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Abstract: 

 

Since India’s economic liberalization in the1980s, corporations in the U.S. and Europe 

have been outsourcing service and computer programming jobs to urban centers in India 

such as Hyderabad. In this period, numerous Indian national as well as international 

processes have gone into making Hyderabad a “global city,” where information 

technology (IT) jobs in multinational corporations provide new kinds of cultural capital 

and prestige that are shaping global Indian middle class identities. In this dissertation, I 

critically analyze how global neoliberal discourses encounter established, local practices, 

changing the previous calculus of social relations as well as refashioning particular 

meanings of the “global.”  IT professionals have to adapt quickly to take advantage of 

opportunities in the new economy, while also conforming to social benchmarks of job 

security set by previous generations. IT professionals have found ways to “brand” 

themselves and their careers to find a more solid foothold in a transient, transnational job 

sector. The process of branding involves specific kinds of soft skill training, resume 

building, networking, and practices outside of the professional space to be recognized as 

a “quality IT professional.” New urban spaces of consumption such as malls, theme 

parks, and consumer showrooms have become iconic sites of global consumerism that 

seek to cater to these global, IT professionals. The significance of these landscapes is 

dependent on everyday, repetitive actions and narratives about consumption that 

highlight the city’s present international role. Consumer practices play a dual role, at 

once the site of claiming to be globally Indian and the site of accusatory assertions of the 

loss of Indian traditional culture and the incursion of Western frivolity. Instead of looking 

at “traditional” and “Western” as opposing influences, I investigate how these concepts 

are produced through consumer practices and narratives of consumption. Furthermore, 

processes of professionalization and consumerism are incorporated into a global, modern, 

Indian middle class and the politics of exclusion that they deploy; a politics that 

recognizes some as being in synch with global and national growth, and renders large 

sections of the population invisible or outside of the citizenry of the Indian nation. 
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Chapter 1:  

Introduction  

 

A couple of months into my fieldwork in Hyderabad, India, I met three young 

professionals at a juice and snack shop close to their office. I was on my way home from 

visiting a primary school set up for the young children of construction laborers in one of 

many gated communities under construction in one of Hyderabad’s suburbs. The three 

professionals I was meeting, one man and two women, were all working for a large 

Indian information technology (IT) company. They were all in their mid to late twenties, 

confident, stylish, pleasant, and direct. My contact introduced me to his two colleagues, 

Sruti and Anjali; one of them asked me with a smile if I was really not a reporter, because 

I was dressed like one. In the next few months, as we became good friends, they became 

my link to all things urban in Hyderabad; they took me to weddings, tattoo parlors, 

beauty salons, malls, restaurants and bars, fair grounds, and a canine training facility. We 

would often discuss, without any consensus, just how cosmopolitan Hyderabad really 

was. Anjali felt that Hyderabad could be called cosmopolitan if and when she would be 

able to dress as someone in her global, middle class status might without drawing 

unwanted public attention or seeming to be out of place. Sruti, who had grown up in a 

small town outside of Hyderabad, on the other hand, would point out that Hyderabad was 

not like Mumbai or Bangalore and still contained pockets of provincial, non-modern 

persons and cultures. With time, Hyderabad would also be cosmopolitan and global like 

the other “first tier metros” in India. 

 

Our first meeting took place during their afternoon work-break in heart of Hyderabad’s 

twin city, Secunderabad. We were blocks away from traffic congested area of the Clock 

Tower which was built by the British more than a century ago; they had constructed 

Secunderabad to be their military and administrative base close to the Nizam of 

Hyderabad’s center of governance. Today, the colonial history of Secunderabad and the 

Nizam’s Hyderabad endure in architectural traces of palaces, cantonments, and the Clock 

Tower as the city officials, business leaders, and residents work to transform Hyderabad 
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into a global city and an IT hub. The three professionals I met that day had all come from 

different parts of India; our common languages were Hindi and English and in our 

conversation we would switch back and forth between the two languages. The three had 

very different job titles and responsibilities but they all worked to support the human 

resource database and online support programs for a large American multinational 

corporation. As I got to know them better, I learned how their careers in the IT industry 

shaped the various aspects of their everyday lives, and how the anxieties and insecurity of 

these jobs were managed by the confidence and assurance that they drew from belonging 

to a global industry of professionals and living in a global, modern Indian city. I was told 

that Sruti would know anyone who I needed to talk to during my research. During that 

short meeting, she looked through her iPhone and we made a mental list of contacts. I 

greatly appreciated her efforts, even if our ideas of who would be appropriate research 

participants did not coincide; she wanted to introduce me to successful business owners 

and media personnel while I wanted to interview ordinary IT professionals like her for 

my research.  

 

One sunny and hot weekend afternoon, the three of us were waiting at the entrance of a 

mall for the valet service to bring Sruti’s car from the parking lot. As we were getting 

into the car, one of the parking attendants held up his mobile phone, appearing to take a 

picture of Anjali as she was walked around the front of the car to get into the passenger 

side seat.  Anjali was dressed in a knee-length black skirt, a t-shirt, and two-inch black 

heels, in her case, an ordinary outfit for the weekend. She noticed the young man’s 

actions and was greatly offended; this was the kind of intrusive and unwanted attention 

that designated Hyderabad as provincial and made her seem out of place. Instead of 

approaching the young man, she mentioned the incident when she sat down in the car. 

Given his job, the young parking attendant probably did not speak English or Hindi but 

one of the more local languages, most likely Telugu. Anjali, who had come to Hyderabad 

from a small town in Northern for an IT job, did not speak any of the local languages. 

Sruti stopped at the gate, motioned the young man to approach us, and in Telugu 

demanding to see his phone so that she could erase the picture and that he apologize for 
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taking a picture. He refused to hand over his phone, showing us the screen, and insisted 

that he had not taken a picture but was merely checking his text messages. Sruti drove 

away after insisting to the young man and his older supervisor that his actions were 

disrespectful and unnecessary. As we drove away, I expressed my sympathies to Anjali 

and Sruti; none of us were shocked or surprised, just frustrated, though in different 

degrees. Sruti expressed frustration over the intrusion and her inability to control the 

situation while Anjali remained silent. 

 

The whole incident, full of significance and nuance, lasted less than two minutes. Our 

reactions to the perceived slight by the parking attendant seemed almost scripted and 

rehearsed to me. In that short moment, the parking attendant was locked into a lower 

class status because of his job; given his work and his social status it was assumed that he 

would passively desire the sight of cosmopolitan femininity. While those who belong to 

the cosmopolitan middle class are accustomed to the gaze of the less privileged, the role 

of the camera is a new intervention. His passive gaze would not have meant much if he 

had not actively tried to capture Anjali’s image with his mobile phone. Anjali, in her 

position of a linguistic outsider, could not approach him without drawing on the help of a 

fellow middle class woman, whose personal sensibilities would surely be offended given 

her sympathetic class and gender alliance. Beyond the transgression of class division, 

Sruti had to address the dictates and fears based on gendered identities; the masculine 

gaze (both mythic and real) penetrates the boundaries of class in ways that the feminine 

gaze does not. If the roles were reversed, if the photographer was a woman of lower 

status taking pictures of upper middle class men—if even that were to take place, the 

offensive nature would be different and the interaction may not have been so scripted. I 

noted the incident in my field-notes as a casual event because by then there had been 

many others like it and I too was becoming accustomed to these scripted interaction. The 

unpacking of such ordinary events, however, highlights the often unquestioned power 

relations based on class, gendered, language and professional affiliations that shape the 

lives of middle class IT professionals in cities like Hyderabad as they are integrated into 

global networks of labor and consumption. 
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My dissertation examines the expansion of the global IT industry and the outsourcing of 

service sector jobs to Hyderabad, India and the cultural changes that surround this 

growing sector. The IT industry’s success is part of larger transitional processes of 

economic liberalization that “opened” the Indian economy to global markets of finance, 

labor, service, and consumer products beginning in the late 1980s. These economic 

reforms have drastically changed the urban landscapes in India, in part by providing new 

avenues for work and consumption. My project focuses on a relatively small though vital 

sector that has expanded by capitalizing on these market reforms. The professionals that 

participated in my research were network engineers, programmers, trainers, 

administrative staff, and managers working on the technical and business side of the IT 

industry. While this is a service industry by and large, there are numerous kinds of 

services and support that these professionals provide. In general, however, these 

professionals work 9 a.m. to 6 p.m., 5 days a week in cubicles, small offices and 

conference managing and providing support data and information for other companies 

and clients. This is normalcy that those who seek to find jobs in this industry strive for, 

even as the majority will likely work the abnormal hours of night shifts and unpaid 

extended hours as deadlines approach.  My ethnography is about labor and consumer 

practices of IT professionals and how they translate these practices into changing class 

identities in India. What attracts the global IT industry to Hyderabad and how has the 

growth of this industry impacted the city? How and why are IT professionals the 

recipients of social prestige and capital? What are the processes through which IT 

professionals build and brand their careers in order to find a secure niche in the global 

labor market?  What role does consumerism, as a public, social practice outside of work 

spaces, play in identifying IT professionals as globally oriented middle class Indians? 

What does it mean to be part of the “new” middle class, whose emergence is tied to 

India’s economic liberalization and globalization? What are the parameters of this 

community and what cultural practices work to delineate this community’s boundaries? 

And, finally, what narratives and practices of inclusion are deployed to make this new 

middle class seem attainable? These questions arose out of my conversations and 
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personal experiences with IT professionals like Sruti and Anjali, and I attempt to answer 

these inquiries by investigating and describing some of the economic, political, and social 

processes that have facilitated the growth of the IT industry, how the celebration of IT 

professionals is put into practice, and how we might assess the ramifications of these 

celebratory practices. 

 

My intervention within the discussions on globalization is to highlight the volatility and 

precariousness of working in the globally connected IT outsourcing industry. As the 

celebrated new, global middle class, these professional have highly dynamic lives as they 

manage the cycles of boom and bust in the capitalist global economy. Though their 

wealth and social status affords them financial security, this security is fragile, often 

tenuous, and dependent on their unceasing efforts to work ever more efficiently, with 

greater social and technical expertise, and keeping abreast of new technology and 

business trends. In other words, the security of belonging to the middle class, in the 

financial sense as well as in order to accrue social prestige, is contingent on them staying 

employed in precariousness global economy. Thus, their middle class status is not a fixed 

and constant but a continuous struggle wherein they are constantly in a state if becoming 

middle class. And they do so in relation to and with numerous other economic and social 

classes who must remain outside of the status of the global middle class, such as the poor 

who populate their private and public lives as servants and service workers, the middle 

class who are not linked to global networks through their professional lives, and even the 

elite, especially the “uneducated” or non professional elite whose lifestyles are not 

dependent on their professional salaries.  

 

The day before I landed in Delhi on my way to begin fieldwork in Hyderabad, Ramalinga 

Raju, the chairman of Satyam Computer Services Ltd. (Satyam here on), disclosed an 

accounting scandal that threatened to dismantle the multinational corporation, at the time 

one of India’s four largest IT firms and the only one that was headquartered in 

Hyderabad. The IT industry was a prominent subject in the Indian media, which at times 

viewed this industry and its workers through a celebratory lens, but often was ready to 
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criticize its impacts. In the aftermath of the scandal, the media’s negative speculations on 

the Satyam fraud case became a source of concern on a different scale. Coupled with the 

threat of a recession in the US and EU, the negative publicity about the Satyam fraud 

case could potentially lead to large numbers of unemployed IT professionals in 

Hyderabad. For me, it meant a more difficult time convincing IT professionals to 

participate in research about their labor and consumer practices. After all, I could be a 

reporter looking to expose the opulent and comfortable lives of IT workers, their 

employers and their families. A number of initial contacts that had agreed to be 

interviewed asked me directly if I was a reporter as Anjali had done during our first 

meeting; many others simply ignored my requests for meetings. It turned out that many 

of the large IT corporations had distributed a memorandum informing their employees to 

forward any inquiries made by journalists and researchers to the public relations (PR) or 

human relations (HR) departments and that they were not to represent the corporations to 

the media at the risk of losing their jobs. This was my initial entrée into a “community” 

extremely conscious and anxious about their reputation and their local and global brand, a 

concept I will address in greater detail in this dissertation. After a couple of months, these 

fears and suspicions began to subside as the government of India appointed a temporary 

six member board to oversee the restructuring and sale of Satyam. The media shifted 

their attention to the criminal case against Raju and his accomplices and was less focused 

on the IT industry and Satyam as a corporation, reporting periodically on the potential 

buyers and speculating on the price of Satyam shares. For IT companies and their 

employees who depend on outsourced projects from abroad, anxieties about their 

reputation and branding marred by the Satyam fraud case began to subside.   

 

The vast majority of the IT work in Hyderabad exists in projects outsourced from 

American or European multinational corporations; Hyderabad is somewhat unique in that 

it houses a significant number of “captives” or offshore branches of multinational 

corporations like Microsoft, Google, and Acrobat as well as large campuses of Indian 

multinational corporations such as Wipro, Infosys, HCL, and Tata Consultancy Services 

whose growth is dependent on outsourcing of IT projects. “Outsourcing,” put simply, is 
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contracting with another party to complete work that could be done by the company’s 

employees but for reasons of cost, time or availability of expertise are done elsewhere. 

The work ranges from routine but essential functions such as bookkeeping to highly 

specialized projects. Two major transformations enable work to be outsourced across 

geographic spaces; the obvious one being the invention and proliferation of technologies 

that allow for the speedy, inexpensive, and safe transfer of information and finance across 

vast distances. The other important transformation is the restructuring of corporations and 

organizations as they become more compartmentalized and specialized in their functions, 

thus able to or needing to outsource part of their activities to another companies. 

Production processes that are primary based on information, in turn, lend themselves 

more easily to being outsourced. Taking advantage of unequal and diverse global labor 

markets and cutting expenditures (thus increasing profits and share values) present added 

incentives to outsourcing routine functions.  

 

The term “IT sector” is often used as an umbrella term for many different forms of 

information, communication and computer technology companies. Those within the 

industry distinguish IT professionals who work as computer engineers, software 

programmers, and their business or managerial counterparts from ITES (IT enabled 

services) as well as other entry-level workers who provide various services using 

information technologies. While these distinctions are not insignificant, there is a sense 

that a career in the IT sector, at any level, identifies the workers as part of India’s new 

neoliberal, global industries such that my interviewees with ITES jobs insisted that they 

too were professionals in the IT sector. The percentage of the population directly working 

in this industry in Hyderabad is small, around five percent of the urban population 

according to many of the IT managers I interviewed. However, despite their small 

numbers, there is significant cultural, social, and financial capital for those involved in 

the IT industry. The figure of the “IT guy” is widely recognized, making the identity 

more significant than their small numbers might imply. One research participant told me 

that when you work for a software company, people “welcome” you in a “different 

style.” As Fuller and Narasimhan point out in their analysis of the IT professionals in 
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Madras, this industry and the professionals associated with it are the celebrated symbols 

of India’s neoliberal economy and the growth of “the new-rich middle class” (Fuller and 

Narasimhan 2007:122). In India Unbound, a popular account of India’s politics and 

economics from Independence until the end of the 20th century, the author Gurcharan Das 

goes as far as to say that “in information technology we may have finally found the 

engine that can drive India’s takeoff and transform our country.” (Das 2002, quoted in 

Fuller & Narasimhan 2007:123). This celebration must be viewed as a conglomeration of 

larger cultural processes impacted by transnational economics, transformations of 

governance on multiple scales, and the changing meanings and practices surrounding 

identities of caste, religion, class, gender, and so on. The IT industry is distinct and 

distinguished because it is recognized as a global industry, propelled by “brain power,” 

and staffed predominantly by high-status, upper castes (Amrute 2010; Aneesh 2006; 

Fuller & Narasimhan 2007; Upadhya 2007; Xiang 2006). In as much as IT professionals 

receive recognition as the “engine” of India’s economic growth and cultural 

transformations, they also become the targets of much of the discontent by those who 

argue that IT labor is the continuation of the exploitation of the country’s labor force and 

weaker international positioning (Ramesh 2004; Mir et al. 2000). My aim is not to 

compare the validity of either side of this debate; what interests me is that both the 

celebration and denouncement of the IT industry and the figure of the IT professional has 

come to be recognized as significant and consequential in India’s larger social and 

cultural processes.  

 

In the chapters that follow, I will analyze the conditions of precariousness and uncertainty 

that constitute the lived experience of working, consuming and claiming middle class 

identities in one instance of globalization. This group of global IT workers find security 

in their careers and social status by defining themselves as a specific kind of quality 

middle class professional and consumer, but this security is fragile as they negotiate the 

capitalist cycles of economic growth and recession. As part of the new middle class in an 

emerging economy, their celebrated and beleaguered lives give us a glimpse of the 

contradictions and fast-paced change of living in a global economy. Their identity as the 
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new middle class is dependent on practices of defining the terms of inclusion as well as 

exclusionary practices that allow the new middle class to management the proximity of 

poverty in the ever increasing messiness of their global, urban context. This new middle 

class differs from previous middle class groups because they are earning and spending in 

greater magnitudes enabled by their global connections; and yet, like other middle class 

groups, they remain precariously in the middle, aspiring to find the financial security of 

the elite and fearing their proximity of poverty in their own lives.  

 

In this introductory chapter, I will briefly sketch out the themes and concepts that have 

broadly shaped my research project. Instead of presenting a literature review here, I have 

chosen to engage with the various bodies of literature throughout the chapters of my 

dissertation as they become relevant to the discussions. The concepts that I outline below 

are broad frameworks that have guided my research from its inception and have remained 

relevant even as I analyze my conclusions and imagine further potential research in this 

area. After outlining these concepts, I will discuss my research methods and the 

challenges that shaped my fieldwork. I will conclude with a brief description of the 

chapters that will follow.  

 

Working and Consuming in a Global Economy 

I approach labor and consumerism as universalized categories through which we may 

have access to a “common humanity” as well as specific sites for the production of social 

and material value. In writing about an exhibit entitled The Family of Man that sought to 

photographically depict that “man is born, works, laughs and dies everywhere in the same 

way,” (Barthes 1972:100) Barthes argues that for these “natural facts” to have any 

meaning they must be brought within “a category of knowledge” that can “transform” 

and critique their very meaning as “natural” (Barthes 1972:101). For Barthes it is the 

particularity of history, of variation and transmutability by humans that makes the 

universal or natural facts of humanity meaningful. Of work he writes, “[t]hat work is an 

age-old fact does not in the least prevent it from remaining a perfectly historical fact…It 

is this entirely historified work which we should be told about, instead of an eternal 
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aesthetics of laborious gestures.” (Barthes 1972:102). Labor and consumption, like birth 

and death, are a human commonality, but it is in their various forms that these categories 

give tangible meaning to our everyday lives. These meanings are constructed through 

history, within discourses of political economies, and through social and cultural 

calculations. Nevertheless, these universal “myths,” as Barthes calls them, remain 

powerful discourses that shape and mediate our understanding and actual practices of 

labor and consumption. My conceptions of international IT labor and consumerism 

oscillate between the universal signification and the historical and social practices that 

substantiate their meaning.1 

 

The primary reason why multinational corporations are outsourcing their projects to India 

is to take advantage of the labor cost arbitrage between two countries. Corporations that 

are able to do this obtain the same (or similar) skilled labor for a percentage of what it 

would cost them at their corporate headquarters. However, while the American 

corporations outsourcing to India increase their profits due to the comparative lower labor 

costs, for workers in India these are relatively high-paying, professionally-oriented jobs 

that attract both the upper middle classes and those who seek entry into the middle class. 

The argument could be made that taking advantage of skills and costs unhindered by 

government regulations (or patriotic protectionism) and reducing labor policy to a 

fundamental function of costs and skills would take labor policies out of the realm of 

national politics, allowing workers around the globe to compete on a more equal footing. 

In this argument, the influences of history, nationalism and culture become secondary to 

the seemingly objective and neutral monetary factors of costs, skills, and technological 

connectivity. However, even accepting these arguments neglects the fact that paying less 

for the same skills because the worker resides in job markets where labor costs are lower 

                                                
1 While I agree with Barthes that the “universal category” is an empty signifier and without essential 
meaning, I argue that the emptiness in and of itself is important and gives space and form for the category 
to be populated with specifities that have meaning. The mythic characteristic of universal categories, that 
potential of holism and commonality, is fundamental to how these categorizations construct meaning and 
signification.   
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is putting into action and reiterating hierarchies and inequalities already present in the 

global labor market, and this hierarchy is concretized in the everyday lives of IT workers. 

 

Furthermore, taking advantage of international labor arbitrage requires speculating on 

non-monetary factors of labor, such as work culture, the definition of skill level, or 

agreements on corporate ethics. For the monetary as well as the non-monetary 

speculative mechanisms to have future returns, the “investors” have to consider and 

influence numerous particularities of the work environments. While it is fairly simple to 

outsource routine functions, outsourcing more central and multi-variant functions, such as 

forecasting future business and investment trends, require more “mature” labor markets 

so that non-local workers and their productions can be streamlined into the corporate 

structure. My interviews with IT managers indicated that the outsourcing industry in 

India is shifting from providing workers for routine services to providing services for 

more complex business consultancy projects. They advocate strengthening and 

diversifying the quality of the services that they provide, thus signaling the “maturity” of 

this labor market. For IT industry leaders in Hyderabad, the goal is to provide quality 

products by highly skilled professionals, rather than just being a source of large quantities 

of inexpensive workers for the international IT outsourcing market. And IT professionals, 

in order to ensure job security in a volatile and insecure global industry, must learn to 

embody the global, quality professional not only through their work but also in their 

lifestyles beyond their offices. 

 

Consumption of goods, media and a mode of being is a central aspect of this professional, 

global lifestyle. Because IT professionals earn higher salaries than their peers in the 

Indian job market, they have higher discretionary incomes and serve as the exemplars of 

a new opulent, upwardly mobile, professional community. Consumption, as a common, 

daily practice, presents a site in which identities are formed through inclusions and 

exclusions. The materiality of consumption offers a system of signs and references for 

public observation and reading. Moreover, consumer practices shape the cultural 

geographies in which participants live and work. A city like Hyderabad demands 
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attention precisely because social transformations are accompanied with massive 

rebuilding of the urban landscape. While labor and consumption can be identified as 

common to all cultures, what substantiates these practices for my research participants, 

and thus in my own research, is their signification as modernizing and global practices. 

Furthermore, these practices are contextualized in particular ways and shape urban spaces 

like Hyderabad as modern and global. Next, I will address the spatialization of the 

modern, global city as a site of cultural production. 

 

Modern Places and Modernizing Practices 

The spatialization of the city, like all processes of spatialization, must be understood 

within processes of power and techniques of governmentality. As many scholars have 

argued, urban sites are part and parcel of state formations, whether it is the colonial state, 

the developmental state, or the globalizing, neoliberal state (i.e. Chatterjee 2004; 

Ferguson 1999; Harvey 2001; Mitchell 1991; Roy 2011; Sassen 2002). In addition, just 

as western models of nation-states set the example for systems of governance, so the 

western processes of urbanization become the examples to be followed on the road to 

development and modernity. As James Ferguson argues, urbanization “seemed to be a 

teleological process, a movement toward a known end point that would be nothing less 

than a Western-style industrial modernity.” (Ferguson 1999:5). The global city is another 

form of spatialization of the “end point” (or one of the end points) in the movement 

towards modernity. Within this teleology, IT industry and its technological interventions 

may present the potential for leapfrogging over industrialization and allowing cities like 

Hyderabad to become modern without having to go through industrial urbanization. But 

the continuous process of modernizing and globalization that is never fully complete or 

successful, as I will discuss in the next chapter, highlights the failures of the teleological 

meta-narrative of urbanization.  

 

By spatialization I mean the ways in which space is given meaning through cultural 

practices, this meaning-making practice is further reinforced as these cultural practices 

are repeated in specific places, such as pilgrimage sites or city parks. Lefebvre argues that 
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in western epistemology the concept of space is either understood as a given that is prior 

to consciousness and meaning—an emptiness that situates objects; or it is conceptualized 

as a concrete object in itself that can be narrated, described, studied, divided and so forth, 

as exemplified by Cartesian space. If we begin with the premise that space is not a given, 

then we must rely on a universal concept: the “act of production,” rather than philosophy 

or the science of signs, language, codes, and representations (Lefebvre 1991:15).  

Lefebvre writes, “(Social) space is a (social) product” (Lefebvre 1991:26, emphasis in 

text); to know space is to know it within and as production; whether it is the production 

of codes that make space readable, or actual spaces constructed through architecture or 

infrastructure (Lefebvre 1991:16-17).  In a later writing, Lefebvre proposes three 

definitions of the city; first, “as a projection of society on the ground, that is, not only on 

the actual site, but at a specific level, perceived and conceived by thought;” second, 

thinking of the urban means thinking of “the city as the ensemble of differences,” and 

finally as a site of exploitation “by grouping centres [sic] of decision-making, the modern 

city intensifies by organizing the exploitation of the whole society.” (Lefebvre 1996:109-

110, emphasis in text). I read the exploitative aspect of urban spaces along with 

Foucault’s descriptions of techniques of governmentality, where urban centers are 

politically and economically powerful not only due to the agglomeration of governmental 

bodies, finance and industry, but also because they embody a specific ideology of 

governance and governmentality that discipline the residents to embody the legitimate 

citizens of the city and the nation. 

 

Michel Foucault explains that “‘Discipline’ may be identified neither with an institution 

nor with an apparatus; it is a type of power, a modality for its exercise, comprising a 

whole set of instruments, techniques, procedures, level of application, targets; it is 

‘physics’ or an ‘anatomy’ of power, a technology.” (Foucault 1977: 215). These 

technologies include surveillance, control of movement, enumeration, statistical data, and 

so on. Foucault’s conception of power and disciplinarity works through the production 

and organization of space, as exemplified by Bentham’s plan of the panopticon (Foucault 

1977) or the medieval city under quarantine (Foucault 1994). Timothy Mitchell applies 
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Foucault’s ideas of disciplinary power to the colonial space in Egypt, where spatial 

ordering was used to discipline the colonial subject by creating a specific and stable 

distinction between inside and outside, providing a viewpoint from which individuals 

could be observed and disciplined (Mitchell 1991:44-59). The conception of 

outside/inside was not simply in the ordering of objects in space, but introduced 

“representations of places” where particular forms of spatial ordering reference 

something else, i.e. grid-like city streets represent a city that is orderly planned. For the 

Egyptians elite who traveled to the West, Cairo at the turn of the 20th century represented 

a space of disorder, disease and dysfunction. For the sake of commerce and the wellbeing 

of the “Egyptian,” the city was to be reorganized with wider streets filled with light and 

air (Mitchell 1991:63-68).  

 

The colonial city played an important role in linking the seat of economic and political 

power, both symbolically and through centralized control, to produce the semblance of 

order and discipline for the whole colony. The (post-colonial) developmental state 

similarly sought to represent an ideology and schemes of modernity through urban design 

and architecture (Holston 1989; Nair 2005; Scott 1998). In James Holston’s ethnography 

of Brasilia, the modernist architectural design and urban planning by the Brazilian 

government relied upon utopian ideologies as they attempted to reconfigure society 

according to a vision of the modern future (Holston 1989:56). Modernist utopias have 

inherent contradictions; Holston explains that in order to privilege the future utopias we 

must de-link ourselves from history, but the implementations of these visions are 

inherited through historic orders of inequality and injustice (Holston 1989:199). In the 

case of Brasilia this meant that those recruited to the new city were of two strata: the 

bureaucrats and administrators that did the work of the modern nation-state and who were 

to be the residents of the city, and the workers who built the city but were not allowed to 

settle there; they later settled in satellite townships around the capital (Holston 1989:204-

205, 273-274). As a result of the townships, the built Brasilia was not what had been 

planned; the failed and contested utopia can be read as an embodiment of modern urban 

projects of spatialization that contains within them the contradictions of modernity. 
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I turn to Paul de Man’s ideas when thinking and writing about modernity. He writes, 

“[m]odernity and history relate to each other in a curiously contradictory way that goes 

beyond antithesis and opposition…Modernity and history seem condemned to being 

linked together in a self-destroying union that threatens the survival of both.” (de Man 

1970:391). Using the work of Nietzsche and Baudelaire, de Man argues that modernity 

requires “a forgetting or a suppression of anteriority….All these experiences of 

immediacy coupled with their implicit negation, strive to combine the openness and 

freedom of a present severed from all other temporal dimensions” (de Man 1970:396) 

and shape the search for “a true present, a point of origin that marks a new departure” (de 

Man 1970:388). A “true present,” an originality that departs with the past, however, 

pivots or turns back to know the past in order to establish the verity of the present’s 

departure. Hence, modernity’s concern with the present as a point of departure connects it 

integrally to history as it seeks to prove the condition of newness, and shape the 

expectations and aspirations of a future.2 

 

Modernity, of course, has numerous other significations in my work; during my 

fieldwork, the term was often opposed to traditional, backward, under or undeveloped, 

even as my research participants insisted that their daily lives were evidence of how 

modernity and tradition could coexist in India. Modernity often connotes a certain 

relationship with technology and technological expertise and, as professionals in the IT 

industry creating and manipulating the very technology that was at the forefront of global 

economic expansion, these workers claimed to be more modern than their counterparts 

who worked in other technological sectors (i.e. manufacturing industry). Being modern 

could also mean a liberal ethos in one’s social life, in the sense that a modern person is 

more open to experiencing or acknowledging taboos that traditional ways of living would 

prohibit. For the younger IT workers, this could mean different kinds of relations 

between the sexes, openness to dating as well as arranged marriage, and conspicuously 

consuming rather than saving. For older professionals it might mean flexibility in their 
                                                
2 I thank David Valentine on reminding me of this point (personal communication 3/15/2012) 
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children’s education, something that they themselves did not grow up experiencing. Over 

a lunch meal, one couple explained that their daughters, ages twelve and ten at the time, 

could have the luxury of continuing their hobbies into careers such as sports and arts, 

because the job market was diversifying such that these were feasible options in their 

futures. Furthermore, modernity meant a certain relationship with the state and its 

economic policies. Democratic governance at the national and provincial scales, non-

corrupt and responsive bureaucracy, and open markets for trade of goods, services and 

labor, as well as access to common resources marked a distinction and distancing from 

the British colonial period as well as the Nehruvian developmental state. That all of these 

processes and relations (technology, social openness, democratic governance) are also 

related to processes of globalization further highlights how far reaching and complex my 

research topic can be; the boundaries and limitations that I have set in research and 

analysis, while not accidental, are based to a great degree on the situations I encountered 

in the field.  

 

Locate Global Practices 

Ferguson and Gupta have argued that ethnography and fieldwork reaffirms the 

assumption that culture happens in a place (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). For 

ethnographers of globalization, continuing to employ research methods that relate 

primarily to a locality, how are we to understand processes at once both local and global 

that go beyond the consideration of spatial scales? With Anna Tsing I ask the following 

question: how does one study the global without simply looking at local practices that are 

dubbed “global?” (Tsing 2005). And if we give up on the idea of a bounded cultural 

community, then how do we identify our research participants? I have chosen to study a 

type of work and an industry that functions at the global and local scale, and I argue that 

their imagined global communities are as valid as ethnic or linguistic communities 

because they also have particular processes that validate and reiterate their identity and 

that set them apart from others.   
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Henrietta Moore argues that the local, like the global, should be understood as “concept-

metaphor” which acts as an ambiguous “space” of meaning-making (Moore 2004:73-74). 

While global as a concept-metaphor is easily accepted (due to its lack of concrete 

definition), locality is often thought of as a “pre-theoretical commitment” linked with 

specific principles, theories and methods. “[T]he local is thus presented as permanently 

and naturally linked both to empirical detail and the ethnographic perspective in a way 

that makes it difficult to examine its pre-theoretical commitments.” (Moore 2004:75). 

This understanding of the local, I argue, privileges a certain kind of methodology and 

theoretical assumption where the global can only be examined and understood through 

the local. Put differently, localities are assumed to be subsections of a global system and 

that if we were able to learn about and accumulate our knowledge of all the different 

localities, then we could potentially understand the whole global system. Holism, 

however, at any scale, is a false premise. The assumptions of a whole presuppose 

concepts of linear time and homogenous space that lose validity if we see within 

globalization its innumerable processes of diversification and differentiation or examine 

how the production of locality is also the production of fractured forms of community 

and self-identity. Thus my agenda is not to present a segment of the global world by 

studying one locality; rather, I understand the global as a performative act continuously 

adapting and changing according to the ever changing iterations of the local. At the same 

time, our understanding of the local is a construct of global processes and requires 

specific performances to set it apart from the global as well as from other localities.   

 

Producing Global Culture 

One of the local iterations that shape the production of the global relevant to my work is 

how local, particular cultures are produced within the framework of the global IT 

industry. Put differently, how does this global industry understand, represent and deal 

with the particular, local cultures that come together to inhabit its modern, urban spaces? 

During fieldwork, I learned that companies in the IT outsourcing industry view 

themselves as consumers of other cultures because they provide services and products to 

people whose cultures are not Indian; they must get to know their clients in order to work 
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with and for them. Furthermore, as a workforce that is made up of specialists from 

various countries they must learn about new cultures, invariably packaged in national 

bundles. What is interesting is the way in which they produce this very culture that they 

are consuming by conceptualizing cultural difference through universal cultural 

categories such as work, cuisine, and hobbies. As an anthropologist whose purpose was 

to study culture, sometimes I was asked to collaborate in these productions and contribute 

content for these cultural categories. While there might be discussions and disagreement 

about specific content, the universality of these categories and the availability and 

usefulness of the information that filled these categories was seldom contested. Thus, 

culture and its compartments were part of a universal humanity and accessible to the 

global IT professional, a universal construct that made their global worlds possible.  

 

During my fieldwork, I befriended a public relations professional at one of the largest 

Indian, multinational IT companies who was responsible for the “Celebrating Cultures” 

division of the training and HR department, wherein she organized company events 

showcasing food, games, music, and cultural presentations of countries with which her 

employer had contracts. Beyond the basic categories of cuisine, dress, and music, the 

presentations covered “etiquettes, points to remember, how to talk or not to talk, 

whatever it is, certain dos and don’ts to keep in mind…how do people behave and how 

do people like enjoying themselves.” (Interview 42:4). In order to put together these 

presentations she solicited the help of employees who were originally from those 

countries or Indian employees who had work experience in those countries. These 

celebratory cultural sessions were open to all employees and their families, and were 

recorded for future access on the company database; however, only company employees 

could have access to the recordings. On one of the days I was spending with her in her 

office, she took me to the company library where employees could read and browse 

through books, magazines and journals on business, self help, coding and technology. We 

walked by the bookshelves to the reference section so that she could share another aspect 

of her work responsibilities with me: three-inch binders containing information about the 

countries that her company was doing business with. In each binder there were dividers 
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separating sections such as geography, history, demographic information, foods and food 

habits, tourist destinations, national past-times and sports, and so on. She explained that 

workers who are sent abroad for a project are expected to study the relevant binders; and 

after returning from their on-sight trip, they could contribute commentaries about their 

experiences. It was her job to keep these binders up to date and to produce new ones as 

her company expanded their global reach. 

 

Before I could spend more time with the processes of how different cultures were 

institutionalized with these functional, categorical and interchangeable view of cultural 

practices, my friend lost her job. Given the onset of the 2008 recession, many companies 

downsized their training as well as public and human relations departments, at times 

outsourcing these training sessions to consultants. My friend worked hard, but 

unsuccessfully, to get a contract as a consultant; she left India around the same time I did 

for a job that she secured using her professional networks abroad. Her job as a “cultural 

expert” (not an official title) did more than point out the ways in which this particularly 

neoliberal or multicultural view of “cultural diversity” was produced. Her expertise 

complimented her confidence as a global worker, one whose “soft skills” were needed 

and useful in multiple contexts. She viewed herself as a highly desired employee even 

after she was downsized because she could move comfortably between various 

international companies. She fully accepted that there were cultures outside of these IT 

corporate workspaces as well as habits and practices that had not made it to her binders; 

but the purpose of these binders filled with cultural knowledge was not to be holistic and 

complete. Rather, they reflected what cultural diversity looked like in the global, IT 

industry and how IT professionals should view cultural practices if they wanted to 

succeed in the industry.  

 

Gayatri Spivak writes that for those radically opposed to globalization and in search of 

authentic local guideline the word “‘culture’…suggests motives beyond reason.” (Spivak 

2000:19).  For those working within the neoliberal logic of production and profitability, I 

posit, the word “culture” suggests the mirror image of what Spivak is arguing. In the 
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neoliberal context, where “culture” suggests motives within reason, I argue that the 

“cultural” is subsumed into a flexible system of logic, or rationality, that makes room for 

various but specific personal and social motives. Thus, globally profiteering markets can 

expand and incorporate difference by translating various cultural motives as integral to 

their growth as they turn culture to information, and cultural information to a product.  

 

Becoming Middle Class 

My research participants grounded their career aspirations and expectations as well as 

their consumer practices predominantly in middle class cultural identities and ethical 

guidelines. IT professionals are comfortably placed in the middle class strata; moreover, 

entry into the IT sector introduces a point of entry into the middle class for those on the 

boundaries of the middle class. Working in a global industry and consuming in a global 

city meant that they could be part of a larger global middle class, both as competitors and 

as members while remaining distinctly Indian, something that I will discuss in greater 

detail in later chapters. Gaining a foothold in the IT sector is both a culturally productive 

way of “being” middle class and of aspiring to “become” middle class. My interest in the 

middle class culture (as a process of meaning-making rather than the view of cultural 

diversity envisioned by the IT industry) is a political one; I argue that engaging with the 

very idea of middle class identities is important in critiquing discourses of nationalism 

and state power. The figure of the middle class nuclear family is becoming or has become 

the central, sanctified and legitimate constituency for representative governance; this is 

particularly true in the coupling of modern representative democracy and neoliberal 

economic policies. At the same time, the current discussions on the concentration of 

wealth in the hands of the few, the polarization of the haves and have-nots, and concerns 

over the loss of the middle class should not be ignored. The simultaneous public 

privileging of the middle class as the “everyday man” (an impossible figure) as well as 

the threat to economic possibilities of remaining in the middle class in late capitalism 

make the discourse around the middle classes a critical project of inquiry.  
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The middle class in India is a very diverse and large social group. One former IT 

consultant working at a research center in the International School of Business in 

Hyderabad explained the difficulties of relying on economic indicators for the “middle 

class.” A wide range of income means businesses seeking to capitalize on the middle 

class have to rely on other categories such as education and professionalism to identify 

their target cliental. She explained that in the middle class, “most of them are educated to 

a certain level, say 10th [grade] pass or above. Most of them, again, there are exceptions 

of course…There are people who haven’t been literate but are making a lot of money and 

the other way around...  And, so generally… they have a certain level of education, they 

have a certain income stream.” (Interview 33:14). Many other participants’ statements 

reiterated the understanding that a degree and the resulting job from that degree is what 

sets the educated middle class apart from others. Global forms of professionalism and 

consumerism are, in turn, integrally connected to the production of the globally oriented 

Indian middle class.  

 

One way that my research participants justified their forbearance of the anxieties and the 

challenges of their careers was to frame it within narratives of burden and responsibilities 

that define being middle class. The anxieties about reputation and career branding, fear of 

the recession, and global economic instability as well as aspirations of success for 

themselves and their families were what distinguished them from other classes.  These 

were the constant markers of being middle class at the same time as they marked the 

difference between them and the previous generations of the middle class that worked 

with a different set of economic and cultural challenges. Drawing on these narratives of 

anxieties and aspirations, I propose that we should think about or conceptualize a middle 

class identity as always “becoming” rather than “being.” In doing so, I want to signal a 

kind of being of and in a present moment that is historically unique but remains tied to 

history. By thinking of the middle classes as “always becoming” we are asked to pay 

attention to future aspirations of either remaining within the middle class or of being 

upwardly mobile. These aspirations and expectations of the future are an integral aspect 

of claiming modern, global identities that are at once a response to and a point of 
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departure from previous generations of middle class professionals. One of the more 

interesting aspects of middle class identity is that it is situated between an upper and 

lower class. While an upper class position can stand in for various desires and aspirations, 

the proximity to a lower class possibility or the threat of poverty is a constant source of 

anxiety for those in the middle class. This proximity to poverty and the striving to remain 

in the middle economic strata makes the middle class identity a continuous project of 

becoming. Those in the middle class must always strive to maintain their social position 

by staying employed, investing in their careers or businesses, and being ensured against 

devastating natural disasters and accidents. Without these security nets, the middle class 

sense of self reliance would be jeopardized by dependence on the state, relatives, or even 

the loss of middle class status and the experience of poverty. By focusing on the process 

of becoming, the aspirations for better jobs, incomes, resources, and social prestige 

become a central claim of middle class identity. The IT, global middle class differs in 

important ways from other middle class groups precisely because they can align 

themselves with global processes in concrete and effective ways as they construct social 

and economic security in an uncertain global market. Their global practices, however, do 

not necessarily make them “citizens of the world” at the expense of Indian nationalism or 

adherence to Indian tradition; instead globalization serves as a point of celebration for 

nationalistic posturing and these professionals are one of the key figures in this 

celebration.  

 

My focus on class as a marker of community and individual identities is not to argue that 

class is the predominant framework for social organization in India. During my 

fieldwork, claims of class identities converged and intersected significantly with 

gendered, religious, national, and regional identities, often in ambiguous and 

indeterminate ways. Another framework of social hierarchy, possibly one that has 

predominantly occupied the anthropological imagination of India, is that of caste 

identities (Dirks 2001). Caste has an interesting relationship with class, at once in 

opposition and in partnership with class hierarchies and practices. While social structures 

based on caste signal the traditional, pre-modern, locally authentic and still predominant 
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in rural areas, social structures based on class imply the shift to the modern, urban, 

capitalist and western. In practice, however, caste and class identities exist 

simultaneously and congruently, making it common-place to use identity markers such as 

“upper caste and middle class,” “poor, scheduled caste” or “lower caste elites.”  In other 

words, the emergence of discourses on class (if indeed it is an emergence) has not 

replaced the discourse and social hierarchies of caste; rather, they map onto in each other 

supplementing and often reinforcing each other’s hierarchic functions. 

       

Caste, as an ideology and as practices that organize social hierarchy and identity, is not 

simply a dictating structure existing outside of time and separate from other structures of 

power; rather, it is a regime of power susceptible to molding and influence. Nicholas 

Dirks writes that caste “as we know it today…is a modern phenomenon” and “the 

product of an historical encounter between India and Western colonial rule.” (Dirks 

2001:5).  Significant in this encounter were “the decennial census” projects that collected 

caste affiliations as data and identified caste as the “fundamental unit” of social structure 

in India (Dirks 2001:49). The census, which were based on self-identification and thus 

deemed to be locally authentic, were part of a larger body of ethnographic surveys that 

sought to represent a holistic imaginary of India’s social systems. Gloria Raheja argues 

that by collecting, recounting, and interpreting “proverbial speech” colonial writers 

established the “authenticity” of their representations of Indian social realities in order to 

justify their colonial authority (Raheja 1996:495).  Raheja demonstrates that in 

“annotating” proverb, colonial writers “appropriate them into the imperial project of 

defining and characterizing castes, making Indian proverbial speech appear to be 

congruent with their own judgments and their own disciplinary measures.” (Raheja 

1996:500). The appropriation of proverbs and the explanations that accompanied these 

citations argued that rebellions against British rule were not due to political discontent 

but due to the nature of certain rebellious castes (Raheja 1996:504). Caste, once solidified 

and codified during colonialism, remains an important site of political identity as well as 

contestation, whether in the shape of anti-Brahmanical activism and violence or in the 

demand for and opposition to quotas for government jobs for scheduled castes. And it 
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continues to be transformed and coded to fit new regimes and discourses of power. In 

many ways, discourses on class and neoliberal economic growth appropriate and annotate 

understandings of caste, using it at once as a biological or racialized explanation of 

shortcomings by those who have been left behind in this current phase of modernity and 

as a point of departure to signify that in today’s global professionalism there is no room 

for caste discrimination and preference. While a systematic study of caste and its current 

manifestations was outside the purview of this research, I have tried to depict the 

ambiguities of caste as a marker of identity (as well as other identity markers) in the 

recounting and retelling of my fieldwork findings. 

 

In that first meeting with Sruti and Anjali in the juice and snack shop, after we had talked 

for a bit about my research, Anjali said she could tell me why India was so attractive to 

companies who want to outsource their technological support and service projects. She 

picked up her cell phone and said, laughingly, that Indians wouldn’t hesitate to open up 

the phone to see what’s inside; Americans aren’t that way. Other research participants 

would argue, half in jest, that Indians are better at abstract and conceptual thinking, that 

Indians are harder working, or they are more tolerant of differences and thus good at 

working in a global industry. These discussions also included more serious topics of the 

global inequalities of labor costs, government policies, corporate restructuring and the 

colonial history of English in India. What I learned in this discussion and observations 

was that the very idea of being and becoming “global,” whether in working, consuming 

or in terms of what makes a place or class “global,” relies on particularities and 

distinctions that in themselves are framed within “global” standpoints. These particular 

global standpoints give meaning to mundane, general practices or define the “concept-

metaphors” (Moore 2004) of work, consumption, class and cultural identities, space and 

place, and so on. My fieldwork experience, which I will turn to next, was a very 

particular experience of this global industry and site of globalization.   

 

 

 



 
 

25 

Research Method and Analysis 

In his book Wisdom Sits in Places, Keith Basso relates the story of one of his instructors 

of ethnography who said “the most interesting claims people make are those they make 

about themselves” (Basso 1996:37); this constituted the majority of my research: 

listening to how people talked about their work and their consumption, and how this 

related to their claims about their lives more generally. In my research design, I had 

decided that I would not contact IT workers through their American managers and 

clients;3 rather, my goal was to contact IT professionals through my institutional 

affiliation and ask for peer contacts from friends. From my pre-dissertation research, I 

came away with the impression that everyone had a friend or a family member working 

in the IT sector and that establishing contacts would not be a challenge. At the start of my 

official fieldwork, I rented an apartment in a relatively older, middle class neighborhood 

called Tarnaka, located on the Secunderabad side of the twin cities. The area is connected 

to the IT hubs in the northwest by a local train system, which meant that many of my 

fellow commuters were IT professionals. While there are certain urban enclaves with a 

concentration of IT corporations, IT companies are spread throughout most of the city; 

for instance, one of the largest call centers in the city, GenPak, was in my neighborhood. 

During fieldwork I spoke with people in the IT sector at various levels and visited HITEC 

City in Cyberabad (the officially planned IT hub) as well as the older parts of the city to 

get a sense of the urban layout. IT campuses function under a great deal of security, so I 

knew that without a direct contact inside the offices I would not be able to get access. My 

preliminary conversations and observations also pointed out the importance of language 

skills (mostly English but also Hindi) and the central role of cultural capital in IT sector 

work environments. I do not have a background in business or IT myself, and some of the 

terminology and office culture that was often considered as universal, transparent and 

incontrovertible by research participants seemed new, mysterious and contradictory to 

me. It seemed, at times, that I had indeed arrived at an unfamiliar field site.  

                                                
3 Another researcher who had conducted similar research in Bangalore expressed that she felt her research 
participants were not as free to express their perspectives because her research team had arranged 
interviews through the CEOs and managers. 
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During fieldwork, I conducted more than eighty interviews, the majority of which were 

with professionals working in the IT industry. I also conducted some interviews with 

other professionals (business owners, doctors, NGO workers, researchers, planning 

officials and developers) often referred to me by contacts in the IT industry who felt that 

it would enrich my research. In addition to these formal interviews, I had innumerable 

conversations in informal settings with those who were working in the industry and I 

attended protests, conferences, and visited IT research institutes. Some of these informal 

conversations were in addition to formal interviews, and some were with research 

participants who did not want to be interviewed. With permission from research 

participants, I recorded the majority of the interviews and transcribed them later. The 

interviews were predominantly conducted in English, though a few research participants 

who were receiving vocational training in data entry by an NGO as part of a corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) project did not feel comfortable in speaking in English. These 

interviews were conducted in Hindi. While speaking in Hindi was not necessary during 

the majority of my fieldwork, my ability to speak and understand Hindi was essential in 

talking about proverbs or jokes during conversations. Without this ability I would not 

have been able to make the informal contacts that greatly enriched my time and 

understanding. The linguistic diversity and politics in Hyderabad are very complicated, 

but generally Telugu, Hindi/Urdu, and English are the dominantly spoken languages in 

the urban areas. I do not speak or understand Telugu and if I had been working in the 

surrounding areas of Hyderabad or with certain, more marginalized populations, then 

Telugu would have been absolutely necessary. That Hindi and English were sufficient for 

my research illustrates that Hyderabad’s IT professionals have migrated from various 

parts of India to the city for work. Furthermore, that these two “bridge” languages are 

sufficient in their work and socialization signals the predominance of these two languages 

in the IT industry in Hyderabad.   

 

Instead of using the term “informant” to speak of the people who provided the primary 

data that constitutes the majority of this dissertation, I have chosen to use the term 
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“research participant.” My reasons are varied; first, I find that given my research topic 

and method, research participant is a more apt term. I explained to nearly everyone I met 

that my presence in Hyderabad was because I was conducting research for my 

dissertation; all other activities such as sightseeing, sharing meals, and shopping were 

secondary to or part of my main goal: research. And as such, every interaction I had 

would inevitably be encompassed in this goal. Second, my interviews, recorded and 

unrecorded, would begin with a statement about my research, what the purpose of the 

research was, and whether my interviewee would be willing to participate and/or be 

recorded. The majority of the people I met were through formal interviews, or through 

referrals for interviews; the friendships that formed subsequently were due to these 

formal contacts. The sites of these interviews, in offices, cafeterias, or conference rooms, 

and the interviewees questioning of my own position and this project (i.e. whether I was a 

journalist, who would read this report, have I ever worked or am I working for an IT 

company) underscore that these interviews began with officious rituals. And thirdly, by 

using the term research participant, I am signaling my critical position within 

anthropology in an attempt to repeatedly illustrate the exploitative nature of ethnographic 

research. While my research participants were informed about my work and participated 

willingly in the interviews and conversations, the benefits of their participation is accrued 

only by me as a collector and analyzer of their words, ideas, experiences and lives. I do 

not claim that simply switching out one term for another resolves the unequal relationship 

of power between the researcher and the researched. Words, however, are powerful; I 

choose these words to signal the inequality of positions between those who gave 

willingly for my benefit and my position as the taker of their gifts of time, considerations, 

and insights. 

