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For my family


 

 


Remember that you are an actor in a play, which is as the playwright wants it to be: short if he wants it short, long if he wants it long. If he wants you to play a beggar, play even this part skillfully, or a cripple, or a public official, or a private citizen. What is yours is to play the assigned part well. But to choose it belongs to someone else.

—Epictetus, “Enchiridion”
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Dead Ringers


INTRODUCTION

Would you rather have high hopes and have them routinely dashed, or have low expectations and rarely be disappointed? This was the question I pondered while listening to two Indian workers, Prashant and Anil, debate the merits of globalization. They are employees of Dynovate, an outsourcing company in northern Bombay that handles a number of basic financial processes for Western multinationals. As was their habit during breaks, the two had gathered in their building’s sixth-floor stairwell for a smoke. Prashant is 24, dark-skinned, and stocky and has a Cheshire grin. He says he “likes to party” and is a deejay at nightclubs in his spare time. His favorite group is the Black Eyed Peas. Anil is two years his senior. His complexion is fair, his frame slender, and his attitude sullen. He does not party, does not drink, and favors Indian music. (Curiously, Prashant, the devotee of Western popular culture, smokes the domestic India Kings, while Anil, the self-professed skeptic of globalization, prefers Marlboros).

A dyed-in-the-wool PR man—he works in “media relations”—Prashant has an admirable capacity to see silver linings and half-full glasses where other might despair. While some have speculated that the Indian outsourcing industry faces a critical shortage of “employable talent,” Prashant thinks that its future is bright and that it “isn’t a bubble that’s going to burst.” His work, like much of that in the industry, is tedious, but he finds the “open” culture of the company exciting and he enjoys working with American clients. They are demanding but fair. What is more, he has learned how to be a professional. “Everyone likes professionals,” he says genially. “They’re the ones that get things done on time. They interact with various people in the right way, in the right manner. You give them something to do and they do it quickly.” Prashant understands his work to be a performance, like his after-hours deejaying, and is anxious to please.

Anil, by contrast, is a grudging participant in the emerging drama. He finds Western clients to be terse and unappreciative and grows tired of always having to put on a bright face. He also laments the long hours they have to put in at the office—at times, up to 12 to 14 hours. “They demand too much and they get too much,” Anil says with slight resignation. The industry, moreover, “caters to lower skilled labor” and training is “minimalistic.” He believes that management is not as transparent as it should be, especially in awarding bonuses and promotions. And while outsourcing has generated employment for some two million people in India, Anil doubts its long-term viability. “If our costs start increasing, what will happen?” he asks with knitted brow. “The jobs will move. The work will go.”

This book tells the stories of people like Prashant and Anil, the purported winners of globalization. The animating paradox of their condition is that they are reaping the benefits of the corporate search for cut-rate labor but also bearing the burdens. Last I checked, Anil is still with the company and draws a steady if unspectacular salary. Prashant restlessly jumped from one firm to the next in search of better pay and more stimulating work, only to find that the ladders of upward mobility often end in midair. So, would you prefer a life of false hopes or one of dull monotony? Starving artist or couch potato? Peripatetic Prashant or austere Anil?

Globalization enthusiasts would respond that this is a false dilemma, that the “new economy” is characterized by an upward spiral of effort, innovation, and reward. And if the news reports are to be trusted, this enterprising constellation now applies to the developing world. By dint of the spread of information and communication technologies, many white-collar service jobs that were previously regarded as the sole privilege of the richer nations can be performed from almost anywhere. And there is no question that outsourcing has provided opportunities for many young Indians and has boosted the country’s profile on the world stage. (Revenue from outsourcing is predicted to reach [image: image]71 billion this year.) The preponderance of evidence, however, including the extensive field research I conducted for this book, suggests that the promise of outsourcing-led development has been wildly oversold.

The usual moral dilemma about globalization—whether, as Paul Krugman provocatively put it, bad jobs are better than no jobs at all—obtains here as well, but with a few twists.1 As surveys in India indicate, the outsourcing industry draws its workforce from the privileged castes and classes, not landless peasants scouring scrap heaps for recyclables. These young and college-educated workers (mostly under 30 years of age) would easily have work even without outsourcing. And the pay is good by national standards, much of which is dispensed of forthwith at exurban malls, cafes, and nightclubs (though some charmingly sober-minded workers do support their families). In short, this is a population whose gains are assumed to be unambiguous. Yet as I shall argue, these workers are also shouldering the weight of the global restructuring of work.

First, they do indeed receive relatively high wages (in India), but they are also subject to what Marx called the “dull compulsion of economic relations,” and the forms of discipline and surveillance issuing thereof. The room they presently have to bargain over the terms of their labor depends largely upon a contingency: the temporary condition of the labor market. If labor demand decreases or the supply increases, the situation of these workers may no longer look so enviable. And, still, the conditions of work can be strict: hours, by turns stress-filled and Chekhovian, monitored tightly.

Second, much attention has been paid to the broadening of workers’ insecurity in the advanced industrial economies since the 1970s.2 Downsizing, privatization, deregulation, and union decline have all undermined the position of labor. Beck, for example, writes about a new “political economy of insecurity.”3 This book builds on these observations by looking at how developing countries are integrated into this precarious environment. Globalization extends insecurity to workers in developing countries through a process of inclusion and marginalization. They are included through the “spatialization” of jobs and work.4 Yet they are simultaneously excluded from core and creative activities, thereby ensuring their vulnerability, if not expendability.

Rhetoric about the “flat” and “borderless” world notwithstanding, then, globalization is not the great leveler it is often reputed to be. The Indian outsourcing sector, for example, is a niche and hugely dependent export-based industry. While offshore workplaces appear, at first glance, to be beacons of high-tech innovation, they are very often sites of rote tasks, such as customer service, data transcription, and basic software coding. The worker, moreover, uses the digital tools of the information economy to perform its grunt work. And while long and busy hours are no strangers to Americans, their lengthening and deepened intensity in the offshore context raise concerns about labor conditions. Drawing on extensive fieldwork in India and the United States, I argue that this offshore workforce is something of a white-collar proletariat. (See the appendix for a discussion of research methods.)

This interstitial position is well reflected in a newspaper photograph I saw recently. Indian call center employees are pictured working under a banner that reads, “Life Means More.” The banner is part of the décor—a motivational device?—and I wish I could have asked the employees what they thought of it. Has outsourced work enabled them to make more of their lives? Or has it raised hopes without providing the means to realize them? I pose these questions to the reader. In so doing, I hope this book serves as a corrective for the many sensationalistic and polemical accounts of globalization now circulating. My goal was to move back and forth from corporate headquarters and trade fairs to offshore workplaces and the spheres of everyday life to paint a more accurate picture of its costs and benefits. And as the focus is on the supposed beneficiaries of globalization, I pay close attention to the cyclical humiliations and joys of life under transnational capitalism. “Outsourcing” has become a public spectacle, and I try to capture its many, often absurd, facets.

Truth in Outsourcing


Things are not what they appear to be; nor are they otherwise.

—Surangama Sutra



Globalization is a polysemic term, a floating signifier.5 Of its various attributes, none are perhaps thought to be as defining as transparency. Yet as corporate operations are increasingly globalized, truth becomes less immediately verifiable and trust becomes more a matter of faith. To mitigate these problems, companies have created international standards for a wide variety of practices. This way, it matters little whether a practice is performed in-house, across the country, or overseas. Universal standards smoothen geocultural friction. They build confidence. And as confidence grows, not only is work outsourced, but so are intangibles like accounting and human resource practices, management styles, and even names and accents. But sometimes the confidence falters. As the following examples illustrate, globalization is defined as much by smoke and mirrors as by transparency.

The news came as a shock but was not altogether surprising. In January 2009, Ramalinga Raju, the founder and chairman of Satyam Computer Services—the first Indian technology company to feature on the Nasdaq—was arrested after admitting that he had cooked the company’s books. If Satyam was not a world-class company, the thinking went, it would pretend to be by posting fictitious earnings and assets to lure investors. And the act was convincing. The company had gained the patronage of over a third of the Fortune 500, such as General Electric, General Motors, Cisco Systems, Coca-Cola, Sony, Nestlé, Nissan Motors, Caterpillar, and State Farm Insurance. Having revealed that he exaggerated the firm’s cash reserves by about [image: image]1.4 billion (around 94 percent of the cash on the company’s books), chairman Raju—recipient of Ernst and Young’s 2007 entrepreneur of the year of award—wrote in his resignation letter that the process “was like riding a tiger, not knowing how to get off without being eaten.” Raju as well as Satyam’s former chief financial officer are being investigated on suspicion of conspiracy, forgery, criminal breach of trust, and falsifying documents. Satyam, I should add, is Sanskrit for “truth.”

According to C. B. Bhave, India’s chief markets regulator, the disclosure was of “horrifying magnitude.”6 As one of the biggest corporate frauds in Indian history, questions were immediately raised about regulatory oversight, accounting standards, and corporate governance in the country. While the full repercussions of “India’s Enron” have yet to be realized—and the Indian government has moved to stanch them by deposing the entire Satyam board—the revelations have already rattled investors’ confidence in India and cast fresh doubt on the viability of the offshore outsourcing model.

But the outrage elicited by the confidence trick had only partly to do with the company’s economic might. Satyam mattered because it, like other homegrown tech giants Infosys and Wipro, embodied an idea: the idea that from acorns mighty oaks grow. From its small beginnings in 1997 in Hyderabad, where a handful of energetic workers wrote software code and processed data, Raju’s company capitalized on concerns in the United States and United Kingdom about potential software bugs at the turn of the millennium by providing upgrades. Satyam now employs 53,000 workers and has operations in 67 countries, including eight offices in the United States. It provides a range of activities to some of the world’s largest multinationals, from information technology to customer service and, ironically, has even managed some clients’ accounting and finances. A model corporate citizen, Satyam sponsors a number of nonprofit organizations that focus on improving the life chances of the rural poor.

