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L1 outnumbers old Orientalist staple 

by Sugata Srinivasaraju 

VER since the dawn of 
Indology, Western social 
science appeared to be 

preoccupied with India's 
ancient past, its caste 
dynamics, its tribal hamlets and its clas
sicallanguages. It was an 'exotic' agenda. 
But suddenly, there is a new interest in 
India's present and future, and its focal 
point is Bangalore, our own Silicon Val
ley. Around SO researchers from the soc
ial science departments of Western uni
versities are camping here, drawn to a 
city apparently seen as the "epicenter" of 
globalisation. The influence ofAmerican 
writer Thomas Friedman, who famously 
began to see the world as "flat" while 
gazing at the Microsoft and IBM build
ings from his vantage point on the first 

tee box at Bangalore KGA golf course, can 
clearly be detected. 

Wesley Longhofer, a phD scholar from 
the department of sociology at the Uni
versity of Minnesota, personifies the 
new kind of research scholar in Banga
lore. He is studying how high-profile 
philanthropic foundations set up by the 
IT community in the areas ofwater, edu
cation and governance are aiming to 
transform Bangalore into a world-class 
city. His research even takes him to 
places like the city's ISKCON temple, so 
that he can understand how corporates 
like Infosys are supporting the mid-day 
meal programme run by the temple. 

Bangalore has many attractions from a 
social science perspective. From the 
archetypal sleepy town, it has undergone 
huge changes in a relatively short period. 
It is a laboratory in which the globalisa
tion experiment is alive and under way, 
allowing scholars to examine many 

trends and their effects on society. Cities 
like Shanghai may offer similar insights~ 
but the language barrier there puts off 
many Western scholars. 

"Bangalore is very accommodating to 
foreign students and research. I am 
touched by invitations to visit people in 
their homes;' says Sonali Johnson, from 
the London School of Hygiene and Tro
pical Medicine. Sonali's research topic is 
on Indian nurses and their conceptions 
of professional identity. She chose Ban
galore because it is a major medical 
recruitment hub, and has a number of 
hospitals and medical institutions from 
which she can pick case studies. 

Like Wesley and Sonali, other scholars 
from US and European universities are 
holding a magnifying glass to Banga
lore's transient present, their research 
topics ranging from the obvious to the 
peculiarly new. Patrick Inglis, a doctoral 
candidate from the City University of 
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New York, has perhaps the most unus
ual topic. He is trying to understand how 
golf caddies from low socio-economic 
and mainly low caste backgrounds are 
negotiating the new ideas, people and 
technologies shaping the city. "I am par
ticularly interested in learning how their 
interaction with the elite at golf clubs 
and with each other in these settings inf
orm their opinions and views on the city, 
their future, and the future of their fam
ilies:' says Patrick. The study is being 
carried out with caddies at KGA, the Ban
galore Golf Club, and the Eagleton Club. 

Patrick admits that his interest in golf 
caddies was derived, in part, from his 
reading of Friedman's bestseller, The 
World is Flat. "I don't agree with what 
Friedman has to say, but whether you 
like it or not, the book is central to a lar
ger debate on globalisation. My research 
is concerned literally and figuratively 
with what is happening on the ground, 
in the lives ofthe people who do the type 
of low-tech, low-skilled labour that 
Friedman and other journalists and 
economists don't necessarily make room 
for in their analyses," he told Outlook. 

Bregje Snel from the department of 
cultural anthropology at the University 
of Utrecht in the Netherlands is, like 
Patrick, looking at the impact ofglobal
isation at a micro level. Her central res
earch question is: How do people see the 
changes Bangalore went through or has 
been going through? Do non-IT people 
feel included in Bangalore's growth? "I 
am trying to speak to a variety ofpeople 
from businessmen to builders and street 
vendors," she says. Malini Ranganathan, 

a phD candidate from the University of 
California at Berkeley, isn't asking the 
question of inclusion and exclusion 
directly but is approaching it, rather 
imaginatively, through the city's water 
supply systems. "I am examining challe
nges related to water supply and access 
in Bangalore. I am particularly interes
ted in the politics of infrastructure pro
jects and urban reforms:' she explains. 

Eric Eide from the University ofMichi
gan, Ann Arbor, is studying what may 
seem like an obvious topic-the 'out
sourcing' business. However, his formi
dably titled study-'Industrial Upgrad
ing in India's Information Technology 

. Enabled Service Industry'-is a nuanced 
take. "The focus has traditionally been 
on the impact outsourcing has on the 
country that loses these jobs. My study 
focuses on the impact on the country 
that gains these jobs:' he says. 

Going by what these young scholars 
and many others like them are studying, 
can it be assumed that Western social 
science has got over its fixation on 

India's past and caste? According 
to Malini, scholars are coming 

here to study a variety of subj
ects-globalisation yes, but also, 

she says, recalling her experiences at a 
conference at the American Institute of 
Indian Studies in New Delhi in January, 
"subjects as varied as art history, archi
tecture, Qawwali music, the history of 
Mohiniattam, and Marwaris in contem
porary literature". Sonali argues that 
India's past has not become less impor
tant, but there is an increasing interest, 
alongside, in the areas that are seen as 
'cutting edge'. "I don't think you can dis
card the influence ofcaste in India. Even 
if social scientists are not focusing their 
studies on it, caste and socio-economic 
status are stiJI variables examined in 
most studies to see what has changed," 
she says. Wesley makes a similar point: 
"The interest in caste and language have 
not necessarily waned but there is cer
tainly a heightened interest in India's 
future among Western academics. Ifyou 
peruse bestseller lists, the books on 
India's future are doing extremely well." 

Patrick clarifies, however, that Western 
academia is less interested today in stu
dying a city or a country and its particu
lar habits and cultures in isolation. "For 
most researchers who study abroad, the 
goal is to link what happens within cities 
and nations to what is going on beyond 
their borders and throughout the world. 
It's about understanding how cities and 
nations fit within larger political and 
economic processes and structures sha
ping the 21st century. Most Western stu
dents I know are not training to be India 
specialists or scholars, and that may be 
the shift we are speaking about." An 
Indophile of the old school would have 
swiftly responded with a single scrip
tural utterance: Vasudaiva Kutum
bakam-the universe is one family! 1:1 
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