 

My interviews may not be demographically representative of those working in the IT 

industry; that was not an important factor in my research. Instead of statistically 

accounting for the various identity groups (in terms of caste, religion, class, gender, etc.), 

I am more interested in observing the shape of the social networks by following personal 

contacts and referrals. Furthermore, because there is little statistical information about the 
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demographic makeup of this industry, there would be nothing to match or contrast my 

data set to. What demographic work has been done on the IT industry demonstrates that 

the majority of IT professionals tend to be Hindu men of upper caste and middle class 

backgrounds (Fuller and Narasimhan 2007; Upadhya 2007) and the background of my 

research participants reflect these findings. Nonetheless, there are gaps in my research 

that I would like to briefly point out. There are few interviews with women at the 

management levels though I did attend a panel discussion by women managers during a 

conference on women in IT. While my attempts at setting up interviews with them 

through email were unsuccessful, I was able to interview two of the women at a later date 

through personal contacts. This gap reflects the small number of women in management 

posts, or even software engineering positions. While the IT industry is touted as a less 

discriminatory work environment in terms of gender, men predominantly occupy the 

managerial and technological position while women predominate in administrative 

positions. Another gap was the lack of interviews with Muslims, of which I have two. I 

had decided not to ask specifically about Muslim contacts but to mostly pursue the social 

networks that I had accessed; however it became clear to me through conversations and 

inquiries that social and peer networks of IT professionals outside of work do not 

necessarily mingle in term of religious identity (or caste and linguistic identities). 

Towards the end of my time I had mentioned this to a research participant who had taken 

the role of an advisor, and he introduced me to his Muslim neighbor who was working in 

the IT branch of a large investment bank. Apart from that, only three Muslim referrals 

were made without my conscious effort, of which only one resulted in an interview.  

 

Despite impressions of abundant contacts and willing research participants that I had 

received during my pre-dissertation fieldwork, I had a difficult time convincing people 

that I had met or had contacted to agree be interviewed. The highest number and most 

fruitful interviews were through peer contacts. I was never able to make contacts through 

“cold calls” or emails. Even through personal contacts, about half of the contacts were 

responsive and even a smaller proportion of that actually resulted in a meeting or 

interview. Learning the most effective process of finding and following up on an 
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interview was an important lesson in the hierarchic structure of the IT industry. Towards 

the end of my research I had worked my way up to interviews with managers in large 

Indian multinational corporations, which meant that I had access to parts of corporate 

offices that would be restricted to me otherwise. I had assumed that their position of 

power meant that they would be more protective of their knowledge; instead their 

position allowed them to be comfortable with what they were willing to share and what 

would be classified information. Furthermore, jobs at these levels tend to be more secure 

than those for mid or entry level workers. Working at an associates’ level were not 

willing to risk reprimand by their superiors for representing their industry or 

corporations. My invitations to IT corporate buildings from associates were limited to 

“lunch tickets” where I could join them for lunch in the public cafeteria. They also did 

not have flexible work schedules to meet me during work and their time outside of work 

was allotted to friends, family, and necessary errands.   

 

All research participants were assured anonymity both in terms of their names and their 

employers; and though some assured me that they were comfortable with their name 

being used, I have chosen to use pseudonyms and not to identify their employers by 

name. Instead of written consent forms, I chose to only get verbal consent in order to 

keep interviews as informal as possible. There was no way to hide that I was a researcher 

during interviews or conversations since my mere presence was always explained as the 

researcher or the student studying cultural change in India. Interviews generally lasted 

between one and half to two hours, though I have some interviews that were four hours 

and some that were twenty minutes. Research participants often answered cell or office 

phone calls during interviews, at which point I would turn off the recorder if I were 

recording the interviews. In many cases I did not have clearance to enter office spaces so 

we would meet in conference rooms or cafeterias. Interviews were the only time I could 

have access corporate campuses or office buildings, so I would often go early or linger 

after interviews to walk around and observe workers in these surroundings. Because of 

the restrictions to get into corporate campuses, I also conducted some interviews in the 

professionals’ homes, their hostels, or in coffee shops. In the field the richest or best data 
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often becomes available the moments when the recorder and notebooks are put away, or 

when one stands up to leave. I was fortunate enough to make friends with research 

participants who allowed me into their worlds and spoke openly and candidly about their 

work, families, hopes and fears. Most importantly, they allowed me to linger and just 

occupy space. Some felt comfortable enough to tell me to turn off my recorder because 

they were about to say something “important.” The best explanations and clarifications 

happened when we were “just hanging out;” this is especially true regarding my research 

on consumerism. The conversations and informal times spent in malls, restaurants and 

cinemas, the theatres of urban cosmopolitanism, provided the most informative insights 

about the lifestyles of IT professionals.  

 

In addition to interviews, site visits and participant observation, I would browse Internet 

blogs, news sites, online communities and networks. These sites provided interesting 

topics for discussions and further highlighted themes that were discussed in interviews 

and informal conversations. But more than the information available on these websites, I 

found the commentaries and responses to articles of greater interest. These comments 

submitted by readers in response to an article or blog would change the direction of the 

online discussion, often veering back to what seemed to be focus of public debate at the 

time such as the loss jobs, the Satyam fraud case, regional elections, and so on. The 

distinction between Internet communication and non-Internet communication, I posit, is 

unnecessary because both of these forms of communication seek to make available that 

which is private for public observation. Wilson and Peterson argue that “the distinction of 

real and imagined or virtual community is not a useful one, and that an anthropological 

approach is well suited to investigate the continuum of cultures, identities, and networks 

that exist—from the most cohesive to the most diffuse—regardless of the ways in which 

community members interact.” (Wilson and Peterson 2002:457). Furthermore, Boellstorff 

argues that differentiating the virtual and real worlds based on the premise that the virtual 

is synthetic, artificial or constructed is misguided because differentiating the two on these 

terms would assume that the “real” world is not constructed and that there is some kind of 

essential reality that exists prior to our understanding of the “real.” (Boellstorff 2008:17). 
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Thus, in analyzing my findings in the field, I have utilized interviews, informal 

conversations, virtual conversations, as well as rumors and speculations as 

communicative acts in these dense urban contexts. While there certainly are distinctions 

between these various communicative acts, they are all products and productive of their 

social contexts. 

 

During a conference organized by the Fulbright program, I learned that my fellow 

researchers working on the IT sector did not seem to have the same problems of making 

contacts and confirming interviews as I was having. After lengthy discussions about 

different disciplinary approaches, research methods and levels of expertise (perception of 

a student versus a professor), one fellow scholar casually asked me if I thought my 

difficulties were related to where I am from. She went onto to explain that my name 

clearly demonstrated that I am Muslim from somewhere in the subcontinent. I clarified 

that I was born in Afghanistan and that I grew up mostly in the US, and though I have a 

slight accent at times, I didn’t think that I had any visible markers of being from 

Afghanistan. But my name is a clear give away. I was expecting curiosity from friends 

and acquaintances as they found out about my nationality and my childhood but I had not 

speculated the effects that my name would have on my fieldwork. That my name was 

drawing attention became very clear during an interview with the CSR manager of a large 

infrastructure corporation in Hyderabad arranged through NGO contacts over the phone. 

At the end of the interview the manager and I exchanged business cards. He looked at my 

card and read my name out loud and asked me where I am from; I answered America. 

Since the interview was arranged through a third party, he may not have paid close 

attention to my name and my project, only that I was someone from the NGO that their 

corporation was funding. He proceeded to ask me if my parents were Indian to which I 

answered no, he then asked if my husband was Indian to which my answer was no.  My 

goal at the time was to try and avoid being identified with Islam or Afghanistan if 

possible with the hope of remaining ambiguous and thus lessening possible incentives by 

potential contacts to limit my access in the field. His voice rose slightly as he leaned in 

and insisted that I must have “two religions” and asked whether my “original” name was 
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Gina or Aaftaab. At that point I confessed to my “origins” and felt quite strange about the 

confession based by my name. When a name is unfamiliar, as one research participant 

explained about her own experience in Hyderabad, one can expect a volley of questions 

about their place of birth and lineage until the name is placed. 

 

As I have transcribed the interviews, I have kept the sentence and grammar structure that 

was recorded in conversation.  As I mentioned above, the primary language of the 

interviews were English with a mixture of Hindi at times. The conversational nature of 

the interviews meant that the transcripts are not necessarily in grammatically correct 

phrases and I have transcribed these conversations verbatim without changing the 

fragmentary phrases into full sentences. English in India has a long colonial history and 

remains a significant point of political contention (i.e. Aneesh 2006; Fernandes 2006; 

Naregal 2002). Whether English was a second language for my research participants was 

a complex question; fluency in English depends a great deal on class background, but 

also a variety of other factors. At times English was described as a foreign language, 

while at other times it was understood to be as Indian as say, Hindi, but distinct from 

vernacular language. I argue that English is an Indian language and that the correctness of 

this form of English need not be compared to a British or an American grammatical 

structure. There are a number of IT companies that require their Indian employees speak 

with “accent free” English, which actually means that employees have to learn American 

or British accents, idioms and grammatical structure. These trainings are called “accent 

reduction,” as if the desired accent is the unmarked standard of quality. While these 

processes are affecting how English is spoken and learned, there is an Indian English (or, 

in the case of my fieldwork, a South Indian English) that is used in informal settings. I 

have chosen to keep these variations in speech rather than “clean” them of their local 

variation. Furthermore, the quoting of recorded interviews in the following chapters is not 

to serve as transparent evidence of data from the field; these are simply moments where I 

feel that the speaker used interesting words or sentence structures that impacted my 

thinking and analysis. In some cases I have chosen to rewrite their explanations rather 

than quote them, mostly for clarity and style reasons, however, in the instances where I 
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have directly quoted the research participants, I have chosen to keep them verbatim in an 

attempt even if they may not seem to be clear or graceful in this written context. 

 

Throughout this project, I have struggled with how to conceptualize, identify and analyze 

the lived experiences of my interlocutors without reducing them to just figures that 

represent preconceived notions of what it means to be global, professional, traditional and 

Indian. This has been especially difficult in the process of writing where I am tempted to 

translate intricate complexities into clear data and facts set in logical narratives. I have 

tried to avoid this temptation by sidestepping bounded, evidentiary definitions, and 

instead to privilege a hazy, porous, layered and partial retelling. In this narrative, one 

retelling in a multiplicity of retellings, I layer events, experiences, memories, hopes, 

histories and futures; I have chosen to work in the mode of and and also (Amrute 2010) 

rather than the mode of not and versus. In other words, in narrating the labor and 

consumer practices of IT professionals, or in representing their social status and middle 

class politics, I remain open to potentially unending, and at times ambiguous, registers of 

cultural feature that are incorporated into identity formation, rather than relying on 

immutable distinguishing characteristics. The results, however, are narratives and 

arguments somewhere in between the clarity sought by a social scientist and the chaotic 

poetry of lived experiences. Writing of these cultural practices requires some level of 

distinction that inevitably comes from a point of comparison. I propose that 

distinguishing between the self and the other through comparison is a double play of 

affirmation and rejection completed in acts that require continuous repetition until they 

begin to feel effortless, ordinary and uncontested. In their ordinariness, these acts of 

“bracketing” must be available to recollection and iterations when required.4 

Distinguishing between the self and the other, whether in writing ethnographically or in 

politics of class formation, are processes of categorization; as David Valentine argues, 

                                                
4 The description of marking the boundaries of cultural belonging as “citationality” and “bracketing” was 
presented by Constantine Nakassis during a panel discussion at the AAA Annual Meeting on November 
19th, 2011.  While I borrow an aspect of his ideas and insights, his larger argument cannot be addressed 
here.  
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“[p]eople everywhere categorize themselves and others; this is one of the most 

fundamental aspects of human language and meaningmaking.” (Valentine 2007:5). 

 

As I explained above, the professionals in the IT industry work with and succeed because 

of and/or despite of the cultural diversity founded on national, class, religious, and 

gendered differences as they find workable commonalities. In the process of seeking and 

producing commonality, they create, define, and disperse their own cultural identity as 

global professionals. These international professionals at once consume and produce 

different “cultures” through their work. This production and consumption is dependent on 

maintaining the value of cultural “data” and “facts;” and these processes of production 

and consumption are not separate from the production of their own new cultural identities 

(i.e. the IT professional, the new global middle class, the consumerist youth, etc). These 

are ways in which IT professionals brand themselves and their careers; these are the 

“soft-skills” that allow them to be part of a new and growing professional group while 

also enabling them to set themselves apart. It is the newness of this cultural identity, its 

simultaneous generality and specificity, as well as its historical ties and claims to the 

future that draws me to this research project. 

 

Bill Maurer writes that for the discipline of anthropology “recently recovered from the 

self-criticisms of the 1980s, the impulse to get back to the empirical is strong indeed.” 

(Maurer 2005:12). This empirical impulse encourages the ethnographer to seek out 

difference in localities, modern, globalized, or otherwise, with the presumption that these 

differences present the details of a common humanity. The reflexive and responsible 

ethnographer, as the interpreter of these differences, should clearly explain his or her 

positioning vis-à-vis their informants, situating this position within the sediments and 

aftereffects of inequalities of power. This ethnographer will acknowledge that there are 

multiple perspectives within this common humanity and that difference is to be respected 

and represented while admitting that the written work cannot be anything but a partial 

representation. Instead of studying and evaluating these diverse perspectives so that we 

can organize them within a spectrum of civility and development, this ethnographer is 
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encouraged to give “voice” to these diverse perspectives through their writing. Despite 

the critical and conscientious positioning of today’s reflexive, situated ethnographer, the 

search for data about difference that can potentially be compiled to represent a complete 

whole remains too close to the authoritative and moralistic anthropologist that the critique 

of empiricism had set out to accomplish. As Maurer explains “[m]any voices,5 many 

views, no closure implied by their anthropological entextualization—but still ‘voice,’ and 

‘views.’ This perspective is quantitative and enumerative…Data exist in the world to be 

counted, classified, sorted, and every factum is a datum; yet they are still ‘facts’ and 

‘data.’” (Maurer 2005:12).6  

 

Despite being well versed in the critiques of quantitative and empirical anthropology that 

Maurer sets forth, I kept count of my interviews (the more the better), charted the 

relationships of my research participants (looking for more diversity and difference), and 

worried about opinions and experiences that were not verifiable (pursuing consensus and 

proof). Fieldwork, after all, is the time to collect data about one’s subject, to experience 

what it means to live in a different context, and to collect the voices and perspectives of 

our informants as the evidence of a different reality. However, as Joan Scott argues, 

“experience” is not “the unmediated relationship between words and things,” but is a 

category that needs to be analyzed as “contextual, contested and contingent.” (Scott 

1991:796). As such, I do not want to read the experiences of my research participants as 

data and facts that represent their realities, but as mediated texts in which my work of 

textualization is but another form of intervention.   

 

Johannes Fabian’s critique of anthropology argues that the discipline “makes” its subject 

of study, a subject that resides in the past even as they were encountered in the present. 

This asynchronous existence is made possible by the conception of “evolutionary time” 

                                                
5 Here Maurer is referring to Clifford’s (1986) statement: “Many voices clamor for expression.” (15) 
6 I assume that Maurer here is referring to the Latin usage of “factum” and “datum,” where factum refers to 
something made up, and datum, singular of data, refers to something given, the assumed or a fixed starting 
point upon which further research and analysis are built. Facts and data refer not only to the plurality of the 
singular fact and datum, they also signal truth or reality that eschews the made-up and assumed nature of 
the factum and datum that Maurer may be referring to in his argument.   
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as “a temporal slope, a stream of Time that places some upstream, others downstream” 

(Fabian 1983:17). The denial of “coevalness,” according to Fabian, is a central epistemic 

product of anthropological discourse (Fabian 1983:31), a product that utilizes 

“distancing” from the subjects of study as a “positive tool of scientific knowledge” 

(Fabian 1983:62). Furthermore, ethnographic writing “freezes” the subject temporally by 

deploying the grammatical tool of present tense and third person voice that objectively 

observes, communicates, but does not allow the native other to be part of the current 

dialogue (Fabian 1983:80-92). Accepting and working according to these critiques, 

however, does not mean simply writing ethnography by deploying a past tense narration 

style or inserting the self and the other within the dialogical structure. While these tools 

are a necessary step in the production of ethnography, they do not negate the epistemic 

discourse that is at the heart of the anthropological discipline. What’s more, the epistemic 

discourse of “evolutionary time” identified by Fabian is by no means monopolized by the 

discipline of anthropology, but structures and shapes the epistemic logic of development, 

modernity, and cultural change in general. The majority of my discussions in the field on 

Hyderabad as a global city, professionalism in the IT industry, and middle class 

consumerism were structured upon the “temporal slopes” of progress, where change 

connoted some kind of progress towards a larger goal, or at least on the path towards a 

kind of modernity, even if the definition of modernity itself was contested and in flux. 

During fieldwork, I often encountered explanations of the inevitable globalization of 

Hyderabad, of how cultural identities, in their essentialized forms, dictated the work 

habits of various professional in the IT industry, or the exceptionalism of IT professionals 

that justified their social recognition and prestige. Rather than just representing and 

retelling these encounters, I have asked what work these narratives and explanations do 

and what socialities they produce. And I recognize that my own explanations in 

themselves are a product and productive of a particular sociality. Next, as the final 

section of this introduction, I give a brief sketch of the chapters that are to follow.  
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Chapter Layout 

• Chapter 2 

I begin my analysis with a chapter discussing the processes of globalization and 

economic liberalization in India and, more specifically, in Hyderabad’s recent history and 

the role of the IT outsourcing sector in these processes. This chapter serves the purpose of 

setting the context in which my fieldwork took place. I divide the chapter into two parts; 

the first part deals with neoliberal economic reforms that begun in India in the late 1980s, 

and how these reforms have played a role in linking some parts of the Indian economy 

with global processes. I also address the policy steps taken by the Naidu government in 

Andhra Pradesh with the specific aim of making Hyderabad a “global city.” The second 

section of this chapter presents an overview of the IT industry and corporate structures 

that have become part and parcel of Hyderabad’s claim of being a global city and a 

successful participant in the global economy. My aim is to demonstrate that globalization 

is not a happenstance or dis-located process that envelops regions and communities; 

rather, if we focus on specific actors and projects, we can identify the processes that 

redefine localities as places evident of globalization. And we can read processes of 

globalization as moments and sites of fracture and differentiation.  

 

• Chapter 3 

In the chapter that follows, I focus on issues of labor and professionalization in the IT 

sector. I begin the chapter with a discussion of the Satyam fraud case as a point of entry 

to examine labor security and insecurity in the IT sector. Job security in the IT industry is 

continuously in flux because IT companies are dependent on projects being outsourced 

by other companies seeking cheaper sites of labor; and IT professionals are fully versed 

in the instabilities of this global economy. The majority of these professionals grew up in 

middle class families whose parents worked in the public sector precisely because the 

security that government jobs provided. Given this shift, as well as the immediacy of the 

Satyam fraud case and the 2008 recession, discussions of how this generation was 

learning to deal with labor insecurities were frequent. I concentrate on how IT 

professionals branded their careers to find a niche or foothold in an otherwise volatile and 
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uncertain job market by presenting themselves as quality workers indispensable to their 

employers. This process aligns the worker’s agendas with their employers’ interests, as 

IT companies in India sought to rebrand themselves from companies that provide high 

quantities of cheap labor to providing quality products to the global market.  

 

• Chapter 4 

The process of branding and professionalization, of course, is not limited to contexts of 

work and labor. In order for Hyderabad to be recognized as a global city, it must house 

more than just IT multinational corporations. In this chapter, I present sites and practices 

of consumption paralleling global labor practices that are transforming Hyderabad’s 

urban lifestyles. I argue that consumer practices are acts about recognition in which 

consumers see and recognize other consumers as belonging to their community while 

they are seen and recognized as members themselves. It is these consumer practices that 

give meaning to spaces of consumption, marking the limits and policing access to these 

places as a way of monitoring who belongs to the community of global consumers. 

Moreover, I argue that the act of consumption is not limited to the actual acts of buying 

or taking part in consumer practices, but that these acts must be narrated and reiterated in 

a recognizable fashion. It is in these reiterative moments in which acts of consumption 

gain additional signification and allow the participants to reclaim their identities as 

members of a globally oriented middle class.  

 

• Chapter 5 

In this chapter I examine the formation of middle class identities in greater depth. India, 

like other emerging economies such as China and Brazil, are spotlighted not only as the 

reservoirs of cheap labor but also because they represent the potential sites of middle 

class consumerist expansion. These large numbers of middle classes are assumed to be 

urban, educated, and shifting culturally from being “savers” to becoming “spenders.” 

Thus, it is not only their absolute numbers that are attractive to retailers and investors but 

also their cultural transformations that mark them as a globally oriented middle class. I 

approach the formation of middle class identities from a different direction; I investigate 
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what being middle class entails for my research participants. On one level, it is their 

professional and consumer practices that make them middle class; they have to work in 

order to maintain their lifestyle. But it is the global aspect of their professional and 

consumer practices that sets them apart from other middle class groups, making them a 

more privileged identity group within the middle class. This global alignment, 

interestingly, produces a certain kind of global nationalism. Within this global nation of 

India, certain identities and groups must be excluded for the privileged center to hold. 

The terms of exclusion are predominantly one of class, though these class narratives 

encompass religious and caste discriminations. In addition to looking at exclusionary 

practices, I examine a CSR project the focused on training those on the middle class 

periphery to become part of the formal labor market and to potentially enter the ranks of 

the middle class. These projects on the boundaries of class formation present important 

sites for examining how class formations are imagined and practiced. Furthermore, those 

who are not included into these sites present a visibly invisible group, at once ubiquitous 

in the globalizing urban landscape, yet remaining outside the disciplinary gaze of class. 

 

• Chapter 6 

In this concluding chapter I present a brief overview of the dissertation and reiterate my 

main findings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

40 

Chapter 2 

Globalizing Hyderabad: Outsourcing IT Work in a Neoliberal Economy 

 

CITY VISION 
Hyderabad’s vision is to be an inclusive and futuristic city providing high quality services 
with universal access including (sic) the poor. It will be a slum free, citizen friendly, 
well-governed and environmental (sic) friendly city.  
 
VISION 
Our vision is to delight customer (sic) by providing pressurized continuous quality water 
in an equitable, efficient, sustainable manner and create (sic) Hyderabad (sic) a world-
class city. 
Hyderabad—City Development Plan   

“Chapter VII: Vision and Strategies”7 
 

Introduction 

Analyzing the ways in which Hyderabad is envisioned as a global world-class city is part 

of a larger project of exploring notions of belonging and exclusion that influence the 

aspirations of those who live and work in Hyderabad. What does it mean to aspire to be a 

“world-class” city? What visions of the future and universality must be fulfilled in the 

process? Is it realized by providing modern amenities or the right number of “high 

quality” facilities to urban dwellers? Or is it about enabling international businesses to be 

profitable in the city, thus fulfilling their commitment to making lucrative jobs available 

to its residents? Is it based on the efforts of city administrators to meet their responsibility 

of providing for the public’s well being, ensuring a culture of openness and acceptance, 

or the availability of livelihoods for various marginal populations in and around the urban 

area? Who thrives in a global city and whose interests does it serve?  

 

My dissertation examines the expansion of the global IT industry and the outsourcing of 

service sector jobs to emerging economies and the cultural changes that surround this 

growing sector. To be clear, the expansion of the IT industry is not the cause of cultural 

change in urban Hyderabad; rather the IT industry’s success is part of larger transitional 
                                                
7 Greater Hyderabad Municipal Corporation, http://www.ghmc.gov.in/, Report access 
http://www.ourmch.com/cdp/chapter%207.pdf accessed April 5, 2011 



 
 

41 

processes of economic liberalization that links the Indian economy to global markets of 

labor, service, and consumer products. The outsourcing of IT service jobs from the US 

and Europe to India’s urban centers such as Hyderabad, Bangalore, Delhi, Pune, and 

Mumbai have led to an increase in the number of well-paying jobs for some middle class 

and upper middle class professionals. As these workers increase their investments and 

consumer practices, they impact tertiary industries such as retailers, the entertainment 

industry, construction, private security firms, and so on. This, however, is a cursory 

understanding of the impact of the globalizing IT sector on local, urban contexts. The 

expansion of the IT sector in Hyderabad is not merely the outcome of modern 

technologies and new strategies of economic globalization; rather, this expansion requires 

the participation of a critical set of actors whose financial incentives and political 

interests must merge in particular ways. These actors and the IT industry are part of a 

phenomenon that is at once local and global. The growth of the IT industry demands 

concerted effort by the local government and industry specialists to attract internationally 

outsourced projects to their urban areas. In order to do so, political and economic policies 

must reform the local economy in accordance to neoliberal, capitalist economic 

principles. The success of these reforms has been, admittedly, limited and incomplete and 

the vision of a global, world-class Hyderabad remains just that, a vision for the future. 

Nonetheless, policies based on this vision have been productive in transforming the city, 

and it is these urban transformations that will be the focus of this chapter.  

 

I have divided this chapter into two parts; I begin with a brief background of India’s 

transition to a neoliberal economy and its linkages to the global market through the 

service sector. My research participants generally viewed globalization as a “natural” and 

inevitable process having “arrived” in Hyderabad by virtue of favorable economic and 

labor conditions. In the second part I will examine some of the ways in which 

multinational corporations have taken advantage of India’s neoliberal reforms and the 

unequal, global labor markets by outsourcing IT projects to India. I will demonstrate that, 

like many other urban centers that aspire to become “global,” the urban transformations 

in Hyderabad have not been a happenstance or coincidence where global flows of 
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finance, labor, and production coalesce in one locality. Rather, globalization in this case 

is a planned effort by city and national governments, at times in accordance with 

multinational corporations. I argue that the “triumph” of neoliberal economic policies, as 

well as the regional transformations that they set into motion, are dependent on claims to 

globalization or of becoming global. These claims, whether successful or not and 

regardless of the criteria of assessment, produce cultural practices in and of themselves 

that can be observed in everyday labor and consumer practices. 

 

Part I: Globalization and India’s Neoliberal Economy  

 

I approach globalization as a continuous process, rather than the end result of economic 

integration and progress. Through ethnographic research, however, I found that the 

concept of globalization as a period in the trajectory of development is a powerful 

discourse that empowers and sanctions numerous cultural and political agendas. In order 

to theorize globalization, I turn to Anna Tsing’s metaphor of “friction” as a way to 

understand how “[g]lobal connections give the grip to universal aspirations” (Tsing 

2005:1, emphasis in text). Those who strive to form linkages between distant regions 

must find or construct modes of engagement by appropriating and translating universal 

assertions based on perceptions of exchange, rights, and ideas. Concomitantly, universal 

claims are articulated through specific local practices. For Tsing the metaphor of 

“friction” connotes both the possibilities and limitations of the transference and 

movement of universal claims (Tsing 2005:4-6). Tsing proposes conceptualizing 

encounters between the particular and the universal as “contingent lineages,” connections 

and links that are temporally and spatially inter-dependent (Tsing 2005:127). In 

differentiating between the particular and universal, or the local and global, my aim is not 

to subcategorize the particular under the universal, but to strive to keep them on equal 

footing while privileging the moments and sites of encounter. The all-inclusive aspect of 

universal claims designates them within the realm of utopian imaginaries; however these 

imaginary universals are significant precisely because they produce particular cultural 

and political meanings. It is within particular appropriations of universalisms that 
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universal claims are reformulated and hybridized (Tsing 2005:9). Instead of arguing for 

or against the universalizing project of globalization, it is more interesting to examine the 

ways in which processes of globalization are universalized and naturalized alongside and 

by utilizing local particularities, differences and exceptionalisms. I argue, furthermore, 

that claims to universalisms open up spaces for distinctive ways of cultural practices and 

expressions to be identified as “globalizing.” 

 

Processes of globalization must be understood in the particular lineages that mold and 

influence then. In the case of India, and more specifically Hyderabad, global processes 

have led to the proliferation and propagation of certain universalist conceptions of 

development and progress established during the colonial period and the post-

Independence development era. Global encounters that took place during these historical 

periods have shaped what globalization for Indian citizens looks like today. Current 

global practices of labor and consumption are hinged on the intensification of a specific 

relationship between capital, production and commodification, namely neoliberal visions 

of economic growth. Proponents of economic globalization point to the potential 

opportunities of growing capital markets as they spread uniformly and equally across the 

world, equalizing opportunities of access to resources, rights, and services. In reality, 

those taking part in these processes do so with vastly unequal and uneven consequences. 

Rather than selecting between the potential benefits of globalization and the unequal 

experiences it creates, I will highlight the interdependency of these seemingly 

contradictory narratives by showing how globalization is enabled by inequality and how 

claims to globalization are utilized to contest (and produce) various forms of inequalities. 

Projects of globalization continuously fail to deliver on the promise of opportunities they 

proclaim, and yet they remain a powerful incentive for economic and cultural action. 

Engaging with globalization as a productive claim of universality while encountering its 

processes through political critique can provide significant tools for analyzing the IT 

industry and the cultural transformations that accompany IT career opportunities. 

Assemblages of actors in the IT sector at various scales of power and grids of flow 

(finance, products, information, labor, etc.), work together and further reinforce their 
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universal aspirations through processes of globalization. By examining the networks that 

connect disparate economies, authorities, and geographies, my ethnographic research 

highlights the active processes of becoming global, rather than simply the condition of 

being globalized. 

Today, aspirations of becoming global, of entering into global economic markets, are 

expressed through neoliberal economic practices that enfold diverse spheres of social life. 

The ascendance of neoliberal economic theory and practice to the hegemonic discourse of 

state responsibilities towards its citizenry has been the center of a large body of critical 

work, especially in political economy (for example, Hall 1988, 2003; Harvey 1989, 2001; 

Larner 2000; Ong 2006; Rose 1999). Rather than presenting a summary of this literature, 

I will draw on those concepts that provide a relevant explanation of neoliberalism for my 

project. As a consequence of the far reaching impacts of neoliberal political and 

economic reforms, as well as the abundant and varied ways in which the term “neoliberal 

economics” has been used, it is important to specifically spell out what I mean by 

neoliberalism, and the role my critique of neoliberalism plays in relation to my 

ethnographic engagements.  

 

Changes in governmental policies based on neoliberal economic theory are often 

rehearsed stories: the end of Keynesian welfare economies and transition to economic 

policies that favor privately owned and led enterprises. Led by Reagan and Thatcher in 

the US and England respectively, industrialized countries “rolled back” social welfare 

policies and pushed for smaller government expenditures, at least in theory, in efforts to 

expand their national economies. The end of the Cold War and the subsequent decline of 

the Soviet Union’s support for socialist models of development left international 

organizations like the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade 

Organization as the dominant actors to implement and enforce economic development 

programs. Structural adjustment policies in post-socialist and developing economies 

emphasized the need to cut government spending, welcome national and international 

private enterprises into their domestic economies and privatize public resources. 

Ideological perspectives and goals of competitive trade, minimal government interference 



 
 

45 

in business, and the benefits of private companies competing for clients reinforce the 

policy changes urged by states or international funding agencies. New discourses of 

governmentality, in turn, espouse and incentivize self-disciplinary measures in the 

neoliberal individual. These various elements of neoliberalism are interdependent and 

have worked in concert, but for the sake of clarity in this chapter, I will primarily address 

policy techniques in the Indian governance structures8 that were shaped by neoliberal 

economic reforms. In the following chapters I will focus more closely on the ideological 

and disciplinary aspects that have accompanied the policy changes discussed below.   

 

Debates surrounding economic and cultural globalization have been concerned with the 

threat posed by new forms of technology and finance to the significance of territoriality, 

potentially diminishing the influence of the state and regional administrators as policy 

makers. Marxist scholars attribute the demise of territoriality as being an inherent 

condition of capitalism wherein capital’s ever-increasing productive forces find more 

time-efficient ways to expand geographically. David Harvey argues that capital has the 

capacity to “annihilate space through time” (Marx in Harvey 2006:61), wherein 

efficiencies of speed have led to lessening the significance of space and spatial distances. 

The role of “footloose” finance (Arrighi et. al. 1999), as well as the technologies that 

enable greater flows of capital between localities, have spatial implications such that 

urban sites are no longer the centers of economic production as they once may have been 

within industrial production. Saskia Sassen, however, argues that even if finance is 

footloose, there remain other forms of spatializations or localizations in post-industrial 

economic development, and that arguments of “placeless” production eschew the 

significance of certain categories of workers, such as secretaries and cleaners, whose 

localized labor remain essential for global processes. In addition, space remains 

important given the need for specific forms of infrastructure and the agglomerations of 

experts in certain regions (Sassess 2002). Sassen, along with other globalization scholars, 

                                                
8 As Hall has explained, governance is different from government; governance is a managerial style of 
engagement with a subject of power; it is administered indirectly and though disciplining of individuals as 
well as collectives.  (Hall 2003) 
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seeks to go beyond spatialization based on nation-states and recognize other scales of 

spatialization that focus on global networks and localities (Appadurai 1996, 2001; Hart 

2003; Sassen 2002; Tsing 2005). While place and locality remain important even as their 

meanings change, these scholars argue that different scales of territoriality have gained 

importance in contexts where finance and production may seem footloose. When 

examining information products and electronic finance, it makes sense to focus on the 

disembedded nature of information and global finance as bits of “codes” that are 

electronically transferable over vast geographies (Aneesh 2006).9 The disembedded or 

immaterial character of production and finance not withstanding, information markets are 

embedded within power relations that produce, dominate, and benefit from cultural 

productions of meaning (Thrift 1996:217-218) and I argue that the global IT industry is 

embedded in the lived experiences of IT professionals as well as other residents in 

globalizing urban contexts.  

 

Nigel Thrift argues that the state remains an important actor in neoliberal, global 

economies even as its role and relations change. Using actor-network theory, Thrift 

identifies four main actors in a global, neoliberal market: 1) the nation-state, whose 

privatization contributes to an increased production and circulation of money; 2) the 

media which shape, define, and disperse information; 3) organizations of money 

capitalists that manage the ever-widening network of relations and interpret massive 

amounts of information using a growing formalized system of experts; 4) and lastly 

producers of technological ‘intelligence’ (Thrift 1996:220-226). All four sets of actors are 

significant because they produce techniques of governmentality by reinforcing a form of 

spatialization that fits within visions of globalization, where nodes or centers of 

information, technology and finance agglomerate in certain contexts. The role of the 

state, then, in providing infrastructure or support to expertise becomes a vital aspect of 

capital growth.  

                                                
9 Aneesh’s ethnography of IT migratory labor between India and US highlights the significance of borders 
and national governments.  These porous boundaries impact the bodies of these workers even as their 
products and financial compensation exists only in disembodied code (Aneesh 2006). 
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My ethnographic project demonstrates that urban centers still function as significant sites 

or “nodes” where mobile codes of information and finance materialize and reshape the 

landscape. Arguments about globalization versus locality swing between emphasizing the 

dislocation of finance and production on the one hand and the localized specialization of 

production and consumption on the other.10 I contend that the global and the local are not 

separate, much less opposing conceptions of spatiality and that global urbanization is a 

specific project of urban and national governments, and, in the case of Hyderabad, based 

on principles of neoliberal economics. David Harvey argues that urbanization is part of 

the “historical geography of capitalism as a whole” (Harvey 1989:7). The cumulative 

flows of capital require coordination in time and space while capitalist processes 

fragment and stratify labor and consumption practices (Harvey 1989:22, 111-113). 

Residential differentiations are a product of this division, where different neighborhoods 

can represent specific socializations around labor and consumer practices, which, in turn, 

sustain the contradictions of capitalism (Harvey 1989:118). Put differently, global capital 

flows prompt two important processes simultaneously: the coordination between actors at 

various times and places; and the fragmentation or differentiations of spaces and 

populations. What I want to emphasize here is that capital mobility, embedded in time 

and place, is significant in shaping space and territory through differentiation.  

 

• Liberalizing India’s Economy: 

The first major steps towards the liberalization of the Indian economy began in the late 

1980s under the Congress Party, and continued under the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 

government, when national and regional regulatory measures were changed to provide 

foreign companies freer access to the Indian market; a popular marker of this transition is 

Finance Minister Manmohan Singh’s budget of 1991. From India’s Independence in 1947 

                                                
10 According to classic liberal economic theory of specialization, regions have competitive advantage to 
specialize in certain forms of productions, which they could freely trade with others that specialize in other 
production methods.  For free trade to function properly and efficiently, goods, finance, and labor should 
flow freely, but while it can be argued that flows of goods and finance have achieved a level of fluidity, the 
movement of labor is much more prohibited and is tied to the spatiality of governments, borders, territories, 
and transportation routs. 
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until that time, the national economy was formulated as a socialist, planned economy, and 

closed to foreign market interventions.11 Jawarhalal Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister, 

was a principal architect of the non-alignment movement, whose members sought to find 

a “third path” of development rather than following the dictates of communist or 

capitalist blocks during the Cold War. In the 1980s, India’s government controlled 

capitalist national economy was deemed to be underperforming and limiting India’s 

economic expansion; around the same time the economies of the Asian “Tigers” and 

Latin American countries that had opened their markets to international trade and finance 

were beginning to demonstrate high levels of economic growth. With the encouragement 

of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, India’s national and provincial 

governments began to implement economic liberalization policies that would lessen 

regulations on foreign direct investment, ease access to the Indian economy for 

multinational corporations, decrease tariffs on imported goods, and implement fiscal 

policies of currency devaluation and cuts in government spending. Foreign brands that 

had been kept out of the Indian market, such as Coca Cola, were reintroduced and new 

policies gave greater political and economic influence to non-resident Indians (NRIs), 

encouraging them to invest and buy property in India.  

 

Corbridge and Harriss argue that the slowing down of economic growth (and the 

subsequent liberalizing economic reforms) was not necessarily based on failures of 

national production in manufacturing and agriculture or fiscal failure of debt and 

inflation.12 Rather, the reforms were based on what they refer to as “elite revolts,” a shift 

                                                
11 Though India was not completely isolated from other economies and the former Soviet Union was one of 
its major trading partners (Singh & Srinivasan 2006:305). 
12 In fact, economic liberalization has not necessarily decreased fiscal deficit as percentage of gross 
domestic product, the deficit was 9.4 % in 1990-1991 and the same in 2003-2004, though a greater portion 
of the deficit is borne by the states at the sub-national level in the later years.  The years following the 
liberalization saw some decrease in the deficit but the deficit has been rising since 2000 (Singh & 
Srinivasan 2006:3056). One can argue that the increased debt at the state level means an increase 
involvement of governance at lower scales and that the state governments have a better understanding of 
their constituencies and are better able to design and implement development projects.  At the same time, 
greater local involvement also means a divergence of development and economic resources as capital and 
investment from various sources are concentrated to those locations with a proven track record of success.  
(See Singh & Srinivasan 2006; Ahluwalia 2002a) 
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from anti-poverty development planning to economic policies that would benefit the 

middle and upper classes (Corbridge and Harriss 2000:121, 162). For these authors, the 

unifying “vision” of economic liberalization policies demonstrates the “one-sidedness” of 

the reform goals to justify the “violence around the processes of accumulation and 

regulation” for a diverse group of elites, even as processes of reform point to 

contradictory, covert and “messy” agendas and implementations (Corbridge and Harriss 

2000:121, 160-61).  In other words, the “vision” of a liberal economy,13 its principles of 

competition and free markets, eschews any alternative economic interventions by the 

state to address poverty reduction and redistribution of resources. Furthermore, the 

potential for economic growth and wealth projected by neoliberalism is a vital component 

of convincing those impacted that the disruptions to their every day lives will be rectified 

in due time.  

 

A few of my older research participants spoke of the 1980s as the “dark ages,” a time 

when there were limited career opportunities and many obstacles for private businesses to 

expand. To them, government bureaucracies of the pre-liberalization era, what some of 

them referred to as the “License Raj,” were overreaching and prone to inefficiencies, 

discouraging private businesses to start or expand. Thus, the preferred career options at 

the time were to either move abroad for work or to pursue a career with the government. 

For the generation that grew up in the 1970s and 1980s, a government job provided one 

of the best options for a secure career with extended benefits such as subsidized housing 

and consumer goods, access to loans, health care and education benefits, and retirement 

pensions. By curbing government bureaucratic interventions in the private sector in the 

mid-1980s, the argument went, companies were able to start and expand their business. 

Some of the larger companies took advantage of the growing global IT outsourcing 
                                                
13 Corbridge and Harriss’ description of this unifying “vision” of liberal economics is akin to what other 
critiques identify as the “ideology” of neoliberalism.  In many ways, based on economic and fiscal policy, 
there is little newness in “neo” liberal theory; after all, today’s liberal economic theory is based on the same 
principles of liberalism authored by philosophers such as Adam Smith and David Ricardo in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth century. I use the term “neoliberalism” to point to a discourse that has been shaped through 
a dense and complicated history of colonialism and the Cold War. Today’s policies, ideologies, and 
disciplinary measures of neoliberalism must take into account these histories and what they have meant to 
the cultures that are being disciplined in order to be successful. 
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industry and expanded their businesses both locally and abroad.  

 

Employment opportunities for a growing population of college graduates looking for 

lucrative, gainful employment was an important policy consideration in the 1980s. As 

Babu Ramesh explains, policy planners viewed the IT sector “as one of the potential 

avenues to absorb the growing mass of educated unemployed.”  (Ramesh 2004:492). 

Jagdish Bhagwati, a professor of economics in Columbia University and proponent of 

economic liberalization, has put this argument succinctly: 

[t]he energy, talents, and worldly ambitions of India’s many millions…need merely an 
appropriate policy framework to produce the economic magic that Jawarhalal Nehru 
wished for his compatriots but which, like many well-meaning intellectuals of his time, 
he mistakenly sought in now discredited economic doctrines. We finally have this elusive 
policy framework within our grasp. [in Corbridge and Harriss 2000:144]   
 

The government sector was (and still is) the country’s largest employer because the 

Indian government effectively owned many of the national industries and services.  Singh 

and Srinivasan argue that because software companies did not fit under the same 

regulations as other industries, such as manufacturing or agriculture, they were free to 

invest and grow unhindered by government bureaucracy during thier inception in the 

1980s (Singh and Srinivasan 2006:326). Or, as Bhagwati might put it, limited 

government has freed up “India’s many millions” to use their talents to follow their 

ambitions in new and lucrative IT production capacities.14 In 1990 lawmakers reserved 

27% of all government jobs for lower and scheduled castes based on the findings and 

recommendations of the Second Mandal Commission. For many of my research 

participants who were recent entrants to the labor market, given their upper and middle 

caste status, this meant that they would be competing for even fewer career opportunities 

in the government sector. Whether that was actually the case is up for debate, but the 

perception that government jobs were no longer a viable option for them played an 

important role in their decision to enter the IT industry 
                                                
14 The shortcomings of the liberalization processes are numerous, from the lack of investment in human 
capital, the bifurcation of the wealthy and the poor, and other costs of privatization, however space here is 
too limited to review the literature on these topics. (for examples see Corbridge & Harriss 2000; Harriss-
White 2003) 
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A number of authors have described the growing strength of conservative Hindu 

nationalist politics at the regional and national level that have accompanied the process of 

economic liberalization (Corbridge and Harriss 2000; Hansen 1999, 2001; Mankekar 

1999; Nandy 1990; Rajagopal 2001; Varshney 2003). While the history and diversity of 

this political movement is not the focus of my project, this political discourse does play 

an integral role in my larger analysis of the success of neoliberal economics and the IT 

industry in India. It may seem contradictory that a religiously conservative political 

agenda has succeeded alongside visions of globalizing, liberal economic policy. 

Generally, Hindu nationalists, in India and abroad, promote a vision of India as a unified 

and powerful nation-state of Hindus (as a religious, cultural and ethnic block) protected 

against “foreigners,” a term that can encompass British colonizers, Muslims, Christians, 

and in some cases, even Brahmins. According to Corbridge and Harriss, Hindu 

nationalism signals a failure of the elites and the state apparatus to establish secular, 

democratic institutions in areas of law, democratic representation, and economic 

development (Corbridge and Harriss 2000:192-199). Other authors have examined Hindu 

religious nationalism in relation to popular media and the proliferation of a specific 

image and ideal of Hinduism (Rajagopal 2001; Mankekar 1999). These authors 

demonstrate the ways in which Hindu nationalism functions and finds expression at the 

cross-sections of politics (both nation and regional), religion and identities of gender, 

caste, and class. I argue, however, that Hindu nationalism, the marriage of religious and 

national identity, is not contradictory to economic liberalization and modernization, or a 

failure there of, especially if we consider how class, caste and gendered identities are 

performed in everyday practices. While my primary concerns are cultural changes 

surrounding the IT sector, neoliberal economics and globalization, I believe that a 

modern, global India reinforces patriotic visions of a strong Hindu nation whose citizens 

are global players; I will come back to this discussion in greater depth in Chapter Five.  
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• Bringing IT to Hyderabad 

During the reform period, while the national government could claim to be representing 

the interests of India as a nation, the government of Andhra Pradesh (AP) was clearly in 

competition with other Indian provinces, especially Karnataka, to attract IT companies 

and outsourcing contracts to Hyderabad, the capital of AP. This competition was based 

on who could provide the land and infrastructure at the lowest cost in return for jobs and 

international recognition. In 1996 Chandrababu Naidu, the elected Chief Minister of AP, 

approached the World Bank for development loans and agreed to their austerity measures 

of cutting state benefits and increasing taxes. He secured a visit by Bill Clinton in 2000 

during Clinton’s presidency and by Bill Gates in 2002 when Gates was on a tour of India. 

In 2000, The Economist dubbed AP as “The state that would reform India.” For The 

Economist, Naidu’s reforms and development work was in line with the ideals of liberal 

economic governance, and his public persona was capable of setting an example for the 

rest of India. “In a country still weaning itself away from socialism, Mr. Naidu embodies 

the idea that reform is not a conspiracy against the poor but the best way to help them.” 

(The Economist, September 2nd, 2000:38).  He was one of the first provincial chief 

ministers to accept World Bank funding for structural adjustment policies that would 

decrease the role of the public sector, cut down provincial government deficit, and 

privatize major industries. As one observer writes, “He came closest to projecting the 

state more or less as an independent country…The state and Naidu became a unified 

identity and both acquired an international reputation.” (Luther 2006:371).  It was Naidu 

and his city planners who established HITEC City (Hyderabad Information Technology 

and Engineering Consultancy City) in the village of Madhapur, northwest of Hyderabad 

and created a new municipal district in the surrounding area called “Cyberabad” with its 

own police force, urban administration, and unique zoning rules. Much of the new funds 

from World Bank loans and taxation went towards infrastructure development, such as 

land allocations, construction of roads, and extension of electric lines to the northwest of 

Hyderabad to attract IT companies to the area. In turn, public projects in AP’s rural areas 

were sidelined and locally Naidu’s policies were deemed “anti-farmer [and] anti-poor” 

(Luther 2006:374).  He lost the 2004 elections to Dr. Y. S. R. Reddy who had ran on a 
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platform of putting support for rural farmers first on his agenda and IT infrastructural 

development second (Luther 2006:376). Reddy’s first act was to provide free electric 

power to all the farmers in the province, though he did not reverse many of Naidu’s pro-

IT policies. A strong majority reelected Reddy during my fieldwork in 2009 despite 

Naidu’s campaign of a balanced approach to development that would benefit the whole 

province. 

 

The AP government put into effect special benefits to attract IT companies to Hyderabad 

under the “ICT Policy 1999,” where the provincial government offered various tax 

rebates and electricity discounts as well as exemption from statutory power cuts for all IT 

commercial operations. Those companies that built their own facilities and IT 

infrastructure qualified for exemptions from zoning regulations and would not have to the 

pay fees for zone conversions. One of the benefits offered included a rebate of 20,000 

Indian rupees (INR) on lands purchased by IT companies per job they created in the city 

(Ramachandraiah and Prasad 2008:303-305). Small firms and educational institutions 

were dispersed throughout the more affluent parts of the city but to observe the more 

grand transformations, one has to leave the densely populated parts of the city due to 

specific lands allocation policies. At first I was puzzled by the concentration of IT 

campuses isolated from the main urban centers, but this practice seems logical when 

considering the density and the infrastructure conditions of Hyderabad’s older urban 

centers and the disruptions required to build large IT campuses there. Allocating land for 

IT campuses outside of the city has significantly impacted how public resources are 

distributed in the urban area. While inner city residents were subject to regular power 

cuts and failing sewage and water infrastructure, city planners proposed wider roads, 

flyovers and broadband connection in suburbs such as HITEC City and Lingampally. 

Urban planning and development has become more centralized in the last decade as a 

greater number of districts and municipalities have come under the control of the Greater 

Hyderabad Municipal Corporation (GHMC) with plans of making urban planning more 

uniform, seamless and interconnected (Ramachandraiah and Prasad 2008:308). The result 
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has been that smaller districts have lost control of planning and development projects and 

must now work within the Hyderabad urban vision of technological urban development.  

 

A common policy method used by the AP government to attract IT companies is the 

establishment of special economic zones (SEZs). As of late 2009, AP had ninety-nine 

formally approved and fifty-seven notified SEZs, the largest number in India, the vast 

majority of these were designated for IT and ITES firms (Ramachandraiah and Prasad 

2008). SEZs are large tracts of land sold at subsidized prices to private developers who 

build large corporate campuses and business parks; the public’s (government’s) 

responsibility is to provide infrastructural requirements such as water, electricity, roads, 

and broadband connections at subsidized costs for a predetermined period of time. While 

the government justifies the allocation of lands and resources for the purposes of 

attracting new companies to increase the number of jobs, the reality is that established 

companies will move into new SEZs once their existing period for SEZ subsidies run out 

(Srinivasulu 2007:9), leaving empty or partially used buildings behind or renting out their 

older buildings to other companies. And this is not simply an accusation made by critical 

observers of the industry; IT managers whom I interviewed observed that moving from 

one SEZ to a newer SEZ was a smart financial investment for their corporations.   

