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The brain drain has come full circle: many Indian Americans are returning to India seeking jobs. 

If the Brothers Grimm had come up with a fairy tale about the Indian immigrant, it would have sounded something like this: 

"There was once a mighty empire. Some of its subjects proved to be especially good workers and fighters, so they were dispersed to help run and defend the empire. Eventually, the empire died. But these people, helped by their imperial skill sets, continued to find niches for themselves elsewhere in the world." 

Whether it is a Tamil putting together a database in California, a turbaned Sikh running a corner shop in London, or a grandson of a Bihari peasant pushing files on the island of Mauritius--all are members of a modern Indian diaspora that had its origins in the British Empire. Today, the overseas Indian is lauded as a textbook example of immigrant success, normally rated only second to that of the Chinese diaspora. 

It is now de rigueur for foreign dignitaries to come to India with a fun fact regarding Indian immigrant accomplishment in their country. U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright couldn't help but note that one- third of the world's software programmers came from the subcontinent. British Foreign Office Secretary Mike O'Brien said that his country's large Indian-origin citizenry stood out as the most law-abiding ethnic group. 

The Indian diaspora comes closest to the stuff of fairy tales in the United States. Though they number just under two million, Indian Americans are per capita the richest ethnic group and the best educated- -67 percent hold college degrees. If you are visiting a hospital, fighting a software bug, or checking into a motel in the United States, the odds are strong that you will end up interacting with someone of Indian origin. 

Brown slavery

Historically, Indians are not prone to leaving their shores. The modern diaspora of about 20 million is a small fraction of the country's 1.1 billion population. The size and wealth of ancient India and a Hindu orthodoxy that threatened those who sailed the seas with a loss of caste conspired to keep Indians penned in their subcontinent. 

Their outward bursts have been few and far between. The arrival of Buddhism inspired medieval Indians to look outward. British imperialism provided the impetus in modern times. 

It is often forgotten that the first experience of imperial emigration was a nightmare for Indians. After Great Britain abolished slavery in 1833, many of its plantation-based colonies were desperately short of labor. So began a near century-long practice of enticing poor Indians to work as indentured servants in the Caribbean, islands including Mauritius and Fiji, Southeast Asia, and South Africa. Scholars of this period, such as Hugh Tinker argue that it was little more than "a new system of slavery." 

The parallels with black African slavery are remarkable. About a fifth of the Indian laborers died en route. They were flogged and abused by their own Simon Legrees. Their family structures disintegrated, and they retained few if any links to their homeland. Even after they were freed, many of these Indians remained backward and poor. 

The Nobel Prize--winning writer V.S. Naipaul is the most articulate product of this forgotten diaspora. A descendant of workers from Uttar Pradesh who were shipped to the island of Trinidad, Naipaul wryly wrote of how "to be an Indian from Trinidad is to be unlikely. ... To be an Indian or East Indian from the West Indies is to be a perpetual surprise to people outside the region." 

The bulk of this diaspora came from eastern India, from the modern states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Jharkhand. The loss seems to have scarred these regions. Though they continue to export their labor to the rest of India today, the residents of this area have declined to emigrate in any sizable numbers since the abolition of indentured labor in 1916. 

Reflecting both economic weakness and tenuous links with the homeland, this regional migration has received scant attention from the Indian government. The sentiment is often reciprocated. At an officially sponsored diaspora jamboree in New Delhi this January, South African social activist Fatima Meer said, "We Indian South Africans have had to struggle hard to claim our South Africanness. That is something we jealously guard. We are not a diaspora of India." 

This comment is not without irony. The social experience of the indentured emigrants created a left-liberal political culture whose most prominent personality, South African lawyer Mahatma Gandhi, eventually harnessed it for the Indian independence movement. 

Second Diaspora

As the British Empire grew in size, its dependence on Indian manpower increased. Its imperial army relied on Indian soldiers. Its colonial administrators, anxious to develop the large tracts of Africa, Asia, and the Middle East that they controlled, encouraged Indians to help them. 

What they needed was educated service providers--not semiskilled coolies. Getting Indians to do clerical work in the Persian Gulf, run railways in East Africa, and set up businesses in Singapore required the use of carrots, not sticks. The contrast with the first imperial diaspora was stark; the new emigrants went of their own free will, enticed by commerce and career. They were allowed to own property and make profits, held positions of authority, and remained in permanent contact with their kin back in India. 

As Indians rediscovered the world, they took a liking to some of the parts they saw. Sikh soldiers sent to London to contribute to the pomp and circumstance of Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee were shipped via Canada. Impressed by the fertile and unpopulated expanse of British Columbia, they came back with their families and founded a large Punjabi community there. 

This new diaspora was dominated by two ethnic groups from western India. The Gujaratis, an especially small clan whose anglicized surname was Patel, became globe-trotting traders. The Punjabis served initially as soldiers and skilled laborers but evolved into manufacturers and entrepreneurs. There were also smaller currents within the larger emigration. South Indians, for example, began working for British concerns in the Persian Gulf. 

When the British packed up and left India in 1947, it had only marginal impact on the Indian diaspora. Gujarat and Punjab, as sociologists like to say, had developed ingrained "migrant cultures" that ensured the supply of manpower would continue whenever there was demand and the environment was right. For example, both of these groups made the most of the opportunities presented by the West's economic boom of the 1950s and '60s, settling in Britain in large numbers and making inroads into the United States. This fact is reflected in the makeup of British Indian society today: about half its numbers are Punjabis and a little over a third Gujaratis. 