The fear is that Raju’s fall from grace is not his alone, that he might take the “new India” with him on his tumble from corporate headquarters to Hyderabadi prison cell. India’s lucrative information technology and back-office industry, according to the Wall Street Journal, has become the “poster child for India’s economic liberalization and rapid growth,” the beaming face that modern India proudly shows to the world. Thus the scandal cannot be written off as a holdover from India’s bad old days of corporate and bureaucratic corruption. Satyam is a new type of company. It is also a global company that has been audited for the past 10 years by the Indian affiliate of Pricewater houseCoopers.

And Raju himself is a product of Western training. The son of a farmer, he earned his master’s of business administration degree at Ohio University in the late 1970s. As Taube explains, upon his return to India he was determined to emulate Western best practices:


Having studied and learned business in an environment different from the Indian one, he brought back home not modern technology but rather western business culture. Many other engineers or managers working in American companies experience a different organization of work, usually much more flexible and open, especially high-tech companies in Silicon Valley. A major difference is the less hierarchical structure with more freedom and responsibility. Eventually he established a very untypical modern organizational structure at his company modeled after what he had seen in the U.S.7



(Perhaps his scheme should be conceived neither as purely Indian nor purely Western but instead as hybrid, where the twain meet.) Instead of serving as an example of the universalization of transparent accounting standards, as in notions of a “rationalistic world culture,” Satyam made a hash of them, and PricewaterhouseCoopers failed to sound the alarm.8 While there is certainly some truth to the claim that global integration has expanded the reach of rationality, transparency, and accountability, such arguments now require a quite lengthy list of qualifications, especially in light of the Enron and WorldCom debacles, Madoff’s Ponzi scheme, and the recent financial crisis.9 The same holds for critics who tell a counternarrative of rationalization run amok, recalling Weber’s famous invocation of the “iron cage.”10 The iron cage, even a digitized one, is not the appropriate metaphor for today’s realities. Rather, a central argument of this book is that the “rational” and “nonrational” are intermingled.11 They coexist and sustain each other.12 Close scrutiny of global processes in situ reveals a complex mixture of contrary elements, giving everyday life a surreal, Through the Looking Glass quality.

A most vivid example comes from the Indian call center industry, which frequently requires employees to don Western identities in providing inbound (customer service) and outbound (telemarketing) service. Workers also undergo training in Western accents and popular culture and are discouraged from disclosing their geographical location on the phone. (If pressed, many are simply told to lie.) This results in masked accents, masked names, and masked locations. Whole offices of workers act like Americans and Europeans and live as if they are in time zones a world apart. The rationale for these obfuscating practices is that they allow agents to serve customers better. But another reason, less discussed, is to mute the political backlash in the West over the morality of outsourcing.13 To employers and executives, these are white lies. To Indian workers they are tainted gray. To Western workers they are soot black. They are lies that justify, complicate, and deceive. But the paradox is that outsourcing is also a material truth, a series of concrete, mimetic practices. A forged truth. In a word, a masquerade.

The Fugue of Globalization

How are we to conceptualize the foregoing? And what does it tell us about globalization more generally? Two different perspectives dominate discussions of the trend. The first tends to see it as a force that is homogenizing the globe, in fact, turning it into McGlobe, all rights reserved. Partisans of this approach include subscribers of updated versions of modernization theory, such as Thomas Friedman, who see globalization as challenging power asymmetries, as well as denouncers of the neoliberal imperium, who see it as consolidating them.14 The main problem with this picture is that the brushstrokes are too broad and linear; it misses a whole range of diverse ideas, patterns, and forms that have emerged despite and in consequence of increased global interconnectivity.

The second view, which also crosses ideological lines to include proponents of globalization as well as academics who study things closely, sees not sameness but “hybridity.” While attention to syncretism is certainly welcome, this camp is guilty of missing the “prime mover”: were it not for the expansion of transnational capitalism, we would not be having this discussion.15 (You may find a McAloo Tikka Burger with Cheese or a Chicken Maharajah Mac only in India, but it is still McDonald’s.) That is to say, the global interplay of culture, capital, and commodities is not purposeless; it is motivated by the impulses and desires of economic and political elites.16

The first perspective loses the trees for the forest, the second, the forest for the trees. What is needed is an approach that combines sensitivity to empirical detail with an awareness of the broad direction of change. That is, we must remain alive to the “local and determinate ways” in which globalization unfolds.17 To this end, I argue that globalization produces similarity and difference simultaneously. On the one hand, offshore spaces of work are constructed in the Western corporate image. On the other, existing values and organizational forms cannot be extended to new social groups without being transformed in the process. Workplace identities and relations are therefore composed of a variety of influences, not just corporate impositions on an amorphous Indian mass.

In the case at hand, globalization can be likened to a fugue, a technique of imitative counterpoint in musical composition. The first line announces the major subject or theme, which is followed by an “answer” in imitation, but in a different key and often distinct enough to form a counterpoint. Likewise, the mimicry of modes of work, consumption, and ways of being does not result in a one-to-one correspondence; it is a practice of emulation, which necessarily takes on distinctive characteristics.

This notion of difference-in-similarity is also suggested by this book’s title. The term dead ringer refers to one who strongly resembles another. In its original meaning, a ringer is a fast horse that is furtively entered into a competition in place of a slow or injured one. Here workers in the global south are substituted for their more expensive counterparts in developed countries. To all outward appearances, the names and neutered accents, the workplace cultures and structures, the identities and lifestyles resemble those of their country of origin. Upon closer inspection, however, you see how they diverge from the mold.

As the book’s organizing motif, the idea of imitative counterpoint allows us to capture a wide spectrum of responses to globalizing pressures that occur within a context of unequal political and economic relations. It is capacious enough to apply to instances of resistance (i.e., using the colonizer’s language and categories to undermine colonialism), ambivalence or pastiche (i.e., Bollywood movies), as well as acquiescence (i.e., out-and-out mimicry). The idea also provides purchase on the dialectic of freedom and constraint, or agency and social structure, as it is called in the academy. Mimicry is not a crude caricature of other ways of being, nor is it the unproblematic transplantation of foreign norms; it signifies their appropriation and transformation as they are anchored in different terrain.

So, by most accounts, India has done very well in integrating itself into the global service market. I wrote integrating, but I might also have written ingratiating. The rules of the game are set by already dominant transnational corporations, and if India wants to play it has to adhere to them.18 This is not, then, a story of a country’s belated “modernization.” Rather, it is a tale of the imperfect reproduction of (shifting) Western patterns abroad, which, I think, can tell us much about the dynamics of global capitalism and development. India reinvents itself, somewhat paradoxically, by modeling itself on the advanced consumer economies. The trick is to recast the necessity of adhering to the Western mold as an emphatic choice.

Looking Ahead

As much as globalization is a political-economic reality, it is also a promise. A promise that hard work and the exploitation of comparative advantage are redemptive and that the old division of the world into center and periphery, into First and Third, is no longer relevant. By virtue of globalization, India would be built not by backbreaking labor but, even more heroically, by “mind work.” The bureaucratic time servers that were the foundation of the state-directed economy (and the labyrinthine “license Raj”) would be replaced by a new generation of urban, tech-savvy professionals. The fetters of caste and tradition would be washed away by the rising tide of modernity. In more fanciful prognostications, India would glide past industrialization to a “knowledge-based society,” to the status of an “information superpower,” with the ease of a film dissolve.

Promises sour, horizons dim. Allegations that workers are “cyber-coolies,” that work sites are sweatshops, that outsourcing is a technologically updated version of colonial subjection, and that India is merely the “electronic housekeeper to the world,” hold a particular sting. Critics are told that although the “long hours and erratic shifts invariably confuse people’s biological clocks,” that although workers “tend to put on weight” as they “eat and smoke more and down more coffees during night shifts,” there “can be no possible argument against call centres.” Outsourcing provides “employment, salaries and facilities to youth who might otherwise be unemployed.” “It is a virtual godsend.” Trade unions for all their fussing about labor conditions are accused of “killing the golden goose.”19 But the hard reality is that the eggs were never golden and the goose is quite ordinary.

My purpose in the pages that follow is to explore the cycle of hope and disappointment that has come to define the globalization story in India and elsewhere. In so doing, I consider noneconomic factors, such as managerial styles, workplace culture, and family and social relations, to be of more than secondary importance. They enable the economic; they are its condition of possibility.20 To this end, I focus on the culture of the economy—the exuberant banality of economic life—as well as on the economy of culture: the strictures and structures by which social life and human creativity are hedged.

The book is structured as follows. First, I lay out the mottled backdrop against which this drama unfolds. When service outsourcing was first registered on the public radar, it set off something of a moral panic in the United States and Western Europe. Some believed it to be salubrious in the long term and consistent with broad trends of economic restructuring. To others, it betokened a new era of job loss and economic vulnerability. In both cases, as I discuss in chapter 1, the international trade in services became a synecdoche for the promise and peril of increasing global interdependence. Chapter 2 anchors the book theoretically. It explores how place-bound practices, policies, and identities are being reconfigured by cross-border processes. It also establishes the basic characteristics of global outsourcing and the historical and institutional context in which it takes place.

I invite readers of a less theoretical bent to begin with chapter 3, which explores how globalization affects the identities and aspirations of workers, managers, and employers. Briefly, workers find the adoption of foreign accents, identities, and timings both exciting and disorienting. They increasingly identify with lifestyles and customs that are global in reach. (For others, perceived maltreatment leads to disenchantment.) Executives and managers, too, use their close engagement with the West to define themselves as something other than the “traditional” Indian. It is a cultural distancing act predicated on unacknowledged class privilege.

Chapter 4 focuses on what I call time arbitrage. The extension of work hours through global outsourcing means that a 24-hour work cycle is a near possibility. This means long hours for offshore workers, as they often stay past dusk to work with Western clients. The other option is the direct adoption of Western timings in offshore offices. This translates into the permanent night shift for workers as spatial and temporal disorientation are neatly combined. In both cases, companies exploit both Western and Indian work norms to increase the length and density of work time. Unsurprisingly, these long, busy, and odd hours estrange workers from family and friends and the “ordinary” rhythms of the society. What is more, the inversion upsets circadian rhythms and adversely impacts health.