 

In November 2001 the Master Plan for Cyberabad Development Authority (CDA) came 

into effect, combining a number of smaller neighborhoods and villages northwest of 

Hyderabad into a larger district, known as the “Special Development Area,” (CDA 

Master Plan, pg 5) with its own police force, planning body, and unique zoning 

allocations. The village of Madhapur falls within this district and became the urban hub 

(shops and residential) that would serve the IT commercial industry concentrated in 

neighboring HITEC City. Cyberabad was to be the “City of Tomorrow” and the plan’s 

front page is illustrated with a sketch of modern high-rise buildings on a multi-lane road 

(see Appendix A). The fifty-two square kilometers targeted for development includes 

seventeen villages, encompasses HITEC City, and the International Institute of 

Information Technology (IIIT) and the International School of Business (ISB), highly 



 
 

55 

reputed colleges for engineering and business, respectively, north of Hyderabad. The plan 

espouses a “view of Andhra Pradesh emerging as a major centre of excellence in the field 

of Information Technology [sic] and training centres of International [sic] repute” and the 

area is to serve as a “model enclave commensurate with the concentration of such 

institutions in the area.” (CDA Master Plan, 5-6) The plan’s proposal is to develop the 

surrounding areas to fit with the image and spirit of IT institutes and businesses, but this 

comes at a visible public cost. A survey done in December 2003 and January 2004 found 

that fifteen villages in CDA lacked basic infrastructure and services, especially water, 

which they received, at best, a few hours every other day, but sometimes every three or 

four days (Ramachandraiah and Prasad 2008:311). The IT companies and institutes, on 

the other hand, have continuous running water and manicured lawns, including flowing 

decorative water streams such as those I observed on the lush Microsoft campus. Such 

stark differences point to the objectives and incentives of the local and provincial 

governments and their visions of what it means to plan and implement a global, urban 

center.   

 

The majority of these suburban residential and commercial developments fit with the 

modernist or futuristic style of high-rise buildings surrounded by gated, manicured lawns 

and gardens. These were big budget, expensive construction projects targeted towards the 

upper middle classes as their future inhabitants, but the areas between them were filled 

with less expensive structures that house the tertiary services and less expensive 

apartments. The ubiquitous tents and shacks of the poor who work as construction 

workers, domestic servants, and drivers were in close and visible proximity. It was not 

unusual to see agricultural plots belonging to farmers that held out selling their land to 

the city or developers when IT companies began to expand into the rural areas. Across 

the main road from Cyber Gateway, the second phase of HITEC City commercial 

development adjacent to the Hyderabad offices of Motorola and Deloitte, was a 

collection of tea and food stalls that have set up temporarily in an empty patch of land. 

By the time I was doing my research, HITEC City was a very well established IT work 

area; the next development center was planned in Gachibowli further to the west where 
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Wipro, Microsoft, and Infosys had built large campuses in designated SEZs. Many of the 

gated residential communities were still under construction and a few patches of the 

fallow lands were filled with tertiary services.  

 

The policies described above were concrete and targeted efforts made by the government 

to attract businesses to the region and not merely a hands-off approach by government to 

allow for the free-market growth of business. The government policies of tax exemptions 

and land subsidies meant that the provincial government was not collecting and 

distributing revenues from the private IT firms and reallocated them to other sectors such 

as agriculture and inner city development. This is not to say that the provincial 

government was not collecting taxes; many of my research participants thought that sales 

and income tax revenues enabled their local and national government to implement 

infrastructure projects. In other words, taxes are collected and the government is shaping 

business and urban growth; the pattern of taxation and investment through subsidies 

illustrates the public investment priorities of attracting IT corporations.  

 

During my fieldwork, the perception of those working in the IT industry was that the IT 

industry and the provincial government were partners sharing the same agenda and goals 

for urban development. One manager who had been working in the industry for a couple 

of decades explained to me, Hyderabad had “very little other industry… hardly any 

manufacturing work, [and] is heavily dependent on the IT industry.” The “biggest 

indicator” of this dependence to him was the degree of change that had taken place in 

HITEC City, which he identified as being transformed from “barren land… dry, brown 

land.” (Interview 17:5). In fact, the area around his office had changed dramatically 

during my fieldwork period despite the 2008 economic recession. Given the semi arid 

landscape around Hyderabad, the area had not been a strong agricultural region; what 

agriculture there was, was primarily in small-scale farming, animal husbandry, and fruit 

orchards, especially when farmers were able to access adequate water resources. It is 

interesting that these spaces were often referred to “barren lands,” “arid area,” or 

“fallow” farms even though villages, orchards, and farms continue to dot the landscape. 
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This is partly due to comparisons with northern eastern parts of AP where farming and 

monoculture have been far more profitable. But more importantly, transforming a 

“barren,” unproductive landscape to one that houses multinational corporations in high-

rise buildings fits easily within a neoliberal discourse of development. Of course the 

landscape of multinational corporations also needs large allocations of water, electricity, 

roads, amongst other resources to be more productive. One can only speculate what 

agriculture and rural productivity would have looked like is these allocations were also 

available to farmers that owned these lands before the SEZs were set up.  

 

A number of research participants spoke of buying land around commercial areas as they 

found out about the planned locations of IT business centers. One computer engineer who 

had moved to the US for work explained that as soon as the first building, Cyber Tower, 

had been built in HITEC City, her father and a number of her cousins bought land around 

the area for development and resale. I asked her how they knew that this area would be a 

good investment, and she explained that they assumed that IT would be attractive for 

workers as well as tertiary businesses (Interview 14:8) and this speculation was to their 

benefit as land prices soared in Madhapur and surrounding areas. What sets some of the 

urban middle class and elite apart from most of the rural and farming communities that 

sold their land during this development period, in part, is knowing where IT 

infrastructure development would take place in addition to having the capacity to invest 

by buying land. Many of my research participants gave examples of themselves or their 

parents buying property in what they thought to be rural or suburban setting, only to 

watch the city “move north” during the expansion of IT businesses. One research 

participant told me that her first job in 2000 was seven kilometers outside of the 

Hyderabad, in the newly built Cyber Tower. Despite her excitement at gaining 

employment in what symbolized modern, urban Hyderabad, her parents would not allow 

her to take the job because it was too far from the city and thus unsafe for a young 

woman to travel alone for work. In 2004 she was offered another job in HITEC City, by 

then her family had no objection because the area had become one of the most vibrant 

commercial areas, and thus was deemed to be safe (Interview 6: 4). Her point in telling 
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me this anecdote was to emphasis the fast pace of change in HITEC City and how it 

impacted her and her family.  

 

As IT workers’ incomes increase, they tend to invest in residential units built in the new 

gated communities and apartments because of their convenient locations as well as the 

symbolic value they may provide as modern, world-class residential sites. These kinds of 

buildings and communities need large stretches of land and amenities that are not 

available in older urban areas. Given issues of traffic congestion and the availability of 

land and resources, the majority of new urban developments, such as residential units, 

shopping malls, hotels and a new golf course are also built in the urban periphery where 

IT companies have concentrated.15 Such places are symbolized as the world-class 

facilities that support and enable the global exchange of business and technological 

expertise in Hyderabad. These are also sites that attract international attention and 

recognition. As one research participant explained, Hyderabad is a global city because 

many of the city’s IT professionals live and work abroad, which makes Hyderabad 

“popular” and this popularity is augmented by “both US presidents” choosing to visit 

“Hyderabad over Bangalore.” (Interview 49:10). The reputation that entices American 

presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush as well as business leaders to visit 

Hyderabad and the international recognition that the city attains as a result attests to its 

global connections. These are important factors in how residents view the city and, in 

some cases, why they live and work there. In addition, while Hyderabad competes with 

other urban centers, such as Bangalore for outsourcing contracts, the presidential visits 

signal “popularity” and recognition beyond the business or technology communities and 

include political recognitions at an international level.    

 

The importance of Naidu’s work in making Hyderabad an IT hub and his reputation as a 

reformer was the most common explanation of how the IT industry expanded in 

                                                
15 The next Special Development Area in Hyderabad is planned south of the city, under the name of 
Hyderabad Airport Development Area (HADA) where the new international airport has been built through 
private-public partnerships. 
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Hyderabad. Perhaps his policies were fresh in people’s minds because he was competing 

in the provincial elections during my fieldwork and many of my research participants 

supported him, even though their support was not enough to win him reelection. One 

participant remembered going to a public presentation by Naidu in 1995 when she was 

living in Dallas, Texas. In the presentation he talked “about what he is trying to do to 

Hyderabad, to Andhra Pradesh, how he wants to eGovernance [sic] and he wants to 

connect all the cities with fiber optic cables and … about how he’s trying to grow like 

parks and focus on electricity.”(Interview 14: 7) Naidu’s ability to personally connect 

with the IT NRI community in the US and his direct negotiations with multinational 

corporations highlights the significance of already established international networks. 

Both the provincial government and IT companies who were seeking to outsource to 

India utilized existing labor connections to set up offices or hire contractors. IT 

professionals who had migrated to the US or similar job markets are important mediators 

today between the parent companies and their teams in Hyderabad. They are hired as 

managers or have started their own businesses; almost all the managers in my interviews 

had extensive work experience abroad. In the second half of this chapter, I will discuss 

more specifically how IT corporations have taken advantage of a “global” work force, 

and expanded it.  

 

While the infrastructural requirements of implementing these technological demands are 

often large and invasive to urban landscapes, the extent of these impacts is truncated by 

the benefits of Internet connectivity and communication for society at large. However, 

despite the promotion of the benefits of Internet connectivity for the urban, and to some 

extent rural, underprivileged population, the most significant benefit of Internet 

infrastructure is enjoyed by IT companies setting up their businesses in Hyderabad. The 

majority of this infrastructure is built through public-private partnerships, in which the 

public sector plays an important financial role. IT corporations themselves seldom incur 

the costs of these infrastructural developments. According to my research participants, 

one of the reasons why the IT industry had succeeded in India, compared to other types 

of industries such as manufacturing, was due to the low cost of setting up an IT company.  
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All one needed was some computers and an office space with reliable Internet connection 

and electricity. Making sure these resources are reliable, however, is not small feat, as is 

evident in the small number of the urban population that actually have constant electricity 

or use the Internet regularly. Despite the idea that IT production and labor is not 

dependent on a specific location or place, that it is a footloose industry, many of the large 

IT companies build impressively large campuses in the subsidized that is provided to 

them by the government for a wide variety of reasons that I will discuss in later chapters. 

I want to emphasize here that space is significant in this kind of work even as the 

important roles of space and place are concealed while those in the industry focus on the 

“disembedded” nature of IT production.  

 

Part II: Operationalising Globalization: Outsourcing Work and Globalizing the Local 

 

In order to take advantage of outsourcing trends in Europe and US, corporations such as 

Satyam, Infosys, and Wipro have to hire managerial, technical and administrative 

employees to staff outsourced projects. India’s economic liberalization and Naidu’s 

implementation of urban change in Hyderabad corresponded with two major private 

sector facets of business that added to the incentive to outsource projects to cheaper labor 

markets. The first was the demand for a large number of programmers to deal with the 

relatively routine programming projects of the Y2K scare. Second, the 2001-2003 

dotcom recession led an increasing number of American companies to view outsourcing 

as an essential cost cutting measure. For many of my research participants, this period 

provided the opportunity to launch their careers in international (and inter-regional) 

workspaces. These jobs provided the higher salaries, the prestige of professional careers 

with multinational corporations, and exposure to intercultural experiences through travel 

and business associations. I will address these issues in greater depth in the next chapter; 

in this section I will focus primarily on corporate functions and incentives for 

outsourcing, and the shape of these projects.  
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• IT Corporations in the Global Context 

The reason for the international expansion of outsourced projects is to take advantage of 

different opportunities in terms of labor costs and expertise that would benefit a 

company. In the case of IT outsourcing to India, labor cost arbitrage was the primary 

reason cited by research participants as to why American corporations were sending their 

projects to India. “Arbitrage” is a term utilized in the context of stock market transactions 

and refers to the act of buying a stock at a low cost and selling it at a higher cost in the 

future. Corporations that are able to take advantage of labor cost arbitrage obtain the 

required labor for a percentage of what it would cost at their corporate headquarters; at 

the same time, these for workers in India these are relatively high paying jobs. The Indian 

labor market also provides a relatively large number of technically educated workers who 

speak English in comparison to other emerging economies. The time difference between 

India and the US is also an advantage. Given the ten to twelve hour time difference 

American employees can turn over a project to their counterparts in India, who can work 

during their business hours and then send the project back to their American counterparts. 

Thus, companies can potentially take advantage of a twenty-four-hour workday without 

requiring their own employees to work the extended hours. Call center work differs in 

that the official work time must coincide with the clients’ business hours and the service 

providers in India must work over-night to interact with their clients’ customers.   

   

Many of the IT companies in India started out by providing IT specialists and workers for 

American and European companies “onsite” for temporary periods on a project needs 

basis. These companies, generally called “body shops,” functioned similarly to talent 

recruiters who managed the IT professional (overseeing their migration status, salaries, 

placements, benefits, housing, etc.) while contracting their labor to corporations abroad 

and, to a lesser extent, locally (Xiang 2006). The corporate entity that managed these IT 

professionals was known as the third-party venders, and the companies outsourcing the 

work or projects were referred to as the clients of the third-party venders. When the 

workers were not being deployed to a specific project onsite, they were placed on “the 

bench,” where their salaries were not “billable” to a client but they still received salaries 
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and benefits. In other words, their salary were not paid for by a US corporation, and thus 

they were not making any money for their employers. They were a surplus body of labor, 

flexible and available according to the needs of their employers. These numbers of 

employed but inactive professionals were an attractive factor for clients when considering 

contracts because the third party vender did not need to higher new employees on a 

project need basis and it could mean a speedier completion of their projects. During their 

free time on the bench, the IT specialists were expected to gain new expertise, improve 

their resume and remain ready for deployment; the period between the signing of a 

contract and the deployment of the assigned workers was often very short. Due to the 

costs involved with benching workers, third party vendors would keep no more than 

twenty percent of their work force on the bench at any given point. If they were able to 

keep their profit margins above fifty percent of their costs, then the inefficiency of having 

a significant number of workers on the bench ready to be deployed would be a 

worthwhile investment in attracting new clients. 

 

Today, “body shopping” is seen as a negative aspect of the Indian IT industry; for many 

industry leaders these services were more akin to staffing agencies than IT companies. In 

addition, if third party vendors had to solely rely on sending professionals abroad, then 

their business growth would remain vulnerable to the national immigration laws of their 

clients’ countries. Traveling and accommodations for workers also presents a great deal 

of cost and uncertainty for the companies overseeing these employees. According to 

research participants in management positions, in the last ten years there has been a shift 

to outsourcing projects offshore to India, or other countries, which means that the 

companies in US or Europe are sending projects abroad to be completed rather than 

bringing in professional from India. Though IT professionals continue to travel on site in 

great numbers, the general sense is that they spend less time abroad; they may go onsite 

for training, implementing a product, or to assist with shifting a function from one site to 

another. Benching workers is still prevalent because companies need workers in reserve 

to efficiently staff projects that are outsourced on short notice. Increasing numbers of 

managers and specialists who have professional experience abroad are now working in 
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India to supervise outsourcing of a function, or for training purposes. In addition to 

contracting with third party vendors in India, a number of multinational IT and finance 

corporations are setting up their own offices in India. These offshore extensions are 

referred to as “captives” (subsidiaries owned by the original company, such as the Google 

or Microsoft with offices and employees in Hyderabad) in order to bypass the third party 

vendors. In these captives, returning professional from headquarters or client location 

function as vital intermediaries between their western employers or clients and the Indian 

professional work force. 

 

Offshoring is made possible by the global production of information technologies where 

the commodity chain of these products is becoming increasingly compartmentalized over 

larger geographic expanses. For example, teams in India complete one part of a project, 

another portion of the project is completed at another site, and the various parts are 

compiled at headquarters in the US. In these cases, ensuring that the pieces fit together 

requires yet another set of specialists and there are specific job descriptions for both the 

technical and the managerial side that specialize in bringing the various internationally 

produced parts together. Some workers in India may have little knowledge of what the 

end product is or who the target customers are; as long as they follow the chain of 

command from their managers or team leaders, they will be able to complete their work. 

How much of the larger project is communicated to the workers in a given project 

depends on the management style of the company.  

 

The majority of the work outsourced to India is low skill repetitive work, though, as I 

mentioned above, that is changing, especially in Hyderabad and Bangalore. One research 

participant, an executive manager in a mid-size software development company, 

explained that while 70 to 80 percent of the business may be  “low impact work,” the 

other 20 to 30 percent of projects are bidding for “high value work,” (Interview 31:8) and 

the proportion of the high value work will likely increase. The future trend seems to be 

shifting from outsourcing of projects to outsourcing whole units or functions and hiring 

Indian IT companies as consultants who would work from the design phase through the 
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implementation of a project or product. While low impact work is necessary for the 

functioning of a company it doesn’t pay as much as high value work, which is also more 

difficult to outsource. For them this means scaling up their technical skills and 

international business expertise, since they would no longer be involved in simply 

providing staffing solutions, or even completing parts of projects that were given to them. 

They can charge a great deal more for consultancy contracts, and it requires knowledge 

of not only the local labor market, but also the consumer market for which the products 

are geared towards, as well as the business structure of the originating company. 

Succeeding in consultancy work, thus, is very different than completing routine 

functions. A number of the larger Indian IT companies have also started hiring and 

training American IT and business graduates to work for their projects because their 

citizenship status allows them freer travel and employment in cases when immigration 

laws might become too restrictive. Hiring Americans is a safer business plan, ensuring 

access to labor regardless of national immigration policies.16  

 

• Naturalizing Globalization 

In interviews and informal discussions about IT, globalization, and India’s economic 

liberalization I was intrigued by the repeated explanation of how drastically Hyderabad 

had changed since the mid-1990s. I often asked interviewees to discuss the effects of 

these urban transformations; interestingly, however, research participants often went into 

detailed descriptions of the reasons behind these urban changes and establishing a causal 

relationship between globalization, expansion of IT, and liberalization. Put differently, 

the urban transformations were discussed as an expected part of globalization, which was 

a natural and inevitable process of national development and economic liberalization. At 

some level, I am not concerned with whether these causal relationships are “correct;” 

                                                
16 I was unable to get a concrete sense of what these graduates were paid, but as one American intern 
explained, it was comparable to what he would receive in the US. Those who are recruited to relocate and 
fill managerial positions in India are offered incentive packages that compare with their pay packages in the 
US, even though they live in India where the cost of living is lower.  Skilled specialists who relocate from 
the US to India by their own choosing will be entering the Indian labor market and must accept the local 
pay structures, though their experience is highly desired by Indian companies. 
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rather, I am more interested in how these impacts are defined, understood, and explained; 

and how the process of explaining is produced in everyday cultural practices. By 

narrating these impacts as the inevitable process of development, my research 

participants were producing or affirming a set of corollaries in which liberalization and 

globalization are part of a natural progress towards a developed Indian nation. What 

might be even more insightful is that there are no grand narratives as to the details of the 

process of globalization, but in the end, the sense that economic liberalization, 

globalization, and urban transformation are causally interrelated comes through. In these 

cases globalization is talked about as a neutral, value free phenomenon that takes place at 

a meta-level and impacts those who are qualified to take advantage of its benefits. These 

neutral conceptions of globalization produce narratives of equal access in which those 

who are qualified can become part of these global processes; and Indian professionals 

and companies have reached the level of expertise, and are thus qualified, to compete 

globally.  

 

One long-term IT professional, who had worked abroad for many years, explained to me 

that upon his return to India he was not surprised at the rate of change in the last decade. 

Unlike many of his friends who were surprised at the changes in India, for him the 

changes were part of the “natural progression of time.” 

It is completely expected to me, there is absolutely no surprise because I would imagine 
that if you are doing things at a global level, you know, if you are building products for 
the rest of the globe, you would imagine that the rest of the globe comes to you as well. 
And when it does, all the associated things come along.  So to me it’s just like a natural 
progression of time. [Interview 20: 5] 
 
As he said “things at a global level,” he spread his hands signaling the posh cafeteria in 

an American software company where the interview was conducted. For this research 

participant, producing for the global market made the influx of foreign goods and 

lifestyles inevitable, as though with globalization the process of exchange, the flow in 

and out of goods, finance, and ideas, is a given. But more important I think is the 

naturalization of the processes of globalization. By identifying processes of globalization 

as a “natural progress of time,” they are rendered innocent, outside the agency of 
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individual actors who are ineluctably swept up in global flows. This imagination of 

globalization is limited; but it is nonetheless productive. For one thing, those who are 

synchronous with this ‘natural progress’ will be more entitled and prepared to take 

advantage of the benefits of this progress and their entitlement is naturalized just as the 

progress of time is naturalized. Hyderabad was synchronous with the global processes; 

however, the government projects and endeavors that produced these synchronicities are 

sidelined for narratives of predestination and the inevitable triumph of globalization. 

Research participants spoke of the process of globalization as something that could not be 

reversed, or “rolled back,” whether it is impacting the governments’ administration of 

cities (Interview 50:16), or the “advancements” that the IT industry was producing for the 

society (Interview 1:11).     

 

In various ways this inevitable globalization through connectivity is desired, often with a 

positive moral connotation attached to it. Global progress marks the changing 

significance of Indian labor and expertise in this and other global industries. So while 

technological advancement enable networks across geographic spaces, the incentives 

behind global interconnectivity are the requirements of labor expertise and costs. For one 

research participant globalization was the inevitable result of local specialization and 

labor skills working towards “a common goal,” which is considerably better than the 

people working in “isolation” (Interview 6:7). For another research participant “progress” 

demanded networking, it made one “realize that things can’t work in isolation…[that] we 

want to share with the rest of the world also.” (Interview 42:7). Thus, for these IT 

professionals, globalization was not simply the incursion of western cultural practices 

(though that is one strong narrative that I will discuss later in the dissertation); it is also 

the conduit of networks that allow them to share their expertise, goals, and qualities with 

others in their field.  

 

The role of various technologies, whether the software that translates information into 

codes and electronic bites that can travel through wires, or the hardware of data chips, 

cables, and networked computers, is an integral aspect of what makes the globalization of 
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the IT industry possible. This technological capacity, like the process of globalization, 

was neutralized, naturalized and celebrated, and more importantly, identified as the 

instigating factor in globalization and its impacts even though this technology, in its 

production, distribution, and consumption, was far from a neutral tool that enhances 

exchange and communication. As one senior manager explained, “technology, basically, 

technology made it happen.” (Interview 30: 8). The “it” that he was referring to was the 

ability to “get connected to any corner of the globe today sitting in a remote village.” 

Technology and human skills or resources become the rationale and techniques in which 

actors around the world participate in global processes, adding to depoliticized 

conceptions of globalization. Moreover, explanations that privilege technological 

advancements hide or erase those who are excluded from global connections; the only 

reason to address the disconnected would be if they were to be included in future plans 

for increasing connectivity. The erasure of those excluded from the public image of 

global triumph is an essential part of formulating a globally successful, professional 

Indian middle class, something that I will turn to in greater detail in Chapter Five.  

 

My research participants were very conscious that benefits of globalization were not 

uniformly and evenly distributed throughout the globe; however, this was not considered 

as a shortcoming of the processes of globalization. Those left out of the process simply 

lacked the skills, knowledge, or expertise to provide beneficial resources to international 

labor markets and thus were left out. As mentioned above, employment for educated 

workers was a primary reason stated by the Indian government for liberalizing the 

national economy. It was also the reason why the IT corporations, local and international, 

were attracted to the Indian labor market. It is the absolute numbers of English speaking 

workers in one location, an economy of scale, which makes outsourcing profitable for 

American and European companies. Add to that the exceptional quality of these workers 

(a stated goal of the industry leaders) even if they are a fraction of the total population, 

and India’s IT professionals become a noteworthy global labor force.  
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• Embedded IT Professionals 

Both IT and ITES companies come under the domain of the National Association of 

Software and Service Companies (NASSCOM), an important organizing body for the IT 

industry in India (Upadhya and Vasavi 2008:16). NASSCOM functions as a chamber of 

commerce and “trade body,” with a global membership exceeding 1200 active 

companies; this association organizes conferences, has a foundation, and provides a 

venue for networking and forming connections. NASSCOM is also important to the IT 

sector because it researches and publishes forecasting reports and quantitative data about 

the industry. Through these activities, it seeks to represent the industry as a whole to the 

government of India, other international agencies and association, and multinational 

corporations. I am using a report published by Deloitte and NASSCOM Foundation in 

2008 entitled “Indian IT/ITES Industry: Impacting Economy and Society 2007-08” 

(Deloitte-NASSCOME Report here on) to examine one context in which industry leaders 

articulate their views on IT labor in India and their employability.  

 

Based on estimations by India’s Ministry of Labor and Employment that IT accounted for 

about 12% of employment in the organized private sector in 2004, the Deloitte-

NASSCOM Report predicts that IT sector would grow to employ two million workers at 

the end of 200817 (Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 2008:18-19). Speculating further, the 

Deloitte-NASSCOM Report estimates that IT sector will increase 26% in the next decade 

to become the largest employer in the “organized private sector.” Assuming that these 

predictions are correct, the IT sector in 2018 should be employing a little over 15% of the 

total workers in India, not necessarily a large number, but, according to the report, it will 

be the largest employer in the organized private sector (Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 

2008:1-2, based on NASSCOM Strategic Review 2007). I should emphasize that the 

organized private sector in India remains fairly small in terms of employment; the largest 

employers in the country are the government and the unorganized or informal sectors. 

Thus, the IT industry is not a significant employer when it comes to absolute numbers; 

                                                
17 Whether it did or not given the onset of the recession is difficult to know considering the lag time 
between the economic impact and when reports are published. 
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rather, it derives its significance from its symbolic status as an exemplar of globalization 

and modernity.   

 

The Deloitte-NASSCOM Report credits the IT/ITES industry as being “the trigger for 

many ‘firsts’ and having contributed not only to unleashing the hitherto untapped 

entrepreneurial potential of the middle class Indian but also taking Indian excellence to 

the global market,” the success of which is demonstrated in the growth of the sector’s 

share of the nation’s gross domestic production (GDP), from 1.2 % in the fiscal year 

1998 to 5.2% in 2007 (Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 2008:1, based on NASSCOM 

Strategic Review 2007). The expansion of the IT sector and what it has accomplished in 

terms of its global reputation is a source of “pride” for the Indian middle class 

professional. Given the global nature of this industry, it can now claim “high quality 

services and products…which has helped move India out of  ‘mediocrity’, a low quality 

image, and has in fact raised the bar for other industries as well.” (Deloitte-NASSCOM 

Report 2008:4). In other words, succeeding internationally means that the IT industry has 

been able to meet higher quality standards, rather than the “mediocre” or unexceptional 

standards of domestic Indian industries which did not have to compete globally, and thus 

the Indian IT industry is leading and setting quality standards.   

 

For a number of my research participants, “quality” was what set the IT industry apart 

from the other industries in which they could have worked; there was a unique quality of 

work that was demanded of them and a quality of work environment that was provided to 

them. Since IT work is primarily outsourced from US and European companies, it is 

these post-industrial economies with established service sectors that are more or less 

defining what is “quality” work and production in the IT sector. Meeting these 

internationally set quality standards was a significant point of prestige and pride for my 

research participants as middle class professionals. The Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 

explains that “[w]idely traveled Indians have watched with pride as different countries 

and people look at India and Indians with hitherto unknown respect and admiration. The 

Indian IT/ITES industry has contributed to what brand ‘India’ stands for in today’s global 
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market.” (Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 2008:5).  According to the Deloitte-NASSCOM 

Report, today’s “Indian” brand is a recognizable point of pride at the international level, 

thanks for the accomplishments of the services provided by the IT professionals. In a 

service economy, the worker embodies his or her “products” in a different way than they 

would have in a manufacturing economy. These workers are also “branded” in and 

through the kinds of services that they provide.  

 

As IT companies in India expand the variety of services they are providing to the global 

markets, their employees come from increasingly diverse educational backgrounds. 

Working for a call center may only require computer literacy and proficiency in English 

if the call center is providing services to English speakers. Most jobs at Microsoft in 

Hyderabad, in contrast, will require a computer engineering degree because the Microsoft 

captive is a research and development center. Research participants in my project 

mirrored the diversity of education present in the IT industry; they were predominantly 

engineering graduates, though a mix of various engineering disciplines such as civil, 

electronic, or mechanical. The second highest number of specialization were degrees in 

commerce or business, and while many of them were not working directly with 

technology, some had been trained in programming languages and had worked as 

programmers.18 Through intensive in-house training, companies are able to hire those 

initially less qualified, potentially making the IT sector a diverse employment sector. 

According to the Deloitte-NASSCOME Report, then, the ratio of technical to non-

technical educated employees is 20:80 respectively (Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 

2008:5).19 This is an important detail; the IT sector hires more non-technically educated 

workers than technically educated workers. This disproportionate ratio is not because 

there are not enough technically educated workers in India; in fact, as will be evident 

below, there is a surplus of technically educated workers in the labor market. This 

                                                
18 An engineering bachelor’s degree and a business master’s degree are viewed as the best combination for 
advancement in these corporate jobs. 
19 The data available does not provide city specific information, but I suspect that Hyderabad’s ratio 
between technical and non-technical employees may be more balanced as many of the captives in 
Hyderabad are research and development centers for the headquarters. 
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disproportionate ratio reflects two issues; one, the low technical skill level required to 

complete outsourced projects; and, two, the significance given to “soft skills” and social 

capital in defining “quality worker” within the IT industry.    

 

Finding “qualified” workers (rather than the quantity of workers) is a major concern for 

the industry leaders and managers. As the Deloitte-NASSCOM Report explains, “The 

fast growing IT/ITES industry has been struggling with issues concerning availability 

and quality of talent. The gap between the skill sets of employees hired from various 

institutions and those required by the industry has resulted in a talent crunch. It has been 

predicted that the IT/ITES sectors would face a shortfall of 500,000 employees by 2010.” 

(Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 2008:37, emphasis added). According to the same report, 

an estimated 400,000 engineers graduate every year from various accredited institutions 

and universities in India, however only one in four are “employable” (Deloitte-

NASSCOM Report 2008:37). Hence, the shortage of skilled labor is not necessarily an 

issue of “availability” of workers educated in engineering; rather, as the quote above 

specifies, the shortage is in the skill level of the graduates. In my conversations with 

managers and trainers, they were adamant that engineering graduates have great technical 

skills, but they lack adequate social and soft skills to qualify for the work culture that IT 

corporations require.  

 

India has become an important and reliable site for outsourcing projects due to the 

economic and political reasons described above; reliability on the Indian work force is an 

important aspect of how “Brand India” is established. The Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 

explained that “[n]early 75% of Fortune 500 and 50% of Global 2000 corporations source 

their technology related services from India with an increasing number of MNCs 

[multinational corporations] outlining their investment plans for setting up R&D 

[research and development] operations in India.” (Deloitte-NASSCOM Report 2008:4). 

A manager in an American IT company explained that their reason for setting up a 

captive in India four years ago was because “Everyone else is in India.” They had 

assessed other labor markets in Philippines, Vietnam and Malaysia where it would have 
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been cheaper, and maybe even easier; but the larger trend, and the less risky option, was 

the Indian labor market (Interview 21: 11). For this company, the decision to outsource to 

India was based on known trends and outcomes; it is easier to go where the industry is 

already established, where there is a known track record of success, where the national 

and provincial governments are supportive and welcoming, and where investors can trust 

that their investments will be safe. India has successfully been “branded” as a place 

where outsourcing would be successful. And, as I will discuss in greater detail in the next 

chapter, the qualified Indian IT worker must possess a certain kind of professionalism 

inculcated by the industry. Thus, while multinational corporations can be geographically 

mobile as they seek profitable labor markets, place-bound labor markets limit their 

mobility. Add to that the financial incentives offered by the provincial and national 

governments, Hyderabad has successfully been branded as one of India’s major IT hubs.  

 

In explaining what made the Indian IT labor force attractive to the global IT industry, 

some research participants were quick to point out that Indian IT workers, or Indian 

workers in general, were better or exceptional in some ways when compared to non-

Indian workers. Some of the more common “exceptional characteristics” discussed were 

that Indian IT professionals work harder, are more intelligent and analytical, and are 

better team workers because of the “collective society” that is more common in India. 

The exceptional characteristics mentioned were not necessarily consistent nor I am 

interested in the factuality or uniformity of these viewpoints. However, it is interesting to 

think about what these narratives of “exceptional characteristics” produce and why it is 

important to Indian IT professionals and their managers to differentiate themselves in the 

global IT industry. To do so, they often essentialize one work force in comparison to 

another, whether nationally or internationally, and “brand” themselves (in turn branding 

India) as experts or quality workers deserving of the benefits of globalization.  

 

In such narratives, the relation to technology is a central caveat of what sets IT 

professional apart from other workers in India. Technological knowledge is important 

because the process of globalization in Hyderabad is deeply implicated and exemplified 
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by the growth of the IT industry, which required, by definition, a technically 

knowledgeable labor force. In addition, IT companies insist on “modern” facilities and 

amenities such as uninterrupted electricity to power computers and fiber optic cables to 

transmit information across vast spaces before they are willing to invest in building their 

offices and campuses. And IT workers, in many ways, are the embodiment of this 

modernity. According to Aneesh, what enable this industry’s products to traverse through 

time and space in new ways are innovations in the techniques of information and money 

codification (Aneesh 2006). In the case of the IT industry, both the product and the value 

of the product are translated into digital signs and symbols, or “codes,” that are 

transmitted online. This codification of product and money, rapidly transmitted through 

electronically connected networks, further reinforces the conception that the IT industry 

is dis-embedded and disconnected from place and locality.  However, narratives of 

exceptionalism, quality, and “branding” of India as a center for IT expansion embeds 

these global processes of production in the identities of IT professionals and the localities 

of their work.   

 

For IT industry proponents, these are utopian visions of a global future where workers in 

different countries work in equal capacities on the same project so that producers can take 

advantage of time differences and financial efficiencies. The reality of the daily practices 

and experiences of the employees (and their managers) are rife with great hierarchic 

inequalities that spread throughout corporate and employment structures. While my 

research did not specifically deal with the relationship between American employees or 

clients and their Indian counterparts, research participants volunteered stories of their 

international, professional encounters as evidence of their hierarchic work environment, 

which they rooted in different cultures. One obvious difference between workers is the 

difference in income, and even if income inequalities can be explained by differences in 

the cost of living, it does not explain why Indian IT professionals sent to work onsite, as 

contract laborers, earn less than their American colleagues. Beyond income disparities, 

research participants believed that their American counterparts were not expected to work 

as many hours or as efficiently as they were. When I sought clarification from managers, 
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the explanation was that the perception stems from the fact that managers in the US are 

more likely to insist on meetings being conducted during their working hours and their 

Indian counterparts are expected to attend these virtual meeting either before or after their 

normal business hours. In other words, the Indian employees are not working harder, just 

putting in more work hours. Nevertheless, the difference in time zones that enables 

efficiencies in IT production causes greater inconvenience for those working in India. 

And this applies to those working at more prestigious jobs as project managers and 

programmers; for those working night shifts at call centers, complying with these time 

differences is part of the job description.   

 

Given the disparity in salaries in the US and India, a project manager who would budget 

for a set number of workers in the US can hire multiples of that number in India; with 

more people working on a project, the expectations that the project will be completed 

within a shorter time is not unreasonable. This can mean different kinds of work 

pressures for different types of IT jobs. Many of the programmers spoke of a relaxed 

work environment until a deadline drew near and pressures to complete a project on time 

from the client and their managers was increased. In a different way, call center workers 

are constantly under pressure to decrease the time spent on each function of their work, 

but they have a number of breaks worked into their schedule to allow for down time, 

though at times these breaks cannot be taken because of the flow of incoming calls. 

However, I want to emphasize that the variation in work hours and the pressure to fit a 

certain amount of productivity within a time frame is often dependent on factors that are 

not in direct control of workers. Some see this as a benefit, with moments of pressure and 

excitement and then time to release that pressure by participating in the social activities 

that their workspaces provide them; others find the cycle overwhelming and stressful, and 

the work compartmentalized and disjointed.  

 

The compartmentalization also extends into the kinds of projects being completed. When 

a project or function is outsourced, the company that is sending the project must find 

ways to disconnect it from their own organization, communicate their expectations, and 
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then find ways to reintegrate the product back into their own systems. The third party 

vendor completing the work in India will divide the tasks contracted between its various 

departments and workers. As such, even as workers successfully complete their part of 

the larger task, they may not really know what the larger aim or goal of the project is, nor 

who the consumers of their products might be. The team of IT professionals working for 

the third party vendor will often work with multiple levels of separation from those 

holding decision making powers. Generally speaking, a programmer or IT associate is 

managed by a team leader, who answers to departmental manager, who probably works 

through the office of contracts or is managed by one of offices that reports directly to the 

client’s specialist who oversees projects that are outsourced. In addition to these roles, a 

different office and set of experts may complete quality checks before handing over the 

project to their client. Within these many corporate layers, much can be lost in translation 

and clear communication, proficient teamwork, and seamless engagement with various 

offices, then, are placed highly on the agenda of forming and training a global IT work 

force and define what it means to become a quality, IT professional.  

 

Conclusion: 

On a relatively cool spring evening, I was invited to join two friends, Sruti and Anjali, 

who had been working in Hyderabad’s IT sector for a few years on a tour of the city. 

They were hosting some college friends who were visiting Hyderabad for the first time. 

As we drove through Begumpet, Jubilee Hills, and Banjara Hills, malls, showrooms, 

high-rise buildings, and large billboards lit up the otherwise dark roads. Our friends and 

local guides pointed out the expensive cars and bigger houses as signs of how modern 

and posh Hyderabad had become.  At times the traffic was bumper-to-bumper as we 

made our way from one part of town to another, our tour ending at an upscale restaurant 

for dinner. The out-of town guests reacted with exclamations and seemed to appreciate 

the sights, comparing Hyderabad with their hometown of Chandigarh (in North India) 

that lacked many of these modern, urban fixtures. The places and what they represented 

were contrasted with other places and other times; our guides explained that these 

changes have mostly taken place in the last ten years. We drove with our windows rolled 
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up, the car’s air-conditioning on full blast, and Telugu dance music playing loudly. Later 

that evening, after we had our dinner on the lawns of a restaurant decorated like an old 

Muslim “darbar,” my friends and I sped through the roads now relatively empty. I felt 

exhilarated, comfortable, secure, and able to traverse parts of the city in a style that was 

otherwise prohibitive because I did not own a car. My friends, dressed casually in 

western clothes, were comfortable and confident, despite—or maybe because—the fact 

that they stood apart from the rest of the crowds; money provides a sense of power and 

access that they seemed to be enjoying. These two women did not inherit their money 

from their family but had worked for it; the only investment their families made in them 

was their education. Now they were supporting members of their extended families and 

proudly showing some outsiders their new, adopted home.  

 

Some researchers highlight the vulnerability of IT professional and point out the 

exploitative nature of their work (Aneesh 2006; Upadhya 2008; Xiang 2006); one 

observer even calls these workers “Cyber Coolies” (Ramesh 2004). That night I was told, 

again, that the IT sector, with all of its exploitative labor policies, provides benefits to its 

workers that would not be possible in any other industry. I keep going back to the fact 

that many of these workers come from privileged backgrounds, at least in terms of 

education. Their background allows them to take advantage of certain aspects of the 

global economy that is out of reach for many others. Because of their IT careers they are 

not only residents of a modernizing urban city, but they are also partaking in the benefits 

of these urban transformations and can identify themselves as members of a global 

middle class. And yet, neither the exploitative nature of their work nor the uncertainties 

of working in a global, capitalist market are diminished in the experience of local 

prestige. This chapter provided an overview of the process of globalization in Hyderabad 

and the impact of the IT outsourcing industry on this urban landscape. I have also briefly 

addressed how industry leaders envision labor and professional subjectivities in this 

industry and the inequalities that these visions of professionalism depend on and perform. 

In the next chapter I will ethnographically focus on what it means to be a quality global 

worker.  
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Chapter 3  

Quality Workers: IT Workers and Adapting to New Global Economics  

 
For many IT workers in Hyderabad, 2009 began with economic uncertainties of a global 

recession and the fraud case of Satyam Computer Services (Satyam), Hyderabad’s largest 

IT firm. Still, as I started my fieldwork, IT jobs continued to be highly valued career 

options. In this chapter I examine why my research participants were so resolved to stay 

in the IT industry, even as global economic disturbances threatened the security of their 

careers. The IT industry in India depends on outsourced projects from other countries, 

mainly the US and Europe. As one research participant explained, if there are no projects 

to be outsourced because American companies are not expanding, then what will IT 

workers in Hyderabad do? What’s more, the highly publicized Satyam fraud case could 

make other emerging IT markets, such as the Philippines or Malaysia, more attractive to 

project managers. What are the social and cultural benefits of belonging to the IT 

community that outweigh the risks and uncertainties of global capitalism? What 

strategies and practices do IT workers deploy to enter and remain in the IT job market? 

And how does becoming a successful IT professional align them with global corporate 

interests? What cultural expectations and future aspirations do these Indian, middle class 

professional face as they negotiate the uncertain IT job market? Below I will 

ethnographically attend to the above questions and demonstrate how discourses of 

“quality workers” are utilized by IT professionals to find security even as neoliberal, 

globalizing labor markets prove to be volatile and unpredictable. I argue that in order to 

be recognized as quality IT professional, these workers reproduce a branding narrative 

similar to the one put forward by IT companies and the IT industry at large to ensure that 

with the right career branding they will remain in the industry even if they are laid off 

from their current jobs.   

 

IT jobs, as I will show, have come to represent a secure career path for a certain segment 

of the urban population in Hyderabad even if the global markets on which they rely are 

fluctuating. With these jobs workers are ensured relatively higher pay packages and 
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benefits, attractive work environments, opportunities to work abroad, and the recognition 

of working in a global industry. Consequently, while the IT industry functions within a 

volatile global, capitalist economic system, these jobs map onto the local and cultural 

preference for secure career paths. One way to reconcile the volatility with their long-

term career ambitions is to become a “quality worker” based on the conventions of 

neoliberal economic productivity. In this way these professionals gain a kind of 

“security” in the form of cultural capital that exceeds quantifiable benefits of future job 

opportunities or higher salaries. My argument is not that these jobs are not risky, or that 

the global capitalist market can disguise its needs for flexible labor. Rather, I am 

interested in how the sense of ambiguity, insecurity, and instability of working in a global 

economy are reconciled with prestige and economic opportunities that contribute to the 

worker’s social standing within their communities. 

 

Drawing predominantly on interviews conducted during fieldwork, in this chapter I will 

examine workers’ preferences for IT career paths and the benefits that they received from 

these jobs. In addition to interviews, I will use the Satyam fraud case to discuss the 

insecurity and unpredictability that surrounds these jobs and how potential employees 

reacted to the unforeseen factors in their career path. The Satyam fraud case also 

demonstrates the threat of one company’s “loss of face” to the larger industry’s image 

and brand. IT corporations present their work environments as challenging, rewarding, 

prestigious and globally integrated in order to attract a talented workforce as well as local 

and international business. Professionals in the industry, in turn, struggle to embody these 

values in order to succeed in the industry. It would be easy to translate the struggle and 

negotiation of IT workers as the triumph of capitalism to discipline yet another group of 

workers in the process of global expansion. However, the explanation of how workers are 

disciplined is filled with ostensible contradictions, inconsistencies and ambiguities; a 

more interesting story may be how capital expands not by ordering and disciplining 

productivity, but despite or through disorder and ambiguity.    
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Satyam: Fraud and Loyalty  

On January 7th, 2009 Ramalinga Raju, the creator and chairman of Satyam sent a memo 

to Satyam’s board of directors and the media informing them that most of Satyam’s 

profits were fake and the company of about 50 thousand workers was bankrupt. Raju and 

his brothers started their IT consultancy firm in the 1980s; economic liberalization in 

India and the growth of outsourcing projects, beginning with the Y2K problem, enabled 

Satyam to become one of India’s top five IT firms. Satyam Infoways, the company’s 

former name, went public and was listed on the NASDAQ in October 1999 (Deloitte-

NASSCOM Report 2008:24), though the Rajus held controlling shares in the company. 

In the January 7th memo, Raju claimed that he had been falsifying the company’s income 

and profits for the past seven years to the tune of $1 billion. He claimed it was not for 

personal profit but for the good of the corporation so that it could compete globally by 

demonstrating higher earnings to shareholders and clients. Once he had started the 

process it was “like riding a tiger, not knowing how to get down without being eaten.” 

After the economic downturn at the end of 2008 he could no longer continue the fraud 

without being detected and his failure to inject much needed funds to the account books 

(real or false is up to debate) left him with no choice but to disclose the fraud.  

 

Raju and his co-conspirators were attempting to demonstrate to their international clients 

and shareholders that Satyam was a strong competitor in the global IT market by showing 

high profit ratings, which demonstrated the company’s ability to handle numerous 

contracts and large projects, increasing their success in bidding for new contracts.20 

Satyam was not the only company owned by the Raju family; the extended family had 

expanded into real estate, infrastructure, and the hospitality industry. In the preceding 

months Raju had proposed to Satyam’s board of directors that they buy the Maytas 

Corporation, owned and operated by his son, but the board had rejected the proposal. In 

                                                
20 Of course, this is assuming that Raju was telling the truth when he claimed that there was no personal 
gain from his fraudulent claims.  The criminal investigation will be long and complicated and at the time of 
this writing, there are no definitive decisions in the criminal case. The investigation expanded to include a 
number of land deals, real-estate and infrastructure projects, making it a very complicated corporate fraud 
case.   
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his January 7th memo Raju stated that his reason for the proposal was to supply Satyam 

accounts with much needed cash by combining the revenue streams of the two 

corporations but when the board declined this proposal, the billion-dollar fraud would be 

impossible to hide. For various reasons, the national government in New Delhi decided 

that Satyam was too big to be allowed to fail. Within days a new board of experts was 

formed to run the company until the controlling shares of Satyam were bought by another 

corporate entity. At the end of March 2009, a large Indian corporation, TechMahindra, 

bought the majority share in Satyam, and began to restructure the company, renaming it 

Mahindra-Satyam.  

 

The Satyam case provides some important entry points for my ethnographic research. 

Cases such as Satyam’s threaten the accumulated cultural capital of the IT sector, the 

Indian IT brand, which affects the abilities of companies to gain clients and recruit talent. 

Raju’s claim that his decision to falsify records was made in order to be a successful 

global player (even if it is a lie) points to an important reality: those corporations that 

demonstrate high profits to their shareholders by meeting the needs of clients have a 

higher growth rates in the global market. Thus, the combination of the 2008 recession and 

the Satyam fraud case further confirmed to IT professionals that their career interests 

were not a primary concern of corporate managers. Despite being highly critical of the 

industry’s unpredictable employment outcome or the hierarchic and discriminatory 

management structures, most of my interviewees in the IT sector resisted alternative 

career paths. Of course, one reason for staying in the IT sector is the pay scale, but I 

argue that the incentives for staying in are not limited to financial explanations since 

other sectors, such as the growing private media industry, are raising pay packages to 

compete with the IT sector. Belonging to the IT community provides a great deal of 

social capital and recognition. One could assert, as some of my research participants did, 

that Raju was a victim of the economic system in which he wanted to become a “big 

player” but failed to compete. Instead of getting out, Raju became more entrenched 

within the system by manipulating the financial mechanism to successfully brand Satyam 

as a global player. IT specialists are following a similar path as they seek to find a more 
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specialized niche of skills and become more global within the industry as a way of 

securing their position, rather than looking outside of the IT market for work. It is not 

because there are no other alternatives, but because the alternatives are not “good 

enough.” IT is not just a job or a career path; instead the IT sector has successfully 

branded itself as a way of life, a system of meanings and experiences that privilege the 

global, neoliberal market as the means to success. To be part of this sector is to be part of 

a modern global economy, despite all the hardships and shortcomings.  

 

The day I arrived in India for fieldwork was the day Raju sent out his memo, which had 

multiple implications for my research, some of which I addressed in the introduction. As 

the case unfolded, it was difficult to ignore the effects of the Satyam case on the IT sector 

in Hyderabad. The Satyam case had real implications in how IT professionals perceived 

and experienced their career paths, something that is central to my dissertation research. 

Early in February 2009 I observed a protest by Satyam Freshers or college recruits. The 

Freshers had offer letters from Satyam but they had not yet received their joining dates 

and job titles; they feared that their positions would not be considered as the company 

was being restructured. As one Satyam Fresher explained to me later, until the fraud case 

was announced they had been receiving official emails and letters from the company, all 

of which had stopped since Raju’s announcement. Freshers are often recruited at the end 

of their third year in college, which means they join the company after completing their 

final exams one year later. Companies do this to lock in the labor resources they think 

they will need in the next fiscal year. Many companies had overestimated their labor 

needs for 2009, but Satyam, it turned out, had a pattern of over-hiring to support its 

claims of higher profit margins.  

