one where it 

has historically depended on the state for its education and employment, and yet also 

pitted itself against the state as a strategy of reproducing its cultural distinctiveness. 
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Starting in the 60s, massive unemployment among this highly educated middle class has 

resulted in these individuals seeking education and employment opportunities elsewhere. 

At present, continuing frustrations with the state apparatus - evidenced in the form of 

populist politics in the form of caste-based quote systems in higher education and 

widespread corruption in the government administrative apparatus – have implied that 

engineering students in Mumbai continue to seek higher education opportunities 

elsewhere. Education Abroad thus figures as an informal, individualized strategy for 

Indian technomigrants to distance themselves from the Indian state - what Fernandes 

(2005) calls a “privatizing strategy.” This draws out a central paradox in which Indian 

technomigration is embedded – the movement of technomigrants away from the Indian 

state even as the state facilitates the very conditions necessary for technomigration. 

Furthermore, I trace the evolution of a specialized entrepreneurial sector of “Education 

Abroad Counseling” alongside the growing popularity of foreign education among 

Indian engineering students. I argue that counseling services that help student secure 

seats in graduate programs, partly by helping students craft the way they represent 

themselves, and cosmopolitan imaginaries that enable students to interlink their 

commitment to “India” and Indianness with outward mobility. The increasing tendency 

to rely on privatizing strategies to secure education among Indian middle classes in part 

reflects neoliberal disinvestments in state institutions that can be seen globally.  It also 

reflects broad trends to instrumentalize education. 

Chapter 3, U.S. Immigration Law and the Draw of Skilled Labor, describes how 

U.S. immigration laws and policy structure the experiences of Indian graduate student 

and professionals in the United States. Key, I argue, are two contradictory impulses: on 
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the one hand, a perceived shortage of skilled labor in the United States has meant that 

high-tech industry coalitions have lobbied for more liberal immigration regimes for 

skilled workers. On the other hand, heightened security concerns in a post-9/11 world 

have led to more restrictive immigration policies. I argue that Indian technomigrants in 

the United States experience everyday life through practices and institutions generated at 

the intersection of these crosscutting forces. While most of them figure out ways of 

working within these systemic constraints and are able to progress through them over the 

long-term, restrictions resulting from U.S. immigration law may create many short term 

disruptions for Indian technomigrants. Furthermore, these contradictory impulses, 

whereby Indian technomigrants are desirable for their skills but simultaneously othered 

through institutionalized immigration policies, interpolate them into an intermediate 

location in the U.S. racial hierarchy and position them ideally as a “model minority.” 

Chapter 4, Global Indianness as Moral Infrastructure, scrutinizes discourses of 

cosmopolitanism among Indian technomigrants. I argue that an understanding of 

Indianness as being distinct from Westernness orients the everyday lives of Indian 

technomigrants, as evidenced in particular practices of community, hospitality, and 

consumption. I situate these understandings of Indian difference alongside emerging 

discourses of global Indianness that I trace at various locations - such as Indian branding 

commercials, Indian state-diasporic interactions, as well as essays authored by 

technomigrants themselves. I demonstrate that discourses of global Indianness are 

mobilized around cosmopolitan associations whereby transnationally mobile Indians are 

portrayed to be simultaneously of the world (“global”) and yet essentially Indian. Such 

discourses, I argue, provide an ethical orientation for Indian technomigrants – an 
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orientation that allows for them to reconcile a perceived tension between an Indian 

spiritualism and a Western materialism. Thus, I argue that cultural imaginaries, 

alongside law and economics, shape technomigration in important ways, and can be 

usefully conceived of as being infrastructural. Furthermore, I also argue that global 

Indianness, as evidenced in the formation of strong, but isolated Indian communities in 

the United States, provides the basis on which Indian technomigrants actively construct 

and occupy the structural position of a model minority that U.S. immigration law affords 

them. Global Indianness thus allows Indian technomigrants to interpolate themselves 

into the U.S. racial hierarchy, and hence allows for them to navigate the system with 

relative ease. 

Chapter 5, Supporting and investing in Transnational Indian Families, examines 

how Indian families continue to remain vital despite being separated by large 

geographical distances. Discourses of family figure prominently in technomigrant 

narratives. At one level, transnational family formations are sustained through financial 

exchanges – in the form of parents providing monetary support for their children’s 

education, and through professionals remitting large amounts of money to India, for 

example. At another level, prolonged parental visits, extensive family involvements in 

technomigrant-marriages and extensive parental support for childcare, adds an affective 

dimension to the ties that sustain transnational Indian families. Through narratives from 

my fieldwork, and readings of essays authored by technomigrants, I demonstrate that 

both as an ideological and practical construct, the family is a privileged locus of 

investment for Indian technomigrants. Technomigrants often talk about returning to 

India; some actually do. The rationale for doing so however is not explicitly rooted in 
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nationalist commitments. Rather, technomigrants (want to) return to India in order to be 

physically proximate to their families and friends, and bring up their children in a culture 

that is both familiar and more desirable. This displacement of the nation by the family as 

a privileged locus of investment and return further emphasizes the movement of Indian 

technomigrants away from the state apparatus. Strong familial investments, I argue, are 

another set of “privatizing strategies” that Indian technomigrants deploy so as to distance 

themselves from the Indian state machinery while also maintaining a strong cultural-

national Indian identity. 

Chapter 6, Differential Cosmopolitanism, is the concluding chapter of this 

dissertation. Building on the empirical material presented in this dissertation, this chapter 

argues that Indian technomigration can be gainfully conceptualized as a form of 

differential cosmopolitanism. What Indian technomigrants are articulating are new ways 

of being and belonging in the contemporary global system. These new articulations of 

belonging are themselves embedded in conceptions of difference rooted in Indianness. It 

is in these articulations that Indian technomigrants can be conceived of as “moral 

pioneers” akin to Rapp’s pregnant women. However, the cosmopolitanism of Indian 

technomigrants, the chapter argues, is not simply a benign celebration of multiplicity. 

While I present Indian technomigrants as reflexive actors throughout this dissertation, I 

also draw attention to the ways in which they do not reflect on the internal politics of 

class, caste, and gender that characterize circuits of technomigration. The conclusion 

hence argues for the need to cultivate more reflexive systems that foster a critical self-

awareness among its variously positioned actors. 
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1.5 Stakes and Contributions  

Through this dissertation, I hope to contribute to at least three conversations. 

First, I hope to contribute to discussions of economic liberalization in India, and its 

particular effects on engineering education in particular. Changes in the structure of 

higher education, the formation of transnational families, the articulation of new 

identity-constructs, and discursive shifts in the characterization of technomigration from 

“brain drain” to “brain circulation” are all symptomatic of shifting grounds in India. 

These shifts have usually been traced to economic liberalization starting in the decade of 

the 80s, and various phenomena associated with it. These include the rise of Hindu 

nationalism (Hansen 1999, Rajagopal 2001), the growth of the IT industry, and 

exacerbated social inequities resulting from neoliberal restructuring. Of particular 

relevance to this research is the rising visibility of a “new” Indian middle class and its 

relation to higher education (Fernandes 2005). Higher education, technical education in 

particular, has historically been a site of reproduction for the urban Indian middle 

classes. In post-liberalization India however, support for state-sponsored social programs 

including education, is rapidly eroding. A first contribution that this dissertation makes, 

then, is to examine the shifting relationship between state-sponsored higher education 

and the Indian middle class by focusing on the experiences of Indian engineering 

students. The dissertation provides a situated account of the significance of economic 

liberalization in India from the point of view of Indian engineers, both in India and in the 

United States.9 

                                                 
9 Alternately, this discussion can also be situated in a broader discussion of Engineering Studies (Downey 
1994). In recent years, there has been a growing interest in a specialized sub-filed of STS scholarship that 
focuses specifically on engineering as a distinct epistemic enterprise, and analyses the practice and 
profession of engineering in different historical, cultural, and national contexts (c.f. Alder 1997, Buchaan 
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  Second, I hope to contribute to a discussion of the global flows of highly skilled 

labor (Aneesh 2006, Saxenian 2005, Xiang 2007). At stake are means of livelihoods, for 

Indians and Americans alike. On the one hand, there is talk of foreign labor displacing 

the American workforce - by importing foreign labor, and by outsourcing jobs where 

they can be done for cheaper. Employees, on the other hand, rue the shortage of skilled 

labor in the American economy. Concerns are also voiced over their inability to hire 

foreign labor to fill that gap, exacerbated even more by an ambiance of heightened 

security threat-perceptions. Not just in the United States either - the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) has warned of an impending shortage of skilled labor globally (ILO 

2006), and intensified competition over a limited pool of workers internationally as a 

result. High-tech sector corporations have hence called for a more liberal immigration 

regime in the U.S. in relation to skilled labor - in the name of economic growth, and 

hence in the national interest. This can only be expected to continue, given recent reports 

of not enough Americans opting for STEM-majors to meet the requirements of the 

economy.10 A second contribution that this dissertation makes is to studies of 

transnational skilled labor, by documenting how Indian technomigrants understand the 

cultural and structural conditions that underwrite it. 

Third, technomigration articulates new modes of belonging and citizenship 

(Appadurai 1996, Ong 1999). It affords new identity-constructs, such as that of the 

Global Indian. Radhakrishan (2008) describes the ideology of the global Indian as: 

                                                                                                                                                
1999, Downey & Lucena 2004, Kranakis 1997). To a limited extent, this dissertation can also be thought 
of as an ethnography of Indian engineering, that focuses on the significance of overseas education as a 
central practice in contemporary Indian engineering. 
 
10 Shirley Ann Jackson, the president of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, has been famously quoted for 
identifying this as the “quiet crisis” of American education (Committee on Prospering in the Global 
Economy of the 21st Century, 2007). 
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[…] a set of beliefs and practices that are at once tied to a global lifestyle 
and to a deep sense of belonging to the Indian nation. Where previously, 
Indianness and Westernness were opposed to one another, a discourse of 
global Indianness makes the two compatible; a sense of “Indianness” sets 
the moral and personal boundaries for the material successes available to 
the West (pp. 9). 

 
Global Indianness thus positions Indian technomigrants as simultaneously belonging to 

the world (“global”) and yet essentially Indian. On the one hand, articulations of global 

identities displace the nation-state as a privileged determinant of identity. And yet, they 

reinscribe nationalist identities in ways different than before. On what register do these 

articulations make sense? As slick marketing slogans, certainly (c.f. Mazzarella 2003). 

And, as Radhakrishnan argues, and I intend to demonstrate in this dissertation, global 

Indianness also provides an ethical imagination that orients technomigration. Global 

Indianness, as evidenced in the prelude to this introduction, also provides a platform on 

which Indian state-diaspora relations are enacted. Indeed as articulations of global 

Indianness become more audible, diasporic demands for the Indian state to allow them 

fully participate in its everyday functioning by instituting dual citizenship regimes have 

also become more vocal. Both discursively and materially, ideas of global Indianness are 

affording important shifts. A survey of recent literature reveals that similar cosmopolitan 

identifications – global in scope yet with a national essence – are being articulated in 

different national contexts (Silvio 2008, Khandekar & Otsuki forthcoming). While each 

instantiation is historically and culturally unique, how should we interpret this emerging 

class of transnational identities? A third contribution that this dissertation makes then, is 

to analyze an emergent set of cosmopolitan identity-constructs, and the ways in which 

they orient the transnational mobility of Indian technomigrants.  
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At stake also, is U.S. racial politics. Immigration statistics post-1997 suggest that 

Indians have constituted about half of the H-1B recipients. Quoting a recent immigration 

report, Park & Park (2005:98) identify the average temporary work visa holder thus: 

“[t]he typical H-1B beneficiary whose petition is approved in fiscal year 2001 had the 

following characteristics: born in India; 29 years old; holding a bachelor's degree; 

working in a computer-related occupation; and receiving an annual compensation of 

$55,000.” In the same year, of the 179,000 people who entered the United States on non-

immigrant, employment-based visas, 106,000 were from Asian countries. Park & Park 

hence term current the current U.S. immigration policy, increasingly governed through 

market-logics, as a “racial disaster” because it has allowed for reduction in the diversity 

among the immigrant stream. At the same time, a high level of education, economic 

success, self-sufficiency, and strong family support have led many to label Indians in the 

United States as a second “model minority” – a label that many Indians embrace, and 

actively reinforce. Scholars of the Indian diaspora suggest that by espousing this label, 

Indians are able to occupy an intermediate position in an otherwise racist polity. Prashad 

(2000) for example, inverts W. E. B. Du Bois’ question, and provocatively asks of the 

Indian diaspora, “How does it feel to be part of the solution” (pp. viii)? He of course, is 

critical of the compact that the Indian diaspora implicitly makes with American society 

in perpetuating discrimination against Black populations. Prashad writes, 

When desis [Indians] come to the United States in large numbers, […] 
they sign a social contract with a racist polity by making a pledge to work 
hard but to retain a social life at some remove from U.S. society (one that 
is sanctified as specially spiritual and thus an acceptable, even if lesser 
lifeworld). When the desis find that the racist polity wants their labor but 
does not care too much for their lives, the social retreat sanctioned by U.S. 
orientalism provides a space to develop a life, even if this is a space under 
constant threat from educational and other institutions. The claim to a 
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higher spirituality (and civilization) allows desis to be positioned in such a 
way that they are seen as superior to blacks, a social location not 
unattractive to a migrant in search of some accommodation in a racist 
polity. The tragedy of this social compact is that it perpetuates and 
reproduces antiblack racism (pp. x-xi).    
 

Technomigration, viewed through the lens of U.S. immigration policy, raises serious 

questions about the future of American society. Who can make legitimate claims of 

belonging to the United States? Is U.S. citizenship indeed being defined increasingly 

through market logics? How do discourses of security, amplified in a post-9/11 world, 

complicate these ideas? What social, cultural, and political inequities does 

technomigration (re)produce? How might it be reconceived as a more just system of 

labor circulation characterized by fewer asymmetries based in race, class, caste, gender, 

ethnicity, and nationality?  

These then, are the concerns that inform my research and writing on Indian 

technomigration. My aim in this dissertation is to provide an empirically dense, 

theoretically inflected account of technomigration that can contribute to its scholarly 

understanding and to discussions over managing global flows of highly skilled labor 

equitably, in a manner that recognizes the complex moral, ethical and political terrains 

on which technomigration unfolds. 
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2. Seeking and Supporting “Education Abroad” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

India is an emerging economy which is still finding its feet in the sector of Control 

Systems. With many Indian giants and various multi-national companies investing 

heavily in this sphere, it won’t be long before it achieves gigantic heights. There 

is tremendous potential in it just waiting to be exploited. I wish to study further 

and return to my country equipped with the latest technological know-how and 

contribute in making the Indian Industry on par with the best in the world. 

Ultimately, the Indian Economy will also benefit and flourish. 

 

Excerpt from student application essay for graduate education in the United States, 2009 
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Mr. Rao, in his early 40s, is an “Education Abroad” counselor whom I met over 

the course of my fieldwork in Mumbai. Mr. Rao started his career as a private tutor in 

English, and stumbled upon his current occupation when he was approached to coach a 

student for the GRE in the late 1980s. Subsequently, in the early 90s, he established his 

current institute, the Institute for Foreign Studies.11 IFS exclusively caters to students 

seeking undergraduate and Master’s level education in the United States in the fields of 

engineering and management. IFS has five offices in different parts of Mumbai, and 

caters to about 3000 students annually. Mr. Rao tells me that this figure has been steadily 

growing at approximately 20% annually. IFS is currently in the process of expansion, 

and now has franchises in various parts of India. The range of services offered by IFS 

include intensive coaching for students to take standardized tests such as the GRE and 

TOEFL, assistance in shortlisting potential universities based on student-interests, 

preparing application documents such as personal essays and letters of recommendation, 

and compiling U.S. immigration documents and practicing for visa interviews at the 

American embassy. 

Mr. Rao is about one of four or five consultants of similar scope in Mumbai. 

Counseling services such as these are now available in various metropolitan centers 

throughout India. As a niche private enterprise, this sector is largely unregulated, making 

it difficult to access any consolidated numbers on the “Education Abroad” counseling 

industry as a whole. Advertized as a “one stop solution to […] higher education needs” 

(Dilip Oak Academy, n.d.), the range of services provided by most counseling services is 

similar to those offered by the IFS. While some consultancies, such as the IFS above, 

                                                 
11 With limited exceptions, all names of individuals and organizations in this dissertation are pseudonyms. 
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facilitate only certain kinds of education in the United States, others offer to assist 

students seeking to pursue a wide range of educational degrees in various countries. 

Almost all the students at Mumbai University that I talked to were enrolled in 

these counseling services. These services typically cost in the range of Rs. 25,000 (or 

approximately USD 500),12 which although not exorbitant, was not insignificant either 

for these middle class students. Why do students enroll in these counseling services? 

What is the significance of “Education Abroad” for these students? What resources do 

they draw on in pursuing a graduate education in the United States? In order to suggest 

some answers to these questions, this chapter focuses on the cultural logics that shape 

the decisions of engineering students in Mumbai to seek higher education in the United 

States. I present interview data collected at two different institutions – Mumbai 

University and Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay in order to draw out ways in 

which different institutional settings shape particular practices of education abroad in 

contemporary India. Before launching into a discussion of contemporary education 

abroad, however, this chapter presents an overview of the historical literature on higher 

education in India, technical higher education in particular. The relationship of the 

Indian middle class with the Indian state, when viewed through the lenses of higher 

education, is an uneasy one. On the one hand middle class Indians have historically 

depended on the state for their educational and employment needs. And yet, their 

cultural distinctiveness has rested on differentiating themselves from the state. This 

tension, I argue, continues in contemporary practices of education abroad, where 

                                                 
12 I use an approximate conversion factor of 50 throughout this dissertation, even though the actual figure 
has varied between 40 and 50 over the past decade.  
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technomigrants actively pursue educational strategies that actively undermine the 

legitimacy of the Indian state as a provider of public goods such as higher education. A 

key paradox that I trace in this dissertation, then, is that Indian technomigrants, in spite 

of being legacy beneficiaries of state socialism through services such as higher 

education, actively pursue strategies that undermine the legitimacy of the state 

apparatus. A second argument that I advance in this chapter is that Indian 

technomigrants value education instrumentally – a graduate degree in engineering from 

the United States is said to be valuable for the well-paying jobs and the relatively 

affluent lifestyles that it secures. This instrumentality, itself, has a uniquely Indian 

genealogy. It emerges from technomigrant frustrations with the Indian state starting in 

the decade of the 1960s over the inability of the state to provide adequate employment 

opportunities, for an otherwise highly educated middle class. As a result, these 

individuals started seeking educational and employment opportunities elsewhere, a trend 

which has continued to accelerate into the present. 
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2.1 Situating Education Abroad 

To sum up what I have said. I think it clear that we are not fettered by the 

Act of Parliament of 1813, that we are not fettered by any pledge 

expressed or implied, that we are free to employ our funds as we choose, 

that we ought to employ them in teaching what is best worth knowing, that 

English is better worth knowing than Sanscrit or Arabic, that the natives 

are desirous to be taught English, and are not desirous to be taught 

Sanscrit or Arabic, that neither as the languages of law nor as the 

languages of religion have the Sanscrit and Arabic any peculiar claim to 

our encouragement, that it is possible to make natives of this country 

thoroughly good English scholars, and that to this end our efforts ought to 

be directed.  

In one point I fully agree with the gentlemen to whose general 

views I am opposed. I feel with them that it is impossible for us, with our 

limited means, to attempt to educate the body of the people. We must at 

present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us 

and the millions whom we govern, a class of persons Indian in blood and 

colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect. To 

that class we may leave it to refine the vernacular dialects of the country, 

to enrich those dialects with terms of science borrowed from the Western 

nomenclature, and to render them by degrees fit vehicles for conveying 

knowledge to the great mass of the population. 

 

Thomas Babington Macaulay, Feb 2, 1835 
Minute on Education, Report submitted to the British colonial government 

 

Contemporary practices of education abroad among Indian students traveling to 

the United States can be traced back to the 1960s. As I discuss in greater detail in the 

following chapter, U.S. immigration policies underwent dramatic changes in the 1960s, 



 

     47

which enabled the emigration of Indian professionals to the United States in large 

numbers. A precondition for this, however, was the presence of a large population of 

educated unemployed in India during this period (Khadria 2007). Higher education, 

technical higher education in particular, had undergone massive expansion under 

successive administrations in independent India. Employment opportunities, however, 

had not kept pace with these expansions, resulting in massive unemployment in the 

country. As a result, many technologically-skilled, highly educated Indians began 

seeking educational and employment opportunities elsewhere. Changes in U.S. 

immigration policies in the 1960s coincided with educated Indians seeking opportunities 

  

Figure 1: Student Migration from India to the United States (Source: Bassett 2009) 
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to migrate elsewhere, thus creating an exodus of educated Indians to the United States. 

The technological supremacy that the United States had established in the aftermath of 

World War II made it especially appealing to Indian scientists and engineers seeking 

educational and employment opportunities outside of India. This section details the 

history of the migration of technologically-skilled Indians to the United States, in order 

to situate contemporary practices of Education Abroad among Indian engineers. 

 Many scholars have documented the phenomenal rates of expansion of higher 

education in India (Rudolf & Rudolf 1987; Khadria 1999; Fernandes 2005). Educational 

policies in post-independence India have been such that they have encouraged lop-sided 

development of the educational system, encouraging massive expansions in higher 

education while perpetually underfunding primary and secondary education. The number 

of universities in India, for example, had grown from 27 in 1950 to 119 in 1975 

(Rudolph & Rudolph 1987:296). Fernandes (2005:21) reports the following statistics on 

the growth of higher education in India during its early years of independence: 

“[i]in the first two decades after independence, growth rates in enrollment 
in higher education consistently outpaced primary education. In 1955-56, 
the percentage increase in enrollment growth rates in higher education was 
74 percent, compared to 31 percent in primary education and 42 percent in 
secondary education. In 1970-71 the percentage increase in higher 
education was 67 percent, compared to 12 percent in primary education 
and 19 percent in secondary education.” 

 

This lop-sided emphasis on higher education was apparent even during the final years of 

colonial rule in India. The Sargent Report of 1944, for example, had labeled the Indian 

educational system as being “top-heavy.” This top-heaviness of the system was 

acknowledged in the various five-year policy plans adapted by successive governments 

in independent India. However, for reasons of political expediency, successive 



 

     49

administrations rarely ever did more than pay lip-service to restricting the growth of the 

educational apparatus (Khadria 2007). The continuing expansion of the system resulted 

in massive figures of unemployment. Khadria, for example, reports the following 

unemployment figures for India in 1967. 

“[…] in 1967 there were about half a million “educated unemployed,” a 
number equal to 6-7 percent of the total stock of Indian educated labor in 
1967, or to one in fifteen of all matriculates and graduates who were 
working or looking for work. It was also equal to nearly two-thirds of the 
annual output of matriculates and graduates. Furthermore, if one included 
(as looking for work) all the educated people registered with employment 
exchanges – some of whom had part-time or full-time jobs – the figure 
was 900,000, nearly twice as high. It was, however, not a new problem. 
Long before independence in 1947, official committees had drawn 
attention to the phenomena of “unemployment in the learned professions.” 
What was new was that the Indian economy was growing more rapidly 
than ever before since 1947, but educated unemployment did not come 
down. On the contrary, there is evidence that it remained more or less at 
constant proportion of the rapidly growing stock of educated labor” (pp. 
277). 

 

It is this mismatch between the expansion of higher education and the lack of 

corresponding employment opportunities, Khadria argues, that led to massive 

outmigration among highly educated, yet unemployed Indians. The brain drain, as this 

massive outmigration came to be referred, Khadria argues, became a “safety valve” for 

the Indian economy in a social environment where market forces had failed to eliminate 

unemployment. 

 Why did successive Indian governments encourage the growth of the higher 

education machinery in spite of being aware of this problem of “educated unemployed?” 

How did this problem shape the phenomenon of “education abroad” in present day? The 

answers to these questions lie in the unique relationship between the Indian middle class 

and the Indian state, which is characterized by a double-movement whereby the Indian 



 

     50

middle class has historically been dependent on the Indian state for its education and 

employment, and yet has defined its cultural identity in opposition to the state 

machinery. Fernandes (2005) traces the genesis of this contradictory self-definition of 

the “new” Indian middle class to British colonial politics.  

Fernandes argues that a “new” Indian middle class was created in response to the 

educational policies pursued by the British colonial administration in India. This new 

middle class was predominantly urban, educated in English, and meant to assist in the 

everyday functioning of the colonial administration. Given the limited employment 

opportunities afforded by a modern English education, this new class of educated 

Indians was structurally dependent on the colonial administration both for its education 

and employment. The specificities of these educational policies, however, were such that 

they encouraged internal differentiation within the middle classes. English education, for 

example, was concentrated in Presidency towns such as Bombay and Calcutta. Urban 

English-educated elites, as a result, became invested in differentiating themselves from 

various tiers of regional elites, such as the landed and vernacular elites, in order to 

reproduce social distinctions so as to accrue benefits from the social, cultural, and 

economic capital associated with colonial educational training and state employment. At 

the same time, educational and employment policies pursued by the British were such 

that they actively sought to “produce a highly structured elite that would conform to 

British norms of respectability” (pp. 7). Acquisition of English language skills, for 

example, was a definite precondition for joining the Indian Civil Services (ICS), but by 

no means sufficient to guarantee employment. A “respectable” socio-economic and 

family background was also deemed necessary, and enforced through mechanisms such 
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as the requirement of “character certificates.” In a historical account that traces the 

evolution of the Indian Civil Services (ICS) under British colonialism to the Indian 

Administrative Services (IAS) under post-independent Indian administrations, David 

Potter (1996:113) discusses the use of character certificates and ways in which it linked 

employment to factors such as that of socio-economic background, political leanings, 

and social respectability thus: 

“The character reference assessed whether or not the candidate was “up to 
ICS socially …” For example, the Bihar and Orissa Government in 1931 
regarded a candidate as “not suitable” because “his father is a retired bank 
clerk who has no property and is reported to visit courts occasionally as a 
tout,” and “his elder brother is a swarajist who used to work in a Gandhi 
Ashram as a master tailor;” another from the province is unsuitable 
because of “his poor physique, lack of personality, and humble social 
status;” a candidate from Mysore in 1934 was judged by the Resident 
there as a “suitable candidate for the ICS” because “he comes of a very 
respectable … family who are well represented in the Mysore Civil 
Service,” and he “bears a good character and has not been concerned in 
political movements.”  

 

The larger colonial middle class consisted of a much larger group that consisted of, 

among others, low-level clerks and teachers. However, colonial policies such as the 

requirement of character certificates restricted entry into the upper-tiers of colonial 

administration to a select few, and thus reinforced class, and often religion and caste-

based hierarchies. 

 The new urban middle class facilitated through colonial policies thus occupied a 

structural position that required it to actively differentiate itself from both, the colonial 

administration and the indigenous populations. This simultaneous internal and external 

differentiation, as Partha Chatterjee (1993) has demonstrated, was achieved by dividing 

colonial social space into distinct domains of an outer, material sphere consisting of 
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matters of economy, science and technology etc. in which the West was deemed 

superior, and an inner, spiritual sphere in which the East (India) was superior, and into 

which any colonial incursions were to be prevented. This inner domain formed the basis 

on which an essential Indian identity based in Indian tradition was articulated. 

Chatterjee’s work demonstrates how a unified Indian culture was created in domains 

such as that of family, and the revival of vernacular languages through institutions of 

print capital, theater, and primary education. In the domain of the family, for example, 

Chatterjee writes: 

“Another area in that inner domain of national culture was the family. The 
assertion here of autonomy and difference was perhaps the most dramatic. 
The European criticism of Indian “tradition” as barbaric had focused to a 
large extent on religious beliefs and practices, especially those relating to 
the treatment of women. The early phase of “social reform” through the 
agency of the colonial power had also concentrated on the same issues. In 
that early phase, therefore, this area had been identified as essential to 
“Indian tradition.” The nationalist move began by disputing the choice of 
agency. Unlike the early reformers, nationalists were not prepared to allow 
the colonial state to legislate the reform of “traditional” society. They 
asserted that only the nation itself could have the right to intervene in such 
an essential aspect of its cultural identity” (pp. 9).” 

 

In Chatterjee’s reading, this inner domain thus formed the basis of Indian anticolonial 

nationalism. However, it became an overt political struggle much later. At its inception, 

Indian anticolonial nationalism, according to Chatterjee, was a project of cultural 

normalization in which the project was to “to fashion a “modern” national culture that 

[was] nevertheless not Western” (pp. 6). The fashioning of an “appropriate private 

sphere” thus provided the basis for articulating a non-Western identity for the Indian 

middle class. The claims of moral superiority on which this private sphere was 

articulated, also provided the basis for the new middle class to distinguish itself from 
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indigenous elites, and the grounds on which it would stake claim to public leadership. 

Sanjay Joshi (2001:530), for example, has argued that 

“Countering the weight of aristocratic privilege therefore, was the better 
character of the middle class. As opposed to the degenerate taluqdars who 
followed the same pastimes as the erstwhile nawabs, Indian middle class 
men, represented as thrifty, industrious, learned and morally upright, were 
the real allies of a benevolent government, and eminently more suitable to 
represent native society.” 

  

What I have outlined so far is that a new Indian middle class was created as a 

result of particular colonial educational policies. This middle class was dependent on the 

colonial administration for educational and employment opportunities. But this very 

structural dependency also required it to distinguish itself from both, the colonial 

administration as well as the indigenous populations. This distinction was articulated 

through the creation of an inner, spiritual realm based in Indian tradition on the basis of 

which middle class Indian elites could claim difference from, and a moral superiority 

over its colonial masters. This inner domain subsequently became the basis on which an 

overt political struggle against the colonial administration could be waged. For our 

purposes here, it suffices to draw out the contradictory position occupied by the new 

Indian middle class, whereby it was at once dependent on the colonial Indian state for its 

education and employment, and yet also had to articulate a cultural identity for itself that 

would distinguish itself from the colonial state. 

The dependencies fostered between the middle class and the Indian state during 

the colonial period continued to be strengthened during the post-independence period as 

well. Jawaharlal Nehru, independent India’s first Prime Minister, looked up to the 
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middle class to provide leadership in directing state-led socialist growth.13 This led to the 

creation of a significant infrastructure of higher education, and public sector 

employment in the form of technical and managerial positions in large-scale state-owned 

undertakings. State-subsidized higher education thus continued to be a key site for the 

reproduction of the middle class, and remained a politically salient domain in the 

relationship between the middle class and the postcolonial Indian state as well. Technical 

education in particular became a priority under the first few five-year plans under 

Nehru’s administration, so as to enable India to embark on a program of rapid 

modernization and industrialization. The Sarkar committee report of 1947, for example, 

recommended the setting up on “no less than four higher technical institutes” in various 

parts of India. This was realized through the passage of the Indian Institutes of 

Technology (IIT) Act in 1956, which led to the creation of five IITs all over India – 

Kharagpur near Calcutta (now Kolkata) was the first to be established, followed by the 

IITs in Bombay (now Mumbai), Madras (now Chennai), Delhi and Kanpur. I provide a 

brief overview of the organization of engineering education at the IITs in the following 

section. 

                                                 
13 Even while Nehru looked up to the Indian middle class for providing leadership in India’s development, 
he was keenly aware of the limitations of doing so. In particular, he was aware that middle class, Indian 
nationalists were oriented by their own self-interests rather than a truly revolutionary spirit. This meant 
that they simply sought to displace colonial rulers and occupy the position vacated by them instead of 
uprooting and redefining the structures through which colonialism operated. 

“The present for me, and for many others like me, was an odd mixture of medievalism, 
appalling poverty and misery and a somewhat superficial modernism of the middle classes. I 
was not an admirer of my own class or kind, and yet inevitably I looked to it for leadership in 
the struggle for India’s salvation; that middle class felt caged and circumscribed and wanted 
to grow itself. Unable to do so within the framework of British rule, a spirit of revolt grew 
against this rule, and yet this spirit was not directed against the structure that crushed us. It 
sought to retain it and control it by displacing the British. These middle classes were too 
much a product of that structure to challenge it and seek to uproot it” (Nehru 1998:57).  
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Even after recognizing the lop-sidedness of the educational system, expansion of 

higher education continued to be actively promoted. The third five year plan, adopted in 

1960, for example stated: 

“It has been suggested earlier that admissions should be regulated on the 
basis of adjudged capacity of students to benefit from education, but this 
would be possible only after the techniques of guidance, examination and 
selection have been perfected and this alone may take years of planned 
effort. It will not be realistic to expect that admissions will be regulated 
right from the start of the Third Plan and allowances will, therefore, have 
to be made for the normal expected increase” (Khadria 2007: 274).   

 

While official documents cite considerations of practicality, Rudolph & Rudolph 

(1987:296) draw out the interplay of regional and caste based politics and middle class 

concerns over employment and social status in order to explain the continued expansion 

of Indian higher education. 

“[S]tate governments responded to the insistent demands of influential 
urban middle class and rural notable constituents for more college seats by 
creating intellectually and physically jerry-built institutions or 
underfunding expanding enrollments in existing ones. State legislators 
responded by demanding that government sanction both neighborhood 
colleges in their districts and regional state universities. Educational 
entrepreneurs and sect and caste based benefactors took advantage of the 
degree boom by founding private colleges that entailed government 
subventions. Motives of profit, influence and political power conspired to 
accelerate foundings as local politicians created colleges to secure the 
reliable political machine a loyal staff and students could provide. Parents, 
who wanted their children to have the higher more secure incomes and 
social status that degrees sought to provide, fueled the demand for seats in 
increasingly malleable institutions. The number of universities multiplied 
from 27 in 1950 to 119 in 1975.” 

 

It is because of such lop-sided developments in Indian education that Fernandes (2005: 

20-21) argues “[w]hile Nehruvian socialist rhetoric addressed the poor, developmental 
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practices and policies reflected a modernist outlook that tapped into urban middle class 

visions and desires of rapid technological and industrial growth.” 

 But as I mention above, industrial growth in India did not keep pace with the 

expansion of higher education. Unemployment figures among India’s highly educated 

climbed up steeply starting in the 1960s, driving them to seek education and 

employment opportunities elsewhere. Furthermore, historians of Indian education also 

suggest that elite technological institutions such as the IITs, established under Nehru’s 

government, were imparting skills among its students that were ill-suited to serve the 

needs of Indian industry (Leslie & Kargon 2004, Bassett 2009). The case of IIT Kanpur 

is telling. 

 IIT Kanpur was modeled after, and established with the help of Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT) in the northern Indian city of Kanpur. Established in 

1960, IIT Kanpur was home to India’s first computer, and quickly became a prime 

destination for many Indians to seek college-level education in computer science. 

However, skills developed through such education were by-and-large of no value to 

local industries. Leslie & Kargon (2004:117) describe the out-of-syncness that resulted 

from this elite education thus: 

“Perhaps the biggest disappointment for the Americans was Indian 
industry’s apparent indifference to IIT Kanpur. India’s top educational 
adviser had predicted as much at an early planning meeting at MIT. 
“Industry in India,” he said, “has not yet reached a stage of development 
or enlightenment that is sufficient to generate ideas within the 
technological institutes.” Would-be faculty consultants discovered that 
local companies “manufacture the way they always have manufactured. Or 
if they adopt a new process or a new machine, they usually bring process, 
machine, and even know-how in from the outside. An “electronics park” 
to take advantage of IIT Kanpur’s growing strength in electrical 
engineering – “With encouragement there might be repeated at Kanpur the 
type of industrial development that has occurred around M.I.T. in Boston 
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and around Stanford in Palo Alto” – went nowhere. So did a proposal to 
create a center of excellence in nuclear engineering. Pioneering programs 
in aeronautical engineering, computer science, and materials science, so 
effective at MIT, turned out Indian students overqualified for jobs at home 
and best prepared for graduate training and eventual employment abroad.” 

 

It was no surprise then that about four-fifths of the first graduating class at IIT Kanpur 

headed to the United States right after graduation. In the case of IIT Kanpur, Leslie & 

Kargon suggest that the mismatch between the skills required by domestic industries, 

local industrial practices and the training offered at IIT Kanpur was responsible for 

students at institute to head to the United States.  

“In practice, … IIT Kanpur had not yet established its independent identity 
as an Indian Institute of Technology attuned to local or national challenges 
in 1972, when KIAP [Kanpur Indo-American Program] wrote its final 
report. Nor has it done so since, sending up to four-fifths of its computer 
science graduates on to the United States. More than three decades after 
the founding of IIT Kanpur, its graduates remained “the only high-tech 
products in which India is internationally competitive.” As a common 
witticism in India holds, “When a student enrolls at an IIT, his spirit is 
said to ascend to America. After graduation, his body follows”’ (118). 

 

Migrating overseas for education and employment among the Indian middle class thus 

emerged as a response to the lack of adequate employment opportunities domestically. 