Chapter 5 traces the offshoring of work from the United States to India as it occurred at one company. It looks at the types of work being moved, the labor conditions under which they are performed, and adumbrates my argument about white-collar proletarians. While the complexity of services offered from India is increasing, there are presently limits to how high subsidiaries and subcontractors will move up the so-called value ladder. That is, they depend on standardized work for the bulk of their revenues. This translates into extreme levels of work rationalization, or the Taylorization of information work, and consequently, high turnover.

The next two chapters address the globalization of corporate culture. I find that outsourced practices and norms mirror those in the West in a double sense. Strictly, they are attempted copies. But they are also a mirror held up to the desires and disappointments of managers and executives. Frustrated by what they perceive to be the submissiveness and excessive “Indianness” of their employees, management attempts to instill nominally Western professional values in the workforce (chapter 6). This project of moral reform ultimately misfires as workers are counseled to take ownership of work that is fragmented. The worker is thus torn between the poles of obedience to rules (an attitude befitting routinized work) and self-direction (one that requires greater control over projects). But the problem is not just the ends but also the means. Workers tell of managerial overreach, favoritism, and other unethical practices in this effort to shape employees’ character.

Chapter 7 considers the cultural dynamics of the offshore workplace from the perspective of an American executive in Bombay. It traces his journey from intense optimism about globalization, when he cofounded an outsourcing company, to the melancholic uncertainty that causes him to leave India. The “juggernaut of job creation” he helped create no longer looked so impressive when weighed against the inherent limitations of the industry and the poverty of workers’ culture. Chapter 8 considers the normative visions that animate globalization: namely, the cosmopolitan ideologies of global capitalism and labor’s internationalist challenges to them. I use the idea of an economy of utopia to illustrate how these universalizing ideals are transformed through their application in particular contexts. The conclusion revisits the central themes of the book and explores their relevance for development strategies. The appendix is a detailed discussion of the research methodology.


CHAPTER ONE. Leaps of Faith

The cover illustration of the February 3, 2003, issue of Business Week was of a white man in a business suit dangling from a pallet of cargo that is being hoisted into a clouded, pale-yellow sky. The juxtaposition of sartorial elegance and emblems of manual labor (the ship and crane are out of view, but their presence can easily be inferred) suggested that white-collar jobs were now vulnerable to the same gale-force economic winds that had spirited away the country’s manufacturing base. Moreover, the dubious coloring of the sky seemed to pose a suggestive question: Is this the twilight of American economic preeminence and the dawn of a brave new global age? In case the symbolism was lost on the casual business reader, the headline read in tall white letters: “Is Your Job Next?” followed by a synopsis of the cover story: “The next round of GLOBALIZATION is sending upscale jobs offshore. They include basic research, chip design, engineering—even financial analysis. Can America lose these jobs and still prosper? Who wins? Who loses?”

It was the first in a long series of reports loudly documenting the offshore outsourcing of white-collar service work to the developing world.1 The debate, or rather feud, about what was now simply called “outsourcing” was to intensify a year later during the U.S. presidential campaign. The chairman of the White House Council of Economic Advisers, N. Gregory Mankiw, gave voice to the views of orthodox economists, saying, “I think that outsourcing is a growing phenomenon, but it’s something that we should realize is probably a plus for the economy in the long-run. . . . It’s just a new way of doing international trade.”2 The qualifiers “probably” and “long-run” did little to allay fears, and even President Bush was forced to distance himself from the young chairman’s frankness. It soon became customary for advocates of “free trade” to cry crocodile tears over the localized pain that is the inevitable by-product of salutary economic forces.3 But, at the end of the day, they argue, to make an omelet you must break a few eggs.

Such sententious hand-wringing, however, would fail to win over globalization’s “protectionist” critics. The resonant note of betrayal was sounded by Democratic presidential hopeful John Kerry, who railed against “Benedict Arnold CEOs” who throw scruples to the wind in pursuit of greater profits.4 CNN anchor Lou Dobbs broadcast a list of companies he accused of “exporting America.”5 Protestations of outrage aside, little was done to fetter or accelerate the trend, though worker anxiety mounted as jobs continued to be relocated offshore. The unease was palpable. A Pew survey found that a large majority of “Americans believe that the outsourcing of U.S. jobs abroad has had a decidedly negative impact on American workers.”6

What gave the theme of betrayal traction was the sense that a promise had somehow been broken. Were not the “creative” and “knowledge-based” jobs being sent to India and elsewhere the selfsame ones that had been promised a restive populace in the wake of the first wave of offshoring? The tech bubble had burst; the contours of the “postindustrial” economy were shaky and uncertain.7 What would Americans be asked to reinvent themselves as this time around? And how were workers to be able to compete with their counterparts in the developing world who would work diligently for a fraction of the cost? Whereas an experienced software programmer in Silicon Valley earned [image: image]77,690 a year plus benefits in 2004, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the same job paid [image: image]10,900 in India.8 Other comparisons reveal similar differentials. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 illustrate the salaries in select countries. The first figure displays salaries in information technology (IT), which includes things like software development and IT maintenance. The second shows salaries for business process outsourcing (BPO) (i.e., accounting, claims processing, customer care, debt collection, and human resources).

Offshoring is about reducing labor costs, as many firms are finding it cheaper to buy goods and services from suppliers abroad rather than provide them internally.9 The savings are largely a product of the wage differential between workers in advanced capitalist and emerging economies.10 The new phase of offshoring began in the 1980s when major multinationals like British Airways, American Express, and General Electric began shifting slices of service work to developing countries like India. Until that happened, it was mainly manufacturing work that got offshored. But the combined effect of technological advances like the Internet, the declining costs of transportation and communication, and promarket reforms in Asia and Eastern Europe and the consequent “oversupply” of workers, is that the provision of services is increasingly being ceded to overseas subsidiaries and subcontractors.11
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Figure 1.1 Average Salaries for IT.

Source: NeoIT, “Offshore and Nearshore ITO and BPO Salary Report,” Offshore Insights Market Report Series 4(4):1–23 (2006).
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Figure 1.2 Average Salaries for BPO.

Source: NeoIT, “Offshore and Nearshore ITO and BPO Salary Report,” Offshore Insights Market Report Series 4(4):1–3 (2006).

Public statements by executives have done little to soothe matters. At a meeting with members of Congress, Carly Fiorina, then the CEO of Hewlett-Packard, divined the intentions of the Divine, declaring that “there is no job that is America’s God-given right anymore.”12 The CEO of a software company called Autodesk put it similarly: “When you can get great talent at 20 percent of the costs, it isn’t about waving the American flag. It’s about doing what’s right to have a good company.” (In the wake of the economic collapse, the company has suddenly gone red, white, and blue in its eagerness to access taxpayer funds.)13 The CEO of Symantec shared a similar sentiment: “U.S. corporations’ first responsibility is to their shareholders. You cannot say, ‘I’m going to put national interests ahead of shareholder interests.’”14 One should call these tumbrel remarks—displays of singular class arrogance in one’s last hours—but for the fact that the jobs of workers, not employers, are the ones being wheeled to the metaphorical guillotine. Indeed, the pay ratio between U.S. CEOs and U.S. and Indian call center workers is 400:1 and 3,348:1, respectively.15

The issue turns on the relationship between national and corporate interests. For critics, the two are misaligned.16 But for free traders, they converge. Citing Adam Smith’s famous dictum about dinner and self-interest, the authors of an outsourcing manual write that by maximizing profits and returns to shareholders, corporations are indirectly, even unwittingly, serving the public interest.17 The logic is roughly as follows: countries are better off when they focus on sectors in which they have a comparative advantage, that is, lowest opportunity costs of production. By ridding themselves of inefficient processes (which can be done quicker and cheaper elsewhere), companies are free to do what they do best, thereby raising productivity and freeing up resources for investment in new products and services. This boosts economic growth. Consumers also benefit from lower prices. And the rising tide creates more jobs than it destroys, while also allowing firms to remain competitive in the global economy.18

But discerning advantage has proved much tougher on the ground. The major news media seem to paint a contradictory picture. On the one hand, it reported that the majority of jobs being sent offshore were low-end, such as customer service, basic software coding, and data entry. As economist Jagdish Bhagwati wrote, there is “little evidence of a major push by American companies to set up research operations in the developing world.”19 But, at the same time, we heard that sophisticated things like engineering, software development, and financial and medical services were being performed abroad as well. As columnist Thomas Friedman, who has done more than any writer to promote service globalization, would write:


The dirty little secret is that India is taking work from Europe or America not simply because of low wages. It is also because Indians are ready to work harder and can do anything from answering your phone to designing your next airplane or car. They are not racing us to the bottom. They are racing us to the top.20



If tax returns could be prepared, X-rays read, cartoons colored, students tutored, and patents filed 9,000 miles away, what could not be, and what was left of the country’s competitive advantage? Worry not, wrote Friedman. Factory jobs are indeed limited, but “there is no limit to the number of idea-generated jobs in the world.” Some workers therefore will have to “move horizontally into new knowledge jobs,” while “lower-skilled” workers “will have to move vertically, not horizontally. They will have to upgrade their education and upgrade their knowledge skills [?] so that they can occupy one of the new jobs sure to be created.”21 That is to say, the causalities of offshoring have to retool and become “entrepreneurial employees” to remain competitive in a globally integrated labor market. Quite rightly, Friedman concedes that such optimism requires a “leap of faith.”

The issue is further clouded by the fact that the federal government does not require companies to report data on offshored jobs. Thus the estimates of job losses are highly speculative. A sample: Forrester Research estimates that about 3.3 million U.S. service jobs will be shifted abroad by 2015, led by IT-related work. In 2004, Goldman Sachs estimated that offshoring accounted for roughly half a million layoffs in the prior three years. Another study estimates that 14 million U.S. jobs are vulnerable to being outsourced.22 Further confounding matters, even the estimates are open to interpretation. Fact and value, the descriptive and normative, become conflated. While some hold the projected job losses to be significant, others say that they are inconsequential when compared to the normal “churn” in the economy by which millions of people change jobs every year.23 Just “another business sea change,” says a venture capitalist.