 

The protest was not at all what I had expected. I was told by one of the organizers (an 

activist who was helping Satyam Freshers organize) that some 400 Fresher “agitators” 

would be in front of the Satyam building that housed the CEO’s office by 9 a.m. and I 

had assumed that they would be blocking the entry way to the corporate park, raising 

slogans about workers’ rights, and demanding to meet the CEO. Instead, at the height of 



 
 

82 

the protest around noon, about twenty Freshers were sitting in front of an unused gate, 

holding hand-written cardboard signs that read “Satyam Rocks,” “We are Satyam,” and 

“Satyam will be back;” they were aligning themselves with the defamed corporation, 

showing loyalty rather than protesting against the fact that Satyam had failed to meet its 

contractual agreements (see Appendix B). At this point in the protest, there were as many 

media persons as protestors and I started to mingle with some of the women Freshers 

sitting apart from the protesters at a tea stall near by; I told them that I was doing research 

on IT in Hyderabad and asked them why they had come to the protest. They explained 

that they were worried about their careers because they would not be able to find another 

job during the recession, especially given that they had no work experience. I asked them 

whether they were looking for other jobs, and they explained that they felt a better use of 

their time would be to learn new programming languages and taking private classes to 

improve their skills, though one young man told me that he was working in the evenings 

at a call center while he was waiting to hear from Satyam manager. Their preference 

would be to start working at Satyam as their offer letters had promised; some carried their 

offer letters as proof to show the media and with the hope of entering the Satyam campus, 

which they were barred from doing.  

 

I listened in on one journalist’s conversation with a few women Freshers who were 

participating in the protest; the journalist asked why they still wanted to work for a 

company that had lost its exemplary reputation as Hyderabad’s leading IT company, and 

her assistant ended the question by saying basically that “Raju is a thief!” The Freshers 

insisted that Raju was a great man and whatever he had done was for the benefit the 

company; and even if Raju had stolen the money, that didn’t mean the workers had not 

been doing a great job. The full story of the fraud was still unclear and the Fresher 

differentiated between the reputation of the Satyam employees and that of their 

discredited chairman. No one yelled during the protest; in fact, the organizers had 

carefully vetted every Fresher who talked to the media to make sure that they would not 

say anything negative about Satyam or Raju. This strategy was necessary to meet their 

aspirations of working in the IT field. By then it was clear that Satyam, as a corporate 
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body, would not be allowed to be dismantled and liquidated to pay its debts. The new 

board had plans for restructuring the company and keeping it whole. What the organizers 

of the protest wanted was a seat at the table and for their positions to be considered while 

the company was being restructured. But their request to meet the CEO was repeatedly 

denied. A number of times the organizer and media persons went to the gate and insisted 

that the guards allow them in, which the guards refused. Eventually they asked to talk to 

someone in charge of the HR department who could represent the company on the phone, 

but no one on the other side knew who that person was; management positions at the time 

were in flux. After about three hours the organizers received assurance from someone in 

the management office that their position would be considered during meetings, and the 

group started to disperse.   

 

A couple of months later I interviewed two Freshers, Sachin and Veer who were heading 

the organizing committee for the Satyam Freshers, many of whom were still waiting for 

their joining letters. Though they were less supportive of Raju by this time, Satyam was 

still the company they wanted to work for because they felt that their only other options 

were jobs in less prestigious call centers. As one of them explained to me, “considering 

this [as our] best opportunity, …we turned down several other opportunity (sic), … at this 

point in time, there is no other way other than Satyam.” (Interview 23:1). Sachin had 

started a job at a call center but had resigned because the job was unrelated to his 

education. Veer, on the other hand, was working in a support staff capacity as a 

programmer because he had to meet family responsibilities. They explained that some of 

the mechanical engineers from their cohort had received appointment letters to join 

Satyam, giving the rest of them hope. They had written letters to a number of top 

managers in Satyam and held numerous press conferences that had been picked up by the 

local and national media. However, there was still no response from the management 

regarding their request for “career based compensation.” They were demanding jobs 

rather than monetary compensation because they needed to build strong career paths. For 

Sachin and Veer, who had very specific career plans after graduation, the Satyam fraud 

case could mean that their future plans might be unattainable. Sachin was financially 
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secure and chose to stay with his parents in Hyderabad until he received better career 

opportunities. He was thinking about a Master’s in Science and had applied to take the 

required exams; he had the luxury of time because for him earning a salary was not an 

immediate concern. Veer, on the other hand, needed to earn a salary to help support his 

family that lived smaller town outside of Hyderabad, and he planned to save money for 

his future MBA degree. However, the job that he held at the time paid him less than half 

of the salary that Satyam had promised. To a certain degree, they had a sense of security 

about their present situation, for Sachin the security stems from his family’s financial 

standing. For Veer it was his ability to get another job, even if at a lesser salary. And 

while they were actively concerned about their careers, they saw a future in the IT sector 

and the potential to carve out a space for themselves as IT professionals.    

 

The Freshers who were protesting the Satyam management’s refusal or inability to follow 

through on job offers held precarious positions. On the one hand, they had been let down 

by the corporation, by the corporate chair Raju, and the IT industry at large that could not 

absorb new workers at the time of recession. On the other hand, they expressed their 

desires for a future IT career publicly by remaining loyal to the corporation and the IT 

industry; they were purposeful in their self-representation so that their criticisms of 

Satyam were not publicly recognized. Loyalty requires giving of oneself in order to 

belong to a social unit, a giving in that is incommensurable to exchange. One gets 

something in return, but that which is returned is not bound by a specific time or amount, 

it is simply a promise of exchange relations in the future. These Satyam potential 

employees represented a loyal body of workers, publicly demonstrating their loyalty with 

the expectation that the corporation will follow through on their promise of a job. One 

could argue that they are only acting to be seen as loyal, but I am not concerned with 

authenticity in this case. I am arguing that to be recognized as Satyam employees and IT 

workers are important aspects of how they perceive their chances of being incorporated 

into the IT industry. In the uncertain context of recession, especially when workers have 

family obligations, remaining publicly loyal, rather than critical, is a more secure path for 

a future career in the IT sector. 
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Insecurity and Flexibility of global labor markets 

In my interviews and conversations about work, two seemingly contradictory 

expectations kept surfacing: aspirations for stable, secure careers and the challenges of 

fulfilling these goals in an industry that demanded “flexible” workers willing to work 

anytime, to travel and relocate, and accept salary cuts as their employers search 

internationally for increasingly cheap labor markets. Numerous authors have pointed out 

that labor in the global, capitalist market must become flexible to in order to follow the 

flows of capital and production (i.e. Aneesh 2006; Ong 1999, 2006; Xiang 2006). As I 

have discussed in Chapter Two, economic activity in globalizing markets seems to take 

on an ephemeral, dislocated and abstract quality privileging “flows” over “friction” 

(Tsing 2005). However, as Karen Ho (2009) and Aneesh (2006) argue, these seemingly 

disembedded economic processes function precisely because they depend on practices 

embedded in culture, language and national boundaries (Aneesh 2006; Ho 2009).  

 

Karen Ho argues that corporate restructuring in the US was strongly shaped by the role of 

the financial sector and its privileging of shareholder’s profits, further eschewing the 

relationship between corporate owners and their work force (Ho 2009:3-4). The 

dominance of the Wall Street finance sector in corporate market structures has given it 

the “ability to globally market and proselytize both its products and its ethos,” and 

advance a risky, flexible, and at times “liquid” model of employment for the non-

financial sectors (Ho 2009:7, 215, 222). Outsourcing is one way in which corporations 

are addressing the need to decrease expenses, mainly in labor, and increase profit 

margins. Outsourcing also presents a conduit through which management and work 

cultures are exported to partnering corporations, especially as more and more essential 

functions such as business projections or research and development are outsourced. 

Aneesh’s ethnography of Indian IT professional migration also points to changes in the 

management system of global IT companies that depart from bureaucratic governance to 

what he calls “algocratic” governance that organizes production into programmable (or 

collections of) bits of information called “code,” which seeks to “mimic” human 
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authority and intelligence while embedding structures of communication, instruction, and 

modes of production within the specifications of the digitalized product (Aneesh 

2006:102-103). These spaces of outsourced production take on peculiar and specific 

notions of “Americanized” work environments ranging from control of workers’ accents 

to management styles to office decor (Aneesh 2006:93-95). 

 

For Aihwa Ong the outsourcing of highly skilled, white-collar American jobs presents a 

threat to the educated American middle class, who presume these jobs are their right as 

members of a developed service economy. Ong explains that the neoliberal, global 

economy requires flexible workers, but American workers are not as adaptable in terms 

of compensation, location and work hours as their counterparts may be in emerging 

economies. “Increasingly, middle-class American men, like educated women and men 

everywhere, are obliged to acquire features of manipulability as free agents navigating a 

borderless world.  But, rooted in a set of work attitudes and habits long framed by 

American capitalism, middle-class professionals are insufficiently manipulable.” (Ong 

2006:174). Ong acknowledges that while managers and directors tend to migrate to other 

countries to manage offshore projects, engineers are less likely to move abroad to follow 

their outsourced jobs; and I found that this is also true for service providers such as 

accountants and people holding entry-level jobs. In my research I found that managers 

and directors are more likely to be paid wages that are comparable to their American 

salaries, while more entry-level employees are not. Rather, entry-level workers, whether 

American or Indian, would be earning comparable salaries to their counterparts in the 

receiving country. One American manager working for a large business consultancy 

company with an expanding branch in Hyderabad explained to me that American workers 

should not complain about jobs moving to cheaper markets; after all, workers from other 

countries have always traveled to the US for work. Workers have to be footloose and 

internationally mobile to reflect the footloose nature of finance, corporations, 

technologies, and expertise; they have to be willing to follow the jobs if they hope to 

remain competitive in the market. This argument, however, ignores a very basic 

neoliberal economic maxim; individuals, like corporations (or vice versa) are profit 



 
 

87 

motivated agents and will move for more lucrative job opportunities, not lesser paying 

jobs. Thus, the incentives that propel multinational corporations to outsource jobs to 

cheaper labor markets are the same reasons why workers will not be willing to relocate to 

follow those jobs. And this is to say nothing of cultural and political aspects of 

patriotism, racism, quality of life issues, and so on. 

 

Biao Xiang’s multi-sited ethnography of Indian IT workers during the 2001-2003 dotcom 

recession focuses on labor practices that accompanied an intense period of corporate 

restructuring. In this context, he argues that the growth of the IT industry in India focused 

on “the production not of IT products but of ‘IT people,’ who in the everyday life of 

Hyderabad, as elsewhere in India, came to denote a special social category.” (Xiang 

2006:25). “IT people,” according to Xiang, are produced through specific social 

structures of education, corporate employment policies, international migration and 

economic incentives of pay that differentiate one kind of work from another. “The IT 

industry as a social process is in a sense new, as evidenced by its global scope, its 

flexibility, and most notably its volatility. But lying beneath the novelty…is nothing 

mysterious: it is a special pattern of labor management, including the production, 

mobilization, and control of labor.” (Xiang 2006:110). IT workers in the industry must 

remain “flexible” in terms of their work location, times, and the compensation they 

receive if they are to survive in a volatile and unpredictable global labor market. This 

flexibility, Xiang argues, is enforced through managerial methods that have accompanied 

wider practices of corporate restructuring. Thus the “flexible worker” is a “product” of a 

certain kind of corporate management style. Take the example of Satyam Freshers whose 

collective actions against the corporation was a demand to be included in corporate work 

force. Their demands, based on an “offer” of employment proposed by the corporate 

managers, demonstrates the ways in which Satyam was able to create a surplus, flexible 

labor force, ready to be deployed as needed. And the workers have remained flexible 

while relying on family, other forms of employment, and further education as they 

continue to wait.  
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My intent in citing the above authors’ works is to highlight the fundamental 

transformation in multinational corporate structures and financial organizations in order 

to emphasize the point that the impacts of globalization on these workers lives are not 

inevitable, disconnected processes but part and parcel of economic, corporate and 

technological interventions. Within this context, the flexible neoliberal worker is 

motivated and compelled to become and remain flexible not simply because they are part 

of the global flows of finance and production, but also because flexibility instantiates the 

possibility of finding job security in an insecure labor market by negotiating the specific 

corporate and management practices. Research participants in managerial positions 

repeatedly pointed to “the inevitable cycles of economic growth and recession” as a 

recent phenomenon that workers in India had to face. The parents of the majority of these 

middle class professionals had worked a closed national economy between Independence 

of 1947 and the economic reform period of early 1990s. In contrast, today’s IT 

professionals working for multinational corporations must contend not only with 

economic cycles domestically, but also the economic cycles of nations that are 

outsourcing work to India and their reverberating effects across global markets. In order 

to succeed, managers told me, workers must remain flexible not only in terms of the kind 

of projects they are willing to do, but also in terms of when, where, and for what salaries. 

Research participants who aspired to gain entry into or remain employed in the IT sector 

were conscious of these corporate demands and were willing to cooperate in exchange for 

employment; albeit their cooperation was limited in many ways. For these professionals, 

meeting the demands of flexibility is expressed through various processes of branding 

themselves as they comply with the requirements of their global career paths.  

 

Those involved in Hyderabad’s IT industry must contend with a number of enduring 

cultural and social values that limit the extent of the flexibilities that they are willing to 

undergo. Despite the generational disjuncture between the IT workers and their parents, 

there are important continuities; one of these continuities is the expectation of secure 

employment that can fulfill their desires for economic and social growth through their 

professional careers which in turn would enable them to identify with an upwardly 
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mobile, middle class status. The daily practices and experiences of these professions are 

such that they envision a seamless process of education, work and career growth. Yet, as 

I will explain below, the expectations of seamless career strategies and accumulation of 

wealth were seldom realized. While IT professionals constantly strategize to find ways to 

overcome the challenges of belonging to an insecure global job market, the recession and 

the Satyam fraud case brought to the fore still more obstacles on their career paths.  

 

An interview with a young woman who had decided to leave the IT sector, a rare case 

during my research, emphasized how difficult it was to let go of the idea that the IT 

sector was an ideal career option. Sujata, who was in her early twenties, had been put in 

Satyam’s Virtual Project Pool (VPP) Program in June of 2009. VPP was a program 

initiated by TechMahindra managers who were tasked with restructuring the newly 

acquired Satyam Mahindra. The VPP program included employees of departments that 

were not billable and whose salaries could not be justified at a time of restructuring.21 

Sujata and about 8,000 other Satyam employees throughout India would receive forty 

percent of their salaries for the next six months, after which they would be laid off. This 

gave them a grace period to find other employment or make other plans, and this group 

would be the first to be recalled if Satyam Mahindra was able to find projects for them. 

Those on VPP were required to notify Satyam Mahindra if they found other employment, 

in which case they would be taken off the VPP program. For Sujata, forty percent of her 

salary meant that she would be earning 5,500 INR (about $110) per month, not enough to 

support herself in Hyderabad. She had decided to move home to a small town in North 

India where she planned to work as a lecturer at a college. She was at the beginning of 

her career and feared that the decisions she made at that juncture would determine the 

rest of her working life. If she left the IT sector she would have to “rebrand” herself and 

it could forestall any future opportunities of returning to the IT sector. Sujata explained 

                                                
21 Interestingly, the decision of who was to be put on VPP was done by a computer program. Sujata 
explained that when employees sign their computerized timesheets as “billable” or “non-billable.”  For the 
VPP the company created a program that pulled out the names of all “non-billable” employees and sent 
them a notification letter. Managers then had the choice of recalling those employees that they could justify 
salaries for; which meant that personal and professional networks became very important in retaining jobs.   
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that she wanted a more secure job; the recent unexpected events of the fraud case had 

shown her that the industry was unpredictable and volatile. To deal with the volatility and 

remain employed, she would have to constantly keep abreast of new technologies and 

skills and be willing to relocate according to the demands of her employers, something 

she did not see herself doing. But many of her friends, she explained, were staying in the 

IT sector, looking for another job even if it meant less pay and hoped to “survive” the 

interim downturn because “their final target is to be in IT.” (Interview 37:5).  

 

Sujata was acutely aware that getting a teaching job would mean less pay, especially 

since she only had a Bachelor’s degree and would have to work entry-level jobs until she 

completed the requirements for her post secondary degree. The lower pay had made her 

rethink her decision a number of times. She was anxious about her future spending power 

and not having the kind of disposable income that she had become comfortable with; a 

change in spending practices would mean a change in social status. Spending power is 

cultural power, and losing that is not an option that many people will consider readily. I 

will discuss consumer practices in Chapter Four, but I want to point out here that certain 

consumer practices designate a person as middle class, and more specifically as a 

globally connected middle class person. I had assumed that much of the pressure to 

remain employed in the IT sector came from parents or spouses, but the majority of the 

interviewees were adamant that they had the full support of their families if they wanted 

to quit or change jobs. The pressure, I was to learn, came from peer groups such as 

former college friends, office mates, and neighbors who were versed in reading the signs 

and symbols of certain brands, of talking about prices, and asking which “pubs” their 

peers frequent. These social linkages through consumption and labor were important for 

self-image or branding. Sujata was worried about how she could convey to her peers that 

her loss of income was not a loss of status. Her first choice would have been to stay in the 

IT sector because of the opportunities it could provide, but her experience with Satyam 

left her feeling that success in the sector was not based on merit as she had been led to 

believe. She weighed the options and chose the security of a public sector job.   
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Monetary Allures and Extra Perks of IT Jobs  

Middle class cultural identities have been significantly influenced by economic 

liberalization in India. I argue, however, that a sense of security based on lucrative jobs 

remains an essential characteristic of middle class identities and IT companies use these 

values of stability and global connectivity to their benefit to attract IT specialists. What 

make IT sector jobs alluring are the compensation packages of monetary and non-

monetary benefits. In this section I will discuss these forms of compensation and how 

they are translated into social recognition and prestige. Admittedly, a significant part of 

the attraction is the relatively high salaries that IT companies can offer; however, salary 

packages are only part of the recognition that IT professionals seek. Some research 

participants would point out that IT workers are often viewed as “exceptionally” 

intelligent and hard working; though, at times, they would also state that this 

exceptionality is often misplaced and part of current and passing trends. One research 

participant explained that when you work for an IT company, you “speak of yourself very 

proudly… the impression that you give people is that you are a genius.” (Interview 

39:12). I want to draw attention to the word “impression” because it is not only that 

others outside would simply view them as intelligent but the IT workers themselves give 

that impression, they “speak” of themselves “proudly,” which also reflects how IT 

companies represent or brand themselves, which I will discuss below in greater detail. 

Both the IT professionals and IT companies seek to demonstrate a culture of intelligence 

and a challenging work environment. Whether the public willingly accepts this 

demonstration is debatable, but the identity of the IT worker as a privileged individual 

within the work force is well supported by the popularity of engineering education, the 

comparative high IT pay packages, and the recognition amongst family and peer groups.  

 

Karen Ho’s ethnography of Wall Street bankers demonstrates how ideals of “smartness” 

and “hard work” function within the meritocracy of these workers’ valuations. Working 

more than a hundred hours per week was not a sign of exploitation of “white-collar sweat 

shops,” but was viewed as a positive aspect of belonging to an elite group of Wall Street 

bankers (Ho 2009:76). Merits of intelligence and hard work also justify the large 
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financial benefits that bankers earn when they sign a contract with clients. The “desire for 

money” is viewed “as a naturalized state” with the assumption that financial 

compensation is based purely on objective measurements of merit, which, in turn further 

reinforces the assumptions of non-discrimination in neoliberal economic theory (Ho 

2009:107). Thus, the argument goes that anyone who is smart enough and is willing to 

work the long hours will be able to earn as much as Wall Street bankers and that these 

merits are great equalizers of race, gender, ethnicity, and class. There are interesting 

parallels between Ho’s Wall Street bankers and the IT professionals that participated in 

my research: the exceptionalism assigned to these workers is not because they earn more, 

rather, they are deserving of the financial compensation because they are hard working, 

highly educated, and exceptionally intelligent.  

 

Due to its global connections, pay packages in the IT industry tend to be much higher 

than those from other industries that require similar levels of education and skill, though 

other growing privates sector industries are increasing their pay packages to attract 

workers. As explained in the previous chapter, these jobs are predominantly based on 

projects outsourced from the US or Europe, which means that the project budgets are 

allocated in American dollars or Euros, making a salary converted to INR very 

competitive at the local level. Even though IT salaries in India for equivalent positions 

would be a third, or even less, than those in the US, these salaries translate to greater 

comparative financial capabilities in the local context.22 Considering the recent growth of 

the IT industry in India, there are clear generational differences between the salaries of 

the previous generation (whose careers were primarily before economic liberalization) 

and what this generation in the IT industry are now earning. One research participant 

explained that when he got his first job in 1995 right out of college, he was paid about 

4,000 INR per month (about $80 at today’s exchange rate). His mother, the sole 

breadwinner of the family retired from her job at the government postal service around 

the same time. At the time of her retirement she was earning the same salary as my 

                                                
22 In turn, other companies that provide IT services to local industries must also provide comparable wages 
to attract talent away from international corporate jobs. 
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research participant’s first job (Interview 13: 8). Another research participant told me that 

when she was in charge of hiring for a call center some years earlier, a distant relative 

called to inquire about their job listings. This relative had been working for the Indian 

Railways for the past fifteen years, which meant that she had seniority in the organization 

and was earning a relatively good salary. My research participant was puzzled about why 

her relative would be interested in a call center job, given the routine nature of the work 

and that she would be required to work night shifts. She learned that her relative was 

earning the same salary after fifteen years of experience at her government job that she 

would be earning at the entry-level position at the call center, and the call center provided 

greater possibilities of salary growth since it was entry level (Interview 10: 5-6). 

 

In addition to their set monthly or annual salaries, some IT workers will have access to 

stock options and a percentage of the company’s profit earnings, which can make a great 

difference to their income. A division manager of one of the largest IT companies in 

Hyderabad explained that he “could own SOPs (employee stock ownership plan) of that 

organization, grow with that organization, contribute to the growth of that organization, 

and subsequently while the company is doing well, the wealth is distributed between the 

employees.” (Interview 32:3). These new salary mechanisms are not available to those 

who worked in the public sector, and, according to him, this was the reason for the high 

number of young millionaires in India. But there are also negative aspects to these 

incentive-based salary structures. For example, two former Satyam employees explained 

their salary structure as follows; in addition to the base pay they received three types of 

“variable pay,” based on profit margins of the company at large, their departments’ 

productivity, and personal performance within their departments. Their variable pay, 

which made up a significant portion of their total salary, would fluctuate given various 

factors of productivity by the company, department and their teams. When Satyam began 

to have problems, the employees’ variable pay declined significantly. However, while 

their company was reporting profits (in Satyam’s case false profit) they did receive their 

profit shares. (Interview 5:2). 
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Another major contributor to pay packages has been the high level of pay raises or 

“hikes” that employees had come to expect, something that was new in their generation, 

though some of the increase in pay raises did slow down with the onset of the recession. 

The hikes differ depending on company and job title, but examples during my fieldwork 

were often around an expected ten to fifteen percent increase even in lower-profit years. 

One manager described his surprise of pay raises before the recession as “ridiculous, 

imagine getting a 30, 35, 45 % annual pay raise year over year over year, it’s incredible!” 

(Interview 21:6). Two factors contribute to making these pay increases possible. One was 

the depreciating INR compared to the American dollar during much of the IT growth 

period in Hyderabad (1995-2008 though the 2001 recession has a similar impact of job 

shortages and pay stabilizations). If INR depreciates ten percent in one year and then 

workers paid in INR receives a ten percent wage increase with little or no “dollar impact” 

for the employer (Interview 31:6). But if the dollar is not appreciating, or is depreciating 

compared to INR, as was the case in the 2008 recession, then the dollar impact would be 

greater. The second reason for pay raises before the recession was the absolute number of 

employees required in any given year to staff projects that were being outsourced from 

the US or Europe. The manager of a mid-size captive (subsidiary of a US corporation) 

explained that during a conversation with a manager of one of India’s largest IT 

companies he discovered that the large IT company had acquired more than 900 new 

hires in one day (Interview 21:14). These numbers are astounding and signal the high 

number of new projects outsourced to India that feed the expansion of the Indian IT 

market. In turn, new and potential employees realized that companies had to hire workers 

at whatever price they were demanding, and, as one manager told me, that to her 

astonishment, instead of quoting salaries, employees would count the number of zeros in 

their pay packages, “six zeros [a million], seven zeros, what next?” (Interview 31: 9). 

 

Thus, while the prestige of working for the IT sector is not simply based on high salaries 

or the potential for increased income, the potential for high salaries is a significant aspect 

of what attracts workers to the IT industry. These kinds of numbers, the multiplicities of 

“zeros,” lend themselves to stories about workers achieving fabulous wealth made 
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possible by earning high salaries with a bachelor’s degree. These stories are not evidence 

or even examples of success; rather, they function more like myths. By using the concept 

of myth I am not arguing that these young professionals are illogical or suffer from false 

consciousness. Instead, I am arguing that neoliberal capitalism functions through the 

production of myths23 about a specific kind of futurity, and not through efficiency, 

transparency and meritocracy. The stories of workers who have gone from struggling 

family backgrounds to “staggering amount of money” produce expectations for the 

younger generations who will embody the ideals of IT professionalism, of long hours of 

work, remaining flexible, and the continuing their education so that they stay relevant in 

the IT sector. As one manager told me,  

 

I hear a lot of stories, and I’m interested in these stories, where [someone from] very, 
very, very modest backgrounds, from the villages, coming out here, and now they are 
earning 15 lakhs, 18 lakhs, 25 lakhs24 a year, staggering amount of money…compared to 
their fathers, [who] could have been farmers, could have been, you know, low level 
government officials, in some accounting firm at a very low grade, struggling through 
life, and now here’s this guy is driving a swanky Honda Civic. [Interview 21:15]  
 

I did meet some workers who had moved from a village to work in Hyderabad and are 

now able to pay for their siblings’ education, however they had yet to earn the 

“staggering amount of money” that circulated in stories about IT workers. They lived on 

shoestring budgets, sharing their rent with three others, hitching rides with friends 

because they had not purchased their own vehicles, yet. The descriptions of everyday 

lives was invariably followed by phrases connoting “not as of yet”; my research 

participants had very clear notions of their future plans and lifestyles in which they would 

earn higher salaries and would no longer need to struggle. They are also familiar with 

stories of modest success, even failures, but the successful stories function as evidence 

that the opportunities exist for hard working, intelligent professionals to gain entry in 

                                                
23 James Ferguson has argued that the idea of myth allows him to hold onto modernity’s contradictions 
while also using myth as a system of meanings and categories that organize and interpret experiences 
(Ferguson 1999:13). 
24 One lakh is one hundred thousand (100,000), so 25 lakhs per year refers to an annual salary of 2,500,000 
INR or $50,000 at today’s conversion rate.  
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upper middle class status, regardless of their background. These myths are productive 

even if they remain unfulfilled. They circulate in rumors and stories, signaling 

potentialities and shape the imagination and expectations of job seekers as well as 

employees encouraging certain kinds of futures at the cost of other possibilities. 

 

Sujata had joined Satyam partly because a cousin’s boyfriend was able to more than 

double his salary after working just two years for Satyam. She had planned her future 

based on similar salary growth and much of her shock about the failure of the company 

and her eventual unemployment stemmed from her unmet expectations, “because when 

he can get why can’t I? Imagine my situation, I’m still stuck at 2.93 (lakh INR annually, 

close to her starting salary), and now, you know, VPP.” (Interview 37: 2). The 2008 

recession and Satyam’s failures brought home the possibility that earning increasingly 

higher salaries and indefinite growth in the field might be unattainable, at least for some. 

However, the unattainable aspects do not destabilize the logic of the myth; Satyam (and 

to some degree the recession) are understood as exceptions to the normal processes of 

neoliberal globalization. 

 

Those who had been in the industry longer were candid about what it means to have a 

successful career in the IT sector. Many participants spoke of work hours taking time 

away from their families, especially for professional women. I often heard comparisons 

between their own schedules and that of their parents’ who would leave home at 11 a.m. 

and return at 4 p.m. However, as one research participant explained, working for the IT 

sector is a choice that they made freely and if they took jobs that paid less and took up 

less of their time, they would not have the same “quality of life” (Interview 16: 5). She 

and her husband had begun their IT careers more than ten years ago, and they had 

succeeded in achieving a comfortable, upper middle class lifestyle. For her, the tradeoffs 

between family and work were made consciously; IT workers do have access to jobs that 

are less intensive and time consuming, but their salaries would be lower. Furthermore, the 

“quality of life” extends beyond what the pay packages can buy; the work itself provides 

a quality of life. IT work is classified as a white collar job sector even if it is an entry-
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level, data entry position, making it an attractive career option for workers at multiple 

skill levels (though they must be computer literate).  

 

The high demands of IT jobs were often explained as opportunities, particularly for 

recent entrants into the job market and mainly when it comes to prospects of working 

abroad. Workers who are sent on site25 for a project would earn salaries equivalent, or at 

least comparable, to their colleagues in that country; in other words, they would get a 

chance to earn American salaries in American dollars, which after conversion into INR 

could amount to sizable savings for investment. Working on site also provides an 

opportunity to travel to regions that might be financially out of their reach otherwise. In 

terms of their career development, working on site can be a good résumé builder since 

those who have had first hand experience of the corporate culture in their client’s 

headquarters are better interlocutors for future business deals. Furthermore, going abroad, 

in many ways, authenticates the image of the IT industry as a global industry and 

workspace and the IT professional as a globally competitive.  

 

As one research participant explained to me, there is a lot to be learned from living and 

working abroad. Kamna had been working for a large American multinational 

corporation for the last four years and had made a number of short trips to various US 

offices for training. She was a highly educated Hyderabadi in her mid-twenties and had 

grown up in a conservative extended family with modest financial means. She and her 

siblings differed from the rest of the extended family because their father had insisted that 

all his children complete at least a Master’s degree; Kamna had an MBA focusing on HR 

functions. She was very enthusiastic about the benefits that she and her family had 

received from the growth of the IT industry in Hyderabad. “Career aspirations” of going 

abroad were a way of solidifying her professional identity within her family. Given the 

opportunity she would take her immediate family, husband and daughter, so they too 

could learn from experiencing a different context and the “kind of an advancement” (in 

                                                
25 Traveling to headquarters for training and implementing or to a third party’s location to oversee the 
implementation of a program. 
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terms of social and economic development) that can be possible. They would not remain 

abroad; her goal was to “go, see, learn by experiencing it, come back, [and] implement it 

here.” (Interview 6:11).   

 

For Kamna going abroad for work was more than a work trip; she believed that what she 

could learn abroad, in the corporate headquarters, surpasses what she could learn at her 

current location. Furthermore, the experience of living abroad, of living the difference, 

would provide learning opportunities that can be brought back and shared with others in 

her family and community. She was adamant about not settling abroad. For her, it was 

more about learning, experiencing and returning with that knowledge for the benefit of 

the larger community. In general, her generation’s migratory patterns differ from those of 

previous Indian immigrants to the US and Europe who migrated for less professional jobs 

and more permanent settlement (Aneesh 2006; Bhatt et al. 2010). IT workers travel 

abroad once they have work contracts, though many contracts can be extended depending 

on their work needs, a decision often taken by management. While many of my younger 

research participants were enthusiastic about traveling abroad, others saw it as taxing on 

their families and their health. The long flights between the US or Europe and India can 

be arduous and disorienting, especially for those in management levels who have 

established families in Hyderabad and have to make the trip multiple times a year. Still, 

everyone was in agreement that working on site at a large corporate headquarters was 

beneficial in advancing his or her careers in the global industry. These global connections 

can lead to prestige beyond the professional sphere; they can be translated as “exposure” 

and expertise of belonging to a “global culture” of consumption, travel, and having lived 

in different cultures. Being connected globally, especially through professional 

affiliations, is a limited resource, and can potentially enmesh one into the community of a 

global, professional middle class. 

 

A global aura is also reflected in the architecture of IT buildings. These structures of 

glass, concrete and manicured lawns seldom feature decorations that mark the space as 

specifically Indian; empty of their workforce, these buildings could be anywhere in the 
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world.26 At first glance the non-specific features of these spaces could imply a kind of 

openness of access or belonging, one where anyone who meets the qualifications of entry 

can enter and participate without being identified as an outsider; meeting these 

qualifications, however, was vital and verified at the gates that surround these building. 

Though security measures differed between companies,27 there was always some level of 

security and surveillance. When I was conducting interviews inside corporate offices, I 

was required to provide my name, address, contact number and reason for visit; more 

often than not, I needed an “official invitation” to enter the premises. At times there were 

multiple levels of security provided by different agencies, such as a set of security checks 

to enter the corporate park, another set to enter a firm’s building, and yet another if I was 

to enter their main offices. In some cases I was provided with a temporary ID badge with 

my picture and expiration date; at other times I had to surrender my phone, camera, 

laptop, and all other digital and recording devices.  

 

The same security measures are in place for service providers and facilities workers who 

are not part of the corporation’s IT employees. One afternoon, before a scheduled 

interview, I was waiting outside the gates of one of the largest American captives to be 

escorted inside the building. Mistakenly I was standing outside the parking lot’s exit gate 

(I was about twenty feet away from the main entrance gate). I watched a worker clearly 

not an IT employee, possibly a delivery person or a maintenance worker, exit the gate. He 

had an ID badge but his clothing marked him as a non-IT employee. As this young man 

was leaving, the security personnel conducted a thorough, physically intrusive search of 

his belongings and his body, a humiliating act observed by other security guards (and 

myself, though I was mostly out of view). Later, while leaving from the main gate that 

the IT workers used, I observed the security officers simply wave and nod IT workers 

through with a smiling glance at their ID badge; no extensive search was necessary in 

                                                
26 Male workers are required to dress in what is called “formal wear” which is basic office attire of collared 
shirt, dress pants or khakis, and close toed shoes; women’s dress is somewhat more varied and localized, 
though there is definitely a uniformity that becomes clearer after spending some time there. 
27 Along with many other services, such as food catering and cleaning, the security work is outsourced to 
private security companies. 



 
 

100 

their case. The different treatment between IT workers and non-IT workers described 

here was not an isolated incident; it is not surprising, then, that so many young workers 

aspire to enter this industry as IT specialists rather than support staff. IT companies, in 

turn, utilize this privileged and exclusivity to attract workers.  

 

Corporate parks and buildings that house these international IT companies strive to be 

world-class and globally oriented both indoors and outdoors. As one research participant 

explained that “along with the pay package,” it is the “lifestyle” and sense of belonging 

evidenced by “the fancy infrastructures of these organizations” that attracts IT workers. 

(Interview 10:5). Work environments and infrastructures associated with IT jobs are 

different from other work environments. Many multinational corporations, both national 

and international, have large campuses that offer gyms, swimming pools, cafeterias, 

entertainment halls, game rooms, shops, doctors’ offices, daycare centers, free cab 

services, a concierge who can pay your phone and electricity bills, and rooms with beds 

so that people can rest without having to go home. Many of the young, single research 

participants spoke of how their work and social lives revolve around the office. They 

valued the ordered system of offices, cubicles, and desks that belonged to them and 

personalized them with colorful memorabilia, such as photos, certificates, and awards to 

mark the place as their own. Identification cards, while necessary for entry into buildings, 

were displayed openly in public spaces such as mass transit, shopping malls and 

restaurants. More than once a research participant would either pull out his or her identity 

card to show me, or point to it if it was clipped to a pocket or scarf. These emblems are 

part and parcel of being recognized and belonging to a global community and space. 

Some of the bigger companies offer health care, food cards, and savings or retirement 

plans. These provisions are important not only because they are an essential part of their 

salaries packages, but because they signal a sense of security that had previously been the 

privilege of government employees. 

 

I have argued that while jobs in the IT sector in Hyderabad were highly insecure, they 

remained a sought after career option for a certain segment of the middle class population 
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who until a generation ago had privileged secure, life-long careers in the public sector. 

This can partially be explained by the monetary and social benefits that these IT sector 

jobs provide to the IT professionals. What is more interesting, however, is the way in 

which IT professionals strategize to reconcile employment insecurities with social, 

cultural demands for long-term, secure careers. To do these IT professionals must 

“brand” themselves as essential and indispensable employees whose quality of work 

cannot easily be substituted by another employee. I argue that this is a conscious shift 

from being one worker in the large quantities of cheap, anonymous laborers that propels 

outsourcing to cities such as Hyderabad in the first place. In the second half of the 

chapter, I will turn to the how IT professionals brand themselves within this labor market, 

what it means to become a “quality worker” and how they negotiate and strategize with 

the innumerable limitations that they face.  

 

Branding: getting cultured to become a “quality worker”  

A major concern expressed by media and government officials regarding the Satyam 

fraud case was that India’s global reputation would be tainted with the evidence of 

corruption in its private sector. The Satyam case threatened many reputations: Indian IT 

companies, the city of Hyderabad as an IT hub, the Raju name or caste, as well as the 

workers of the company as accountable, competent, and efficient service providers. The 

image and representation of these corporations are an integral aspect of the privilege that 

they enjoy, both at a global scale as well as locally in Hyderabad. A research participant, 

not associated with Satyam, told me, “it’s kind of sad because when you actually look at 

some of the discussion and online [postings]… people now question the integrity of 

Hyderabadi guy …there were a lot of people that were talking about guys from AP 

(Andhra Pradesh) are like this [Raju].” (Interview 1:11).  The workers’ concerns over 

their reputation and what that would mean for their future financial survival highlights 

the significance of “reputation.” Conventional advertising where corporate public relation 

offices represent the corporate identity is only one form of publicity. Added to these are 

the media (TV, print media, and internet) as well as rumors and conversations that 



 
 

102 

circulate between friends and families. These are processes of branding and they work in 

concert to create the identity of the industry and its workers. 

 

Despite their small numbers, the figure of the “IT guy” is widely recognized, making the 

identity more significant than their small numbers might imply. One research participant 

told me that when you work for a software company, “people welcome [you] in a 

different style;” that “it has some value [and] recognition… people look at you in a 

different way, they respect you, they recognize you.” (Interview 34: 5). What’s 

interesting to me is how the community codes the income and lifestyle of being part of 

the IT industry with cultural meanings that brook favorable recognition.28 There has been 

extensive theoretical work done on the relationship between “cultural identity” and social 

“recognition” of belonging to a cultural group, especially in contexts where 

multiculturalism becomes a nexus of political activity (see for example Charles Taylor 

1992; Jurgen Habermas 1994; and the important feminist critique by Nancy Fraser 1998, 

2003). My engagement with the concept of recognition differs from debates regarding 

“politics of recognition,” though they are not unrelated.29  Here I want to simply point to 

the intersubjective aspect of what it means to be part of a group of professional workers 

that identify themselves as IT workers. In this case, recognition is more than just about 

seeing or observing, it requires a reciprocal act in which the other acknowledges the 

situated position of the self as being in its rightful place. Both the recognized and 

recognizer have a vital role of forming social links and neither can remain invisible, 

                                                
28 Even though she could not definitively explain why such significance is given to software jobs, she said’ 
“the whole development is because of IT…maybe.”  To give the IT sector credit for the development in 
urban centers is to reiterate the myth of how the private corporations have contributed to urban 
development as discussed in the previous chapter.  The “development” this participant and many others 
refer to includes infrastructure improvements and the expansion of semi-public spaces of consumption. 
There is a prevailing sense that IT workers are strong economic actors because of their visible investment 
and consumer practices. Thus, private companies and government agencies are willing to invest in urban 
centers, confident that their investments will be profitable. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, 
this “development” has been possible only by redefining what development means and whom this 
development benefits.  
29 The debate around “politics of recognition” engages with the processes of cultural authenticity, 
representation and misrepresentation of cultural identity, as well as the political methods that codify and 
categorize these authentic identities in a legal and governance processes. The discussions of authenticity 
and codification takes attention away from the oscillating and procedural practices that I find significant in 
acts of what Hegel calls “mutual recognition.”   
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hidden, and inconsequential. For IT professionals, recognition, respect, and prestige are 

key aspects of belonging to a specific community of middle class professionals. Their 

recognition by others in their immediate professional community as well as their larger 

community of friends, family, and neighbors further defines their positions and is 

confirmed through reciprocal acts of recognition.  

 

The prestige of IT careers for middle class professionals and the flexibility demanded of 

these same careers presents a conflict for those entering this job market. On the one hand, 

in order to be socially recognized as an IT professional, workers need to gain and retain 

their employment status with IT corporations. This social recognition is related to and 

compounds their financial commitments in the form of family support, investments, 

lifestyle or debts. On the other hand, as I have argued, IT workers, as part of a global, 

neoliberal labor force, are required to remain flexible in terms of their employment, 

which threatens the security of their social recognition based on their profession. In the 

second half of this chapter I will discuss the methods and manners in which research 

participants sought to remain employed in the IT sector, even during a period of recession 

and as Satyam’s managing board was threatening mass lay-off and not honoring the offer 

letters previously sent out. One way to think about how IT workers are recognized as a 

specific community of global middle classes is to examine how they “brand” themselves 

as “quality workers” or professionals as they build a niche in the job market. 

 

• Branding: becoming “quality workers”  

The process of “branding” is a process of representation by creating concise images that 

can stand in for a larger, more complex set of characteristics and relations; in other 

words, it functions as a shortcut that announces the value or meaning of a referent. But 

branding is not a simple process; in order for brands to be successful, they must 

incorporate significant cultural codes and modes of meaning making. What’s more, the 

process of branding must make new kinds of meaning that can be incorporated into new 

and changing cultural context. As Xiang argues, the successful production and 
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commodification of IT professionals was accomplished through specific economic and 

managerial processes of creating a certain image of the Indian IT worker (Xiang 2006). 

 

In his ethnographic study of advertising agencies in India, William Mazzarella cautions 

against a one-to-one relationship between object, image, and meaning and argues that we 

should pay attention to the “intersection between the internal instability of the commodity 

form and the exigencies of situated practice in themselves.” (Mazzarella 2003:26). 

Advertising—or more broadly the image as commodity—is the process in which the 

commodity finds meaning in the local context. The practice of meaning making also 

impacts the process of the commodification that allows the commodity to have meaning 

as an object. According to Mazzarella, branding a commodity, similar to a commodity 

that has been identified as a gift, combines the functionality of the object with its 

exchange value such that the exchange value is not limited to the functional value of the 

object.30 That remainder or excess is created through the branding process; in his study 

the remainder is the identity of the corporation selling a product, its authority and validity 

to represent itself through its branded commodities. “They (brands) are the inalienable 

source of value that enables a corporation to keep its identity while simultaneously 

appearing to give of itself every time one of its products is sold.” (Mazzarella 2003:194). 

The brand of IT professionals, as well as their corporations and industry, imbues the 

commodity, in this case a service being sold, with an identity that goes beyond the 

functionality of the service. When a company in the US buys IT services through 

outsourcing, they are also buying something markedly belonging to Satyam or Infosys 

and part of “brand India.” In turn, Indian companies use this global aspect of their 

ventures to attract more international projects as well as qualified employees. The IT 

sector in India is highly dependent on positive branding in order to be recognized by 

                                                
30 Branding, for Mazzarella, is “an attempt to re-enchant a disenchanted set of market relations” and is built 
on metaphors of gifting (Mazzarella 2003:195). He explains that while Mauss explained gifting practices as 
a process of reciprocity, other scholars like Weiner focus on the prestige acquired by the giver of gifts. The 
prestige of giving means that some value of the given object remains with the giver, such that the giver is 
not fully alienated from the ownership of that object; in other words, the giver can imbue the object with 
meaning and value that is not commensurable to the exchange value once the object has been given as a 
gift, even if the gift is later reciprocated (Mazzarella 2003:193). 
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different economies and industries. The process of how that recognition is interpreted 

through layers of work cultures, languages and practices goes far beyond the level of 

expertise that constitutes the functional value of the commodity for sale.  

 

This process of identification and recognition performs a vital social function by 

inculcating a sense of job security in a global labor market. The sense of security for 

these professionals, I will argue, is produced through the successful process of paralleling 

their self branding with how IT corporations brand their companies. The audience of 

branding projects for IT corporations is not limited to the client; IT companies need to 

attract a specific kind of talent in order to remain competitive and present a strong 

corporate culture to their clients. In many ways, the right brand of workforce is essential 

for branding these IT corporations. This workforce is not simply hired, but is produced 

through branding. During my time conducting fieldwork in India, Infosys ran a series of 

ads in newspapers to attract new employees. An advertisement for Infosys (see Appendix 

C), titled “The ‘leadership is in my DNA’ face of New India,” was published in The 

Hindu’s “Opportunities” section on Wednesday July 23, 2008. The advertisement shows 

a series of four photos of a young man captioned by quotes as though he was talking to 

the camera. The fifth box is the same size as the photos but contains the logo and tagline 

of Infosys: “Powered by intellect. Driven by values.” The young man pictured in these 

photos identifies himself as Venu and explains that he has been working for Infosys for 

six years. In the second caption he states “It feels good to be at Infosys—with the leader.  

And like every Infoscion (sic), my work too is contributing to taking this legacy of 

leadership forward.” The third caption explains that “true leaders” do not rest and 

continuously challenge the standards of the industry “the world over;” in the fourth 

caption he explains that Infosys provides him the opportunity “To stamp the mark of a 

leader on the world.” The final caption under the Infosys logo has two questions directed 

at the reader: “So, are you willing to stand up and be counted, to be amongst the leaders? 

Or are you satisfied just being another face in the crowd?”  Below the pictures is a more 

extensive explanation of Infosys as a leading global company and the requirements that 

applicants need to possess for the various positions. This is one example of this 
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advertising campaign; a number of these were published along the same theme but with 

different titles and featuring different employees. 

 

The first thing that stood out for me was the identification of the speaker as an 

“Infoscion.”  I had heard a number of people referring to themselves or others as 

Satyamites or Infoscions (as in those who work for Satyam or Infosys), but had not seen 

it in writing until I came across these series of advertisements. Much can be extrapolated 

from this identification of the self with the company and of inventing a name or title that 

aligns the identity of this employee with the company. This goes beyond being an 

employee; it shows a sense of belonging and pride that Infosys wants to instill in their 

employees—whether that’s successful or not is a different matter. The other aspect that 

stands out is the title stating that leadership is in the DNA of the person represented in the 

photos below, implying that this person was born to be a leader and that being an 

Infoscion is synonymous with that birthright. Furthermore, this is the “face of New 

India,” a leader at “the forefront of the new globalized (sic) world.” The word “New” 

plays an important role here. The current job market is repeatedly explained to be 

different than careers available to the previous generations: somehow the current 

situation is a break from what was happening in the past. Interestingly the word “New” is 

capitalized every time it is written before India; “New India” becomes the proper noun 

for those partaking in this “globalized” economy. This contrasts with the previous Indian 

economy that was closed and isolated from the world market and when the ideal job was 

working for the government or in the public sector.  

 

This advertisement presents an example of how IT companies are (and how IT workers 

should be) branding themselves. Their ability to attract employees as well as clients is 

strongly based on how they are perceived by these two groups. Infosys in this case is 

providing more to its employees than wages; it is (allegedly) giving them an identity, an 

opportunity for leadership, and propelling the employee into a global system of work and 

exchange. Establishing and maintaining this brand and postulating such an important role 

in the lives of employees means that Infosys must pay close attention to its reputation, to 
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defining and following its “values,” as the advertisement claims. Such considerations are 

important for those corporations that seek to be known and recognized not only within 

talented communities inside their own national borders, but also the business community 

abroad.  

 

As the Satyam fraud case was unfolding, other corporate heads distanced themselves 

from Satyam, stating that the Satyam scenario did not reflect the larger Indian IT 

industry. Satyam employees emphasized that they provided quality services regardless of 

Raju’s false accounting. For many, the Satyam brand became synonymous with fraud and 

the company started to lose clients and contracts, though this did not affect the Indian IT 

sector at large, and other Indian IT companies gained Satyam’s clients. In some cases the 

client initiated the move of a whole team from Satyam to another IT service provider. 

After TechMahindra had bought the controlling share of Satyam stocks, the new board 

began to implement the layoff of “surplus employees.” The same number of employees 

that had made Satyam one of India’s largest IT corporation became “redundant.” Whole 

departments that were not “billable” or directly bringing in money from clients were shut 

down. As ex-Satyamites flooded the job market, other IT workers expressed frustration at 

having to compete for the decreasing number of jobs with more experienced workers in 

the market. One research participant told me that as her former Satyam colleagues were 

interviewing for jobs and negotiating pay packages, some were told “Don’t forget that 

you are from Satyam!” meaning the HR departments recognized that these workers had 

few choices of employment and should accept lower wages (Interview 37: 2). However, 

when asking participants about their alternate plans in case they lost their jobs, many 

explained that if they were able to distinguish themselves from their peers and stand out 

to their bosses—in effect, show that were a leader rather than “just a face in the crowd”—

then their jobs would be safe and they would continue to work through the recession. Just 

as the companies were branding themselves, so the employees had to brand themselves to 

gain jobs and promotions, their job security depended on it.   
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As the media and politicians were talking about “global economic meltdown,” the IT 

specialists I talked to insisted that their quality of work and self branding would set them 

apart and save their projects and jobs. Branding a career can happen in a number of ways: 

building a resume either by job hopping or staying loyal to one company, learning new 

tools or becoming an expert in one tool, branching out into management and training, or 

honing engineering skills that make one indispensable. The strategies are varied; some 

common examples are taking distance learning courses, completing MBA degrees, 

focusing on teaching and training, learning another language, or giving PowerPoint 

presentations on Steven Covey’s 7 Habits of Successful People. These skills are not 

directly related to the IT professional’s tasks as computer programmers or engineers, nor 

are these professionals planning to move to a different sector; rather, learning a 

diversified set of soft and hard skills parallel how the IT sector in India is growing and 

diversifying to compete in the global market. A number of friends and research 

participants explained that “soft skills” is often what keeps most engineering graduates 

from getting IT positions; despite possessing technological skills, they do not qualify for 

the social side of the IT “work culture.” I was curious about what the work culture would 

entail and how I could understand it as someone who was unable to enter the work sites 

as a participant observer. During fieldwork, I noticed numerous billboards and 

announcements for “soft skills training” such as accent neutralization, dress code, 

etiquette, dealing with deadlines and punctuality. Learning about soft skills would 

provide a glimpse into the work culture of the IT companies, expand my understanding of 

how corporate culture is practiced, and how a specific cultures and lifestyles in IT jobs 

are enforced through soft skills training.  