Even as early as 1949, there were already a significant number of Indians engineers 

studying in U.S. universities pursuing graduate degrees. However, a racist immigration 

policy meant that these students could not take up residence in the United States, until 

the enactment of a new immigration law by President Lyndon Johnson in 1965.14 By the 

                                                 
14 Chapter 3 addresses U.S. Immigration policy in greater detail. For the present, suffice to say that Indian 
immigration, and immigration from a lot of other Asian countries as well, was virtually banned from the 
United States after the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Barred Zone Act of 1917 
(the barred zone was also known as the Asia-Pacific triangle). It was only after the enactment of the 
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 (proposed by John F. Kennedy, and enacted by the Lyndon 
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early 1960s, India was second only to Canada in terms of the number of graduate 

students that it sent to the United States.  

 Rising unemployment in India in the 1960s, combined with a stagnant economy 

as well as an increasing awareness of widespread corruption in the administrative 

machinery marked the beginnings of middle class disenchantment with the Indian state, 

and state-sponsored development projects. It was at this time, Fernandes writes, that “the 

first public discourses on a liberalizing consumer-based middle class [began] to emerge 

and compete with existing models of state-managed middle class[es]” (2005:2). The 

Indian middle class that was taking shape in the 1960s, she argues, began to identify 

much more with a “liberalized culture of consumption” that it did with the austerity of 

Nehruvian socialism. Once again, the paradox on which the new middle class was 

founded began to be more visible, while the middle class was structurally dependent on 

state patronage for its sustenance, it also began to distance itself (in this case, by 

pursuing educational and employment opportunities elsewhere) from the state 

machinery. 

In the domain of education, in particular, this middle class was further alienated 

from the state with the implementation of the Mandal Commission Report of 1980 by 

then Prime Minister V. P. Singh. The report documented “systematic caste-based social 

discrimination and recommended caste-based reservations for other backward castes 

(OBC)” (250n2) of up to 27% of the net capacity in government jobs and educational 

institutions. The urban middle classes have been extremely vocal in voicing their 

                                                                                                                                                
Johnson administration) that immigration from India to the United States picked up in any significant way. 
For a more detailed discussion, see Varma (2006), Chapter 2 (pp. 15-30). 
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protests over the Mandal commission report, sometimes resorting to extreme public 

spectacles such as self-immolation. The implementation of the recommendations made 

by the Mandal commission have served to validate middle class perceptions of their 

interests not being served by the Indian state. As I discuss in the following sections, 

many of my interlocutors identify a sense of victimization and a systematic underwriting 

of meritocratic ideals attributed to caste and gender based reservations as one of the 

major reasons for the pursuing higher education in the United States.  

 

Table 1: Mandal Commission and Beyond 

In 1979, a commission under the chairmanship of B.P. Mandal – commonly 

referred to as the Mandal Commission – was established by the ruling Janata Party under 

the Prime Ministership of Morarji Desai. The commission was charged with identifying 

“Other Backward Classes” (OBCs) in addition to the ones that were already notified as 

“Backward Classes” (BCs) under the constitution of India.15 Under this charge, the 

commission was to identify OBCs and make recommendations for addressing persistent 

socio-economic inequalities in Indian society. 

The commission identified 3428 communities, which constituted about 54.4 

percent of India’s population as constituting this category of OBCs (Bayly 1999). The 

Mandal Commission recommended that public sector organizations, institutions 

receiving financial assistance from the government of India, and institutions of higher 

education, traditionally dominated by members of the “forward” classes, reserve a 

                                                 
15 The category of BC comprises of two main sub-categories: scheduled castes (SCs), and scheduled tribes 
(STs). SCs are comprised of communities that have historically occupied the lower stratas of the Hindu 
caste system, and STs comprise mainly of indigenous tribes. 
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percentage of their capacity for OBCs so as to more accurately reflect the actual 

constitution of the India society. Thus the Mandal commission report recommends that, 

“[T]he population of OBCs, both Hindu and non-Hindu, is around 52% of the total 

population of India. Accordingly, 52% of all posts under the Central Government should 

be reserved for them.” This however, violated the law laid down by the Supreme Court 

of India which capped reservation in the system at 50%. Hence as a compromise, in 

addition to the already existing reservation of 22.5% of net capacity for BCs, the Mandal 

Commission recommended that 27% of the net capacity be set aside for OBC 

populations, bringing net reservation at 49.5%.16 

However, given the contentious nature of the report, and a change of government 

in 1979, this report was shelved. In 1989, the Janata Party came to power as part of a 

national coalition government and Prime Minister V.P. Singh who announced his plans 

to implement the Mandal Commission recommendations, significantly increasing quotas 

in public sector employment and in university admissions for the communities which 

had been classified as OBC by the Mandal Commission. The announcement led to 

significant violent resistance in many parts of India, including a series of widely 

publicized self-immolations by high-caste students (Bayly 1999). In recent years, with 

the coming to power of the Congress-led government of Manmohan Singh in 2004, there 

have also been proposals to extend the job quotas to private sector jobs and to certain 

privileged institutions of higher education which had been omitted earlier from the 

reservations policies for OBC earlier. Private industry has been extremely resistant to the 

                                                 
16 Reservation in many Indian states however, routinely exceeds this number. This is allowable given the 
political structure of India, and the distribution of authority between the federal government and various 
state governments. One of my interlocutors at RPI told me that caste-based reservations in the southern 
state of Tamil Nadu is now over 70%.  
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idea of introducing caste-based reservations in their workforce, and some have suggested 

voluntary programs towards increasing the representation of people belonging to BC and 

OBC categories among their employees. 

While reservations for BCs when originally introduced under the Indian 

constitution (put into effect in 1950) were not very controversial, the implementation of 

the Mandal Commission report was. Gang et al (2008) identify two main reasons for 

this:    

“Unlike the case of compensatory discrimination policies for SC and ST implemented in 

the immediate post-independence period which were widely regarded as justified and did 

not cause much controversy, there has been significant criticism of the Mandal 

Commission findings and recommendations. Firstly, the methods and criteria adopted by 

the Mandal Commission to define a ‘backward class’ were widely regarded as flawed 

raising skepticism whether the communities determined to be OBC by the Commission 

were truly socially disadvantaged or deserving of the It is possible that the 

discrimination against OBC had already been reduced when the 1999-2000 survey was 

conducted as compared to the time of the Mandal Commission study, because several 

Indian states may have implemented the Mandal Commission recommendations before 

the survey of the massive welfare programs subsumed under reservation policy. 

Secondly, several observers felt that the reasons successive governments tried to 

implement the Mandal Commission recommendation had more to do with political 

factors than economic and social justification, as several of the communities included in 

the Mandal Commission’s list of OBC formed important ‘vote banks’ for political 

parties both in power and in opposition” (pp. 5-6). 
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 There is a 50% reservation policy in place at Mumbai University (MU) – half the 

total capacity at each institute affiliated with MU is reserved for candidates belonging to 

BC and OBC category. In popular slang, the two broad divisions are referred to as “open 

seats” and “reserved seats.” At MU, there is a 30% reservation for female candidates in 

both open and unreserved categories. Other institutions, such as those run by religious 

and/or linguistic minorities might sometime enact even more reservations. The IITs in 

contrast, have historically been exempt from such reservations. While they did reserve 

22.5% of their capacity for the BCs, reservations for OBCs have been opposed strongly. 

The present UPA government under Prime Minister Manmohan Singh enacted an 

additional 27% for the OBCs, both in student and teaching staff, a move that was highly 

contested. Students and faculty at IIT Delhi for example, staged walkouts to register 

their protest against implementing reservations among the teaching staff (Thaindian, 

2009).       

 

One response to frustrations with the Indian educational system and the political 

system within which it is embedded among India’s middle class has been to pursue what 

Fernandes labels as “privatized strategies” in everyday life. Such privatized strategies 

allow middle class Indians to side-step the state machinery at a day-to-day basis. The 

domain of education, for example, has undergone a form of “unplanned privatization” 

whereby many students have enrolled in private educational institutes in addition to 

being enrolled in public universities. Kapur & Mehta (2004:5), for example, report: 

“According to NSS [National Sample Survey] data, the government’s 
share in overall education expenditure has been declining steeply, from 80 
percent in 1983 to 67 percent in 1999… Many students who formally 
enroll in publicly funded colleges and universities, barely attend classes 
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there. Instead, they pay considerable sums to the burgeoning private sector 
vocational IT [informational technology] training firms such as NIIT and 
Aptech.” 

 

This, as Kapur & Mehta argue, has resulted in continuing the paradoxical condition that 

has historically defined the Indian middle class. On the one hand, the middle class has 

been invested in maintaining state-subsidized higher educational infrastructure, while 

also actively undermining that infrastructure by the particular strategies that they pursue 

in their everyday lives. 

“On the one hand, the middle classes clearly have been a powerful lobby 
in maintaining lower fees and lower recouping of costs by the state. The 
middle classes have as much stake in preventing a regime where higher 
fees are collected as newly aspiring entrants do. On the other hand, the 
middle class de facto is paying higher costs of education” (Kapur and 
Mehta (2004:13). 

  

The contemporary Indian middle class thus continues to articulate the paradox on 

which it was founded – it is at once dependent on state-patronage for its creation and 

sustenance, and yet assumes an identity that is strongly critical of the state apparatus. 

The middle class emerged as a temporally specific response to colonial policies – the 

new middle created under British colonialism depended on the colonial administration 

for their education and employment. Yet, the specificities of colonial policies also pitted 

them against the colonial apparatus at the same time. In post-independence India, 

Nehruvian visions of middle class leadership in state-directed socialist growth furthered 

state patronage of higher education and public sector employment for the middle class. 

However, uneven development between higher education and employment opportunities 

led to massive unemployment figures, and resulted in many highly educated Indians 

seeking education and employment opportunities elsewhere. The United States, with its 
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recently relaxed immigration policies, and as a technological superpower emerged as a 

prime destination for emigrating Indian scientists and engineers during this period. At 

the same time, massive unemployment, a stagnant economy, and widespread corruption 

led to a general recognition of the limits of state-sponsored development among the 

Indian middle class. More recently, the enactment of affirmative action policies that 

reserve a significant capacity for categories defined by caste and gender in the domain of 

education and public sector employment have led to further disenchantment of the 

middle class with the Indian state. A dominant response, especially in the domain of 

education, has been to pursue a range of “privatized strategies” that support 

individualized attempts to achieve security and success. Seeking higher education and 

employment in the United States has been one such privatized strategy in the realm of 

education. The middle class, thus, can once again be seen to enact the same paradox that 

has defined it historically, although the dynamics and the reasons for differentiating 

itself from the Indian state vary significantly from its inception under British 

colonialism.   
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2.2 Field Sites: Mumbai University and Indian Institute of 
Technology, Bombay 

During my fieldwork in Mumbai, I broadly interviewed two groups of students. 

The first group of students were engineering students affiliated with Mumbai University, 

which consists of relatively independent engineering institutions that are affiliated with 

the university, and under the jurisdiction of the government of the State of Maharashtra. 

The Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay, on the other hand, consists of a single 

campus, is autonomous in its everyday functioning, and under the jurisdiction of the 

Federal Government of India. The following two subsections describe the organization 

of engineering education at these two institutions. 

2.2.1 Engineering education at Mumbai University17 

Engineering education in the state of Maharashtra18 is overseen by the 

Directorate of Technical Education (DTE) (Directorate of Technical Education, n.d.). 

Established in 1948, the Directorate has jurisdiction over each of the nine universities in 

Maharashtra, including Mumbai University. The directorate supervises education in 

engineering & technology, pharmacy, architecture, and management in Maharashtra 

through a network of regional offices in six cities – Pune, Nashik, Aurangabad, Mumbai, 

Nagpur, and Amravati – headed by a Joint Director for each of these regions. 

                                                 
17 This is an approximate paraphrasing of the 2009-10 brochure published by the Directorate of Technical 
Education (Directorate of Technical Education 2009). Exceptions exist at just about every stage, but this 
brief summary is meant to provide readers with a general sense of Engineering Education at Mumbai 
University. 
 
18 At present, there are 28 states and 7 union territories (autonomous districts directly governed by the 
federal government of India) in India. Maharashtra is situated centrally along India’s West coast, Mumbai 
is its capital city. Marathi is the official state language. Geographically, Maharashtra is one of the largest 
states in the country, and the 2001 census establishes the population of Maharashtra at 96,752,247.  World 
Bank data identifies Maharashtra as the second-most urbanized state in the country, with 42.4% living in 
urban areas. Mumbai, one of the most populous cities in the country, is also its financial hub. 
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Table 2: Growth of engineering education in Maharashtra (Source: Directorate of Technical 
Education in Maharashtra State: http://www.dte.org.in/dteinfo/about.asp) 
 

Types of Courses Details of Growth 
 Year No. of Institutes Total capacity (no. 

of students) 
 

Post-graduate 
education in Engg. 

& Technology19 

1978 9 584 
1988 11 700 
1995 14 750 
1998 15 770 
2000 15 770 
2001 - - 

 
Graduate 

education in Engg.  
&Technology 

1978 16 2642 
1988 76 14275 
1995 94 22740 
1998 109 25314 
2000 129 38939 
2001 141 41160 

 
Diploma-level 
education 

1978 28 5145 
1988 127 23436 
1995 160 30000 
1998 1544 33000 
2000 170 34295 
2001 170 35440 

 

At present, MU is home to over 50 engineering colleges and polytechnic 

institutes, with a total capacity of about 17,500 students at the bachelor’s level. Not all 

institutions are located in the city of Mumbai – geographically, MU covers a much larger 

expanse than the city itself. Some of the core fields that it offers degrees in include 

Mechanical, Civil, Electrical, Production, Industrial, Automobile, Electronics, 

Computer, Information Technology, Textile, Chemical, Biomedical, Instrumentation & 

Control, and Aeronautical Engineering. Some of these institutions are government-run, 

others are privately owned but receive some aid from the state government, while still 

others are run without any financial assistance from the state at all. Some of these 

institutions are operated by linguistic and religious minority groups, and reserve as much 

                                                 
19 Post-graduate refers to Master’s level and Ph.D. level education; graduate refers to Bachelor’s level 
education. Diploma refers to pre-college level technical education. 
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as half of their available capacity for those groups. Various engineering specializations 

offered by the colleges affiliated with MU have to be accredited individually; many 

institutions offer degrees that are not currently accredited. Two functionally autonomous 

institutions are also affiliated with MU – University institute of Chemical Technology 

(UICT), and Veermata Jijabai Technological Institute (VJTI; formerly known as the 

Victoria Jubilee Technical Institute)20 – which operate independently of the university in 

managing their day-to-day functioning, but are governed by the same general rules that 

apply to engineering education in MU.  

Each college affiliated with MU manages its administration at the institute level, 

but matters such as admissions, content of courses offered, end-of-semester 

examinations are coordinated centrally at MU. Admissions to engineering courses in 

MU is managed by generating a state-wide merit list based on individual scores in the 

Maharashtra Common Entrance Examination (MH-CET), also administered by the 

DTE.21 A centralized process governs admissions to engineering colleges throughout the 

state of Maharashtra, with 70% of net capacity allocated for candidates residing within 

the jurisdiction of the home university (i.e. 70% of the engineering seats within MU are 

allocated to students residing within the geographical boundaries of MU), and the 

remaining 30% are reserved for out-of-university, but in-state candidates. Admissions to 

autonomous institutions are also based on the MH-CET (Directorate of Technical 
                                                 
20 Since its establishment, UICT has always been an autonomous institution dedicated to studying 
chemical engineering and industrial chemistry. The institute enjoys an excellent reputation internationally 
– some consider it to be a better place for studying chemical engineering than even the IITs. VJTI, 
established by the British in 1887, was the first engineering institute in Bombay. Till about 2005, it was 
the central government engineering college in Mumbai, and has subsequently been granted autonomy. 
Sardar Patel College of Engineering, also a government engineering college, now serves as the central 
engineering college in the city. 
    
21 Most states in India administer their own version of an entrance examination for college education in 
engineering, medicine, architecture, and pharmacy. 
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Education 2009b), but the process is independent of the state-wide process that is 

managed by the DTE. The exact process of admissions is complicated – and involves 

several rounds of admissions based on different criteria, as depicted in Table 3. A 

centralized process also governs end-of-semester written and oral examinations at MU. 

Autonomous institutions, VJTI and UICT, are exempt from these centralized 

examinations, and are also able to develop their own curricula independent of MU. 
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Table 3: Admission rounds for first year engineering college in Maharashtra (Source: DTE 
Brochure) 
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The DTE is responsible for stipulating tuition fees for engineering schools in 

Maharashtra. In 2009-10, this amount was Rs. 15,000 annually (approximately USD 

300). Tuition can be much higher in privately owned institutes by up to an order of 

magnitude (8-10 times higher). However, all of these institutes are mandated to reserve 

at least half their capacity at tuition rates stipulated by the DTE. The state government 

has also incentivized free education for the “Economically Backward Classes” (EBCs) 

and other minorities by allowing for a fixed number of additional paying students for 

every EBC student that an institution admits for free. 

Reservations for minority groups, commonly referred to as “Backward Classes” 

(BCs) are another important feature of the educational system. A total of 50% of the net 

capacity in each institute is reserved for these minorities, as depicted in Table 4.  

 

Table 4: Schema for reservations for "Backward Classes" in Maharashtra (Source: 2009-10 DTE 
brochure) 

 

 

Since April 2000, 30% of all seats available in each category (broadly referred to as 

“open” and “reserved”) have been reserved for female candidates. Additional provisions 

have also been made for sons and daughters of defense service personnel, migrants from 

the state of Jammu & Kashmir, “physically handicapped” candidates, and candidates 

from the disputed border territory between the states of Maharashtra and Karnataka. 
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2.2.2 Engineering education at IIT, Bombay22 

The Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) are elite technological institutions in 

India which enjoy a reputation of excellence globally. The IITs were set up under the 

provisions of the IITs Act of 1956 under the Prime Ministership of Jawaharlal Nehru. 

The act was passed in accordance with the recommendations of the Sarkar Committee 

report of 1946, which had called for the setting up of “no less than four higher technical 

institutions,” in order to develop independent India’s higher scientific research and 

educational capabilities (Khadria 2007). IIT Kharagpur, established in 1956 near the 

eastern city of Kolkata, was the first of the IITs. Subsequently, four more IITs were 

established in Mumbai, Chennai, Delhi, and Kanpur. Each of these IITs was developed 

with the help of a different country – the Soviet Union, Germany, the United Kingdom, 

and the United States respectively. The Institutes Act of 1961, identified the IITs as 

institutions of “national importance,” and detailed the governance and administrative 

structures for the IITs. Another IIT was established at Guwahati in north-east India in 

1994, and at Roorkee in the north in 2001.23 More recently, a number of IITs have been 

established all over the country by the Government of India in an effort to create greater 

capacity of quality engineering education in the country. The total number of IITs at 

present is 15, and the present capacity of the IITs has doubled to about accepting 3500 

new students annually in the process. Each of these institutes operates as an autonomous 

                                                 
22 The IIT in Mumbai retains it official name as IIT, Bombay even  though the city has been officially 
renamed. 
  
23 Roorkee College was established as the “first engineering college in the British Empire” in 1847. In 
1854, it was renamed as the Thomason College of Civil Engineering. In independent India, the institution 
was renamed as the University of Roorkee by the Government of Uttar Pradesh. As an “institute of 
national importance,” Roorkee was incorporated as the seventh member of the IIT system in 2001. (IIT 
Roorkee, n.d.) 
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university connected to other IITs through an apex body known as the Council of IITs 

(IIT Bombay, n.d.). 

Getting admitted into the IITs for college education is extremely competitive. 

Admissions to the IITs are administered on the basis of student rankings generated 

through their performance in a nationwide entrance examination called the IIT Joint 

Entrance Examination (IIT-JEE) (Indian Institutes of Technology, 2010). In 2009, about 

400,000 students appeared for the IIT-JEE. The IIT-JEE consists of two exams 

administered on the same day in the subjects of Physics, Chemistry, and Mathematics. 

The IIT-JEE is considered to be extremely competitive, and students often start 

preparing for it three to four years in advance through different kinds of private tutoring. 

Examples of these include postal correspondence courses and weekend classes specially 

designed to prepare for the IIT-JEE. 

Kota, a city in the northern state of Rajasthan, is an especially well-known center 

for training for the IIT entrance examination. The city receives about 50,000 students 

annually for the singular purpose of studying to “crack” the IIT-JEE (Roy Talukdar 

2009). A relatively small town, Kota has an extremely well-developed network of such 

coaching classes that not only offer tutoring services that prep students for entrance 

exams, but also provide for their lodging, dining, and other needs for facilitating full-

time residence of these high-school age students. Kota enjoys a strong reputation 

nationwide of sending a very large contingent of students into the IITs each year.  

The expansion of the IITs has been an extremely controversial process. The 

controversy is two-fold: while the government decided to embark on a process of rapid 

expansion of the IITs, critics (including those situated within the IITs) felt that the move 
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was too hasty. While most agreed on the need to create more capacity within the IITs, 

many felt that doing so too quickly would result in compromising the quality of 

education at the IITs and consequently their reputation globally. At the same time, the 

government was also seeking to introduce more caste-based reservations at the IITs. 

Previously, the IITs reserved 22.5% of its total intake for students belonging to the BC 

category. But the current United Progressive Alliance (UPA)24 administration introduced 

a net reservation of 50% for students belonging to the BC and OBC categories. There 

was also an attempt to extend these reservations to the faculty. This measure, as yet 

unresolved, was met with protests by IIT students and faculty as well as unpopular 

reviews in the Indian print media (c.f. Raman 2006).    

IIT, Bombay was established in 1958 with the assistance of the UNESCO under 

the guidance of the erstwhile Soviet Union. The campus is located in the northern suburb 

of Powai along an extremely busy arterial road characterized by perpetual traffic jams 

that connects the central and the western suburbs of Mumbai. Two lakes – Tansa and 

Vihar – form the northern and western edges of the campus. An upscale neighborhood 

known as Hiranandani Gardens has developed across the busy road from the IIT campus. 

Characterized by many impressive high rises, Hiranandani Gardens is a common site for 

many Bollywood shoots. The campus itself however belies the hectic city life that lies 

beyond its borders. The campus is extremely green and well-kept. The 500-acre campus 

                                                 
24 The UPA is a multi-party coalition that is headed by the Congress Party, that has traditionally been 
identified as left-of-center. The National Democratic Allicance (NDA) is the other big national coalition, 
which is headed by the Hindu, right-wing, Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), and constitutes the largest block 
in the opposition. Left parties, part of the UPA administration when it first displaced the NDA from power 
in 2004, have subsequently withdrawn their support to the ruling coalition and now constitute a third, 
significantly smaller group in the Lok Sabha – the lower house of the Indian parliament. In all, the Lok 
Sabha has 552 members – 530 from the states, 20 from union territories, and 2 members that are 
nominated by the President of India from the Anglo-Indian community. 48 seats in the Lok Sabha are 
allotted to the state of Maharashtra (Indian parliament, n.d.). 



 

     74

consists of academic and residential facilities that are separated by distances large 

enough for many students to maintain some form of transportation such as bicycles and 

scooters to move around campus. All the IIT students live on its campus, as do most of 

the faculty. The campus also incorporates for staff housing and amenities such as 

convenience stores, banks, schools, fitness facilities as well as a hospital. 

At present, IIT, Bombay is home to fifteen academic departments, two schools, 

and many research centers. Most departments, with the exception of a department of 

Humanities and Social Sciences, are based in science and engineering. The two schools 

comprise of a school of management and a school of information technology. At the 

college level, students can pursue four year B. Tech. degrees or five-year dual degrees 

(joint bachelor’s and master’s degrees) in various science and engineering disciplines. 

The IITs also offer Master’s and Ph.D. level education in many specialized sciences, 

engineering, as well as the social sciences. 

 

2.3 Seeking Education Abroad 

Pursuing graduate education in the United States is a very common consideration 

for students enrolled in engineering colleges in Mumbai.25 My interlocutors at Mumbai 

University (MU) tell me that about 10 students in each class (of about 60-80 students) 

pursue this option. All the students that I interviewed were about 20 years old, self-

identified as being middle class, with either one, or both parents working professional 

jobs. I wasn’t able to interview any female students during my time in Mumbai. In part, 
                                                 
25 Prominent universities in the United Kingdom were popular destination for Indians to seek higher 
education under British rule and the early years of Indian independence, but the United States has become 
the single largest destination for Indians seeking higher education, mostly in engineering, since the 1970s.  
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this can be attributed to the social networks that I was able to access, but it also indexes 

the gender inequalities in the engineering profession to a certain extent.26 I interviewed 

students enrolled in engineering institutes affiliated with MU, as well as those enrolled at 

the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT), Bombay. As will be apparent, the strategies 

pursued to enroll in U.S. universities vary vastly between these two groups of students, 

owing partly to the international reputation that the IITs enjoy, but also due to the 

different organizational infrastructure that has been developed around “education 

abroad” in these places. This section describes the logics and practices of education 

abroad in contemporary India. The next section will turn to the material infrastructure 

that has developed to support these practices.  

2.3.1 Valuing education 

 Girish is a twenty-year old, third year, male student enrolled in a four-year 

degree program in Electrical Engineering at one of the best engineering colleges in MU. 

Girish self-identifies as coming from a middle class family background; both his parents 

and his older sister are also engineers, and now work in private engineering companies. 

His decision to pursue a degree in engineering, he tells me, was in part influenced by 

everyone else in his family being engineers. Although he is not sure that he is going to 

pursue a narrowly technical job in the long-term, Girish is still planning on pursuing a 

graduate degree in the field of Control Systems Engineering in the United States. In the 

long run, Girish envisions himself as pursuing a career in finance, and plans on 

eventually getting a business degree (MBA) in that field. He views his master’s degree 
                                                 
26 The most stunning statistic in this regard was reported to me by one of my student interviewees at the 
IIT campus in Mumbai. I haven’t been able to verify the statistic, but the reported statistic was at 30 
women in a class of 6000.  
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in engineering as a stepping stone into that career – pursuing a graduate degree in the 

United States will enable him to go to the United States, and perhaps gain some valuable 

work experience in the country before seeking a business degree in the United States as 

well. Girish tells me that most U.S. business schools require applicants to have some 

work experience before pursuing an MBA, and he thinks of his master’s degree in 

engineering as an entry point into the U.S. labor market. One reason for Girish to pursue 

a graduate degree in engineering in the United States, thus, is strategic – his desire to 

eventually pursue an MBA in the United States is what is currently pushing him to apply 

for graduate school in engineering. 

At the same time, however, Girish also laments the lack of enough quality 

institutions of higher education in engineering in India. “The only places worth getting a 

Master’s degree from are the IITs,” he told me. “And it is much more difficult to get into 

them than into U.S. universities.” In part, Girish was referring to the reputation that the 

IITs enjoyed of being world-class institutions. His own experiences of being educated at 

what was considered as a leading technological institute at MU stood in stark contrast 

with the perceived excellence of the IITs. Girish explained that while his institution had 

an excellent reputation, and that most of its graduates secured well-paying jobs even 

before they finished college, the quality of education at the institution was deeply 

dissatisfying. On account of being a public sector organization, the institution, in 

accordance with state reservation policies, reserved half its instructional capacity for 

individuals hailing from OBC categories. People from “open” categories would be 

offered instructional positions only if the institute was unable to find anyone belonging 

to the “reserved” categories. Additionally, given that private sector corporations, and the 
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growing IT industry especially, offered much better salaries than a public sector 

institution like his would. All of this, Girish told me, added up to chronically 

understaffed departments at his institution. His own department, Girish estimated, was 

staffed at about half its capacity, resulting in extremely poor quality of instruction, or in 

many cases, no instruction at all. As a result, Girish, and many other students has gotten 

used to not attending their classes. Many, including Girish, could enroll in a burgeoning 

private industry that offered end-of-semester “crash courses” which expressly prepared 

students for their final examinations. It was thus still possible for students to perform 

well in their exams and have excellent grades on their transcripts. Combined with the 

good reputation that his institution enjoyed, a good transcript would still enable him to 

secure a good job, or get into a good university for further education.27 But at the same 

time, Girish was disenchanted with the educational process itself, and was eager to finish 

his Bachelor’s degree and leave the institution. 

Girish’s comment about it being easier to get admitted into U.S. institutions than 

their Indian counterparts was in reference to the actual admissions process. He was 

referring to getting admitted into the IITs as being much more tedious than being 

admitted into a U.S. university. Securing a graduate student position at the IITs entailed 

appearing for the Graduate Aptitude Test in Engineering (GATE), a technical, subject-

specific examination, which many regarded as being difficult. This was then followed by 

an interview process at each of the institution at which the individual had managed to 

qualify, based on his performance in the GATE. In comparison, getting into U.S. 

                                                 
27 Performing well usually referred to maintaining a “first class” over eight semesters of college education. 
A “first class” implies scoring an aggregate of 60% in the semester examinations, and is often used by 
private sector recruiters as a cut-off for screening students for potential employment. 
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universities, Girish explained, is much easier. Standardized tests such as the GRE and 

TOEFL were much easier to prepare for and score well in than the GATE. The 

application process to get admitted into U.S. institutions also seemed much easier to 

Girish. Much of the research on universities, and preparation of application materials 

was further facilitated by the presence of professional “Education Abroad” counselors, 

one of whose services Girish had recently enrolled for. Girish had also been in touch 

with his “seniors” (alumni from his program over the past few years), who had also 

advised him to look into specific departments and universities, and made available their 

application materials. Thus, in comparison to their Indian counterparts, Girish found it 

much more convenient to navigate the U.S. educational system – the process to get 

admitted into U.S. institutions seemed much better supported and streamlined, and also 

enabled him to take himself out of an overly-competitive Indian system that he would 

have to participate in otherwise.   

Ashish, another twenty-year old, male student enrolled in a degree program in 

Civil Engineering at Girish’s institute was also applying for graduate education in India. 

Ashish’s family ran a small civil engineering firm that undertook contract work for 

various governmental and non-governmental agencies. Ashish had enrolled in a degree 

program in civil engineering so that he could eventually run the family business. His 

graduate education in the field was also oriented by this desire. Ashish, however, also 

wanted to escape the educational system that he was currently part of. Ashish’s 

frustration was not so much with the quality of education that he was receiving, but 

much more with the corruption that he encountered on a daily basis. Having to interface 

with government bureaucrats as part of his family’s everyday business, he was 
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immensely familiar with the corruption in the system, and expressed his helplessness but 

to participate in it if he was to operate successfully, or rather operate at all. He reported 

that he even had to bribe the clerical staff in the office of his educational institution in 

order to get his academic transcripts prepared in a timely fashion. “I may be a good 

engineer,” he said, “but I cannot be a good builder here.” 

 In comparison, my interlocutors at IIT, Bombay were very pleased with the 

education that they received at the institution. They were very aware of the excellent 

reputation that the IITs enjoyed, and the ease with which they could get good jobs and be 

admitted into top-ranked U.S. institutions for higher education. However, they still were 

eager to pursue graduate education in the United States, in part at least because of the 

larger political culture in which they perceived Indian higher education to be embedded. 

While historically, the IITs had been relatively exempt from caste-based reservations, 

the federal government had recently mandated that the IITs too provide quotas for BC 

and OBC candidates in accordance with the Mandal Commission report. Many of my 

interlocutors were extremely critical of this decision, and felt that this would 

compromise a system of meritocracy which had so far been in place at the IITs. While 

almost everyone supported the idea of providing merit-based financial aid for those 

unable to afford education, my interlocutors at both MU and IIT Bombay were 

extremely critical of the existing system of reservations whereby individuals were 

evaluated differently based on categorizations based in caste and gender. Niraj, for 

example, who considers himself to be a “proud IITian” told me that “the golden age of 

the IITs is going to be behind us soon.” In discussing the reservation controversy 

unfolding on his campus, Niraj told me that those who get into the IITs on the basis of 
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reservations typically don’t fare as well in the institution as their other peers. He felt that 

they did not possess the necessary academic background to succeed at the IITs. “Even if 

we introduce reservations,” he asked, “how do we ensure that students are in a position 

to benefit from them?” 

 Thus, negative associations of the Indian educational system - dissatisfactions 

with the quality of education, the educational infrastructure, and the larger political 

culture within which Indian engineering education was embedded - and in some cases 

the sheer convenience of getting admitted into U.S. institutions figured as important 

reasons for engineering students in Mumbai to want to go to the United States. Equally 

important also, however, were positive impressions of the U.S. educational system and 

what it represented. The United States was conceived of as the key destination for 

cutting-edge technological education and innovation, and many of my interlocutors 

expressed their eagerness to experience state-of-the-art research facilities at U.S. 

universities and high-tech industries. A graduate degree from the United States was said 

to better their chances of getting high-paying jobs, both in India and the United States. 

While some students that I spoke to were undecided of their long term plans, others were 

keen on returning to India after a few years of working at high-tech industries in the 

United States. 

For some, these articulations of research careers were based in their college 

training.28 Some of my interviewees had had some prior research experiences – a few of 

                                                 
28 College-level engineering education at MU does not necessarily expose students to engineering 
research. While laboratory-based experimental work is integrated into the engineering curriculum, 
independent or supervised research work is not. However, many colleges in the city (and the country more 
generally), in collaboration with local industries, have been encouraging student innovation by sponsoring 
technical events, such as the Technovanza at VJTI (Veermata Jijabai Technological Institute n.d.). These 
two-to-three day long “festivals” host a number of competitions that challenge students to apply their 
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my interlocutors at MU had been working on research projects in industries around the 

city towards their final-year projects. Viraj, a classmate of Girish at MU, for example, 

was working on a project in Control Systems Engineering at the Mumbai office of a big 

multinational consumer electronics firm, Worldwide Electronics. He had enjoyed 

working on his project work there, and the experience had motivated him to continue his 

education in this field. Others at the IIT had significant research components built into 

their curricula. Niraj, whom I discuss at greater length in the following section, had 

worked under the supervision of different professors from early on in his stay at IIT. 

Niraj informed me that research experience at the undergraduate level was typical for 

most IIT students, given the ample opportunities for participating in government and 

industry sponsored research in the many laboratories at the institution. In addition, Niraj 

also informed me that it was increasingly more common for students at IIT to seek 

summer internships and other such work opportunities, not unlike students in the United 

States. Niraj himself had taken up an internship in Grenoble, France the previous 

summer. Niraj’s experience of this internship is the focus of the following section.  

In response to my question regarding the popularity of the United States as a 

destination for graduate education over other countries, Girish outlined a few different 

reasons. The most obvious one, he thought, was that engineering departments at U.S. 

universities tend to be ranked higher than in other countries. Even though he had looked 

                                                                                                                                                
skills to technical problem-solving. Technical paper writing competitions, industry-sponsored exhibitions, 
key-notes from renowned scientists and engineers from across the country are also part of such events. 
Most colleges also host similar two-three day “cultural festivals” – such as the Pratibimb at VJTI, or Mood 
Indigo at IIT Bombay.   
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at universities in other countries, Australia especially,29 he had been advised against it by 

his counselor owing to the higher rankings of U.S. universities. From his research on the 

U.S. educational system, Girish was also aware of the fact that engineering departments 

in the United States were more integrated with regional and national industries than they 

were in India, and promised to provide ready employment opportunities for him once he 

graduated. Language was another consideration. It was easier for him to seek education 

in an English-speaking country than otherwise. At the same time, he also admitted that 

he simply did not have enough information about graduate education in countries other 

than the United States. Most engineering students, he told me, are immensely familiar 

with the U.S. educational system by the time they start thinking about graduate 

education. The vast network of families, peers, and friends that spans the two countries 

ensures that students understand the U.S. educational system quite well, in spite of 

having been part of a very different system themselves. Indeed, virtually everyone I have 

interviewed during my fieldwork has had some close family members in the United 

States, whom they visit frequently. Through his peer networks, Girish had substantial 

information on particular departments, labs, professors, research grants that they had, 

and whether or not they were looking to hire research assistants. Girish also told me that 

it was not uncommon for students to look up Indian graduate students at particular 

                                                 
29 Australia is only second to the United States in the number of Indian students that it receives annually.  
Sometime after my fieldwork in Mumbai however, there have been a spate of racially motivated, and 
sometimes fatal, assaults on Indians - students especially - in different parts of Australia. This continues 
even as I write this dissertation, and has escalated into a foreign relations issue between India and 
Australia. Rapid unchecked expansion of the Australian higher education industry (it is the fourth largest 
sector of the Australian economy), and the role of middle-men, including immigration agents, are in 
particular being scrutinized in the aftermath of these ongoing assaults (Chaku 2009). 
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departments and e-mail them seeking information and advice on their graduate 

programs. 