In any event, executives are firm in their belief that displaced workers will find new places of work. As Robert Bailey, president and CEO of PMC-Sierra, a multinational that produces semiconductors, put it at an industry conference:


If you were to ask someone who had a factory jobs some years ago about unemployment, we’ve lost millions of factory jobs in this country and they’re not here anymore. Forty percent of imports now come from overseas subsidiaries of U.S. corporations. So no steelworker has worked for 20 years? No, a lot of them moved down to Texas and other places, and that’s the beauty of our economy. It is extremely resilient. And you go to Pittsburgh now and it’s a biotech Mecca. I mean, things change. Steelworkers didn’t go to school and become biotech engineers, but things changed and evolved, and everybody found work.24



Michael Corbett, a consultant whose small stature belies his immense enthusiasm for outsourcing, writes similarly:


Some may not be willing or able to rise to the challenge of competition in a global market and will find themselves doing the same work for less money. But many more will find ways to compete and win. They will earn their current and higher salaries by getting better, learning new skills, and doing so ahead of the pack. Others will move away from the more technical parts of jobs entirely toward elements of their jobs where they add greater value, for example, customer-facing activities.25



I met Corbett at a conference. He was all smiles and handshakes. But such goodwill cannot hide the fact that wages in the nontechnical service sector (where workers drift in his last scenario) are low compared to “knowledge based” jobs and even manufacturing jobs, which pay 23 percent more than service sector jobs on average.26 Moreover, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that between 2003 and 2006 over a third of displaced workers remained unemployed and many that found jobs took significant pay cuts. Thus, while the editor of Wired magazine could muse, “It is not hard to see how outsourcing to India could lead to the next great era in American enterprise,” the skepticism of the public is fully understandable.27 Furthermore, optimistic projections of job creation are simply that: projections based on historical trends. There is no guarantee that the promised high-skill, high-paying jobs will materialize or that the United States will enjoy an absolute advantage in these new areas, which would prevent a further round of offshoring.

Mutual Benefit or Zero-Sum

Critics have asked questions that nobody seems prepared to answer; about concession bargaining, about the denial of workers’ rights in export-processing zones, and about the impact on wages and working conditions in the United States.28 Nobel laureate Paul Samuelson upbraided fellow economists for perpetuating “the popular polemical untruth” that the U.S. economy will necessarily benefit in the long run from all forms of trade. The assumption that “the gains of the American winners are big enough to more than compensate for the losers,” Samuelson argues, is “only an innuendo.”29 Just as offshoring is not a zero-sum game in which a job lost in the United States is a job gained in India, neither is it necessarily one of mutual benefit to workers the world over. As economists Gomory and Baumol write, there are “inherent conflicts in international trade” in that outcomes “that are best for one country . . . [can often] be disadvantageous for its trading partner.”30 While trade between a prosperous and a poor nation could be mutually beneficial, it could also depress wages and conditions in the higher wage country. Or as the “factor-price equalization” theorem would have it, trade between countries with similar technology and skill sets but different wage rates may increase the price of labor in the poorer country while reducing it in the richer country until workers in both countries end up earning similar sums.31 But as Polaski writes,


Until the [global] labor surplus is worked off, we can expect to see higher profits and stagnant or declining wages in the high-wage countries. These trends already have affected the manufacturing sector, which has been transformed during the past decade. Now they are beginning to affect service industries.32



Such considerations led a frustrated Samuelson to comment, “If you don’t believe that changes the average wages in America, then you believe in the tooth fairy.”33

And while some studies predict that offshoring will benefit the U.S. economy in the form of increased jobs and wages, media reports suggest otherwise. Bank of America, for example, cut nearly 5,000 U.S. jobs while outsourcing up to 1,100 jobs to India in 2003. In July 2004, the firm announced that it planned to cut another 12,500 U.S. jobs in the next two years. Adding insult to injury, while the bank continues to offload thousands of jobs to Indian subcontractors, the severance pay of many soon-to-be-fired workers is made contingent on the training of replacements.34 Even the venerated “Big Blue” succumbed to the pressure to downsize and offshore. While IBM was laying off 13,000 U.S. and European workers in 2005, it was reported that it planned to increase its Indian workforce by more than 14,000. Its 53,000 Indian employees are its group largest outside of the United States, and it expects to invest [image: image]6 billion in the country over the next few years. (In the wake of the current recession, it was leaked that IBM planned to axe 5,000 U.S. jobs and move the orphaned work to India.) Arguably of greater moment is its decision to contract with Indian outsourcing company HCL Technologies to design its signature Power Architecture chips.35

While the overall implications can be debated, two points can be established. The first is that the majority of white-collar work being offshored is of the back-office and low-skill and clerical variety: that is, application processing, data entry, invoice and payroll preparation, customer service, basic software coding.36 While outsourcing boosters speak with much gusto about what is to come, more than half of all export-oriented FDI projects were related to call centers in 2002–3.37 Moreover, work has been standardized and digitized, making it easier for particular tasks to be moved. According to a former managing director at Lehman Brothers, “Even companies that have been outsourcing for 10 years haven’t outsourced entire projects.”38 Asked what should and should not be offshored, Randy Altschuler, co-CEO of OfficeTiger, an outsourcing company, said that core activities usually stay onshore while “noncore” and repetitious functions can be moved: “I think you look at, frankly, how repetitive is the process? Because if the process is repetitive, you can apply technology, process improvement, and labor savings to generate efficiencies. If the process is too complicated, maybe outsourcing isn’t the best solution.”39

The second point is that while offshoring is occurring mostly in low-skill segments, there is little stopping the gradual expansion into more complex activities as firms become more comfortable with the practice. That is, services offshoring may follow the trajectory of manufacturing, from low-skilled to high-skilled labor. “From a trickle to a flood” says a consultant of the increasing scope and scale of offshoring. Raman Roy—dubbed the “father of Indian BPO” for starting the outsourcing company Spectramind and for his work at GE and American Express—told an eagerly assembled crowd at an outsourcing conference that “the sky is the limit. We are only limited by the imagination.”40 Between 1995 and 2002, 20 million factory jobs were lost in the 20 major economies because of globalization.41 If these numbers are anything to go by, then Alan Blinder, a former vice chairman of the U.S. Federal Reserve Board and former economic adviser to President Bill Clinton, seems justified in describing offshoring as the “third industrial revolution.” He writes, “We have so far barely seen the tip of the offshoring iceberg, the eventual dimensions of which may be staggering.”42

Indeed, offshoring has crept into sectors that we previously thought were untradable internationally. The news agency Reuters offshored basic business coverage to an office in Bangalore. Legal services firms in Bombay and Gurgaon draft patents and contracts for multinationals and have recently started offering Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP) services. Indian radiologists read X-rays, MRIs, and CT scans for less than half the cost of their U.S. counterparts, and workers process tax forms and mortgages, handle insurance claims, burnish PowerPoint presentations, and assist on special effects for movies. The market for outsourced clinical drug trials is also growing rapidly in India, where an “ethnically diverse, largely treatment-naïve populace can be recruited about three times faster than in the United States.”43 Westerners now travel to exotic locations for joint and heart-valve replacements, for dental work, and for Botox injections—a practice known as “medical tourism.” Even maternal surrogacy is being outsourced internationally.44

And while the services sector is much larger than manufacturing, only 10 percent is presently traded internationally, compared to 50 percent in the latter. Moreover, the tradability of services affects companies in all sectors and is proceeding at a quicker pace than manufacturing. As the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development reports, “Services that are offshored may be more footloose than relocated manufacturing activities because of lower capital-intensity and sunk costs.”45 Additionally, venture capital firms are increasingly “imploring” companies to offshore as much as possible.46 There is, thus, reason to believe that the trend will only continue.

The View from India

The murmur of somber departures is drowned by the hubbub of gay arrivals as the jobs that vanish in the West reappear in India and other “emerging” economies. In transit, work deemed fit for the young, those in-between jobs, and even rural housewives acquires a sudden sheen, its promise almost comically exaggerated. There is talk of socialist corners turned, of entrepreneurial India mimicking its way into global markets. An editorial in the Times of India observed that “catering to Americans” offered “immense foreign exchange opportunities” and that “IT-enabled or remote services could be the key mantra” in “getting rid” of the prickly problem of educated unemployment.47 The evidence of this optimism is not everywhere visible, but, once found, is mesmerizing in its garishness.

On my first research trip to New Delhi I took a taxi down National Highway 8 to Gurgaon, an alleged former backwater and present-day outsourcing hub and “mall capital.” When crossing the flyover that connects the two cities, my gaze drifted from the craggy fields below to the billboards above, one of which featured an outsized call center worker’s comely visage, fair and framed by raven-black hair, flashing a winning smile. (A similar but exoticized photograph of a traditionally bejeweled Indian worker with a headset appeared on the cover of Time magazine the same year, illustrating how the imagery of the “new” India migrates across borders like the flow of work it depicts and advertises.) Welcomed by a quaint sign that read, “Thank you for visit,” we passed through a toll and armed checkpoint and entered a relatively barren stretch of road. Then, almost without warning, the new metropolis started from the dusty plain like a strutting peacock. Its plumage was fine but its calls were loud and course. The taxi driver’s teenage son stared with mouth agog at the iridescent whirl of office towers, apartment blocks, hotels, and fine restaurants. He said slowly and with wonder, “Call center-walleh idhar rahte hai” (“The call center ones live here”). It was not Dubai, but Gurgaon had that “city of tomorrow” feel: cement trucks, proletarians, scaffolding, and cranes offset by smartly dressed professionals shopping for Western brands at malls named Ambience, Amusement, Galaxy, Marriage, Scottish, and Specialty; the hot gleam of dynamic steal and glass facades in the afternoon sun balanced by the haze and roar of traffic and construction. These were marvelous and moving sights.