Coming to America

The United States was initially a difficult nut to crack. Indian immigration in the early twentieth century ran afoul of the same laws used to stop Chinese and Korean laborers from coming to California. Attempts by Indian nationalists to use the United States as a base to fight British colonial rule gave them a reputation as troublemakers. Between 1920 and 1940, fed up with discriminatory laws, roughly half of the 5,000 Indian Americans left the country. 

It was not until after 1965, as America relaxed its immigration barriers, that Indians began moving to the United States. Those who came were almost all middle class. Doctors filled the medical vacancies created by the Vietnam War. Indian academics and students began trickling in, and Patels began to dip a toe in the American market. But the numbers were small, drops in the river of migrants. 

Europe's economic decline during the 1970s and '80s triggered the first major diversion of migration to the United States. As these Indians prospered, they brought in relatives and attracted people of the same ethnic background. Gujaratis and Punjabis, with their strong migrant cultures, led the way. The former now represent almost 60 percent of the Indian-American community. 

Involvement in the information technology has brought Indian Americans into the limelight. There were plenty of foreign programmers in the early days of Silicon Valley. In the 1980s, Taiwanese techies were the most numerous among a foreign workforce in which Indian, mainland Chinese, Irish, and Israelis all jostled for place. When the industry boomed from the 1990s onwards, argues infotech consultant Ravi V. Prasad, Indians and Chinese came to dominate the workforce simply because no other country could provide such large numbers of highly educated workers. Today, about 250,000 Indian Americans work in technology firms in California and are responsible for about 15 percent of the start-ups in Silicon Valley. 

Indian Americans have made little impact on politics, with Satveer Chaudhary's four-year stint in the Minnesota Senate touted as the lone exception. Still, Bobby Jindal's campaign to be Louisiana governor last year was notable for not only his success in transcending racial lines but the outpouring of financial support he received from Indian Americans across the United States. And this despite his running on a conservative Republican plank when two-thirds of Indian Americans, according to Bush administration officials, vote Democrat. 

Back Home

The response of Indians back home to the steady trickle of people leaving for overseas has flip-flopped every few decades. The working- class emigrants who sought employment in English factories in the 1960s provoked little or no discussion. But when doctors and academics started boarding airplanes, a loud and emotional debate began about a so-called brain drain from India. 

The debate was inconclusive and irrelevant in policy terms. India was a liberal democracy, so placing curbs on emigration was a constitutional no-no. Much of the problem was the hurt pride in watching graduates of the country's best educational institutions, like the Indian Institutes of Technology, seek their fortunes anywhere but India. 

The information technology revolution turned the debate on its head. Indian Americans in Silicon Valley, as studies by Professor AnnaLee Saxenian and others have shown, were strongly inclined to outsource or set up subsidiaries to their former home country. One result was the rise of India's own software exporting industry. When fears of a brain drain proved unfounded, the term brain circulation entered the lexicon. 

Since the bursting of the Internet bubble in the United States, the situation has come full circle. Indian Americans are returning to India seeking jobs. India's National Association for Software and Service Companies estimates that 20,000 will be coming back this year. 

What really matters is the degree of connectivity that has developed between the U.S. and Indian economies in this vital sector. The U.S. visa offices in India now issue about one million visas each year--among the busiest people-to-people movements anywhere. Indians constitute the largest foreign student population in the United States. 

The present Bharatiya Janata Party--led coalition government in New Delhi is especially taken by Indian Americans. One reason is that the community's success is treated as reflected glory for Indians as a whole--something that appeals to the ruling party's Hindu nationalist ideology. Another is that the Indian diaspora in the West is a major provider of funding for the BJP and its various front organizations. 

A faint echo of the original imperial beachhead can be found in the emigrants' striking preference for English-speaking nations. Continental Europe is notable for its lack of Indians. France has 80,000 and Germany only about 40,000. In fact, there are as many Indians in the state of New Jersey as in the entire European continent. 

Another contemporary offshoot of the second diaspora involves the Persian Gulf. Indian troops and administrators underpinned British control of this part of the Arab world at the turn of the century. At one point, just after World War I, London contemplated making Iraq a province ruled from New Delhi. The oil boom produced a quantum leap in demand for labor among the various Gulf sheikdoms. Today, over three million Indians work in the region in almost every conceivable profession. 

There is no question of a settled Indian diaspora, however. Citizenship, even property ownership, is severely circumscribed in most of the Gulf states. Employment is strongly dependent on world oil prices and the beneficence of sheikhs. 

During a state visit to China in 2000, Indian President K.R. Narayan was asked about India's software capability by Jiang Zemin, his Chinese counterpart. "India's success lies in its people's better knowledge of English," Jiang told him, adding, "This shows there are advantages in being colonized." 

But English is only part of the story. Indians learned a lot about surviving and prospering in the outside world thanks to the initial protective cover that British imperial rule provided for many Indian emigrants. Another British legacy was democracy. Since September 11, the traveling Indian has been found to have an additional asset--an immunity to the temptations of messianic terrorism. As Western diplomats and intelligence officials admit, the failure al-Qaeda to recruit even one Indian--despite India's having the second-largest Muslim population in the world--is a striking statistic. 

This fact has not gone unnoticed by other countries. The tiny emirate of Kuwait, for example, has quietly opened its doors to Indian workers while shutting them to countries that seem to produce disproportionate numbers of terrorists. Indians are now the largest foreign population in Kuwait, according to Professor Lubna Al Kazi. 

The economic success of the second Indian diaspora, the speed with which it has assimilated into other societies, is probably a happy consequence of India's syncretic culture and democratic polity. An aversion to terrorism, it seems, can now be chalked up as an additional asset of the overseas Indian.
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