 

• Getting cultured  

Gideon Kunda’s ethnography of an IT engineering company in Silicon Valley explains 

that corporate culture is strategically “engineered” by corporate managers, along with 

expert staff and outside observers, to get favorable results from employees without 

resorting to “traditional control mechanisms.” Instead, through normative controls of 

belonging to a corporate community, employees are expected to identify with the 
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company’s goals and asked to commit to the corporation’s success at an individual level 

(Kunda 1992:7,10-11, 53). Kunda quotes a senior manager explaining that in order to get 

workers to work harder, power and monetary incentives are not enough; “power plays 

don’t work. You can’t make’em do anything. They have to want to. So you have to work 

through the culture. The idea is to educate people without them knowing it. Have the 

religion and not know how they ever got it!” (Kunda 1992:5, emphasis in text).  Kunda 

demonstrates the ways in which “strong corporate culture” is generated and promoted by 

employees and experts, both staff and managers. In order to build “strong corporate 

culture,” employees are encouraged to raise questions or objections about the 

contradictions or the “myths” presented by HR management experts. These objections are 

then incorporated in the way corporate culture is built, especially by experts who are 

trainers and HR personnel. In other words, HR personnel incorporate the employees into 

their corporate culture by seeming to take their views into consideration, even as 

management and employees remain distinct groups and functionalities. Kunda points out 

that what identifies an organization as having “strong culture” is management style or 

structures that can function fully given the critique and distancing of the workers (Kunda 

1992:159). Together the employer and the employee create what Kunda calls the liminal 

space or threshold of acceptance and critique that asks for workers to believe personally 

in the same work ethics that would allow the corporation to succeed. 

 

In a blog posting entitled “10 Key Learning of 2009,” an IT entrepreneur in Hyderabad 

advises:  

5. Culture is the secret of great organizations: Culture is very powerful. It has defined the 
progress of civilizations of the world. The combination of value system and belief system 
manifested into practices holds the key to not only civilizations but also organizations. 
During 2009, I came in touch with several organizations, some had weak cultures, some 
had strong cultures, some cultures were elevating and some destroying. It was the year of 
experiencing how culture defines the organization. I also learnt, culture is not for a wall 
poster, it cannot be “driven in”, it must be identified and not cultivated, in the context of 
an organization. [http://sashanktalks.wordpress.com/ posting date: Jan. 8th, 2010] 
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Notice how the commentator identifies culture, the “combination of value system and 

belief system manifested into practices,” as the success of organizations and civilization.  

Interestingly, for this commentator culture is something that exists already “in the context 

of an organization” and not a strategy taught to or cultivated amongst the members. 

According to my research participants, creating corporate culture (as in, identifying and 

implementing systems of beliefs and values into practice) would involve open negotiation 

and conversation between the various international members of an organization, 

especially if projects rely on teamwork. Those in management or HR training position, 

however, believed that fostering strong corporate culture required concrete steps of 

trainings, supervision and guidance. Their main goal was pedagogic; they sought ways to 

inculcate and instill a sense of corporate culture rather than identifying a common culture 

through discussion. Through soft skills training and learning how to work with other 

cultures, corporate managers and trainers attempted to find ways in which to discipline 

their employees to identify with the goals of the corporations.  

 

“Culture” in Indian IT companies functions on two registers; one is the differences, for 

lack of a better term, between national cultures, mostly with western clients, that IT 

professionals will encounter through their work even if they never go abroad. Dealing 

with these various cultures, along with their differing relations of influence, power and 

expertise, are an integral part of the project’s success. The second register of culture is an 

internal “corporate culture,” which refers to relationships between management, workers, 

and clients while addressing practices such as teamwork, communication, organizing and 

prioritizing work assignments, and meeting project requirements. These two aspects of 

culture become integrally related in the IT industry to India and are often explained as an 

attractive aspect of global IT market as different expertise and cultural characteristics are 

brought together to strengthen the capabilities and capacities of a corporation. At the 

same time, different ideals of work or corporate cultures within a diverse work team can 

potentially be (and often is) considered a negative aspect of an international team. 

Regarding IT corporate management in India, Carol Upadhya writes, “there are two 

rather contradictory cultural processes at work in the practice and ideology of global 
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management—one that recognizes, draws upon, generates, and validates cultural 

difference, and another that attempts to erase difference by imposing a single ideal of 

corporate and business practice.” (Upadhya 2008:106).  

 

My research participants did not discuss these two understandings of culture as 

contradictions; rather the diversity of international cultures and corporate culture were 

conceptualized seamlessly. After all, as Upadhya (2008) recognizes in her work, and 

many of my research participants pointed out, the two contradictory aspects are easily 

reconciled within the power dynamics of these international projects. The clients or 

employers that fund and set up the requirements of what is needed in projects frequently 

work for American and European multinational corporations, and the IT professionals 

who are taking direction from the clients or employers are, in this case, predominantly 

Indian with colleagues in China, the Philippines, or other emerging IT labor markets. It is 

the clients and employers, at times through conversations with local managers, who 

define the corporate culture projected as the ideal process, rather than in negotiation and 

conversation with the employees. Thus, the corporate culture that my research 

participants work through deals with two levels of acculturation at once. At one level 

they deal with a new kind of corporate culture that credits its lineage to the IT culture in 

the US; at another level, the same corporate work culture seeks to smoothly communicate 

between diverse and unequal national cultures. In order for corporate cultures to perform 

optimally in a capitalist market, worker assessment must be based on meritocracy and 

flexibility, not their national and cultural affiliations; in the corporate setting, ideally, all 

are equal. However, the criteria of what is meritorious or how workers express their 

flexibility is not defined between colleagues of parallel cultural standing (let alone 

corporate hierarchies); rather, the criteria is based on other successful (western) models 

that strive to set the example for their Indian counterparts. 

 

The theme of working with different cultures was repeated often as my research 

participants and I discussed corporate culture and the differences between global, national 

and more local IT companies. Research participants used concise sketches to explain 
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what they meant by “different cultures” that revealed their understanding of these 

“different cultures” to be utilitarian in function; their inferences were shorthand or codes 

produced to accommodate them in their working relations with clients or managers. One 

Indian manager, after explaining what the differences are between working for an 

American client versus a British or a German client, told me that there is a “disconnect” 

between the cultures when they work together, “so for example my client is a Britisher 

(sic) and a Britisher talking to a Britisher would be much easier than an Indian talking to 

a Britisher…there is a disconnect which people are coming [to experience] and, that 

doesn’t happen in pure places.” (Interview 45:8). By “pure places” he meant the 

companies that are not dependent on other countries for clients or managers and work 

primarily with Indian coworkers. He went on to explain how inflexible a German client 

would be in comparison to an American client, the different levels of instruction they 

would give, the frequency of communications, and so on, all explained through national 

cultural differences that inform work habits. Other participants, when talking about the 

diversity of IT companies spoke about the various Indian communities that were working 

side by side, and how this was a new occurrence in the work place. However, 

“disconnects” associated with the diversity of Indian workers was never brought up, 

though there were mentions of social barriers because of differences in vernacular 

language or background. I am not implying that Indian workers are simply essentialize 

their international colleagues; rather I am arguing that the essentialization of different 

cultures in this context is seen as a necessary business practice to ensure efficient 

communication and transactions, distilling cultural knowledge and difference to a 

utilitarian common denominator. And much of this has to do with power differences 

between Indian service providers and their clients or employers in the US or Europe. In 

fact, these cultural essentialisms that aid in “landing and completing” international 

projects are an integral part of international branding both for the IT companies and their 

professionals. 

 

 

 



 
 

113 

• Soft Skills 

The mechanisms and practices that ensure the alignment of individual behavior and 

corporate values are implemented through “soft skills” training, a term that refers to 

cultural and interpersonal skills in professional settings. Inculcating these culture skills 

operationalizes the branding process of the Indian “quality worker” in the global IT 

industry. Soft skills contrast with “hard skills” which are technical skills such as 

accounting tools, programming languages, and coding; these are skills that are gained 

through engineering education. Soft skills, in contrast, are taught by HR personnel or 

arranged through HR departments and taught by consultants; in fact soft skill training has 

become a lucrative consultancy industry for some trainers and managers in Hyderabad. In 

discussions about work cultures, soft skills were often brought up as an influencing factor 

of how workers and managers experienced their workdays and how professional 

lifestyles may or may not affect life outside of the office. Employing workers who have 

soft skills allows for an office or a team to work smoothly and flattens out cultural 

differences present in the individual employees.  

 

Soft skills can be project-, client-, or company-specific, but generally are compromised of 

communication skills ranging from professional methods of writing emails and memos to 

making small talk during a meeting or an on-site visit. Employees are taught to dress in 

“formals,” meaning dress shirt, dress slacks and closed toed shoes for men, though there 

can be more variety allowed to women depending on the company. Along with attire, 

workers are taught personal hygiene such as using deodorants, not chewing paan (areca 

nut mixed with lime and spices, when chewed it colors one’s saliva red), and specific 

haircuts. Since a large number of projects are done in teams, soft skills training addresses 

the importance of communicating with other team members, of being punctual and 

accurate in one’s work, and taking “ownership” of one’s responsibilities. Other kinds of 

soft skills can include learning certain body language such as respecting “personal space” 

and how to sit during meetings, accent reduction, eating and drinking etiquettes, using 

certain kinds of vocabulary when talking to clients, and presentation skills, which are 

more dependent on the position of the employee and what their projects may entail. 
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Demonstrating these skills within the office and beyond marks these workers as 

participants in a lifestyle of global IT workers.31  

 

In many ways, those who are able to secure employment in an IT company already 

possess the soft skills that qualify them to participate in that work culture. Those who are 

qualified will have the body language, appearance, and conversational habits as well as 

the willingness to socialize and participate in the required manner to be part of an 

international corporate culture. Unsaid in many of these conversations was that those who 

grow up in upper middle class communities and families that are exposed to 

“cosmopolitan” education and behavior have an advantage over those who see the IT 

industry as a path to gain entry into the middle class, something that I will discuss more 

directly in Chapter Five. I often asked research participants about how they recognized 

who belongs to the IT culture and lifestyle and who doesn’t; the answer I would get was 

basically “you can just tell.” One soft skills trainer further clarified what this “telling” 

might mean. She explained that “if they are Freshers they are totally at sea as far as 

corporate culture is considered, they are totally at sea. They have a lot of their own work 

knowledge as such, IT knowledge they have, but in terms of etiquette and mannerism and 

even in terms of a small thing like the clothes they wear, they don’t know that.” 

(Interview 8:2). She went on to explain that she could “easily make out” if her students 

were from rural backgrounds, in which case, despite having an engineering degree, they 

lacked the soft skills to gain entry into the corporate jobs. At the time of our conversation, 

this trainer had been working for IT companies on a consultancy basis, as well as 

freelancing for coaching (tutoring) centers where individuals can receive soft skills 

training by paying set fee. She did not have specific training as others may have in HR or 

a business degree; her qualifications are simply that she understands urban and global 

lifestyles. She explained that she was effective in her work because she did not have to 

teach corporate culture from a book as others did, but could adapt her training to the 

                                                
31 Even the rejection of some of these skills outside work spaces are productive of an identity group, such 
as the rebelliousness of young workers versus the career minded professional who is aspiring to join the 
management ranks. 
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context and needs of her students, such as the basics of how to use a western style 

bathroom or to how to successfully deal with their managers.  

 

Soft skills training translates these practices of corporate cultural capital into pedagogical 

endeavors, wherein anyone who chooses to work hard enough can learn to behave in the 

required manner and thus succeed in a global work culture. The same practices, 

moreover, surreptitiously disseminate criteria of who “truly” belongs and who is merely 

trying or pretending. One specialist who worked as a trainer in a large IT company 

explained that the “induction period” also includes the “branding exercise” where they 

“train the associates on the internal branding platform” which for her company at the time 

was “Thinking, Doing and Communicating” (Interview 42: 2). These lengthy “induction” 

sessions impart soft skills, as well as technical skills, to new workers. If done right, this 

process aligns the workers’ ambitions with the mission and values of the corporation. 

Speaking about the practical aspects of soft skills training, however, practitioners 

(managers, soft skills trainers and consultants) often asserted that this kind of “culture” 

cannot be truly taught or cultivated, rather they worked to get their students and 

employees to learn and practice these modes of behavior in their work places even if they 

did not internalize the ethics behind the trainings. However, I argue that there are 

significant, if subtle, ways where this culture is imparted to and accepted by the 

employees of a corporation and then taken beyond the corporate offices and that the 

acceptance (or rejection) of these cultural teachings present important ways in which 

employees interact with their corporate employers. 

 

• Negotiations, Rejections and Ambivalence 

My research participants were not uncritical recipients of soft skills or practitioners of 

corporate culture. Our more informal discussions were often filled with stories of how 

they were able to manipulate trainers and managers or how far they were able to push the 

limits of the dress code. Similarly, managers and trainers often spoke about the non-

compliance of their trainees, at times with humor and often with frustration; my favorite 

example being that of the employee clad in a “green tie with clashing blue pants” who 
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inevitably shows up to work the day after being trained on the appropriate dress code. As 

expected, these non-compliant actions were at time based on conscious rebellion, 

sometimes in jest, and at times due to misunderstandings. What I want to draw attention 

to here is that the enforced training is never complete and fully accepted by the workers. 

 

Earlier I stated that success stories of the IT sector reinforce myths that fabulous wealth is 

achievable with a career in the IT sector, and that these stories shape the imagination and 

expectations of aspiring professionals. By using words like “faith” or “myth” I am not 

implying that the decision makers are illogical or uncalculating; rather, I want to argue 

that the information and structures of the IT labor market are not any more 

straightforward and transparent than other information systems. Corporations have to 

repeatedly rebrand themselves in different ways since they have limited control over how 

their brands are perceived and acted upon by the potential customers and their employees. 

This limitation presents a contradiction; while many of the corporations seek to create a 

complete identity and culture, this corporate identity has to be able to incorporate flexible 

business models and flexible workers who can meet the needs of an ever-changing global 

market. The IT professionals, in their negotiations and aspirations, must remain flexible, 

but within certain limits of cultural and social expectations. And while the IT sector 

shows itself to be extremely risky during a global economic recession, there are 

ambiguous sets of information and incentives than allow the resulting narrative to read 

as: “despite all the risk, uncertainty and hardship, this is the best place for me.”   

 

To remain competitive as a worker is to successfully negotiate the cycles of growth and 

decline in the job market.32 During a recession, one of the most important goals is to 

remain employed. The way to do this is not just by working harder and longer hours, it 

also means knowing pertinent industry trends and negotiating with various power 

                                                
32 Ho demonstrates how investment banks and their workers “embrace constant change without any future 
strategy or planning” as they “focus on immediacy” at times threatening the future of their own 
organizations (Ho 2009:228-229, emphasis in text).  Given the privilege and significance of the financial 
sector in shaping corporate culture at large, these employment strategies are outsourced, so to speak, to 
other neoliberal corporate sectors.  Employees in these sectors, thus, must find ways to negotiate the 
insecurity of the market and the need for social recognition in their own communities.  
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structures; in other words, it means working “smarter” by utilizing the various flows of 

“information.” In the ideal market, information empowers workers with clear and reliable 

data to assist them in their career decisions. However, at any point in time there are 

massive amounts of information available through industry reports, media sources, 

promises from managers, or rumors circulating the office or the neighborhood. 

Furthermore, those who use this information are not blank slates uniform in their 

opinions, perceptions, and needs. Their experience of the volatile job market is not 

simply about the empirical numbers of profit and expenses, the cost of labor, predicted 

growth rates, numbers hired or fired, and economic contraction or expansion. Rather, 

information about the job market functions much more ambiguously. In Hyderabad there 

were media reports and rumors of workers being forced or asked to resign, and talk of 

yearly assessments being changed so that those who did not pass with unrealistically 

higher scores were laid off. At the same time there were constant rumors and stories of 

companies hiring in large numbers, which provided hope to those who had been laid off 

or those who were starting their careers.  

 

Given this fluid context of corporate branding and re-branding, cycles of economic 

growth and recession, market trends and technological shifts, these worker’s “self-

branding” must also remain flexible. But their flexibility was not necessarily in direct 

response to what the IT industry and their employers needed; instead, they had to take 

into account personal and familial needs and demands, rejecting and manipulating the 

career dictates of the global IT industry to meet their specific aspirations. Through 

collective action such as Satyam protests or organizing whole project teams to move 

companies, by using rumors instead of official reports, or limiting their learned soft skills 

only to office spaces, my research participants constantly demonstrated the ambiguous 

and conflicted processes of becoming Indian global IT professionals. They were always 

cognizant of the contradiction that the same global economic inequalities that made their 

relative high salaries possible also made their exploitation as cheap labor by multinational 

corporations possible. So while branding the “quality worker” was important to the 
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success of both the Indian IT professional and the Indian IT industry, it remained an 

unfinished, messy, and contradictory process. 

 

Conclusion  

In this chapter I have argued that the prestige of IT professionalism in the outsourcing 

industry in Hyderabad is based on the convergence of two factors; one, the financial and 

cultural capital that these professions provide; and two, the global or international 

characteristic of these jobs that connect the professional to a wider market of the IT 

industry. IT professionals develop their career paths through a process of self-branding as 

quality workers that signal an Indian, global middle class identity, which must also be 

practiced in such a way that it is recognized in local contexts. The IT industry’s global 

connections, its work environment, pay packages and travel opportunities make it a 

popular career option for many aspiring professionals who want to remain or become part 

of the middle class. However, despite the benefits and perks that the global IT brand 

promises, my research participants were highly perceptive and critical of the exploitative 

nature of corporate culture, the unequal pay structures, and the insecurities of working in 

the global market. Negotiating the limitation as well as the promises of IT career paths 

are part and parcel of managing the expectations of a neoliberal global economy. 

Throughout my fieldwork I was struck by how much my participants aspired to grow in 

their careers and, thereby, their social status. They expected to succeed despite the 

challenges, at times being flexible to their employer’s demands, at times staying firm in 

order to fulfill their own expectations and retain or gain social status. For the managers in 

IT companies this meant juggling their employees’ work cultures, identifying and 

branding a strong corporate culture, as well as managing expectations of clients’ success 

without jeopardizing future contracts.  

 

For my research participants, expectations for their futures shape much of their present 

decisions and practices. As one research participant explained, if there is one 

characteristic that sets her generation of middle classes apart from previous generations, 

it’s that they aspire constantly to improve their lifestyles and social positions. These 
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aspirations accompany their critiques and complaints about the IT industry and the global 

labor markets. At the same time, the expansion of neoliberal economic practices as well 

as international corporations in India must rely on these aspirations for their own futures, 

especially because the cycles of growth and recession, the search for cheaper labor, and 

the exploitation of peripheral markets cannot, by definition, deliver the promises that 

these professionals have aspired for. And yet the promises persist; they persist for the 

provincial and national governments as they plan urban centers to attract IT outsourcing 

companies, they persist for workers who aspire for better job positions, and they persist 

for entrepreneurs who seek to take advantage of the potential economic growth. 

Aspirations, opportunities, and potentials are what legitimatize present practices of 

exploitation and the acceptance of being exploited. It is with this understanding or 

conceptualization of the future that global neoliberal economic systems and the neoliberal 

worker are aligned in ways that support, reproduce, and reiterate one another’s interests.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

120 

Chapter 4  

Consumer Modernity: Space, Visibility, and Belonging 

 

It thus becomes evident that because the objectivity of commodities as values is the 
purely ‘social existence’ of these things, it can only be expressed through the whole range 
of their social relationships; consequently the form of their value must possess social 
validity.  

Marx Capital, Volume 1, “The Commodity” 159 
 
The predicament of globalization has only made more obvious what was true all along: 
that objects and goods serve as deceptively concrete boundary-markers in the ongoing 
and ubiquitous struggle to establish definitive worlds of reference, belonging, and power. 

Mazzarella, 2003:26 
 

Introduction 

The globally attuned middle class in India must balance their professional and personal 

aspirations with the demands put forth by neoliberal economic reforms. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, working in the IT service sector provides opportunities to 

participate in and be recognized as belonging to a global cadre of professionals. In this 

chapter I will shift my analysis from labor to consumption and discuss how new 

consumer practices that have accompanied the expansion of the IT sector since the 

liberalization of India’s national economy further reinforce middle class identities that are 

distinctive as globally Indian. The centrality of consumer practices in the everyday lives 

of my research participants and regularity of discussions about consumption pointed to 

the significant relationship between labor and consumption, between earning and 

spending. I often participated in discussions about the proliferation of consumer practices 

and locations, the linkages between the growth of consumerism and the expansion of the 

IT sector, and the impact of these changes on Indian “traditions.”   

 

While IT professionals are spotlighted because of their higher salaries and exhibition of 

global, modern lifestyles, they and their families are not the sole practitioners of these 

new forms of consumption. In fact, given their small numbers, their financial impact 

would be too limited to justify the kinds of investments that retailers are making in 
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Hyderabad’s consumer markets. Nonetheless, their identity as professional participants in 

the global market coincides with the new consumer practices that identify the larger 

cultural shifts within various middle class groups.33 These consumer practices also mark 

a transition between two generations. Those who have worked in the IT sector for the last 

two decades will often point to consumer practices as the differentiating marker between 

them and the more recent generation of IT professionals. As I will explain in greater 

detail below, those opposing globalization and the growth of the IT sector formulate their 

criticism by focusing on the cultural effects of new forms of consumer practices and the 

abundance of urban consumer spaces as the fulcrum of the social changes that they 

oppose. 

 

Consumer practices are related to economic factors, such as salaries, debt, and a family’s 

financial requirements, but these factors are embedded in class status, peer and family 

relations, the degree of “exposure” in work or entertainment, and their personal tastes. 

Whenever I would ask about consumer behavior, research participants would start with 

some general explanation of cultural proscriptions or guidelines followed by 

qualifications that complying with cultural guidelines depended on the individual and 

their “tastes.” Conspicuous consumption for desired goods, or consumerism as recreation, 

was especially individualized in contrast with buying necessary goods and investing for 

the benefits of the larger family and future generations. However, the distinction between 

need and desire is ambiguous and porous. Conspicuous consumer practices are necessary 

to establish social standing, for the individual or the family, and in most cases, both. For 

IT professionals in Hyderabad, consumer practices have to reflect their status of 

belonging to a modern, global, Indian middle class. As such, these consumer practices are 

significant because they are inter-subjective and derive their meaning as communicative 

acts that reiterate cultural boundaries and belonging. 

 

                                                
33 The cultural, political and economic category of “middle class” is a complicated designation or category, 
at once illusive and powerful. I will discuss the complication of middle class identities in the next chapter. 
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In critiques of neoliberal economics and globalization, the figure of the consumer often 

functions as an audience or a receiver of the products of public culture such as print 

media, entertainment, and consumer goods; these critiques render the audience-consumer 

as receptive vessels into which the power and structure of capital are poured. 

Furthermore, the proliferation of consumer societies has added to the argument that 

consumerism is depoliticizing the public sphere (i.e. Habermas 1962, Baudrillard 1970).  

These arguments depend on the assumption that the division between public and private 

spheres is solid and enduring, and that the public sphere is the legitimate space for 

political engagement. Consumption, as a private act in which the buyer forms a personal 

contract with the seller, cannot be part of the open, political space of debate, democracy 

and critique of power. I approach the figure of the consumer differently. With Christiane 

Brosius, who utilizes the figure of the “flâneur” (via Benjamin and Baudelaire) as 

someone who seeks to see and be seen, I will argue that the seemingly mundane 

consumer performances can have significant political meaning (Brosius 2010). For the 

flâneur being seen in specific places demonstrates his ability to participate and partake of 

these contexts; his inconspicuous but visible presence signals the ability to belong, even 

if as a participant he may eventually reject the rules of belonging. In a similar way, I 

think of the consumer not just as a passive purchaser of goods and images, but as a 

participant in cultural activities that give meaning to spaces, forms of belonging and class 

status. In effect, I am defining politics as residing in the everyday act of inclusion and 

exclusion; consumption is political if we assume that community belonging and identity 

formations are political because consumerism is essential to demonstrating and 

communicating where and with whom one belongs.   

 

In this chapter I begin with a brief overview of how the role of new consumer practices 

are envisioned in India’s global economic growth and how IT professionals are viewed as 

the constituents of this growth. Next, I will turn my focus to narratives about 

consumption. The conspicuous nature of these new kinds of experiences are not limited 

to the purchase and exhibition of commodities, but, as I will demonstrate below, depend 

on recurring narratives to make the experience of consumption visible and enduring. 
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Talking about consumption is an integral element in establishing the value of the act of 

consumption as well as the objects consumed. These are important practices through 

which participants demonstrate their belonging to a community of professionals 

connected to the global market. By discussing spaces of consumption and narratives of 

consumer practices I want to take the focus away from the items that are being purchased, 

not because these objects are unimportant, but because the objects are significant only in 

as much as they are part of a larger communicative act about cultural style. As James 

Ferguson explains, “Cultural style…is first of all a performative competence,” it is 

cultivated, and presents a way for people to unite despite differences (Ferguson 1999:96, 

101, 97). Consumer identities are integral to the processes of self-branding for global, 

middle class professionals and their aspirations of succeeding in a neoliberal economy. 

After discussing these communicative acts, I will discuss some of the new consumer 

spaces in Hyderabad and explain what sets them apart from previous places of 

consumption. It is important to recognize that conspicuous consumption and spaces in 

which to exhibit these practices are not new for the middle class in India; however, there 

are new kinds of consumer spaces and practices that contrast with those prevalent before 

liberal economic reforms. In the last section I will turn to critical narratives of these new 

forms of consumerism that represent the threat of “western modernity” and will argue 

that through such critiques, these narratives strive to draw boundaries between what 

constitutes the self and the exotic other.  

 

The Power of Numbers 

For producers and retailers seeking to expand their consumer base, emerging economies 

such as India, China and Brazil provide a significant portion of the potential global 

consumer markets, at least according to reports published by economic forecasting 

agencies such as McKinsey Global Institute (MGI).  During my fieldwork, I was referred 

to a MGI report, entitled “The ‘Bird of Gold’: The Rise of India’s Consumer Market” 

(the MGI Report hereon), by the owner of a small Internet investment startup. Her startup 

had used this report to persuade their financiers that they had a sound business plan in 

marketing their investment programs to small, middle class investors in India. Managers 
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of two other Indian multinational corporations also referred to the same report as a source 

of data for their business expansion plans in the IT sector in India. I turn to the MGI 

Report in order to discuss the significance of the Indian, middle class consumer market in 

the globalizing, neoliberal economy. I am interested, most specifically, in how such 

reports represent the population and the market in order to validate a specific set of 

business decisions. 

 

According to the MGI Report, India has the twelfth largest consumer market and can 

potentially become the fifth largest consumer market by the year 2025, with average 

incomes almost tripling in the next two decades (Ablett et. al 2007:10).  Based on the 

MGI Report’s assessment, “there are 431 million fewer poor people in India today than 

there would have been if poverty had remained at its 1985 rate… India’s economic 

reforms, and the increased growth that has resulted, have been the most successful anti-

poverty program in the country’s history,” benefiting both urban and rural populations, 

albeit at different rates (Ablett et. al 2007:12). In many ways this data seems to confirm 

the general narrative during my fieldwork that the new economic growth is good for 

everyone, even if the level of impact differs. It goes without saying that neoliberal 

economic growth as an “anti-poverty program” is a narrow perspective on the issues of 

poverty and development in India; but statements of unprecedented achievements due to 

economic reforms are a necessary part of constructing the myth of neoliberal success.  

 

The strong growth of consumerism in India, according to the MGI Report, stems from 

three major factors; first, increase in household income; second, increase in population; 

and third, a variety of other developments such as the stabilization and decline of 

household savings rates (Ablett et. al 2007:40). In 2005 India’s household savings were 

the largest compared to other household savings rates in high saving economies such as 

China; in addition Indian households saved at higher rates compared to Indian 

corporations and government (Ablett et. al 2007:26), making household savings a 

significant part of the national economy. However, the authors argue, that an upswing in 

consumer trends accompany a “shift of mindset” about the necessity of savings given the 
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general “optimism about the future” (Ablett et. al 2007:54) and the reductions in saving 

rates by households and individual earners make funds available to be spent on consumer 

goods. Further on in the MGI Report, the authors predict that the majority of consumer 

growth will remain in urban centers despite demographic projections that the majority of 

India’s population will remain rural even as rural incomes increase (Ablett et. al 2007:60, 

61). In other words, urban centers will remain consumer centers, and rural residents will 

have to travel to these urban centers to participate in new consumer practices. Eight 

Indian cities, including Hyderabad, will stand out as areas of visible consumerist growth 

propelled by a “global class” of consumers (Ablett et. al 2007:73).  

 

According to the MGI Report, consumerism in India will shift from predominantly 

necessities (food and clothing) to discretionary items.34 Of the discretionary expenditures 

the majority will be in private health and education, transportation, and communication 

(Ablett et. al 2007:96-98), though food will remain the single largest consumer category, 

while communication will see the highest growth rate (Ablett et. al 2007:100). The 

persistence of food as the highest category is primarily due to population growth, 

especially in the rural, poverty prone groups. But one factor not stated in the MGI Report 

could be that consumption of food crosses the line between necessity and discretionary. 

The number of higher end restaurants and grocery stores that opened during my 

fieldwork in Hyderabad was astounding, even though I was conducting fieldwork during 

a period of potential global economic recession. As one of my research participants told 

me, he measures the impacts of recession by how easy it is to get a reservation at a 

“good” restaurant, and it was as difficult during the recession as before, and thus, he 

concluded, the recession hadn’t really impacted India (Interview 29:10). The sustained 

patronage of luxury consumer spaces, however, is more a sign of which populations or 

classes can remain unaffected by economic recession rather than the absence of a 

                                                
34 In 1985, discretionary spending made up 35% of household expenditures, by 2005 it was 52%, and by 
2010 it is predicted to be 70% (Ablett et. al 2007:93-94).  These numbers are averages that take the 
population as a whole and do not differentiate between classes; needless to say those in the lower classes 
will spend more of their income on necessities while those in the middle classes or upper middle classes 
will have higher discretionary expenditures. 
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downturn in economic growth. The cost and experiential difference between the luxury 

eateries and the more basic, lower cost eateries can range widely and while the cost of 

some food staples are standardized, the cost of prepared and imported foods do diverge 

significantly. Shopping at a “western” style, air conditioned department store can result in 

very different food bills than shopping at the corner general store and vegetable cart. But 

beyond the divergence in cost, these places of consumption differ in their cultural 

meaning, an issue that was often the topic of discussions and that I will return to later. 

 

According to the authors of the MGI Report, consumerism accounts for sixty-one percent 

of the economic growth in India. Compared to economies that depend on manufacturing 

and export, such as China, India’s economy is highly dependent on the “virtuous” cycle 

of increasing incomes, leading to higher domestic consumption, which leads to an 

increase of investment in services and consumable products, which in turn allows for 

higher incomes (Ablett et. al 2007:27). The “virtuosity” of this seemingly self-contained 

and self-perpetuating cycle is based on its potential for continuous growth and expansion; 

the expansion of the consumer economy means that workers’ income will increase, and 

vise versa. This is, however, a precarious and slanted view of economic growth and 

productivity. Even within capitalist economic philosophies, capital investment towards 

profitable production and a disciplined, at times skilled, productive labor force are the 

main two engines of economic growth. Though consumption plays an important role in 

industrial capitalism, the primary incentive is the accumulation of wealth; what Weber in 

The Protestant Ethic identified as a new form of “morality” in capitalism (Weber 

1992(1930)). Consumption differs from investment precisely in its relation to production; 

consumption is not productive of value for the capitalist or the worker (even as funds are 

exchanged, value is the product of the worker’s labor and capitalist’s investment, whereas 

exchange value is the expression of value given supply and demand patterns). Moreover, 

as Marxist critique of industrial capitalism points out, what differentiates the laborer from 

the capitalist is the laborer’s inability to invest his or her capital; the wages of the laborer 

are primarily used for consumption that further benefits the capitalist. Though the 

economic debates surrounding capitalism are not the focal point of my dissertation, I do 
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believe it is important to recognize that economic expansion based on capital investment 

differs from economic expansion based on consumerism.35 The project of identifying the 

expanding cycle of consumption and higher incomes as “virtuous,” as the MGI Report 

attempts, is productive of important cultural practices and relations of power that revolve 

around the economics of consumerism.  

 

How are local consumer practices and the global IT sector linked? One simple 

description that I was often offered is that those working in the IT sector are exposed to 

other cultures through their work, particularly western cultures that are consumerist, and 

given their exposure, they begin to “imitate” western consumerism. For example, if a call 

center worker is speaking to a customer in the US and is making small-talk about the 

weekend, the customer will speak of going to the theatre, shopping, eating out, playing at 

the arcade, and so on. The next weekend the call center worker will want to experience 

these same activities. It is the “exposure,” the curiosity and encounter with other cultures, 

that makes the globally connected IT workers different from the “average person” whose 

daily experience is limited to family, friends and media representations. These same 

global workers act as provocateurs and instigators for their peers who imitate their 

“cooler” style of dress or behavior (or because IT professionalism is recognizably more 

socially prestigious). In other words, the same first hand knowledge of western cultures 

that makes IT professionals successful at their jobs is expressed outside of their work 

environments through the emulation of western consumerism. These “imitative” practices 

are predominantly attributed to younger workers, or the youth in general,36 judging them 

to be more impressionable and easily influenced, and different from previous generations 

who had a more traditional, less globally connected upbringing. The younger workers I 

spoke to did not necessarily contest these dichotomies between “western and traditional,” 
                                                
35 An obvious critique to my assertion of difference between consumption and investment is that the 
difference lies merely in the realm of semantics, that by downplaying the significance of consumption in 
economic growth, previous economic theories were ignoring an important variable of economic activity.  
This argument withstanding, I believe that capital investment by owners of productive capacities is an 
inherently different social and economic act than consumer practices by workers.  
36 In this study, I use the term “youth” to mean roughly older adolescence in higher levels of education and 
young workers who have entered the IT work force or plan to do so; and many of this age group are not 
married and are not parents, though they may have some family obligations. 
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(something I will turn to in greater detail below) and divided their time and resources 

between being an independent consumer and a traditional member of their families. They 

did not, however, view their conspicuous acts of consumption as mimetic of western 

lifestyles but saw themselves as representing a new kind of Indian, global consumer. 

 

The mimetic account of consumerism was unsatisfying and unsettling for my research 

participants; they viewed such explanations as accusations of personal deficiencies. Even 

if we accept that consumer practices in India are imitative of the “west,” the next level of 

inquiry must engage with the cultural meanings that these everyday practices produce at 

the local level. With these considerations in mind, I approach the topic of consumerism 

and a globalizing culture in Hyderabad while asking the following questions. First, what 

cultural meanings are these so-called “imitative” practices producing at the local level in 

terms of community, belonging, and identity?  Put differently, what do narratives of 

imitation produce? Second, what role does the dichotomy between “western” and “Indian 

tradition” play in narratives of consumerism? Instead of using imitation as an explanatory 

tactic, I believe it is more fruitful to examine how these cultural practices are assigned 

meaning through comparisons between “western” and “Indian,” along with the power 

relations that these comparisons deploy. Comparative narratives of the self and the other 

are important ways of consummating cultural difference in mundane, everyday practices. 

More specifically, these comparisons, regardless of their factuality, propagate an 

understanding of how the west is consumerist and thus different from traditional Indian 

cultural ethics of savings.37 Deploying a myriad of different consumption practices, in 

turn, shapes unique and specific cultural identities that can belong comfortably in a 

global, Indian, urban context, and be different from previous generations, other middle 

class groups, as well as their western clients and employers.38 

                                                
37 Testing for validity of the argument that IT workers are imitating “western” consumer culture would 
require a comparative study of consumer practices in the west and in India, something I am not prepared to 
do nor do I consider it a valid way to explore the significance of these practice. 
38 Liechty (2002) explains that, “The lives of middle-class young people in Kathmandu—lives that for 
many are full of frustration, anxiety, confusion, desperation, and rage—are the lived expressions of 
modernity on the periphery of the world stage.” (212, emphasis mine) In Liechty’s fieldwork, the educated, 
middle class youth had few sources of suitable employment for their education and class status; in contrast, 
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One research participant explained that while IT professionals may not have to deal with 

a lot of physical stress on their jobs, they do have to deal with emotional pressures and 

stresses which “you can overcome…with spending money, by going here and there, 

roaming and [going to] these pubs and all that, you can spend so that mental stress will 

come down. Without money you cannot do that.” (Interview 24:5). Such narratives, 

commonly expressed by research participants, formulate the easy linkage between mental 

stress and consumerist splurging, a kind of “retail therapy.” As explained in the previous 

chapter, IT professionalism is deemed to be exceptional because of its global 

connections, and demands for higher productivity. This exceptionalism justifies the 

higher incomes that IT professionals receive and, in turn, the privilege of consuming in 

different a way; IT exceptionalism, thus, justifies excessive consumption. Another 

research participant, working at a call center explained that while he and his friends are 

not able to spend excessively all the time, but they do splurge when receive their salaries. 

And at those times they “like to, you know, freak out, you would like to go to a coffee 

shop, you would like to go to malls…” (Interview 38:8). He then went on to differentiate 

between “freaking out” when they receive their paychecks, and “budgeting” towards the 

end of the pay cycle. Spending money outside of their budgets is not a norm or congruent 

with other financial plans, even if it is “natural” to “like to…freak out.”  

 

I want to draw attention to the explanation that IT workers, because of the stress and the 

influences from abroad, are entitled or expected to spend beyond their budgets. I am not 

arguing that other workers do not spend beyond their salaries; my study did not include 

general consumer practices. I am arguing that for this group of global, IT professionals, 

excessive spending was often justified by their experiences at their work places. Even if 
                                                                                                                                            
my fieldwork participants insisted that their generation is different because they can easily access gainful 
employment unlike their parents or even their older siblings.  Their earning power and how they spend their 
earnings, for many of them, was a result of having money and goods available for consumption.  
Nonetheless, Liechty’s assertion that these practices and experiences are “expressions of modernity” is apt. 
For many of my research participants, being part of the consumerist middle class was evidence of India’s 
entry into a global economy and they were actively taking part in the process of globalization.   
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we take into account that this group earns more than their peers in non-IT jobs, their 

excessive spending was still not contained within their higher salaries. Despite earning 

more, their excessiveness required pulling back and controlling their spending to fit 

within their budgets based on their salaries. What is significant here is the act and 

expression of excess, of going over their budgets. One explanation could be that many of 

my research participants socialized primarily with other IT professionals, thus distorting 

their point of view about social excess. Another factor may be their confidence in the 

economy and job market, as pointed out by the MGI Report, where they are less 

concerned about saving for their future because of the lucrative job opportunities in a 

growing sector. Either way, excessive spending has become characteristic of those who 

work in the IT sector. 

 

The prevalence of credit cards and loans is another significant contributor to excessive 

spending; easy access to credit is one of the benefits of working for an IT company.  

During my pre-dissertation fieldwork in the summer of 2008, a number of banks would 

send their representatives to the HITEC City train station to pass out fliers advertising 

their loan schemes targeting IT workers. Many research participants explained that with 

their job offers, they had also received offers for loans or lines of credit with certain 

banks that had partnered with their new employers. The general assumption was that IT 

workers would be able to pay back their loans as their salaries increase throughout their 

careers. In effect, they are not required to wait for their pay raises to spend more, instead 

they are able to spend now based on the promise of a future salary. For some workers, 

such as Sujata, whose story I explained in the previous chapter, the inability of 

succeeding in the industry comes as a great surprise and shock because they have to 

change their consumer practices. Sujata viewed herself as belonging to a community of 

IT workers based on her education, job description, as well as her spending patterns, 

which could only be sustained with an IT salary. In short, belonging to a community of 

IT workers and their urban culture is not only based on the kind of job an IT professional 

has, but belonging is also about being able to spend excessively as part of a global class 

of consumers.  
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Consuming to Belong: Liberal Economies and Global Markets 

As mentioned above, the majority of my participants associated their extra earnings with 

their ability and willingness to spend more, but the extra income would mean little if 

there were not the ever increasing number of consumer goods available on the local 

market. Knowing about and having access to abundant consumer goods after the 1991 

economic reforms is a key marker of partaking in a global economy that sets this 

generation of professionals apart. One research participant described the lengthy process 

that her father had to go through to get a two-wheel vehicle when she was a child. At that 

time imports of consumer goods were restricted and domestic production of durable 

goods could not meet immediate consumer demands. In order to buy durable goods, 

consumers had to place an order and wait their turn; in some cases the wait could take 

years. Once the purchase was done, the family assumed that her father would personally 

own the vehicle until he passed it onto the next generation for their use. She contrasted 

this with the process of buying a vehicle in the current economy where a consumer can 

walk into a showroom and drive out with a car. She explained that today’s supply 

markets are much larger and consumer purchasing power much higher. In addition, IT 

workers have the assurance that spending on consumer goods is acceptable because 

consumer power is “part of the perks and incentives of [working for] these 

organizations.” (Interview 10:15).  

 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the economic liberalization of India’s labor and consumer 

markets were strategic political processes, what has been called the “elite revolt” 

(Cambridge and Harriss 2000), and have shifted development agendas from poverty 

reduction to national economic growth. Notably, my research participants were well 

versed in the processes and impacts of these governmental procedures that propelled their 

local economies’ encounter with the global markets. But when it came to the impacts of 

the globalizing market on their personal lives, there was a sense that increased consumer 

practices and options were a “natural” consequence of participating in a global market. 

The naturalization of increased consumerism would often be reinforced with the 



 
 

132 

inclusion of chronological or sequential explanations. Take, for example, the following 

two quotes: 

I think it’s a natural reaction. When you get more, when you get paid more, you tend to 
start spending more. So it is true that we are probably buying more. It’s probably true that 
after like 40 or 50 years of Independence and License Raj and getting to see an imported 
product once in a blue moon, we are now seeing all of that coming in our country, being 
manufactured in our own country, so people do go out and buy. (Interview 26:10) 
 

This generation is a little different from the generation of our parents where they believed 
in savings, they believed in passing on something to the further generations. I guess our 
generation thinks a little differently, we are more into “let’s live now, we’ll see 
tomorrow.” (Interview 16:10) 
 

In the first quote, the speaker historicizes changes in consumer practices from 

Independence through the planned economy or “License Raj” and the present open 

market economy, explaining that with the availability of consumer goods, spending is a 

“natural reaction.” Higher incomes enable higher spending, but it is the experience of 

former scarcity and present day abundance that present the incentives of consumerism. 

The second speaker also correlated higher spending with higher earnings and puts the 

explanation in generational terms. While the generation before them “believed in saving,” 

this generation is “more into let’s live now,” long-term investments are no longer their 

foremost intention. These assertions of “natural” changes in “beliefs” between 

generations refers back to one of the forecasts by the MGI Report that cultural practices 

around consumerism would have to change along with changing practices of saving.39 In 

both cases, the nationalist history and the generational transformation, the notion of 

chronological succession of events that categorize increased consumerism as a natural 

part of larger social and economic reorganizations is taken for granted.  

 

For the globally connected IT professional, deploying their knowledge of the consumer 

market to decipher the choices and varieties available to them can present a sense of 

                                                
39 However, savings and investments are still a major concern among the current generation of IT workers, 
even if to a lesser degree than their parents. As I will address in greater detail in Chapter 5, saving money is 
an important aspect of middle class identity, and this presents the challenge of the balancing act between 
the “natural” urge to consume and social or familial obligations to invest. 
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empowerment. As Leela Fernandes has argued, her middle class research participants 

“consistently pointed to the importance of new choices available to consumers as a sign 

of the benefits of reform. Such responses are part of a broader pattern in which 

individuals resort to privatized strategies in negotiating arenas such as employment, 

education, and heath care.” (Fernandes 2006:135-136). Choice and diversity of goods is 

an important marker of a globalizing market, both in terms of labor and consumption. In 

such cases access to tools such as the Internet or other media outlets available to IT 

professionals, amongst other professional, present this new sense of choice and 

empowerment.   

 

Today if you want to buy something, I log onto the Internet, feed in what I want, look at 
the options, and then I call up the local shop and ask him if this model is available… so 
the difference [is] between me relying on some other party to actually tell [me]… And 
meanwhile doing some research on my own, which is much more reliable, and gives me 
comparative study and then taking it up…so I’m more in command. (Interview 25:3) 
 

For this research participant, the independent research and evaluation about the consumer 

item is a point of distinction between how he consumes “today,” putting him “more in 

command.” It is not simply the availability of choices in brands and types; rather the 

empowerment comes from no longer having to rely on sales persons or “some other 

party” to communicate the merits of a product. In this case, the Internet and other media 

sources are deemed as more reliable suppliers of information to fulfill the needs of this 

expert consumer. I want to draw attention to the sociality around purchasing that is based 

not only on the information regarding value or quality from the buyer’s perspective, but 

the value of the information about the goods; furthermore, I want to highlight the 

communicative act (verbal and otherwise) that takes place. He preferred the information 

available through the Internet rather than friends, family or a sales person for the laser 

pointer that he wanted to buy; for other items he might turn to different sources. The 

ability to rely on the Internet as a trusted source of information is a learned skill 

exemplified (though not monopolized) by IT professionals. Regardless of how 

information about a product and its brand travels, it is the selection of goods and the 
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multiple sources of information about these goods that marks the difference between a 

generation ago and how today’s consumer are empowered. 

 

I am arguing that consumer behavior is about belonging to a community, about being part 

of something bigger than that which is consumed and that the objects of consumption 

(whether it is electronics or entertainment) demonstrate this belonging by exposing the 

consumer to appraisal and evaluation by other members of the community. Consumers 

know about these intersubjective processes of evaluation and consumed accordingly.  

Responding to any form of marketing information by buying a certain commodity instead 

of an equally functional alternative is a social act of communication about one’s own 

“style” and identity. Social networks that inform the consumer of the value of a 

commodity, whether on the Internet, a sales person, or close friends and family, must be 

incorporated, tested, confirmed, or at times rejected based on the social context. And 

distinctions exist within different social networks. For instance, the day-to-day 

experiences and discussions with friends and family about consumption demonstrates the 

extent to which one’s “style” serves as a marker of belonging to one’s community of 

peers.40 Reliance on Internet media represents the consumer’s claim of expertise in 

utilizing certain tools of information and independence from other experts. But the claim 

of expertise and independence itself must be recognized and legitimized by private and 

professional communities. The information about a product is as central as the 

commodity itself; the source of the information about the commodity, whether in the 

form of TV advertisements, Internet research, or peer assessments, was often the object 

of discussion on consumption. The advertisement of a brand works not only by enticing 

consumers to buy a product but also by injecting a set of symbolic images and metaphors 

into the social discourse about and through commodities. In order to produce a consumer 

                                                
40 I am aware of the importance of information received from consumers in the form of buying patterns and 
habits that advertisement companies, retailers, and producers depend on; my own reference to the MGI 
Reports demonstrates the significance of this data gathering process as a way of understanding consumer 
processes.  However, the sets of data that go into forming quarterly reports of sales, consumer trends, and 
forecasts are abstracted both in being distanced from individual styles and in how they deal with time; 
whereas peer to peer assessments of style are about current trends and the visibility of the individual within 
their community.      
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society, participants must be willing to speak about their consumption, talk about their 

influences, and demonstrate how the value of their consumer goods relates to their social 

standing.  

 

Recreational activities (eating out, movies, mini-golf games, etc) were always 

experienced in groups, with roommates, co-workers, friends, and family members. For 

some of my research participants the place of consumption might be insignificant, 

whether it was a dhaba (more casual, fast-food eateries, often located on the side of 

major roads and thorough-fares) or a five star hotel, what was important, they told me, 

was that they spent time with their friends and that they could just as easily eat at a luxury 

hotel when they received their next pay-checks. They established community through 

acts of consuming in groups and as they discussed the merits of certain goods. They 

sought to be seen by those within and outside their communities in spaces of 

consumption, which communicate specific messages regarding their identity as globally 

oriented, urban, middle class professionals. While conducting fieldwork, shopping and 

eating out was the easiest way to spend time with research participants outside of time 

allotted for interviews, especially those who were younger or did not have nuclear 

families in Hyderabad. On such occasions, our discussions revolved around work and 

recreational activities. They would list where they had eaten, discuss where good 

shopping venues were for different shopping needs and what movies they had seen. After 

a few months of fieldwork, I was somewhat able to “tell” social groups and their 

designations of social and class status by their consumer practices.  

 

During an outing early in my days of fieldwork with Sruti and Anjali, whom I introduced 

in the Introduction, I told them that I was having trouble getting interviews with IT 

professionals. They were not surprised because, according to them, my attire and 

appearance designated me more as an activist or a journalist (I thought I was wearing a 

trendy mixture of Indian and western fashions), which hurt my chances of being viewed 

as a neutral researcher. They explained that I needed professional attire or “westerns,” 

which did not necessarily mean suits but something different than what I owned; that 
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weekend they took me shopping. I cannot go so far as to say that the new attire aided in 

my procurement of interviews, though it did not hurt my chances. More importantly, that 

weekend of shopping and eating out, the sharing of time and space, solidified my 

friendship with these women, something that ended being more significant than the desire 

for additional interviews. 

 

• Labels, Brands, and Talking of Style 

In this chapter, I focus primarily on consumerism that is associated with globalization and 

is especially conducted by middle class urbanites. For IT professionals, participating in 

this consumer market is part and parcel of how they brand themselves as belonging to an 

urban Indian community with a global outlook and international connections. Knowing 

which styles or items to buy, where to shop and how to communicate about these 

expenditures is an important method of establishing their community and class status. 

These consumers are highly knowledgeable about what their consumption means at the 

local context and what personal styles have to be projected for them to be recognized by 

their peers and competitors in the job market. My research participants contested the 

claim that the more affluent workers (such as themselves or their future selves) were 

indiscriminate consumers who simply wanted to “blow off” their extra earnings in an 

attempt to imitate western consumer culture. Rather, their conspicuous consumption was 

calculative and considerate of what the act would represent socially, even in moments of 

carefree, excessive expenditure. In a number of instances when the buying of 

conspicuous goods was enabled by debt (credit card or by borrowing from friends), the 

cost of the good included the interest that was paid for the borrowing of the money.  In 

the case of credit cards, the interest was in monetary form charged by the bank.  If they 

were borrowing from friends or other networks, the calculation revolved around when the 

lender might call in the favor, ask for the return of their funds, or ask for a loan that 

would enable them to buy a luxury item that was outside of this budget. The value of the 

consumable good, then, had to include these additional costs. Often, buying one luxury 

item, such as the newest mobile phone on the market, might foreclose the possibility of 

buying a different personal item or a promised gift for a family member. These kinds of 



 
 

137 

calculation and consideration requires certain forms of knowledge and expertise about 

style and the perception of value in order to represent differentiating markers while also 

demonstrating that they belonged to a global middle class.  