But the embrace was not entirely rapturous. The high-rises were impressive, the signage luminous, and the private clubs cozy, but there were also power outages and water shortages and slum neighborhoods. (The real estate bubble has since burst, halting mall construction and depopulating office parks and luxury housing complexes, one of which famously featured a golf course and “cigar lounge.”) Misgivings about the industry that had underwritten Gurgaon’s rapid rise were muted but multiple. Talk of poor labor conditions, dead-ends, graveyard shifts, accent neutralization, and identity shifting gave some a postcolonial pause. The same news media that had so loudly sung the industry’s praises began expressing concern. “Stressed Techies Losing Sex Drive,” read one headline. “Stressed Youth Turn to Acupressure,” warned another.48 We came to know that call center work “turns brains into soup” and people with “high ambitions either leave call centres for something better or get fired.”49 Still, outsourcing was creating jobs. And this fact was its trump card, so to speak. (Already, opponents must start with a concession: if there were no jobs, there would be nothing to criticize.) Framed in this manner, the petty problems of individuals dissolve in the immeasurable immensity of the economy.50

Additionally, the power of novelty should not be discounted. The outsourcing of information and communication technology (ICT) work upsets conventional assumptions about the international division of labor, wherein the production of certain goods and services is concentrated in some places and not others. Marx, in his time, wrote that the world was divided “into a chiefly agricultural field of production for supplying the other part which remains chiefly an industrial field.”51 This changed, of course, and the “new international division of labor” saw a historic shift of manufacturing from First to Third World regions. The geographical dispersion of ICT work complicates this picture. As one of the fastest growing forms of employment in the global economy and the most vulnerable to being offshored, it has been touted in respectable quarters as a solution to global unemployment and a shortcut to modernization, emerging as something of a new development paradigm.52 Figure 1.3 illustrates the favored offshore destinations for various services.

On whole, the Economist estimates that India accounts for about 80 percent of the low-cost offshore service market, though this figure seems inflated.53 Seventy percent of the exports are to the United States.54 The number of young university graduates (those with seven or less years of work experience) in India is thought to be around 14 million, which is 1.5 times that in China and nearly double that in the United States. Furthermore, India adds 2.5 million new graduates each year.55 So, despite rising wages and an impending “talent squeeze,” India will likely continue in its role as the “world’s back office” for at least the near future. And as India is “the preferred destination for offshoring of virtually the whole range of services,” it is the most logical place to explore what happens when service work is moved abroad.56
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Figure 1.3 Where Does Your Company Offshore or Intend to Offshore the Following Activities? % Respondents (N = 239)

* Developed countries: Canada, United Kingdom, Western Europe
** Other Low-Wage Regions: Africa, China, Eastern Europe and Russia, Latin America, and Asia and Pacific
Source: Diana Farrell, Noshir Kaka, and Sasha Sturz, “Ensuring India’s Offshoring Future,” The McKinsey Quarterly (2005), 76; retrieved from www.mckinseyquarterly.com/links/18836.


CHAPTER TWO. Variations on a Theme

The Royal Stag Corporate Music Carnival was held in New Delhi’s Mittal Gardens in late 2005. Sponsored by Seagram’s, the alcohol distiller, the event featured a competition between bands composed of BPO and IT workers who played an array of American and British hard rock and heavy metal songs, such as Metallica’s “The Unforgiven,” Radiohead’s “Creep,” U2’s “With or Without You,” Limp Bizkit’s “Take a Look Around,” and Green Day’s “Boulevard of Broken Dreams.” While the performers represented companies like General Electric, E-funds, Wipro, EXL, and Daksh (IBM), their black T-shirts read Iron Maiden, Deep Purple, Bon Jovi, and Judas Priest. (The band registration fee of 30,000 rupees [[image: image]663] was paid by participating firms.)1

The neutralized accents on amplified display—which one onlooker described as the “weirdest in the whole wide world”—were courtesy of employer training programs, while the torn jeans, exaggerated gestures, and of course tunes came via globalized media. The night was capped by a performance by Saif Ali Khan, a Bollywood star and Royal Stag Whiskey “brand ambassador,” of AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell”: “Hey Satan, paid my dues / Playing in a rocking band / Hey Momma, look at me / I’m on my way to the promised land . . .”

Afterward, Khan left for Goa to shoot a Lay’s “magic masala” potato chip commercial.
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Globalization, we frequently hear, has led to the declining significance of place.2 Kenichi Ohmae, for example, writes that “country of origin does not matter. Location of headquarters does not matter. The products for which you are responsible and the company you serve have become denationalized.”3 While at best an exaggerated truth, such assertions make Marx and Engels’s proclamation that “all that is solid melts into air” seem an apt description of the current historical moment.4 Through the diffusion of communication technologies, local work relations are dissolved and reconfigured across vast distances. Along the way, they alter our experiences of place and truncate the turnover time of capital. (And, as the anecdote above attests, they also influence the music we play, the clothes we wear, and the food we eat.)

But while goods, services, and investment now move at a rapid clip, labor, relatively speaking, is wedded to place.5 What happens, then, when white-collar work is shifted overseas? Workplace culture, structures, and identities cannot simply be exported and reproduced abroad like so much capital or technology; they must be anchored in new terrain. Understanding the concrete ways in which cultural and economic forms are reinvented on the ground is thus of the utmost importance. As Yeung writes, one should be mindful of


the ways through which capital is geographically embedded in distinct national, social, or institutional structures. . . . Geographical embeddedness of capital refers to complex and ongoing articulations of its home-country characteristics and host-country operating environments.6



This book is largely a story of the attempted reproduction these home-country characteristics in India. And so the inevitable question: If offshoring relies on the mimicry of workplace norms, management strategies, and even identities, is it not a force for Westernization?

The question of globalization’s impact is usually framed in a binary form, that is, cleared fields or rocky climbs, global village or Tower of Babel. My contention is that globalization does not substitute the dynamism of modernity for the complacent solidity of tradition nor the Occident for Orient. Its genius and mystery lay in the balancing of diametric modes. But while its overriding principle is hybridity, the intermingling does not occur at random or without purpose.7 It occurs according to a plan. But not all things go as planned. To understand this difference-in-similarity, it is helpful to first explore how place is being transformed by global capitalism.

Whither Place?

If the thesis that place is of diminishing importance is at least provisionally accepted, it is necessary to consider what, if anything, it is being replaced by. Castells, for example, contrasts the “space of place” with the “space of flows.”8 The latter, he writes, “is becoming the dominant spatial manifestation of power and function in our societies.” We will return to the tendential organization of space later, but what is important in his formulation is that place is a kind of space. As the geographer Tuan writes, “The ideas of ‘space’ and ‘place’ require each other for definition.”9 Place has commonsense associations of security and stability, the homely and familiar. It connotes tradition and the past. Space, by contrast, is a realm of freedom and uncertainty and possibility. It is an arena of movement; when you pause in space, you stop in a place. Place thus is space invested with meaning. One does not speak, for example, of a strongly felt sense of space. Space acquires shape and meaning through human activity. Tuan explains:


The human being, by his mere presence, imposes a schema on space. Most of the time he is not aware of it. He notes its absence when he is lost. . . . Cultures differ greatly in their elaboration of cultural schemata. In some cultures, they are rudimentary; in others they can become a many-splendored frame that integrates nearly all the departments of life.10



Corporations, societies, and states, too, impose schemas on space; in Lefebvre’s terms, they “produce space.”11 In the academic literature, the place-space dichotomy is applied in almost unmodified form to the relationship between labor and capital. Beynon and Hudson, for example, write that space is a “domain across which capital is constantly marching in pursuit of greater profits,” while place denotes the “meaningful situations established by labor.”12 Peck argues that neoliberal strategies “attempt to reduce place to space.”13

Capital, then, transforms the concrete realities of a particular place into the manifold possibilities of space, which is conceived of as “something usable, malleable, and therefore capable of domination through human action.”14 The implementation of this vision of timeless time (24-hour society) and placeless space (network of flows) becomes the site of struggle and negotiation between capital, the state, and civil society. And because space is not an empty container but an arena of lived experience that, like a palimpsest, retains the impress of the past, development becomes a process of “creative destruction” by which those elements of a place that are not conducive to state consolidation or capital accumulation are effaced, “pulverized” in Lefebvre’s words.15

The struggle between labor and capital can thus be seen as a struggle over the definition of space. In recent years, capital has had the better of it. The term neoliberalism is used to signify the corporate revanchism whereby social welfare protections are undone by programs that privatize, liberalize, and downsize (an inversion of Polanyi’s “double movement” of capitalism).16 The contemporary period is also marked by the expanded use of subcontracting, temporary and self-employment, and the geographical dispersion of work. As with manufacturing, the standardization (and now digitization) of tasks enables corporations to globalize their operations: “By increasing the range of possible substitutions within a given production process, capitalists can increasingly free themselves from particular geographic constraints.”17

Offshoring, in this regard, entails the extreme rationalization of jobs, projects, and tasks. Only when broken down into component parts could work be exported, and executives agree that decomposed projects are rarely made whole in the offshore office. As an executive at Proctor & Gamble remarked at an industry conference, offshoring is about “standardizing it and extracting value.” Said another executive: “There is a lot of compartmentalization of tasks.”18 Thus, just as the globalization of manufacturing “brought a wave of competitive Fordist industrialization to entirely new environments,” the same could be said of service offshoring and the ethos of flexibility.19 Following Lipietz’s characterization of the labor process in offshore factories as “peripheral Fordism,” we can describe the present phase of globalization as involving “peripheral flexibility.”20 This produces a pockmarked economic landscape in which different modes of production (“informational,” industrial, agricultural, etc.) overlap.21

