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The Indian diaspora has come out of the shadows in recent years.
South Asians have transformed the face of the country that once
colonized them. While software engineers were bringing Indians into
the fop echelons of the American corporate world, both Trinidad and
Fifi witnessed the ascendancy of prime ministers of Indian descent.
Even Bollywood, which always had a global presence in the southern
hemisphere, has now come to the attention of the West. The
comparatively small Indian diaspora has indubitably become a part of
world culture, Curiously, this "triumph", if one may call it that, is
accompanied by an immense anxiety, an anxiety of influence. Though
Indians have done very well for themselves in the US, there is a
widespread feeling that they remain invisible. Most professional
Indians, especially Hindus, are persuaded that the world rides
roughshod over them. The inability of the Indian nation-state to flex
its muscles overseas is profoundly disturbing to Hindus, and though
the recognition that yoga, samosas, curry, spiritual gurus, and beauty
queens have brought to India is appreciated, Indians would much
rather see India respected, even feared, as a world power. This
anxiety of influence is conjoined with another -- namely, an anxiety
that Hinduism is not quite a proper, and certainly not a world,
: religion. The transformations wrought withiz=Hinduism in recent
. years, which are calculated to masculinize and hamo,g.em ze the jfaith,
are more productively viewed in this context.

4 The Indian diaspora has, it appears, come out of the shadows in recent years,
and its once largely forgotten histories, which encompass narratives of
isplacement and migration, are increasingly being viewed as an important and
ntrinsic part of the story of humanity’s drift, in late modernity, towards
balization, transnational economic and cultural exchanges, and hybrid forms of
olitical, cultural, and social identity. From Britain, the United States, and Canada
many of the less affiuent nations of the South, the Indian diaspora seems to have
istered. its presence among those who are not generally inclined to lavish
tention on India or its cultural mores. South Asians have, as many have
ggested, transformed the face of the country that once colonized them and in
alti:Britain’ chicken tikka masala has nearly become the national dish,’ much as
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the corner shop, once one of the quintessential representations of f)_ngiishness, has
now become a Gujarati enclave. In the 1990s, Trinidad and Fiji both saw the
emergence, though scarcely without misgivings on thet part of coqs:derfxl?le
segments of their population, of prime ministers of Indian desc_ent; in British
Columbia, meanwhile, Ujjal Dosanjh, once a village boy in the Punjgb, rose to the
office of the Premier. The Indian presence in the United Statesﬁls even more
striking, and newspapers emanating from the large Indian community are prolific
in their celebration of software engineers who have brought Indians into the top
echelons of the American corporate world. Once upon a time Indians were
devouring the novels of Walter Scott, Charles Dickens, and J_ane Austen; now, both
the novel, and the English language, have been enlivened in the hands of .South
Asian writers of the diaspora — Vikram Seth, Amitav Gho?*h, Salman .Rushdte', Vs
Naipaul, his more gifted brother Shiva Naipaul, Arunc%hat: Roy, Rohinton Mistry,
Harold Sonny Ladoo, Anita Desai, and K5 Maniam, among .others. Even
Bollywood, which always had a global presence in the southern hem:sphere., seems
poised to encroach upon territory that Hollywood took for granted. The dlas?ora,
as an entire stream of recent films testifies, is never far from Bofiywoqd’§ hqrzzon;
on the other hand, now that the West has awoken to the modern Hspd; cinema,
“Bollywood” and “culture” can be spoken of in the same breat.h \ylthout acute
embarrassment. These are but fragments of a story that is now beginning to be told
of a comparatively small diaspora that has indubitably become a part of world
culture. .