 

By using the term “calculation” in regards to consumer decisions I want to point to the 

negotiated and intersubjective nature of how these decisions are made; I should 

emphasize, however, that these processes of calculations are not necessarily between 

commensurate or proportional factors. In other words, there are no clear-cut, definitive 

formulas to adequately generalize or predict the decision making process that goes into 

conspicuous consumption. Having said that, there is no shortage of speculation and 

conjecture about how and why practices of conspicuous consumption are becoming a 

marker of current cosmopolitan culture. These speculations, narratives that are 

ubiquitously present in public media and personal discussions, even in their critical form, 

are an integral part of what has made conspicuous consumption a central identifying 

marker of the new, global middle class. Take, for example, my discussion with Ravi 

about the growth of the IT sector, and the cultural transformations that he observes at 

work and beyond. Ravi had been working in the IT sector for the last two decades, the 

current modes of consumerism are accompanied by greater focus on fashion trends, and 

the “in” thing, something that he did not remember his generation to be concerned with.  

Ravi: they are not moving into a consumerist mode…, they are popularizing certain stuff, 
right? … The guy has watched a movie, he knows what’s hip, right? Once he knows that, 
now he has the money to spend on it, so where is the money coming from? It may come 
from his IT job, it may come from some other job, but just because somebody has money 
it doesn’t mean that he is going to spend it, right? Only if he knows that is in fashion, it’s 
in trend, this is the “in thing,” then he is going to go and spend it. (Interview 29: 9) 
 

Recognizing style in movies or other media sources and participating in its popularization 

is different from spending money because one is earning more. Earning and spending on 

“style” requires more than just the ability to earn a higher salary; excessive expenditure 

require the recognition and acceptance of certain fashions, a knowledge of and 

willingness to participate in the trends. Ravi did not see himself as part of the generation 

concerned with “fashion;” he had entered the job market in the 1980s, a time when the 
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labor and consumer market looked very different. But he worked closely with the 

younger generations and was interested in observing (and critiquing) their seemingly 

fleeting and random ideas of “fashion.” Someone in his position may recognize what is 

trendy and know the source of influence and motivation (i.e. media and peer groups), but 

unlike their younger, more impressionable counterparts they are able to resist the urge to 

spend excessively. I will return to the assertions of resistance and criticism of 

conspicuous consumption in greater detail below. 

 

According to James Ferguson, in an urban setting, “style” is communicated in a kind of 

“noise” that may not give direct correlation between reference and referent; in other 

words, the same expensive accessory item may be stylish and unstylish in the same 

context because different observers will read these same signs differently. It is by reading 

style that one can “tell” whether someone belongs, is trying to belong, or simply does not 

belong in a specific milieu (Ferguson 1999). During fieldwork I repeatedly asked 

participants to explain how they could tell someone was different, either in terms of class, 

profession, or whether they had a rural background; I wondered if I would eventually be 

able to tell like they did. To me the signs and “styles” they referred to seemed 

indiscriminate, confusing and contradictory; I was not reading the “noise” the way they 

were. What I came away with was that much of the “telling” hinges on recognition of 

references and significations that were simply outside of the cultural knowledge I could 

learn during my designated time in the field. Seeking recognition through style is linked 

to the process of self-branding and reveals how we see and are being seen as a member of 

a class or community and I would always remain an outsider.  

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, brands project a social value not fully encompassed in use 

or exchange value; brand values are dependent on the cultural meanings that they project 

within systems of signs and references. The “brand” incorporates a wide array of 

meanings that contributes to the production and recognition of style; it cuts through the 

noise while also generating and adding to the noise that confuses and muddles the 

relationship between reference and referent. In this context, being aware of, buying and 
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displaying the right brands is not enough, the participants must reiterate the meaning of 

the brand to others.  As the quote below signals, brands play a role in the decision of how 

to represent oneself in order to garner the right recognition:  

…the attractiveness, the way it is packaged, the way it is projected, so the projection 
becomes much more important; you know, the personality becomes much more 
important, so to speak, what you project is becoming much more key, you know, how 
should my skin look like …should I be wearing a, you know, a Van Heusen shirt and 
hence I will be recognized…The labels matter. (Interview 27:10) 
 

Within this globally oriented, professional group, certain consumer goods function as 

markers that allow their owner/carrier to be recognized as belonging to the IT worker 

community; in fact, the right kind of clothing and appearance are a significant aspect of 

the “soft skills” training. Furthermore, the “attractiveness” of the person is decipherable, 

even if in some cases it is not well defined, because it fits within a certain “package” that 

“projects” the right “personality.” The above quote makes it seem as though there is a 

conscious system of rules and actions that can lead to gaining visibility and recognition in 

the IT community, and in some instances that would be correct, such as classes on 

etiquette and soft skills. Generally, however, telling style requires the reading of sets of 

complex signs that are established though fluctuating, assumed and often silent, but 

nevertheless coded practices and behaviors. The simple explanations are only formulated 

for curious anthropologists who ask the obvious questions and in soft skills classes, 

where new comers are taught the etiquette and style of an established system. More 

importantly, the readings have to confirmed and reiterated through discussions and 

narrativising of personal choices, options, and calculations that are often conflictual, 

critical, and argumentative. What interests me is that despite, or maybe due to, the lack of 

consensus about the “style,” there exists a strong sense of who belongs or can potentially 

belong to the global, middle class.  

 

Branding, or cultivating an appearance that is recognizable to others in the community, 

must also incorporate the process of establishing a sense of exceptionality or 

individuality; in work environments this recognition presents the possibility of going 
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beyond the job requirements and becoming irreplaceable to their employers and 

colleagues. Projects of branding are essentially about specificity; when a manufacturer 

trademarks or brands their goods to attract consumers, they too want to be indispensable 

and un-substitutable, if not in usability, then in image. These professionals, thus, are 

simultaneously consumers and consumables and define their own brands by how they 

consume as well as how their labor is consumed. An “attractive” (or highly recognized) 

IT specialist has to have a certain brand of phone, laptop, TV, clothes, along with living 

in a certain neighborhood, speaking in a certain language or dialect, and working for a 

specific company. Even if they reject these methods of recognition, they do so by being 

fully versed in the signs and symbols that comprise this language of branding. Branding 

creates these packaged identities; however, in order for these packages and identities to 

have meaning, they have to be culturally relevant and valued in the immediate context 

while also speaking to the aspirations and desires of a future.   

 

One of the questions that I asked during interviews was how people knew about brands 

and labels, and how they could tell the brand of an item when there was no visible label 

(granted that was a seldom occurrence because recognition of the brand was more or less 

about the label showing). People know about brands through advertisements and media, 

but in addition by actively engaging with media (i.e. searching for advertisements on the 

Internet rather than passively watching TV). Furthermore, consumers need to reaffirm 

their consumer choices within their family and friends for a brand to have cultural and 

monetary value. As one research participant explained, brand recognition depends on 

advertisements, “word of mouth,” and pricing, where “anything that’s pricy is, represents 

quality, … you know a lot of the pricing is brand.” (Interview 13:12). In other words, the 

higher price goes into establishing a brand and by buying a branded item, one is buying 

the brand as well as the product. There is something to be said for the ability of the 

consumer who can pay extra for a commodity in order to acquire the brand, their 

willingness to spend in excess because they privilege quality, convenience, or style. 

When I asked research participants about how they can tell a brand when there is no 

brand image visible, they would explain that they would find out through conversation, 
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they talked about the place of purchase, prices, styles, quality, and so on. They could tell 

because they knew the consumer. “Talking” is a vital part of establishing trends or style; 

that is part of the “noise” that Ferguson (1999) describes. After all, there is no consensus 

on what is more stylish, trends change, some peoples’ styles conflict even as they try to 

be part of the same community, and they have to establish an individual style even within 

the established trends; all of this requires conversation, verbal and otherwise. These 

discussions do not produce a consensus or agreement about what is trendy, in fact, they 

tend to be argumentative and competitive in nature; but they are part of a constant 

process of learning and teaching about the value of a certain kind of appearance and its 

appropriateness within a context.  

 

The cost difference between a branded item and a non-branded item was significant, 

sometimes tenfold or higher, and consumers would go to great lengths to ensure that they 

were getting the real, authentic brand. Shopping at malls and showrooms versus bazaars 

was one way to ensure authenticity, but there were other intricate consumer practices to 

check for brands.  Take the following example, 

Baghat: see my RayBan glasses, we went to a good shop, and the shop owner gave us a 
certificate of authenticity, and on the glass, see, there is a mark RB, that means it’s 
authentic. Now, it could be that the guy went to the guy by the side of the street that sells 
knockoffs for 10 rupees and is charging me 2800 rupees and just gives me a certificate, 
but I can’t know that…When I came to Hyderabad and didn’t have money, I would buy 
cloth and get it stitched [by a tailor], my first brand name item was a Levi shirt with the 
little red mark on the pocket, and someone asked me how much I paid for it, I said 1200 
rupees, and he said “that much for that shirt!” and I showed him the label, then he said it 
was worth it. (Interview 4:8)  
 

For Baghat, buying from a certified dealer who can provide a “certificate of authenticity” 

justifies the additional cost of buying his RayBan sunglasses, even if the certificate itself 

could be a fake. There are other ways to check authenticity, such as quality and style, but 

it surprised me that Baghat thought it was possible (though unlikely) to pass a pair of 

knockoff glasses that cost 10 INR for one that would cost 2,800 INR. What makes the 

branded consumer good “worth it” is the authenticity that can pass the inspection by 

peers, such as the Levi shirt that was worth the extra cost because the label proved that it 
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was a Levi shirt. So even if Baghat’s RayBan sunglasses were counterfeits, he had the 

certificate to prove that he paid 2,800 INR for them, and it is the certificate that ensures 

the sunglasses will pass the inspection of his friends.   

 

Different middle classes utilize different consumer goods and brands to demonstrate their 

middle class status; for example, while entry-level IT workers might talk about and 

compare attire or personal electronics, their managers may discuss different car 

manufacturers. However, I should emphasis that there is individuality and contestation 

when it comes to assessment of status based on consumer goods, though these 

contestations are telling in themselves. A manager at a large IT firm and I were talking 

about how class status and consumerism have changed in India; he had spent more than a 

decade working abroad and felt that he too was learning about social status in IT 

corporations after his return. A few weeks before our interview he had to loan his car to 

his parents and use public transport, an auto rickshaw, to get to and from work. A 

colleague had observed his mode of transportation and commented on his seemingly 

improper actions. My research participant had responded with “what’s the big deal?” to 

which his colleague answered, “you are in a leadership (management) position; you can’t 

travel by an auto.” Taking an auto rickshaw seemed logical to my research participant; 

but, as he stressed, “you are not expected to do certain things just because you are in a 

particular position. I care two hoots!” (Interview 36:10). His colleague, it seems, felt it 

necessary to educate him about the proper forms of transport for those in management to 

be seen using. The mode of transportation was an important way in which he was 

representing himself to his colleagues; this was seen as part of his branding. My research 

participant had always been a non-conformist, he explained, and didn’t really care what 

his colleagues or his subordinates made of his transportation methods. Others in his 

position would openly embrace the advice of a colleague and even flaunt the objects that 

reaffirm their privileged position. Given his status as a manager, as someone who is 

comfortably placed in the industry, he could afford to be more flexible with the 

requirements of his status. Those established in the community and in their careers can 
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take more risks with how they project themselves, whereas aspirants who want to gain 

entry have more at stake.   

 

• Icons, iconoclasm, and Indian exceptionalism 

On a quiet weekend afternoon, Sruti, Anjali and I visited a somewhat non-descript 

jewelry store close to Beghum Pet, a neighborhood dense with showrooms, malls, and 

restaurants. Sruti often worked with international counterparts in her IT company, and if 

they were interested in buying Indian jewelry as gifts or souvenirs, she would bring them 

to this jewelry shop. Sruti was from Andhra Pradesh and had lived most of her adult life 

in Hyderabad; she was resourceful in her connection, spoke Telugu, Hindi, and English, 

which made her an ideal, informal guide to the city for IT professionals temporarily 

assigned to Hyderabad. When I told her I was interested in consumerism in Hyderabad, 

she became my informal guide to all the “cool” places in Hyderabad worth experiencing; 

Hyderabad is known for its pearls and she knew the perfect place to get them for a good 

cost. We were lucky that the business owner was at his shop when we were visiting; he 

had a number of other shops, the most exclusive one in a five-star hotel. After having his 

staff serve us tea, the four of us sat down to talk about Hyderabad and how the city had 

changed. Because his businesses catered to tourists, he had received a number of copies 

of large coffee table picture books featuring sites in and around Hyderabad published by 

the state government as part of the “Incredible India” campaign. He brought out the 

books to show us while we talked about the must-see sites.  As we were looking at the 

pictures, Anjali, who was not from Hyderabad and had moved to the city for an IT job, 

exclaimed, “this is all staged,” dismissing our admiration of architectural wonders and 

scenic landscapes. When Sruti and our host contested, she explained that the pictures 

were empty of people, trash, animals, and the buildings were freshly whitewashed and 

specially lit for the evening shots. She challenged Sruti to really show her when the area 

around Clock Tower would actually look like it did in the picture, and they should know 

because they had worked close to the area for the last two years. She went on to explain 

that only someone from the government could take pictures like this because no one else 

could stop traffic at a major urban traffic circle like that around the Clock Tower. Later, 
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as we watched a Telugu movie, I noticed the same “staged” scenes of a dance number in 

front of Hyderabad Central Mall, where the incessant flow of traffic seemed to have 

disappeared in the middle of the day.   

 

Towards the end of fieldwork, we attended the International Car Expo held in 

Hyderabad’s Novotel Hotel, in HITEC City. The Expo had been well advertised making 

it the center of many discussions and Sruti’s cousin could get us in for free, so she asked 

me if I wanted to join her and some of her friends for the Expo. I had never been to an 

exposition of any kind before, but had realized that consumer expositions (car, real-

estate, interior design, jewelry, etc) were a popular way in which urban consumers could 

find out about new products available in the market. We decided to attend on the last day 

of the Expo, a Sunday, and were surprised at the crowds. The Expo featured a large 

number of cars for display and sale; attendees could also get information about the cars, 

apply for loans and financing, and learn about accessories and the numerous options 

available if they placed a special order. But mostly people were taking pictures standing 

in front of cars. The representatives from car manufacturers such as Tata or Honda were 

interactive with potential clients, allowing them to sit in cars, looking under the hood and 

even crawl underneath to examine the undercarriage. The luxury cars, however, were 

roped off, the representatives stood around with booklets to hand out to those interested. 

Those wanting to take a picture with the luxury car were warned not to touch or lean on 

the cars. At one end of the BMW section, there seemed to be more commotion than 

usual, so our group walked over to see what was going on.  A middle aged man dressed 

in khadi (a coarse, home-spun, cotton cloth) surrounded by a number of men in black 

suits was talking to a BMW representative and about to sign some papers. They were 

standing by a very large BMW SUV, cream in color with chrome detailing. Sruti 

whispered to me that man in khadi was a local politician, not famous enough that I would 

know him, but that only someone like him could afford to buy a car like that. The 

growing crowd was being encouraged to move on, and just as we were about to turn the 

corner, I watched three friends as one of them stretched his body to touch the bumper of 



 
 

145 

the cream SUV with his index finger while his friends took his exaggerated picture. Sruti 

also watched this moment of levity; she smiled and shook her head as we walked away.  

 

These instances of picture taking and picture sharing were common; whether of iconic 

landscapes of old or new Hyderabad, or pictures taken with a car that was clearly out of 

one’s purchasing power. Images, narratives, and material objects in the form of 

advertisements were ubiquitous in homes, workspaces, and public spaces around the city 

enticing observers to participate in various consumer worlds. The observers either 

passively watch billboards and commercials, or actively seek out images, making them a 

part of their conversations and social settings. I found the consumers I spent time with to 

be very calculative and intentional in their consumer activities, especially when they had 

to spend part of their income. Their consumption practices were about demonstrating 

their identities as globally affiliated middle class professionals not so much in buying 

certain goods, but more through spending time in particular places. This identity, 

however, was never complete or fully secure; it was at times challenged by their family 

and friends, at times they did not seamlessly blend in and had to claim aspirations of 

belonging, and at times the insecurities of the job market meant that they did not have the 

income to demonstrate their middle class status. Furthermore, they insisted that the global 

aspect of this identity was distinctly an Indian version, different from “western” but still 

in relation to the “west.”  

 

Changes in consumer spaces and consumer goods are important markers of globalization 

for cities such as Hyderabad; however the local experiences of these consumer practices 

are far from universally homogenous or general. Whether critiquing or explaining new 

consumer practices, my research participants described the new growth of consumerism 

in India as culturally exceptional to Indian culture or tradition. For instance, in one of my 

conversations with a high level manager, he mentioned an article he had read about Louis 

Vuitton opening a showroom in Hyderabad. For him the retailer’s decision confirmed 

that Hyderabad’s consumers have “consciousness (sic) of the brand… they are 

entrenched to (sic) the larger global world… And Indians are very iconic with their 
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fashion models and … with their movie stars, and all of that.” (Interview 32: 8). He went 

on to explain that the “iconic” symbol of a luxury item such as a Louis Vuitton bag 

demonstrates that Indian consumers are following famous and well known global trends. 

Not only was this brand a mark of international high fashion but the ability of 

Hyderabadis to purchase such an item in Hyderabad validated this urban space as a 

global, cosmopolitan place in its own right. He went on to explain,  

The other important thing is [that] this country is socially staged… you are always 
worried about what your relatives think about you, you are always worried about what 
your neighbors think about you, you are always worried, so you know, the entire thing is 
about impressing the set of stakeholders... The societal stitch together is very high in 
India.  And therefore, you know, the status, the stature, what you drive, what you carry in 
the bag, where you go to eat, all that is discussed. (Interview 32: 8-9) 
 

His descriptions of class status, community, and consumerism were peppered with 

comparisons between India’s “tight knit” relationships and American detachment and 

individualistic incentives for consumption. The relationships provide a “stage” and an 

audience of family and community members who are interested in what their relatives are 

buying and whether these activities are synchronous with popular, global trends; they 

“discuss” these consumer practices, thus recognizing the consumer and acting as 

arbitrators of inclusion. 

 

The notion of Indian exceptionalism can also work in the critique of consumer practices, 

an oft-heard discussion. Ravi, whom I quoted earlier on media and youth fashion, had 

entered the IT industry unexpectedly yet saw himself as part of its larger social structure. 

He spoke of new consumer practices as inauthentic, “western” influences and the 

participants as “wannabes.” According to him, the phenomenon was “sad, especially for 

this land [India], it’s sad because we’ve done all the research work, we’ve done all the 

scriptures which we can (sic), we’ve already thought about this in length and probably 

anybody who has had the time to get into them would really know that this is ‘need’ and 

this is ‘greed’.”  What the westernized “wannabes” lack is an education in “the true 

sense,” that can teach them the difference between “need” and “greed;” they are “people 

really not comfortable with their skin, or with where they are, they are waiting to get in 
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somewhere, still struggling.” (Interview 28:5).  By “the scriptures” he meant specifically 

Hindu classical texts such as the Bhagavad-Gita or Ramayana that can serve as pedagogic 

tools for intellectual guidance in “the true sense.” For Ravi, and others, the Indian culture 

can potentially escape the downfalls of consumerist society by turning to an exceptional, 

original and distinctly non-western form of knowledge and guidance.  

 

I want to think about this exceptionalism in a broader sense, not just one of 

differentiation, but one of contextualization or a grounding.  In Ravi’s vision of the 

potential escape from the downfalls of consumerism that makes Indian different, or even 

in the kind of exceptionalism that invites consumer luxuries like Louis Vuitton bags, the 

act of differentiation is a difference-in-kind, rather than a difference-in-degree that the 

MGI Report envisions as Indian consumers progress along the capitalist developmental 

stream from being savers to being spenders. These are alternative ways of thinking about 

consumerism. I am using term “alternative” in the way Bill Maurer uses the term, “not in 

the sense of numerical multiplicity…but alternative in the sense of the word’s Latin root, 

alternãre, oscillating in time, like alternating current in an electric wire.”(Maurer 

2005:13). Difference in this sense, is one of “substitution” rather than “repetition,” 

“where substitution trucks in homologies, samenesses (sic) whose difference the act of 

substitution re-stages.” (Maurer 2005:13). This sense of difference or exception is one in 

which the claim of difference is qualitative, changing the premise on which the claim of 

difference is made. Thus, both Indian and other consumer practices are just that, 

consumer practices; but the bases and cultural meanings of these consumerisms are not 

the same. Indian consumer practices increase or decrease not simply because of higher 

incomes as part of the global “virtuous” cycle of economic growth but because Indian 

consumer practices are (or potentially can be) qualitatively different in their approach to 

consumerism. Here I want to turn to one aspect of the substituting act: the re-staging and 

more specifically, the staging of these substitutive acts by looking at how consumer 

places are enacted. 
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Terms such as space, stage, place, ground, and even context lend themselves easily to a 

discussion of qualitative difference. As a number of anthropologists have critiqued, the 

discipline of anthropology has depended on the premise that spatial distancing can 

provide objectivity (Fabian 1983; Gupta and Ferguson 1992). It would be easy to think 

about how particular consumer practices are defined by the differences and particularities 

of the locations in which they take place. Here I want to think about how places are 

produced, defined and particularized by cultural and social practices. Thus, in grounding 

consumer practices in the exceptional and particular ways of meaning-making requires 

more than just a description of the places, though that is a start, but it also requires an 

analysis of the activities of meaning-making in themselves because it is the activities that 

give meaning to these places. In the beginning of his ethnography of Apache discursive 

practices and place-making, Keith Basso writes “what people make of their places is 

closely connected to what they make of themselves as members of society and 

inhabitants of the earth, and while the two activities may be separable in principle, they 

are deeply joined in practice.” (Basso 1996:7). In the next section of this chapter, I turn to 

these practices of making places through consumer practices that I observed during my 

fieldwork.  

 

Spaces of Consumption 

The binary division between what is modern and non-modern is the primary basis upon 

which other social and cultural binaries (urban/rural, developed/developing, 

civilized/primitive, global/local, cosmopolitan/provincial, “West”/ “Orient” and so on) 

are mapped. These binaries are plotted along timelines of progress and development (that 

societies will transform from rural to urban, developing to developed, traditional to 

modern, and local to global), a plotline that has had dire, unjust consequences (Fabian 

1983). Though simplistic and limited, these dualistic and oppositional forms of 

categorization are productive of cultural meanings. However much I tried to contest and 

get away from the binaries of modern versus non-modern or the global versus the local, 

my research participants came back to these binaries and their evolutionary trajectories to 

explain the major changes of Hyderabad. I will not, however, take these binaries as a 
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given and will attempt to demonstrate how these categories of meaning are co-

constituted. I find it more interesting and plausible to think of these binaries as existing 

simultaneously (rather than chronologically), that they give weight to the kinds of 

differentiations and substitutions that I addressed above, and to think about how these 

binaries are made meaningful in their representation of opposing potential eventualities. I 

found that my research participants used these binaries to give meaning to their everyday 

practices and narratives of consumption; in other words, these binaries were relevant 

precisely because they could be utilized simultaneously while still holding on to their 

sequential and oppositional meanings.  

 

In order to sketch the consumer spaces in Hyderabad, I begin with the archetypal 

categories of the “bazaar” and the “mall,” where the bazaar represents a traditional, local 

space and the mall a western and global space. The bazaar’s crowded open-air markets 

along winding lanes where individual shopkeepers specialize in specific wares and 

services are the quintessential examples of long-established South Asian cityscapes. The 

mall, a generic term used for showrooms, grocery stores, or a large complex that houses a 

number of different shops, is a fairly new phenomenon in Hyderabad, at least on the 

current scale. As one research participant explained, the two kinds of places exemplify 

the difference between the older and newer shopping experiences and finances often play 

a central role when deciding where to go shopping. Those who have “a lot of money” 

will have access to and be willing to spend it on items with “designer labels” that are 

more expensive. The more expensive merchandise is associated with department stores 

like Pantaloons, Lifestyle, or ShoppersStop, whereas the less expensive, but often of 

comparable quality, are available in older bazaars such as Abids or the General Bazaar. 

The new consumer spaces tend to be in large, imposing buildings with parking lots, 

elevators, and air-conditioned stores with large windows set in grid-like pattern. The 

eateries in these places will include pizza and burgers in addition to the more ubiquitous 

snack foods associated with north and south Indian cuisines. Malls are well lit, have 

spotlessly clean, wide walking pathways and entry is strictly regulated through security 

checks, though there are no entry fees. So while it is not uncommon to see poor and 
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homeless persons in a bazaar, it would be impossible for the same persons to enter a mall. 

Private security guards check for weapons and explosives, but they also check for food 

and drinks brought in from outside, and they limit access for anyone who does not seem 

to belong.  In order to belong, one needs to be clean, fully dressed, and not soliciting the 

other patron; thus none of homeless persons, taxi drivers, or street-side merchants who 

crowd the sidewalks will be found inside a mall. Purchasing merchandise may not be the 

most important activity in a mall, although it is not insignificant. What is important is 

being able to participate in activities, such as socializing, hanging out, and window-

shopping, that seem “natural” in these places.41 The characteristics that sum up new 

consumer spaces are, first, the availability of choices in the assortment of designer 

(branded) commodities; second, the merchandise will cost more but the experience of 

shopping is more “convenient and enjoyable;” and third, the exclusive appeal to an urban, 

globally knowledgeable consumer such as those working in the IT industry.  

 

The production of space is not a finite project where, once completed, its significance 

remains constant and unaffected. Rather, spatial meanings are dependent on continuous 

cultural engagements, either to recreate their significance or to alter them in par with 

other societal transformations. If space is a social product, then even seemingly 

immemorial places are products of recurring, ritualistic acts that signal ideals of 

constancy and tradition and attain their significance in the present framework of sociality 

and cultural meaning. I utilize Henry Lefebvre’s (1991) insights about the production of 

space to think through the productive process in which spaces of consumption are 

necessarily produced through the act of consumption, and that different forms of 

consumerism can produce different kinds of consumer spaces. Thus, the divergence 

between the “bazaar” and the “mall” is produced through the act of consumption and the 

repeated iteration of these acts; what’s more, the traditional bazaar and modern mall are 

                                                
41 Since all economic activities are productive of sociality, I would argue that the socializing in a bazaar 
varies from that of the mall. For example, reliance on credit from a large, banking institution presents a 
different kind of sociality than, say, reliance on credit provided directly from the shop owner.  
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both products of present social activities and depend on each other’s social productions to 

have any cultural meaning.    

 

Below I will discuss three different consumer spaces that I experienced during my 

fieldwork, each very different in their setup and the kinds of experiences they offer. 

However, they are all part and parcel of consumer practices that make Hyderabad part of 

the newly globalizing urban India; they provide a certain kind of choice, convenience and 

exclusivity to theirs consumers. While only the first one is an iconic space for the new 

kinds of middle class consumer practices, I argue that all three examples are produced 

through and flourish within the same cultural context because they take advantage of 

cultural and financial exchange processes provided by the new economy. 

 

• Eat Street 

The first consumer space I examine is Eat Street, a new, self-contained establishment of 

eateries on the banks of Hussain Sagar, a lake in the heart of the twin cities of Hyderabad 

and Secunderabad. To the south and hugging the western lakeshore is old Hyderabad and 

to the north and east is Secunderabad. The majority of the new construction is to the 

northwest and west of the lake beyond the boundaries of the old city. Surrounding 

Hussain Sagar is Necklace Road, developed by the Nizam during the colonial period as a 

place of recreation including parks and trade fair grounds. Eat Street is a collection of 

eateries in a secure building with one side open to the water. At one end is a small park 

with rides for children and a boat dock that ferries tourists to the large statue of Buddha 

in the Hussain Sagar. At the other end of the building is a mid priced restaurant that 

provides more formal dinning. The food inside Eat Street is not exceptional or 

extravagant; it has a variety of booths providing Mughalai, South Indian, Western 

cuisines (Café Coffee Day, Subway, and a pizza stall) and an expensive Italian gelato 

vendor. During my fieldwork, admission was free, though it was regulated, so that 

panhandlers or sales persons could not enter. Customers would buy their food and drinks 

and carry their trays to tables with a view of the lake to enjoy with family and friends. I 

arranged to meet a friend there for lunch; having arrived early I watched the place fill for 
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lunch with mostly young persons in groups and some families, a fairly mixed crowd in 

terms of age and gender. Patrons milling around did not order anything upon entry, most 

of them were simply hanging out. In fact there were few who had bought anything from 

the concession stands. All of the young people there were with friends; all of them were 

dressed stylishly, the young men in Indian style western wear and the young women in 

kurtas worn over jeans (knee-length tops, often considered to be more traditional). The 

families came well dressed for the outing. Eat Street was spotless, with at least two 

maintenance workers continuously mopping the floors and numerous garbage cans lining 

the walkway. By the time my friend and I left, it was well past lunchtime, and I found it 

interesting that the majority of the patrons of Eat Street had not made a purchase but were 

walking around while socializing in small and larger groups. 

 

Eat Street was a place to see and be seen; it exemplified for me the consumption of a 

place, rather than commodities, and, accordingly, this place was produced through the 

actions of the patrons. Buying food might be secondary in such a place, at any given time 

more people were sitting and chatting than eating or drinking; the primary act here was to 

hang out. The predominant groups were teenagers and young adults, male and female. 

Based on their style of clothing, I could assess that there was a wide range of middle class 

groups participating in this space. Friends had explained that those in expensive western 

wear with aloof body language were wealthier; those in Indian western wear and intimate 

body language, especially between the men, were from less wealthy backgrounds or the 

“neo-riche.” The place would have no meaning as a modern consumer space if it did not 

attract these crowds, a well-defined group of urban residents and some rural visitors who 

were there as participant observers of consumer modernity. Sitting at a table alone, 

clandestinely writing in a little note-pad after I had spent about half an hour watching the 

crowds (for it was the writing that was out of place here, not the act of openly staring at 

the clientele), I jotted down something in the vein of, “the crowd here performs for each 

other, they watch and are watched as they create a kind of spectacle, not for a defined 

audience, but with the understanding that the others present are performing as well.” 

These were performances of the self for the benefit of a community; belonging in a space 
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like Eat Street, conspicuous but not seeming to be out of place, were the self-productive 

practices of new kinds of middle class groups that identify each other through consumer 

practices as well as through professional markers.  

 

• Chiraan Fort Club 

Another example of a consumer space is the Chiraan Fort Club (the Club hereon), 42 

located north of the old city and a short distance from the newly constructed shopping 

areas of Begumpet. The Club occupies a converted Paigah Palace belonging to one of the 

former Nizam’s royal relatives. A research participant took me out to lunch at the Club 

one day. He is a professor of education and was briefly consulting for a large IT 

company’s CSR projects; the Club was close to their offices and his Club membership 

was one of the perks of his consultancy job. He found this place a curiosity worth 

sharing, especially since this was part of his colleagues’ ordinary experiences as 

employees of an IT corporation but would be too exclusive for me to access on my own. 

They would have lunch meetings at The Club’s extensive (but inexpensive for members) 

lunch buffet and he wanted to show me one of the places that the upper middle class 

professional might frequent. While the club’s yearly membership reaches thousands of 

dollars, non-members can eat lunch at their restaurant at a set cost if invited by a Club 

member.   

 

The décor was ostentatious and gaudy; the decorators kept traces of old Muslim charm 

inside while the lawns were meticulously manicured in the style of Victorian British 

gardens. Inside the cool, quiet building were a number of facilities such as meeting 

rooms, function halls, a library, and gym facilities for the Club members who have 

replaced the Paigah Palace’s former residents. The Muslim past remained only in the 

form of the décor, a hint that the new inheritors were free to consume former, palatial 

luxuries cleansed of any political implications. During lunch we discussed the changes in 

urban patterns of land ownership using the Club as an example. The city was being 

redefined, my research participant explained, by the continuous marginalization of the 
                                                
42 http://www.chiraanfort.com/profile.html 
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poor and lower middle class groups for the benefit of a few who have been able to take 

advantage of new structures of power. The rumor is, he said, that the former Muslim 

owners of the Paigah still occupy a small wing of the building but no one sees them 

because a large wall has been built to conceal their quarters. They have run out of the 

funds gained from the sale of this portion of the building and its extensive grounds; their 

section of the building is not as opulent or well kept. That was a popular rumor with no 

way of confirming it short of some investigative work and intrusion into their hidden 

domestic quarters. The image of the rumor, however, was potent: a powerful, wealthy, 

princely class unseated for the benefit of successful professional, middle classes if they 

could pay the membership, of course.  

 

• A Mobile Vegetable Market 

The third space of consumption I found ethnographically significant was an impromptu 

vegetable market on the commuter train that connects the older residential and business 

centers of Hyderabad with HITEC City and then onto Lingampally Station, which serves 

Hyderabad University, International Institute of Information Technology, International 

School of Business and is the closest station to the large corporate campuses of 

Microsoft, Wipro, and Infosys. The public trains ran, mostly during morning and early 

evening rush hours, and were often used by professionals or students who did not drive. 

The trains were often crowded and some of my research participants were surprised that I 

would ride the train since they preferred to take their own cars or private taxicab services. 

I mostly rode the train for longer commutes because it was far more economical (a few 

rupees on the train versus a few hundred rupees in an auto-rickshaw) and it was a more 

comfortable ride, even when it was crowded. The trains often had three tiers of tickets, 

first, second and third class, and were priced accordingly. First class provides air-

conditioning and reserved, plush seats. I would buy the second tier tickets because this 

tier had women’s compartments, and if I boarded at the Lingampally Station, which was 

the first stop towards Hyderabad, I could get a seat by the window and watch as 

professional commuters and local travelers streamed into the train at various stations. 
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Tickets were checked randomly and infrequently, or if a paying rider complained to one 

of the conductors.  

 

One evening I boarded the train at Lingampally during rush hour and noticed a woman 

with a few large burlap bags full of vegetables; she would calmly go around the train 

asking other women if they needed to buy vegetables for their dinner. At first some 

people simply looked at her and shook their heads, she was clearly someone who did not 

belong on this commuter train often filled by middle class professional women. A couple 

of men, themselves out of place in the women’s compartment, made loud jokes at her 

expense and laughed, but she was unfazed. The smell of cilantro and mint filled the 

compartment as the breeze blew through making it one of the most pleasant train trips I 

had in Hyderabad. As the trip progressed, more and more women began to buy 

vegetables from her and a line formed through the compartment. There wasn’t a lot of 

haggling, vegetable prices were more or less set and she was prepared with a scale to 

weigh their merchandise and to package them in small, pink plastic bags. Before long 

about half the compartment had little pink plastic bags filled with vegetables, along with 

their lunch boxes, purses, and laptops. Women who did not seem to know each other 

when they got onto the train were exchanging recipes in a mixture of Hindi, Telugu and 

English. By the time I left the train, her burlap bags were half empty; the next time I rode 

on the rush hour train, she was in the same compartment selling vegetables.  

 

The above three examples are very different kinds of spaces of consumption and very 

different consumer practices, but it is important to recognize that all of these are 

concurrent consumer practices. Eat Street represents the iconic modern spaces of 

consumption such as malls, showrooms, movie theatres, and eateries where the main goal 

is not necessarily to buy goods, but to see and be seen as participants in a modern, urban, 

global consumer space. The Chiraan Fort Club differs in its exclusivity and in how it has 

managed to transform an older way of life into a coveted form of consumerism today by 

translating the political past into a safe space for upper middle class consumption. The 

woman selling vegetables on the train to professional commuters serves as an example of 
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how various populations, both urban and rural, are taking advantage of the new economy, 

albeit in very different ways. My reason for writing about these very different spaces and 

forms of consumption is to emphasize that various consumer practices contribute to new 

kinds of middle class identities; some signal the seemingly neutral and futuristic ideals of 

globalized citizens (Eat Street) while others cite specific Indian histories now controlled 

through middle class consumption (Chiraan Fort Club). Places such as Eat Street or the 

mobile, passenger-train-cart-turned-vegetable-market are products of the same cultural 

incentives for choice, convenience and exclusivity. Consuming and being seen to 

consume Italian specialty gelato on the banks of Hussain Sagar establishes specific 

connections, however precariously, with something larger than the product itself. The 

consumer is connected with an identity that incorporates class, urbanity, and the ability to 

consume globally. The professional woman buying vegetables on her way home from 

work on the train establishes and reaffirms different connections with her fellow 

commuters, but also with the merchant selling the vegetables. The merchant does not 

belong to their professional world, made clear even as she takes advantage of new forms 

of transportation and labor trends that send female professionals home in mass at 6 p.m. 

These consumer practices are at once productive of cultural identities as well as 

productive of the space itself. 

 

In the last two months of my fieldwork one of the largest and most luxurious malls in 

Hyderabad, GVK Mall was inaugurated. Many of the stores within the mall were empty 

at the time of the inauguration, possibly due to the recession, but the majority of them 

were occupied before I ended my fieldwork. GVK Mall is down the street from City 

Center Mall, another large mall that caters to a similar cliental but does not have the large 

movie theatres and designer clothing stores that are housed in GVK Mall. Towards my 

last days in Hyderabad, a large billboard covered the side of GVK Mall that faces the 

street (see Appendix D). On the billboard was a bare-chested young man, clearly a 

farmer, with a kid (baby goat) slung over his shoulders as he looks up to a clear, blue sky 

smiling. The caption reads, “I love my life.” The advertisement is for Totem, an 
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infrastructure company seeking to expand across India.43  Despite the presence of the 

farmer on the billboard, it would be inconceivable that the same farmer (and not the 

model representing the farmer) would be able to enter GVK Mall. The billboard signifies 

a sense of inclusivity that the infrastructure company wants to project as they expand 

their business ventures; this is an important myth to propagate since in practice the new 

economic growth is producing exclusivities and exclusions of those who do not or can 

not benefit from the current phase of modernity.   

 

The malls and Chiraan Fort Club represent different kinds of exclusivity for the patrons 

that frequent them. While those wanting to enter Chiraan Fort Club have to be a paying 

member or their guest, entry into GVK mall or Eat Street is much more open to young 

professionals and their families. What is similar, however, is that in both cases a person 

can potentially enter if they meet the social criteria. In other words, the exclusivity is not 

based on age, gender, or racial designation, but on social and economic markers such as 

clothing, ability to pay the membership, comportment and body language. These kinds of 

exclusionary practices that limit access to these places can be overcome if an aspiring 

patron can inconspicuously belong to the included populations. At the same time, it is 

these exclusionary practices within these spaces that make them desirable and meaningful 

consumable products for new consumer practices.   

 

GVK Mall and Eat Street were popular hangouts for IT professionals as well as other 

middle class groups. But because IT professionals were seen to have extra income for 

conspicuous consumption there was a sense that these locations had to cater to 

communities affiliated with the IT industry. They are built close to IT corporate hubs or 

IT campuses and on the main roads that connected the various residential centers with 

HITEC City and Lingumpally. I spent many hours in such spaces with research 

participants who had become new friends, especially those who did not have family 

                                                
43 http://toteminfra.com/about_us.htm  accessed July 6, 2010.  GVK, the company that built and named the 
GVK Mall, is a private, diversified company that focuses on power and urban infrastructure.   
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obligations. These malls were preferred because they offered a variety of cuisines for 

both the picky eater who sought familiar Indian dishes or the adventurous eaters who 

wanted to sample Thai or Central Asian foods. The malls’ ambiance created through 

electric lighting, air conditioning and contemporary music transmitted through 

loudspeakers was quieter, cooler, and less crowded than the bazaars in Hyderabad. They 

offered parking that allowed patrons to park their cars in a safe, clean and secure site, 

preferably with valet service. Malls and the controlled areas around them were the 

backdrop in music videos and local movies. More than once my friends and I stopped to 

watch a film shooting. Unlike my research participants, I did go to the old city of 

Hyderabad, in the maze like bazaars crowded with small shop owners, sometimes 

bringing them special requests of bangles or scented oils from an old, famous merchant. 

Their reluctance to venture into the old city was simply the lack of conveniences, these 

old parts of the town were out of the way, difficult to drive through due to the crowds and 

narrow roads; they simply did not fit in their lifestyles.  

 

In the next section I want to think through the seemingly ubiquitous critiques of 

consumerism as a “western” practice in competition with Indian traditions, not just a 

matter of increased consumption of goods but a different way of consuming, a 

substitution. My aim is not to contest these ideas by finding a different or more authentic 

understanding of western and Indian meanings of consumption, but to speculate on what 

cultural understandings and practices these arguments of differences produce. Even those 

who seemed to be fully engaged with global consumer practices were quick to 

differentiate between “western” practices and their own commitment to aspects of Indian 

tradition, either through religious practices, gender specific activities, or maintaining 

obligations to their families, indicating that they are comfortable with straddling the two 

distinct cultural influences and successful in bringing them together in their daily lives. I 

will argue that these cultural distinctions are produced through claims of straddling, 

mixing, and improvising.  
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Contesting Consumerism, Establishing Traditional India 

A former IT professional and I were sitting on the lawns of Hyderabad University’s main 

library on a warm winter day. I had just given a presentation about my research at the 

University, and he had approached me after the lecture saying that I should interview 

people like him, former IT workers. He had chosen to get a communication degree 

because he did not enjoy the pressures and work environment of his IT career. In his mid 

or late 20s, he felt that he had a unique perspective on new consumer practices in India 

because he had come back to college having given up a high salary, income that most 

members of his cohort could only imagine. We began to talk about the desire to consume 

and the cultural implications of that desire. With a smile and short pauses to express 

amusement, he explained that consumerism is “huge in youth, yes, it’s become as 

materialistic as the West, the West actually tries to be like the East. Whereas they try to 

understand what the spirituality is about, and they have a huge fascination with all this 

spiritual babas and yogis and all that in India, whereas (sic) the Indians have a huge 

fascination with the materialism of the West. People are always after what they don’t 

have.” (Interview 40:16). Statements such as this were ubiquitous during my fieldwork; 

they imply that the youth are increasingly consumerist and easily equate materialism with 

the “west” and India with spirituality. Granting that such statements are stereotypes, I 

would argue that these assertions are productive of how the “west” and “India” are 

understood as parts of a global community and of the cultural practices that are forged 

through global encounters. By repeatedly narrating these statements, critics, observers 

and practitioners palpably experience the newness of these encounters between India and 

the west, and relearn what is Indian and what is western. At one level, these are acts of 

constructing a common (though differentiated) humanity; i.e., “people are always after 

what they don’t have.” At another level, the assertions of Indian youth becoming 

materialistic and thus western, simultaneously construct an original or authentic Indian 

identity in relation with, or under threat by, the west.44 

                                                
44 It goes without saying that these are not the only fields in which the distinction is created, the discipline 
of anthropology is no small player in constructing the idea of the original and authentic exotic world 
cultures threatened by the expansion of Western colonialism.  What I am arguing is that cultural stereotypes 
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In late January of 2008 the news media in Hyderabad was filled with reports of members 

of the Hindu revivalist organization, Sri Ram Sena (SRS), attacking a group of young 

women who were sitting in a bar (they were sitting at a table in a restaurant that had a 

bar) in Mangalore, Karnataka. The founder of SRS, Pramod Mutalik, took responsibility 

for the acts explaining that members of his group represented the protectors of Indian 

culture and that women socializing in spaces such as bars exemplified un-Indian morals 

and behaviors. On the afternoon of the attack, some of the group of about forty young 

men approached the five women, telling them to leave and begun hitting them as they 

chased them out of the restaurant. Their violent act was filmed by other members of the 

group and broadcast on the web and sent to the news media; in the next week, the video 

went viral. The attack happened early in the afternoon with enough light to make the 

crowd milling around and watching the incident visible to the cameras. This action by 

SRS activists was one of a series of violent acts against churches and newspapers, and 

attempted kidnappings of Hindu girls who were seen socializing with non-Hindu boys. 

Commentary in newspapers, magazines and TV news sources, as well as daily 

conversations, speculated on their possible motives, connections to larger organizations, 

and advice for potential victims on how to stay safe. According to Mutalik, the SRS was 

gearing up their activities against anyone who planed to participate in Valentines Day 

events that February and this was just an example of their planned intervention. The 

government of Karnataka (BJP) condemned the violent acts in Mangalore and the police 

arrested some of its members as well as Mutalik after mounting social pressure. The 

Chief Minister of Karnataka, B. S. Yeddyurappa, however, insisted that he would not 

allow “pub culture” to flourish, and accused the media of making too much of the attacks. 

While there were numerous condemnations and protests of the violent acts, I read many 

op-eds and letters to the editor expressing the writer’s view that, even if they did not 

approve of their violent methods, they shared the values of the SRS.  

  

                                                                                                                                            
narrated and rehearsed in mundane, every day occurrences are important ways of enacting these 
distinctions.  
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The SRS, though a group of extremists, enforces a popular perspective that the cultural 

purity of India was under threat, the logic of which was shared even by the globally 

aspiring middle classes. In discussions with my research participants, they denounced 

both the motives and the violent methods of SRS activists, but they did agree that the 

women in the pub were participating in western cultural practices; something they saw 

themselves being entitled to do. Even as they promoted and participated in western 

practices, they perceived “global culture” as an amalgamation of distinct, “pure” cultures 

brought together due to the increased connectivity of globalization (possibly creating 

something new entirely). The idea that “western” culture is brought in through consumer 

behavior, and career options for that matter, is not a new perspective; there is a rich body 

of work that presents the colonial precedence for this perspective (Chatterjee 1993; 

Sarkar 2003). As I will explain further in my next chapter, working with the British 

colonial administrators either in bureaucratic capacities or as intellectual informants were 

careers linked to certain class status. These workspaces, as part of the public domain, 

were strongly shaped by British or Western cultures during this period. In opposition, the 

function of the woman in private domain of the home was to protect Indian tradition, 

remain frugal, and devote her activities and attention to the well being of the family 

rather than individual happiness. As such, women who publicly consume in a western 

fashion cross the threshold of traditional Indian frugality on numerous registers. 

 

But the question remains, how it is possible that an Indian culture can lose its traditions 

and become “westernized” and how is this moment of western threat different from other 

(historical) encounters? Consumerism is producing new kinds of cosmopolitanisms 

through specific forms of contact and encounters and these practices are integral to 

shaping cultural identities. However, these forms of encounter between a distinct and 

pure Indian and western cultures require the production(s) and iteration(s) of distinct, 

pure cultures; and these iterations of purity are not politically innocent. In these 

narratives, the “west” is distilled into intoxicating habits of frivolous consumerism, of 

junk food and eating out, of personal independence and loss of family alliances, while 

Indian “tradition,” in the singular, is condensed into characteristics such as frugality, 
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savings and social responsibility. Furthermore, the sense of losing tradition is not just 

presented as Indian culture becoming westernized (and thus in need of protection) but 

there is also a sense of loss of a nation’s potential future, of what traditional India could 

have become or triumphed into if pure “tradition” was kept intact, distinct and 

unadulterated.  

 

One research participant who had been working in the industry for over ten years, much 

of it in the UK and US, explained that upon returning to India, he noticed many 

differences between his peers and the younger generation entering his company. He 

explained that the women in his college, while they did work outside of their homes, their 

main concerns remained on the home and their families. He did not think that his new 

female colleagues would have the same priorities.    

I should say one point I see [is] that the tradition is improvised, but there is an extent to 
…which we can go for improvisation and after that…it has an adverse impact. What I see 
is that…girls are getting more educated, they are working well, they are becoming 
independent…financially, mentally, emotionally, everywhere… Without the husband 
they can run their house, single mother families they have, they can adopt children, they 
can do that, it’s very good, in one way it’s very good.  But working late nights, eating 
pizzas or burgers, or drinking colas, you know, these are all, I mean, not having a family 
bond relationships…that takes you no where, basically. [Interview 45:16] 
 

He went on to tell me that when he says “western” what he really means is “American” 

because in his experience of working in Europe, people there also felt an encroachment 

of American culture on their traditional practices. While in India it may look like 

westernization, it is really the influence of American media and goods that is impacting 

cultural change in India. Not all parts of westernization are negative; girls “becoming 

independent” can be good in some ways, while the lack of “family bond relationships” is 

a negative aspect of the same independence. Some of the other adverse effects are 

working late and unhealthy consumption practices. In much of our discussion, his 

examples of detrimental societal changes were about women and girls. This is not 

surprising given the gendered characteristic of nationalism and that women have often 

embodied traditional culture and honor of a society (i.e. Chatterjee 1993; Mankekar 1999, 
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Sarkar 2001). However, what I find most interesting is that for this research participant 

(amongst others) consumption of pizza and soft drinks related to loss of commitment to 

the family. I would have assumed that financial and mental independence would carry 

more weight than eating junk food. However, for many of my research participants the 

two are bundled together as the signpost of social transformations and exemplify the 

adverse western cultural practices that are encroaching on Indian culture, supplanting the 

primacy of family relations expressed through home-cooked meals as well as frugality, 

savings, and investment.  

 

While these descriptions might seem trivial and dependent on stereotypes, I encountered 

many well thought out explanations of why certain consumer practices were viewed to be 

western while others were understood to be traditional Indian. One senior manager who 

worked in research and development for “green IT” products for a large, Indian IT 

multinational corporation had to consider consumer practices thoroughly since 

envisioning new products requires in depth analysis of consumer patterns and demands of 

end users. According to him, “the consumption mania” that is “pulling” Indians “into the 

western thought process” is based on post-WWII American “fundamentals of marketing” 

that allowed the American economy to “come out of recession at the time.”  These 

marketing fundamentals are based on two main theories, “planned obsolescence” and 

“perceived obsolescence.” Based on the theory of planned obsolescence, manufacturers 

would plan on unveiling the next version of a product on regular cycles of production. 