Capital thus seems hardwired to traipse around the world in search of surplus value, pausing in space, thus in a place, like a bee stopping to pollinate.22 To use Deleuze and Guattari’s terminology, capital is territorialized (emplaced in a certain location), deterritorialized (capital and job flight), and reterritorialized (anchored in another area).23 Through each territorialization, capital in conjunction with the state produces space. This occurs in a paradoxical way. On the one hand, it involves an indifference toward, if not a disdain for, the specificity and stubbornness of place and past. On the other, places have specific, a priori attributes that attract capital in the first place—skill sets, resources, infrastructure, cheap labor, malleable governments. These assets are seized upon and developed in accordance with specific short- and long-term interests. In other words, capital does not confront an empty plane, but an uneven landscape. The thrust may be towards uniformity and repetition, but space is not created ex nihilo.24 Rather, it is produced “in a contested institutional landscape in which newly emergent ‘projected spaces’ interact conflictually with inherited regulatory arrangements.”25

Stalk these shimmering spaces long enough and you soon realize that their creation is often predicated upon displacement and hardship. In West Bengal, for instance, the governing Communist Party of India (Marxist) has decided to industrialize the region, uprooting peasants to free up land for foreign companies, such as Dow Chemical, in the process. On March 14, 2007, police were sent to quell protesting peasants in Nandigram, a collection of villages south of Calcutta. Fourteen were shot dead and dozens were injured.26 A similar scenario unfolded in August 2008 in NOIDA (New Okhla Industrial Development Authority), a charmingly named satellite town of Delhi, when farmers demanded higher compensation for land that had been acquired for development. Several lives were extinguished by a clutch of excitable policemen, and dozens were injured. In China, the number of people displaced by large projects and urbanization runs into the millions. Thus does Harvey describe such processes as “accumulation by dispossession.”27

The state therefore plays a pivotal role in facilitating the circulation of capital, recommending itself as a reliable partner in the production and extraction of surplus value. Yet it must still attend to variety of obligations and serve a broad range of interests. It is a vehicle for promoting the public good as well as the interests of particular classes. It must also perpetuate itself. What makes the contemporary situation unique is that political elites in developing countries are increasingly seeing their needs as coincident with the short-term interests of foreign capital.28 (The paradigm shift from import-substitution to export-orientation is evidence of this.) And to reap the benefits of increased employment, exports, and foreign exchange, states must first foster “good business climates.” This is often though not exclusively accomplished through the creation of export-processing zones (EPZs) and special economic zones (SEZs). India currently has 578 approved zones, which are designated as “foreign territories” for the purposes of trade and tariff.29 (Table 1.1 illustrates the growth of EPZs over time.)

TABLE 1.1
Estimates of the Development to Export Processing Zones

[image: image]

     Source: International Labor Organization, “Database on Export Processing Zones” (2007).

They provide not only cheap labor but a range of fiscal and policy incentives to exporting industries, such as “tax incentives, government services, and such features as ‘total or partial exemption from laws and decrees of the country concerned.’”30 Additionally, the mobility of capital “reduces overall costs of production while it strengthens the bargaining position of corporations vis-à-vis local governments competing for foreign investments.”31 This form of competitive bidding is an intranational matter as much as it is an international affair.

But while they continue to sprout in the global south, these seemingly homogenous zones are surprisingly diverse. As the International Labor Organization reports:


Zones have evolved from initial assembly and simple processing activities to include high tech and science zones, finance zones, logistics centres and even tourist resorts. Their physical form now includes not only enclave-type zones but also single-industry zones (such as the jewellery zone in Thailand or the leather zone in Turkey); single-commodity zones (like coffee in Zimbabwe); and single-factory (such as the export-oriented units in India) or single-company zones (such as in the Dominican Republic).32



Furthermore, an intention should not be confused with its realization; the blueprint differs from happenings on the ground. This is because designs and schemas interact with the raw material of social life. Space is also appropriated for human needs, which is what gives a place its distinctive local stamp. “Desire,” writes Lefebvre, “which preceded needs and goes beyond them, is the yeast that causes this rather lifeless dough (the homogenizing capitalist city) to rise. The resulting movement prevents stagnation and cannot help but produce differences.”33 Consequently, postcolonial urbanism has its own distinctive forms and cannot be reduced to Western precursors and coevals.34

The Production of Space in India

How did India become the “world’s back office”? Briefly, starting in the 1980s, India instituted a series of probusiness reforms that helped boost the productivity of established industrial and commercial firms in the country, such as the removal of price controls, the relaxation of industrial regulations, the encouragement of capital-goods imports, and the reduction of corporate taxes.35 The reasons for this shift are unclear, though pressures from domestic big business and the market-oriented ideology of key decision-makers in government played a part.36 While the focus was initially on domestic deregulation, the political class began encouraging entrepreneurial activities and integration into the world economy.37 According to Pederson, a “quiet revolution” occurred within Indian industry, whereby a new breed of industrialist that had emerged as a result of early policy changes began pushing for a new development strategy.38 The macroeconomic picture also changed. While current revenues had previously exceeded expenditures, the surplus turned into deficits as a result of lax fiscal policies. To finance investment and consumption India had to borrow heavily from the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and bilateral donors.39 The situation was compounded by domestic political instability and rising oil prices during the Gulf War.

The reforms of 1991 were more comprehensive and far-reaching. In consequence of indebtedness and a foreign exchange crisis, India partly opened its economy to global trade and investment under the counsel of the World Bank and the IMF.40 This “New Economic Policy,” initiated by the finance minister, Manmohan Singh, consummated a dramatic shift in development strategy that had begun a decade earlier, as the emphasis was now decidedly on exports and a greater reliance on market forces. Changes in trade policy allowed access to imports and technology at low rates of duty. Foreign direct investment was also sought, “driven by the belief that this would increase the total volume of investment in the economy, improve production technology and increase access to world markets.”41 Majority and even 100 percent foreign ownership is now allowed in many key industries.

Given its large pool of educated and English-speaking labor, India fast emerged as the favored destination for business process outsourcing and information technology. In the 1990s General Electric established a joint venture in the country and subcontracted software development and maintenance and back-office work to Indian suppliers, such as Wipro and Tata.42 Other multinationals, such as Microsoft, Cisco, Xerox, and Honeywell, soon followed suit. A former managing director at Lehman Brothers puts the rationale plainly at an industry conference: “The country offered us cheap labor and skilled people.” Additionally, many expatriate Indians who had set up “bodyshops” in Silicon Valley, which imported high-tech workers on H1-B and L-1 visas, established service operations in India.43 As an executive put it, “Immigrants become knowledge workers except they enter through portals rather than ports.” The end result, writes Krugman, is that “India’s surge into world markets hasn’t followed the pattern set by other developing nations, which started their export drive in low-tech industries like clothing. Instead, India has moved directly into industries that advanced countries like the United States thought were their exclusive turf.”44

A nonexhaustive list of companies offshoring services to India: Accenture, Adobe, Amazon.com, American Express, AT&T, Bank of America, Barclays, Boeing, British Airways, Chevron, Churchill Insurance, Cisco, Citibank, Dell, Delta, Deutsche Bank, EDS, Gateway Computers, General Electric, GE Capital, GlaxoSmithKline, Hewlett Packard, HSBC, IBM, Intel, JC Penney, J.P. Morgan Chase, Kodak, Merck, Microsoft, Novell, Oracle, Phillips, Proctor & Gamble, Reuters, Royal Sun & Alliance, Siemens, Standard Chartered, Sun Microsystems, Texas Instruments, United Airlines, and Washington Mutual.45

India’s export revenues in IT and IT-enabled services (ITES) are reported to have grown from less than [image: image]0.5 billion in 1994 to [image: image]40.4 billion in 2008. The industry’s share of the country’s GDP reached 5.2 percent in 2007. The number of workers employed in the sector is estimated to have grown from 830,000 in 2004 to over two million in 2008.46

While I know of no large-scale survey of the workforce, the following can be said of its demographic makeup. It is young, well educated, and urban, as English and computer literacy are necessary conditions for employment. The majority of workers are Hindu and upper caste. They also tend to have been educated at English-medium and often private schools.47 Generally speaking, software and IT workers tend to be better educated and earn more than BPO/ITES workers, though the latter still do well by national standards. The ratio of men to women is reported to be 69:31 in IT and reversed in favor of women in BPO/ITES, according to the industry group, Nasscom.48 Indeed, call center managers routinely describe workplaces as gender-desegregated.49 Most surveys, however, suggest a more balanced gender ratio in the latter.50 All told, the outsourcing workforce constitutes less than 1 percent of the overall population. Its privileged status can be seen in the fact that some 74 percent of households in India earned less than [image: image]2,000 in 2002, while these workers earn more than double that sum.51

TABLE 1.2
IT and ITES/BPO Sector Performance in India in U.S. dollars (in billions)

[image: image]

     Source: National Association of Software and Service Companies, “Indian IT Industry Fact Sheet” (2008).
     *Includes engineering services and R&D and software products.

There is little natural about India’s relative advantage in services. What is neglected in conventional narratives of India’s rise is the state’s promotion of scientific and technological development over time. This can be seen in the international reputation of its seven Indian Institutes of Technology; its 1998 National IT Action Plan, which created software technology parks throughout the country; and its improved telecommunications infrastructure. Yet it is common to hear that the Indian outsourcing industry has succeeded in spite of, rather than because of, state policies. As the former CEO of one of India’s largest outsourcing companies told me, “The reason for the success of IT companies was that they were never regulated. Once things took off, there were all sorts of ministers asking what else they could do. They wanted a stake in things. We would say, ‘Please, nothing.’”

Nonetheless, the state has taken an active role in attracting foreign investment. A newly minted Ministry of Information Technology has been tasked with converting the country’s notorious red tape into “a red carpet” for multinationals. Export production in special economic zones and software technology parks “is organized on an internationally competitive basis with requisite infrastructure, tax holidays, subsidized land, dependable power supplies, and duty free imports, among other things.”52 Deeply linked to major nodes in the global economy, these spaces have an ambiguous relationship to their immediate environs: companies pay little to no taxes and are largely removed from the domestic market. The BPO policy of the state of Karnataka, whose capital is Bangalore (India’s “Silicon Valley”), describes some of the features of SEZs:

TABLE 1.3
Employment Figure in the IT and ITES/BPO Sector

[image: image]

     Source: National Association of Software and Services Companies, “Indian IT Industry Fact Sheet” (2008).