The dominant rationality that oriented student thinking about higher education in 

general is, overwhelmingly instrumental. In every conversation that I have had with 

Indian technomigrants, the value of education has always been stressed in terms of 

getting well-paying jobs and acquiring lifestyles associated with them. While individual 

career imaginations and trajectories have varied widely, the value of education itself has 

always been discussed in terms of getting good jobs. Girish’s example above highlights 

one aspect of this. In spite of being unsure of wanting to pursue a career trajectory that 

involved much technical work, Girish was still planning on acquiring a graduate degree 

in Electrical Engineering because it would make a managerial career more feasible for 

him. Viraj, on the other hand, planned on returning to India after working in U.S. 

industry for a few years. He thought that he would enjoy returning to a permanent 

position at Worldwide Electronics, not unlike the one that his supervisor currently 

occupied. But having a U.S. degree, he thought, would improve his employability, and 

make him more competitive even in the Indian job market. For Viraj, a graduate degree 

would change, for the better, both the nature of work that he would be doing, and the 

financial remuneration that he would be eligible for. Niraj also underscored this 

instrumental rationality, but situated his decision of pursuing a graduate degree at that 

moment within the unfolding economic recession. Most engineering students graduating 

from well-reputed institutions, Niraj said, already have job offers in hand through 
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campus interviews,30 well before they actually graduate. But due to the global economic 

recession that was just beginning to unfold then, campus recruitment hadn’t been 

particularly strong. Even though Niraj would have preferred to work for a few years 

before pursuing further education, a lack of an adequate employment offer made 

graduate education an even more attractive option for him at that moment. This 

instrumentality was further highlighted by the willingness of my interlocutors in 

Mumbai to pay for their Master’s education, usually through some mix of parental 

sponsorship and educational loans. When I asked Viraj about this, especially about my 

impressions that many more people were willing to pay for an expensive U.S. education 

than even half-a-decade ago when I was first seeking a graduate degree in engineering in 

the United States myself, Viraj reported that everyone he knew was very willing and 

able to pay for their own education. While certainly expensive, Viraj reasoned that he 

would probably recover all the money that he invested in his graduate education in no 

time once he got a job in the United States. 

For me, this instrumentality has been underscored most prominently when the 

value of my own education and training have been questioned by my interlocutors. In 

both formalized fieldwork settings and otherwise, I have often been among one of the 

first Indians pursuing education in the humanities and social sciences that my 

interlocutors and acquaintances have known. Many have expressed curiosity over the 

significance of my work, and have often been appreciative of me “doing something 

                                                 
30 Many industries send their representatives to prominent engineering schools to conduct on campus 
interviews and recruit students for anticipated job openings. Typically, students start appearing for initial 
screening exams for these industry positions starting in their sixth semester of undergraduate education. 
These are referred to as “campus interviews,” and have become an especially popular means for large IT 
companies to recruit a large number of students for entry-level positions, given the rapid growth 
experienced by the Indian IT sector. 
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different” than pursuing traditionally popular professions of engineering and medicine. 

At the same time, however, conveying the nature of my research and its broader 

significance has always been a challenge. Explaining the present research project in 

terms of an analysis of transnational migration among Indian engineers has always been 

insufficient. In part, this has been because of the particular research methodologies 

involved - most of my interlocutors have been unfamiliar with qualitative research 

methodologies, and any analysis of migration which does not espouse economic models 

has seemed naïve at best. More important for present purposes, however, is that quite 

often my interlocutors have puzzled about my employment prospects. At a private 

Diwali celebration in suburban New Jersey that I was invited to, for example, a 

gathering of exclusively Indian IT professionals who had arrived in the United States at 

the peak of the Y2K years was asking me about my research work and its significance. 

After unsuccessfully trying to describe the project in a few different ways, however, one 

of the attendees finally asked me, “But who is going to give you a job?” Unable to 

reconcile my research with his own educational and professional training, the only way 

for this gathering to make sense of the nature of this project was to understand what 

kinds of employment opportunities my education would create for me. The transition 

from education to employment prospects is telling – indeed, questions over my 

employment prospects have been probably been the most frequent question that I have 

been asked by my interlocutors. 

Such instrumental valuation of education encodes class anxieties, as best 

highlighted in Rajesh’s case. Rajesh is in his late twenties, and lives in Houston, Texas, 

along with his wife and newly born child. Both Rajesh and his wife are employed by 
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major IT companies in the city. Rajesh, along with his wife, graduated from MU with a 

degree in Electronics and Telecommunications Engineering in 2003 and worked for 

Infosys, one of the largest IT companies in India for a few years after that. In 2007, he 

got a Master’s degree in Computer Science and Engineering from an engineering school 

in Houston, and has been working for his current employer ever since. Around the time 

he graduated, Rajesh tells me, he experienced severe anxieties over finding a job over a 

relatively short amount of time. Given the constraints of U.S. immigration law (see next 

chapter), Rajesh perceived a strong need to have an employment offer in hand before he 

actually finished school. Rajesh had taken a loan in order to be able to pay for his 

graduate education, and was keen on staying on in the United States till he had paid of 

his loans, at the very least. Moreover, Rajesh explained to me, “it would have been one 

thing to go back home on my own accord. But I didn’t want to be forced to go back 

home because I could not find a job. I would have felt too much like a failure.” Rajesh 

explained that most of his friends and colleagues from his graduating class were now 

based in the United States, and he would not have wanted to be an exception. In part, his 

sense of failure stemmed from his inability to find a job when his peers were able to do 

the same. Rajesh seemed to be subscribing to an ideology whereby if he worked enough, 

he would be able to succeed, and consequently a lack of success (not getting a job) had 

to imply that he wasn’t good enough. But Rajesh’s anxieties weren’t simply a matter of 

him questioning his self-worth in face of his ongoing search for jobs. He was also 

echoing concerns over the loss of middle class respectability that had come to be 

associated with well paying jobs in the United States. Rajesh told me that while his 

family would support him, no matter what he had decided, he would still have 
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experienced a sense of unease to be among his family if he had been forced to go back to 

India. Being able to find employment in the United States after completing his graduate 

education was important for Rajesh to feel accomplished, and itself reflected his 

anxieties over securing middle class respectability.  

Thus, the historical impulses of frustrations with caste-based politics and search 

of better educational and employment opportunities that have driven the Indian middle 

class away from the state have been prominently visible during my fieldwork as well. 

My interlocutors, both in Mumbai and in the United States have expressed strong 

frustrations with caste-based quota systems in the educational system and in some 

instances the corruption that they experienced in order to function within the system. At 

the same time, most of my interlocutors are acutely aware of the lack of quality 

institutions of higher education in India, and the extreme competition that they would 

have to face in order to be admitted into the few elite Indian institutions. Student 

decisions to migrate elsewhere are in part influenced by their desire to escape these 

systemic constraints. Seeking education elsewhere, in the United States in particular, is 

convenient – existing peer and kin networks owing to the large population of Indians 

already in the United States, and the availability of professional educational counselors 

such as Mr. Rao, make accessing information about the U.S. educational system 

relatively easy. At the same time, the United States continues to represent a land of 

opportunity – U.S. universities are said to be among the best in the world, and the United 

States is where my interlocutors think that they will experience cutting–edge 

technological research. A graduate degree from the United States promises to provide 

them with better jobs than they would get otherwise, whether in India or the United 
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States. What emerges as the resolution of the historical forces of a general 

disenchantment with the Indian educational and political machinery and the desire to 

secure good jobs is an instrumental valuation of education – whereby the significance of 

higher education itself is in the well-paying jobs and corresponding lifestyles that it 

promises to secure for Indian technomigrants. 

This instrumentalization of higher education, as anthropologist Aihwa Ong 

(2006) argues, is further encouraged by recent trends of the corporatization of higher 

education. While the particular instrumentalities of Indian technomigrants are 

historically and culturally specific, they can also be attributed to the particular 

educational trajectories that these engineers follow. Educational trajectories among 

emerging Asian elites, Ong writes, are such that these individuals are virtually 

unschooled in the humanities. The educational system in many Asian countries, 

themselves legacies of colonialism, necessitate specialization early on in the academic 

process. Higher education in the United States and other Western metropolitan centers, 

Ong argues, are often merely strategies of increasing their social capital for many.31 

This, she argues, is facilitated by a double-movement in contemporary American higher 

education – “a shift from a national to a transnational space for producing 

knowledgeable subjects, and a shift from a focus on political liberalism and multicultural 

diversity at home to one of neoliberalism and borderless entrepreneurial subjects” (pp. 

140). Ong’s is a critique of the U.S. university system and its corporatization, which she 

argues is calling into question the fundamental mission of Western universities – the 
                                                 
31 A stunning example of the social capital that Indian IT workers accumulate by virtue of being 
transnationally mobile is documented in Xiang’s (2007) work on body-shopping. Biao follows these 
transnational circuits back to rural Southern India, and traces ways in which dowries that Indian men 
receive as part of their arranged marriages increases dramatically as a result of bring located in 
metropolises of the West - in his case, metropolitan Australia. 
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fostering of liberal democratic values. It is, however, also important to caution against an 

overly generalized reading of neoliberalism in relation to higher education here. While 

Ong’s critique is directed largely at the U.S. university system, this dissertation also 

brings out the rather differently situated Indian higher educational system here. In spite 

of the many privatizing strategies deployed by the Indian middle class, universities in 

India are still by-and-large public sector institutions. Private colleges, especially in 

domains such as engineering and medicine are many, but they remain affiliated to public 

universities and are regulated through state institutions as well. At the moment, foreign 

institutions can not directly participate in the domain of higher education, although 

legislation that will allow foreign universities to set up campuses in India has been under 

consideration at the federal level for some time now. 

2.3.2 Exploring selfhood 

While instrumental reasoning figured as the dominant way of explaining the 

value of education, the trope of “exploration” was also occasionally offered as a reason 

for pursuing graduate education outside of India. On one register, exploration was about 

understanding self-interests. Niraj, for example, explained that he wanted to use the 

space provided by a Master’s education to determine if he wanted to pursue a doctoral 

education in engineering as well. Part of what was involved in this decision for him was 

to know whether he enjoyed being a teacher – he was hoping to be offered a Teaching 

Assistantship during his Master’s program, that would allow him to gauge his interests.  

Exploration, however, also referenced a cosmopolitan desire of exploring 

different cultures and places. Niraj, my interlocutor at IIT, offered his experience of a 

summer internship at Grenoble, France as a way to explain his desire for such 
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cosmopolitan exploration. Niraj, hails from a relatively small city, Sangli, in the interior 

of Maharashtra. Both his parents are doctors, and run a successful private practice in 

Sangli. Until about he was in high school, Niraj was convinced that he would follow in 

the footsteps of his parents, and also train to be a doctor. However, in high school, he 

found himself to be more inclined towards pursuing a degree in engineering than in 

medicine. After his 11th grade, he moved to the northern city of Kota in the state of 

Rajasthan, which as I have discussed previously, is a huge center for training students 

for IIT entrance examination. Niraj was in residence at Kota for the entire year, and 

successfully qualified for a place in IIT Bombay on his very first attempt. At IIT, he 

opted to specialize in Mechanical Engineering. Niraj was eagerly anticipating going to 

the United States for his higher education. While he would have liked to break for a few 

years and gain some work experience in the domestic industry, he hadn’t received any 

job offers worth his consideration, in part due to the ongoing economic recession.  

The summer before I met Niraj, he had had an opportunity to pursue a summer 

research project in Grenoble. He narrates this experience as being transformative for 

him, one that has shaped his worldview in definitive ways. While in Grenoble, Niraj was 

staying at an “international house” – a place that housed students of various nationalities. 

Living in an international house, interacting with people from other countries, 

experiencing an academic culture that was not as rigid and hierarchical as the one in 

India, all made lasting impressions on him. He remembers interacting with a lot of 

Vietnamese students in particular, and was humbled by their attempts to simultaneously 

master the French language even as they went about their (engineering) education in 
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France. In spite of being multilingual himself, Niraj was unsure of his ability, or 

inclination to do the same anymore.32 

Spending a summer in France has been a very enriching experience for Niraj. He 

was, for example, pleasantly surprised when his professor in France invited him and his 

colleagues to dinner each week. “This would never happen here [in India],” he told me. 

He was mostly referring to a rigid hierarchy between students and professors, which 

generally prevented them from interacting outside the classroom. He also found people 

in France to be extremely engaging, and interested in his culture.  

Niraj’s understandings of personal space and interpersonal relationships have 

significantly altered since his time in France. He was impressed by the freedom that he 

perceived youth in France to enjoy. He felt that “kids” in Europe are given a much 

greater space to make their own decisions. Niraj himself, on account of living in Kota for 

a year, and then in the “hostels” at IIT, had been relatively independent from his family 

from a relatively early age. He was, in this regard, atypical, since all of my other 

interviewees at MU, were still living with their parents as they commuted back and forth 

from their colleges every day.33,34 One way that these altered perceptions have played out 

for Niraj is that he has not been going back to Sangli to see his parents as often as he 

used to. While he still remains very close to his parents, he has been spending his 

                                                 
32 With the increasing globalization of higher education, many European countries, in order to remain 
competitive, have started offering an English-based education. 
 
33 Students at the IIT, whether local or not, are required to assume residence on campus in dormitories, 
which are commonly referred to as hostels. IIT Bombay has several student hostels, including separate 
hostels for women, and single faculty. The campus also has several apartment buildings that are 
designated as Faculty Residence. Most students, staff and faculty at the IIT live on the IIT campus. 
 
34 There are exceptions even at MU, of course. On government run campuses, there are provisions for 
student hostels, although they haven’t kept pace with the growth of the institutions themselves. Most 
privately run colleges do not provide for student hostels. In many such cases, groups of students usually 
rent apartments jointly.  
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weekends “hanging out” with his friends, going on hikes, and indulging in photography. 

Even as he appreciated this sense of independence however, Niraj was critical of the 

aloofness that seemed to characterize “Western culture.” Being close to his family, he 

was distressed to learn that his professor in France wasn’t on good terms with his father. 

That the professor and his father spoke to each other only occasionally on the phone was 

unfathomable to Niraj. Thus, on the one hand, living in France had made Niraj realize 

that Indians can be very parochial in their outlooks. At the same time, however, he is 

also critical of the “overly liberal” lifestyle that he felt characterized French life. For 

him, what was critical was finding a “balance” between Indian and western lifestyles. 

This trope of balance between Indian and Western living repeats itself in technomigrant 

narratives in different ways. I revisit this idea in the chapter on the Global Indian. 

 

2.4 Counseling “Education Abroad” 

Almost everyone that I interviewed at MU was enrolled in “Education Abroad” 

counseling services. Part of what seemed to drive many students to these consultancies 

was a sense of uncertainty about what universities in the United States were looking for 

when it came to admitting students for graduate studies. Engaging the services of 

counselors provided them with a structure for navigating through the application 

process. Enlisting for coaching to master their standardized tests, typically over a period 

of 4-6 months, provided students with lots of experience and practice with online testing. 

Counselors would then advise them to prepare a list of departments and universities that 

they would like to consider based on desired specializations. Through a combination of 

typical GRE scores, U.S. News rankings, and students’ academic credentials, these 
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counselors helped them create a list of about 10-12 universities that they could 

potentially apply to – based on a gradation of the probability of them getting admitted. In 

addition to this, some counselors such as Mr. Rao also maintained extensive databases 

with information about all the students counseled by IFS in the past, in order to get a 

perspective on departments and universities that they had had success in sending 

students to. Often, Mr. Rao would also write to particular institutions to follow up on 

information that was available online, in order to get a better sense of those places. In 

addition, counselors also provided students with inputs on crafting their application 

documents such as personal statements and letters of recommendation that were required 

by U.S. universities, and eventually helping navigate the U.S. immigration apparatus. 

What students were paying for, as one of my informants put it, was the counselor’s 

experience in dealing with the U.S. university system. 
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Figure 2: Screenshot from the webpage of one "Education Abroad" consultancy (K.P. Singh 
Consultancy n.d.)  

 
At IFS, each office was staffed with three people, who provided some 

combination of clerical, administrative, and tutoring support to Mr. Rao, who typically 

spent one day a week in each of his offices. Mr. Rao personally interacted with each of 

the students, and occasionally their parents, at least a few times over the course of the 

counseling services, which typically stretched over the course of a year. Initial 

interactions aimed at explaining the American university system and its admissions 

procedure. Latter interactions were dedicated to shortlisting universities, and compiling 

application documents. After specific pointers on crafting personal essays, students were 
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asked to write their essays which then IFS would help fine-tune (see Table 5 for a 

sample personal essay from one of my interlocutors drafted with the help of an 

“Education Abroad” counselor). A lot of these exchanges would happen over the 

internet, reducing the need for face-to-face interactions to a certain extent. When 

students had heard back from U.S. universities, IFS staff would also assist in compiling 

documents for seeking a U.S. student visa, and also interface with financial institutions 

to secure educational loans for these students if required.  

At IFS, students could also participate in “mock” visa interviews, where they 

would be advised on proper ways of presenting themselves to embassy officials. A 

particular emphasis, for example, is over the issue of finances. As a greater number of 

students are willing to pay for their own education, many are turning to avail of 

educational loans that are offered by a network of nationalized banks in India. However, 

repaying these loans in Indian currency is quite an onerous task - so that most students 

seek employment in the United States after completing their education, for at least as 

long as it takes to repay their loans. But students are usually advised against saying so 

explicitly – the perception is that embassy officials are tasked with ensuring that the 

people that they grant temporary visas to are not potential immigrants.35 Being in debt 

for college education flies in the face of this perception. Many students hence, go to 

great lengths, like borrowing money temporarily from friends long enough for their bank 

statements to reflect that, in order to seem solvent in the eyes of embassy officials.  

                                                 
35 There is an interesting paradox here whereby the way U.S policy is enacted (i.e. classifying students as 
temporary residents) does not match with the way it actually plays out in practice (i.e. students take up 
permanent residence in the United States). I analyze this paradox in greater detail in the next chapter. 
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Students at IIT, in contrast, almost never made use of these counseling services - 

they thought of these services as being unnecessary. In part, they were aware of the 

“brand value” of an IIT education, and were immensely confident of being able to get 

into good U.S. schools. But, there also existed a fairly sophisticated apparatus for 

navigating the system of university applications at the IITs. Students in each class 

organized informally to share information of what schools they would apply to, and 

would decide on applications to top ranked universities based on their relative rankings 

in the class. Informal databases of where their “seniors” were at existed among the 

student population. Students leaving for the United States were expected to fill out a 

questionnaire that would provide reference information for future generation of students. 

In other places, like IIT, Madras, I am told that these arrangements are officially 

institutionalized in the form of an “apping cell,” where resources for pursuing the 

application process for higher education - in the United States - especially are provided 

at the institutional level. Professors at IITs, usually themselves educated at U.S. 

institutions, provided another level of connection to the university system there. 

International professors affiliated with the IIT on a visiting basis were also key to 

forging student exchanges to places that were formerly off the radar. 
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Table 5: Girish’s application essay developed under the supervision of an Education Abroad 
counselor 
 

Robert Byrne once said, “The purpose of life is a life of purpose”. 
 
It is one of the major tasks of our life to discover what our purpose is. Finding 

one’s purpose involves keeping one’s eyes open, asking questions and exploring many 
avenues. It is only when one searches that one can find the purpose that will give 
greatest satisfaction and enable us to unlock our potential. We are naturally fascinated by 
and curious about things that will help us find our purpose and achieve our dreams. I 
believe curiosity is one of the major tools in this search for purpose and I also believe 
that it is this search that has brought me to this juncture in my academic life. 
 

Curiosity always draws one to something that he or she does not understand 
completely. I had observed the working of electric fans and electric bulbs as a child, and 
was fascinated at how they worked without any visible physical power being attributed 
to them. As I grew older, I started studying about electricity and its applications; my 
fascination grew even stronger. When it was time to choose my Bachelor’s major, there 
was only one option that could have quenched my curiosity and that was Electrical 
Engineering. I attended many technical fairs and seminars during my college life. During 
one such fair, I was able to observe the operation of an autonomous robot. This attracted 
my attention and I attempted to learn how it worked. However, it was when I completed 
my Control Systems course in college that I understood it better. It gave a broad 
perspective to my understanding of its solitary application. It made me truly appreciate 
the all-encompassing nature of this field. Every physical system contains a Control 
System and the system finds usage in every industry. At the same time, no system is 
perfect and this imperfection provides a world of opportunity for research in this field. 
The fact that this field will always pose some novel challenges attracts me to it. 

 
I believe that I need to have a strong foundation of good academic grades if I 

wish to excel professionally, so I have always been academically inclined, achieving 
commendable aggregates. I have been academically oriented and a strong contender for 
the best few positions, standing in the top percentile of my class throughout my 
academic career. I was able to incorporate other fields of study along with the regular 
study course. I was able to excel in various state and district level exams such as the 
Maharashtra Talent Search Examination. I also hold a healthy interest in Mathematics 
and was able to stand first in that subject during the 10th grade examinations. This trend 
has carried on into my college life where I have attempted to mix the college courses 
with projects related to them, to get a practical understanding of the theoretical study of 
a course. The Control Systems course has been one of my favorites in my entire 
bachelors’ course and I expect that it will hold me in good stead for my Masters course. 
 

The projects that I have been involved in have helped me build a strong technical 
study base with an emphasis on design and research. In this area, I have been inspired by 
my father who is a design engineer in the mechanical engineering field, specializing in 
fluid mechanics.  The project ‘Musical Octet using Integrated Circuits’ was an 
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interesting use of basic circuitry for an innovative outcome. The analysis of the 
operation and the errors introduced in an Energy Meter due to harmonics was an 
interesting study. This opportunity has allowed me to observe the production and design 
processes prevalent in the industry. To this end, I have also visited many industries like 
Larsen and Toubro Ltd., Mumbai and Laxmi Hydraulics Pvt. Ltd., Sholapur. I have also 
been able to diversify these visits with a visit to the hydro-electric power plant of 
Reliance Energy Ltd. at Dahanu. Hence, I have been able to obtain insights into various 
fields of electrical engineering. I have been a regular visitor at Elecrama, an annual 
national level electrical engineering fair in Mumbai. I am conducting my final year 
project on the ‘Short Circuit Forces on Power Transformer’ at Crompton Greaves Ltd., 
one of the leading industrial manufacturing companies in India. I have obtained some 
excellent experience regarding the design aspects of electrical machines here. 
 

I also understand that for my complete development as a person, I should 
develop a vibrant life outside my academic one. I possess a great passion for sports and 
have played the game of cricket for my school and also at the inter-department level at 
college. I also take part in quizzes related to various fields. I was able to qualify for the 
final rounds of the All-Asia Bournvita Quiz Contest, a very popular television quiz show 
in India, amongst the top schools of the continent. At college level, I have organised the 
inter-collegiate table-tennis event at Enthusia-2007, the annual sports festival of my 
college. I have also organised many events at the cultural festival in my college. 
However, I am most proud of the work I was able to do with the Maharashtra Cadet 
Corps at the school level. The rural  development programs like ‘Child Education’ and 
‘Rural Water Harvesting’ that I had the privilege of being a part, are some of the 
experiences that I feel have shaped me as a person and have given me the greatest 
amount of pleasure. It has shown me the importance of rural initiatives and environment 
friendly practices and I feel that I can incorporate my learning and channelize my 
knowledge into including this field in the course of my work. 

 
India is an emerging economy which is still finding its feet in the sector of 

Control Systems. With many Indian giants and various multi-national companies 
investing heavily in this sphere, it won’t be long before it achieves gigantic heights. 
There is tremendous potential in it just waiting to be exploited. I wish to study further 
and return to my country equipped with the latest technological know-how and 
contribute in making the Indian Industry on par with the best in the world. Ultimately, 
the Indian Economy will also benefit and flourish. 
 

The dynamic nature of the field of Control Systems has fuelled my interest in it. 
As mentioned earlier, this field finds a place in every industry as also in every walk of 
life. It has an immense scope for development and research in various areas. These 
varied research opportunities are the perfect motivation for me in this field. I am 
particularly interested in the aspect of automation and motion control, major applications 
in this field. A Master’s degree in Control Systems will give me the necessary know-
how and experience to pursue research in this field. In today’s world, where all resources 
are at a premium, I hope my research would contribute to the development of more 
efficient systems in many applications. 
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I feel that your prestigious university would provide me with the perfect 

environment to enhance my knowledge in the field of control systems and other related 
subjects. I wish to work under the guidance of prof.  and     The 
research work in the field of   under the guidance of prof. excites me 
particularly and I wish to be a part of his team. From my research on the academic 
programs of various US universities, I have found that at your department, the faculty is 
excellent, the facilities encouraging and the environment is very conducive for delving 
into various research projects. So I am very convinced and confident that I will not only 
be able to realize my dreams but also contribute to the University and the Society at 
large. 

 
I feel that I possess the necessary focus and sense of purpose to succeed 

academically, as well as in other activities, at your University. I think I can realise my 
academic and research potential completely at your department and University and 
through my sporting and cultural talents and interests, I would be an asset to the 
University as well.  
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Table 6: Niraj’s application essay to Stanford University 
 

Statement of Purpose 
 
I am a final year student pursuing bachelors in Mechanical Engineering at IIT 

Bombay. I wish to pursue a career that involves challenging societal, scientific and 
industrial problems and provides me a platform to utilize my knowledge and skills that I 
have developed over a period of time. A keen interest in ever growing world of 
technology and an intense urge to delve into challenging field has prompted me to apply 
for the Masters program. The field of Mechanical Engineering, interests me the most, 
and Masters Program would offer me ample opportunities to nurture my skills. In a long-
term, I want to contribute to the field of mechanical engineering by either being a part of 
research team or working in an industry to address practical engineering problems. I 
hope that my innate strengths in quantitative and analytical abilities will prove helpful in 
performing in accordance with the expectations.  
 

My good performance in school and junior college fetched me a number of state 
and national level awards. I was awarded prestigious National Talent Search 
Scholarship. I got my first chance to get a research experience, during the preparation 
camp for International Chemistry Olympiad. This promoted a high level of 
understanding and interest in me. I was astonished to apply my theoretical knowledge in 
various experimental tasks and to realize the beauty of the subject. My Undergraduate 
Research Oriented Program on “Measurement of Interface Surface Area Concentration 
in Two-Phase Flows” gave me an opportunity to get research exposure by working with 
an on-going research project team and establish my research aptitude.  
 

In my junior thesis, I conducted an extensive literature survey on the fabrication 
and operation of various oxygen sensors. In the process, I was amazed to learn how the 
basic principles of science and engineering lie at the heart of practical appliances. For 
my engineering design project, I worked with two of my colleagues in a team, to propose 
a design which can be helpful for facilitating the body movements of the recovering 
patients. We started by interacting with the doctors from a local hospital and then 
finalizing our objective subsequent to discussion with our Guide. The project involved 
defining user requirements in terms of design constraints, choosing appropriate 
mechanisms, ensuring safety and comfort of the product, selecting appropriate material, 
checking market availability and specifications for individual parts. This was a great 
experience as I enjoyed working on a design project in a team and got to learn many 
practical aspects involved in designing a product.  

 
During the first six months of my senior thesis, I have developed a methodology 

for modeling the emissions from an IC engine using Physics-based predictive modeling. 
The process of generation of pollutants is modeled using thermodynamics and reaction 
chemistry. I find it exciting to work on a topic with multidisciplinary background. In the 
next stage of the project the model will be fully developed and validated against the 
experimental measurements.  
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My summer-internship was a major boost for me to pursue graduate studies. 
During my summer-internship at XYZ, France, I worked towards the development of an 
interface to integrate a solver in intelligent control system. My project was aimed at 
Energy Demand Management, to reduce energy consumption of residential sector in 
France. My work will be used for integration of a solver into Home Automation System 
to efficiently manage household electrical devices in order to make an optimal use of 
electrical energy. I got a great opportunity to work in a vibrant, intellectual environment 
of XYZ lab with researchers of different nationalities. During this period I realized that I 
have a penchant for technology and that I would like to pursue higher education in 
Mechanical Engineering to contribute to this field.  
 

The excellent Undergraduate program at IIT Bombay has not only provided me 
with a strong foundation but also exposed me to the various fields of mechanical 
engineering. I have done several lab courses which have helped me to understand 
theoretical knowledge better by actually performing the experiments. Theory courses 
ranging from introductory to advanced ones helped me to explore realms of mechanical 
engineering. I have learned various commercial software packages like ANSYS, Adams, 
Matlab and Mathematica during my courses and projects. I have attended seminars, 
technology exhibitions, talks by eminent scientists and leaders during my stay at IIT, 
which have been a source of inspiration to me. Apart from this, activities like trekking, 
science clubs, sports, technological competitions, cultural festivals in the IIT campus 
have helped me to shape a well-rounded personality.  
 

The Stanford University provides a challenging atmosphere where one can 
pursue an excellent academic curriculum. The Mechanical Engineering Department has 
distinguished faculties, modern research facilities and interdisciplinary research options. 
I believe that I have motivation, intellectual ability and commitment to do justice to a 
demanding graduate program and to make significant contribution to the ongoing work. I 
look forward to joining Stanford University at your esteemed department for the Masters 
Program.  
 

The preceding text boxes reproduce, in their entirety, “Statements of Purpose” 

that Girish and Niraj had crafted towards their graduate school applications. Girish’s 

essay was prepared under the guidance of an education abroad counselor, whereas Niraj 

relied on the informational infrastructure already in place at IIT, Bombay. Comparing 

the two essays highlights how both of them and the professional counselor as well, 

understand what U.S. universities are looking for. Reading these essays as 

interpretations of how engineering students in Mumbai understand the U.S. educational 

system highlights the reflexivity of the system of Indian technomigration.    
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Girish presents himself as being well-rounded, as one having purpose, and in 

pursuit of self-realization. Girish has excelled academically – his curiosity towards 

electrical systems, and Control Systems in particular, have oriented his academic 

pursuits. He has consistently ranked among the top percentile in his class, and pursued 

many projects that have allowed him to apply his theoretical knowledge to practical 

ends. He also speaks of having visited various industrial facilities as well as fairs 

organized by the Indian electrical engineering industry. At the same time, however, 

Girish deems it important to “develop himself [completely] as a person,” and to this end 

pursues a “vibrant life outside of his academic one.” He possesses a great passion for 

sports, and has represented his school at sports competitions in cricket and table tennis. 

At the same time, stating his participation in “rural development” programs of child 

education and water management, Girish also establishes himself as being committed to 

social causes in India. He goes on to state that he would like to develop his engineering 

skills so that he can contribute to India’s development. As an emerging economy, Girish 

feels that India is still “finding its feet” in the domain of Control Systems Engineering, 

and that he can contribute to India’s development by working for the many multi-

national companies that have begun investing heavily in this field in India. For Girish, 

working for large multinational corporations in a liberalizing Indian economy provides 

the necessary link to connect his personal interests in Control Systems with larger goals 

of Indian national development. 

In comparison, Niraj’s essay reads very differently. Compared to Girish’s 

emphasis on well-roundedness, Niraj only mentions it in passing. His essay is more 

strictly restricted to his academic qualifications and interests. He describes, in greater 
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detail, the various classes and projects that he has been engaged in during college, and 

the different softwares that he has learned to use in the process. Compared to Girish’s 

emphasis on using his skills towards national development, Niraj’s professional goals 

are to contribute to the field of mechanical engineering. Compared to Girish, Niraj 

outlines a much more instrumental vision of what graduate education represents to him. 

The different emphases in both essays – one more narrowly academic, and the 

other on graduate education as a space for self-exploration – can, in part at least, be 

explained on the basis of professional counseling that Girish sought. In my interview 

with Girish, he outlined a much more instrumental vision of higher education. In fact, he 

was not even sure that he wanted to pursue a career in Electrical Engineering in the long 

term; a Master’s degree in the field was only meant as a stepping stone into a managerial 

career for him. But professional counseling, especially the perceived need for 

demonstrating his willingness to return to India after finishing his education, meant that 

Girish chose to highlight ways in which he was invested in Indian national development. 

I do not mean to suggest that these are false claims; rather, I am suggesting that 

particular understandings of the U.S. educational system and the regimes of immigration 

in which it is embedded (facilitated by career counselors), mean that technomigrants 

learn to present themselves in particular ways that correspond to their perceptions of 

what the system demands. Niraj, in contrast, depended on resources available to him at 

IIT, and articulated a much more straightforward sketch of himself as well as what 

graduate education in Mechanical Engineering meant to him. Ironically, Niraj 

emphasized a much less instrumental vision of education during our interview – a 

significant chunk of our discussion was dedicated to his experiences in France. Graduate 
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education to him was a space of exploration – of resolving tensions between Indianness 

and Westernness that he had experienced during his summer internship in France, and of 

figuring out what he wanted to do beyond his graduate education. But instead, Niraj 

chose to emphasize his academic qualifications, and desire to participate in the broader 

intellectual formation of Mechanical Engineering. Niraj chose to present himself as an 

individual with excellent academic qualifications who was focused on pursuing a career 

in Mechanical Engineering. Thus, different institutional settings – here in the form of 

formalized education abroad counseling, and of informal informational networks at IIT – 

influence how technomigrants perceive the U.S. educational system, and present 

themselves accordingly. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 

Engineering students in Mumbai pursue “education abroad” because of the 

particular ways in which they construct higher education. To use Collier & Ong’s 

terminology, education abroad among Indian technomigrants is constituted through 

reflexive practices – particular understandings of the value of education, the political 

culture in which Indian higher education is embedded, and cosmopolitan desires for self-

realization through education motivate Indian students to seek graduate education in the 

United States. Technomigration, understood from the point of view of engineering 

students in Mumbai, is constituted through the interplay of what Collier & Ong label 

technological, political, and ethical reflexive practices. The technological reflexivity of 

Indian technomigrants is apparent in their instrumental valuation of education - whereby 

Indian techhnomigrants pursue graduate education in the United States for the successful 
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careers and affluent lifestyles that it promises. Political reflexivity among Indian 

technomigrants takes the form of individualized strategies of pursuing education in ways 

that side-step or limit the role of the Indian state. At the same time, an ethical reflexivity, 

whereby technomigrants such as Niraj imagine education as a way of articulating self-

identity, is also evident, although to a lesser extent, in technomigrant narratives. 

These reflexive practices are themselves situated in Indian colonial and 

postcolonial Indian history, and the unique relationship of the Indian middle class and 

the Indian state therein. The Indian middle class has historically shared an uneasy 

relationship with the Indian state. While on the one hand, the middle class has depended 

on the state for its educational and employment needs, it has also actively questioned the 

legitimacy of that very state apparatus at various moments in time. In the colonial 

period, this tension resulted from claims of the middle class to public leadership of the 

indigenous populations. Since the 1960s, the middle class has continued to drift away 

from the state because of its inability to provide adequate employment opportunities for 

it, in spite of a rapidly expanding system of higher education. This trend continues into 

the present – a key rationale for these students to pursue education in the United States is 

because of their frustrations with the Indian state apparatus. Inadequate capacity for 

quality higher education, widespread corruption in the government administrative 

machinery, populist politics in the form of caste-based quota systems in higher education 

– all figure as important considerations for engineering students in Mumbai in pursuing 

higher education in Mumbai. For engineering students in Mumbai, pursuing higher 

education in the United States is one strategy to side-step the Indian state machinery. 

Understood this way, pursuing education abroad is one strategy through which Indian 
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technomigrants implicitly question the desirability of the Indian state as a provider of 

higher education. It is thus, that education abroad can be conceived of as what Fernandes 

(2005) calls a “privatizing strategy” – individualized, informal strategies pursued by the 

Indian middle class for its success and security that support broader trends of 

privatization in the Indian economy. Thus, through their pursuit of privatizing strategies 

such as education abroad, Indian technomigrants become careers of economic 

liberalization in India. This highlights a central paradox on which Indian 

technomigration is articulated – Indian technomigrants become careers of economic 

liberalization even as they continue to be legacy beneficiaries of state-socialist systems, 

such as that of higher education. Focusing on the reflexive practices of Indian 

technomigrants provides insights into the functioning of economic liberalization in India, 

and draws attention to the informal individualized “privatizing strategies” through which 

it is enacted. 

In addition, this chapter has also identified the material infrastructure that 

supports contemporary practices of technomigration. Familial and peer networks that 

connect the United States and India, I have argued, encourage student migration to the 

United States over other countries. The chapter has focused on students from two 

institutions in particular – Mumbai University (MU) and Indian Institute of Technology, 

Bombay (IIT) – in order to highlight the different strategies through which students 

pursue education abroad. Even though the cultural logics that define education abroad 

remain broadly similar, the particular strategies deployed by students in these two 

institutions differ, due to differing institutional ecologies. Students at MU make use of 

“education abroad” counseling – a niche entrepreneurial sector that has taken shape in 
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recent years in response to the growing number of engineering students in India seeking 

graduate degrees overseas. Education abroad counselors further facilitate 

technomigration by helping students to navigate unfamiliar and tedious educational, 

immigration, and financial systems. At IIT, however, institutionalized and non-

institutionalized resources for navigating the U.S. educational system are already in 

place. The existence of these resources, combined with a high degree of awareness of the 

international repute of an IIT-education, imply that IIT students rarely engage the 

services of educational counselors. 
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3. U.S. Immigration Law and the Draw of Skilled Labor 

 

 

For generations, America has prospered largely by attracting the world’s 

best and brightest to study, live and work in the United States. Our success at 

attracting the greatest talent has helped us become a global innovation 

leader, enriched our culture, and created economic opportunities for all 

Americans. 

Unfortunately, America’s immigration policies are driving away the 

world’s best and brightest precisely when we need them most. I appreciate the 

vital national security goals that motivate many of these policies. I am 

convinced, however, that we can protect our national security in ways that do 

less damage to our competitiveness and prosperity. Moreover, the terrible 

shortfall in our visa supply for the highly skilled stems not from security 

concerns, but from visa policies that have not been updated in over a decade 

and a half. We live in a different economy now. Simply put: It makes no sense 

to tell well-trained, highly skilled individuals – many of whom are educated at 

our top colleges and universities – that the United States does not welcome or 

value them. For too many foreign students and professionals, however, our 

immigration policies send precisely this message.  