The product would most likely be replaced by the consumer because the quality was such 

that it would not function after a certain amount of use. But manufacturers must be 

prepared to sell the new version even if the first product is still functioning by making 

their consumers believe that the first product is obsolete and must be upgraded; and thus 

they came up with the concept of perceived obsolescence. He used his cell phone as an 

example; he had had the same cell for more than three years, whereas, according to their 

research, the average consumer in India buys a new cell phone every six months. 

According to the theory of “perceived obsolescence…you should upgrade, otherwise 

your status symbol has gone down somewhere.” In contrast, if we consider “India as a 
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traditional area,” distinct and outside of the influence of American marketing concepts, 

“you build things for repair…[things] are sustained for 100 years, at least.” (Interview 

27:10). According to this research participant, in traditional Indian consumer practices, an 

object is obsolete and replaceable only when it is beyond repair rather then based on 

social status and the marketing schemes of the producer. Moreover, increased 

consumerism is directly connected to marketing and manufacturing practices in the US; 

planned and perceived obsolescence are ways of enticing consumers to buy new goods in 

order to spur manufacturing and jobs, akin to MGI Report’s “virtuous” cycle, rather than 

repairing and reusing products for long-term use. In this case, the Indian way of 

consumption is more sustainable, but the attraction of new consumer goods, of using 

credit, and the culture of “consumption mania” is replacing sustainable forms of 

“traditional” consumption.   

 

I am not concerned with whether these statements are factual or not, in fact, the above 

views of Indian culture clearly contests the previously described view about consumerism 

being exceptionally Indian because of the “tightly knit” community and attractions to 

icons in establishing social status. What I want to emphasis here is that while culture 

plays an important role in how money is spent, culture itself is constructed and produced 

through these narratives of what is “western” and what is “traditional” in spending money 

and buying certain products. Perceived this way, cultural practices are not based on 

eternal and stable conceptions of self and other, but they signal (and embody) the 

performative and fluctuating interdependencies of how cultural distinctions are 

constructed. 

 

Narratives about western consumer practices, their infiltration into Indian communities 

and families, and their impacts on transforming Indian tradition are a way of recognizing 

and knowing the exotic other. Again, narrating comparisons about the west and India is 

not significant for their validity as truth statements; rather, the significance lies in the 

assertion or claim that someone is different, that the person making these claims knows 

or is an expert about the difference and reenacts that difference through their discursive 
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practices. Contact through global encounters proliferates the knowledge of the other; this 

knowledge, however, does not necessarily create a sense of sympathetic commonality. 

Rather, knowing of the other can present the competence and expertise on which 

competitive differentiations are based upon. One can claim that their knowledge of the 

other is based on contact and experience and, thus, emphasize that their perspectives on 

the other are legitimate and justified. The unknown other becomes known as different and 

distinct, or, using Bakhtin’s words, the “alien” comes to be known as the “exotic” other. 

In his discussion of Greek romantic literature of experiences in foreign lands, Bakhtin 

differentiates between encounters with “aliens” versus those with the “exotic.” For 

Bakhtin, encounters with “alien” cultures and peoples are cases in which the hero and 

heroine did not know anything about the foreign people, nor was this knowledge 

significant to the plot of the story. In contrast, he explains that “Exoticism presupposes a 

deliberate opposition of what is alien to what is one’s own, the otherness of what is 

foreign is emphasized, savored, as it were, and elaborately depicted against an implied 

background of one’s own ordinary and familiar world.” (Bakhtin 1981:101). The 

“exotic,” in contrast to the “alien,” is known as the other, as different from the self, and 

that difference is “savored” and contrasted from the self’s ordinary familiarity. 

Conceptions of the exotic depend on the encounter with, knowledge of, and relationship 

with the other in contrast to the familiarity (a claim of full knowledge and sameness) of 

the self. The exotic other is brought in through the encounter, but marked as different, as 

sharing a space, but not familiarity, and as such, the exotic other can represent a threat if 

it is not managed adequately.   

 

I would like to return briefly to a point I made earlier in the chapter; that consumerism in 

global middle class Indian professionals has often been dubbed as being mimetic of 

western consumerism by those who would limit its effects on Indian culture. The threat 

of western style consumerism is based, primarily, on the ability and propensity of those 

within an identified community to partake in practices that are not their own. These 

practices, while enabled by larger global shifts such as higher incomes and availability of 

goods, require shifts in local conceptions of status, where the enactment of new consumer 
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behaviors are recognized and privileged because they are able to link with other 

privileged social modalities and practices. These enactments, the exposure to, the 

learning and repetition of western style consumer practices, can only be understood as 

mimetic acts precisely because the “west” is produced as distinct from “traditional” 

Indian consumer practices. Thus, while consumerism as “imitation” is an incomplete 

understanding of the significance of this act, it may warrant serious consideration. Time 

and money spent in malls and eateries and discussions with peers that compare and 

contrast the value of these expenditures conjure a new kind of identity: a person who is 

connected to the global economy as worker and consumer. It is important to be 

recognized as a person that is part of the global economy through these acts in order to 

gain entry into specific social and professional contexts. If this is about managing 

aspirations of class status, then being recognized as part of middle class culture is vital to 

demonstrating one’s social position. As Michael Taussig has explained, “[t]he unique 

property of recognizing similarity…is the exercise of the mimetic faculty.” (Taussig 

1993:40).  For my project it is not important that the mimicking of the west is or is not 

erasing tradition; what is important is that certain forms of “western” mimicry are 

recognized and validated amongst a specific group of peers to construct something that is 

recognizable and exclusive. It is through consumer practices, in their repetitive and 

mimetic forms, that the foreign is encountered; the foreign becomes the subject of 

knowledge through consumer practices and is judged to be exotic and different from the 

familiar.  

 

Conclusion: 

In way of summarizing, I will return to my arguments on socially constructed spaces and 

the conceptualization of dualities such as modern vs. traditional. Through ethnographic 

research I have sought to demonstrate that social production and reliance on dualities are 

an essential part the complex processes of identity formation in everyday practices. In my 

study, these dualities do not function as distinct oppositional concepts of meaning 

making, rather they work on each other precisely because they are co-constitutive 

categories. The distinction between the modern mall and the traditional places of 
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shopping such as bazaars are not impervious, absolute and complete; rather, the 

distinctions change and morph as cultural meanings and practices shift. The distinction 

between what is western and what is traditional, between need and greed, between 

spending today and saving for the future, or any of the other dichotomies that go into 

distinguishing binaries must also be constantly reiterated and reinterpreted as hybrid 

bodies, practices, and spaces to prove their global identity. At the same time, the 

distinctions are not insignificant to processes of encountering and knowing the exotic 

other.  

 

In the same way that the dualities of western/traditional are intricately co-constituted and 

productive of cultural meaning, so too are cultural understandings of the exotic other, and 

these productions are not politically innocent. If the west is materialistic, as demonstrated 

by their consumerism, and traditional Indian culture privileges frugality, futurity, and 

spirituality, then a legitimately global Indian professional must be able to embody both of 

these dichotomous interests at the same time. For these legitimately global professionals, 

there exist specific spaces, forums and languages to exhibit their capacity for global 

consumption and be recognized as such. For example, places such as Eat Street are 

constructed not only through global professional purchasing in a space designated as 

global, but also by consumers socially participating in “hanging out” where they can be 

recognized as belonging to new consumer societies through specific actions. The 

boundaries of these places are markers of and are marked by the same social actions that 

mark the boundaries of belonging to a certain social status. Those who work in these 

consumer spaces, as cleaners, servers, and vegetable vendors, do not belong to these 

spaces in the same way as those who are consuming these spaces. They belong to the 

poor or the lower middle class groups who provide the services at low labor costs, 

making the excessive, conspicuous consumption of this group of global middle class 

possible (in the same way that Indian IT professionals provide IT services at lower costs 

to the multinational corporations). Those who cannot participate in these new kinds of 

consumer practices as consumers or who cannot legitimately speak to and demonstrate 



 
 

168 

their global consumer identities must risk remaining outside this professional social 

group.   

 

New consumer practices are part and parcel of belonging to a globally oriented Indian 

middle class, different from other generations of middle class consumers. Being part of 

the process of globalization is not only demonstrated through consuming commodities 

and spaces that signify liberal economic reforms but is also continuously reiterated 

through narratives, discussions and arguments about the value and characteristics of the 

consumers, the commodities, and the city as a place of consumption. Whether descriptive 

or critical, these narratives reaffirm specific meanings of consumer behavior, 

incorporating within them such dichotomies as western/traditional, modern/pre-modern 

and liberal/conservative. The global Indian middle class consumer is one who embodies 

the combination of these binaries. Globalization in this case is not simply a site where 

differences meet, but is a process of creating the variances in which this middle class 

oscillates. In the next chapter, I will focus specifically on the cultural category of this 

global, Indian middle class identity. 
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Chapter 5 

Becoming Globally Middle Class  

 
“People who are in the middle class, they can’t compromise with life.” 

Interview 45:5 
 
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 and develop itself.  

Jawaharlal Nehru in Fernandes 2006:19 

 

Introduction: 

 

In this chapter I will explore what it means for the IT work force to be identified as part 

of India’s new middle class and the exclusionary processes that demarcate the boundaries 

of this cultural group. Thus far I have argued that professional affiliations such as those 

with the global IT industry are culturally important factors in constructing middle class 

identities since the economic reforms of the early 1990s. In Chapter Three I discussed the 

ways in which IT professionals signal India’s successful entry into the global scene as an 

important contributing nation state and international decision maker; this is one site of 

global encounters where Indian professionals can compete with and surpass their non-

Indian professional counterparts. In Chapter Four I examined specific consumer practices 

and narratives that iteratively represent and produce the engagement between 

“traditional” Indian culture and new modernities of global consumerism. My research 

participants grounded their career aspirations and expectations as well as their consumer 

practices predominantly on middle class ethical guidelines, making questions about 

“middle class” identities significant to my research. IT professionals are comfortably 

placed in the middle class strata; moreover, entry into the IT sector can also allow those 

on the boundary between middle class and poverty to belong to the middle class. Gaining 

a foothold in the IT sector, thus, is both a culturally productive way of “being” middle 

class and of aspiring to “become” middle class and, in the process, constructing class 

hierarchies.  
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As I will explain in greater detail below, the category of middle class, in any context, is 

very diverse both in terms of cultural practices and economic standing, and thus difficult 

to define with precise characteristics. What I am concerned with here, specifically, is the 

classificatory parameters of the figure of the “globally Indian middle class,” a middle 

class identity that is contingent on processes of globalization as they are unfolding in the 

Indian context. In some ways, this is a novel expression of middle class identities that are 

dependent on recent global processes, even as they are connected to particular historical 

and political trajectories. This IT global middle class differs in important ways from 

earlier middle class groups precisely because they can align themselves with global 

processes in concrete and effective ways. The global practices of this middle class, 

however, do not necessarily make them “citizens of the world” at the expense of Indian 

nationalism or adherence to Indian tradition; instead globalization serves as a point of 

celebration for nationalistic posturing and IT professionals have become key figures of 

this celebration.  

 

My research participants all identified themselves as middle class45 regardless of their 

earning capacity and financial inheritance; the degree of variation expressed was couched 

within the spectrum of upper middle class, middle class, or lower middle class. Few in 

the IT industry belong to the upper or elite classes, not because of their financial 

standings in comparison to what might be considered the economic elites, but because 

they must (or choose to) continue working in order to maintain their desired lifestyles. 

Earning a salary through professional work is a differentiating marker for this global 

middle class; even successful IT start-up business owners remain involved in the day to 

day running of their companies as professionals. Business owners and entrepreneurs in 

the IT industry would not identify themselves as elite but as professional middle class 

(and maybe upper middle class) because, as owners, they too work for the success of 

their company and thus their income. IT professionalism is significant in two aspects for 

                                                
45 With the exception of two who pointed out that they did not have a “middle class mentality” or outlook, 
even if they could be economically classified as middle class. 
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this new middle class; first, it stands for a globally connected profession, and second, the 

higher level of income supports global consumerism, making this group exemplars of 

what it means to belong to a modern, global middle class in India.  

 

The IT global middle class also shares a great deal with other Indian middle class groups 

as they increasingly gain political, cultural, and economic visibility in India. Though the 

political apparatus of the general middle class citizenry was outside the purview of my 

fieldwork, I argue, along with other scholars (i.e. Chatterjee 2004; Corbridge and Harriss 

2000; Fernandes 2006; Nair 2005), that middle class political identities are integrally 

related to other facets of identity politics in India today. Leela Fernandes argues that the 

increase in middle class political protests in post-liberalization years “were defined by the 

politicization of identities of caste and religion and were aimed at curtailing a perceived 

expansion in the political participation of backward castes and Muslim communities.” 

(Fernandes 2006:174). She reads the democratic political action benefiting the middle 

classes as a reaction against increased political activity by other identity groups based on 

caste and religion and not necessarily in reaction to other classes. For my project, it is of 

little importance whether the political influence of other identity groups were actually 

threatening the political status of middle class groups (see Fernandes 2006, Hansen 

2001); what is relevant here is the perception that the middle class are under threat. This 

threat identifies them as victims of the perceived close relationships between other 

identity groups and the representative state through special interest groups; the 

politicization of middle class identity, then, is their mobilizing efforts to meet this threat. 

Moreover, the perception of political threats emanating from “other backward castes and 

Muslim communities” (Fernandes 2006:174) forecloses the possibility that these identity 

groups could be part of a politically legitimate middle class.    

 

I begin this chapter with a brief discussion of South Asian ethnographic literature on the 

‘middle class’ before discussing my ethnographic findings of how IT professionals 

narrated their middle class positions and what qualified them to be recognized as middle 

class (and at times upper middle class) or aspiring to become middle class. Being middle 
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class depends on important exclusions and differentiations, mostly from the poor and the 

elite, but also from other middle class groups. I will discuss how factors such as 

education, exposure, morality, budgeting and consumption, as well as nationalism 

construct the parameters around this global, middle class community. Then I will 

examine what it takes for “aspirants” to be recognized as possessing the qualities to 

potentially become middle class and will analyze some exclusionary processes that 

delimit and police middle class entry. I will conclude by positing that these practices of 

boundary making depend on politically neutralizing and naturalizing poverty. Given the 

focus of my research, my findings are related specifically to IT professionals who were 

participating in globalizing labor and consumer practices. These global actors popularly 

represent India’s iconic  “new middle class,” an important demographic category for 

retailers, investors, and urban developers as they formulate their future plans in India. In 

many ways, the “new” in “new middle class” in my study refers to novel ways of 

expressing middle class identity rather than representing recent entrees to middle class 

status (in contrast see Säävälä 2010). The middle class community I examined has been 

dependent on previous generations for their inheritance of social capital (through their 

education, professional standing, and social networks) even as this generation expresses 

their middle class lifestyles by pointing to their professional and career successes as a 

sign of their independence. To be sure, the distinctions between different Indian middle 

class groups are very important and my discussion is limited to some aspects of this 

diverse middle class. 

 

Thinking of Middle Class 

In my discussions about the cultural characteristics of the middle class in India during 

fieldwork, financial indicators based on income and investment capacity were wide 

ranging. The founder of an on-line investment startup told me that the financial markets 

define middle class in India as those who earn 5 to 15 lakh INR (approximately $10,000 

to $30,000) per year (Interview 14:11). Simplistic indicators such as these may not 

include other investments and inheritance that supplement a household’s income, nor do 

they consider the variation in the cost of living between cities or between urban and rural 
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areas. In many ways, the range of financial status for the middle class can vary such that 

those in the lower middle class have more in common with those in poverty than 

members of their own class. For example, the lifestyles of those earning 5 lakh INR will 

be more similarities to those earning 4 lakh INR than those earning 12 lakh INR per year. 

Financial indicators, however, are not insignificant; they make their way into financial 

forecasting reports and provide incentives for various businesses and individuals to move 

to India, invest in the stock market, buy real estate, or build shopping malls and retail 

showrooms. Rather than only considering financial indicators, it is more fruitful to think 

about how factors such as education, career choices, and consumer practices shape 

middle class identities and their understanding of economic social hierarchies. These 

factors establish “lifestyle” standards that set the middle class apart from the elite and the 

poor, as well as differentiating between various middle class groups. Moreover, the 

financial proximity to the poor and the need to differentiate through work and 

consumerism requires continuous work by the middle class to define what it means to be 

middle class and to construct boundaries between the middle class and others.  

 

I have relied on my research participant’s self-identification of being middle class rather 

than employing economic indicators to determine their class status as a group. Loic 

Wacquant argues that the middle class groups inevitably lack a concise and clear 

definition, not due to a lack of theorization on the topic, but because they occupy an in-

between space in terms of production and authority. Thus, social theorists should strive to 

capture the multivariate and ambiguous character of the middle class condition rather 

than positing a concrete definition of middle class identity (Wacquant 1991:57). My 

focus on the IT, global middle class overlaps with Wacquant’s idea of the middle class as 

a multivariate and ambiguous identity group. This group stands apart from other middle 

class groups and is, simultaneously, dependent on being recognized as belonging to the 

larger middle class. Certain careers and the salaries they provide are integral to the 

financial capacities of IT professionals while also representing social prestige and 

cultural capital. Other significant aspects of claiming middle class status are aspirations 

of achieving something greater than their current status, such as the accumulation of 
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consumer goods, homes or property, or affording higher-quality education for their 

children. Realizing these goals, of course, depends on success in their respective 

professions even as jobs in the IT sector can mean new kinds of insecurities and 

uncertainties. In this section I will discuss some of the literature that addressed the 

cultural aspects of middle class identities in India keeping in mind the lineage or 

historical trajectory of these cultural transitions. 

 

• Professional Middle Classes 

A number of historical studies of colonial India have focused on professional 

administrative classes as significant interlocutors between the colonial governments and 

their respective subject populations (see for example Chatterjee 1993; Chakrabarty 2000; 

Joshi 2001, 2010; Minault 1998; Sarkar 2001). These professionals were not necessarily 

referred to as “middle class,” but they certainly played an in-between role; they did not 

belong to the ruling classes such as the nobility or the British colonial forces, nor were 

they the same as the exploited masses during the colonial period. These middle class 

groups were both embodiments and protectors of traditional values in colonial India and 

they represented India’s entry into the modern world as their English educated, 

professional men traverse the colonial domain as clerks, lawyers, judges and accountants 

(Chatterjee 1993; Joshi 2001; Sarkar 2001). The national imagination placed these men in 

the political and public domains, while the women connected to them were to reside in 

domestic spaces and bear the moral standard of their middle class status (Chatterjee 1993; 

Fernandes 2000; Minault 1998). These administrative classes were different from the 

merchant and entrepreneurial middle classes who may have had similar earning and 

spending capacities but would have had a different relationship with the governing bodies 

(Upadhya 1988; Haynes 1987). Given the characteristic of income, global connectivity, 

and white collar professionalism, as well as the significance of their educational 

background, I argue that the class trajectory of IT workers should be mapped onto the 

salaried, administrative middle class rather than the entrepreneurial middle class, though 

there are noteworthy overlaps in certain cases.  
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Post-colonial theory on the middle class highlights the role of education and professional 

careers of the respectable classes as part of the colonial disciplinary project as well as a 

significant basis for the national imaginary. Partha Chatterjee’s analysis of bhadralok or 

“respectable folk” in colonial Bengal examines a sense of “middleness” in this group who 

aspired to create an independent Indian nation during the British colonial period 

(Chatterjee 1993:35). Chatterjee argues that their sense of middleness was due to the fact 

that they were subordinated to the British, but they had the ability to subordinate other 

colonial subjects. According to Uday Mehta (1999), it was a conscious project by the 

British, specifically formulated by Macaulay, to produce a class of Indian administrators 

as part of their colonial civilizing mission. Chatterjee points out that despite being a 

product of the colonial context, this middle class had to claim an authentic and exemplary 

status to justify being the future leaders of a nation. Through the reading of popular 

Hindu pedagogic texts, Chatterjee identifies three themes of middle class nationalism; the 

first theme is “appropriation of the popular” as innocent and uncontaminated by the 

colonial presence; the second theme was the construction of a Hindu tradition that the 

nation can draw upon; and lastly, the formation of a hegemonic public polity of the nation 

with the potential to overcome colonial rule (Chatterjee 1993:72-74). Nationalism for this 

middle class depended on selecting aspects of “modernity” and “tradition” to construct an 

Indian public domain where the “modern” male could successfully negotiate the material 

world of the colonizer; for this success to be realized, he had to rely upon a private 

domain, a site of feminine nurture, tradition, spirituality and “true identity,” which had to 

remain uncontaminated by the colonized public (Chatterjee 1993:117, 119-121).  

According to Chatterjee’s analysis, the public and private divide was a vital aspect of 

colonial middle class respectability and the national imaginary. 

 

Gail Minault examines the politics of women’s education in her study of Muslim middle 

class in colonial India. Similar to Chatterjee’s bhadralok, she identified the Muslim 

ashraf community as “respectable middle or upper-middle classes” who, after loosing 

political power to the British, sought to differentiate themselves from the Muslim 

aristocracy by focusing on English education and securing jobs in the colonial 
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administration (Minault 1998:5). In contrast to Chatterjee, she argues that the dichotomy 

between the public and private spheres that he presents are too strong (Minault 1998:13, 

7). In her study of Muslim sharafat (respectability) reforms the isolation of women from 

all public domains became a sign of backwardness (Minault 1998:36). Though women 

were to comply with religious edicts of purda (segregation of genders, or seclusion of 

women) and uphold the feminine ideals of honor and respect in the home, their 

responsibility as mothers, housekeeper, and wives meant that their private realm had to 

interact with the public domain of modern politics (Minault 1998:267). Minault’s 

analysis points out the inter-dependent relationship between the public and private roles 

of women and ideas of “respectability.”  

 

Sanjay Joshi’s historiography of Lucknow’s colonial middle class continues on the theme 

of the “respectable” public actor and argues that rather than being constituted “by their 

social and economic standing,” middle class status was established “through public-

sphere politics” (Joshi 2001:2, 18).  According to Joshi, this middle class aspired to an 

identity that was contiguous with a “modern” identity, and because modernity is 

“fractured” and contradictory in its claim to liberalism and equality, so the middle class 

was fractured and constituted through contradictions (Joshi 2001:2-3, 22). Though a 

colonial construct, middle class status was adopted by some Indians to construct their 

own social status to fit within their colonial context. Joshi writes that “[we]stern-educated 

Indians were quick to adopt this modern to suit their own circumstances, and represent 

themselves as a middle class with a social, cultural, and political agenda distinct from a 

‘feudal’ or ‘decadent’ indigenous elite, as well as lower classes in need of disciplining or 

improvement.” (Joshi 2001:8). Reforms that addressed gender and religious politics in 

the public sphere, he argues, were not about egalitarianism, but used colonial ideology to 

create distinct and stratified cultural and class categories (Joshi 2001:20). Joshi traces the 

construction of a homogenous Hindu middle class community in Lucknow to the 

exclusion of the Muslim community; this homogeneity was vital for the “defense” of a 

Hindu majority and their claim to nationalist politics (Joshi 2001:148-153). Tanika Sarkar 

examines the gendered approach in which the Hindu middle class nation is imagined in 
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colonial Bengal. In her analysis, the colonial politics of Hindu nationalism depended on 

constructing a masculine public sphere defending an idealized Hindu femininity from the 

threat of Muslim masculinity, a discourse that simultaneously marginalizes the “Hindu 

woman” and the “Muslim man,” making her the bearer of tradition and respectability 

(Sarkar 2001). In both Joshi’s and Sarkar’s studies of how the Indian citizenry is 

imagined, a reformed, educated, professional, and male-bodied, Hindu middle class is 

envisioned as the central agent of an independent nation.46   

 

According to the above studies, the negotiated position of middleness between colonial 

rule and those who could be subordinated in the name of nationalism becomes the 

fulcrum of identifying a category of people as middle class. The subordination depended 

on the construction of political, public domains that could embody a modern nationalism 

enacted by educated men paired with a sanctified private domain of tradition but also 

excluding the non-modern as well as the foreignness from national politics. The 

administrative middle class professionals remained an important social and economic 

category in post-colonial India, although the privileges of colonial period professionalism 

were not always translated seamlessly into the same privileges in the post Independent 

era. Generally speaking, the financial and social capital of middle class education and 

professionalism in the colonial period meant that some communities had better access to 

bureaucratic and government careers than more subordinated populations. During my 

fieldwork, a surprisingly large segment of my interviewees’ parents worked for the 

government or the public sector throughout the 1970s and 1980s. These jobs provided 

small, but dependable incomes, as well as benefits such as subsidized housing, health 

care, education, and food staples. In some jobs informal income through bakhshish 

(bribes or gifts) could provide a significant portion of the family’s financial intake. The 

security of government jobs was an important factor for these families since a jobholder’s 

tenure would not be vulnerable to economic trends and their advancement in a firm or 

                                                
46 This vision contrasts with the Gandhian, and, to some extent, Nehruvian vision of the Indian nationhood 
as rural, agricultural, and peasant communities.  Though outside the scope of my study, I believe it is more 
interesting to read the two imaginaries of class simultaneously, as Sarkar (2001) does.  
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factory was based on seniority rather than performance. As previously discussed, India’s 

economy prior to the 1990s was primarily planned and government controlled, such that 

the national or provincial governments owned and operated many of the services and 

production capacities of the national economy. And while salaries and take-home benefits 

could vary between occupations, the security of consistent, long-term income made 

government jobs much sought after for employment opportunities.   

 

According to many of my research participants, gaining entry into government 

employment was greatly limited in their generation. Government employees have been 

predominantly upper caste and middle class. Their perceptions that these would remain 

available to the upcoming generation of workers changed when in 1990, based on the 

second Mandal Commission recommendations, the government of Indian agreed to 

implement reservations measures in which 27% of public sectors jobs would be reserved 

for ‘socially and educationally backward classes’ (Corbridge and Harriss 2000:220, 128). 

Regardless of whether or not the reservation actually impacted access to government jobs 

for upper castes, many of my interviewees cited the reservations as one reason for 

increased competition for government jobs and their decision for seeking private sector 

jobs. Furthermore, since the economic growth in post 1991 liberalization, private sector 

jobs have provided more opportunities for economic growth, especially for those with an 

English education.  

 

• Consumerism and Middle Class 

The focus in ethnographic literature on South Asian middle class groups has been 

predominantly on consumer practices (Breckenridge 1995; Liechty 2002; Mankekar 

1999; Säävälä 2010; Varma 2007; Vatuk 1972). Mark Liechty argues that since the 

subject of ethnographic studies has been “premodern” economies viewed as simplistic 

and prior to class formations, anthropology, as a discipline, has eschewed an in depth 

theoretical engagement with the idea of middle class culture (Liechty 2002:9). In his 

study of middle class culture in Nepal, Liechty theorizes class based on the works of 

Marx and Weber, and advocates for considering the work of the two scholars together. 
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Marx’s ideas on the relationship between classes were predominantly based on the 

structures of the economy and access to resources of production; what sets the working 

class apart from the capitalist is that the workers’ need to sell their labor for their daily 

bread, thus making them dependent on the owners of capital. The working classes are 

defined by a lack of ownership of property and means of production, and by being 

alienated from the products of their labor (and from their labor through ever increasing 

mechanization). The middle class lies somewhere in between the capitalist and the 

proletariat; and Liechty argues, Marx’s writings do not engage deeply with this in 

between class (Liechty 2002:12).47  

 

According to Liechty, by the time Weber was writing, consumer goods had proliferated 

such that the salaried middle class workers could distinguish themselves from other 

middle class groups (business owners, factory workers, farmers, etc) based on their 

consumer practices. While these professionals, bureaucrats, service workers, middlemen 

and retailers had to sell their labor to sustain their lifestyles, unlike Marx’s working 

classes they were able to consume the products of the industrial revolution. Using 

Weber’s arguments, Liechty argues that the middle classes are better defined by 

emulation and competition, practices that are expressed through consumption, rather than 

by the control (or lack there of) over the means of production (Liechty 2002:11-16).  

Using Weber and Bourdieu, Liechty identifies “the middle class in Nepal as a domain of 

internally competing cultural strategies, systems of prestige (“status”), and forms of 

“capital” that are not, strictly speaking, economic.” (Liechty 2002:15, emphasis in text). 

These strategies are used as a way to distinguish middle class identities from the upper-

class elites, and the lower, non-professional working classes.   

 

Sylvia Vatuk’s ethnography of two white-collar, middle class neighborhoods of new rural 

immigrants in Meerut demonstrates how rural kinship systems were transplanted in an 

                                                
47 Wacquant has a different take on Marx’ interventions about middle classes in that while Marx does not 
deal with the middle classes in as great a depth as the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, he does critique both 
Malthus and Ricardo in their centralization and lack of treatment of the middle classes in the development 
of industrial capitalism (Wacquant 1991:40-41). 
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urban setting. What interests me in Vatuk’s ethnography is that she uses both labor and 

consumerism to identify these immigrants as middle class. Vatuk begins to characterize 

these neighborhoods as middle class because the residents were mostly government 

clerks, shopkeepers, or small industrialists; in other words, those who had regular, 

salaried income (Vatuk 1972:26). However, she found that income data was limiting in 

analyzing their class status because they either refused to share this information or they 

would not share their extra income based on the bakhshish they received. Thus, in 

addition to examining various forms of income (salary, bakhshish, rent, agricultural 

earnings), she also examines the ownership of goods and property in order to find “an 

inoffensive indicator of economic status.” (Vatuk 1972:34). Vatuk goes on to explain that 

income spent on conspicuous consumption, however, was also susceptible to denial or 

exaggeration because they are part and parcel of representing social status. As I have 

discussed in my previous chapter, conspicuous consumption is about self-representation 

and social recognition of class identity.  

 

According to Purnima Mankekar the first generation members of the middle class in her 

ethnographic research seemed “precariously positioned along a slippery slope” and 

continuously negotiated the possibility of poverty (Mankekar 1999:9). They sought to 

establish the “respectability” of their status in various ways, i.e. the education and the 

discipline of their children, but also by their ability to buy consumer goods (Mankekar 

1999:95-99), which the national TV blatantly promoted in the 1980s (Mankekar 1999:74-

75). She argues that the middle class was seen as the protectors of “tradition,” a 

traditionalism that was linked to exclusionary politics of nationalism, especially of 

Muslims in the violent aftermath of the Partition. The idea of “tradition” that was 

promoted on national media was certain in its inheritance of a Hindu religious past 

(Mankekar 1999:9-11, 295-328). Both Mankekar and Vatuk’s ethnographies demonstrate 

that for the middle class in independent India the respectability of the domestic domain 

become integrally related to the ability to buy certain consumer goods. This does not 

mean that the private sphere has become modernized through materialism and is no 

longer a site of “tradition.” Rather, I read the categorical construction of the materialism 
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as western and spiritualism as traditionally Indian and their oppositional relationship to 

be a necessary construct of the imagined nation for the middle class. As I have discussed 

in the previous chapter, these imaginaries continue to play out in consumer discourses 

today. Thus, while today’s global processes are not simply repeating the colonial 

encounter, the present encounters are embedded in an historical trajectory of power and 

economics that have shaped social and economic stratifications in the region. 

 

One of the characterizing distinctions often brought up in discussions about class was that 

while their higher salaries enabled my research participants certain freedoms of 

consumptions, their middle class identities, in turn, limited the way they consumed. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, consumption is not simply about spending money; 

what, where and how people consume is part of the performance that constructs who they 

are in their community. As one of my research participants explained, being part of the 

middle class gave her the “consciousness” to say “no” to her desires of consumption. She 

went on to explain, “in India we have a saying that the morals; only the middle class has 

morals...They, lower class, they wouldn’t mind you know, I don’t have food so I might as 

well steal from rich, I will shop lift or something. The rich class probably doesn’t need it 

(morals).” (Interview 39: 9).  Her portrayal of middle class morality was not unique. The 

idea that morality is monopolized of the middle class borders on absurdity; even the 

claimants smiled as they repeated the saying. However the claim and its repeated iteration 

are productive; it is not so much that other classes do not have morals, rather, the research 

participants would say, it is they do not have our morals and need for respectability. Such 

claims construct a calculus of morality, one that can be assessed and compared, but often 

based on unspecified criteria, one that is at once rigid and malleable and that is at once 

inherited from former generations and developed through global exposure.  

 

Another way to categorize middle class identity is to recognize the precarious in-

betweeness, or Wacquant’s “ambiguity,” (Wacquant 1991) that is difficult to pin down. 

Mankekar asserts that the middle class occupy a kind of “slippery slope” where one 

financial mishap could put their families in poverty (Mankekar 1999). Liechty’s 
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assessment parallels this concern of the middleness of those who do not have the 

economic security of the wealthy, but have managed to reach a status of “respectability” 

that distinguishes them culturally from the poor (Liechty 2002). Despite having higher 

spending capacity, which is not insignificant, middle class identity for my research 

participants was often defined by aspiring to certain forms of professionalization, 

education, and careers. These jobs are as much part of a changing middle class lifestyle 

as the consumer goods that they were buying, and this was an important way in which 

they were differentiating themselves from other middle class groups. Thus, someone in 

the lower middle class may have a different process of ensuring against financial 

insecurity than someone in the upper middle class who is uncertain about their job, but 

they both feel insecure and uncertain as they struggle to achieve their future financial 

aspirations. For the upper middle class, their savings, investments, and social networks 

could maintain their lifestyles for a year of unemployment, whereas someone in the lower 

middle classes may have enough savings for one month, but both would fear the stigma 

of being unemployed and what it would mean for their career advancement. 

 

The stratification within and outside of middle class identity is further complicated by 

inherited caste identities that vary regionally, the history of colonialism that (sought to) 

fix the caste system through laws and statutes, class and professional identities, and the 

political agendas of independence that have at times sought to rectify colonial injustices 

and at times have led to further stratifications based on class and caste. Thus, someone 

from an upper caste background whose grandparents were privileged under British 

colonial administration, and whose parents had lost some of that prestige through the 

India’s independence movement, will have a different experience of maintaining and 

advancing their middle class status than someone from a scheduled caste whose parents 

could take advantage of reservations in government jobs after independence and focused 

on educating their children to enter into professional, middle class careers. Historical 

memories of caste identity are an integral part of class identity, even if the narratives 

about caste and class vary between generations. Liechty argues that in Nepal while 

“[c]aste, kinship, and ethnicity” still play an important social role, “the daily lives of 
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people in Kathmandu demonstrate… social life has shifted, leaving class as the framing 

principle of everyday experience.” (Liechty 2002:5) I would frame my discussion of class 

differently; I argue that class identities are intertwined with caste, kinship, and ethnic 

identities. Despite being part of an international professional working community, the IT 

work environment has not (and maybe cannot) do away with the significance of caste, 

gender and religion in the work place; even if these forms of identity are spoken about in 

hushed tones in cafeterias rather than formally by managers. Professional identities, caste, 

class and religion intersect in important ways; they are co-constituted, making it 

impossible to explain one kind of identity without drawing on other identity markers that 

have been formed through generations.   

 

Belonging to a Global Middle Class: 

The difficulty in explicating a bounded middle class identity does not diminish the 

influence of this class as an immutable, universal, and potentially all-inclusive category 

and as the model for a national citizenry. In fact, it might be the very elusiveness of this 

class identity that makes it deployable as the symbol for the “everyday man” whose 

professional career defines success in the neoliberal economy, who knows and can enact 

the ethos of cosmopolitanism, whose rights are protected through democratic 

representation, and whose culture is recognized and respected around the world.  Thus, 

even if the middle class is not easily definable, or the definition relies on comparisons 

with other classes, being able to identify and be identifiable as the middle class is an 

important project.  

 

As I mentioned above, all my research participants self-identified as middle class, though 

at times differentiating between various segments of the general middle class. The 

differences that mark the middle class groups are an integral part of what makes up the 

normative identity of who is middle class; in other words, the multivariate and ambiguous 

nature of the middle class are a central method of defining the middle class. The process 

of differentiating between different middle class group, or the signs that allow one to 

“tell” whether someone belongs to the upper middle class, middle class, or lower middle 
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class are a significant process of belonging to the middle class. At first glance, different 

material goods (their brands, costs, place of purchase, form of utilization, etc) signal this 

variation within middle classes. One research participant explained that her 

“classification” is based on people’s “lifestyles.” The upper middle classes are those that 

have worked abroad, have had disproportionately higher incomes compared to their 

childhood or college peers, and have returned to India. Their lifestyle is visible in their 

consumer practices, for example, they would drive a mid-range imported car such as a 

Honda; their children would attend private school as well as various private camps and 

extra curricular activities; their families would buy and use the latest electronic goods; 

and they would go abroad on their vacation. The middle of the middle classes would own 

an Indian car, attend private schools but not many private extra curricular activities, and 

would take their vacations in India with family members.48 She summarized her own 

extensive explanation by stating that “basically” the upper middle classes have more 

“exposure” to foreign or global practices through consumerism enabled by higher income 

(Interview 33:14). The contents of these “lists” of signifiers did change, but the 

categories of the lists remained fairly constant. Professional careers that “expose” 

members to different contexts and the ability to express that exposure through various 

lifestyles are factors in revealing of the level of middle class. Moreover, the right kind of  

“exposure” is vital not only in knowing which markers of class to display, but also in 

learning how to recognize and read these markers in others in order to decide whether 

they belong to a given category of middle class.   

 

Without my prompting, the discussion of class identity more often than not began with 

historical considerations either in terms of generations, perspectives on post-coloniality 

or the current phase of economic liberalization. The following excerpt is from an 

interview with a senior programmer in Microsoft offices in Hyderabad. 

                                                
48 Even though lower middle classes were not often part of our discussions with the IT professionals, I 
should mention here that the lower middle classes are far more likely to be dependent on government or 
public services for jobs, education, and resources such as water and electricity whereas the middle and the 
upper middle classes are more likely to work in and consume private services. 
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We don’t come from a very well to do class, so we are the kind of the middle-income 
family… actually my grandfather and great grandfather and all were like big, obscenely 
rich…They were like lawyers, and they were like really big during like the British rule…, 
the lawyers who kind of used to work for the British people, you know, go to London, get 
educated there, work, so they had a lot of that exposure, but at some point a lot of that 
just dwindled off, because he found it very hard to make a transition from that kind of 
colonial system to kind of the self-rule where you need to go find a job…They kind of 
got displaced … I guess there was … a lot of importance to education, I guess all my 
Dad’s brother’s and all are educated, my Dad is a lawyer, he studied law. [Interview 
50:3] 
 

This research participant referred to a lineage of class identity and professionalization 

that goes back to his grandparents and great grandparents. His family’s privileged status 

with the British colonial government as lawyers “dwindled off” when India became 

independent. His father’s generation was less affluent than his grandparents but they 

maintained the cultural importance of education and his generation reaped the benefits of 

this education by gaining lucrative and prestigious global careers. While his own lifestyle 

is not necessarily ostentatious, both he and his wife have MBA degrees, own their home, 

and employ about six servants (most of them part-time) to help with running their 

household. He mentioned that in some ways he has achieved the class status that his 

grandparents enjoyed and the kind of financial standing that is dependent on his own 

achievements rather than inheritance. He and his wife (in separate interviews) explained 

how the increase in wealth and growth of the new private sectors are changing urban 

lifestyles, allowing their family to express their financial affluence differently than their 

parents. “Exposure” to other cultures and ways of life, such as those that his grandparents 

had through their travels to London, was missing in their parents’ generation. But being 

part of the IT professional group, working for Microsoft, having lived in Seattle and other 

parts of the US, means that their nuclear family was considered to be worldly and global. 

What stood out to me in these historical narratives was the way in which current class 

identity was interwoven with the national history of India; becoming globally middle 

class is naturalized as an integral part of staying synchronous with national progress in 

the same way that the “progress” towards globalization is naturalized.  
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Becoming and being middle class is not just about financial capacities, it also requires a 

certain mindset towards finances; it is the relationship with money rather than just the 

quantity of money at their disposal that defines this middle class. The significance of this 

relationship within the IT professional group shapes their perspectives of the past and 

expectations of their future. As one interviewee explained, the middle classes are those 

who have to budget their finances based on priorities they have learned from their parents 

and what they are hoping to achieve for their own family’s future. They were doing better 

than their parents did, and they want to ensure that their children achieve more 

(professionally, financially, socially) than they have achieved. Another research 

participant explained that the middle class belong to “that category of people where for 

everything they buy, everything they do they have to think, calculate, see whether it’s 

affordable.”  She went on to say: 

…for example, father is working in a government company, they have a stagnant life, 
they can’t dream big, they can’t go low, it’s very standard, this is what is your income, 
this is what you spend, that’s about it, you can’t think beyond that. Whereas some from 
that particular family getting into a IT sector and he earns say five times bigger than his 
dad’s salary, see that’s when, you know, he tries to help his family, try to improve their 
standards, that’s how they fall into the higher middle class. [Interview 34: 11] 
 
For her, if a family is dependent on one single government salary then their status is 

“stagnant” because their constant income has remained relatively low compared to what 

the international IT companies can pay. With higher incomes, IT professionals can 

purchase more consumer goods, buy their own home, and educate their children so that 

they can have greater access to high-paying jobs. Still, the importance of budgeting does 

not diminish; even if they can afford better consumer goods, their consumer practices 

remain dependent on their salaries, and the mindset that they should save and invest in 

education remains. She continued,  

…I’ve seen a lot of families, though they can’t afford to take good education to their kids, 
but they still do it, they borrow money, they do what not, they just ensure that their kid, 
or their son or daughter is getting into engineering or anything to do with techie IT 
related, they don’t mind sacrificing a lot of things, but they ensure that they are well 
educated, because once they are educated, I mean, their complete family can rely on 
them, that’s the kind of scope they have, opportunity they have, income they get. 
[Interview 34:11] 
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My research participants often differentiated between various levels of middle class 

status in a kind of linear progression of time; they explained that current IT careers can 

potentially move families from the “middle middle-class” to the upper middle-class.49 

Education, in this context, is an investment or expenditure for those with a middle class 

“mindset,” but only an education that can be translated to the ability to take advantage of 

economic liberalization. Investing in education can be a kind of  “sacrifice,” and the 

importance and value of this sacrifice was passed down through generations. Education 

and “exposure” are what differentiated this middle class from other classes as well as 

from other middle class groups.  

 

This perspective of education and exposure dovetails with the neoliberal discourse of the 

self-made individual who, through hard work and sacrifice, succeeds in taking advantage 

of the opportunities that the changing capitalist markets bring their way. In this scenario, 

an educated populace is productive both through labor and through their consumption, 

and as such they are the human capital that staff a service economy. This middle class, 

with their investment in education and exposure where they have garnered important 

cultural capital, is the “citizenry” that can make economic and political demands on the 

state, as opposed to the “populace” that is governed by the state (Chatterjee 1994).  

Furthermore, the “exposure” to the international, global world through work and 

consumption educates this group on how to alter their cultures, skill sets, and 

professionalism with the demands of globalizing capital and labor market. In contrast, 

remaining “stagnant” in a job that lacks the potential of advancement, exposure, and a 

high enough salary for global consumerism means that the worker and his family are 

being left behind; that they are asynchronous with globalization and its advantages. The 

only way to address this “stagnation” is through the right kind of education and potential 

exposure.  
                                                
49 Given the education required to access IT jobs, the poor would not be able to enter these jobs, though 
they can take advantage of increase in unskilled jobs that would provide services to the rising upper middle 
class. 
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As mentioned above, education is an important investment for certain middle class 

groups to ensure lucrative jobs in multinational industries, such as the IT industry. 

Engineering degrees are attractive for the upwardly mobile middle class because they can 

potentially facilitate entry into the middle class status through lucrative, professional 

employment. However, as I have discussed in Chapter Three, having the technical skills 

gained from an engineering degree must be supplemented by the soft skills and the 

cultural capital of an urban, cosmopolitan, and middle class lifestyle. Education often 

came up in discussions of the middle class “mind set” or “consciousness” about spending 

and displaying material goods. After all, as one research participant explained, it is 

possible to earn a middle class income without a middle class education but that does not 

make that person middle class (Interview 33:14). Another research participant explained 

that “educated people” display their money differently.  

Because I’m educated, more global than the others, more into cosmo (cosmopolitan) 
culture, I don’t believe in wearing that (diamond jewelry, a visible marker of wealth), 
which is why I think elite is lifestyle in the sense like more education, more education, 
the kind of people who mix with kind of, also your bank balance I guess, what matters.  
You’ll be driving a swanky car, probably it’s on loan, you never know, you have a big 
villa in Jubilee Hills but it’s on loan, you know, loan and credit. [Interview 8:14]  
 

This research participant equates education, global sensibility and cosmopolitan culture 

with a style of appearance where the symbols of wealth are not conspicuous but 

disguised. While she does use the term elite in the above quote, later in the interview she 

clarified that a “true elite” is someone who has to depend on their education and their 

career for their lifestyle rather than someone who has financial security without needing 

to participate in the professional job market. She explained that visible markers of wealth 

could be deceptive since they can be bought on credit, something that is much more 

easily accessible than the learned morals and established wealth through education and 

exposure. Thus a villa in a wealthy neighborhood or an expensive car cannot be trusted to 

signal belonging to an educated, cosmopolitan culture.    
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Trajectories of education that lead to lucrative job opportunities and financial security are 

vital for characterizing the current middle class. In many conversations on multi-

generational concepts of job security and risk, I was told that the earlier generations of 

middle class were “risk averse” while the present generation is “risk prone.” Thus, for the 

previous generations of middle class, government jobs were highly sought after, while the 

new generation of middle class workers, the children of government workers who 

benefited from the education that their parent’s stability provided them, seek out 

employment opportunities with higher returns even if it means working in an industry 

dependent on global market fluctuations. Nonetheless, the significance placed on 

engineering degrees, remaining in the IT job market, and expecting salary increases 

highlights the persistence of the value placed on job stability within the middle class. 

Managing risk for this generation is tethered to the kind of education they receive and 

their careers as well as the cultural capital that comes with a specific kind of education. 

More importantly global, middle class professionalism is dependent on careers that are 

related to and based on acquired educational expertise. Global companies outsourcing to 

India and their Indian partners are able to use values of stability as well as connections to 

a wider international job market to their benefit as they attract IT specialists to their 

companies.  Soft skills training, building resumes, consuming branded products, knowing 

the financial and moral calculus of these consumer patterns, and being recognized to be 

part of a global middle class are vital ways of managing the risks of globalization. 

 

• Aspirational Nationalism 

In order to define what is middle class and “global” or what is “world-class,” my research 

participants would often explain that being Indian in the global context demonstrated 

India’s “arrival” on the global scene. For Jay, quoted below, it means that India 

participates in the Group of Eight (G8) summit meetings, that it is one of the BRIC50 

countries, and that he is proud of the annual eight percent industrial growth in India. He 

admits that in doing so he is identifying with “markers of quote unquote progress,” 

                                                
50 BRIC is the acronym for Brazil, Russia, India and China, a grouping significant in their role as 
“emerging” national economies. 
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something he knows to be limited, locally variant, and unachievable in the ideal sense. 

But if “progress” is essentially defined as industrial growth, participation in the G8 and 

being a BRIC country then, in fact, India is already progressed. 

Jay:  yeah, it’s a good question (laughter), do I consider myself middle class? I mean, so 
interestingly enough from an, what are my aspirations. My aspirations and aspirations for 
my country, lets put it that way, right. I see from a general perspective when I think of 
what does, what are the goals of India today, and what are the aspirations of India today, I 
think Indian aspirations have now gone from being those basic tenets, yeah, of course 
there is the roti, kapra, makan (bread, clothing, shelter) which is that, you know, basic 
tenants are there, but the aspirations are a lot of more, it’s a lot more sophisticated 
aspirations, the fact that I want a nuclear bomb, the fact that I want to be super power, the 
fact that I am a global power in the economy, the fact that I’m invited to the G8, the fact 
that they are saying that it’s really now the BRIC country, the 21st century is of the BRIC 
countries, etc.  I think these are all middle class aspirations. Do I feel proud about it?  
Absolutely. Do I identify with them? Yeah, I do. I feel good about reading in the 
newspaper that, you know, India has furthered its cause of getting a permanent 
membership to the [UN] Security Council. Is that a middle class aspiration? Yeah 
absolutely it is.  It is, the sophistication of our expectations has improved 
Naheed Aaftaab: the expectations? 
Jay: the expectations have gone up, so from that perspective, then yes. I’m not, I mean I 
earn a lot of money, as compared to an, even in the IT sector, I still am an American 
employee, so it’s a very different, so from a money perspective, forget that, I’m not 
worried about it. But from an aspirations perspective, yeah, I think I’m, I identify, I no 
longer identify, yes I know that India needs basic education, I know that India basic 
sanitation, I know it needs water, I know it needs electricity, but I’m proud of that 6 % 
industrial growth. I’m proud of that 8% industrial growth. … those are the markers that 
have changed and I amazingly enough, I identify with them. You know, and at one time I 
used to think very differently. 
NA: yeah?  
Jay:  I really did, it’s an, and I’m horrified I’m even admitting this to you, that I’m 
identifying with these markers of quote unquote progress, my wife will probably shoot 
me, or divorce first and then shoot me.  (laughter) [Interview 21:15] 
 

Throughout our discussion, Jay conveyed a sense of conflict regarding his perspectives 

on India’s economic and technological development as well as the process of 

urbanization. Like many other IT specialists, especially those in managerial position, he 

had spent decades working in the US and expressed a sense of pride in providing a better 

standard of living for his family after returning to India. Jay had left India as a young 

professional to take advantage of career opportunities that were not available to him in 
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India at that time; today, he and his family can return not only due to professional 

success, but also because they can access amenities such as electricity, phone service, 

transportation, and consumer goods that make their lifestyle comparable, if not better 

than, countries like the US or England. At the same time, Jay, like all his counterparts 

who I spoke to me, were aware of the global and national inequalities that had prompted 

him to leave in the first place; many of which endure today. Jay’s wife holds an advance 

degree in political science with a focus on comparative development studies from a US 

university, and at the time of our discussion, she was in the process of interviewing for 

university faculty positions in Hyderabad. Given Jay’s comments about his own horror 

and his wife’s potential action, I would guess that they would strongly disagree on the 

current policies and priorities of the Indian government in shifting focus from poverty 

alleviation to economic growth. Regardless of whether the aspirations of the middle class 

have come to be aligned with the aspirations of a strong nation-state, professionals like 

Jay are conscious and conflicted regarding the consequences of this realignment. As I 

mentioned in Chapter Two, globalization and India’s emerging global economy was 

“naturalized” as a normative process or trajectory from decolonization, economic 

development through a closed economy to the current liberalization and opening of the 

Indian economy to the globe. Nonetheless, despite the “naturalness” of this process, 

globalization has smuggled in complications and “horrors” that are recognized even by 

those who have benefited greatly from this globalization. 