BPO units set up in SEZs are specifically delineated duty-free enclaves treated as a foreign territory for the purpose of industrial, service and trade operations, with exemption from customs duties and a more liberal regime in respect of other levies. To promote foreign investment and other transactions, domestic regulations, restrictions and infrastructure inadequacies are sought to be eliminated in the SEZs for creating a hassle-free environment. . . . The State is committed to simplify[ing] all the relevant enactments for the BPO sector. The barriers, including employment of women at night, flexi working hours, [and] mandatory weekly offs, have all been removed . . . to create an optimal environment for the growth of the BPO sector in the state.53



Even the government of West Bengal, which has been led by the communist Left Front for over three decades, has tried to erase its image as a land of refractory labor by offering similar concessions and reforms. The state’s IT policy, which reads like a marketing brochure, states that its incentive package is “significantly more competitive than that offered by other states” and is “the best of the breed in the country.”54 It quotes Pramod Bhasin, president of GE Capital, offering the following accolades: “This is a very detailed proposal and addresses every concern raised by us. In fact, we have not been able to keep pace with that of your government.” Likewise, the aforementioned former CEO says that labor laws are “pretty flexible” for the industry: “When we went to Calcutta, we met with the chief minister. West Bengal is the only state to declare IT essential services alongside the fire brigade and police, which outlaws strikes in a place where there are a lot of strikes.” (He, however, is incorrect; various states have since designated the industry a “public utility.”) The Government of Haryana explains the implications of the “simplification” of labor laws:


The IT-ITES industries have also been added to the First Schedule of the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 for the purpose of declaring the sectors as “Public Utility Services,” which will prevent the occurrence of strikes as well as lockouts without due notice. This provision is expected to go a long way in preventing industrial unrest in Haryana’s IT-ITES sectors. . . . The Haryana Government has adopted a liberal policy in granting the players in this segment exemption from the provisions of the Punjab Shops and Commercial Establishment Act, 1958, regarding opening and closing hours. . . . The Government has also taken a policy decision to allow the employment of women workers during night shifts, to encourage employment of women while ensuring the sufficient protection of their rights.55



In consequence of this increased flexibility, the outsourcing industry is characterized by an extensive use of temporary and contract labor, individualized employment relations, and high turnover.56 Like restless spouses experimenting with open relationships, companies are freed from the usual constraints on hiring and firing workers. As Robert Bailey, president and CEO of PMC-Sierra, remarked of the company’s Indian operation at an industry conference, “There’s a scalability factor, where you can dramatically increase headcount very, very quickly. There’s also flexibility: you can bring it down very quickly as well, without the inertia, the internal inertia you usually have.” It is not all hire-and-fire policies and economic insecurity, however. Flexibility works both ways: labor demand presently exceeds supply, resulting in pay raises and various perks, job-hopping, and decent working conditions.

Reification and Mimicry


Nature creates similarities. One need only think of mimicry. The highest capacity for producing similarities, however, is man’s. His gift of seeing resemblances is nothing other than a rudiment of the powerful compulsion in former times to become and behave like something else. Perhaps there is none of his higher functions in which his mimetic faculty does not play a role.

—Walter Benjamin57



Global capitalism proceeds through the production of spaces, such as quasi-national special economic zones, that are relatively homogenous in form and yet distinct in content. (This project is a collaborative one between capital and the state.) In this section, we look at how this process unfolds in practice. It works, first, by obfuscation, by masking its operations (e.g., dead ringers), and, second, through the imitation and repetition of certain cultural, economic, and political forms (e.g., imitative counterpoint). The notion of reification is helpful here. First, reification can be understood as “the effacement of the traces of production.”58 This is intensified by global integration. As Willis writes, “If as Marx defined them, commodities are the containers of hidden social relationships, certainly these social relationships are all the more concealed by the movement of production to the Third World.”59 (The danger is that if these traces become evident, the consuming public will feel angry or anxious.) That India is referred to as the “world’s back office” implies that many of these activities were already out of view to begin with. Few ordinary workers interact directly with corporate clients. (“We don’t allow anybody from India to talk to clients in the U.S. or anywhere,” says an Indian executive.) In those activities where interaction is unavoidable, such as customer service, smokescreens are deployed to obscure the location of workers. (This can even apply to intrafirm technical support, such as at General Electric.) The combined effect is that the geographic signature—“Made in India”—is occluded.

The second sense of reification—the “transformation of social relations into things”—is equally important.60 Once objectified, cultural models can be exported and copied. Thus accompanying material flows across space is a whole train of representations. As I shall argue, in the execution of work previously performed in the West, offshoring is mimetic in a number of senses. Yet mimesis would seem an odd concept to use in discussing economic affairs. The faculty to copy, the impulse to become like another, is thought to be premodern and “beyond reason.”61 For Habermas the concept “appears to be a placeholder for primordial reason,” which “recalls to mind the model of an exchange of the subject with nature that is free of violence.”62 As applied to social relations, it denotes a sympathetic and accommodating attitude:


Imitation designates a relation between persons in which the one accommodates to the other. There is an allusion here to a relation in which the surrender of the one to the other does not mean a loss of self but a gain and an enrichment. Because the mimetic capacity escapes the conceptual framework of cognitive-instrumentality . . . it counts as the sheer opposite of reason, as impulse.63



But as Benjamin writes, this “powerful compulsion in former times to become and behave like something else” is deeply involved in our “higher functions.”64 How is this so? Whereas for Adorno and Horkheimer, mimesis once denoted a relationship to nature in which the “outside world [serves] a model which the inner world must try to conform to” for purposes of survival, it was later subjected to conscious control through magic (by which “shamans warded off danger by means of images imitating that danger”) and has finally (and tragically) been appropriated by instrumental rationality.65 What we are getting at is not the demise of mimesis but its mutation:


Civilization has replaced the organic adaptation to others and mimetic behavior proper . . . by rational practice, by work. . . . Uncontrolled mimesis is outlawed. . . . The ego has been formed in resistance to mimicry. In the constitution of the ego reflective mimesis becomes controlled reflection. . . . In the bourgeois mode of production, the indelible mimetic heritage of all practical experience is consigned to oblivion. . . . Science is repetition, refined into observable regularity, and preserved in stereotypes. . . . Technology [works] by automation of the mental processes, by converting them into blind cycles. With its triumph human statements become both controllable and inevitable. . . . The pitiless prohibition becomes mere fate; the denial is now so complete that it is no longer conscious.66



Offshoring can be seen as a highly “sublimated manifestation of mimicry”; it is mimicry subject to rational control and the rules of capital accumulation. Work processes are standardized, replicable, and predictable, one task following the other in serial progression. Call center personalities involve a form of emotional mechanization as well as the carefully choreographed mimicry of Westerners. Even in some aspects of IT work, where employers try to construct new work identities, the reformed personality is to be based on a stereotype of the Western professional and is yet another form of rationalized copying. For those on the permanent night shift, this also means living as if they were in the same time zone and imaginative space as American and British consumers.

This does not mean, however, that offshore workplaces are facsimiles or faithful copies of those in the home country. Given that offshoring relies on plans abstracted from concrete reality, the offshore workplace is both a copy and a “copy that is not a copy.”67 This latter point registers the way that things resemble each other yet take on a life of their own; how things are “almost the same, but not quite.”68 As Sontag writes, “The life of an institution cannot be appreciated by examining a blueprint of its structure; run under the auspices of different feelings, similar structures can have a different quality.”69 In Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, you could say that offshore sites “form a rhizome” with onshore offices, a relationship marked by “an aparallel evolution.”70 The notion of imitative counterpoint captures this difference-in-similarity.

Mimed forms are transposed into a different key. Offshore workplaces resemble those in the United States and Western Europe, but they perform work that is at the lower end of the skill and value spectrum, often work that those in the home office would prefer not to do. These high-tech spaces seem to glow with the prospects of development, but they are outposts of Western economic hegemony, not exactly servile but not independent either. Memes like the flexible professional and the entrepreneurial employee mean something altogether different in the Indian context, as we will see. It is thus not the case that mimicry is “consigned to oblivion.” Rather, capitalism has arrogated the mimetic faculty and transformed it into something more organized and less intuitive.

Modern Mimicry


Not all people exist in the same Now. They do so externally, by virtue of the fact that they may all be seen today. But that does not mean that they are living at the same time with others. Rather, they carry earlier things with them. . . . In general, different years resound in the one that has just been recorded and prevails.

—Ernst Bloch71



If Bloch could write so insistently about “the non-synchronicity of synchronicity” and the “simultaneity of the non-simultaneous” in the 1930s, one cannot conclude that today’s juxtaposition of “outmoded” and “modern” ways of being is nonpareil. The Baroque fugue, for example, was described by Adorno as “the most technical achievement of musical rationalization.”72 Yet, as Said pointed out, what made the fugue radical was its “union of antiquated contrapuntal devices with a modern rational subject.”73 Offshoring is a provocateur in this sense. It unsettles the sense of spatial and temporal continuity by combining experiences and values of different times and climes.

The foreign and familiar, the alien and the accustomed, are promiscuously intermingled. Anachronistic elements flourish in the midst and even at the expense of the modern or contemporary. On the one hand, we see “motives and reserves from precapitalist times and structures” and the “surmounted remnants of older economic being and consciousness” manifest themselves in the docility of workers and the high-handedness of management.74 On the other, the individualism unleashed by the comparatively open workplace atmosphere takes on an unexpected character in a context of high labor demand. Rather than translating into increased responsibility and professionalism as management intends, it takes the form of possessive individualism and skittish job-hopping. The deferent worker fresh out of school and buffeted by managerial demands for professionalism therefore enacts a unique form individualism that partakes of contrasting qualities: workers can be surprisingly servile and astonishingly assertive. Likewise, managerial power is simultaneously personal and arbitrary as well as rational and transparent. Its motivational techniques are both highhanded and forward-thinking.