This should be deeply troubling to us, both in human terms and in terms of 

our own economic self-interest. America will find it infinitely more difficult to 

maintain its technological leadership if it shuts out the very people who are 

most able to help us compete. Other nations are recognizing and benefiting 

from this situation. They are crafting their immigration policies to attract 

highly talented students and professionals who would otherwise study, live, 

and work here. Our lost opportunities are their gains. 

 
Excerpt from a written testimony submitted to a U.S. Senate Committee by  

Bill Gates, CEO Microsoft Corporation in March 2007 
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The previous chapter has focused on contemporary engineering education in 

India, and the historical relationship between the Indian state and the Indian middle class 

through the lenses of Indian higher education. A key argument advanced so far is that 

contemporary Indian technomigration is embedded in a paradoxical condition whereby 

Indian technomigrants are strongly critical of the Indian state as a provider of services 

such as higher education, even though they are the legacy beneficiaries of these 

provisions. This chapter shifts its focus to Indian students and professionals in the 

United States. In particular, I focus on contemporary U.S. immigration policies and the 

ways in which Indian technomigrants are caught up within them. I argue that in the long 

term, most Indian technomigrants are able to navigate through the U.S. immigration 

system successfully, although many face disruptions in their everyday lives in the short 

term. These disruptions, I argue, are situated at the nexus of contradictory impulses that 

underwrite contemporary U.S. immigration policies – market-driven logics of facilitating 

greater skilled immigration into the country, and heightened security concerns that call 

for more cautious, restrictive immigration policies. This institutionalized contradiction, 

which allows for a large number of Indians to enter the U.S. workforce, but also 

simultaneously others them, creates the structural and ideological affordances for 

positioning Indian technomigrants as a “model minority” in the United States. 

 

3.1 The Immigration Act of 1990 

As a “land of immigrants,” the United States has a rich history of immigration. 

Indian immigration into the United States started as early as the late-eighteenth century. 

Early Indian immigrants into the country were brought in as house laborers and unskilled 
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supremacy - perceived to be under threat from Japan and Europe - further codified the 

provisions of the earlier immigration law of 1965 (for a detailed discussion, see Varma 

2006, pp. 15-30). 

Contemporary skilled immigration to the United States is regulated through the 

provisions of the Immigration Act of 1990. Even though, adjustments have been made to 

the law since then, any efforts at comprehensive immigration reform in the United States 

have not been successful. In part, owing to a lack of consensus on how best to address 

illegal immigration, any efforts at comprehensive immigration reform have been 

thwarted altogether. Even though commentators across political lines agree that the U.S. 

immigration system is in dire need of an overhaul, there is little agreement on the precise 

nature of such an overhaul (c.f. Bacon Jr. 2006). 

The passage of the Immigration Act of 1990 marked a significant break from the 

earlier Immigration Act of 1965. Earlier immigration acts in the United States were 

premised on the principle of “family reunification,” aimed at reuniting families of 

immigrants already in the United States. The principles underlying immigration policy, 

since, have undergone significant changes. In particular, Park & Park (2005) argue that 

American immigration policy is now increasingly defined through the logics of the 

market. They claim that immigration policy - through the creation of employment-

related visas in order to bring more “seed immigrants” into the country – is increasingly 

being used towards economic ends while negating the humanistic principles that used to 

define it. The concluding section of this chapter returns to critiques of the current 

immigration law made by Park & Park in order to draw out the ways in which Indian 

technomigrants are being positioned as a “model minority” in the United States. 
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The Immigration Act of 1990 provided for an annual quota of 65,000 temporary 

work visas for individuals working in “specialty occupations” – known as the H1-B – 

that would allow U.S.-based employers to hire skilled non-Americans for jobs where 

Americans were not available. Table 7 provides a brief overview of technical details of 

the Immigration Act of 1990 as they relates to Indian technomigration. 

 

Table 7: Overview of the Immigration Act of 1990 

Indian technomigrants to the United States enter the country primarily under four 

kinds of visa categories: F, J, H, and L. The F and J categories are used by students and 

exchange scholars, while the H and L categories are used by temporary workers and 

exchange (intra-company transfers) workers. Among all these visa categories, the H-1B 

visa – a special category of the H visa designated for individuals employed in “specialty 

occupations” – is the only one that has an annual numerical cap of 65,000 associated 

with it, in addition to another 20,000 visas reserved for foreign nationals graduating with 

a Master’s degree or higher from U.S.-based institutions. The F, H, and L visas account 

for the majority of Indian technomigration to the United States. 

Indian students enter the United States as (mostly graduate) students under the F 

and J categories. According to the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services 

(USCIS), over 70,000 Indians entered the United States on F visas in the year 2006 (U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security 2007). This includes both students, and their spouses 

and children (the number has risen to about 95,000 in 2008 (Bhandari & Chow 2008); 

spouses and children usually constitute a small fraction of the student visa-holders). In 

comparison, only about 7,500 Indians entered the United States as exchange scholars (on 

J visas) during the same year. Individuals entering the United States as students and 
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exchange scholars have to register with the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 

through their Student Exchange and Visitor Information System (SEVIS); Designated 

Student Officers (DSOs) at host academic institutions are responsible for keeping 

student information in this database up-to-date. Historically, a large proportion of these 

students has continued to reside in the United States after completing their education, 

first on a temporary work visa (the H-1B), and eventually by establishing permanent 

legal residence in the country. Students transitioning from the F category to the H 

category usually do so by applying for a period of “Optional Practical Training” (OPT). 

In April 2008, under an interim rule issued by the Department of Homeland Security, the 

maximum allowable OPT-period for STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Mathematics) majors only was extended from 12 months to 29 months because 

employers seeking to hire international students were often unable to retain them on 

account of the cap on H-1B visas being exhausted (Department of Homeland Security 

2008). 

All the visa categories that I mention here are classified as temporary, non-

immigrant visas, meaning that holders of these visas are expected to leave the country by 

the time their visas expire. While being issued these visas, individuals sign documents 

that hold them legally responsible for leaving the country when their visas expire. But, 

the H visa is the only category that allows for individuals to intend to become permanent 

immigrants to the U.S. even though their current status is that of a temporary 

nonimmigrant. This is the reason why most visa holders have to wait to get an H-1 visa 

before filing for a permanent resident status (“green cards”) in the United States.   
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Under the immigration law of 1990, an annual cap of 65,000 visas was set for 

non-immigrant H-1B visas for professionals employed in “specialty occupations.”36 This 

provision of H-1B visas was justified as being necessary to sustain American 

competitiveness, especially in the high-tech sector, in the face of an impending labor 

shortage. The Immigration Act of 1990 marked a watershed in U.S. Immigration history, 

as it sought to encourage “Independent Immigration” to the United States for the first 

time, while still preserving the principle of “family reunification” that had shaped U.S. 

immigration policy historically. In recent years, the Department of Labor has received 

almost twice the number of applications on the very first day of the process, and 

decisions on visa allotments have been made through a lottery system.37 The difference 

between the number of available work visas and its much greater demand is often 

referred to as the “cap gap.” Industries in particular have been alarmed at their inability 

to hire and retain foreign nationals, and have been lobbying the Congress for increasing 

the numerical cap on H-1 visas (Compete America 2008).   

 

3.2 Contradictory impulses shaping immigration law 

Over the years, two impulses seem to have particularly influenced the ways 

amendments to immigration law have been enacted and implemented. As Bill Gates’ 

testimony quoted at the beginning of this chapter foreshadows, high-tech industry 

coalitions have been lobbying the U.S. Congress to provide greater number of 

                                                 
36 Under the Immigration Act of 1990, a specialty occupation is defined as “one that requires the 
theoretical and practical application of a body of specialized knowledge and a bachelor’s or higher degree 
in the specific specialty as a minimum qualification.”  
 
37 2009 was the first in many years when the cap for H1-B visas was not met till around the month of 
September. This has been attributed to the ongoing economic recession in the United States. 
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employment related visas for highly skilled immigrants, and to simplify the bureaucratic 

processes involved. At the same time, concerns over national security, heightened in the 

aftermath of September 11, have also shaped immigration law and its implementation in 

the United States in particular ways. Below, I develop these contradictory impulses that 

underwrite contemporary immigration law further. 

3.2.1 “Shortage of skilled workers” 

 
If we can’t educate enough of our own kids to compete at this level, we’d 
better make sure we can import someone else’s, otherwise we will not 
maintain our standard of living. 

Thomas Friedman, May 23, 2007 NYT op-ed 
 
Debates over skilled immigration in the United States have mainly been framed 

in terms of “the national interest,” as suggested by the above quote, as well as the 

excerpt from Bill Gates’ testimony at the beginning of this chapter. Multinational 

corporations such as Microsoft have long lobbied the U.S. Congress to relax 

immigration laws in relation to skilled immigration. Prevailing immigration laws are 

said to hamper their ability to be hire and retain skilled, non-American labor. This in 

turn, is said to compromise the ability of the United States to maintain its technological 

leadership in the world, as well as the competitiveness of the U.S. economy more 

generally. A restrictive immigration regime in relation to skilled labor is hence said to 

compromise the U.S. national interest.  

Demands for easing skilled immigration into the United States are usually 

predicated on two kinds of arguments. The first argument is that not enough Americans 

are seeking degrees in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) related 

majors. In his testimony, Gates attributes this to a crumbling public school infrastructure 
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– he refers to a widespread recognition that the American public education system is in 

need of serious overhauls, and that many who graduate high school simply do not have 

an adequate training to succeed in college. Consequently, there is a shortage of skilled 

personnel in the domestic labor pool to occupy all the positions that corporations need to 

Table 8: Student Migration from India to the United States (Institute of International Education,
2008) 

In academic year 2007/08, there were 94,563 students from India studying in the United 
States (up 12.8% from the previous year).  Since 2001/02, India has remained the leading 
place of origin for students coming to the United States.  
 
• Academic Level.  The majority of Indian students study at the graduate level. In 2006/07, 

their breakdown was as follows: 
14.4% undergraduate 
72.0% graduate students 
2.1% other 
11.5% OPT (Optional Practical Training) 

 
• Historical trends. The number of Indian students in the U.S. increased by 12.8% in 

2007/08, following an increase of 9.6% the previous year. India has been the number one 
sending place of origin since 2001/02 when it surpassed China. 2000/01 marked a new 
surge in enrollments from India, with an increase of 30%, followed by two more years of 
double-digit growth (22% in 2002/03 and 12% in 2003/04).  

 
Year # of Students from 

India 

% of Total Foreign 

Students in US 

2007/08 94,563 15.2% 

2006/07 83,833 14.4% 

2005/06 76,503 13.5% 

2004/05 80,466 14.2% 

2003/04 79,736 13.9% 

2002/03 74,603 12.7% 

2001/02 66,836 11.5% 

2000/01 54,664 9.9% 

1999/00 42,337 8.2% 

1998/99 37,482 7.6% 

1997/98 33,818 7.0% 

1996/97 30,641 6.7% 

1995/96 31,743 7.0% 
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fill in order to grow. The obvious solution then, if the United States is to maintain a 

position of technological leadership, is to “import” people from other places who possess 

the necessary skills to occupy such positions. This is usually achieved by hiring students 

who are already based at U.S. universities, or by hiring people from other countries – 

either through intermediaries or on their own.38 Increased international student 

enrollment, which is not capped under immigration law, is in fact regarded by some as a 

“side-door” into the U.S. labor market (Abella 2006). Given the pressures to maintain 

“family unification” as the basis of immigration policy, student recruitment presents an 

easy mechanism to by-pass some of the restrictions over recruiting non-Americans in the 

labor force. In recent years, an additional 20,000 work-visas have been set aside for 

international students enrolled at U.S. institutions for their education. The H-1B Visa 

Reform Act of 2004 aimed to provide some relief to the oversubscribed H-1B visa 

(previous years had witnessed more than twice the number of applications for the 

available 65,000 visas) by allowing for 20,000 additional visas for international students 

receiving “advanced degrees” from U.S. institutions. In doing so, the amendment sought 

to respond to needs of American businesses, while also trying to get greater returns on 

                                                 
38 The practice of “body-shopping” as a way to deal with unforeseen labor needs took shape in the 90s. 
Corporations, instead of hiring IT-related labor directly, would contract their labor requirements to 
specialized consultancies which came to be referred as “body-shopping firms.” Contracting labor 
requirements to these firms meant that corporations could be much more flexible in their employment 
practices than otherwise. Xiang’s (2007) ethnographic work provides an excellent analysis of this 
exploitative practice. 

 Alternately, Aneesh’s (2006) ethnographic work focusing on off-shore offices documents the 
practice of outsourcing IT work to India. Through his theorization of Virtual migration, he provides yet 
another way in which labor can be imported transnationally. Aneesh’s work describes an emergent 
configuration where workers themselves don’t have to travel even as vast amounts of code travels 
unimpeded across national borders through the World Wide Web.  
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taxpayer monies said to be invested in educating international students (Fraunheim 

2004). 

A second set of arguments that is usually mobilized in favor of relaxing 

restrictions over skilled immigration are over fears of the United States losing its 

position of technological supremacy in the world. As a recent National Research Council 

report puts it, “While the United States remains a world leader in advanced science and 

technology, it no longer dominates; it is now among the leaders” (National Research 

Council 2009, 2). In this precarious position, proponents of relaxing immigration for the 

highly skilled contend, the United States cannot afford to lose skilled workers to other 

countries. Not only is there a scarcity of skilled personnel domestically, but various 

countries across the world are essentially competing over what is a limited labor pool. 

Thus, in order to be competitive internationally, U.S. immigration policy needs to be 

liberal enough for it to be an attractive destination for businesses and skilled workers 

alike. In recent years, there has been a lot of pressure on the Congress to make it easier 

for skilled workers to work and stay in the United States, especially in the face of efforts 

by other countries to ease their permanent residency and citizenship laws.39 For example, 

in his testimony to the U.S. Senate committee, Bill Gates further writes: 

[I] urge Congress to ask, “How do we create a system that supports and 
sustains the innovation that drives American growth, economic opportunity 
and prosperity?” Congress can answer that question by acting immediately in 
two significant ways. 

First, we need to encourage the best students from abroad to enroll in our 
colleges and universities, and to remain in the United States when their 
studies are completed. Today, we take exactly the opposite approach. Foreign 
students who apply for a student visa to the United States today must prove 

                                                 
39 Germany, for example, introduced a “green card” similar to that in the US, with limited success. 
Similarly, countries like Australia and Canada have been long attracting skilled labor through a point-
based immigration system, where potential immigrants are assigned points for desirable traits; skills that 
are in demand are highly valued under these systems. 
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that they do not intend to remain here once they receive their degrees. This 
makes no sense. If we are going to invest in educating foreign students – 
which we should and must continue to do – why drive them away just when 
this investment starts to pay off for the American economy? 

Barring high-skilled immigrants from entry to the U.S., and forcing the 
ones that are here to leave because they cannot obtain a visa, ultimately 
forces U.S. employers to shift development work and other critical projects 
offshore. This can also force U.S. companies to fill related management, 
design, and business positions with foreign workers, thereby causing further 
lost U.S. job opportunities even in areas where America is strong, allowing 
other countries to “bootstrap” themselves into these areas, and further 
weakening our global competitive strength. If we can retain these research 
projects in the United States, by contrast, we can stimulate domestic job and 
economic growth. In short, where innovation and innovators go, jobs are soon 
to follow.  

Second, Congress should expedite the path to Permanent Resident 
status for highly skilled workers. The reality for Microsoft and many other 
U.S. employers is that the H1-B visa program is temporary only in the sense 
that it is the visa we use while working assiduously to make our H1-B hires – 
whether educated in the U.S. or abroad – permanent U.S. residents. Rather 
than pretend that we want these highly skilled, well trained innovators to 
remain for only a temporary period, we should accept and indeed embrace the 
fact that we want them to become permanent U.S. residents so that they can 
drive innovation and economic growth alongside America’s native born 
talent. 

 (Gates 2007:11) 
 

While industry coalitions such as Compete America (Compete America 2008) 

have lobbied for a more liberal immigration regime, its detractors argue that corporations 

have been making use of foreign-born workers as a means to keep wages or skilled work 

low. In this line of argument, it is not that there is not enough skilled labor available 

domestically, but rather, multinational corporations are deliberately making use of the 

provisions in the immigration law to introduce more competition into the economy, and 

hence maintain lower wages. There is no strong consensus on the validity of these claims 

– in the hearings leading up to the passage of the American Competitiveness Act in the 

Twenty-First Century of 2000 (AC21), for example, senators and stakeholders repeatedly 

underscored the absence of any conclusive studies suggesting the need for greater skilled 
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immigration into the United States. Nonetheless, the act was approved, and provided for 

temporary increases in the number of H-1B visas: “195,000 in fiscal year 2001; 195,000 

in fiscal year 2002; and 195,000 in fiscal year 2003.” Additionally, institutions of higher 

 

Figure 4: F1 and H-1B recipients from India as a percentage of total temporary admissions into the 
United States (Source: Author's compilation of data released by Office of Immigration Statistics 
between 2000 and 2008) 
education and nonprofit and government jobs were exempted from the H-1B cap. The 

law also allowed, for the first time, for the H-1B to become “portable” – while 

previously, the H-1B was employer specific, H-1B holders were now allowed to transfer 

employment, as long as their new employers would file a new application for their H-1B 

visas. While the H1-B visa still remained employer-specific, allowing for employees to 

transfer employment was supposed to help mitigate their exploitation at the hands of their 

employers (Park & Park, 2005: 102-104). While some like Park & Park suggest that there 

might be some validity to hyped-up claims of a shortage of skilled workers, others like 
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Saxenian (2006) undermine this claim by emphasizing that most high-tech immigrants 

are responsible for creating additional jobs in the U.S. economy in different ways – by 

starting their own businesses, and by contributing to the growth of the high-tech industry 

which then spurs additional jobs, for example. 

Market-driven logics that emphasize the need for additional highly skilled 

immigrants into the U.S. economy for sustaining its growth are one set of rationales that 

have thus shaped U.S. immigration policy, especially in the domain of highly skilled 

immigration. A second set of logics that shape immigration law and strongly influence 

how Indian technomigrants experience the U.S. immigration system relate to concerns 

over national security - concerns that have become heightened significantly in the 

aftermath of the events of September 11. I engage these in the following section.  

3.2.2 National security 

In a speech delivered to the President’s Council of Advisers on Science and 

Technology in September 2002, then U.S. Secretary of State, Colin Powell called upon 

the scientific community to help develop tools that would ensure that the events of 

September 11 would not be repeated. Among other things, he called for the development 

of an “Advanced Visa Processing System” that would lock out potential terrorists. Powell 

envisioned a system that would allow an American consular officer worldwide to bounce 

an applicant’s information with “every possible intelligence or law enforcement 

database” that the United States owned or had access to. A major challenge for the United 

States, as Powell saw it, was to balance the imperatives of keeping away potential evil-

doers from American shores while at the same time remaining an “open, welcoming 

society” (U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2002). 
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An immediate response to enhancing the kinds of security measures that Powell 

envisioned was the creation of the Student and Exchange Visitor Information System 

database that is maintained by the office of Immigration and Naturalization Services 

(INS). Passage of the USA PATRIOT Act dictated that the SEVIS be fully implemented  

Table 9: SEVIS and the USA PATRIOT Act of 2001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The creation of the SEVIS was first mandated by a 1996 federal law, the Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA). The law mandated that 
an electronic system for tracking and reporting immigration into the United States be 
developed and implemented. A pilot program for this, the Coordinated Intragency 
Partnership Regulating International Students (CIPRIS), was soon established. The 
terrorist attacks of September 11, and the realization that one of the nineteen hijackers 
had entered the United States legally put the implementation of the SEVIS on a fast-
track. Subsequent passage of the USA PATRIOT (Uniting and Strengthening America by 
Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism) Act of 2001 
mandated that the SEVIS be fully implemented by August 2003.  

 
The complexity of the SEVIS stems from it being an extremely complicated IT 

project in which more than 5,000 U.S. institutions submit information into the system 
simultaneously that are accessible to the DHS and the inspectors at various U.S. Ports of 
Entry, and are also periodically transmitted to U.S. consular officers throughout the 
world. Any glitches in the system or inaccessibility for any reason could hence result in 
significant disruptions for the students involved. Among other things, for F1 students, 
following are considered as “reportable events” under U.S. law (Boston University 
International Students & Scholars Office, 2005): 

1. registration/enrollment each school term 
2. leaves of absence, suspensions, or withdrawals from school; 
3. authorized and unauthorized drops below a "full course of study", as defined by 

USCIS regulations; 
4. resumption of a "full course of study" after an authorized drop; 
5. employment off campus; 
6. dependent information 
7. U.S. residential address changes  
8. changes in major, program of study, or expected completion date 
9. transfer to a new college or to a new degree level 
10. periods of authorized and unauthorized employment 
11. termination/disruption of optional practical training 
12. reinstatement to status after any violations 
13. termination of F-1 status due to degree completion, change of status, failure to 

maintain status, or other reason. 
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by August 2003, and that information of all internationals entering the United States on 

student and exchange visas be entered into the system by then. The database was created 

to better track key information such as name and address changes and changes in 

students’ fields of study, and also automate the process of reporting such changes to the 

INS. As part of this process, all international students were to be issued newer I-20 

documents which were now bar-coded, so that various kinds of border-security personnel 

could pull up student records at ease. The electronic system was meant to facilitate better 

communication between participating schools and the U.S. federal administration. 

Designated School Officials (DSOs) at each school were to be responsible for making 

sure that each student enrolled at the host institute was in compliance with U.S. national 

laws, and consequently of the institute’s eligibility to host foreign students (U.S. 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement 2008). 

Other measures instituted as a response to better tracking foreign populations 

include limiting their access to the Social Security Administration, and introducing 

fingerprinting for all internationals every time they enter the United States. International 

students, for example, are no longer issued Social Security Numbers (SSNs) unless they 

are able to demonstrate that they have already secured employment. For some students, 

this is not a problem, since they enroll at universities with some kind of financial offers 

such as Teaching or Research Assistantships already in place. For others however, 

obtaining employment in the United States to support themselves is not as easy, 

especially because international students are permitted to work only at the university at 

which they are enrolled. Lack of SSNs , as mentioned previously, makes it impossible for 

them to obtain basic services like driving permits and cellular phones. 
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More recently, the DHS has instituted another database known as E-Verify. 

Amidst raging controversies over ways to manage illegal immigration into the United 

States, federal agencies introduced the E-Verify system in 2008. As part of this system, 

all employers receiving federal assistance are required to verify the eligibility of all their 

employees – citizens and non-citizens – to work in the United States. As mentioned 

above, STEM-students who seek to extend their OPT periods to 29-months also need to 

be E-Verified. However, employers reluctance to opt-in for the E-Verify system has 

meant that many students haven’t been able to benefit from the OPT extension that was 

introduced in 2008 in order to address the “cap-gap.” Employers have been reluctant to 

enroll into the E-Verification system because of questions over potential law-enforcement 

fallouts resulting from inaccurate information in the system, or just simple human error. 

Some also fear that the system, even though free-of-charge at the moment, might cease 

being so in the future. Proliferation of electronic surveillance, in various forms, then has 

been one outcome of heightened risk-perceptions in the U.S (U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security 2008).   

At most university campuses, specialized offices with primary and secondary 

DSOs approved by the INS are responsible for liaising with various federal agencies, 

primarily through the electronic databases mentioned above.40 With recent amendments 

to OPT laws, these offices are now required to maintain up-to-date information of not just 

students on its campus, but also of students availing OPT extensions before transitioning 

on to employment-based visas. Given the general atmosphere within which these offices 

                                                 
40 At RPI, the office is referred to as the Office for the International Services for Students & Scholars. The 
office is relatively small, and staffed by three persons – a director, an assistant director, and an 
administrative associate. 
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operate, many tend to pass on the anxieties created by heightened risk-sensibilities on to 

their students. Sahil, a graduate student at RPI, for example, told me about one of the one 

of DSOs on campus strongly impressing the need for maintaining their information up-to-

date with the office of International Student Services on campus. He also mentioned that 

during the annual orientation proceedings for international students on campus, this 

person frequently identifies herself as an “overbearing mother” who needs to keep her 

children “squeaky clean.” The metaphor of hygiene is poignant; at one level, it indexes 

the power dynamics of the U.S. state-immigrant relationship, mediated through the 

school officials. Immigrants are cast as children in need of being disciplined, in need of 

instruction for being “squeaky clean” – sometimes very literally, as perhaps the 

somewhat unusual example in the table below demonstrates. (In a literal sense, the 

“squeaky clean” here is a reference to the school official wanting to meticulously keep 

track of all international students on campus, so that they would not raise any flags in 

various immigration databases when they interfaced with immigration officials, in 

reentering the United States after out-of-country visits, but especially when they tried to 

convert their visa status in order to seek employment.) The reference is also reminiscent 

of orientalist racial slurs invoked in an earlier era of overtly exclusionary immigration 

laws and policies, when invocations such as the “oriental gangrene,” the “yellow fever,” 

the “hindoo menace” were common in popular discourse. At another level, then, this 

metaphor of hygiene is also suggestive of the continued othering of international 

populations in the United States. 
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Table 10: Excerpt from monthly ISSS newsletter at RPI (Havis, 2005) 

Cleaning your apartment
  
School has been in session for about 6 weeks.  Hopefully you are settled into a routine.  Now 
you need to look around your apartment.  Is it as clean as when you moved in?  Landlords 
expect you to clean your apartment on a regular basis.  What does regular mean?  I would 
suggest you clean your whole apartment every week, if you cannot do that then two weeks.  
  
Of  course  there  is daily  cleaning,  that means  everyday you  should be  cleaning  the dishes 
you  use,  wiping  the  crumbs  of  food  off  the  counter  into  the  garbage  pail.   Keeping  dirty 
dishes in the sink for more than one or two days can attract bugs.  If you get in the habit of 
cleaning the kitchen after you use it each time, it will be much easier when you do the big 
cleaning job every two weeks. 
  
So what do you need to clean your apartment? 

1.      broom 
2.      bucket 
3.      mop 
4.      paper towels or rags & sponges 
5.       Cleaners  –  for  the  bathroom  something  like  Scrubbing  bubbles,  for  the 
floors and counter something like Fantastic or Mr. Clean; pledge; Windex 

  
Now, what do you need to clean in your apartment every two weeks? 
  

1. You need to wash the kitchen and bathroom floor.  You should have special soap to 
do this. I would suggest something like “Mr. Clean”.  You will need a bucket and a 
mop.  If you don’t want to use a mop you need to get on your hands and knees and 
wash the floor.  Remember, first you sweep all the dirt into the garbage pail then 
wash it.  But don’t walk on it until it dries. 

  
2. Dust the furniture.  It is easier if you use something like pledge. 

  
3. Wash the top of the stove and the counters. 

  
4. Sweep the floors in every room. 

  
5. Look in your refrigerator, if something has spilled wipe it up.  Check and make sure 

all the food is good.  If anything smells bad throw it out. 
  

6. Empty all the wastepaper baskets in the apartment. 
 

7. Take out the garbage.  Don’t wait for two weeks to take out the garbage.  It should 
be taken out when the pail is full or smells.  In my house that is every other day. 

 
 More tips later. 
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As is also apparent in Bill Gates’ testimony, concerns that national security might 

be rendering the U.S. immigration system too restrictive and overly-bureaucratized have 

been voiced repeatedly over the past few years. Concerns over employers not being able 

to retain foreign labor and having to shift elsewhere are becoming more audible. 

Recently, the National Research Council (2009) has also issued a report that discusses the 

need for going beyond “Fortress America.” The report submits that policies of export 

control in Science & Technology are still governed by a Cold War mentality, and ill-

suited in a world where United States is no longer the sole technological leader. 

While the United States remains a world leader in advanced 
science and technology, it no longer dominates; it is now among the 
leaders. We are increasingly interdependent on the rest of the world. What 
is the United States doing to reap the benefits of its increased 
interdependence? Instead of promoting engagement, the United States is 
required by our current system of controls to turn inward. Our visa 
controls have made it difficult or less attractive for talented foreign 
professionals to come and learn what is great about this country, or to stay 
and help grow the American economy. Our export controls retard both the 
United States and its allies from sharing access to military technology, and 
handicap American business from competing globally. 
 In the post-9/11 world, even if we could accept the costs associated 
with mistakenly turning away some of the brightest international students 
or accept the forefeit of some business growth opportunities in the interest 
of national and homeland security, these are not the only outcomes of 
current policies. Such policies also weaken relations with allies, reduce the 
capability and strength of America’s defense industrial base, and help 
create foreign competitors that diminish U.S. market share in critical 
technologies.  
 These unintended consequences arise from the policies that were 
crafted for an earlier era. In the name of maintaining superiority, the 
United States now runs the risk of becoming less competitive and less 
prosperous; we run the risk of actually weakening the national security. 
The Cold War mentality of “Fortress America” cripples our ability to 
confront the very real dangers of altered world conditions” (National 
Research Council, 2009:2). 
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The report strikes a strongly critical note of current U.S. export control and visa policies, 

and claims that not only are they harming U.S. economic interests, but they might also be 

compromising U.S. national security instead of strengthening it. The report makes a 

number of specific recommendations – one of which is to ease U.S. immigration laws so 

as to facilitate greater flows of technoscientific expertise through the country.     

A second set of logics that have shaped contemporary U.S. immigration laws are 

heightened concerns over national security in a post-9/11 world. These perceptions 

manifest themselves in the form of increased mechanisms to monitor and control foreign 

populations in the country. Key stakeholders, such as high-tech industry coalitions, have 

consistently lobbied the U.S. Congress to ease constraints on high-tech immigrants, citing 

that these constraints hurt U.S. economic and national interests. 

 

3.3 Technomigrant experiences of U.S. Immigration 

Most of my interlocutors claim to have had relatively easy experiences with the 

U.S. immigration system. By this, they imply that almost everyone transitions 

successfully into obtaining employment and permanent residency in the United States if 

they so desire. However, they also voice frustrations over various constraints on their 

everyday lives as a result of U.S. immigration policy. Several of the students that I 

interviewed, for example, voiced indignation over being fingerprinted each time they 

enter the United States, a practice which they said was humiliating. In certain instances, 

like Rahul’s example below, these disruptions extend further into their everyday lives, 

affecting access to various social services like obtaining social security numbers and 

driving permits. The lack of a social security number makes it impossible for freshly 
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arrived Indian students to obtain telephones, and they often rely on other students or 

family members already in the United States to acquire one on their behalf. Also, with 

limited exceptions, international students in the United States are permitted to take up 

employment only at the university that they are enrolled at, sometimes making it difficult 

for students to support themselves while in school. 

The disruptions that Indian technomigrants experience over the short term take 

many forms. Some of these, as in Rahul & Pooja’s case, can be attributed to immigration 

law being out-of-joints with its lived realities. Rahul attended engineering college at 

Mumbai University from 1998 through 2002. After college, he worked for a big Indian 

IT company located in Pune for a few years. His employers deputed him on a project 

with a multinational financial institution in Frankfurt, Germany, where he spent the next 

couple of years. In the Fall of 2006, he started pursuing an MBA in Atlanta in the United 

States. He spent the summer of 2007 working an internship with a management 

consulting firm in New York City, and was offered a job with them subsequently, which 

he has started working since August 2008. He is currently based in Atlanta, and works 

for them as a management consultant. Rahul’s current employment demands a high level 

of mobility of him. Most weeks, he is out on business trips and returns to Atlanta on 

weekends.41 

While transitioning from his student visa to his working visa (period known as 

Optional Practical Training (OPT), see Table 1 for details), Rahul and his wife Pooja had 

                                                 
41 I use Rahul & Pooja’s example here in spite of the fact that Rahul is no longer pursuing an engineering 
career. The reason for this is two-fold; one, pursuing an MBA after a bachelor’s or a master’s in 
engineering is becoming an increasingly common career choice for many Indians. And secondly, the 
particular situation involving the transition between a student visa and a work visa is by no means unique 
to management professionals.  
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to face a period of high uncertainty. On his first attempt, Rahul’s petition did not figure 

in the H-1B visa (work visa) lottery. Rahul would try again the following year 

(successfully), but would have had to leave the United States if his visa did not come 

through a second time as well. This would have implied that either his current employer 

hire him in a different country, or that Rahul seek other employment options. The 

uncertainty over their future in the United States forced Rahul and Pooja to defer 

decisions that were important to them, like investing in real estate, or Pooja’s inclination 

to pursue further education.  

The situation has been especially difficult for Pooja. They married while Rahul 

was still in school, which implied that under U.S. immigration law, Pooja was admitted 

into the country as a “dependent.” This precluded the possibility of her seeking 

employment in the country, even though she had been working as an educational 

counselor at a private school in Mumbai. Pooja has also been interested in seeking a 

graduate education in the United States herself, but decided to put the decision on hold 

till she was more certain of their future in the United States. Rahul’s immigration status, 

however, has also prohibited her from applying for a driving permit, which made 

moving around in a city like Atlanta, with limited public transportation, especially 

inconvenient. 

Other disruptions in the everyday lives of technomigrants can be attributed to the 

contradictory impulses that underwrite immigration law. Under immigration laws, 

student visas, for example, are classified as temporary nonimmigrant visas. Individuals 

entering the country on a student visa are required to sign an undertaking, under the 

penalty of perjury, that they intend to leave the United States upon completion of their 
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education. In order to demonstrate these intents, Indian engineering students, as I have 

discussed in the previous chapter, go to great lengths to demonstrate their financial 

solvency and stakes in returning to India. In practice however, most students do actually 

intend to stay on and work in the United States for some time at least. Furthermore, as the 

opening quote in this chapter demonstrates, there is a growing concern that immigration 

law is undermining U.S. national interests by driving away those individuals in whom 

substantial national resources have already been invested. The dynamic results in a 

situation where students are expected to present themselves as temporary residents in the 

United States, while actively intending, and even being encouraged, to stay on in the 

country after completing their education.   

Recent amendments to the OPT law serve to highlight the contradictions within 

immigration law even further. In previous years, applications for H-1B visas (work visas) 

would routinely exceed the allotted annual cap of 65,000. Often, twice as many 

applications would be filed on April 2 each year, which is the first day of accepting 

applications for H-1 visas (the visas themselves are issued on October 1). This meant that 

about half the people already employed under their OPTs would not receive visas through 

the H-1B lottery in any given year. Had the OPT period remained at 12 months (instead 

of the current 29 months for students in STEM-related majors), these individuals would 

not have had a second chance at filing for a work visa in the United States, and would 

have been forced to leave the country. Recognizing this, the Department of Homeland 

Security (DHS) issued an interim order in April 2008 that extended the OPT period for 

individuals in STEM-related majors to 29 months for the express purpose of 

“ameliorat[ing] the so-called “cap-gap” problem by extending the authorized period of 
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stay for all F-1 students who have properly filed H-1B petition and change of status 

request” (pp. 2). The rationale for the extension is to mitigate the “immediate competitive 

disadvantage” faced by U.S. employers on account of not being able to hire and retain 

foreign nonimmigrant workers, especially when others in the European Union, China, 

and India are competing for the same workers more effectively. The implicit 

acknowledgment that F-1 students based in STEM-majors form an important source of 

skilled labor for the United States only further underscores the contradictions within 

immigration law. 

Transition periods, between student visas and work visas, can be especially 

inconvenient for many. Over the summer, when a majority of students graduate and 

petition the offices of the Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) for activating 

their OPTs, students can experience significant delays in the processing of their 

applications. In order to be employed legally in accordance with U.S. laws during the 

OPT period, students have to receive an Employment Authorization Document (EAD). 

Students can apply for their EAD cards upto 90 days in advance, but processing delays 

mean that they don’t always receive them in a timely manner. Those who already have 

secured employment are sometimes forced to defer their starting dates until they receive 

their EAD cards. The OPT amendments also prescribe a maximum of 60 days of 

unemployment during this period before individuals are expected to leave the country. 

This produces significant anxieties for those who haven’t secured jobs before graduation, 

and often means that students delay their graduation until they find suitable employment. 

OPT periods are also a source of heightened travel anxieties for many, and foreign 
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student advisors on many university campuses often advise their students against 

international travel in this interim period.   

At other times, students such as Tejas, find themselves limited by the constraints 

created by the coincidence of institutional policies and immigration laws. Tejas, an 

alumnus of IIT, Madras, is in his third year of doctoral studies in Electrical Engineering 

at RPI. He is there on a student visa, which has now expired. An expired visa does not 

hamper Tejas’ ability to continue his education. He has however been unable to visit his 

family in Chennai as a result. Over the past three years, he has been able to travel to India 

only once. The reason for this lies in the way his education is funded by his department, 

and his inability to renew his visa documents as a result. 

Tejas’ initial visa processing in Chennai was delayed due to an extended 

“background check” that he had to undergo.42 When he was finally issued a visa, it was 

only for a two-year period. Staying in the United States on an expired visa is not a 

problem, as long as Tejas has a valid I-20 document.43,44 The visa stamp only serves as 

an entry document into the United States; Tejas will not be in violation of his visa status 

as long as he maintains an up-to-date I-20.This involves notifying the International 

                                                 
42 In recent years, extended background checks have been mandated for individuals working in “advanced 
areas of science and technology” that overlap with concerns over national security. As of June 2009, the 
U.S. State Department has hired additional staff to limit this process to two weeks. Prior to that, 
processing background checks could require as long as two-three months. 
 