In the midst of these celebrations over the awakening, and perhaps emerging
influence, of the Indian Diaspora, recently epitomized in the gathering _of deie‘gates
from all over the world under the bosom of Totlaer India in a capital city designed
to trumpet the majesty of the British Empire,” few people have ?aused to probe the
circumstances under which the Indian diaspora should have arisen ’fro'm th.e ashgs
over the last few years, and what this awakening portends fqr‘ India, its dfasporic
people, and Hinduism, a religion the vast bulk of whose practitioners are still to be
found in India. Though it would be something of an exaggeration to suggest that
there has always been an Indian diaspora, the modern history of mdentgred tabor
begins with the transportation of Indians to Mauritius in 1835, and the dlSpE‘,I.'Si?E of
Indians over large parts of the Caribbean by the mid-1850s. In 5?95, Tr.msdad
marked the 150" anniversary of the arrival of Indians in that Car{bbeap _1s!and;
indeed, “Arrival Day” is now a national (albeit contested)‘ holiday in Trinidad &
Tobago, though, | suspect, few middle-class people in India, much less _anyw[?ere
else in the world, must be aware of this singularly interesting fact. One m:gh_t think,
then, apropos of the recent excitement over the diaspora, thalt the modern di'aspora
began when Indian CEOs of Silicon Valley corporate empires could be c1tecf as
authentic signs of the Indian diasporic presence, as figures worthy of_emui‘ataon.
Yet, since “success” is the all-meaningful concept that endears Infi:ans in the
industrialized West to the millions of middle-class Indians who await the caEE"t.o
migration, one wonders why the success stories of Indians in Trinidad or Fiji,
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whose accomplishments by any measure were far more heroic, have never quite
become part of the folklore of middle-class Indian sensibility, The largest business
enterprises in Trinidad are owned mainly by Indians, but much more poignant is
this: Indian hands, as George Lamming (1989:47) wrote, humanized the landscapes
in the British Caribbean; it is also Indian hands that put the food on the table in
Fijian homes. Similarly, though the recent worldwide circulation of India’s
information technology specialists is now narrativized as part of the history of
globalization, as a promising instance of how globalization tells the story not
merely of the inroads made by the West but of the rapid strides that can be made by
elites of developing nations to insert themselves into the apparatus of global
governance, one must ask why the dispersal of indentured labor — Indian, Chinese,
Japanese to remote parts of the globe in the nineteenth century is not customarily
written into the history of globalization.

It is possible to argue, of course, that the present interest in the Indian
diaspora owes a great deal to a concatenation of circumstances. Until guite
recently, the prevailing sociological framework insisted upon categories such as
migration, emigration, and immigration, and the bulk of the scholarly effort was
devoted to an understanding of how immigrant communities assimilated into the
host country. For a variety of reasons, not least of which is the fact that
immigration studies pointed largely to a centripetal view of host societies, so much
so that the reigning metaphor for America as an immigrant society was “the
melting pot”, the term “diaspora” came into usage as a preferred term to describe
the shifting focus towards immigrant s ’Ei'eti\c's\gs comprised of diasporic peoples
whose histories radiated outwards as much as inwards. In the revised model,
diasporic people bore a centrifugal refationship to their adopted land, and insofar as
there were any centripetal tendencies to their thinking, they revolved around the
construction of the land of their origin as a spiritual home. Moreover, though the
term “diaspora” was itself understood as bearing, in its primal usage, a precise
reference to the dispersal of the Jewish people, there emerged a widespread feeling
that the history of various communities Palestinians, Chinese, Armenians, Indians,
among others outside their traditional homeland could not be conceived except in
the language of diaspora. In the era of globalization, the notion of “diaspora”™ was
perforce among the first to be globalized.”

Quite apart from the fact that diasporic studies began to fue] interest in the
Indian diaspora, there is the consideration that the diaspora’s own histories were
beginning to take on different shapes and hues. Not until the late 1980s did the
term “NRI”, the Non-Resident Indian, become ubiquitous enough in middle-class
homes and government policy documents alike that it required no explanation and
fittle commentary. So long as “overseas Indians”, as diasporic Indians were
generally known, were largely confined to Fiji, Mauritius, Guyana, Malaysia, and
other parts of the under-developed and developing world, the Indian government
showed little enthusiasm in viewing them as Indians, or creafing a special niche for
them in Indian society. Successive governments appeared o subscribe to the views




2 Australian Religion Studies Review

articulated by Jawaharlal Nehru, who espoused the view that overseas Indians were
best calculated to serve their own interests, and safeguard their achievements anfi
gains, by partaking in the political life of the country that they had adopted as 'th'e:r
home. They could make no substantive claims on India. That was th’e_ position
taken by Nehru when, as the country’s Prime Minister, he was petitioned by
Indians who faced eviction from Burma {now Myanmar]. In the defense of the
Indian government’s position, one might plausibly argue tf_xat the§e Indians of th‘e
older diaspora had ceased to have any living connection w:t.h India, tho.ugh this is
in any case much less true of what was then Burma’s Indian population, but in
truth the Indian government was scarcely positioned to intervene when overseas
Indians were subject to discrimination and outright racism. Thus the government
could do nothing to prevent the expulsion of Indians from Kenya and _Uganda., aftd
even with respect to Fiji, where the Indians exercised a slim nurz?er:cai majority
untif quite recently, the Indian government was incapable o‘f anything more than‘ a
toothless response to the coup of 1987, which resulted in the first substan.tlal
exodus of Indians to Australia, New Zealand, Britain, and North Am;nc.a.
Expulsion of a country from the Commonwealth not only received no attention in
most of the Western media, but was calculated to elicit derisive remarks about the
irrelevance of the Commonwealth to the course of global politics.