 

In her recent political analysis of middle class groups in India, Leela Fernandes explains, 

that while middle class identity remains in competition with various other political 

identity groups, “[t]he rise of the new middle class is a cultural and…a normative 

political project because it helps shape the terms of development and national identity.” 

(Fernandes 2006:xxvi-xxvii, emphasis in text). The identification with national 

development taps into modernist visions by urban middle class and their “desires for 

rapid technological and industrial growth,” (Fernandes 2006:21) marking the shift away 

from the Nehruvian vision of rural, agricultural development and anti poverty measures. 

Historical trajectories have shaped an “employment-based dependence on the state 
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[which has] led large segments of the middle class to identify as workers and to direct 

their political activity through economic claims on the state.” (Fernandes 2006:24). The 

shifts in economic claims away from job security to lucrative career opportunities are 

further expressed through consumer practices; however, these changes have not erased 

the caste and religious divisions of Hindu nationalism and political assertions against 

lower castes and other religions (Fernandes 2006:177). 

 

For Jay, national progress and being a global player were directly linked to certain 

economic markers (i.e. G8 membership, industrial growth) that promised by the 

proponents of the neoliberal economy starting with the Congress Party and continuing 

with the rightist policies of the BJP; and, as discussed in Chapter Two, these policies 

were augmented by various local governments such as Naidu’s in Andhra Pradesh. Even 

though different political parties have been elected to the national and regional 

governments in India, neoliberal economic policies, in various forms, continue to be 

implemented. Economic liberalization, which has been “successful” in measures such as 

a growing private sector, higher employment and higher GDP (though failing in wealth 

distribution), has been accompanied by higher levels of communalism and the democratic 

success of right-leaning regional and national parties. Thus while the economy has 

succeeded in “progressing” and becoming more liberal, and India as a nation state is an 

important international power, social and communal issues have tended to become more 

“regional” or nationalistic instead of cosmopolitan and worldly. In fact, the rhetoric 

during the election period held while I was conducting fieldwork was expressed through 

various degrees of “soft-Hindutva.”51 This is not necessarily a contradiction, in fact the 

religious conservatism of the Hindu right can successfully argue that economic liberalism 

would work best with a more skilled and homogeneous citizenry (homogeneous as upper 

and middle caste Hindus). Those outside this citizenry, the population, as Chatterjee has 

dubbed them, have to adapt and assimilate to these liberalizing measures through 

                                                
51 Digvijay Singh’s ‘‘soft Hindutva’’ “What is “soft Hindutva”? Consider the prayer meetings of Mahatma 
Gandhi, this is part of the Congress tradition. No meeting of Gandhiji ever took place without prayer. It is 
good to be a good Hindu but we have to respect other religions.” Jan 3, 2003, Indian Express 
http://www.indianexpress.com/oldStory/17122/ 
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acculturation, or they are dubbed outsiders and thus enemies of the state (Chatterjee 

1994).  

 

Becoming middle class: Corporate Social Responsibility and Disciplinarity  

If we conceive of middle class status as a continuous process of becoming or striving for 

aspirations of higher economic and cultural standing, then a context in which middle 

class identity is learned can be insightful about the process of becoming class. One of the 

presuppositions of middle class identity, especially in a neoliberal social context, is that 

the class hierarchy is not dependent on biological and inherited factors; rather, with 

enough education, discipline and hard work, anyone can become part of the middle class. 

The potentially porous boundary between the middle classes and the lower classes, then, 

is a site of where class identity is taught, learned, and, at times, rejected. During my 

fieldwork, I sought information about IT corporate social responsibility (CSR) projects to 

examine how large corporations envisioned community engagement and private social 

development projects in order to observe inter-class encounters. While most IT 

corporations have CSR offices and staff, access to their work was highly restricted. 

However, I was able to gain entry into a large, non-IT multinational corporation in 

Hyderabad that has set up a separate CSR foundation that works primarily independent of 

the corporation, though the corporation guides their projects. Because my work with them 

was dependent on strict confidentiality, I refer to their organization as the Foundation.  

 

The main focus of the Foundation was an extensive adult education program for those 

whom the board of directors had defined as “poor” or “marginal” with restricted access to 

the formal job market. In Hyderabad, their largest education program was preparing 

“aspirants” (their recruits or students) for IT jobs, primarily because the aspirants had 

expressed an interest in working in the IT sector, but also because these were the jobs 

available for them locally. Their second focus was training aspirants for the hospitality 

and medical industries. I became interested in how this organization sought to educate 

and prepare their aspirants to access the formal, private job market, especially since these 

jobs could mean higher paying, consistent salaries for a population that was defined as 
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unqualified to secure these jobs. Moreover, a major publicity and fundraising claim for 

the Foundation was that the aspirants impacted their families and communities to aspire 

to a better future.  

 

A number of the project facilitators (recruiters, teachers and mentors) for the 

Foundation’s IT and hospitality education program were former aspirants and graduates 

of this training program. Before aspirants could decide which field they would be trained 

in, they have to go through “Life Skills Training.” Krishna, who worked for the 

curriculum development office, was a former aspirant himself; he had also worked as a 

facilitator and viewed the “Life Skills Training” as one of the most important projects of 

the Foundation. According to Krishna “Life Skills Training” was not “some HiFi” or 

theoretical way of approaching life skills, confidence, or behavior, but the goal was to 

practically guide and inspire aspirants by teaching them how to reach their short-term 

goals. Since the majority of the aspirants were dropouts because they disliked structured 

classroom learning or because of financial reasons, they had to be “habituated” into a 

classroom setting. In order to accomplish this, the project had structured the classes and 

curriculum to be activity based and to involve students in their own learning processes. 

Thus, instructors were not teachers but “facilitators” who worked with the aspirants to 

facilitate their success. The goal of “Life Skills Training” was to turn the aspirants into 

“individuals” and “learners” through activities they would enjoy. They addressed the day-

to-day relations of aspirants with their colleagues, communities and supervisors; in his 

own words, “we will fine-tune him to be called a good guy” and “restricting them not to 

be anti-society and anti-communal.” Put differently, the goal was to teach them social 

and cultural capital so that aspirants could become better members of their community 

and thus, participate in the new, formal employment sector. 

 

The facilitators do this by preparing and teaching SWOT: strength, weakness, 

opportunity and threats. The aim of these lessons is to have the aspirants think about their 

lives and decision-making processes through these four categories. The first two 

categories (strength and weakness) are internal characteristics that encounter the other 



 
 

195 

two categories (opportunities and threats) in the external world. The individual’s response 

to the external world depends on how they have cultivated their internal characteristics 

and how they manage their strengths and weaknesses. Instructions took the form of short 

stories, discussions, and personal examples. One of Krishna’s favorite examples was the 

story of a pessimistic frog and an optimistic frog that are caught by a kid and put in a jar, 

and how the optimistic frog is able to set the two of them free by being optimistic. Along 

with these stories, they use personal experiences to keep the examples realistic, because 

they do not want to give unrealistic “illusions” of what the future will hold for them. 

 

According to Krishna and the program guidelines, the primary expectation for the 

aspirants is very basic, continuous employment; the potential increase in their earnings 

based on the training from the Foundation is a secondary focus. Those who want to 

continue further education and attend college are advised that after completing this 

program, they should get a job, and later get their college degrees through distance 

learning programs. Some aspirants ask for monetary assistance, especially since attending 

classes will mean not working, but they are denied this since the aim of the program is to 

make them independent individuals; if they were given money, they would remain 

dependent. As part of the induction period into the program, aspirants are taught that the 

aim of the program is to make them productive individuals where they will work with 

and for others in return for a monthly salary.  

 

In the week long “Life Skills Training,” the facilitators will present a “behavioral 

challenge,” to demonstrate “how knowledge gives way to skill.” Krishna explained that 

they want to impart to the students that only when knowledge is implemented in everyday 

action does it become relevant (practical knowledge); to be able to implement this 

knowledge “your presence” is needed; in other words, they have to be active participants 

in the implementation of the knowledge they have gained. And that this in turn needs a 

supportive environmental and will impact “your whole life.” The aspirants are told to be 

“catalysts” for change in their families, to be independent and think independently, to 

think differently about their situation and to behave differently in order to get different 
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results. In other words, as an individual they can be the source of change not only in their 

immediate families, but change their larger social and economic contexts. For example, 

Krishna explained, when an aspirant comes with a family problem (health, marriage, 

economic, etc) they are not told how to solve their problems, but given alternative ways 

to think about and engage with the situation. After about one and a half months they 

resolve their own family problem instead of seeking out the facilitator’s advice. One of 

the major problems that aspirants face is that they often come from communities who are 

daily wage earners, so that their time spent in training means that their family is losing 

50-100 INR per day. Some families have difficulties dealing with this loss and “won’t 

visualize the future” when their family members can earn more with this education. This 

is yet another way in which the relationship with money and the inability to invest for 

future returns becomes the distinguishing marker between middle class and those in 

poverty. The aspirants must learn to be independent of their families’ needs, to find ways 

of investing in their own futures and to convince their families to support them; whereas 

the educated middle classes in the IT sector have the support of their families to be 

educated and enter the formal job sector. At some level, the family support is about the 

finance capacities of surviving on the margins of a market economy. The CSR’s 

pedagogic project, however, translates this family support as part of a process of aspiring 

to become independent from the same family that gives support.  

 

Krishna gave me an example of one aspirant who would come to class drunk, sometimes 

with a knife wanting to impress girls; Krishna pulled him aside and asked him why he 

behaved in this manner. The aspirant explained that his family didn’t treat him well, that 

they “humiliated” him, so from movies he saw that behaving like this made people 

“notice you,” and he wanted people to “recognize him.” Krishna asked the aspirant to 

give him one week, “wake up early, do good grooming, come to the course, and help his 

Mom around the house.” The aspirant continued to do this for three weeks, and when 

Krishna asked him how it was going, he said things were good, that he will try this for a 

little while longer to see how it goes, but that his mother was paying attention to him. 

Krishna felt his intervention was possible only because he had “satisfied his (the 
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aspirant’s) ego” by asking the aspirant “permission” to “give him time.” In other words, 

Krishna had not asked him to change himself or the way he behaved, he had simply asked 

the aspirant to give him time during which he would do things the way Krishna had 

advised. After that time, the aspirant could go back and behave however he deemed fit. It 

was the aspirant who gave his time away to Krishna’s wishes freely that permitted 

Krishna’s guidance or wisdom to change him. 

 

Krishna explained that after three months the aspirants will not become “Techno Cats” or 

IT professionals but that they want to make the aspirants a complete learner so that they 

are ready for interaction with others in the work place, so that their employers can “mold” 

them to meet their needs. Krishna thought the contribution of the program in the 

aspirant’s lives was to show them that “prevention is better than cure,” that a single 

individual can be a catalyst for ten others to change. The program is able to channel the 

aspirant’s “anti social, anti communal, anti country” energies into a catalyst for becoming 

a valuable “citizen.” India’s economic strength is in its human resources, he told me, and 

the Foundation leaders realize this and have designed a program that can take advantage 

of this human resource. The educational benefits that the Foundation is providing are not 

quantitatively visible; rather they are qualitative benefits that will become visible years 

later. According to Krishna, even if a participant is not employed right now, they have 

gained positive life skills that will remain with them for the rest of their lives. Facilitators 

like him have “tasted that transition stage,” meaning they have seen the transformation of 

aspirants, and he explained that I would have to see it happen to know its magnitude.   

 

I went to one of the Foundation’s career centers in the southern part of Hyderabad; after 

all their promotion of these programs, the Foundation’s managers found only one center 

that they thought was acceptable for me to visit. During my visits I went over the 

curriculum with the two teachers, mostly the “Life Skills Training,” and at the end I 

asked them if they thought it was a good program. They smiled and said of course it was; 

I asked them why they thought so to which they answered by pointing to a poster on the 

wall that had the step-by-step process of the program. They said of course it’s good 
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“because it is all planned,” it is all set out for them to follow step by step. The planned 

and sequential aspect of the program was what made it a success; possibly because it 

reflects a kind of disciplinarity that the program envisions their aspirants need to be 

successful in the new formal job market. And, in some ways, the facilitators viewed this 

organized plan as an exemplar of what constituted a quality worker and a process in 

which they themselves could become quality workers. 

 

But my later interviews with the students pointed to different interests and very conscious 

processes through which they accepted the qualities that would make them successful, 

productive workers. For many of them the program was not about learning new life skills, 

but building networks and gaining credentials to enter the job market. They had very 

realistic expectations of what the program could bring them; many of them had other 

degrees and had completed their high school education, so they were not dropouts. They 

had computer skills, mid-level literacy, and their family’s support, but for one reason or 

another they had been unable to gain employment; this program was another step in an 

already laid out trajectory to gain entry into the information service sector. After having 

met the students and facilitators at the center I asked a friend who was marginally 

involved with philanthropic projects in Hyderabad why a program like this had not 

recruited students that lacked education and family support, as they had proposed. She 

explained that these programs need to show high success rates in job placements in order 

to secure future funding, and so their recruiting processes take into account which 

students are more likely to graduate from this program and gain entry into the job market. 

The higher the education level of the entering aspirants means that they will have a 

higher chance to find gainful employment at the end of the program.  

 

In Krishna’s descriptions of the Life Skills Training program and through conversations 

with other members of the Foundation’s adult education programs, I got a glimpse of 

how a successful worker in the new economy is imagined and how employability in this 

context is personalized through structured pedagogies. In the training handbook for 

facilitators, on a page entitled “Principles of Adult Learning,” are six bullet pointed 
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“characteristics” of what makes adults learners different from children and teens. The list 

explains that adults are “autonomous and self-directed” and the program will help them 

realize how they can reach their personal goals. Furthermore, adults have “a foundation 

of life experiences and knowledge,” they are “goal-oriented,” they need to “see a reason 

for learning something,” and they are “practical.” The list ends by stating that like all 

other learners, adults need to be shown “respect.” The rest of the handbook contains lists, 

charts and forms for assessing interests, goals, and capacities that will help the aspirant to 

formulate their future goals. Remembering that this program is a “Livelihoods Program,” 

one that helps those on the margins of the market economy to enter the formal work 

force, I am struck, at one level, by how deeply the program goes into identifying and 

characterizing the program’s participants. At another level, I am surprised by a lack of 

analysis and vision about the current job market itself, about the employment structures, 

and the new kinds of hierarchies that the aspirants will be entering. Granted, the actual 

tools of the trade are taught after the Life Skill Training, but it is interesting that the 

program begins with and initiates the aspirants through this specific vision of the adult 

learner.  

 

I find the characterizations of this adult learner to be filled with contradictions. He or she 

is independent and self-directed when it comes to their goals, but also needs the support 

of his or her family to succeed in achieving those goals. They have a wealth of 

experiences and knowledge, but the facilitator is responsible to “draw out” that 

knowledge which is “relevant to the topic,” rendering parts of their life experience 

irrelevant to in the context of Life Skills Training. Beyond the handbook, according to 

Krishna, aspirants are taught to be optimistic when they face their challenges, but they 

need to be realistic when they plan their career goals. The goal of the Life Skills Training 

is to show the aspirants how to be a catalyst in their community and to become a “good 

guy,” and that this is the path to employment in the formal sector. And the “good guy” is 

one who works for the benefits of the community and society at large by being gainfully 

employed. During my fieldwork I was not able to observe a “Life Skills Training” 

session; the program at the time did not have the number of recruits to start another 
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session before I left Hyderabad. Thus, I cannot really say how much aspirants actually 

internalize these lessons regarding the adult learner and worker. The conversations I did 

have with an aspirant who had just finished the program highlighted the importance of 

employment and these concerns were tightly intertwined with concerns over their 

family’s financial wellbeing, their younger siblings’ education, or how they were going to 

complete their housework since their newly acquired job is across town and requires 

more than an hour’s commute each way. The handbook is correct that “Adults are 

practical,” at least these aspirants were, not because they are not interested in “knowledge 

for its own sake,” as the handbook claims; but because their economic and social 

obligations and needs puts them in a precarious position where they have to practically 

approach their time and resources, especially if they are to meet their goals and aspiration 

of better financial security in the future.  

 

Unqualified to be global middle class  

Above I have laid out some the parameters of how the global middle class identity is 

defined while keeping in mind that the middle classes are culturally and economically 

diverse. Despite this diversity, I am arguing that the processes of identification with and 

the collectivization of characteristics of this group are politically significant. For the rest 

of this chapter I will stay at the site of middle class boundary making, but instead of 

examining how someone from outside can gain entry, I will be analyzing instances of 

exclusion and denial. Through friends at the Hyderabad University I met a former 

employee, Prasad, of a large Indian IT multinational corporation; he had left his public 

relations job to pursue a Ph.D. in communications. At the time of my field research, he 

was living with his parents who owned a home in my neighborhood, which allowed us 

the time for long conversations over coffee. One of his stories continues to stand out. 

Prasad was waiting in the CFO’s office to get his signature on an advertisement budget. 

At that moment someone from the HR department came in and handed the CFO a short 

stack of resumes that HR had approved and inquired as to which ones the CFO would 

like to interview. The CFO looked at the names, pronouncing one name, saying ok, 

another name, saying no. After going through a few resumes in this manner, he picked up 
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the stack of rejections turned to the HR person and said “didn’t I tell you not to bring me 

these;” the rejected stack of resumes had all Muslim names. Prasad told this story as he 

was explaining the level of nepotism and casteism that he had observed in large IT 

corporations. He speculated that if one surveyed the managerial and higher levels of IT 

positions, one would find that they belonged to higher caste groups, a speculation that 

coincides with Upadhya’s (2007) research on “merit” and hiring practices in IT firms in 

Bangalore. At one level the religious and caste exclusivities are due to the lack of 

educational and social opportunities for lower castes and poor Muslims. However, as this 

story demonstrates, even when HR departments approve qualified applicants of 

marginalized communities, they may not pass other powerful gatekeepers. 

 

During interviews with those in managerial positions, I asked directly about hiring 

principles and practices. Predictably the explanation was that their firms could not afford 

to be discriminatory or practice nepotism because they privilege efficiency and expertise; 

nepotism would limit the talent pool and cost them projects. And yet stories of nepotism 

and discrimination were not isolated complaints by disgruntled employees. Whether in 

jokes about the lone programmer from Kerala, or wherever, who eats his lunch alone, or 

by quick observations of the linguistic makeup of workers in big corporations, the 

importance of social and class networks and hierarchies in the employment process are 

easily apparent. Discrimination against a certain population is certainly not an industry 

wide practice; in an interview with a newly established American company in 

Hyderabad, one of the HR managers explained that they have specific measures against 

discrimination and enforceable reverse discriminatory policies based on gender, caste, 

religion, and financial background of applicants, preferring to hire those least represented 

in their firm. Still, he explained, the employees are predominantly young upper, middle 

caste Hindu men though to a lesser extent than other corporations that he had worked for. 

My point is not that these measures designate this firm as non-discriminatory, I am 

simply arguing that exclusionary practices are not addressed by claims to efficiency, 

talent pool, and professionalization.  
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The neoliberal tenets of efficiency, meritocracy, and individual self-determination do not 

contest exclusionary practices; in fact, given the right conditions, they support and 

constitute each other through narratives of nationalism, classism and communalism. On 

the one hand the discourses of the “quality Indian professional” that I discussed in 

Chapter Three demand equal recognition for these workers in the competitive global job 

market. On the other hand, the same discourse works to limit access to these jobs for 

some members of the Indian work force by regarding them as lacking the “qualities” to 

be globally competitive. In the work environment “quality” is demonstrated through “soft 

skills” such as the right attire, accent, handshake, and body language, the right education 

to succeed in a global industry. Short of attending courses such as those offered by soft 

skills trainers or “Life Skill” courses offered by the Foundation, these soft skills are 

learned through “exposure” to specific cultural practices prevalent in places such as elite 

educational institutions and upper middle class homes. 

 

However, learning all of the relevant soft skills may still not be enough. The definition of 

“quality” is rather flexible when abstracted to determine middle class membership; merits 

of education, career history, and wealth may not function as characteristics to recognize 

fellow class members. This flexible definition of quality became clear during a dinner 

conversation with Dr. Shiva, a professor in a well-reputed secondary technology 

education institution. He belongs to a Tamil Brahmin family where multiple generations 

have gone abroad for higher education and have secured lucrative and prestigious 

professions. He had spent many years abroad for education and as a consultant, and had 

settled with his family in Hyderabad after taking a teaching position. He was 

disenchanted by the new economic growth of international IT companies and how they 

were changing major cities in Southern India. We had a number of fruitful conversations, 

in which he argued for a secular, rational and scientific logic of economics and 

governance but the following story remains perplexing and compelling.  

 

In an example of interclass/caste relations, he explained that while his family was “poor,” 

they valued education and the majority of the male members of the family had gone 
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abroad for higher education. A few years before his own departure, a neighbor, who was 

“lower caste” but wealthy (later he explained they were “merchant caste”), celebrated the 

departure of a family member who was going to the US for higher education, inviting 

many of their neighbors to the celebration. His Brahmin family had never celebrated 

these international departures; they were viewed as an ordinary aspect of their lives. Dr. 

Shiva was clear that the celebration was a deliberate act to inform others in the 

neighborhood about their success and to claim that they were able to participate in the 

upper caste/middle class cultural practices. He saw this as a competitive act on the part of 

the lower caste, wealthier family. The neighbor was imitating his family by sending a 

family member abroad for education, but the party was just too much; it turned the event 

into an act of public display. In his repetition of the story, Dr. Shiva indicated deep 

disapproval of his neighbor. In his view, the neighbor was mistaken about what 

constituted the value of education. The neighbor wanted the community’s recognition of 

his wealth and status, rather then valuing education for its own sake.  

 

But it is not the neighbor’s position or perspective that I am interested in here; more 

important for me is Dr. Shiva’s refusal to recognize his neighbor’s accomplishments and 

thus deny their acceptability into his own middle class community. In the narratives of 

middle class identity as well as the everyday experiences, the figure of the unqualified 

classes maintains close proximity. Whether in the body of servants or maintenance 

workers, in the names of Muslim job applicants, or in acts of emulation that are 

recognized as just mimicry and thus not authentically middle class, the figure of those 

who do not and cannot belong presents a threat. At one level, it is the threat of theft, 

either in the all too familiar story of the thieving servants who are so close to their 

employer’s earthly possessions or the theft of practices and habits through mimicry that 

misses the main point. At another level, this proximity presents another threat, that of a 

potential descent or loss of the middle class status; after all the middleness of being 

middle class is a precarious position. If the criteria of being middle class changes with 

economic and cultural trends and if the assessment of those criteria are subjective and 

pliable, then one is never permanently in the middle class. A loss of a job, changing 
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trends of consumptions and professionalism, exposure to the wrong or inadequate kind of 

worldliness, any one of these reveals the thinness of the boundaries between who does 

and who does not qualify. It is the proximity or closeness of (and maybe dependence on) 

those who do not qualify to be middle class that requires the construction of a social 

chasm that would be impossible to cross. I will turn to this impossible crossing in the 

concluding section of this chapter by way of conclusion.  

 

Conclusion: “You see poverty, we don’t!” 

The way I understand the process of status building is that it requires the 

conceptualization of hierarchy and then distinguishing some from others as they are 

recognized to fit within that hierarchy. Perhaps the most important step is to identify who 

is recognized as a member and who cannot be considered to be a member within that 

hierarchic status. Those excluded from consideration are, nonetheless, integral to 

identifying the boundaries. In the case of India’s global, IT professional middle class, 

where other cultures can serve as a point comparison, some aspects of these cultures can 

be assimilated while other aspects can be identified as immoral or incompatible with a 

healthy, professional middle class culture in India. Put differently, the points of 

comparison serve as sites of visibility in which aspects of the other are either accepted or 

rejected to become part of this hybrid global, middle class culture. These points of 

comparison are constantly changing and adapting depending on personal choices, family 

pressures, and larger economic trends. However, there are cultures or identities (i.e. 

practicing Muslims, or uneducated poor castes) that reside outside of the established 

hierarchy and whose inclusion must be regulated and policed if the cohesive center of the 

hierarchy is to hold.  

 

In the concluding section of this chapter, I will turn my attention to those persons situated 

outside that cannot be included even as a point of comparison. In one of my initial 

meetings with three IT professionals that I describe in the Introduction, I explained that I 

was interested in interclass relations, for example, I wanted to see if the economic growth 

was alleviating poverty in India. One of my new acquaintances across the table looked at 
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me puzzled and explained that the IT workers are not poor; if I was interested in poverty I 

was working with the wrong group. I wanted to explain that India’s economic growth, 

specifically around the IT industry in urban centers like Hyderabad, could be 

exacerbating poverty, but before I could finish, she said “you see poverty; we don’t.”  I 

didn’t think much about the statement at the time and the conversation turned to 

discussions of ostentatious wealth displayed by some IT professionals, the prevalence of 

luxury cars on the roads, the proliferation of new shopping areas, and growth of real-

estate markets. But her statement stayed with me, it puzzled me, and for the rest of my 

time in Hyderabad I would be reminded of the weight of the comment “you see poverty, 

we don’t;” after all, at least half of it was true, I did see poverty. How could she deny 

seeing poverty and how could the others on the table fail to contest her statement? She 

knows that poverty exists because she is certain that I see it; why deny that same sight? 

 

There is no doubt that in India’s urban centers a visible upper middle class is changing 

the image of the country; and the professional classes are not only celebrating these 

changes, they also depend on these images changing as they brand themselves to be 

quality workers that compete on an international scale. Demanding that outsiders see 

more than poverty in their country is an important stance for recognition. But the 

statement “you see poverty, we don’t” can be more than a demand for an outside 

researcher to recognize the economic growth in India. The phrase “you see poverty” is 

fairly easy to understand and accept. But “we don’t” was harder for me to grasp. 

Undoubtedly we had different understandings of class relations, but her “not seeing” was 

not about different understandings; it was about recognition, or the refusal thereof. The 

more I investigated the self construction of professional, middle class identities, the more 

I realized that this group did not view themselves as exploitative of the lower classes, 

dependent on them or even in an economic relationship with them; rather, they 

envisioned a self that had been able to escape or remain outside of poverty through their 

own endeavors and hard work. The poor, if they chose to do so and worked hard at it, 

could also gain access to middle class jobs and lifestyles. The only thing standing in their 

way was education and learning to discipline themselves in order to succeed in the 
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formal, international job market. Thus, poverty was somewhere outside the limits of the 

middle class, it is rendered unrecognizable to a larger economic system that centralizes 

the middle class. And the precariousness of the middle class’s financial (in)securities 

enables the imagination of both proximity and distance in regards to the poor, allowing 

for simultaneously exploiting and negating the poor.  

 

In writing about a postindustrial, suburban North America, Avery Gordon explains that 

“[i]n a culture seemingly ruled by technologies of hypervisibility, we are led to believe 

not only that everything can be seen, but also that everything is available and accessible 

for our consumption.”(Gordon 1997:16). Here Gordon is talking about a “visible 

invisibility: I see you are not there,” a reduction of a life to that which is merely 

consumable by coding the margins, “the background white noise,” as products to be 

consumed through visibility (Gordon 1997:16, emphasis in text). Her assessment of a 

culture of technology that seems to render everything visible, either through surveillance 

or the dispersal of information in a self-monitored society, is significant for my own 

analysis. The global middle class IT professionals pride themselves on creating and 

utilizing technologies that break down the boundaries of space and time; they are 

hypervisible and assume that the world is made visible to and by them. And yet, they 

seek ways to make visible poverty unrecognizable, as if saying: I see you, but you are not 

there. These are ways of managing the encroaching threat of poverty; these are methods 

of disciplining aspirations of those others who come close to claim membership. The 

denial of poverty’s visibility is accomplished by identifying and attaching oneself to a 

normative personhood, to the citizenry, that “everyday man” that is more accomplished, 

wealthier, and more prestigious, someone who is linked to the globe. Poverty remains 

prevalent and visible; it is utilized and exploited even as it is not desired, but in a 

depoliticized, neutralized, and normalized way such that poverty, as a category of 

identity, loses any meaning or impetus for political action. 
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Chapter 6  

Conclusion: Qualifying the Global   

 

In the previous chapter I argued that belonging to a global middle class community was 

an important marker of cultural identity for my research participants who worked in the 

IT industry in Hyderabad. The “global” characteristic of the global middle class was a 

new way of expressing cultural identities, rather being new members of the Indian middle 

class. The majority of my research participants grew up in middle class families and their 

current career opportunities are greatly indebted to the cultural and social capital that they 

inherited from previous generations. In order to identify or assess who belongs to the 

middle class, I have argued that economic indicators need to be read within historical and 

social contexts. For my research participants, their global, middle class, professional 

identities were not based on the quantity of money at their disposal, but the relationship 

they had with the money and the quality of lifestyle enabled by their finances. In India, 

white-collar professionalism and specific forms of consumer practices are shaped by 

colonial histories and national politics in the post-independence developmental period; 

for the IT professionals, thus, India’s current role as a global actor is a significant marker 

of the privilege and prestige of belonging to the global middle class.  

 

The privileged position of belonging to the middle class, however, is precarious and 

uncertain. Middle class IT professionals have to depend on their salaries to maintain a 

certain lifestyle that sets them apart from other classes as well as other middle class 

groups. Due to the global and international character of their careers, their job security is 

dependent on global market fluctuations. To compensate for these insecurities, this global 

middle class relies on other cultural practices, such as consumer practices and education, 

as symbols of respectability that are central to middle class identity. These cultural 

practices are part and parcel of constructing middle class boundaries, however porous and 

fluctuating. The middle class, by definition and in practice, is dependent on the cheap 

services and labor of the poor; as Arjun Appadurai observes, “one wants the poor near at 

hand as servants but far away as humans.” (Appadurai 2000:637). I have argued that the 



 
 

208 

boundaries of middle class culture rely on myths of self-sufficiency where, if the poor are 

given the right skills and education, they too can belong to the middle class through hard 

work and social transformations. Those who do not enter the gaze of middle class social 

transformation are rendered “invisible” even as they are present and discernible in one’s 

public and private spaces.  

 

In his discussion of the “post-industrial global image” of Indian cities, Partha Chatterjee 

differentiates between the political positioning of urban “populations” and that of the 

“citizen” (Chatterjee 2004:136). The population is “empirical categories of people with 

specific social or economic attributes” that garner their significance as they come under 

the purview of the government’s welfare policies and projects such as poverty alleviation, 

slum regeneration, and health and nutrition programs for the poor. These subjects of the 

state, in their negotiations with the state, lack the “inherent moral claim” that citizens 

have “of sharing in the sovereignty of the state.” (Chatterjee 2004:136). Citizens can 

claim rights and protection from the state because they can demonstrate that they observe 

and are bounded by the laws of the state. Those on the economic margins of society, 

whose occupations and land tenure is likely to be part of the informal or even illegal 

sectors, can not make the same claim of rights and protections under the law. They 

belong to the realm of political society rather than the civil society (Chatterjee 2004:138) 

since their relationship with the state must be continuously renegotiated as their status 

and categories change based on different forms of assessments and as the ideals and goals 

of their cultural transformations change (Chatterjee 2004:137). The citizenry’s moral 

claims, based on their economic and legal position within the formal state, formulated 

through discourses of respectability as I have discussed in the previous chapter, is further 

supplemented by the dovetailing aspirations of the middle class with that of the nation. 

As my research participant Jay explained, the aspirations of a global middle class are the 

“aspirations for my country,” the global middle class comes to stand in for the global 

nation and a citizenry proud of their nation.  
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This middle class identity, I have argued, is based on material and conspicuous as well as 

subtle and veiled practices of exclusion. Professionalism, global consumerism, education, 

and particular relationships to finance are some of the conspicuous methods cited by my 

research participant when discussing how they recognized members of their own 

community. However, there are more subtle forms of exclusion that were less visible; 

these rely on impressions of quality, authenticity and intentionality in order to judge who 

can (potentially) belong the middle class. Added to these everyday cultural practices are 

the discriminatory practices based on identities of religion, caste and gender. And while 

these may be rare and exceptional instances, I have argued that reliance on and faith in 

neoliberal ethics of efficiency and merit, espoused by the IT industry as the basis for their 

work culture, do not necessarily safeguard against these discriminatory practices. This 

faith, nevertheless, is invaluable to the myth of neoliberal cultural and economic success 

in India. As global professionals and consumers, the middle class depends on this myth as 

“a cosmological blueprint that lays down fundamental categories and meanings” of how 

they understand, organize and interpret their daily lives (Ferguson 1999:13-14). 

 

In Chapter Four I have argued that consumer practices are not simply about acquiring 

goods; rather these practices are about seeing and being seen, they provide opportunities 

for members of the middle class to recognize others and be recognized as legitimately 

middle class. Inconspicuously belonging to spaces of consumption, being seen but not 

seeming to be out of place, is significant to claims of belonging. To do this, they must be 

able to enter spaces of consumptions marked as global, they must know about brands and 

styles, and they must participate in conversations about global consumerism as 

consumers. As I paid closer attention to consumer spaces, practices and narratives, I saw 

that for my research participants’ consumption, even when excessive and above their 

budgets, was planned and purposeful with a constant eye on the social returns that they 

expected. I have argued that cultures and spaces of consumption are conceptualized 

through dualities or binaries that can be mapped onto modern and traditional. Thus, older 

professionals identified new global consumer practices, especially practiced by young 

professionals, as the frivolous aspect of westernalization. The current style of 
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consumption, the argument went, was the imitation of western habits by impressionable, 

urban youth and that if they could learn about Indian traditions of frugality and 

spirituality, they would be able to differentiate between “need and greed.” Other research 

participants shared this dualistic view, but for them consumer practices were not mimetic. 

Nor did they put their consumer practices on a spectrum between Indian frugality and 

western frivolity; rather, they combined western and Indian consumer practices to form a 

different kind of consumer, one that was uniquely global and Indian. They spoke of a 

quality or style that was not easily defined through comparisons, imitation or different 

degrees of change, but a subtler and ambiguous process of creating and recognizing style 

by utilizing a complex and fluctuating scheme of signs and meanings. 

 

In spaces where cosmopolitan style is performed, there are seldom direct discussions of 

what is “urban,” “western,” and “global,” and what the opposition categories of these 

classifications are; rather, references to these markers of styles are assumed and implied 

through deferred and at times contradictory signs and symbols. As James Ferguson 

explains, “[t]here is no ethnos here, and no cultural whole; the analytical categories are 

not of membership (which culture does this person belong to?), but of sliding categories 

of competence (can you bring it off, and how well?), interpretation (do you get it?), and 

audience (who is, or might be, watching?).” (Ferguson 1999:226). His assessment veers 

away from a global or a “western” understanding of cosmopolitan even if those terms are 

deployed; instead, cosmopolitan style is about “seeking worldliness at home” (Ferguson 

1999:212). Put differently, the work involved is to retranslate “worldliness” at and for the 

local level. In my own fieldwork, urban cosmopolitan identities or affiliations were not 

necessarily about western culture or the ability to travel globally, even though these were 

aspirations. Cosmopolitan, global styles were expressed through other amalgamations of 

cultural practices. I found that even those who seek to distance themselves from rural, 

local, or traditional Indian culture were not completely extricating themselves from local 

contexts; rather, they negotiated a mixture between the two, finding ways to be part of 

local/traditional practices and introduce or incorporate these practices to what they 

identified as global/cosmopolitan. 
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The encounter between the “west” and Indian “tradition” that makes up so much of what 

we conceptualize as part of globalization in India, of course, not a new; there is a long 

and complex history of colonization and national development, as many of my research 

participants pointed out. While talking about the history of cultural influence, one 

research participant mentioned that American influence on India is not new; in fact, 

according to a number of research participants, the long-term influence of western 

cultures is one of the main reasons why India has become the ideal place for the IT 

outsourcing industry to expand. This influence dates back to the British colonial 

enterprise of English language education that underpins today’s IT sector. IT and global 

processes are indebted to the history of English education; according to a research 

participant, “that is what sets this country apart from everyone else.” (Interview 50:8). 

India, however, as a whole, is not a country of English educated worker, far from it. The 

fact remains that, despite its growth, English education has been the privilege held by a 

small segment of the general population, and that segment is highly concentrated in the 

middle and upper middle classes. These classes have more professional jobs, earn higher 

salaries, and have more global “exposure.” As Leela Fernandes argues, “[i]n the Indian 

case, English identity intrinsically marks this hegemonic model of middle class identity 

with a relationship to an outside, an external world that is represented alternatively in 

varying contexts as Westernized, Western, or global.” (Fernandes 2006:69). The west, 

then, is not a new object of global encounter, but a long-time close neighbor to India’s 

traditions and a qualitative and malleable point of departure for Indian culture. 

 

Cosmopolitan lifestyles of consumerism and exposure to western practices are an integral 

part of self-branding for the IT professionals as they seek ways to find a secure foothold 

in an otherwise insecure job market. In Chapter Three I described the various sources of 

job insecurities such as the fluctuating global outsourcing market, the fears of the 2008 

recession in the US, as well as the much publicized fraud case of Satyam Computer 

Services Ltd., a Hyderabadi based multinational corporation. Instead of altering their 

career trajectories and finding employment in more secure fields, the majority of my 
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research participants produced greater employment security by entrenching themselves 

further within the IT sector. Moreover, despite calls for collective action to hold 

corporate managers accountable to their labor force, employees sought ways to align 

themselves with corporate needs and agendas in order to represent themselves as 

indispensable to their managers. They did this by aligning their careers with the culture 

and branding that their employers were projecting. During my fieldwork, corporate 

managers, as well as industry reports, highlighted the importance of quality workers and 

products and envisaged a shift away from being known as a cheap IT labor market 

providing large quantities of workers to an industry that provided high quality software 

and business products to the global outsourcing market. For IT professionals, this meant 

embodying the quality worker, who not only possessed the hard skills imparted by 

engineering education, but also the soft skills that fit within the global, corporate culture 

that IT multinational corporations were promoting. These soft skills included intercultural 

communication skills as well as styles of dress, etiquettes, body language, and work 

ethics of punctuality and “ownership” of responsibilities. The upwardly mobile 

professionals seeking to enter the IT industry from under-represented backgrounds (rural, 

lower middle class) had to be acculturated into these corporate context in order to brand 

themselves as global, IT professionals. 

 

Biao Xiang’s identification of India ‘IT people’ as “a special social category.” (Xiang 

2006:25, emphasis in original) highlights that while the IT industry’s success in India has 

a lot to do with the cheap labor resources of engineers, the production of this cheap labor 

requires a great deal of long-term investment primarily in the form of education made by 

their families and, to a large extent, by the government-funded colleges and private 

training institutions (Xiang 2006:26). I would add to his argument that the production of 

this “social category” requires commitment and agency on the part of social groups much 

larger than those involved directly in the IT sector. For example, the amount of 

infrastructural investment made by the government of Hyderabad and Andhra Pradesh in 

constructing Hyderabad as a “global city” where IT corporations built their campuses, as 

I discuss in detail in Chapter Two, adds a great deal to the aura and success of the IT 
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workers. Xiang conducted his research during the dotcom bust of 2001 to 2003, a 

recessional period remembered by some of my research participants as the only recession 

that was worse than “the 2009 global economic melt down” when I conducted my 

fieldwork. He argues that the question of an alternative career becomes relevant during 

periods of recession and that recessions may be important moments when we can 

understand the incentives of why workers choose to enter and remain in a particular 

industry. During his fieldwork, he found that “[o]nly a few workers had a secure 

alternative enabling them to brave a quiet exit; the majority hoped for an escalator ride” 

to a more prestigious position (Xiang 2006:99). Xiang argues that “precisely because the 

established IT sectors were based on this informal sector that in turn relied on the local 

society—a large resource base, the Indian IT industry could develop rapidly and survive 

well the global market slowdown …The informal sector transferred business risks to 

workers and even extracted financial contributions from them by selling jobs.” (Xiang 

2006:112). In other words, it is precisely because of the cheap labor, supported by a 

larger social network, and their dependence on IT jobs that the IT outsourcing industry 

congregated to urban centers in India; but, I would add, it is also this dependency that 

keeps these professionals reliant on these outsourced jobs. While it is important to point 

out that the IT sector’s profitability is dependent on cheap IT and other labor, cheap land 

and materials, readily available infrastructure, and cheap training, this cannot be the 

summation of why IT projects continue to be outsourced to the area even as salaries rise 

and local workers and industry leaders are shifting their goals from cheap labor quantities 

to production of quality products and workers. In order to understand this qualitative shift 

and to understand how Hyderabad as well as other cities have held onto the IT industry 

and jobs, I offered a different reading of cultural constructions in which IT workers and 

an IT lifestyle is privileged, desired, sought after. The figure of the IT professional, then, 

becomes a significant source of national pride, middle class respectability, and the global 

consumer confidences. For this privileged figure to maintain its epitomic position, the 

evidence of social and economic inequalities within the system have to be translated and 

reworked, at time through direct policies and projects of social change, and at times in 

vague, confusing, and contradictory practices. 
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Of Silencing and Limitations 

If the work of the anthropologist is to uncover and understand the process of meaning 

making, then moments of direct communication with “informants” about their cultural 

practices present the primary (and maybe most reliable) source of ethnographic data. 

James Ferguson, however, explains that “instances of noise,” especially in urban settings, 

confuse these moments of transmission and translation as well as the “boundaries” of 

cultural identity and practice (Ferguson 1999:208). In these “instances of noise,” instead 

of seeking direct meaning and evidence, we should pay attention to “style” and manner of 

conduct. For Ferguson, “cosmopolitan style” functions “not simply through messages 

sent and decoded but through a social process of construal of signifying practices that 

might themselves have no clear ‘meaning.’” (Ferguson 1999:210).  Communication, in 

this case, is not the direct conveyance of signs that reveal a clear relationship between the 

sign and the signifier. Rather, the communicator may choose purposefully to be unclear, 

confusing, even contradictory, but this confusion or “noise” is itself meaningful. The 

specific cosmopolitan style in Ferguson’s work is about establishing a break from that 

which is expected and is, “by nature, noisy and hard to understand.” (Ferguson 1999:211-

212). This “hard to understand” noise of the urban life greatly shaped my experience of 

research and the writing of my dissertation. So much of the noise (unfortunately) has 

been translated in order to find clear meaning, as required by the social sciences, but a 

great deal of my experience remains as noise: confusing, uncomfortable and 

untranslatable, yet still full of meaning. 

 

During my fieldwork, I would read various websites and blogs about the IT industry in 

India. One popular website for news, networking, job postings, and discussions is  

“siliconindia.com,” also available in print. Early in June 2009, I read a short article about 

layoffs in the aftermath of Satyam’s fraud case and its subsequent restructuring, 

something I have discussed in great detail in Chapter Three; here I want to focus on a 

different kind of writing than the content of the article. As usual, at the end of the short 

article, readers had posted numerous comments, at times starting a new, and tangentially 
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related, discussion. I enjoyed reading these discussions and commentaries; for an 

ethnographer, these can be more insightful than the article’s content. It was in these short 

commentaries that I ran across arguments for collective action and unionization of 

corporate workers, a strange and yet familiar discussion in a global, neoliberal industry. 

In response to the Satyam article, one commentator, who signed his name as “Athar 

Mohammad Aarif,” argued that collective action would be the only way to hold IT 

corporations accountable, and that IT workers across the industry should unionize. Others 

responded with comments about the privileged position of IT workers as white-collar 

professionals and the impossibility of unionizing in a globally competitive labor market; 

all familiar arguments to me by that point. However, the comment by a respondent who 

had called himself  “Ram,” was quite surprising and seemed out of place: “u r a muslim, r 

nt u.”  The writer who had started this discussion string, “Athar Mohammad Aarif,” never 

responded to Ram, neither did anyone else. 

 

I was intrigued by this peripheral and seemingly insignificant interaction, a kind of noise 

that interfered with my ethnographic discussions; after all, this was not as 

ethnographically significant as interviews with managers, site visits, and industry reports. 

But it intrigued me that both Ram and Aarif had signed their comments with names that 

were clearly religious, when so many others would sign their comments with names such 

as “Friend,” “Anonymous,” or “The Player.” Had I missed something important about 

India’s unions and their relationship with religious political identities?  Was “Athar 

Mohammad Aarif” a famous or important name? Did it have something to do with the 

elections at the time? Or was Ram’s comment just a knee-jerk reaction? A while later I 

recounted these commentaries to some trusted friends who were not associated with the 

IT industry. They assured me that it I was not missing anything significant, that it was a 

knee-jerk reaction, but with an important message: Ram wanted to silence Aarif, and 

pointing out that he was Muslim was enough to do that. But why would someone want to 

shut down a commentator in such an insignificant space of discourse? And how is calling 

someone “Muslim” enough to silence? My friend restated what I already knew, that 

exclusion works not only at the level of hiring, elections, or access to resources but by 
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turning these ostensibly neutral zones hostile to comments made by a Muslim. What she 

was telling me was nothing new; I just wanted the interaction between Aarif and Ram to 

reveal something more than just the noise of someone being silenced.     

 

Zones or spaces of interactions are never neutral; they are rife with inequalities, 

hierarchies, and contests of power. Once the interlocutors enter these spaces and are 

identified, they bring with them histories and socialities that shape not only their 

encounters but also the spaces of the encounters. Using the IT industry in Hyderabad as a 

point of entry, I have sought to present various sites of encounters and to discuss some of 

the complexities of how these sites and encounters are peopled. I have examined cultures 

of work and consumption that are part and parcel of how IT professionals identify 

themselves and are recognized as global, middle class Indians. These professionals, 

though a statistically small segment of the population, are celebrated figures in a 

neoliberal, global capital market. Corporations in the global IT industry, in search of 

cheaper, skilled labor to staff the service projects outsourced from US and European 

companies, utilize the ideals of flexible, global professionalism to attract contracts and 

employees. In order to attract these companies and their promise of jobs, national and 

regional governments reshape and reinvent their urban centers.  

 

The physical imprint of these urban transformations, however, go beyond the large, lush 

IT campuses built by multinational corporations as the urban geographies are changed to 

accommodate new enclaves for entertainment and consumption, as gated communities of 

middle class residents replace small, suburban farms, and the construction for new roads 

and other modes of transportation race to connect these sites. In this process, other urban 

areas are not just left behind but are changed in a different way and according to different 

standards. The old city of Hyderabad now serves as a site of tourism for the international 

IT professionals, its palaces and meandering pathways translated for new kinds of 

consumption practices by a different kind of wealthy clientele. But within the narrower, 

winding old city roads live the majority of the urban population, few of whom actually 

benefit from the building of this new, global city. As the city grows and its economic 
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center shifts, small communities and bastis (slang term used for lower income 

neighborhoods) remain and fill the margin between middle class neighborhoods and 

gated communities. The inhabitants of these peripheral zones may get jobs as 

construction laborers, cleaners, security service providers, cooks, even skilled laborers 

that physically lay the cables that become the pathways for electric currents and codes of 

information that make the IT industry possible. But they will seldom be part of the new, 

global middle class community of Indians because they lack the soft skills or the cultural 

capital that is gained from a specific kind of education and exposure.  

 

I have written about the processes in which Hyderabad is becoming a “global city,” of 

professionalization in the IT industry and the consumer practices that support and 

reiterate global identities, and the characteristics of what it means to be a member of the 

new, global middle class. These writings, however, are at best partial and incomplete; 

they are simply sketches that describe and retell of social boundaries. In these writings 

there is a great deal that is untold and unwritten; there is much that remains silent and 

much that was too noisy to translate into writing. I have been able to write about 

Hyderabad as a “global city” by eschewing Hyderabad as a “megacity” and as a 

“subaltern urban” space. Ananya Roy, in her discussion of subaltern urbanism, argues 

that the megacity, a “metonym for underdevelopment,” “renders the very category of 

global city impossible, revealing the limits, porosities and fragilities of all global 

centers.” (Roy 2011:224). Megacities are sites of multifaceted problems, uncontrolled 

expansion, of growing slums and economic inequalities, but they are also sites of 

opportunity, enterprise and entrepreneurial endeavors. Roy’s project is to read the 

divergent discourses of economic exploitation and potential together, but she also 

identified “the subaltern” as a site of political identity and political agency. Using 

Spivak’s arguments on subalternity, projects on subaltern urbanism are not about giving 

voice or recognition to the subordinated or the marginal urban populations. She argues, 

rather, “that the subaltern marks the limits of archival and ethnographic recognition,” it  

“marks the silence.” (Roy 2011:231) Thus, while the work on global cities examines the 

urban nodes where global labor, finance and production coalesce, and the work on the 
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megacities looks at the urban sites of poverty, exploitation and/or opportunity, subaltern 

urbanism highlights the limits of what can be described and written about within urban 

contexts. I have written about Hyderabad as a global city, I have tried to answer questions 

about global aspirations, securities and insecurities and about social hierarchies. I have 

presented the insecurities and sacrifices as well as the privileges of what it means to be 

part of an exclusive global community. In describing this context of a global city, I have 

presented glimpses of the megacity, the poverty, exploitation, exclusion and failures that 

make the global city (im)possible. However, there remains a third kind of urbanism 

within Hyderabad, the subaltern urbanism that is beyond ethnographic recognition.    
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