43 Form I-20 is a government form in which the host academic institution to certifies to the INS that the 
student is a “bona-fide” candidate who plans on pursuing a full course of study, and is able to financially 
support his/her education. 
 
44 This can get even more complicated. Most Indian students receive visas that are valid for multiple 
entries into the United States, but in some cases students might be issued visas that are valid for entering 
the country only once. This is more commonly the case for students from certain Muslim countries and 
even Chinese students. I have known students, especially from Middle-Eastern countries, who almost 
always are granted single entry visas into the U.S. and plan on not visiting their families for at least the 
duration of their studies so as to avoid potential disruptions. 
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Student Services Office on campus of any changes – such as a change in his residential 

address or phone number – in his everyday living arrangements within a period of ten 

days. He also needs to periodically get his I-20 signed by the Designated School Official 

(DSO) at RPI. 

However, he will have to renew his visa to re-enter the United States is he leaves 

the country for any reason. Renewing the visa itself might not have been a problem, had 

it not been tied to his financial status at RPI. Tejas’ education so far has been fully 

funded by his department. In exchange for a tuition waiver and a stipend, Tejas has 

worked as a research assistant for his professor, or as a teaching assistant for his 

department. All his offers for financial aid however, have been made one semester at a 

time, and need to be renewed at the beginning of each new academic term. These 

limited-term financial offers, often signed only days ahead of the commencement of 

each semester, combined with a lack of sufficient personal funds, means that he won’t be 

able to demonstrate his ability to support his education financially to a visa officer if he 

had to renew his visa. As a result, Tejas has chosen not to visit his family since the one 

time that he went to Chennai while his visa was still valid, for fear of disrupting his 

education. 

The nexus of immigration laws and particular institutional policies have thus 

created significant disruptions for Tejas. Most of them however devise ways to manage 

the constraints placed on them. For some, this means limited mobility, while others like 

Sachin and Anjali, find ways of working (in) the system to escape those constraints. 

Under circumstances similar to those of Rahul and Pooja’s, Sachin and Anjali deemed it 

best that their immigration statuses be independent of each other. Sachin enrolled for his 
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MBA at a university in North Carolina in Fall 2005. In order to be with him, his fiancée 

(now wife), Anjali, decided to enroll at the same university as his. Being a student 

enabled her to enter the United States on a student visa as well, and maintain an 

immigration status independent of Sachin’s. Since then, they have both transitioned to 

obtaining H1-B visas, and now work for separate employers based in Chicago. Having 

her immigration status delinked from that of her spouse’s allowed Anjali to escape some 

of the constraints that Pooja found herself under. Rahul & Pooja’s example, when 

juxtaposed with that of Sachin & Anjali’s is at once revealing of the institutionalization 

of gender roles among Indian technomigrants under immigration law and also the ways 

in which they game the system to escape some of these gendered constraints. 

 

3.4 Conclusion: Indian technomigrants as (a second) “Model 
Minority” 

Technomigrant experiences of the immigration system can be seen as being 

shaped by the two contradictory impulses of increasing skilled immigration into the 

country while also wanting to control and monitor this population. Greater skilled 

immigration, as Park & Park (2005) argue, is symptomatic of a shift in U.S. immigration 

policies whereby the humanistic principles that have historically underwritten them are 

being negated in favor of market-driven logics seeking to stimulate economic growth. 

Family reunification, for example, instead of being a right bestowed on all legal 

residents in the United States, has now become the privileged domain of a few. 

 
“In the same ways, by discouraging family reunification for poorer 
immigrants, the set of laws since 1996 attempt to reduce costs more than 
anything else. Ostensibly, the rules make sure that all prospective sponsors 
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are aware that they must be “responsible” for their family beneficiaries, 
and the family beneficiaries are themselves told that they cannot rely on 
public assistance. But the end result of these rules is that family 
reunification is a privilege that far fewer families can now afford. The law 
has abandoned the principle that all legal residents of the United States 
should have the right to be reunited with their families. Instead, the new 
principle would be that only those who are relatively well off should even 
consider family reunification. Congress favored this second principle 
because it was much less expensive than the first […]” (pp. 111). 
 
Not only do newer immigration policies seek to curtail family reunification, but it 

has also redefined “family” in the process. Family has now come to signify a nuclear 

family or an immediate family, and terms such as “family,” “spouse,” and “children” 

have all been heavily litigated since. During the hearings leading up to the Immigration 

Act especially, representatives of certain ethnic groups voiced concerns over narrow 

conceptions of family - since many, including those from Latin American and Asian 

countries, depended on extended kinship networks for successfully earning their 

livelihoods. Newer systems of immigration have created four different categories for 

family reunification visas, all of which privilege “immediate” family, and cap the 

number of these visas at 480,000 annually. Significantly, family reunification as an 

American citizen is much more easier than family reunification as a permanent resident, 

which has been considered to be a strong push for many to naturalize and become 

American citizens (Subcommittee on Immigration and Refugee Affairs 1989).   

However, even as skilled immigration expanded massively under newer 

immigration laws, Park & Park argue that this has not been without problems either. In 

the wake of the Y2K scare, the enactment of the AC21, for example, provided for 

unprecedented increases in skilled immigration to the United States. But, faced with the 

contradictory impulses of providing for more foreign labor and also protecting domestic 
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labor from unfair competition, the U.S. Congress has consistently chosen to expand the 

category of “temporary” visas over permanent ones. While many arriving on temporary 

work visas would transition into permanent residency eventually, the Congress provided 

for a “flexible” immigration system by retaining the option of readjusting the numbers 

and types of visas.  

“This was because once permanent residency was granted, one simply 
could not be removed from the labor market even if there was a downturn 
in the economy. Non-immigrant beneficiaries – about two-thirds of whom 
were from Asia – were subject to the same labor certification requirements 
as permanent residents, but their status as “non-immigrants” left them with 
much less security, even after favorable revisions to the law in 1998 and 
2000” (pp. 111).  
 

Thus, a second critique that Park & Park make of the Immigration Act of 1990 

and its subsequent amendments is that even as they provide for more foreign labor, the 

status that it affords foreign laborers is a temporary one. A temporary status does not 

allow for the same rights and privileges that might be afforded to permanent residents or 

citizens, and leaves them with much less security than they might have otherwise had. 

The practical and ethical implications of this critique are profound – immigration law 

becomes an important site for the institutionalized othering of immigrants. Even 

relatively privileged immigrants, such as Indian technomigrants, continue to be othered 

under current immigration policies. 

Numerical caps on the number of visas that could be issued to citizens of any 

given country were also rescinded as part of the Immigration Act. This has meant that a 

small number of countries, such as India, now account for a large number of the 

immigrant stream that enter the United States each year. Hence a third critique that can 

be made of immigration law is that it has reduced the overall diversity in the immigrant 
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population to the United States. The 2001 H-1B report issued by the Office of 

Immigration Statistics, for example, reveals the following statistic: “[t]he typical H-1B 

beneficiary whose petition is approved in fiscal year 2001 had the following 

characteristics: born in India; 29 years old; holding a bachelor's degree; working in a 

computer-related occupation; and receiving an annual compensation of $55,000.” For 

Park & Park, the Immigration Act of 1990 is, hence, a “racial disaster.” 

I understand these three conditions – whereby a large number of Indians enter the 

United States each year, are considered to be desirable for the skills that they have to 

offer towards U.S. economic growth, and are nonetheless othered as temporary workers 

– to together provide the structural basis for positioning Indian technomigrants as a 

“model minority” in the United States. As a concept first introduced by sociologist 

William Peterson, “model minority” was a term introduced used to refer to Asian, 

especially Japanese populations in the United States. Denoting hard work, economic 

exceptionalism, and cultural isolation, the term was applied as a concept to explicate the 

reasons why these populations were able to be successful in the United States while 

other “problem minorities” could not. The term has been heavily criticized among East 

Asian Studies scholarship (c.f. Okihiro 1994), for the overly generalizing picture that it 

presents of East Asian populations in the United States, and because of the ways in 

which the stereotype is reinforced by those within these communities themselves.  

Indian technomigrants can be seen as occupying subject positions similar to that 

described by the model minority construct. Economic exceptionalism and their ability to 

be professionally successful in the United States allow them to occupy that position. 

Additionally, cultural remove, a characteristic of Indian community formations in the 
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United States that I engage in the next chapter, has allowed for some to describe Indian 

communities in the United States as an emerging model minority. Among scholars of 

South Asia, Prashad (2000) interprets this positioning as an ideological compromise. For 

Prashad, this positioning of economic success and cultural remove is how Indians in the 

United States come to terms with a racist polity – interpolating themselves between 

White Americans and Black Americans, Indians occupy an intermediate position in the 

U.S. racial hierarchy.  

When desis [Indians] come to the United States in large numbers, […] 
they sign a social contract with a racist polity by making a pledge to work 
hard but to retain a social life at some remove from U.S. society (one that 
is sanctified as specially spiritual and thus an acceptable, even if lesser 
lifeworld). When the desis find that the racist polity wants their labor but 
does not care too much for their lives, the social retreat sanctioned by U.S. 
orientalism provides a space to develop a life, even if this is a space under 
constant threat from educational and other institutions. The claim to a 
higher spirituality (and civilization) allows desis to be positioned in such a 
way that they are seen as superior to blacks, a social location not 
unattractive to a migrant in search of some accommodation in a racist 
polity. The tragedy of this social compact is that it perpetuates and 
reproduces antiblack racism (pp. x-xi). 
 

While Prashad identifies the ideological basis for Indian technomigrants to occupy an 

intermediate position in U.S. society, paying attention to the Immigration Act reveals the 

ways in which this position is codified into law. As I argue above, the coincidence of 

provisions – allowing large numbers of skilled Indians into the country while also 

continuously othering them – provides a key structural condition for positioning Indian 

technomigrants in the United States in particular ways.45 

                                                 
45 An interesting moment in the history of Indian immigration to the United States was the Bhagat Singh 
Thind case of 1923. The classification of South Asians as Caucasian was open to debate until the ruling of 
this case. The U.S. Supreme Court was tasked with making two determinations – “First, is a high-caste 
Hindu of full Indian blood, born at Amritsar, Punjab, India, a white person within the meaning of the 
revised Statutes (Based on the 1790 Naturalization Act, the 1870 statute’s Section 2169 contained a broad 
rule regarding whites and persons of African descent)? Second, does the Racial Exclusion Act of February 
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It is through these lenses that the experiences of my interlocutors make sense. 

The seemingly easy and indifferent opinions of my interlocutors towards immigration 

law are themselves revealing of the social positions that they occupy in the United 

States. To be sure, immigration law places many constraints on what they can and 

cannot do. But most of them figure out ways – by depending on peer networks, their 

families, and sometimes by not depending on them – to navigate these constraints. In the 

short term these constraints might cause disruptions in their everyday lives, but they are 

confident of being able work with and through these disruptions without any significant 

long term consequences. While some complain about the practical constraints placed on 

them due to the coincidence of particular immigration and institutional policies, these are 

not sufficient to discourage them from wanting to remain in the United States. The desire 

for return, as I trace in the following chapters, is often located in familial considerations 

and the need for remaining culturally grounded. Even then, as I describe in the next 

chapter, many technomigrants return to India after having obtained an American 

passport, which, at least on a legal register, leaves the opportunity to return to the United 

States open to them. 

                                                                                                                                                
1917 (the infamous “Racial Barred Zone”) “disqualify from naturalization as citizens those Hindus, now 
barred by that Act, who had lawfully entered the United States prior to the passage of the Act?” in 
deciding against the petition, the Court declared 

They [the statutes] imply, as we have said, a racial test; but the term “race” is one which, for the 
practical purposes of the statue, must be applied to a group of living persons now possessing in 
common the requisite characteristics, not to groups f persons who are supposed to be or realy are 
descended from some remote, common ancestor, but who, whether they both resemble him to a 
greater or less extent, have, at any rate, ceased altogether to resemble one another. 

 
It was thus that the Court resolved the question of the race of high-caste Hindus – through a racial test 
that worked through practicing racial exclusion. A second interesting slippage here is that between 
high-caste Hindus and of Sikhs – in spite of Bhagat Singh Thind himself being a Sikh, the Court was 
instead making a ruling of the ability of high-caste Hindus to be classified as Caucasian. The slippage 
is indexical of both, the categories available within dominant racial typology, and the dependence of 
Indian nationalism to erase the differences that constitute it (Puar & Rai, 2004:79-80).    
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Furthermore, as I demonstrate in the following chapters, the reason why Indian 

technomigrants can operate in the United States, and very well at that, is because the 

“model minority” position that Indian technomigrants are interpolated into overlaps with 

subject positions that are made available under a cosmopolitan discourse of global 

Indianness. This discourse, as I demonstrate in the following chapters, depends 

fundamentally on a distinction between a material West and a spiritual East. Being able 

to claim spiritual and civilizational superiority over the West enables the transnational 

circulation of Indian technomigrants in important ways. The “social retreat sanctioned 

by U.S. orientalism” is also the space in which a spiritual, Indian essence can reign 

superior – and it is this convergence that allows for a high degree of transnational 

mobility among Indian technomigrants. 
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4. Global Indianness as Moral Infrastructure 

Remember the days when everyone whined and complained about the 
globalisation of India? We should not be allowing serials like The Bold and The 
Beautiful -- this is deplorable erosion of cultural values, we declared. After all, 
there was no promiscuity in India at all -- we had to learn it from Ridge 
Forrester! Let’s blame multinationals for suppressing Indian entrepreneurship. 
Let’s blame Kerry Packer for corrupting cricket. Let’s blame Baywatch for 
changing dress codes. Let’s blame Barbie dolls for corrupting our little girls. 
After all, till then, our little girls never dreamed of wearing beautiful dresses. 
… 
From the Non Resident Indian to the Now Required Indian 
Because, somewhere along the way, our beauties became world queens. Before 
we knew it, Amitabh Bachchan was in the wax museum. And Deepak Chopra had 
repackaged the Bhagawad Gita. Before we knew it, the editor of Newsweek was 
an Indian born. And not just men. What about Indra Nooyi? Wasn’t she a 
woman? That too from Chennai? Guess what got on to Time magazine cover? 
Indian yoga. Guess what – Madonna has henna on her hands! Guess what – 
Dilbert has an IITian called Asok! Guess what – there are 110 Gopalakrishnans 
in AT&T! Guess how many Indians were on the team that developed Windows? 
Guess what -- Narayanamurthy spoke at Harvard. Have you read it? I’ll forward 
it to you. Do you have a Hotmail ID? Hey, guess who created Hotmail? An 
Indian. Guess what – an Indian is directing a movie on Queen Elizabeth! And 
who is this Night Shyamalan, yaar? He’s an Indian. Guess who’s swarming all 
over New Jersey in the Y2K? Good, hard working Indian boys! And before we 
knew it, good hard working Indian girls too. Guess whom I saw in Frankfurt 
airport? Dhanbad periamma’s neighbour’s daughter. She works in Wipro. She 
was going to Chicago. For the third time! And guess what -- somewhere along the 
way, we stopped calling it Brain Drain. 
… 
Somewhere along the way, the tide turned 
“America is no longer a premium brand, and the world's love affair with the US, 
while not exactly over, is no longer blind and unquestioning,” said magazine 
articles. “During the last decade, there has been a pronounced shift in Western 
tastes and fashions towards 'Asianisation' – a yearning for the values of older, 
wiser, more contemplative civilizations.” Thank God for magazine articles. 
 
Somewhere along the way, Rajiv Gandhi and Manmohan Singh and P 
Chidambaram and Abdul Kalaam and Dhirubhai Ambani and Vijay Mallya and 
AR Rahman and Arundhati Roy changed the way we Indians looked at ourselves. 
(And so many others, God bless them all – and God, please specially bless 
Lakshmi Mittal. And God, also bless the man in the Rajanigandha ad, who buys a 
foreign company. And all those guys in suiting ads who come back to Indian soil, 
giving up all those white girls.) 
… 
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From masalas to massages to movies: we are “going global” 
Look what we read today. Bollywood we hear is going global! And this is not just 
about one Aiswarya or one Shekar Kapoor. This is about Paramount Pictures co-
producing Indian films for local and global markets. The IIMs are going global. 
(Or they will, if the Ministry of Education allows them.) Indian animation is going 
global. Indian housewives are going global – on the Net -- correcting English 
essays written by Chinese and Japanese children. Our organic farming is going 
global. Always a large number in the USA, our students are today the largest in 
the segment, and now spreading all over – UK, Australia, New Zealand…Look 
what we read in the culture pages. Bharat Natyam dancer incorporates Chinese 
martial arts and Tibetan chanting. English play with Carnatic music. Shakespeare 
re-enacted in seven Indian languages – all at once, in the same play on the same 
stage. An American writer (Nathan Scott, born in India, spoke Hindi before 
English, calls himself a “third culture kid”) using Indian kalamkari art to 
illustrate an Indonesian tale in English. Reads it out to children in a bookshop in 
Chennai. 
 
And look what we read in The Economic Times. “Indian companies go for global 
hued hiring.” “Percentage of other nationalities being hired by Indian companies 
steadily rising and expected to go up”. “We have to become a more embedded 
part of the countries and communities we operate in.” “International associates 
will help the team develop a global and multicultural mindset,” say Indian IT 
heads. Thank God for Indian IT Heads. And thank God for The Economic Times. 
 
“Within the next five years, India’s economy will overtake Japan”. Wow. “In the 
second quarter of the 21st century, India will be among the three countries that 
rule the world. The world will become tripolar.” Tripolar? Wow. “Merit, hard 
work, democracy, secularism, and educational emphasis take India to the front.” 
Is that us they are talking about? Wow. “Indians work hard, and sleep even less. 
46% of Indians, highest in Asia, sleep for less than 6 hours,” says India Today, so 
thank God for India Today too. “Indians won’t just play with the tail of the tiger. 
In the near future they will be the whole tiger.” Wow. “India is at the epicenter of 
the way the world is changing its business format.” Wow. “We are taking 
America. It’s the Trojan horse principle. Get inside and work.” says a professor 
in Columbia. Thank God for professors in Columbia! 
 
This is it, I decided! I raise a toast to the birth of the Global Indian! 

 
Mythili Chandrasekar (2006) 

Brand consultant writing about the role of advertizing in the globalization of India 
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At a baby shower that I participated in a Connecticut suburb just outside of New 

York City, all fifteen attendees, with the exception of one white woman who was 

married to an Indian professional, were Indian. Other than me, everyone at the gathering 

seemed to be already acquainted to each other. Most of the attendees were either 

coworkers of the expectant couple, affiliated with a local university, or simply 

acquainted with each other given the relatively small size and clustered nature of the 

Indian community in that town. I was the lone outsider, and was invited to the event on 

account of being related to the expectant couple. The shower was hosted by my 

acquaintances at their apartment - a two-bedroom apartment in a medium-sized 

apartment complex typical of suburban United States. Over the course of conversation, I 

was told that social gatherings involving some or all of those in attendance were fairly 

frequent. Sometimes these took the form of dinners at one of their apartments, and at 

other times, they organized group outings such as picnics and camping trips. The 

shower, which lasted for a few hours, was one such occasion for those in attendance to 

socialize, and it was catered to with Indian lunch from a local restaurant and early 

evening drinks. Towards the end, participants played games typical of a baby shower, 

before eventually dispersing again after a few hours. What was distinctive about the 

event was its almost exclusively Indian constitution, and appropriation of Western 

cultural forms (baby showers) that were nonetheless incorporated into an Indian 

lifestyle. While the notion of a baby shower itself was culturally unfamiliar, this group 

of thirty-year olds had, in subtle ways - such as the serving of Indian food, or its almost 

exclusively Indian constitution of it – transformed it into an Indian event. Other 

gatherings that I have been to - such as the Diwali celebration previously mentioned, or 
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small informal gatherings - have taken similar form, in terms of its exclusively Indian 

composition. 

Such dense and exclusive Indian community formations are typical of Indian life 

in the United States. These social formations, I argue in this chapter, are oriented by 

notions of difference of Indian culture from Western culture. Indian technomigrants 

continue historically salient understandings of Indianness as being distinctive from 

Westernness (Chatterjee 1993). Such Indianness, as outlined in the next section, is 

expressed through particular practices of consumption, hospitality, and social 

organization among Indian technomigrants in the United States. It is through the 

formation of exclusive Indian communities that Indian technomigrants actively occupy 

the structural position of a “model minority” in the United States – a position 

characterized by professional participation in mainstream U.S. society, but social 

isolation from it. I situate these articulations of difference alongside the growing 

visibility of a discourse of global Indianness – a discourse that presents transnationally 

mobile Indians as belonging to the world (“global”) and yet essentially Indian, as 

exemplified in the opening excerpt for this chapter. By allowing for continued 

investment in Indianness in spite of geographic dispersion thus, the discourse, I argue, 

further affords the movement of Indian technomigrants away from the state, while also 

maintaining a strong Indian identity. Finally, with the growing visibility of global 

Indianness, I draw attention to Indian state-actors deploying the discourse in connecting 

with the Indian diaspora to channel investments into the Indian economy.   

 

 

 



 

     146

4.1 Articulating difference 

Indian graduate students at RPI live in closely-knit community, in houses close to 

the campus, or at a nearby apartment complex. Given the relatively small size of the 

community, Tejas, a key interlocutor at RPI, tells me, most Indian students on campus 

recognize each other by face at least, even if they are not personally acquainted. Tejas 

himself lives in an apartment with three other Indian roommates not too far from the RPI 

campus. He has known one of his roomies since his early undergraduate days, since both 

of them graduated from the same engineering program at IIT, Madras. He met his other 

two roomies through the Graduate Indian Student Association (GradISA) at RPI. The 

GradISA is an association of Indian graduate students on the RPI campus. Owing to lack 

of funds, the GradISA is not very active, but still organizes about three-four events over 

the course of the year – one, an orientation event for incoming Indian students every 

year, and occasional get-togethers for Indian students on major festivals such as Diwali 

and Holi when they usually organize potlucks and screen Bollywood movies. The most 

important function that the GradISA executes, according to Tejas, is to facilitate 

interactions among incoming Indian students every year. Over the course of the summer, 

the GradISA website46 manages an electronic list-serve where incoming students can 

post requests for information regarding housing, classes, transportation etc. Tejas, Sneha, 

and also many of my other interlocutors at RPI have found their current roommates 

through this mailing list, and have often decided on their living arrangements (with 

whom, where etc.) even before they arrive at RPI. The GradISA list-serve also allows 

incoming students to post details of their arrival at RPI. GradISA representatives then 

                                                 
46 http://gradisa.union.rpi.edu/index.html 
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arrange for pick-ups for incoming students from the local airport or train station, and 

also organize for temporary accommodations for these incoming students until their final 

living arrangements are finalized. These practices of hospitality at the GradISA are 

oriented by a sense of affinity towards fellow Indian students. “We are all desi, Dil Se!” 

(At heart, we are all Indian!), its webpage declares.47 Similar organizations of Indian 

students exist on most university campuses in the United States, and extend similar 

hospitality towards other Indian students. 

Tejas explains that even though he has been living in the United States for almost 

three years now, his everyday lifestyle is very Indian. He said that he had had to make 

very few accommodations in his everyday life when he moved to the United States. He 

attributes this to not having any serious interpersonal exchanges with non-Indians. Even 

though his research supervisor is an American, the majority of his research group 

comprises mostly of Indian students. The majority of students in his department, he 

explains, are either Indian or Chinese, with a smaller group of American students and 

students of other nationalities. While he is friendly with many of them, he says his 

interactions with non-Indian students are often limited to a superficial exchange of 

pleasantaries. His interactions with non-Indian students, Tejas feels, are especially 

limited because he does not consume alcohol. Most of his American peers, Tejas says, 

tend to socialize over alcohol, and usually at bars – making any prolonged interactions 

with them even more improbable.   

Moreover, Tejas also shares his living arrangements with other Indian students. 

He explains that sharing an apartment with an American student would be difficult for 

                                                 
47 Dil Se here is also a reference to a popular Bollywood movie by the same name that was released in 
1998. 
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him because he thinks that interpersonal exchanges among Indian students tend to be 

more informal than those between American students. Notions of personal space and 

privacy, for example, he says are very different in Indian culture and Western culture. 

By way of explanation, he tells me that in his current apartment, except in rare instances, 

none of his roomies ever shut the door to their rooms. While this would not be a huge 

issue in particular, Tejas still feels differences like these would entail having to negotiate 

different lifestyles in everyday practices, and prefers to avoid doing so altogether by 

rooming with Indian students who share common cultural backgrounds. Vinay, another 

graduate student in the same department as Tejas, also echoed this idea of the 

informality of interpersonal exchanges among Indians. Vinay said that he always 

perceived the need for setting up appointments when he wanted to interact with his non-

Indian colleagues. In contrast, it was much more acceptable for him to drop in on his 

friends unannounced and last-minute. The norms of association among American 

students, Vinay felt, were much more rigid and formal than they were among Indians. 

Furthermore, Tejas and his roomies also share their meals and cooking responsibilities. 

They shop for their groceries together, share their bills, and distribute responsibilities for 

cooking meals on specific days of the week amongst themselves. Tejas feels that such 

arrangements, which are common among many Indian graduate students, would not be 

possible if he were to live with non-Indian roomies. 

Sports, music, celebrations of Indian festivals, visiting temples, and trips to 

predominantly Indian neighborhoods are other activities through which the Indian 

graduate student community at RPI coheres. Advertized over dedicated list-serves and 

via word-of-mouth, pick-up cricket is a popular sport among Indian males over summer 
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months. Watching important cricket matches is also often an occasion for students to get 

together, so that they can pool their resources and acquire special cable transmission to 

watch Indian cricket matches. The GradISA also reserves facilities on campus to allow 

graduate students to play badminton. Indian festivals are other key moments for the 

Indian community to come together. Key Hindu festivals, usually those of Diwali and 

Holi often tend to be occasions for large-scale celebrations. Smaller festivals, especially 

those limited to specific regions in India tend to be celebrated in smaller groups. Tejas, 

for example, told me about smaller gatherings that they organized to celebrate the Tamil 

New Year festival, Pongal. Domestic celebrations of such occasions, Tejas tells me, 

typically involve the chanting of prayers and cooking traditional meals and feasting 

together. Tejas himself, like many others, visits the Albany Hindu temple frequently, and 

especially on religious festivals. Another rallying point for many Indian technomigrants 

are music and dance concerts. The campus at RPI is home to a group of Indians 

interested in Indian classical arts, who often organize concerts by Indian artists who are 

touring the United States. A professor at RPI, along with other interested Indians runs an 

organization, Pallavi, which is dedicated to the practice of Carnatic (South Indian) 

classical music. 

Consumption practices – what individuals do and do not consume – also act as a 

marker of Indianness. Tejas, and a few others that I have interviewed, follow a 

vegetarian diet. For Tejas, vegetarianism is itself derives from his understanding of 

religion. Tejas’ vegetarianism stems from his upper-caste, Brahminical upbringing. In 

other instances, Tejas tells me that even those Indians who are non-vegetarians, often do 

not consume beef. Non consumption of beef also has religious significance, given that 
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the cow is considered to be a sacred animal in Hindu thought, and consuming beef, 

hence, is considered to be in violation of Hinduism. Tejas also does not consume 

alcohol. While he reports that many Indian students consume alcohol now, for him 

alcohol consumption still violates his sensibilities of proper middle class upbringing. 

This sensibility over the non-consumption of alcohol was also echoed by Sneha. Sneha, 

an alumnus of IIT-Kharagpur and who self-identifies as having a middle class Indian 

upbringing, told me that she really appreciated the independence that Indian women 

living in the United States could enjoy. At the same time, however, she felt that many 

Indian women at RPI were “too independent,” which she explained by saying that many 

of them started drinking alcohol once they got to RPI, and participated in “Friday night 

parties.” While she acknowledged that partying and drinking alcohol were becoming 

more common in India as well, in her mind, this was at heart, an un-Indian practice. 

Sneha asked me, “Do you think that they [Indian women] would be drinking and 

partying if they were in India? Being watched by their parents or even just their 

neighbors would prevent most of them from drinking.” To Sneha, drinking alcohol was a 

symptom of an undesirable form of Westernization that challenged her sensibilities of 

feminine, middle class, Indian respectability. Even though Sneha’s admission suggests 

that alcohol consumption is becoming more prevalent among Indian men and women 

alike, she also clearly articulates how the practice remains strongly culturally coded. 

Tejas points out yet another aspect of uniquely Indian consumption. About once 

or twice each semester, Tejas tells me, he and his friends drive down to the Oak Tree 

neighborhood in New Jersey, which is about a three-and-a-half hour drive from his 

residence in Troy, NY. Oak Tree is a reputed Indian neighborhood, and has been 
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frequently described to me by many to feel “as if” they were in India. Except for an 

American fast food joint, every other business on this road is owned and operated by 

Indians. Oak Tree Road houses many Indian restaurants, sweet shops, grocery stores, 

jewelry stores, shops selling Indian utensils and also festive Indian clothes. There are 

also a few movie screens in the neighborhood, which often screen Bollywood and other 

regional Indian movies. Even though Tejas can access Bollywood movies at the local 

Indian grocery shop in Albany, regional movies are relatively difficult to access here. 

Tejas and his friends, hence, occasionally make a day trip to New Jersey to enjoy some 

Indian food, watch a movie, and shop for Indian groceries, which are cheaper in New 

Jersey on account of greater competition and the presence of wholesale grocers. With 

growing Indian population, ethnic enclaves such as the one in New Jersey, have become 

a common feature in many parts of the United States. Alongside Oak Tree Road in New 

Jersey, Sunnyvale and Freemont in the Silicon Valley region of California are other 

especially well-known Indian neighborhoods in the United States among Indian 

technomigrants. 

Regional differentiation within Indian communities, based most commonly in 

linguistic affinities, is also sometimes visible among Indian technomigrants. At RPI, 

given the relatively small size of the Indian community, these are often limited at the 

level of interpersonal exchanges. Students from specific parts of India, for example, as 

Tejas reports, get together for celebrating regional Indian festivals. But at the Diwali 

celebration that I participated in, the attendees, with the exception of one family, were all 

Maharashtrians. The house that I was at was part of a large suburban housing 

community, and two of the immediate adjoining houses were also owned by  
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Figure 5: Screenshot, Google Search on "Maharashtra Mandal" (July 23, 2010) 
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Maharashtrian families. Over the course of conversation, the owner told me that this was 

not a coincidence – when the next door house went up for sale, he had actively 

advertized the house among his network of acquaintances. Both of them together 

repeated the same process, successfully, when the third adjoining house went up for sale 

as well. The owner said that they often jokingly discuss combining their basements into 

one long structure, and create a community space for Indian cultural activities. With a 

substantial Marathi population, social events such as Stand-up Marathi comedy are 

beginning to take shape in places like New Jersey; once again hinting at ways in which 

culturally unfamiliar forms are being appropriated within Indian life. The Maharashtrian 

community in New Jersey also played host to the Vishwa Marathi Natya Sammelan 

(World Marathi Theater Gathering) in May 2010. With growing populations of 

Maharashtrians, there are chapters of Maharashtra Mandal (Association of Maharashtra) 

all over the United States. In fact, the parent organization, which was initially 

established as a resource for Maharashtrians based outside of Maharashtra, but within 

India, is not easily apparent in a quick google search, as evident in the figure below. 

Similar trends, I am told, are also visible among other regional Indian communities. In 

addition to the GradISA and an Indian Student Association (largely catering to Indian 

American undergradte students), for example, RPI is also home to a Bengali Students 

Association. A colleague also informed me of the annual North American Bengali 

Conference which has been in existence since 1980, and is a significant event among 

Bengali populations in the United States and Canada. 

The domain of social life for many Indian technomigrants, then, is characterized 

by participation in communities that are almost exclusively Indian. Indianness in these 
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communities is reproduced through particular practices of hospitality, consumption, and 

social interactions. A growing Indian population in the United States has made possible 

the existence of Indian institutions such as temples and ethnic enclaves. To reiterate 

Prashad’s argument, it is in this way that Indian technomigrants operate socially at a 

remove from mainstream American society while still fully participating in it 

professionally. It is this dynamic that can be understood as Indian technomigrants 

actively occupy the structural position of a model minority within the U.S. racial 

hierarchy. 

At one level, the sheer presence of a large number of fellow Indians, and 

institutions which are expressly supporting Indian culture, enable the formation of 

exclusively Indian communities. What orients the formation of such communities, my 

interlocutors suggest, is a sense of difference. Indian culture is understood to be different 

from Western culture, and the formation of Indian communities enables technomigrants 

to maintain a sense of Indianness. Tejas explained this difference by describing 

interpersonal relationships among Indians as being more informal than those among 

Americans. Sneha explained this sense of difference a little differently. Sneha said that 

her impressions of America had changed significantly after coming to the United States. 

While her impressions earlier were based entirely on U.S. movies and televsision 

sitcoms that were available in India. But coming to the United States, she has been 

especially impressed by the academic culture. She also appreciates the work-ethic, and a 

clear separation of work and pleasure that she thinks characterizes the United States. 

People work hard during the week, she says, but then take the time to enjoy themselves 

on weekends. Whereas she might have thought of Indian culture being better than U.S. 
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culture previously, Sneha says that she just sees them as being different now. There are 

equally strong notions of good and bad in American culture as well, for her wanting to 

stay connected to Indian culture is purely a matter of “personal preference.” As I 

describe in greater detail in the next chapter, she plans on returning to India over the next 

few years to care for her aging parents. But she goes on to explain that it is in part 

because she would also like her children to be raised with Indian culture. She would like 

them to be able to appreciate Indian literature, read the same story books that she grew 

up with. She talks about having visited a first cousin recently, who has a young daughter. 

While the cousin continued living a very Indian lifestyle, what stood out to Sneha then 

was that the young daughter conversed with her grandparents in English. Sneha, who is a 

Bengali, said that she would not want to replicate this in her family, but she insisted that 

this was not a matter of “good or bad,” it was only a “personal preference.” Niraj’s 

description of his internship experience in France also describes this sense of difference 

between Indian and Western culture. As outlined previously, Niraj describes his desire to 

find a place of balance between Indian culture and Western culture. For Niraj, 

Indianness is characterized by an excessive collectivism with very little personal space, 

while Westerness is characterized by an excessive individualism, as symbolized by his 

professor who is not on very close terms with his own father. 

 
4.2 Global Indianness 

Abhay is in his late 40s, currently residing in Pune with his wife and two 

children. He is an IT professional who went to the United States in the early 90s and 

returned to India in 2001. While in the United States, he lived in the Bay Area of 

California where he was an active organizer and participant within the Indian 
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community. Since returning to India, he has continued working in the IT sector, and also 

actively participates in artistic (theatre) and societal (right to information activism) 

endeavors.48 

When he first left for the United States in 1993, Abhay says that there was a clear 

distinction between an Indian life and a Western life in his mind. He aspired to a good 

job, an even better salary, and an opportunity to live in the most advanced country in the 

world. But he never wanted to settle in the United States permanently, since he had 

always viewed people doing that as being traitors to India. But, his time in the United 

States has changed all of that – the reasons for returning to India when he first left the 

country are very different than from those when he actually did. He has come to view 

citizenship of any particular country only as a matter of detail; what is far more 

important for him are the values one subscribes to, and the ways in which s/he acts on 

them. While he initially felt that no matter what, he was always going to be an outsider 

in the United States, he has now come to understand that the United States is at its very 

core a country of outsiders (immigrants). 

                                                 
48 This essay is part of an edited book titled Swadesh: Amhi Marathi NRI (My country: We are Marathi 
NRIs) is one such publication. It is a collection of essays published in Marathi that comprises of series of 
narrations of Indians who have lived outside of India for prolonged periods of time before eventually 
returning to India. The term NRI here stands for Nest Returned Indians, and is a play on the term Non 
Resident Indians, which has been used to designate Indians emigrants both in public as well as official 
discourses. Several of its authors have lived in the United States for many years before eventually 
returning to India, others have been based in Western European and South East Asian countries. While 
many of its authors have trained and worked as scientists and engineers, some of its authors have also been 
based in fields like graphic design, higher secondary education etc. Individual narratives vary in their 
details, but a sense of wanting to stay connected with their Indian roots is prominently visible in each of 
them. While sometimes grounded in a sense of patriotism, more often the authors emphasize their desires 
to bring up their children in Indian culture. In narrative after narrative, a clear distinction between 
Indianness and Westernness can be evidenced, and it is this desire for maintaining Indianness that is said 
to drive many technomigrants homewards.  Abhay’s is an example of one such narrative (Patil 2007:1-7). 
The original essay is in Marathi. The translation if mine. 
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What really propelled Abhay to return to India was what he thinks of as a culture 

of instant gratification and excessive hedonism in the United States. He was really 

shaken to his core when, at the peak of the dot com years, his eight-year old son asked 

him, “Dad, what is your net worth?” Abhay is very critical of the moral/spiritual 

bankruptcy that he feels characterizes U.S. culture, and the imperialism that the United 

States demonstrates on the world-stage.  