Globalization is full of contradictions that generate uneasy balances. The resurgence of religious-political conservatism and its embrace of economic liberalization, as evidenced in the Hindu nationalist Bhara-tiya Janata Party’s 2004 election slogan, “India Shining,” is one such incongruity. The decision by the communist Left Front government of West Bengal to alter labor regulations, displace peasants, and offer generous incentives to attract foreign capital is another. Additionally, India’s quick integration into global markets—what some call its “second independence”—belies its semiperipheral position in the world economy.

Globalization also tampers with time. The temporal orientations of border-bending capitalism and Indian social life become enmeshed in each other. Postindustrialism has certainly provided some respite from the drudgery of rigid routine. But this era of flexibility has also ushered in longer and busier hours. Culturally, women’s employment rankles conservative sensibilities, especially with the night shift’s intimations of prurience: call centers, call girls. But while it troubles the boundaries of the patriarchal family, it does not undermine it. The ghost of history is apparent in the reactionary provincialism—the nostalgia of tradition—that ranges itself against the relativism of spendthrift workers.75 These antithetic romanticisms of past and future shape the cultural politics of outsourcing in India.

So, in many ways, the tired tropes of modernity and tradition obscure more than they clarify. The Indian middle class, for example, is at once heralded as a harbinger of modernity and bemoaned as a bastion of conservatism. In this connection, Dirlik suggests that we have moved from a “temporalization of difference (modern versus primitive, backward, pre-modern or traditional, etc.) into a re-spatialization of difference,” whereby spaces are created that stake conflicting claims to modernity.76 It follows that there are multiple modernities, not a universal global modernity. That a plethora of social forms coexist in the present, however, does not solve the problem of the lingering past as Bloch posed it. As Thrift writes, “Nearly all spaces bear the freight of their past.”77

Instead of viewing modernization as a linear process or as an ahistorical collection of modernities, the process must be understood dialectically: The modern defines itself against the traditional and, by reviving its memory, brings it into being. The same holds for space and place, for rationality and nonrationality, for maturity and immaturity, for regressive and flexible forms of labor organization, for servility and professionalism, and so on. In other words, it would be wrong to speak of the past as a lingering residue that will soon be washed away like so much flotsam by the high tide of modernity. Rather, modernity provides the conditions of possibility for the resurgence of the “primitive,” for the “return of the repressed,” and for the appearance of “living and newly revived nonsynchronisms.”78 De Certeau, for example, writes that “popular practices” that have resurfaced “within industrial and scientific modernity . . . cannot be confined to the past, the countryside, or primitive peoples. They exist in the heart of the strongholds of the contemporary economy.”79

Modernization therefore entails the “perpetual disruption of temporal and spatial rhythms.”80 If tradition did not exist, modernity would have to invent it.81 It must range itself against something, which it invariably portrays as stolid, slow, and obsolete. As we shall soon see, the Indianness of employees is constructed as “traditional” by employers and managers, as something that is jarringly out of place in today’s whirling world. And once this representation of the dilatory and deferent Indian—which borrows heavily from Orientalist discourses—is solidified, the ground is cleared for the creation of the mythic Western professional on native soil. But the process is always incomplete: if one fossilized tradition is effaced (homo hierachicus), another is fashioned (homo bureaucraticus) and duly politicized.82 In this way, the construction of the modern is predicated on the invention of the traditional.83

The world then seems a confusing mess, but Dirlik poses an important question that allows us to make some sense of it: “Does the recognition of heterogeneity necessitate the repudiation of the existence of structural forces globally?”84 Characterizations of globalization as a “hybridization which gives rise to a global mélange” are accurate but, to my mind, seem overly descriptive and lacking in structural context.85 Economic globalization is not aleatory but is shaped by the needs and aspirations of multinational corporations. Thus while capital’s various destinations all put their own distinctive stamp on the production process, mimicry generally does not work both ways, or at least not on the same scale. While acknowledging difference, then, it is important not to fall into a sort of culturalist hybridity fetishism that celebrates difference, fragmentation, and dislocation and glosses over historically and structurally determined inequalities.86 Offshoring, and by extension economic globalization, is largely a corporate strategy and not a reconfiguration of political and economic relations, however rapidly the international division of labor seems to change.

The Seductions of the West

If, as Taussig writes, the history of mimesis is profoundly tied to “Euro-American colonialism,” then today’s variant is deeply connected to corporate globalization.87 (A key difference is that it works in a much more diffuse way.) Colonialism pitted “civilization” against “savagery”; economic globalization pits “developed” against “developing.” Both produce a strong compulsion to imitate, particularly on the part of privileged strata in the so-called developing world. Today, with the waning appeal of postcolonial nationalism, consumer-oriented mimicry has emerged as an integral component of class and personal identity.

Parvati has lost favor to Lakshmi.88 Postreform India has done away with moral squeamishness about open displays of wealth. As Mehta writes, “In the old days, if you had it, you hid it. We were a poor country and self-denial was solidarity.”89 The newfound individualism is expressed in consumerism, drinking, lavish celebrations, Western-style “love marriages,” a preference for English, and even the patronage of multinational fast food chains like McDonalds, Pizza Hut, and KFC whose clientele is generally well-to-do. “All devotion,” write Adorno and Horkheimer, “has a touch of mimicry about it.”90

By a kind of Hegelian ruse of history, what seems at first blush a modernist impulse to create an authentic identity, can be interpreted as its opposite; namely, the sensual, prerational, and childlike tendency to copy. If mimesis, as Alford writes of its original sense as a relationship between people and nature, “appears to be an impulse without an appropriate object,” the mimetic aspirations and commodity lust of workers and employers, too, appear spontaneous and dreamlike.91 The second sense of reification—the transformation of social relations into things—also applies to the seductions of the West. People develop sympathetic relationships to its figurations whether as commodities, as lifestyles, or as other forms of popular culture. Through its reification and global diffusion, “the West” becomes a cathetic object that is invested with emotional energy. As in children’s games, which are “everywhere interlaced with mimetic modes of behavior,” identity-shifting at call centers is seen as a space of “play” by some workers.92 Ironically, the practice is pushed on them as job requirements at multinationals, the primary forces of “modernization.”

Thus while Adorno’s point about the rationalization of mimicry is well taken, it is perhaps overstated. In Benjamin’s view, this “regressive” and subconscious capacity to copy is reinvented by modern means. As Buck-Morss writes of Benjamin’s views on film and photography:


He noted . . . that the camera arrests the flow of perception and captures the most subtle physical gestures. “Through it we experience an optical unconscious as in psychoanalysis we first experience the instinctual unconscious.” Film provides a new schooling for our mimetic powers: “Within the enlargement space is stretched out; within slow motion, movement expands,” revealing “entirely new structural formations of matter.”93



In their immediacy, images unlock and open up; they elicit emotion and invite the spectator to identify with them. The intimate texture of the other is experienced in sensuous detail. The far is brought near. In this connection, how much does the habitus of the call center worker, and the young upper-middle-class Indian for that matter, owe to the globalization of Western imagery, television, film, and music? That these forms are copied more closely and comprehensively than before can be seen in such things as the Royal Stag Corporate Music Carnival, which I alluded to in this chapter’s introduction. The point here is that even “prerational” and playful forms of mimicry can be put to profitable use.

Lefebvre contrasts the “abstract space” of domination and homogenization with the “absolute” space of human appropriation.94 Put otherwise, if space is the domain of abstract rationality, rules, bureaucracy, and institutions, then place is the “politically enabling” realm of intimacy, feeling, and belonging.95 But this realm of everyday life is not necessarily one of hope or resistance. Consumerism and possessive individualism, for example, trouble such an easy distinction. They are “freedoms” that do not contest power but confirm it. In Lefebvre’s terms, consumer capitalism—“the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption”—aims to “cybernetize society by the indirect agency of everyday life . . . [T]here are powers, colossal and despicable, that swoop down on everyday life and pursue their prey in its evasions and departures, dreams and fantasies to crush it in their relentless grip.”96 In consumer society, power works through “seduction rather than repression.”97 Absent an equal and opposite response, “abstract space” and “absolute space” merge into one depressing consumer spectacle.

This can even be seen in how labor problems are dealt with. The politically disabling conditions of work—particularly the stress of the graveyard shift, long hours, and an intense work pace—are assuaged not through collective organization but by the individualized consumption of stimulants to stay alert. The sweet, milky tea that workers imbibe at all hours has a historical antecedent in industrializing England. Tea with sugar (the fruit of slavery and colonial rapine) “was the first substance to be part of the work break.” Along with other sucrose-laden foods, it supplied “quick energy” and “stimulus to greater effort without providing nutrition.”98 The thin columns of cigarette smoke rising from India’s technology parks, moreover, are symbols of the underside of the digital revolution, just as the black clouds of soot bellowing from factory smokestacks stood for the pernicious effects of the Industrial Revolution. Of course the physical and emotional hardships exacted by the latter were far greater than anything India’s ICT workforce will ever face.99 The irony is that rather than seeing them as necessary evils in a topsy-turvy work culture, the stimulants and junk food of the global “24-hour society” are extolled as emblems of choice in the postmodern apotheosis of the consumer-citizen.

Globalization, then, makes other cultures more emulatable. It provides the conditions not for the declining significance of place but for the emergence of a “global sense of place.”100
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FY2004  FY2005 FY2006 FY2007 FY2008

IT Services 104 135 178 235 310
Exports 73 10.0 13.3 18.0 23.1
Domestic 3.1 4.5 5.5 79

ITES-BPO 3.4 5.2 72 9.5 12.5
Exports 3.1 4.6 6.3 84 109
Domestic 0.3 0.6 0.9 11 16

Other 29 3.8 6.5 86
Exports 25 3.1 1.9 6.4
Domestic 0.4 .7 16 22

Total 16.7 520
of which exports are: 129 404
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