By the mid-1980s, however, the term NRI was beginning to come intc? vogue,
and this transpired not because the Indian government, or the In'dlan pubhcl, were
suddenly and inexplicably awakened to the presence of large Indian pc{pufa.tlons in
many countries of the South. For one thing, the passage of the Immigration and
Naturalization Act in 1965 once again opened those doors to Indians that were shut
in the 1920s (Lal, 1999b), and in twenty years a generation of educated Indians flad
established a name for themselves in the various professions across the'Umted
States. In India, Rajiv Gandhi’s ascendancy to power held out the promise that
geriatric bureaucrats and Nehruvian socialists would be sent into retirement, and
the future of the country delivered into the hands of technocrats, entrepreneur‘s, and
other so-called visionaries who were known to be sympathetic to ideas to jump-
start India into the computer age and, as it was commonly put then,b bypass th.e
bullock cart and the spinning wheel. Rajiv Gandhi’s selection of Sam Pitroda as his
Chief Advisor on matters of technology in 1987 marked the momerjt of the NRI's
triumphant entry into the discursive formation of Indian modernity. Having made
a name for himself in the field of telecommunications in the US, Pitroda, who tfirst
came to the US in the mid-1960s to earn a higher degree in electrical engineer:.ng,
returned to India in the early 1980s. Only 3 percent of India’s vil}ages at that time
had telephone service. The hagiographic accounts describe Pitroda, w}.:ci also
assumed the Chairmanship of the Telephone Commission, as fired by the vision to
see India linked telephonically, and the yellow STD-ISD phone booths wh'lch now
dot the entire country are said to be the consequence ofSPitroda’s aggressive drive
to implement a technological revolution in Indian society.
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The trends set into motion by Rajiv Gandhi were accelerated under successive
political administrations, and as the liberalization of the economy became
enshrined as official economic policy, the NRI was viewed as the most likely
source of direct foreign investment in India. The older Indian diasporic populations
were, by contrast, seen as liabilities, as ugly reminders of the country’s servitude
under the British.® However, as Pitroda’s story suggests, much else would be
invested in the figure of the Non-Resident Indian. If the idea of the diaspora has
always entailed the idea of the return to the homeland, Pitroda was the true
diasporic or non-resident Indian who, not forgetting his roots, had returned to serve
the motherland. Non-resident Indians had to be envisioned as something of a
revolutionary vanguard; they also furnished the country’s lifeline to the immense
changes being wrought in the North by the information superhighway and other
forms of technological wizardry. Non-resident Indians would, consequently,
themselves become the very instantiation of globalization, indeed, in many middle-
class homes in India, figures of nearly mythic proportions. The matrimonial section
of the Sunday edition of the major English dailies reflected this changing reality,
creating a new column for “Green Card holders”, with the obvious implication that
green card men would be ablé to command higher dowries, while green card
women, with their earning potential, were themselves a form of dowry for an
Indian groom. The NRI, uni@ke the-Loverseas Indian” of earlier generations, has
arrived; he belongs to the developed; not the developing, world; and in him cannot
be writ large the oppressive narrative of development, which condemns those who
belong to the developing world to always, but always, arrive late at their
destination. Just how much the NRI marks the triumphant emergence of the Indian
diaspora as a factor on the world stage can be gauged by the fact that the Indian
government has finally conceded, if only in principle, the demand for dual
citizenship; but while allowing this concession, it has, through a set of stringent
requirements, effectively shut out from this privilege diasporic Indians not settled
in the industrialized nations of the North,

One can be entirely certain, indeed, that were it not for the NRI, a term which,
as | have suggested, works on two different registers, the Indian Government could
scarcely have been bothered with convening a large gathering of influential
diasporic Indians in New Delhi earlier this year. The previous occasion when the
Indian government, then the vehicle of colonialist policies, legislated in any truly
significant way to regulate its relationship to the Indian diaspora was in 1917 when
the entire system of indentured labor, which had already gone into decline, was
brought to a complete halt. There have, of course, been numerous accasions when
the Indian government has sought to monitor the movement of Indian labor, most
particularly to the Gulf countries, and twice, in 1990-91 and 2003, it has repatriated
Indians from Iraq and Kuwait at its own expense. But diasporic Indians in
Trinidad, Surinam, Mauritius, South Africa and elsewhere have never labored
under the ilfusion that the Indian Government had any substantive interest in their
wellfare, or was keen on embracing them as Indians who had strayed far from their