In spite of this, he has many good experiences of the United States at an inter-

personal level. He appreciates the sense of financial security that he could experience 

here, and a liberal and secular ethos which pervades American society, which he 

attributes to the U.S. educational system. He has also made many close friendships; even 

though he was born in Sangli, and grew up in Mumbai, when someone asks him where 

he is from, the “Bay area” is his instinctive response. While acknowledging racist 

tendencies among Indians living in the United States (the use of racial slurs for 

individuals of various ethnicities is very common among a lot of Indians), he feels very 

heartened when second-generation Indian kids seek to overcome these. 

And yet, in spite of all of this, partly propelled by a mid-life crisis, and partly 

because he started experiencing life in the United States as very routine and scripted 

(domestic life, office life, weekend trips, soccer matches, hanging out at friends’ 

houses…), he found himself longing to return to India. Since his wife shared his feelings, 

they slowly wrapped up their lives in the United States and about a year-and-a-half 

later, they relocated to Pune, India. 

Coming back, the extreme poverty, uncleanliness, and corruption that he 

encounters on a daily basis trouble Abhay. But more than poverty itself, it is the de-
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sensitization of the more privileged classes to such poverty that bothers him more. 

Having lived away from it for a long time, Abhay is no longer capable of blocking out 

these elements in his surroundings, and thinks of this as a certain “loss of innocence” 

for him. He realizes that this is why a lot of individuals who come back to India decide to 

go away once again, but feels that he wants to stay put and hopefully effect a positive 

change. With this in mind, he has begun to live by the motto – “think globally, act 

locally” – in his various professional, artistic, and societal endeavors.  

A number of Indians have started returning to their nests. Abhay is hopeful that 

these individuals will be able to achieve and leverage their professional successes 

responsibly. These individuals who have had a chance to add a global dimension to their 

thinking, and have subsequently returned to India, are the Born Again Citizens of India. 

Transcending narrow conceptions of citizenship, their ambitions are to fulfill a global 

citizenship. Indeed, these are individuals who are practicing Saint Dyaneshwar’s idea of 

“the world is my home.” 

 The previous section described my fieldwork experiences with Indian 

technomigrants in the United States. In particular, I have argued that Indians in the 

United States tend to form relatively closed, almost exclusively Indian communities. 

These communities take shape through practices of consumption and hospitality, and 

forms of social organization that are conceived of as being Indian. What orients these 

practices, I have argued, is a conception of Indian culture as being fundamentally 

different from Western culture. 

 This conception of Indianness can itself be situated alongside a larger discursive 

space that I understand as “Global Indianness.” The translated essay that opens this 
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section is one articulation of the discourse of global Indianness. Abhay’s narrative draws 

a very clear distinction between Indian and Western cultures. Abhay has lived in the 

United States for a long period of time, and has many positive experiences of the country 

at the interpersonal level. So much so, that he has come to think of California as being 

his home. And yet, he characterizes Western culture writ large as being excessively 

hedonist. He becomes acutely aware of the materialism in American culture when his 

son questions him about his monetary worth. Among other things, this influence of 

Western culture on his children is what propels Abhay back to India, a culture which he 

thinks of as being morally and spiritually rich. In Abhay’s narrative, Indianness is 

equated to spiritualism, and Westernness to materialism. His prolonged stay in the 

United States, however, has nonetheless been transformative for him - he has become 

more socially conscientious as a result of his stay in the United States. Abhay laments 

the callousness of his fellow Indians towards the poverty all around them. For his own 

part, in addition to pursuing his professional goals, Abhay also participates more actively 

in civil society, in his case through Right to Information Activism, as well as pursuing 

his artistic inclinations. It is the added “global” dimension to his thinking enabled by his 

stay in the United States that has made Abhay think of himself as a “born again citizen” 

of India. 

 Abhay’s narrative continues the sense of difference from Western culture that my 

interlocutors have also articulated. However, in contrast to their insistence on cultural 

relativism, Abhay’s is a claim to moral superiority. He acknowledges the material 

wellness in American life, but still deems it as a culture unfit for bringing up his 

children. This desirability of bringing up children amidst Indian culture repeats often, 
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and is indeed a dominant rationale offered by many as a reason for wanting to return to 

India. This tension between spiritualism and materialism, itself mapped onto 

essentialized conceptions of Indianness and Westernness is a defining feature of global 

Indianness as I understand it. Also implicit in the idea is a sense of global citizenship, 

although grounded in Indian culture. In this section, I sketch this idea of global 

Indianness through material that I have collected over the course of my fieldwork, in 

order to map the larger discursive space within which I see my interlocutors to be 

operating. This understanding of global Indianness also serves as a background for the 

following section, which traces evolving relationships between technomigrants and the 

Indian state, for which global Indianness provides a discursive register. 

My use of global Indianness derives from Radhakrishnan’s (2008) work, who 

defines it as: 

“a set of beliefs and practices that are at once tied to a global lifestyle and 
to a deep sense of belonging to the Indian nation. Where previously, 
Indianness and Westernness were opposed to one another, a discourse of 
global Indianness makes the two compatible; a sense of “Indianness” sets 
the moral and personal boundaries for the material successes available to 
the West” (2008:9).  

 

This articulation of global Indianness derives from Rashakrishnan’s (2006) dissertation 

project entitled “Global Indians” and the Knowledge economy: Gender and the Making 

of a Middle-Class Nation. In this dissertation, Radhakrishnan traces the emergence of an 

ideology of Global Indianness through ethnographic engagement with Indian women 

working in the Information Technology (IT) sector in India, the United States, and South 

Africa. Aiming to rethink national belonging under globalization, Radhakrishnan 

analyzes global Indianness as a cultural ideology that “is produced and reinforced by 
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culturally dominant individuals through everyday practices that are demarcated by 

global conditions” (2006:3). For Radhakrishnan, the larger theoretical goal is to 

conceptualize the “knowledge economy” in postcolonial contexts. She argues that rather 

than being antithetical to each other, global capitalist formations and national 

developmentalist configurations align with and reinforce each other in contexts such as 

those of postcolonial India. 

Radhakrishnan conceptualizes global Indianness as a form of hybrid nationalism 

in which ideas of national and global belonging reinforce rather than undermine each 

other. Similar to Fernandes (2005), Radhakrishan also views global Indianness as an 

ideological representation of India’s “new” middle class – one that preserves the 

economic and cultural hegemony of this group. Radhakrishan argues that global 

Indianness is fundamentally constructed through gendered, class-based, and “Hindu-

inflected”49 idioms. Gender is a central analytic for Radhkarishnan - notions of female 

respectability especially, she argues, are rearticulated under global Indianness. Indian 

women, both in India and in diaspora, enact a fine balance between a middle class 

femininity and a “global Indian” sense of identity (pp. 131). Furthermore, 

Radhakrishnan argues that global Indianness is fundamentally a transnational project. 

Women in diaspora participate in constructing the discourse just as much as those in 

India – by setting the standards of consumption among middle class Indians living in 

India, but also by articulating gendered conceptions of an Indian feminine respectability 

                                                 
49 The term derives from Sandhya Shukla’s (2003) work. In her ethnography of the Indian diaspora in the 
United States and the United Kingdom, Shukla makes reference to the “Hindu-inflected” practices of the 
Indian diaspora to suggest that most practices that diasporic Indians engage in are not overtly religious, 
even if they are informed by Hinduism. Radhakrishan’s analysis also shares this sensibility. In one of her 
empirical chapters for example, she argues that diasporic Indians understand donating to Hindu 
organizations as a cultural practice rather than a religious one. She argues that conceiving religiosity as 
culture is made possible by the implicit construction of India as a Hindu nation (pp. 191-199). 
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similar to those invoked by women in India. In spite of vastly different contexts and 

immigration histories, Radhakrishnan argues that diasporic Indian women and women 

living in India articulate narratives of global Indianness that exhibit remarkable 

similarities. 

It is this fundamentally transnational conception of global Indianness that 

challenges the analytical usefulness of distinguishing between Indians in diaspora and 

those at “home.”  In his seminal essay entitled Diasporas, Clifford (1994) argues that 

traditionally, diasporas were defined by a teleology of return to a mythical homeland – 

while people in diaspora might not actually return to their homelands, the potential for 

return was what defined the diaspora. The Indian diaspora, however, as Ghosh (1990) 

argues was never premised on this teleology. Rather, Indian diasporas have historically 

been defined by reproducing themselves culturally in foreign lands. Conceptualizing 

global Indianness as a fundamentally transnational project complicates the understanding 

of the notion of diaspora even further – on the one hand, technomigrants can be seen to 

reinscribe classic definitions of diaspora given their insistence on wanting to return to 

India. On the other hand, emergent identity constructs such as global Indianness serve to 

question the very usefulness of the concept – given the high degree of interconnection 

between Indians worldwide. Indeed, recent scholarship has forcefully argued that the 

Indian nation is being reterritorialized to articulate a “global” India, such that 

distinctions between “home” and “diaspora” do not provide much analytic purchase (c.f. 

Gopinath 1995, Lakha 1999, Shukla 2003). 

Below, I present material collected over the course of my fieldwork that develops 

the idea of global Indianness further. Through published accounts of technomigration 
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and branding commercials and short pieces in the Indian mass media, I highlight three 

distinctive aspects of the discourse of global Indianness – an emphasis on global 

citizenship which is nonetheless grounded in a sense of Indianness, a central position 

occupied by the family in the process, and an optimism in a “new” India that is 

articulated through idioms of consumption. In each instance, Radhakrishnan’s emphasis 

on “a sense of Indianness as establishing the moral and personal limits to the successes 

available in the West” is evident as a defining concept. 

 

Global Citizenship 

 Another narrative published in Swadesh: Amhi Marathi NRI presents a more 

explicit musing on the meanings of citizenship. The author, Supriya Kurlekar, a medical 

doctor by training, who was born in the United States and has pursued education and 

employment in both the United States and the United Kingdom, puzzles through the 

meanings that an American citizenship holds for her. In spite of having had the 

opportunity to live in the United States, Supriya chose to return to India, and runs her 

own private practice there. Below I paraphrase Supriya’s essay (Kurlekar 2007), which 

was originally published in Marathi. 

 I grew up in India. In 1996 and 2000, I went to the United States for educational 

purposes. From 2003, I spent two years in the United Kingdom where I worked while 

pursuing further education. Each of these times, I had a chance to permanently reside in 

those countries. I still live in India and earn my livelihood here. I don’t find the need to 

look for an alternative to living here. I am at ease here. 
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 Lots of people tell me to hold on to my American citizenship. They think that it is 

important. If any problems were to arise, then it would be useful to return to the United 

States. At those moments, I think, what kinds of problems? And how exactly are they 

going to be solved by going to the United States? Is it really possible to have a ‘plan B’ 

in life? And should I then also have a ‘plan Z?’ Seems pointless. 

 Lots of people tell me to renounce my American citizenship. They think that it is 

important. Show faith in your motherland, [they tell me]. At times like these, if I had to 

define my motherland, what standard should I use? What should I include and what 

should I exclude from that definition? What exactly constitutes faith? Can it really be 

decided on the basis of some papers and documents? 

 When I felt lonely in England, I would go to a nearby seaside village. It used to 

reaffirm that the sea and the sky cannot be divided by artificial lines drawn by humans. 

Migrating birds possess neither passports nor visas. They are all living that moment as 

they should according to the laws of nature. 

 Vinoba50 says, one should pursue “Swadharma”[dharma of the self]. This entails 

a different definition of dharma. It entails embodying the habits that have been born 

effortlessly, as if they were born with me. “Koknastha,” “Deshastha”[sub-castes within 

Maharashtrian Brahmins] refer to people that were born in Konkan or Desh [regions 

within the state of Maharashtra]. These words indicate location [the suffix “stha” in 

Sanskrit and Marathi are indicative of location]. They are geographical categories. Now 

consider “trayashta.” It does not suggest indifference. Rather, it refers to one who can 

                                                 
50 Vinoba Bhave, a famous Gandhian and renowned freedom fighter, was also very well-respected for his 
interpretations and translations of various Sanskrit texts. 
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remove himself from a situation and look at it objectively [as a third-person]. Now 

consider “swastha”[one who is located within oneself]. There are two ways of 

understanding it. “Why are you sitting idly” – in the negative sense of laziness, and 

“having a calm mind” – in the positive sense. “Swastha” means one who is content in 

himself. There are of course, shades of “swastha” [being calm, content] in “swaasthya” 

[being healthy]. 

 To provide light is the swadharma of the lamp. Besides humans, everyone on this 

planet lives according to their swadharma. A man does not have to look separately for 

his swadharma. Its always already there. Hidden, but waiting to be realized. There is a 

difference between being swastha and “swarthi” [being greedy or self-centered]. The 

way one feels besides a quietly flowing stream is swastha. Because the flow itself is 

swastha. I, my, for me – these constitute the vocabulary of “swartha” [greed]. Being 

swastha induces calm in others. Being swarthi induces disquiet. Seven hundred year 

ago, a poet in his discourse on the Bhagwad Geeta said, “That person who sees himself 

in the entire living and non-living universe, and understands the whole world as his 

home has become [realized] himself.”51I want to become swastha. I want to know my 

swadharma. Becoming swastha has no geographical attributes. This is the journey of 

taking me to myself. This does not require a passport or a visa. Laws are usually aimed 

at deciding whom to exclude and how. Our disposition should rather be one of whom to 

include and how. 

                                                 
51 Translation of a verse of Dyaneshwari written by Saint Dyaneshwar who appears in Abhay’s narrative 
as well. Dyaneshwari is a commentary on the Bhagwad Geeta - one of the sacred scriptures among Hindus 
- in Marathi dating back to the thirteenth century.  
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 We are all fleeting and transitory. When Shiva’s third eye opens, the entire 

universe is destroyed. It is reborn after it [the eye] closes. Modern science tells us that 

the universe is expanding at a rapid pace. Once it reaches a particular limit, it will 

become zero and start growing again. All time will be recreated as before. We will have 

to relive every moment that we have already lived through over and over again. 

 That moment, lasting forever, without a past or a future, is independent and 

without trace. “Adhunaiva.” “Adhuna” means now. Adhunaiva means that this is that 

moment. The answer to where to live is in this moment. Having a geographically 

constricted answer to that question seems narrow-minded. Living this moment joyfully, 

fully, and independent of considerations of the past and future is the first step towards 

realizing swadharma. Where it is lived is immaterial. This consciousness does not 

require any authorized documents. 

 I have not thought of my American citizenship in terms of gain or loss. It is just a 

paper. Not the final truth. The quest for truth is where the realization of swadharma 

begins. I am waiting for that realization. 

 Supriya’s is a philosophical meditation on belonging, grounded in Hinduism. Her 

conception of belonging is rooted in discovering herself through the pursuit of 

swadharma. She understands belonging differently from citizenship. Citizenship is tied 

to place - it is constructed through narrowly focused geographical lenses that are 

authorized through documents such as passports and visas. Belonging is independent of 

place. Like the sea, the skies, and the migrating birds, it knows no bounds. Belonging is 

about self-discovery, about finding herself everywhere in this universe. Belonging is 
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about developing a consciousness that has a global quality – one in which the entire 

world becomes her home. 

 Abhay’s and Surpiya’s narratives resonate in important ways. Both are 

reflections on global Indianness. But in contrast to Supriya’ philosophical take, Abhay’s 

is a narrative of his journey to the United States and back. Abhay’s idea of global 

citizenship is grounded in the same place as Supriya’s – through a conception of the 

whole world as his home. But in distinction to Supriya’s quest for self-discovery, 

Abhay’s understanding of global Indianness is located in opposition to a Western 

materialism. It is his unease with a culture of instant gratification and excessive 

hedonism that he associates the U.S. with, that propelled Abhay back to India. The many 

inconveniences of everyday life in India present a much more acceptable compromise 

for him than to raise his children in a culture that he perceives to be materially affluent, 

but spriritually bankrupt. Abhay subscribes to an idea of global citizenship, but its basis 

for him is undoubtedly Indian. Global citizenship for him stems from an added global 

dimension to his thinking that was enabled by living in the United States. 

 Abhay’s narrative especially, is demonstrative of a tension between a Western, 

materialist lifestyle, and an Indian, spiritual one. In his narrative, both, the United States 

and India appear as essentialized categories. The United States is equated to material 

affluence, but also moral/spiritual bankruptcy. India on the other hand is a place of 

extreme poverty, rampant corruption, and endemic shortages of essential resources such 

as water and electricity. This narrative reifies orientalist conceptions of both, India and 

the United States. Both countries are presented as homogeneous, unified entities – 

denying the possibility of alternate spiritualities that might exist in the United States. 
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Also erased is the material affluence that characterizes technomigrant lives in India – 

indeed these narratives reveal a contradiction whereby technomigrants emphasize their 

relocation to India made possible by better employment and lifestyle opportunities in 

India and presenting Indian materialism only by its absence (of basic resources, for 

example). Consumption practices – of Bollywood, and of “Indo-chic” clothing (Maira 

2000) - which Radhakrishnan (2006) identifies as a salient feature of global Indianness, 

and the recent popularity of the global Indian as a branding trope that I discuss below, 

further undermine the construction of India as a place of material depravation, at least 

for middle class Indians. “Consuming in an Indian way” – which describes a sensibility 

characterized by the desire to consume in ways that signify social class, and yet is 

marked by an aesthetic and rhetoric of moderation - in fact, is a key dimension of global 

Indianness in Radhakrishnan’s work, as also in Mazzarella’s (2003) work. 

Both Abhay’s and Supriya’s reflections, then, need to be understood as 

ideological fantasies that recreate ideal-typical worlds. At one level, these narratives are 

mobilized as justifications for particular lifestyle choices. At another level, they reify a 

cultural-nationalism that presents a globalizing India as a more desirable alternative to 

the excesses of the West. Significant for my purposes here, is to highlight the kind of 

globalist imagination that characterizes ideas of global Indianness. This globalist 

imagination presents Indian technomigrants as being global citizens, but essentially 

Indian at their core. Their Indian essence derives from ideas of an Indian (often Hindu) 

spiritualism that presents the world as their home. 

Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam – a Sanskrit phrase that translates as “the whole world 

is my home” – is often repeated in the context of these claims. It figures, for example, in 
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the Prime Minister’s address to the Indian diaspora in the next section. Another place 

that I have recently encountered it at is a website called GLOBALINDIANFAMILY.  

 
Feel at Home…. Anywhere in the World 

 
In ancient India, travelers could seek shelter at any place they 

wished. The host would welcome the Athiti (guest) though unknown to 
him and make his stay comfortable. That was the Indian culture and 
hospitality, where guest was no less than God. 

 
In today’s world where we are fast missing our great culture and 

losing man to man trust; GLOBALINDIANFAMILY dares to build back a 
great Indian family where lasting relations of trust and goodness would 
grow exponentially. Let us join hands and feel the oneness of our family 
and experience a truly practical, secular, classless like-minded society. 

 
Our website tries to provide a match to desirous guest with a 

potential host for short stays, thereby developing a contact for both of 
them anywhere in the world. We believe that such give and take, through 
contacts would benefit members in ways beyond imagination. 

 
www.globalindianfamily.com 

 
The website aims to foster relationships of hospitality among Indians worldwide, rooted 

in the “ancient Indian” philosophy of atithi devo bhav (A guest is the equivalent of God). 

The website works similarly to the popular website, www.couchsurfing.com – where 

hosts and guests can be matched to each other through this website - but exclusively to 

Indians. The website, in some ways, can be thought of as a scaling up of the relations of 

hospitality that Indian graduate students offer on university campuses in the United 

States, but much more explicitly codified in “Indian” tradition. The quote also makes 

explicit the central place of “family values” to Indian tradition. 
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The place of family 

Global Indianness operates through the family – the family is the locus of 

connection for Indians to India. The next chapter focuses on the practices through which 

kinship is articulated among technomigrants – I argue that the family is a key locus of 

return and investment for Indian technomigrants. Many of my interlocutors, as I 

demonstrate in the next chapter, insist on wanting to return to India to be close to their 

families, and not out of a patriotic sense of duty. As I suggest previously, bringing up 

children amidst Indian culture often figures as an especially key moment in which Indian 

technomigrants tend to reflect on notions of Indianness and Westernness. Some, as the 

essays that I translate here suggest, actually return to India. For others, forming strong 

India communities in the United States becomes a mechanism for reproducing Indian 

culture. 

Rohit’s example is a case in point.52 Rohit Joshi is an IIT-trained chemical 

engineer who has lived in the United States for a long-time (Joshi, 2007). After enjoying 

a very successful career in the United States, he decided to relocate to his birth-city of 

Pune. Rohit says that he was always keen on going back to India, but both he and his 

wife had to think through this decision carefully. He had to choose between returning to 

the motherland and being a small-scale entrepreneur or staying on in the United States 

and ascending the rungs of higher management positions in the corporate world. But he 

was also always aware of the younger (Indian) generation being raised in the United 

States. Their schools, their system of higher education, their thoughts about India, 

American family life, tensions that arose between the younger generation and their 

                                                 
52 This is another paraphrased translation from Swadesh: Amhi Marathi NRI (Kelkar 2007). 
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parents, early expressions of sexuality with the onset of teenage, girls’ quests to look 

attractive from a very young age – all of these really worried Rohit about raising his two 

girls in the United States. He started thinking of the prospect of bringing up his girls 

there to be potentially risky and stressful. In comparison, both he and his wife agreed 

that his girls would transition into adulthood more smoothly in India. While their 

residence in Irvine in southern California was beautiful, they started thinking that their 

girls would not understand the real world by staying there. Their girls would grow more 

“naturally” by living in the shadow of their motherland and experiencing the joy of 

living among family, regular exchanges with relations, the love of their grandparents. 

With this in mind, they decided to relocate to India, but left the doors for returning back 

to the United States open. 

Faced with a dilemma similar to Abhay’s, Rohit also chose to relocate to India 

with his family. What he was returning to, however, was his family. Later in the essay 

(entitled Thinking globally, acting locally), Rohit emphasizes that his intentions behind 

going back to India were not patriotic in any sense. Indeed, apart from paying his taxes 

on time, he does not participate in any civic-oriented activities. The sole purpose of him 

relocating to India was so that his daughters could grow up in the proximity of their 

grandparents and other family members, and in a culture that Rohit and his wife deemed 

much more suitable for raising them. For them, a key site for reconnecting with Indian 

culture was their family. In equating Indianness with familial investments, I suggest in 

the next chapter, following Partha Chatterjee (1993) that global Indianness continues 

historically dominant understandings of Indianness and Westernness, in which the 

family figures as a central locus of Indianness.  
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Branding Global Indianness 

Table 11: India Poised (Times of India, n.d.) 

India poised… Our time is now 
There are two Indias in this country.  
One India is straining at the leash - eager to spring forth and live up to 
all the adjectives that the world has been recently showering upon us;  

the other India is the leash. 
One India says - give me a chance and I will prove myself;  

the other India says - prove yourself first and maybe then you will 
have a chance. 
One India lives in the optimism of our hearts;  

the other India lurks in the skepticism of our minds. 
One India wants;  

the other India hopes. 
One India leads;  

the other India follows. 
 
These conversions are on the rise - with each passing day, more and 
more people from the other India are coming over to this side.  
And quietly, while the world is not looking, a pulsating, dynamic, new 
India is emerging. 
An India whose faith in success is far greater than its fear of failure. 
An India that no longer boycotts foreign-made goods, but buys out the 
companies that make them instead. 

 
History, they say, is a bad motorist.  
It rarely ever signals its intentions when it is taking a turn 
This, is that 'rarely ever' moment - History, is turning a page. 
 

For over half a century, our nation has sprung, stumbled, run, fallen, 
rolled over, caught up and dusted herself, and cantered, sometimes 
lurched on. 
But now, in our 60th year as a great nation, the ride has brought us to the 
edge of time's precipice 
And one India, a tiny little voice at the back of the head is looking down 
at the bottom of the ravine, hesitating; the other India is looking up at the 
sky saying, "It is time to fly." 

 
Transcript, Feature commissioned on the occasion of India’s 60th 

Independence Day 
The Times of India and the Times Now Group, 2007  
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Another distinctive feature of the discourse of global Indianness, utilized 

especially effectively for branding purposes, is the optimism that the discourse speaks in 

a “new” India. In part, Abhay’s return to India was facilitated by the availability of well-

paying jobs in India. While acknowledging various kinds of depravation around him, he 

expresses an optimism whereby individuals like him might leverage their successes 

responsibly towards socially progressive ends. 

This sense of optimism can itself be situated amidst economic growth being 

experienced in India owing to privatization in the Indian economy. With growing 

privatization, as the preceding text box and the following excerpt from Chandrasekar’s 

piece suggest, there is both a sense of getting rid of shackling bureaucracy and a sense of 

nationalism that takes pride in the reversal of colonial inequalities through the 

professional success of Indians on a global platform. 

Table 12: The Birth of the Global Indian (Chandrasekar 2006) 

Look what we read today. Bollywood we hear is going global! And 
this is not just about one Aiswarya or one Shekar Kapoor. This is about 
Paramount Pictures co-producing Indian films for local and global 
markets. The IIMs are going global. (Or they will, if the Ministry of 
Education allows them.) Indian animation is going global. Indian 
housewives are going global – on the Net -- correcting English essays 
written by Chinese and Japanese children. Our organic farming is going 
global. Always a large number in the USA, our students are today the 
largest in the segment, and now spreading all over – UK, Australia, New 
Zealand…Look what we read in the culture pages. Bharat Natyam dancer 
incorporates Chinese martial arts and Tibetan chanting. English play with 
Carnatic music. Shakespeare re-enacted in seven Indian languages – all at 
once, in the same play on the same stage. An American writer (Nathan 
Scott, born in India, spoke Hindi before English, calls himself a “third 
culture kid”) using Indian kalamkari art to illustrate an Indonesian tale in 
English. Reads it out to children in a bookshop in Chennai. 

And look what we read in The Economic Times. “Indian companies 
go for global hued hiring.” “Percentage of other nationalities being hired 
by Indian companies steadily rising and expected to go up”. “We have to 
become more embedded part of the countries and communities we 
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operate in.” “International associates will help the team develop a global 
and multicultural mindset,” say Indian IT heads. Thank God for Indian IT 
Heads. And thank God for The Economic Times. 

“Within the next five years, India’s economy will overtake Japan”. 
Wow. “In the second quarter of the 21st century, India will be among the 
three countries that rule the world. The world will become tripolar.” 
Tripolar? Wow. “Merit, hard work, democracy, secularism, and 
educational emphasis take India to the front.” Is that us they are talking 
about? Wow. “Indians work hard, and sleep even less. 46% of Indians, 
highest in Asia, sleep for less than 6 hours,” says India Today, so thank 
God for India Today too. “Indians won’t just play with the tail of the 
tiger. In the near future they will be the whole tiger.” Wow. “India is at 
the epicenter of the way the world is changing its business format.” Wow. 
“We are taking America. It’s the Trojan horse principle. Get inside and 
work.” says a professor in Columbia. Thank God for professors in 
Columbia! 
… 

This is it, I decided! I raise a toast to the birth of the Global 
Indian! 

 
Mythili Chandrasekar (2006) 

Brand Consultant 
  
Chandrasekar’s essay strikes a strong note of nationalist celebration. The 

professional successes of Indians on a global stage, as well as the growing might of India 

among the community of nation-states are presented as national achievements – a source 

of pride for all Indians. In celebrating American writers reading to Indian kids, or 

celebrating the hiring of international workers by Indian multinational corporations, the 

essay also implies the negation of certain historical disparities created through colonial 

encounters. This sense of global Indianness has been very successfully mobilized in the 

domain of branding of Indian goods for a wide array of consumers (Mazzarella 2003, 

Khandekar & Otsuki, forthcoming).  
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Table 13: Transcript of Branding Commercial for Videocon 

One site at which the idea of Global Indianness is frequently encountered is in the 

domain of Indian advertizing. Alongside the increasing transnational mobility of 

Indians, Indian multinational corporations have deployed the idea of global Indianness 

for branding themselves as transnational and yet essentially Indian. As a branding 

strategy, global Indianness tries to appeal to a nationalism that is realized through the 

practice of consumption. Most advertizing campaigns that I have come across deploy an 

Indian, often Hindu, spiritualism in order to portray their Indian essence – hinting at the 

religious nationalism that underwrites articulations of global Indiannness. The branding 

commercial for the Videocon group is exemplary of the use of the “Global Indian” as a 

branding strategy (Videocon, n.d.).53    

 The video depicts a series of stereotypical images of very diverse people across 

space and time – from a “primitive” Mongol tribesman to a “modern” businesswoman 

on Wall Street, and from Bushmen in the sub-Saharan African desert to Inuit in the ice-

covered Arctic region – who are all chanting the ‘Gayatri Mantra’ – a chant that is 

foundational to Hinduism. Also present continuously in the backdrop is a world map, 

which indexes the global, suggestive of the Indian company’s counter/neo-colonial 

aspirations.54 Overall, the series of images in the video creates a sense of heterogeneity 

and an all-encompassing globalism.  
                                                 
53 The transcript of the branding commercial that follows is reproduced from a forthcoming essay, 
Remediation and Scaling: The Making of Global Identities (Khandekar & Otsuki, forthcoming). The essay 
specifically focuses on how constructions of scale, such as the “global,” become intelligible in particular 
historical and cultural contexts. 
 
54 This image of the world can be read as the remediation of a certain genre of map. Anderson (Anderson, 
1983/2006) has argued that colonial maps, conceived of as projections of the real world on to paper, 
played an important role in the formation of the nation as an 'imagined community'. The nation becomes a 
privileged determinant of identity, and the constant world map in the backdrop is suggestive of novel 
configurations (i.e. "globalization") in which identities exceed the frame of the nation-state.  
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 The audio, which consists of various people chanting the Gayatri Mantra, creates 

a first layer of uniformity. The chant is repeated twice over the course of the video 

(about 50 seconds long) – during the first cycle, different people chanting the Gayatri 

Mantra are introduced successively, and each of their voices is layered onto the ones 

preceding them to form a uniform chorus. Other than the sounds of subdued bells, there 

is little background music. The overall effect of the rhythm and the tone of chanting is 

similar to priestly chanting during Hindu rituals. The sound of a flute precedes the 

second cycle of the chant. In contrast to the first cycle, the second cycle is marked by the 

presence of very prominent drumbeats in the background. The voices continue in chorus, 

until the very end when a female operatic soprano departs from the chorus, with the 

effect of highlighting the uniformity of the chant even further. The use of the particular 

type of drum and the female soprano creates a sense of fusion, of a blending of different 

cultures.  

 The text that is overlaid on these images creates yet another level of uniformity. 

A semi-transparent Sanskrit text depicting the Gayatri Mantra appears throughout this 

video. The Devnagari script indexes the uniqueness of Indian culture. The translucence 

of the text further creates an effect of an undergirding Indian core of a world in flux. The 

penultimate shot of the video reads: “Taking India to its rightful place in the world.” The 

text appears against the background of the world map mentioned earlier - in white 

Roman characters, but stylistically presented with a hint of the Devnagari script, 

enhancing the sense of cultural fusion. Against the video and audio that preceded it, the 

ad suggests that being its spiritual basis is India’s ‘rightful’ place in the world. The 

ultimate shot reads “Videocon: New improved Life” in bold, metallic silver letters, 
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suggesting that brand Videocon will serve to bring the nation to its rightful place in the 

world. 

 The Videocon ad represents global Indianness as something that works at a level 

other than visual human difference. Aural uniformity and transcendence through text are 

the primary means through which India becomes global and vice versa. By juxtaposing 

individuals representing different cultural stereotypes with uniformities performed in 

text, sound, and maps, Videocon becomes the means through which the rest of the world 

becomes Indian, overcoming superficial physical and cultural difference by colonizing 

and structuring thought and utterance. Videocon takes India to the world by making the 

world Indian. 

 
Another domain in which the notion of global Indianness is particularly visible, 

then, is in Indian advertizing. Global Indianness has been used particularly effectively in 

branding goods and companies as Indian. Mazzarella’s (2003) analysis suggests that 

global Indianness as a branding strategy emerged in response to growing incidence of 

privatization in the Indian economy. Faced with competition from foreign goods and 

brands, Indian companies were forced to articulate a unique identity for themselves. 

Mazzaraella also argues that representations of global Indianness are typically auto-

orientalizing. By this, he implies that global Indianness reifies essentialized differences 

between Indianness and Westernness, and is characterized by neo-Confucian 

celebrations of Asian values. The Videocon branding commercial above exemplifies 

Mazzarella’s notion of auto-orientalism. Other narratives, such as the published accounts 

of technomigration that I have presented here, also exhibit auto-orientalizing tendencies, 

although perhaps, not as extremely caricatured as that of the Videocon commercial.    
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A discourse of global Indianness thus operates through seemingly resolving a 

tension between essentialized notions of Indianness and Westerness. Oriental 

conceptions of India and the West, equating the former to spiritual richness and the latter 

to material well-being are reified in the process. In this binary division, global 

Indianness can be seen to continue the distinction between the “inner” Indian spirituality 

and the “outer” Western materiality that Chatterjee (1993) traces the roots of anti-

colonial Indian nationalism to (see Chapter 2, Section 2.1). A sense of Indianness, as 

Radhakrishnan argues, defines the moral and personal limits to the material successes 

available in the West. Radhakrishnan identifies the processes through which global 

Indianness is importantly articulated through gender and class relations, in ways that 

preserve the cultural and economic dominance of India’s new middle class. She also 

argues that global Indianness rearticulates the Indian nation itself as a transnational 

entity – under altered geo-political-economic configurations, Indianness is itself defined 

through the transnational processes that link Indians worldwide. Given the move to 

resolve the perceived tension between Indianness and Westernness, Radhakrishnan 

understands global Indianness to be a form of hybrid nationalism. 

Reading the articulations of my interlocutors against this development of global 

Indianness, their emphasis on difference from Western culture is striking. Published 

accounts of technomigration – those of Abhay and Rohit, for example – seem to 

emphasize a sense of moral superiority of Indian culture over Western culture. The 

branding commercials that I draw on caricature this sense of superiority even further. In 

comparison, my interlocutors seem to be articulating a sense of cultural relativism. My 

interlocutors certainly reify essentialized notions of what constitutes Indianness and 
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Westernness, as articulated through their practices of community, hospitality, and 

consumption. Both Sneha’s and Niraj’s accounts are striking in this regard. Sneha insists 

that her desire for being rooted in Indian culture is just a matter of “personal preference,” 

and that she does not believe one to be better than the other. Niraj, on the other hand, 

points out that there are shortcomings in Indian culture as well. What he seeks, 

effectively, is a balance between excessive individualism of the West and the overly 

communitarian orientation of Indian culture. In effect, Indian technomigrants that I have 

interviewed seem to be articulating difference from dominant Western culture, without 

expressly evaluating it as being inferior to Indian culture. 

Moreover, as I have argued in the previous chapter, the U.S. immigration system 

provides the structural affordances to position Indian technomigrants in the United States 

as an upcoming model minority. This position is one in which Indian technomigrants 

participate professionally in mainstream U.S. society, while also removing themselves 

from it culturally. Global Indianness, as I develop it here, can be seen to overlap with 

this structural position created through the immigration apparatus. Many Indian 

technomigrants, while participating prominently in educational and professional fields in 

the United States, otherwise confine themselves to isolated social spaces. The “social 

spaces sanctioned by U.S. orientalism,” as Prashad (2000) puts it, overlap with the social 

spaces that Indian technomigrants create for themselves through their understandings of 

the difference of Indian culture. In effect, then, a discourse of global Indianness allows 

Indian technomigrants to navigate the preexisting racial hierarchy in the United States 

with relative ease. 
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4.3 Global Indianness and the Indian state 

As a discourse of global Indianness becomes more visible, Indian state actors 

can also be seen to deploy the discourse in order to connect with the growing 

population of globally situated Indians. In recent years, the Indian government has 

attempted to strengthen its ties with the Indian diaspora, in large part to channel 

investments into the country, but also to boost tourism, medical, educational and 

cultural ties between India and other countries. 

The push for formulating official policies for establishing ties with the Indian 

diaspora can be traced back to 2001. A report submitted by the “High Level Committee 

on the Indian Diaspora” to the federal Indian government in that year aimed to “acquaint 

the Indian public with the depth, variety, and achievements of the Indian diaspora, 

sensitize it to their problems and their expectations from the mother country, propose a 

new policy framework for creating a more conducive environment in India to leverage 

these invaluable human resources – and thus forge stronger ties between the two” 

(Singhvi et al 2001: xi). The report claimed that an overwhelming majority of Indians 

had left for other lands in search of better employment opportunities, and not due to 

other political and social factors. The diaspora, according to them, remained deeply 

connected to India, and was willing to “payback” their motherland. However, the 

committee report claimed that such attempts were being frustrated due to an 

unresponsive policy environment. Consequently, one of the main recommendations of 

the committee was an overhaul of the bureaucratic infrastructure responsible for 

interacting with the Indian diaspora, with deep financial and administrative reforms so as 

to optimize the use of the valuable human resource that the Indian diaspora was.  
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The committee also made many other sector-specific suggestions in domains 

such as education, culture, philanthropy, and science & technology. In addition, the 

committee strongly suggested that people of Indian origin be granted dual citizenship. 

Recognizing dual citizenship would require an amendment to India’s constitution, made 

especially difficult by the fractured nature of Indian politics55. The state has however 

created a PIO (Person of Indian Origin) card, which bestows special privileges – in 

entering the country, and accessing public services and the labor market, for example – 

on its holder. Anyone who traces their ancestry back to India within the past four 

generations is eligible to receive this card. A special Ministry for Overseas Indian 

Affairs (MOIA) was also created as a “one-stop address” for Overseas Indians, in 

accordance with this committee report. 

Also following up on the report of the High Committee, the MOIA now 

organizes a three-day annual conference where Overseas Indians from all over the world 

are invited to participate. The event is called the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas (Day of the 

Travelling Indian), and is organized around the 9th of January each year, which coincides 

with the day that Mahatma Gandhi returned to India from South Africa to dedicate 

himself to the Indian independence struggle. This conference was first held in 2003, and 

with few exceptions, has been organized annually subsequently. The event is meant to 

symbolize the various political, economic, and philanthropic contributions made by the 

Indian diaspora. 

 

                                                 
55 Successfully amending the constitution requires two-thirds of the votes in both houses of the Indian 
parliament. Achieving this is difficult, since no single political party has been able to establish a majority 
in the parliament. For over a decade now, India has been ruled by multi-party coalition governments, 
making the passage of constitutional amendments especially difficult.   
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Table 14: Notes on Pravasi Bharatiya Divs, 2009 

I attended the Pravasi Bharatiys Divas (PBD) held in Chennai in Jan 2009. The 

three day event was jointly organized by the MOIA of the Govt. of India, Govt. of Tamil 

Nadu (the southern Indian state of which Chennai is the capital), and the CII 

(Confederation of Indian Industries) at the Chennai Trade Center (CTC), from Jan 7-9th. 

Prime Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh inaugurated the event, and President Pratibha Patil 

concluded it with her address at the valedictory session. Various cabinet ministers, the 

Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, and his daughter and Member of Parliament were also 

present at the event for different sessions. Also in attendance were Sam Pitroda, Shashi 

Tharoor,56 and other prominent academics and entrepreneurs in the diaspora. The event 

was attended by about 1500 delegates in all, from about 50 countries across the world. 

The presence of various high-profile dignitaries at the conference translated into an 

atmosphere of heightened security, all the more so in the aftermath of the recent terrorist 

attacks in Mumbai.  

The event was generally high-profile, with big posters welcoming both delegates 

and ministers alike to Chennai visible all over the city. There was a special PBD stall at 

the Chennai international airport that provided conference delegates with relevant 

information. The event also received a lot of attention in the Indian mass-media. 

                                                 
56 Shashi Tharoor is a well known Indian author who writes in English. His works have been both fictional 
and non-fictional in nature, and is probably best-known for his book, The great Indian novel – which re-
presents the Indian freedom struggle as the epic battle of Mahabharata, a key text among Hindus. Since the 
PBD, Shashi Tharoor successfully contested parliamentary elections, and represents the southern city of 
Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala in the Lok Sabha, which is the lower house of the Indian parliament. After 
serving a brief stint in the current UPA government as the Minister of State for external Affairs, Tharoor 
was asked to resign from the government recently, in the wake of a corruption controversy that involved 
profiteering in trying to establish an Indian Premier League (IPL) Cricket team in his home state (Outlook 
India 2010).     
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An evening reception showcasing classical music and dance performances 

inaugurated the event. Plenaries, big and small, constituted the rest of the event over the 

following two days. Some of the larger plenaries were focused on themes such as the 

preservation of Indian languages in the diaspora, the implications of the ongoing 

economic recession for state-diaspora relationships, the role of the diaspora in the 

emergence of India as a global power, etc. Smaller plenaries focused around specific 

themes – such as trade and investment, philantrophy, education, women in the diaspora, 

development of India’s health infrastructure, and also issues specific to diasporas from 

specific countries, or on diasporic issues in relation to specific regions of India. Dinners 

were hosted on both evenings following the reception – by the Chief Minister of Tamil 

Nadu, Dr. M. Karunanidhi, on the first evening, and by the Minister of Overseas Indian 

Affairs, Vayalar Ravi, on the other. During the valedictory session, about a dozen 

“Pravasi Bharatiya Sanman” awards were conferred on prominent members in the 

diaspora at the hands of the president.  

Most people in attendance were probably at least in their 40s, although the 

Government also sponsored invitations for a few college-age participants from various 

parts of the world. During conversations that I struck up at the conference, it became 

apparent that the event mainly serves as a networking platform for Indian entrepreneurs 

in various parts of the world. Many in participation complained about the organization of 

the event, and especially the nature and content of the plenaries themselves. I was told 

that the plenaries were unnecessary, and that most of them would have appreciated a 

greater opportunity to network, and talk to representatives of the Indian state about 

investment opportunities. Among the three publications that were released at the 
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conference, two were on taxation and investment. The other one was a coffee table book 

on the Indian Diaspora, At home in the world, which consists of small essays and lots of 

pictures on the Indian diaspora in different countries world over. 

 
Diasporic interactions with the Indian state have indeed gained momentum over 

the last decade. Diasporic Indians, by-and-large, remain strongly connected to the Indian 

nation and have contributed to nation-building projects in various ways. The most 

striking example, probably, was the support that the Indian diaspora in the United States 

mobilized for the 123 agreement between India and the United States (Ministry of 

External Affairs, 2008). Despite significant opposition at the onset, diasporic Indians 

(among others), lobbied the U.S. Congress to make an exception for the sale of nuclear 

technology to India for civilian (energy-generation) purposes. At the national level, this 

meant selectively repealing an existing embargo on the sale of nuclear technologies to 

non-signatories of the Nuclear Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT). At the international level 

also, an exception had to be made for India by the International atomic Energy Agency 

(IAEA), which the United States successfully lobbied for. Since, India has signed 

Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) over civilian nuclear energy with many other 

countries such as France, Russia, and Canada. The same report also establishes the 

United States as India’s largest trading partner. The report values U.S. trade with India 

in 2006 at about USD 31.91 billion, an increase of about 17% over the previous year. 

The report identifies the United States as the leading source of Foreign Direct 

Investments in India, and also the leading destination for Indian investments abroad. In 

addition, various accords in civil space, energy, environment, and other types of science, 
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technology, and health cooperation, defense, counter-terrorism have also been signed 

between the two countries over the past decade. 

Global Indianness is the discursive register on which these growing interactions 

between the Indian diaspora and the state are unfolding. The following excerpt from the 

Prime Minister’s inaugural speech at the PBD in 2007 demonstrates this well.  

This gathering, ladies and gentlemen, truly symbolizes the ancient Indian 
yearning for “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam” – the whole world is one family. 

We are one family. The whole world is our home. That is why I have 
often said that while the sun has set on many great empires of the world 
in the past, the sun will never set on the world of the Indian diaspora! 
From Fiji in the East, to Los Angeles in the West, from Cape Town in the 
South to Toronto in the North, the people of Indian origin are the world’s 
most globalized community… 

…The Pravasi Bharatiya Diwas is a celebration of the global Indian. 
It is also a celebration of the home-coming of the global Indian. That is 
why we meet here in India in January. It is on the 9th of January that the 
“Greatest Pravasi” Mahatma Gandhi returned home from South Africa 
and inspired us to wage a non-violent peaceful struggle for freedom from 
foreign rule. 

… India has now emerged as one of the fastest growing economies in 
the world. India’s growth process creates enormous opportunities for 
promoting cross-border flows of trade, capital, and technology. I would 
like overseas Indian communities to take full advantage of these 
opportunities that are now on the horizon. I would like you to reach out 
and invest in a new India. Invest not just financially, but intellectually, 
socially, culturally, and above all, emotionally. 

 
  The speech is interesting in many ways. First, global Indianness is a key 

discursive resource for the Prime Minister to reach out to the diasporic community. 

Casting members of the diaspora as global Indians lends a certain degree of legitimacy 

to the endeavor of reaching out to them. Global Indianness foregrounds the Indian 

identity of diasporic Indians - even if they are citizens of another country, and have been 

disconnected from India for generations. Likening it to the homecoming of Mahatma 

Gandhi allows the Prime Minister to portray this practice as timeless. Indeed, at the PBD 
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in Chennai, I was struck by the degree to which the practice of transnational mobility 

among Indians was being portrayed as one with a long and rich history.57 The 

introduction to the theme paper for the 2009 PBD, for example, says, 

The forebears of today’s PIO [Person of Indian Origin] were compelled 
by circumstances, by living conditions or by the colonial masters of the 
time to migrate and then to struggle to find an identity. These ordinary 
people, often with no resources but their talent, commitment and hard 
work and a handful of extraordinary dreams built their lives in places that 
were completely unfamiliar. Amitav Ghosh eloquently captures the trials, 
tribulations and the triumphs of those who braved privation that we in this 
day can scarcely imagine and made the journey across the Kala Pani,58 in 
the ‘Sea of Poppies’. 

While battling to make a better future for themselves and their 
children, the one thing that stood emigrants in good stead was the link to 
their traditions, their customs, their languages and their cuisines. Even as 
these early forebears imbibed local culture, they strove to preserve their 
own practices that had been handed down over generations. Thus a core 
identity of Indian-ness remained intact (Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, 2009: 
3). 

 
Furthermore, the Prime Minister also deploys a language of kinship in order to 

legitimately claim global Indians as Indians. India is recast as the “land of their 

ancestors,” and the conference itself is said to symbolize the “ancient Indian yearning of 

“Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam” – the whole world is one family.”59  

                                                 
57 I am, by no means, disputing this claim. Indeed, transnational mobility among Indians has an extremely 
long and rich history, one that dates back to much before the existence of the modern system of nation-
states itself. Rather, I am interested in understanding why these claims have become so commonplace all 
of a sudden at this historical moment, and what their implications might be. In the present instance for 
example, claims to such historicity are invoked by the state seem to exhibit a distinct nationalist bent. 
 
58 Literally translates as “Black Water,” but refers to the old cultural taboo in India of sailing to foreign 
lands across the oceans. Ghosh’s “Sea of Poppies” is a compelling, multilayered, fictional account of the 
days leading up to the transfer of Indian slaves to the island of Andaman in the Bay of Bengal off the East 
coast of the Indian peninsula, where a huge prison was being constructed by the British colonial 
administration. The facility was used for imprisoning Indian freedom fighters, and doing time in this 
facility came to be commonly referred to as doing “Kala Pani.”  
 
59 The phrase Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam appears in an ancient Hindu text, the Upanishad, as part of the 
verse “Ayam nijah parovetthi gananam laghu-chetasaam|Udaar charitanam tu vasudhaiva kutumbakam||" 
This roughly translates into English as, “This is mine, that is yours is a petty way of seeing reality; For 
those with a noble consciousness, the whole world is a family.” 
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In an analogy whose rhetoric is jarringly reminiscent of India’s erstwhile 

colonial masters, the Prime Minister’s reference to the Indian diaspora as an empire is 

also striking. In an ironic twist, Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence is itself made 

complicit with the project of Indian imperialism. Even though out-migration from India 

is often attributed to frustrations of emigrants with the Indian political culture at large, 

Indian diasporic formations the world over are themselves cast as nation-building 

projects. While Radhakrishnan, following other scholars of the Indian diaspora, suggests 

that global Indianness reterritorializes the Indian nation to articulate a “global” India, the 

Prime Minister’s elocution hints at ways that the state policies and rhetoric align with 

such redefinition. 

The language of investment that the Prime Minister invokes - be it financial, 

cultural, or emotional - is also telling, and indexes shifting terrains of the Indian 

political-economy. In the short excerpt that I present here, the Prime Minister is seen to 

foreground India’s economic growth and technological progress in recent years. The 

diasporic Indian empire that the Prime Minister refers to appears as the “world’s most 

globalized community” and is exhorted to promote greater trade with India. It is in these 

ways that global Indianness provides the discursive register on which Indian state-

technomigrant relationships are being forged. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 

 Indian technomigrants in the United States often live in relatively closed, almost 

exclusively Indian communities. The formation of these communities is articulated 
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through particular practices of hospitality, consumption, and sociality, which are 

themselves marked as being Indian. Indianness thus articulated, for many 

technomigrants, stands in distinction to Westernness. Indianness, in technomigrant 

narratives, is linked to informal ways of association and familial investments. In 

contrast, Westernness is equated to formal ways of association and excessive 

individualism. It is this sense of difference from dominant Western culture that orients 

the formation of strong and exclusively Indian communities among technomigrants in 

the United States.  

These articulations of the difference of Indian culture from Western culture can 

be situated alongside the growing visibility of a discourse of global Indianness. The idea 

of global Indianness, as Radhakrishnan (2008) defines it, is articulated through the 

resolution of a tension between essentialized notions of Indianness and Westernness, in 

which a sense of Indianness sets the moral and personal boundaries to the material 

successes available to the West. Radhakrishnan’s analysis focuses on ways in which 

global Indianness is prominently shaped through relations of gender and class. The 

discourse continues historically salient, essentialized understandings of the West and the 

East. Its emergence can, in part, be traced to the increasing incidence of privatization in 

the Indian economy, and the enthusiasm of the Indian middle class towards this process. 

In published accounts of technomigration that I have collected, Indianness is often 

equated with a sense of greater spirituality and Westernness is equated to material 

affluence, but spiritual bankruptcy. Implicit in the idea of global Indianness is also a 

particular idea of global citizenship – whereby technomigrants present, while rooted in 

Indianness, also present themselves as belonging to a collective of a global human 
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society which transcends the confines of the nation state. Under global Indianness, the 

family is the site of Indianness, and is a key locus for investment and return among 

Indian technomigrants. The deployment of global Indianness for branding purposes also 

highlights the ways in which notions of Indian consumerism are being constructed, and 

its situatedness amidst broader political-economic shifts in India. These claims to global 

Indianness, I have argued, are typically auto-orientalizing in nature (Mazzarella 2003) 

and involve a celebration of Indian spirituality as the basis of global success. 

Furthermore, with the increasing visibility of the discourse of global Indianness, Indian 

state-actors can also be seen to appropriate the discourse in reconnecting with the Indian 

diaspora. Casting diasporic Indians as global Indians lends legitimacy to state efforts to 

channel investments into the Indian economy. 

For technomigrants, then, global Indianness provides an ethical discourse that 

articulates novel forms of identification. Global Indianness allows technomigrants to 

maintain a strong cultural-nation Indian identity, in spite of being located elsewhere. For 

technomigrants, this is an articulation of an identity form that allows them to be strongly 

invested in Indianness even as they continue to distance themselves from the Indian 

state. Global Indianness, itself situated in shifting Indian political-economic 

configurations, thus serves to further these shifts. At the same time, by allowing for 

continued investment in Indianness, global Indianness also allows technomigrants to 

actively construct and occupy the subject position of a model minority afforded to them 

by U.S. immigration law. Global Indianness allows Indian technomigrants to construct 

spaces of social isolation from mainstream U.S. society – spaces that are organized 

around particular conceptions of Indianness. Global Indianness thus allows 
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technomigrants to occupy positions of relative privilege in both, the Indian and the U.S. 

social hierarchy. Global Indianness thus provides the ethical orientation that allows 

Indian technomigrants to circulate in the contemporary global system with relative ease.  

It is in this sense that global Indianness can be conceived of as a moral 

infrastructure for Indian technomigration. Technomigrants draw on this discourse to 

fashion their subjectivities such that they reproduce their position of economic and 

cultural dominance in India, and also interpolate themselves into the U.S. racial 

hierarchy. Global Indianness encodes a morality that indexes middle class norms of 

respectability and moral conduct, and also reconciles these with a dominant, Western 

material accumulation and a globalist conception of belonging. Global Indianness also 

provides a discursive register on which Indian state-diaspora interactions can take shape. 

It is by affording possibilities that enable technomigration in particular ways that the 

discourse can be conceived of as infrastructural, in ways not unlike those codified via 

laws or technology. 
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5. Supporting and Investing in Transnational Indian Families 

 

 

Rohit Joshi is an IIT-trained chemical engineer who has lived in the United States 

for a long-time. After enjoying a very successful career in the United States, he 

decided to relocate to his birth-city of Pune. Rohit says that he was always keen 

on going back to India, but both he and his wife had to think through this decision 

carefully. He had to choose between returning to the motherland and being a 

small-scale entrepreneur or staying on in the United States and ascending the 

rungs of higher management positions in the corporate world. But he was also 

always aware of the younger (Indian) generation being raised in the United 

States. Their schools, their system of higher education, their thoughts about India, 

American family life, tensions that arose between the younger generation and 

their parents, early expressions of sexuality with the onset of teenage, girls’ 

quests to look attractive from a very young age – all of these really worried Rohit 

about raising his two girls in the United States. He started thinking of the 

prospect of bringing up his girls there to be potentially risky and stressful. In 

comparison, both he and his wife agreed that his girls would transition into 

adulthood more smoothly in India. While their residence in Irvine in southern 

California was beautiful, they started thinking that their girls would not 

understand the real world by staying there. Their girls would grow more 

“naturally” by living in the shadow of their motherland and experiencing the joy 

of living among family, regular exchanges with relations, the love of their 

grandparents. With this in mind, they decided to relocate to India, but left the 

doors for returning back to the United States open. 

Rohit Joshi (Joshi 2007) 

Thinking Globally, Acting Locally; Swadesh: Aamhi Marathi NRI   
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The previous chapter argued that the interplay of U.S. immigration policy and 

technomigrant frustrations with a corrupt and inefficient state machinery renders them 

particularly dependent on a cosmopolitan, moral discourse of global Indianness – a 

discourse that presents Indian technomigrants as belonging to the world (“global”) and 

yet being essentially Indian. Global Indianness, I argued, allows technomigrants to 

navigate complex racial terrains such that they simultaneously maintain their dominant 

positions in the Indian society and occupy an intermediate position in U.S. society which 

is neither elite nor subaltern. I also demonstrated that the family occupies a key position 

in this discourse – the family is a key locus of the Indianness that many technomigrants 

identify with. Individualized investments in family, I claimed, are another instance of 

“privatized strategies” that technomigrants pursue – these strategies allow 

technomigrants to be invested in the Indian nation while still being strongly critical of 

the Indian state. This furthers my argument that Indian technomigrants, at this historical 

moment, are carriers of economic liberalization in India.  

This chapter focuses on the particular logics and practices through which the 

family becomes an important site for the enactment of global Indianness. I focus on three 

different sets of practices: financial exchanges, relations of care-giving that emphasize 

the family as a locus of (potential) return to India, and the continuing practice of 

arranged marriages among Indian technomigrants that reproduces particular family 

forms. In each case, I focus on how technomigrants understand these practices, so as to 

highlight their reflexivities through which technomigration is constituted. The 

concluding section situates this discussion in historical and contemporary scholarship 

that focuses on the centrality of the family among middle class Indians since the colonial 
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period. In particular I draw on Chatterjee’s (1993) work on Indian nationalism, 

Radhsakrishnan’s (2006) work on the family and Global Indiannness, and Cohen’s 

(1998) work on Aging in India, to further explicate the cultural logics that render the 

family as such an important site. The concluding chapter of this dissertation further 

speculates on what the implications of this emphasis on family among Indian 

technomigrants might imply. 

 

5.1 Practicing family 

Technomigrants, in spite of vast geographical separations, continue to remain 

closely connected to their families. Communication technologies provide an important 

platform on which this is made possible, but other practices – financial exchanges, 

technomigrant marriages, and frequent visits – also play an important role in maintaining 

these close relations. This section traces some of the prominent practices through which 

transnational Indian families continue to remain vital. 

Frequent visits, between technomigrants and their parents and other family 

relations are obvious practices that serve to solidify kinship ties under technomigration. 

Almost every student that I interviewed reported having family relations in the United 

States – siblings, cousins, uncles and aunts that they would visit occasionally. A few 

interlocutors at RPI also corroborated that having family nearby had been a factor in 

shortlisting universities, and was also an important consideration for them to choose U.S. 

institutions over those in other countries. Most of my interlocutors at RPI planned on 

visiting their families in India annually, although some like Tejas, were unable to do so 

because of their visa status. Parents also visited their children in the United States, 
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although this seemed to be more common among professionals than students. Parental 

visits, often stretching over a period of a few months, are very common among 

technomigrant families.60 Presence of parents, especially around periods of child-birth, is 

said to be an important support mechanism in technomigrant families.  

5.1.1 Financing Family 

Financial exchanges, for students pursuing graduate education in the United 

States, and remittances and investments into the Indian economy which remain largely at 

the level of the family, are one set of practices that sustain Indian technomigration. 

Every student I interviewed in Mumbai reported that their parents were willing to 

finance their graduate education in the United States. Niraj, for example, told me that his 

parents supported his decision to pursue higher education. Being successful doctors 

themselves, they were not financially dependent on Niraj at all, and were happy to 

finance his education if necessary. Ashish, similarly, whose family ran a successful civil 

engineering firm, reported that his parents would finance his higher education. Others, 

like Girish, said that while his parents were willing to pay for his education, he would 

probably make use of educational loans for financing his education. Over the past 

decade, low-interest educational loans specifically designed for overseas education have 

been made available in India’s nationalized banks. While parents act as guarantors on 

these loans, it is students who usually repay them upon finishing their education. The 

counselor that I interviewed mentioned that about 80% of his students (about 2400 

annually) made use of these loans (a process that he facilitated), and that he also knew 

                                                 
60 Parents enter the United States on B-1 or tourist visas, which allow them to visit up to six months at a 
time. Many families make use of this visa to its full-term. 
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that close to 90% of students who avail of loans for overseas education usually repay 

them in the first couple of years. 

Professional technomigrants in turn, are known to remit significant amounts of 

money into the Indian economy. Remittances into the Indian economy have risen 

dramatically in recent years – World Bank data reports India as the highest remittance- 

Table 15: Economic remittances to India 

A recent World Bank release identifies India as the largest remittance receiving 

country in the world (Tuck, 2008). The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) estimates that 

remittances into the Indian economy have grown at least ten-fold from about U.S. $2.1 

billion in 1990-91 to about $24.6 billion in 2005-06. About 44% of these remittances 

originate in North America. Majority of the remittances into the Indian economy stay at 

the level of the family (54%), about 20% are deposited into specially allocated bank 

accounts, and 10% are invested into real estate. There is some indication that different 

parts of the country experience different remittance patterns. RBI data suggests that 

places where migration is primarily low-skilled in nature (between the southern Indian 

state of Kerala and the Gulf nations, for example) receive periodic remittances (three or 

four times a year) but of lower value. Other places in the country receive remittances 

less frequently, but of high (greater than $2,200) value (Reserve Bank of India, 2006).  It 

is certainly possible that remittances from different parts of the world are used 

differently, but there are no official numbers available on this. 

 

receiving country in the world right now, and remittances from North America constitute 

the single-largest component of these (Tuck 2008). Statistics suggest that the majority of 

these remittances stay at the level of the family. One reason why these remittances are 
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not channeled into state-led developmental projects is because of technomigrant distrust 

in the state-machinery, a logic that was amply voiced at the diaspora conference that I 

attended. Real-estate, a booming segment of the Indian economy, has become another 

avenue for technomigrants to channel their investments into India. Two of the 

professional couples that I interviewed – Sachin & Anjali, and Rahul & Pooja – for 

example, told me about their ongoing hunt for suitable apartments in Mumbai.   

For Sachin & Anjali, investing in the Indian economy was both convenient and 

financially prudent. Presently, they rented an apartment in an upscale neighborhood of 

Chicago. The neighborhood, which had recently undergone gentrification, was home to 

many chic cafés, restaurants, and bars. Sachin & Anjali often frequented these, and cited 

the proximity of these as one of the main reasons for choosing to live in this 

neighborhood. They would eventually like to own a house of their own, but had no 

desire of relocating to suburban Chicago just yet. Even though they were both employed 

in well-paying jobs in managerial positions, they reported that buying a place of their 

own in neighborhoods like the one that they currently resided in was beyond their 

means. At the same time however, as independently employed individuals without any 

children, their taxable income at present was very high. It was, hence, imperative for 

them to seek avenues for reinvesting their salaries, so as not to pay as much money in 

taxes as they presently were. To them, investing in the Indian economy seemed like an 

ideal solution. Specifically, Sachin told me about his ongoing search for an apartment in 

Mumbai. Ideally, he wanted to buy an apartment in Thane, a booming suburb at the 

northern end of the city. Both Sachin and Anjali had grown up in this suburb, and both 

of their parents and siblings continue to live there at present. In comparison to buying a 
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house in Chicago, Sachin found buying an apartment in Mumbai much more affordable. 

Furthermore, real-estate in India had been booming for some time now, and promised to 

keep appreciating even more in the coming years. With his parents as his local proxies, 

he planned to rent out the apartment and generate additional income for himself. 

Moreover, his older brother, who had recently gotten married, had also bought an 

apartment in the same suburb in the preceding months. This further facilitated 

researching real-estate trends for him, and potentially saved him a trip to India. Being 

Indian citizens exempted both Sachin and Anjali from any restrictions in investing their 

money that they might have been otherwise subject to. Thus, practical considerations of 

affordability and financial prudence, facilitated by immediate familial ties, made 

investing in India a particularly attractive option for Sachin and Anjali. 

Similar to Sachin and Anjali, Rahul and Pooja were also considering investing in 

an apartment in Mumbai, in a suburb further north of Thane. Rahul was also planning on 

buying an apartment in the same suburb that he grew up in, and where his parents still 

continued to live. Like Sachin, Rahul also deemed investing in the Indian real-estate as a 

sound financial investment. Rahul also told me that he had recently started investing in 

the Indian stock market as well, which had remained relatively stable even at the worst 

of the ongoing economic recession.61 But unlike Sachin, Rahul envisioned his Mumbai 

                                                 
61 The Indian economy was not as badly hit as the American economy in the wake of the recent financial 
crisis. This has been attributed to, in part a cultural bias against credit-based economies, and in part to the 
presence of a strong regulator, in the form of the Reserve Bank of India. A New York Times feature 
published in late 2008 (Nocera, 2008) explains why India avoided the worst of the global financial 
meltdown thus: 

“Part of the reason is cultural. Indians are simply not as comfortable with credit as Americans. “A 
lot of Indians, when you push them, will say that if you spend more than you earn you will get in 
trouble,” an Indian consultant told me. “Americans spent more than they earned.” 
Mr. Parekh [an Indian banker] said, “Savings are important. Joint families exist. When one son 
moves out, the family helps them. So you don’t borrow so much from the bank.” Even mortgage 
loans tend to have down payments in India that are a third of the purchase price, a far cry from the 
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apartment as a house that his parents could occupy in his absence, and an upgrade over 

the apartment that they currently occupied and he had grown up in. In addition to 

financial considerations, a sense of familial obligation was more readily apparent in 

Rahul’s narration of his desire to invest in Indian real-estate. 

Thus, financial exchanges, in the form of support towards graduate education or 

as remittances and investments in the Indian economy figure as one set of practices that 

sustain Indian technomigration. The logics that orient these practices are in part based in 

considerations of practicality and financial prudence. Technomigrant suspicion towards 

the Indian state, however, drives them to seek ways in which their investments are not 

directly channeled to state-led projects. The family thus figures as an ideal locus of 

investment. Technomigrants make use of local familial networks to channel their 

investments into the Indian economy, whether in the form of remittances or in the form 

of real-estate investments. At the same time, however, financial investments at the level 

of family, as in the case of Rahul, are also oriented by a sense of duty and obligation that 

technomigrants experience towards their families. Individualized investments in family, 

thus, figure as mechanisms by which technomigrants manage both, a sense of obligation 

to their families, as well as finding channels of investment that side-step the Indian state 

apparatus. Also noteworthy is the way in which the particular location of technomigrants 

within the system affords particular kinds of investment channels for them. Specifically, 
                                                                                                                                                

United States, where 20 percent is the new norm. (Let’s not even think about what they used to 
be.) 
But there was also another factor, perhaps the most important of all. India had a bank regulator 
who was the anti-Greenspan. His name was Dr. Y. V. Reddy, and he was the governor of the 
Reserve Bank of India. 
Seventy percent of the banking system in India is nationalized, so a strong regulator is critical, 
since any banking scandal amounts to a national political scandal as well. And in the irascible Mr. 
Reddy, who took office in 2003 and stepped down this past September, it had exactly the right 
man in the right job at the right time.” 
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technomigrants can be seen to be taking advantage of both - the conversion factor 

between the Indian Rupee and the U.S. Dollar, and their Indian citizenship. Thus, the 

very conditions that serve to position technomigrants ambiguously in the United States 

can in this case be seen as facilitating financial investments into India. 

5.1.2 Care-giving in Indian families 

Viraj, an interlocutor at MU, was telling me about his plans to return to India 

after he was done with his education. Like his classmate Girish, Viraj was also applying 

for graduate studies in the United States. Viraj was willing to pay for his own education, 

through a combination of family savings and educational loans. Like many others that I 

had interviewed, Viraj said that he would return to India once he had paid off his loans 

and gained some work experience. “Most people who leave for the United States don’t 

come back,” he said. “But I am comfortable with this,” Viraj said pointing at our general 

surroundings. Viraj was explaining that most people think of the United States in terms 

of affluent lifestyles. His maternal uncle, who gone to the United States in the mid-90s 

had also decided to live there permanently. But Viraj was willing to accept the 

corruption and poverty around him, which we were discussing earlier in the interview, in 

order to be close to his family. Viraj explained that even though it would be easy to stay 

in touch with his family and friends while he was in the United States, unforeseen events 

such as medical emergencies in the family still required him to be close by. Viraj’s 

desire to return to India after completing his graduate education was driven by his 

understanding of his responsibility of caring for his family, which he narrated through a 

hypothetical scenario of a medical emergency in the family. 
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This very scenario was actually realized in Rahul’s case. Rahul’s mother was 

recently diagnosed with cancer, and was about to undergo chemotherapy as part of her 

treatment. Rahul and his wife Pooja decided to go to India, to be around and help out his 

family as his mother, who was recently diagnosed with an early stage of cancer, was 

about to undergo chemotherapy. Rahul hails from a middle class, Maharashtrian family, 

and grew up in suburban Mumbai. His father is a practicing physician, his mother used 

to work as a nurse, but has been a housewife for a long time. Rahul is the older of two 

brothers; his younger brother graduated from MU as an electrical engineer, and now 

works for a major IT company in Mumbai. Rahul’s brother continues to live with his 

parents, and commutes to his workplace from there. Rahul felt that their (Rahul & 

Pooja’s) presence would help mitigate the stress that his father and brother would be 

under. Rahul intended to stay in India for about a month before returning to his job in 

Atlanta, but Pooja would probably stay on in India for a few more months to care for her 

mother-in-law. At the same time, however, Rahul also said that he is considering leaving 

his current job and finding a new job in India, and relocate there for good. Rahul told me 

that he has never been very keen on living in the United States forever, and has been 

especially frustrated with his current job in recent months. He has been actively 

networking with people in India, and thinks that with his managerial education and 

experience, it might be much more exciting to be working in India at this moment than it 

is in the United States. A sense of familial obligation, combined with the promise of 

potentially exciting career opportunities, is pushing Rahul to actively consider relocating 

to India. 
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Other interlocutors also stressed the importance of being close to their families. 

Being physically proximate to family was often repeated as the reason that my 

interlocutors for wanting to return to India at some point in the future. Most of my 

interviewees in Mumbai expressed a desire to go to the United States for getting a 

graduate degree and some work experience, but wanting to return to India after that. 

Many of my interlocutors at RPI also echoed these sentiments of wanting to return to 

India after a few years. Responsibilities that they perceived towards caring for their 

parents figured prominently among these. Sneha, a female student at RPI, for example, 

wanted to return to Kolkata where her parents were based at so that she could help them 

in their everyday lives during their senior years. Her only sibling, an older sister, was 

also based in the United States, and Sneha deemed it important for at least one of the two 

sisters to be close to the parents. Sneha’s parents wanted her to remain in the United 

States, as it would afford her better work and lifestyle opportunities, but it was important 

to Sneha that she be around to care for her parents in their senior years, when they 

needed it most. In some instances, the presence of other siblings in India mitigated the 

need to be physically proximate to their parents – as in the case of Sachin, who did not 

experience the same obligation as Sneha as he could rely on his older brother to help his 

parents if needed. While historical trends suggest that the majority of Indian students 

continue to stay in the United States in the long run, being close to family nonetheless 

appears as an important logic for a potential return to India. 

Narratives of caring for the elderly figures prominently in Cohen’s (1998) book, 

No Aging in India. In this ethnographic work, Cohen situates the obligation to care for 

the elderly in middle class constructs of civility. In one example, Cohen draws out the 
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pervasivness of “old mother narratives” in Indian culture. In nineteenth-century Calcutta, 

for example, the patua school of artists created a wood-block painting entitled Ghar 

Kali, the End of the World which depicts “a wife riding on her husband’s shoulders 

while his mendicant mother is dragged along on a leash held by her son” (pp. 119). 

Cohen’s reading of the painting is a particularly insightful rendering of urban middle 

class Indian subjectivity. Cohen writes, 

“The errancy of children is displaced onto the West and its corruption, and 
is universalized. But the figure of the old mother has a more complex 
pedigree. Ghar Kali, the End of the World, bespeaks an apocalyptic 
consciousness. The young couple in the image neglecting their mother are 
not universal but located: the babu – the parvenu Indian government 
servant under the British – and his wife. The neglect of the old mother, the 
floppishness of the son, and the selfish disrespect of the modern wofe 
together constitute a central image satirizing the merging urban elite as 
emblematic of Kali Yuga, of the most corrupt moments of the most 
corrupt age of humanity” (pp. 119).    
  

Cohen’s reading of this satirical image is one that draws out the moralism associated 

with caring for the elderly, or lack thereof, in Indian culture. A lack of caring for the 

elderly, parents especially, is a sign of corruption, induced by the West. The figure of the 

mendicant mother bodes the Kali Yuga, the final moments of corruption in the last days 

of humanity. And it is in the improper “seva” (caring) on the son’s behalf (under the 

influence of the wife) that this moral corruption is located. 

In another example, Cohen presents the case of a Maharashtrian middle class 

Brahmin family in Pune in which the daughter-in-law, Meena, tells him about the last 

days of her now deceased mother-in-law. Meena tells Cohen about the extreme 

difficulties in caring for her mother-in-law in the days preceding her death, including 

having to change her, not unlike changing diapers on babies. And yet, Meena said that 
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her entire family treated the mother-in-law extremely well – even her children never 

ridiculed or disrespected her. For Meena, caring for her mother-in-law was the right 

thing to do – so much so that she even asked her German tenant to leave her house after 

she questioned Meena about how she could put up with the situation, and why she did 

not send her mother-in-law to an old age home instead. At the same time, however, 

Meena also said that she believed in setting an example for her children – she thought 

that they would treat them (Meena and her husband) as Meena had treated her mother-

in-law. For Meena, according to Cohen, taking care of her ailing mother-in-law was not 

only the right thing to do, but also an investment for securing herself during her old age.  

Technomigrant narratives of caring for their parents resonate with Cohen’s 

narrative in some ways. The pervasiveness of the narrative of caring and the feelings of 

duty and obligation that technomigrants report resonate with the examples that Cohen 

presents. While shifting family structures, altered generational dynamics, and improved 

economic prospects for technomigrants might explain why caring for parents is not 

discussed as a strategy for securing one’s own old age, technomigrant narratives still 

seem to echo the particular constructs of middle class civility that Cohen outlines.   
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Table 16: Aging in transnational Indian families 

One effect of continued outmigration from India is that a significant number of 

senior citizens in India find themselves living away from their children in their old years. 

As a result, many cities across India are witnessing the rise of organizations of parents of 

technomigrants that seek to act as support groups for them. A 2001 feature in the 

Economic Times hints at the factors that are resulting in the formation of such 

organizations.  

 

“With the disintegration of the joint family, planned parenthood, premature retirement of 

the able bodied, lopsided priorities in education and work opportunities, (thanks to our 

politicians) which has resulted in our children leaving the country seeking greener 

pastures and back home increased of life expectancy of parents prompts a healthy 

support group for parents in India” (ET, 2001).  

 

Such organizations typically take the form of support networks for aging parents 

of NRIs and promote their interests through regular meetings, establishing formal 

relations of caretaking for the elderly amongst them, and periodic domestic and 

international outings. Some organizations also offer assistance in formulating wills, 

purchasing travel and health insurance, matrimonial services for their NRI children etc. 

Although these organizations are not formed with the explicit intent of political 

mobilization, some of them have on occasion lobbied the Indian state and federal 

governments in matters concerning them, e.g. for simplifying procedures to file tax 

returns for senior citizens.  
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The membership form for the Non Resident Indians Parents’ Association in the 

city of Bengaluru (formerly Bangalore) identifies the need for setting up organizations 

similar to theirs thus (NRIPA, n.d.): 

 
 
NEED FOR SETTING UP SUCH GROUPS IN CITIES AROUND INDIA  

Development of attractive work opportunities abroad and availability of highly 

educated, skilled and proficient manpower in India has led to a large number of young 

Indians studying or working outside the country. Their efforts to take advantage of the 

emerging opportunities have full support and blessing of their parents.  

Nonetheless, parents who are left behind, often face tremendous problems of 

adjustment. Parents suffer painful separation of their loved daughters and sons, lack of 

emotional support, financial and physical insecurity. Above all, they feel the need for 

sharing the problems with similarly placed persons.  

During the initial period of separation, both parents and children live on the hope 

of reuniting in the foreseeable future, after education is completed and some professional 

experience is gained. Many, however, decide to stay abroad to explore new horizons. 

This often marks the emergence of new problems for many families.  

The working children engaged in developing their career and raising their own 

family can no longer visit their parents as often as they like to. The aging parents, 

sensing lack of emotional support, begin to worry about their sunset years.  

Many children advise their parents to emigrate permanently. However, for 

various reasons, it is difficult for most of the parents to accept this idea. Thus the initial 

gap - a geographical one, widens with addition of an emotional gap that is more critical 

than the geographical one.  



 

     206

Sensing of a need for organized and sustained effort to alleviate the physical and 

emotional problems of the Parents led to the formation of the NRIs' Parents' 

organizations at locations, such as, Pune, Bangalore and Baroda. These organizations, as 

a matter of fact, provide to such parents, a second family that is with them all the time.  

 

All my interviewees reported being in close contact with at least their immediate 

families in India, and often their extended families and friends as well. Internet-based 

communication technologies were said to greatly facilitate these interactions. Tejas, an 

interlocutor at RPI, for example, said that he would video-conference with his parents in 

India at least once every week. Using these advanced web-technologies was, as Tejas put 

it, “as if” he were actually there. Moreover, he also thought that the frequency of 

communication rendered the nature of their conversations to be very mundane, further 

adding to a sense of immediacy. 

Others, however, offered the difficulties in staying connected over long distances 

as a reason for wanting to be close to their families. Niraj, for example, told me of his 

cousin who had been in living in Seattle for some time now. Niraj’s cousin, according to 

him, was struggling to facilitate a close relationship between his father in India, and his 

two-year old son in the United States. Even though the cousin video conferenced with 

his father very frequently, Niraj told me that his cousin was afraid that his son might not 

grow up knowing his grandfather well, and was actively contemplating returning to 

India.  

Bringing up children, especially, appears as an important moment when many 

technomigrants renegotiate their decisions to live in the United States. The desire for 
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bringing up their children in such a way that the children remain strongly rooted in 

Indian culture is salient in technomigrant circuits, and is resolved in different ways. For 

some, this is resolved by actually relocating to India. Both Rohit and Abhay’s narrative 

from the previous chapter are exemplary of the dilemmas that child-rearing in the United 

States poses for Indian technomigrants. Constructing Indian culture as being superior 

and more desirable to Western culture, and the family as the locus of Indianness poses 

questions about how best to bring up their children among Indian technomigrants. Faced 

with this dilemma, both Abhay and Rohit relocated to India. For others, as I have also 

discussed in the previous chapter, it resolves through the formation of strong Indian 

communities locally. In some instances, I have also been told of parents sending their 

children to live in India with their grandparents for a few years so as to maintain a strong 

sense of connectedness with Indian culture. 

 Another rationale put forth by Niraj, emphasizes a more practical rationale for 

returning to India. While discussing the brain drain – historically, a commonly invoked 

refrain in relation to the IITs  - Niraj said that he felt that people should just “leave us 

[the IITians] alone. People who stay back or return to India, do so because they can.” 

Niraj emphasized that engineers who remained in or returned to India did so because 

they could find suitable employment for them, in addition to the possibility of being 

close to their families. In effect, Niraj was highlighting a practical dimension of 

technomigration, but he was also arguing that technomigrants who return to India do not 

necessarily do so out of a sense of obligation for the country – rather they do so in order 

to be close to their families.  
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Broadly, two moments appear prominently in technomigrant narrations of their 

desire to return to India in order to be close to their families. One is their understanding 

of their obligations towards their parents. A sense of duty - apparent in Sneha’s case and 

that of Viraj’s - towards caring for aging parents, by helping out in everyday life as well 

as being available in case of events such as medical emergencies, figure as important 

considerations for some of my interlocutors. A second reflexive moment that seems 

especially prominent is around decisions of bringing up children in technomigrant 

families. As evident in published accounts of technomigration, as well as Niraj’s 

narration of his cousin’s dilemmas, technomigrants seek ways in which their children 

can be brought up in an Indian way. Abhay was disturbed by the materialist tendencies 

that he perceived his son to be acquiring in the United States. Rohit was worried about 

his daughters being disconnected from their grandparents. Rohit was also worried about 

what he deemed as Western ways of organizing life, especially when it came to matters 

of sexuality and sexual expression of their daughters that he and his wife to come to 

terms with, had they continued living in the United States. As I have previously 

suggested, these narratives are themselves based on essentialized notions of what 

constitutes Indianness and Westernness, and a discourse of global Indianness allows 

technomigrants to resolve the tension that they experience between the two. What the 

particular emphasis on family also highlights is that the family is the locus of the 

Indianness that many technomigrants seek. Once again, investing at the level of the 

family allows techomigrants to maintain a strong culturally Indian identity, while 

distancing themselves from the state apparatus.  
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5.1.3 Reproducing Family 

Sneha, one of my female interlocutors at RPI, was explaining to me the practice 

of arranged marriages among Indian technomigrants. In contrast to what Indians call 

“love marriages” where prospective partners have known each other for an extended 

time-period, the system of arranged marriages is such that matrimonial matches are 

located through networks of family and friends. Matrimonial matches that are located 

thus are often premised on the suitability of the families whose children are to be 

married. Such notions of suitability are themselves articulated through idioms of social 

class, religion, caste and sub-caste, language, and operate so as to preserve these 

hierarchies (Johnson et al 1992). Sneha told me that many technomigrants get into 

arranged marriages, in part because of being socialized differently than their American 

counterparts. She explained that people in the United States are given to exploring 

romantic relationships much earlier than Indians typically are. Most Indians, she 

claimed, consider getting involved in romantic relationships only after completing their 

education, typically in their mid- to late-twenties. She added that within this system, 

women are typically expected to get married earlier than men. However, with many 

individuals pursuing higher education, she felt that more people were beginning to get 

married later in life. While the prospect of marrying someone she had known for a 

relatively short period of time was admittedly scary, she said that all of her 

acquaintances who had pursued this route seemed to be happy in their marriages. She 

also emphasized that unlike the United States, families in India tend to be more close-

knit and that she would be interacting with her in-laws much more frequently, and 

perhaps even be part of a joint family system. The embedding of matrimonial relations in 

larger familial networks also made an arranged marriage an attractive option as far as 
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Sneha was concerned. All in all, Sneha said that she did not perceive any particular need 

to step outside of the boundaries of the traditional system of arranged marriages.  

While the system of arranged marriages continues strongly among Indian 

technomigrants, the particular practices through which it is pursued have shifted 

significantly. Because one-on-one interactions between prospective marriage partners 

have become increasingly untenable in the face of geographic dispersion, most 

technomigrants these days make use of Indian matrimonial web-sites. While traditional 

arrangements of families and friends suggesting suitable matches and organizations such 

as “marriage bureaus” – where potential brides and grooms can register themselves and 

have their profiles available to prospective matches – still continue, internet-based 

matrimonial websites have by far become the most popular medium for prospective 

brides and grooms to interact. The reliance on internet-based matrimonial services such 

as Bharatmatrimony.com and Shaadi.com that cater specifically to Indians has increased 

dramatically since the 1990s.62 Shaadi.com, for example, which was established in 1996, 

is the single largest Indian matrimonial website, and claims to have catered to about 20 

million people now (Shaadi.com, n.d.). The website is similar to U.S.-based online 

dating websites, but their clientele is exclusively Indian. Among other things, some of 

the parameters that it uses to construct individual profiles – religion, caste and sub-caste, 

“mother tongue,” astrological charts among others – make sense only in an Indian 

context. User profiles on Shaadi.com include details about individuals under categories 

such as - basics (age, height, skin tone and other physical attributes), religious and social 

                                                 
62 www.shaadi.com and www.bharatmatrimony.com are two of the most prominent Indian matrimonial 
websites. 
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background (religion, caste and sub-caste, astrological info (based on the Hindu lunar 

calendar),63 cultural background (place of birth, language fluency, personal values 

(liberal, moderate, conservative), education & career (educational degree, nature of job, 

average annual income), lifestyle (diet (vegetarian or not), smoking & drinking 

preferences), location (current location and residency status), hobbies & interests. It also 

includes basic information about his/her family (parents, siblings and their marital status, 

their occupations, nature of family values (liberal, moderate, conservative), and what 

attributes s/he is looking for in his/her partner (categories similar to ones used for 

individuals above). 

Internet-based arranged marriages mark some discontinuities from the norms and 

practices associated with traditional Indian arranged marriages. A significant change for 

Sneha was that prospective partners could interact with each other for greater periods of 

time before deciding on entering matrimony. Often, individuals would interact with each 

other over a period of months, either in person or via telephone, before getting their 

families involved in discussions of marriage. A more permissive cultural milieu, and the 

geographic dispersion that characterized technomigration, according to Sneha, meant 

that she could interact more extensively with her prospective partner than she might have 

otherwise. 

At the same time, internet-based arranged marriages also display significant 

continuities with traditional practices. The emphasis on family, for example, remains 

central. In narrative after narrative of “success stories” posted on Shaadi.com, 

individuals stress the continued importance of not just them, but also their families 

                                                 
63 These websites also cater to non-Hindu Indian populations. 
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viewing each other favorably. In addition to information about the individual in 

question, user profiles on matrimonial web-sites also include information on their 

families, and the kind of family-backgrounds that individuals seek in their prospective 

partners. It is not uncommon, for example, for individuals to portray themselves as (and 

seeking someone who is) a mix of “modern” and “traditional” values – where modern 

usually signifies being professional, (college) educated, and traditional signifies being 

religious/spiritual, and family-oriented. 

Certain constructs of desirability and respectability also seem to be reinforced in 

the process. Prospective brides, for example, routinely express an interest in meeting 

grooms based in select professions such as engineering and management, which have 

been traditionally well-regarded professions. Prospective grooms, on the other hand, 

might express an interest in meeting someone “fun-loving” and “well-educated,” without 

strong career-related conditions. These patterned differences in expectations of potential 

brides and grooms can themselves be interpreted as being indexical of gender roles 

within the Indian family, which Radhakrishnan (2006) argues are such that Indian 

women continue to be keepers of the domestic sphere while increasingly also 

participating in the work-force. But, as Sneha suggests in my interview, with greater 

levels of education and employment among Indian women, gender roles within the 

traditional family system might themselves be shifting. In response to my question about 

gender roles within the space of the family, Sneha told me that she expected that her 

future spouse respect that she had a Ph.D. and was invested in pursuing a career as much 

as he was. Consequently, Sneha said that she would expect her spouse to play a greater 

role in domestic work. This, according to Sneha, was already evident in many Indian 
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families. In her own family in the United States (Sneha’s older sister lives in California, 

and she has first and second cousins in Washington D.C.), Sneha felt that men had 

started assuming greater domestic responsibilities for housework than was typical of her 

father’s generation. While many of my interlocutors claimed that they were flexible with 

regard to linguistic and caste-based preferences of their future partners, they did not 

want to deliberately breach those boundaries either. As one of my interlocutors put it, 

“Why would I go out of my way deliberately to upset my parents?” On the whole then, 

internet-based arranged marriages seem to preserve a conservative impulse that 

characterizes their traditional counterparts. 

Technomigration also creates newer considerations in the domain of arranged 

marriages. Immigration status, for example, becomes an important factor. Many 

potential grooms and brides already in the United States often explicitly state their 

immigration status (student, temporary worker, green card holder) on their user profiles, 

and might also ask that their prospective partners possess a certain immigration status. 

Often technomigrants seek prospective partners who are already in the United States, 

which simplifies the process of interacting with them, but also side-steps potential 

complications that might arise because of immigration. However, it is also not 

uncommon for prospective grooms especially, to travel to India during vacation time to 

meet potential spouses – identified through previous online interactions leading up to the 

actual visit or by their parents in India. The actual marriage ceremony itself often takes 

place in India, with one or both the partners flying into town in time for the wedding 

while parents assume the responsibility for organizing the event.  
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The institution of arranged marriages continues as a dominant practice in circuits 

of technomigration. However, the particular ways in which these marriages are 

organized, however, have undergone significant changes because of the large geographic 

dispersions between prospective matrimonial partners and their families. In particular, 

internet-based matrimonial websites that are specifically designed to cater to Indians 

have become a popular channel through which prospective partners are sought. While 

practices of marriages have altered significantly, the institution on the whole is such that 

boundaries of caste, community, class, language, and religion are by-and-large 

preserved. Sneha’s reflection on arranged marriages suggests that this is based in 

familial considerations; while technomigrants do not necessarily subscribe to these 

boundaries, they also do not perceive the need to deliberately challenge them. Once 

again, Sneha’s narration suggests a clear distinction that she draws between an Indian 

way and a Western way of life. In the domain of marriages, this distinction is based in 

firmly located in a discourse of family values. Sneha presents Indian culture as being 

more family-oriented than its American counterpart, and deems it necessary for her to be 

compatible not just with her future partner, but also his family.  

 

5.2 Conclusion: Family as Indianness 

The transnational Indian family figures as an important driver of 

technomigration. Vibrant kinship ties are fostered through practices such as frequent 

visits, financial exchanges, and arranged marriages. Communication technologies in the 

form of matrimonial websites and web-based personal communications greatly facilitate 

the vitality of transnational Indian families. Feelings of obligations for care-giving 
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towards parents, and the desire for raising children in Indian culture figure as important 

considerations for technomigrants in potentially relocating to India. Two observations 

seem particularly significant. First is the strong emphasis on family being the locus of 

potential return to India. Niraj’s emphasis on the motivation for return being a desire for 

proximity with his family, and not a patriotic sense of obligation to the country is telling 

here. As is Viraj’s willingness to compromise “being here” in order to be close to his 

family. The second observation can be made via Rohit’s essay. As I have discussed in 

this chapter and the previous one, family is also the unit through which technomigrants 

connect with Indian culture. Rohit’s decision to relocate to India was informed by his 

desire to raise his daughters in an Indian culture, which he would achieve by being close 

to his parents and extended family relations. For Rohit, and for many of my 

interlocutors, the family is a key locus of Indianness. 

This emphasis on the family as a key site of Indianness is not unique to 

technomigration. The family has historically been a key site for the expression of 

Indianness, at least since the colonial period. As previously noted, Chatterjee (1993) has 

argued that Indian anticolonial nationalists differentiated themselves from the colonial 

administration by constructing essentialized notions of spiritual Indianness and material 

Westernness. While in the outer domain of materiality, Westernness was considered 

superior and to be emulated, Indian nationalists sought to vigorously defend the inner 

spiritual Indian sanctum from colonial incursions. In this inner domain articulated 

through “Indian” tradition,64 Chatterjee identifies three key areas: language, schools, and 

                                                 
64 Chatterjee’s larger argument is framed as a critique of Benedict Anderson’s notion of the nation as an 
imagined community. Chatterjjee argues that by assuming all nationalisms to be overtly political struggles, 
Anderson’s formulation of nationalism displays a Euro-centric bias. Rather, by providing a reading of 
Bengal’s history, Chatterjee argues that many nationalisms in Asia and Africa have been projects of 
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the family. Institutionalizing vernacular languages through various institutions such as 

those of print-capitalism and theater, and establishing a network of secondary schools, 

Chatterjee argues, played a big role in transforming colonial institutions into national 

institutions. The family was constructed as another key domain of “Indian” tradition. 

Efforts by the colonial administration at legislating reform in the domain of family were 

consequently fiercely contested. What emerged, Chatterjee argues, was a “new 

patriarchy that was […] different from the “traditional” order but also explicitly claiming 

to be different from the “Western” family” (pp. 9).  

In technomigration, we can see the continuation of this central place occupied by 

the family among middle class Indians. As evidenced, most clearly in the example of the 

continued practice of arranged marriages in transnational Indian families, as also in 

anxieties that are expressed over child-rearing, investment in family continues to signify 

Indianness for technomigrants. The family remains a key site from which difference 

from a dominant, material West is articulated – although this differentiation is now 

directed at carving a space within a racialized U.S. polity instead of the erstwhile 

colonial administration. Being family-oriented is said to be an essential part of Indian 

culture, in contrast to a more individualistic Western culture. Different also are the 

particular practices of family, especially given the high degree of geographic dispersion 

that characterizes contemporary middle class Indian families. As evident in my 

interviews, technomigrants have to find newer ways of maintaining strong familial ties, 

often relying on improved communication technologies. Also different are the particular 

                                                                                                                                                
maintain spiritual and cultural distinctiveness from its colonial masters. It is only after establishing cultural 
sovereignty that most anticolonial nationalisms could become political movements directed at achieving 
independence from various colonial administrations.  
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political-economies in which these practices of family are embedded. In the colonial 

economy, investments in families were fostered through the impulse of protecting 

national culture from colonial incursions. At this historical moment, technomigrant 

investment in their families allows them to maintain a strong cultural-national Indian 

affiliation while actively distancing themselves from the Indian state machinery. 

Individualized investments, such as technomigrant remittances which largely occur at 

the level of family and/or real estate, rather than state developmental projects, are prime 

examples of these. These practices, once more, draw attention to ways in which Indian 

technomigrants are becoming careers of economic liberalization in India through 

informal, individualized strategies. 
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6. Differential Cosmopolitanism 
 

Indian technomigration is articulated through the complex interactions of many 

historical, cultural, and political-economic conditions. It is shaped by histories of 

colonialism – through the introduction and development of English education in India 

and the unique class dynamics that it set into motion. And through histories of 

postcolonialism – as evidenced in the disproportionate growth of higher (technical) 

education that has been supported through successive administrations in independent 

India; articulated through instrumental, careerist imaginaries, and through frustrations 

with the Indian educational system and the Indian state writ large. Indian 

technomigration is also shaped by U.S. immigration law, itself articulated through the 

contradictory impulses of an emerging shortage of skilled labor, and concerns over 

national security. A cosmopolitan discourse of global Indianness also provides a moral 

infrastructure for Indian technomigration – it enables Indians to interpolate themselves 

into an already existing racial hierarchy, and affords a discursive space in which global 

Indians can still be Indians. 

 These complex interplays have resulted in a paradoxical condition – whereby 

Indian technomigrants have become carriers of economic liberalization in India, even 

while they benefit from the legacies of state socialism, most apparent in the provision of 

subsidized higher education. This paradox has also rendered Indian technomigrants 

particularly dependent on moralizing discourses of Global Indianness – as a means to 

retain a strong cultural-national Indian identity while also being strongly critical of the 

Indian state apparatus. Discourses of global Indianness also allow Indian technomigrants 

to operate successfully in the United States – so that they are professionally successful, 
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even though they remain culturally isolated. The family, both as an ideological and a 

practical construct, assumes an important position in discourses of global Indianness, 

and emerges as a key locus of investment for Indian technomigrants. Together, these 

complex dynamics explain how an emerging, highly educated, technologically-skilled, 

Indian middle class moves and operates in the contemporary global system. 

At an empirical and conceptual level, this dissertation has made at least three 

contributions. One, the dissertation deepens an understanding of contemporary shifts in 

the Indian political economy, and the strategies that middle class Indians pursue to 

preserve their positions of privilege. In particular, this dissertation contributes to further 

understanding the dynamics of higher education, engineering education in particular, in 

contemporary India. State-sponsored higher education figures as a key site for the 

formation of the Indian middle class, and yet, it can also be seen as an important site for 

articulating frustrations with the Indian state. Increasingly, middle class Indians can be 

seen investing in privatized strategies to reproduce their class privileges - 

technomigration can be interpreted as one such strategy. At a broader level, this might be 

interpreted as the incursion of neoliberal logics in the Indian educational sector – 

understanding how technomigrants move and invest in these contexts of economic 

liberalization provides an understanding of the specificities of neolibralism in practice. 

Technomigrant frustrations with the Indian state and their particular strategies of 

transnational mobility could hence provide key insights for scholars interested in 

conceptualizing key political-economic shifts in the contemporary global system, and 

how privilege, especially class privilege, and bias continue to operate in it. 
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Second, the dissertation also draws attention to the ways technoscience 

underwrites the very possibility of movement in the contemporary global system. This 

dissertation has demonstrated that transnational mobility is shaped at the intersection of 

multiple conditions that articulate in complex ways - education and class privilege 

certainly enable technomigrants to circulate in the global political-economy, but their 

mobility is equally predicated on the demand of highly skilled labor in the United States, 

and in many other countries across the world as well. The notion of “skills,” however, is 

often synonymous with technoscience-based training. The selective privileging of skilled 

labor under various immigration regimes - as demonstrated by the recent changes in U.S. 

immigration law that selectively target individuals based in STEM-majors –  then points 

at another mechanism for the creation and reproduction of bias and privilege in the 

system. In this vein, the dissertation demonstrates how immigration law and the 

particular historical and cultural contexts in which it takes shape, might be gainfully 

analyzed to understand the ways technoscience is implicated in affording privileged 

forms of transnational mobility. Projections of increasing shortages of highly skilled 

labor by organizations such as the International Labor Organization suggest that 

transnational labor circulation is only going to be further exaggerated - and hence 

demands sustained, critical attention.   

Third, the dissertation contributes to understanding the forces that constitute 

subjectivities of technologically skilled, migratory workforces. A key argument that the 

dissertation makes in this regard is that Indian technomigrants become transnationally 

mobile by assuming certain cosmopolitan subjectivities. My use of cosmopolitanism 

here certainly entails a Kantian conception of “world citizenship.” But rather than 
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legalistic notions of world citizenship, which for the moment at least are unimaginable, 

what I intend to foreground are historically and culturally specific, collective 

enunciations of worldly belonging. My use of cosmopolitanism thus entails a sensibility 

that treats cosmopolitanisms as multiple, and as collective articulations of belonging that 

are embedded in particular histories, cultures, and political-economies.65 What Indian 

technomigrants are articulating, in my reading, is a differential cosmopolitanism – 

reflections and practices of global belonging that are oriented by conceptions of 

difference rooted in particular understandings of Indianness. The specificities of these 

articulations also draws attention to their politics, what some have referred to as 

cosmopolitics (Cheah & Robbins 1998, Fischer 2009). The cosmopolitics of global 

Indianness draws attention to the preexisting power structures within which the 

discourse is articulated and ways in which discourse redefines these relations of power. 

The politics of global Indianness, for example, is the politics of a globalizing Indian 

middle class, and as I detail below, one that aligns the positioning of Indian 

technomigrants, both in India and the United States.   

                                                 
65 Robbins (1992) provides a useful articulation of the partiality of cosmopolitanisms. Robbins writes, 

The interest of the term cosmopolitanism is located, then, not in its full theoretical 
extension, where it becomes a paranoid fantasy of ubiquity and omniscience, but rather 
(paradoxically) in its local applications, where the unrealizable ideal produces normative 
pressure against such alternatives as, say, the fashionable “hybridization.” Its provocative 
association with privilege is perhaps better understood, in this context, as the normative 
edge that cosmopolitanism tries to add to the inclusiveness and diversity of 
multiculturalism – as an attempt to name a necessary but difficult normativeness. The 
term is not as philosophically ambitious as the word “universalism,” though it does some 
of the same work. (It makes room for moments of generalizing, one might say, without 
offering license for uninhibited universalizing. Nor is it as politically ambitious as the 
word “internationalism.” But it does start us asking what form such an internationalism 
might best take (183).   

Robbins’ goal is, of course, different than mine. Robbins is arguing in defense of the cosmopolitanism of 
intellectuals themselves. What Robbins seeks in the ruminations of humanists are politically progressive 
subjects capable of critically engaging human diversity. Clifford’s (1997) notion of “discrepant 
cosmopolitanisms” that are constituted in the experience of travelers also invokes this sense of partiality. 
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The cosmopolitanism of Indian technomigrants is articulated through a discourse 

of global Indianness – cosmopolitan in its ethical articulation of belonging to a broader 

global human collectivity, while still being unquestioningly Indian at its core. Global 

Indianness itself, can be understood as an expression of an Indian cosmopolitanism, 

articulated through particular reflexive practices that are themselves embedded in 

historically and culturally specific political-economies. Together, these reflexive 

practices, circumscribed by various structures of family, law, education, and 

(post)colonialism, articulate new ways of being among Indian technomigrants. Global 

Indianness figures as the space in between the binary oppositions that are loosely 

represented by the spatial categories of “India” and the “United States.” Both India and 

the United States figure as essentialized categories that reify orientalist stereotypes of the 

East and the West. India figures as the land of spiritualism, but material depravation, 

whereas the United States figures as the land of material affluence but spiritual 

bankruptcy. India is the land of collectivities, whereas the United States is one of 

individualism. Neither extremes of India or the United States are desirable – excessive 

materialism in the United States is problematic, as is the material depravation 

experienced in India. What is sought, as Niraj puts it, is a “balance” between Indianness 

and Westernness. Global Indianness is this space of balance that resolves the perceived 

tensions between what the extreme positions of Indianness and Westernness, and it is 

this resolution that gives it moral charge. 
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Table 17: Binaries of Global Indianness 

India “New” India characterized by 
economic liberalization United States 

Caste-based 
reservations in the 
Indian educational 

system Instrumental education 

Meritocracy 
 

Corruption & 
stifling 

bureaucracy 
Land of opportunity 

Highly-skilled 
workers Model minority Immigrants as Other 

Indian  Global Indian Western 
Poverty Consuming in an Indian way Material affluence 

Informal, open 
hospitality Reconstituted Indian communities Closed household 

Spiritual/Moral Indian spiritualism as the basis of 
material accumulation Material 

Collective/cultural Individualism circumscribed by 
family Individual 

  

These expressions of global Indianness are themselves embedded in historically 

and culturally specific political-economies. The distinction between Indian spiritualism 

and Western materialism itself, for example, has a uniquely Indian genealogy. This 

distinction, according to Chatterjee (1993), was the key mechanism for articulating 

Indian anticolonial nationalism, through the construction of a modern Indian cultural 

identity, which was nonetheless not Western. Under conditions of colonialism, claims to 

a higher spirituality were the basis of articulating difference from the colonial 

administration. This distinction between a spiritual India and a material West, as 

evidenced in this dissertation, continues into the present moment. Notions of Indianness, 

as articulated through particular practices of family, community, hospitality, and 

consumption continue to define the lives of Indian technomigrants as a way of 

navigating culturally unfamiliar terrains such as those of the United States. 
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 Colonial history provides not only the basis for the distinction between 

Indianness and Westernness, but also the structural position from which the claims to 

cosmopolitan Indianness are made. The position has always been one of ambiguity. The 

Indian middle class certainly occupied a position of subordination under the colonial 

administration, all the more so, given the structural dependencies fostered by colonial 

educational policies. These very dependencies, however, also implied that this middle 

class was invested in reproducing its social distinction, and differentiating itself from the 

vernacular elites and other indigenous populations. For the Indian middle class, 

articulations of difference based on certain constructions of Indianness were as much a 

means to distinguish themselves from colonial administrators as they were to distance 

themselves from the domestic population. Global Indianness, also, is articulated from a 

similarly ambiguous location, although under vastly different political-economic 

configurations. In the U.S. racial hierarchy, especially, global Indianness allows Indian 

technomigrants to construct and occupy for themselves an intermediate location within 

preexisting racial formations. It is this ambiguous positioning that allows Indian 

technomigrants to articulate a critique of dominant Western culture as evidenced in a 

discourse of global Indianness. 

I do not intend to suggest that technomigration is a monolithic phenomenon. 

There certainly exists tremendous diversity among Indian technomigrants – differences 

based in regional, linguistic, culinary, and institutional histories and cultures certainly 

figure prominently in these transnational circuits of technomigration. What underwrites 

this diversity, nonetheless, is a collective understanding of the difference of Indianness 

from that of Westernness, without a critical understanding of the particularities – of 
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class, and caste, for example - of those constructs. This is perhaps to be expected, given 

that the circulation of Indian technomigrants in the global political economy – a key 

strategy for ensuring security and success – is predicated on such an understanding of 

difference. 

My emphasis throughout this dissertation has been on the reflexivities – of 

technomigrants, but also of the system – that together constitute Indian technomigration. 

Various reflexive practices – technological, political, ethical – together articulate Indian 

technomigration. Strategies of education and employment, familial investments, and 

lifestyles oriented by notions of difference based in Indianness all figure as strategies 

that allow technomigrants to maintain positions of relative privilege in the system, and 

navigate it with considerable ease. In response to growing geographic dispersion, Indian 

family structures can be seen to be challenged and reorganized. As conventional 

assumptions of caring and aging are tested under technomigration, associations of Indian 

parents can be seen as a temporally specific response to the need for finding alternative 

support structures. Faced with the task of channeling investments into the economy, the 

Indian state itself is mobilizing the idea of global Indianness. U.S. law, on the other 

hand, is faced with its own set of demands – to balance the need for more skilled 

workers with that of containing and controlling immigration into the country. These 

reflexivities, as I have emphasized throughout this dissertation, are themselves 

embedded in particular historical, cultural, and political-economic conditions. Focusing 

on reflexive practices allows us to understand the dynamics that sustain Indian 

technomigration. Herein lays the utility of Collier & Ong’s framework of global 
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assemblages in studying open-ended technoscientific systems such as that of Indian 

technomigration.  

Paying attention to the reflexive practices of Indian technomigrants also draws 

attention to their omissions. Faced with limitations imposed by particular state policies, 

technomigrants have actively distanced themselves from the state apparatus in pursuit of 

security and success. In the process, they continue the politics of differentiation from the 

indigenous populations that has characterized the Indian middle class historically. Yet, 

there is no overt reflection on the caste and class privilege that seems to characterize 

technomigration among Indian engineers at all. There is a marked silence over these 

fissures within technomigration and its associated constructions of Indianness. Also 

absent are constructs of deviance. Instrumental narratives of education and the particular 

educational trajectories associated with them prevail strongly in circuits of 

technomigration. As do particular constructs of Indianness, family, and sexuality. 

Radhakrishnan, for example, demonstrates that while constructs of family and its 

associated gender politics in transnational Indian families are shifting, a nuclear, 

heterosexual, patriarchal model of family still operates as the dominant ideal. 

This then brings into focus the emerging gender politics of technomigration. On 

the one hand, hegemonic constructs of masculinity and femininity are reinforced under 

technomigration. The continuation of arranged marriages and transnational family 

formations in particular, reinforce hegemonic constructs of heterosexual masculinity and 

femininity. U.S. immigration is another systemic attribute that reinforces traditional 

family forms and gender roles - although, as evident in some of my ethnographic 

sketches, technomigrants do occasionally game the immigration apparatus to escape 
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some of its gendered constraints. Both traditional family structures and the draw for 

highly skilled labor under various immigration regimes also reinforce masculinities 

associated with careerisms among Indian transnational elites. And yet, as Sneha 

suggests, these notions of gender within the space of the Indian family are being subtly 

reworked. Gendered associations of both, professional as well as domestic work are 

shifting under technomigration, in part at least because of the autonomy that 

transnational mobility is said to afford. As is the institution of marriage itself – while 

arranged marriages as a traditional family form continues prominently in circuits of 

technomigration, Sneha’s narrative once again suggests ways in which the institution 

might be being transformed from within. In other instances, the explicit quota system 

that allocates 30% of the net capacity for women in engineering, point at other ways in 

which the gender dynamics of Indian engineering and that of technomigration could be 

undergoing significant alterations at this moment.     

 The centrality of kinship discourses under technomigration also raises important 

questions about emergent cosmopolitanisms. The multiple mobilizations of Vasudhaiva 

Kutumbakam as a mantra in circuits of technomigration are particularly telling here. At 

one level, these are simplistic nationalist celebrations of a triumphant Indianness. But as 

Janet Carsten (2005) reminds us, we should dismiss such celebrations of nation-as-

family at our own peril. In fact, Carsten suggests, it is the rather grandiose nature of this 

metaphor that makes it easy to dismiss. But it is these very metaphors that rally people to 

arms in extreme conditions, such as those of war. Veena Das’ (1995) work on the bloody 

period of the Partition between India and Pakistan provides a powerful example. In what 

has perhaps been the bloodiest of periods in Indian history, sexual violations and 
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abductions were perpetrated on women on a massive scale on both sides of the border. 

Post-Partition, however, coming to terms with these violent acts, Das writes, posed very 

different challenges for the women involved, their families, and the Indian state. In the 

aftermath of the Partition, it became a matter of national honor to return “abducted 

women” to their families of origin, with little consideration for what these women 

themselves wanted. Women who had sometimes remarried were forcibly returned to 

their original families, because the state refused to recognize their (re)marriage, often 

rendering their children illegitimate in the process. In formulating official responses to 

the problem of “abducted women,” Das argues, that “while local kinship norms allowed 

for absorption, the state discourse emphasized “purification”’ (quoted in Carsten 

2005:160). Das’ example provides a powerful critique of simplistic nationalist 

celebrations and ways in which notions of appropriate kinship are constitutive of them. 

A second critique of the idealization of appropriate family forms, which feeds back into 

Radhakrishnan’s work, can be made via feminist writings on “the family” in postwar 

America. Judith Stacey (1991), for example, demonstrates the ephemeral nature of the 

construct of “the modern family” via ethnographic work among Anglo and Chicano 

families in the Silicon Valley. She argues that “the family” in the United States, in fact, 

takes on heterogeneous forms, especially when viewed from outside of middle class 

lenses. Coontz (1992) demonstrates the dangers of such idealization – the normalization 

of idealized family through institutions such as schools, churches, and hospitals, she 

argues, leaves little space for alternate conceptions of sexuality. This is especially true in 
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contexts such as those of India, where, Gopinath (2005) has labeled queer sexualities 

among Indians, women in particular, as “impossible desires.”66   

The dissertation has also foregrounded the central place of higher education in 

the articulation of privileged cosmopolitan subjectivities. I have argued that 

technoscience-based higher education, by virtue of being selectively privileged in 

various immigration regimes, plays a fundamental role in enabling the transnational 

circulations of Indian technomigrants. Indeed, as Ong (2005) demonstrates in her study 

of emerging East Asian countries, in some instances the fetishization of foreign skilled 

labor has very literally resulted in legal redefinitions of citizenship - implicitly creating 

hierarchies within populations based on their productive potential in these knowledge 

economies. But, the cosmopolitanism that the internationalization of higher education 

fosters, I have argued, is one that encourages its instrumentalization. Higher education, 

in circuits of technomigration, is pursued and promoted as a means to secure successful 

careers and affluent livelihoods. What is erased, indeed actively avoided, is the politics 

of class and caste in which Indian higher education is embedded. Ironically, the 

cosmopolitanism that higher education engenders among Indian technomigrants is one 

that encourages individual success over collective well-being.    

These are some of the ways, then, in which Indian technomigrants are 

articulating new ways of belonging in the emerging world order. The differential 

cosmopolitanism of Indian technomigrants is shaped by particular logics of education, 

migration, and kinship that are themselves embedded in historically and culturally 
                                                 
66 Indeed, homosexuality is still criminalized under Indian penal law. In July 2009, the Delhi High Court 
ruled such criminalization as a fundamental violation of equality inscribed in the Indian constitution. This 
decision is still under consideration with the Indian Supreme Court. The criminalization of homosexuality 
under Indian law itself is a legacy of British colonialism, the law itself dates back to the nineteenth century 
(BBC 2009). 
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specific political-economic configurations. The technomigrants that I describe are 

reflexive actors, pioneering new discourses of global belonging rooted in particular 

conceptions of Indianness. But these reflexivities, as the preceding analysis suggests, are 

by-and-large conservative - they often continue rather than disrupt established systems 

of privilege and bias. What might it take to configure technomigration differently? What 

might it take for technomigrants to reflect on difference differently? To acknowledge the 

fissures within? To engage with the politics of caste and class rather than distance 

themselves from it? To recognize the politics of gender, sexuality, and kinship that 

technomigration reproduces? To articulate new ways of global belonging, of becoming 

moral pioneers in ways that do not simply reinscribe existing social inequities?  

One route to a more critical, civic cosmopolitanism that I imagine would 

leverage the reflexivity of technomigrants and the systems they operate within. As I have 

described throughout this dissertation, such reflexivity is already in play, in part because 

of the privilege and flexibility of Indian technomigrants - Indian technomigrants have 

considerable if not complete power to mobilize changes in their lives, and even in the 

structures that enable their mobility. This creates opportunities, and responsibilities. 

Indian technomigrants need to figure these out. Using established community centers 

and household hospitality as a base, for example, Indian technomigrants could stage 

discussions that advance thinking about how they should relate to each other, to people 

in the United States, India, and elsewhere in the world, across class, caste and ethnicity. 

Different modes of governance at various scales could be reflected on. Different modes 

of cosmopolitanism – as idealized and practiced in different communities around the 

world, in different historical periods – could be deliberated. Different futures – trysts 
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with destiny - could be debated, imagined, and mobilized. Indian techomigrants are well 

positioned for these kinds of possibilities. They index both how the contemporary global 

systems works, and have opportunities to take it in new directions. 
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