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Until the wise are satisfied, | cannot feel that skill is shown,
The best-trained mind requires support, and does not trust itself alone.

—Kalidasa, Shakuntala

The whole cannot be put together by adding the separated halves, but in both
there appear, however distantly, the changes of the whole, which only moves
in contradiction.

—Theodor W. Adorno, “On the Festish Character in

Music and the Regression of Listening”



This page intentionally left blank



CONTENTS

ix  Acknowledgments

1 Introduction: Cognitive Work, Cognitive Bodies

27 PART |. ENCODING RACE
29  Chapter 1. Imagining the Indian IT Body
54 Chapter 2. The Postracial Office

86 Chapter 3. Proprietary Freedoms in an IT Office

109 PART Il. ENCODING CLASS

111 Chapter 4. The Stroke of Midnight and the Spirit of

Entrepreneurship: A History of the Computer in India

137 Chapter 5. Computers Are Very Stupid Cooks:

Reinventing Leisure as a Politics of Pleasure

164 Chapter 6. The Traveling Diaper Bag: Gifts and Jokes

as Materializing Immaterial Labor
185 A Speculative Conclusion: Secrets and Lives

203  Notes 231 Bibliography 253 Index



This page intentionally left blank



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

An idea, Ursula Le Guin tells us, “is like grass—it craves light, likes crowds,
thrives on crossbreeding, grows better for being stepped on” Though this
book may have a single writer, its authors are those who nourished its flour-
ishing ideas. The institutional givers of light were the Committee for South-
ern Asian Studies at the University of Chicago, the Fulbright Foundation,
the Social Science Research Council Berlin Program, the Center for Cultural
Analysis at Rutgers University Postdoctoral Fellowship, the Society of Fel-
lows of the Simpson Center for the Humanities at the University of Wash-
ington, the American Institute for Indian Studies Dissertation-to-Book
Workshop, and the Wenner-Gren Hunt Postdoctoral Fellowship. Gentle
stomps came from my mentors Elizabeth Povinelli, Jean Comaroft, Susan
Gal, and John Kelly. Invaluable treading in the form of questions came at
key moments from Dipesh Chakrabarty, Amita Baviskar, Michael Warner,
Brent Edwards, Susan Wadley, William Mazzarella, Kavita Philip, A. Aneesh,
and Arjun Appadurai. Kathleen Woodward and Judith Howard’s support
was like much-needed sunshine on an otherwise rainy Seattle day.

My friends and colleagues at the University of Washington—Gina
Neft, Philip Howard, Sonal Kullar, Sasha Welland, Danny Hoffman, Sunila
Kale, Christian Novetzke, Alys Weinbaum, Habiba Ibrahim, Chandan Reddy;,
Jennifer Dubrow, and Jameel Ahmed—who read countless drafts of these
chapters, seemed always to know when to jump around and when to let the
ideas run a little wild. Rucha Ambikar, Praseeda Gopinath, Mihir Pandya,
Sonali Shah, Vicki Brennan, Kenneth McGill, Gretchen Bakke, Andrea
Muehlebach, Meg Stalcup, and Sharif Youssef contributed critical cross-
breeding in regular intervals, and I look forward to many more years of



fruitful labor together. Timely steps across the lawn came from my edi-
tors Elizabeth Ault and Ken Wissoker. Sheela Amrute and Sundeep Amrute
read my work and fertilized even my most unusual thought-varietals.
Nishant Amrute and Monish Amrute ferried me around Mumbai, Pawai,
and everywhere in between, happily showing me their worlds and following
my whims. Vishwas and Jaya Gogte gave me a home away from home in
Pune. My patient interlocutors and their families in Berlin always put up
with my funny questions and did their best to ask me some of their own.
Marika Grethe-Gulicova and Manjula Schoppler helped me grow during
particularly difficult times.

The line quoted in the epigraph by Theodor W. Adorno is from his
essay “On the Fetish Character in Music and Regression in Listening,”
from The Essential Frankfurt School Reader, edited by Andrew Arato and Eike
Gephardt, 1978, used by kind permission of the Bloomsbury Continuum, an
imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing. A version of chapter 3 was previously
published in Social Anthropology.

Rohan, Anika, and David Tobey returned me, refreshed, to tend the
grass anew at the beginning of each day. Even when this book seemed to
be mostly weeds, their careful tending always brought it back to life, greener
and more luxuriant than ever.

x + Acknowledgments



INTRODUCTION
Cognitive Work, Cognitive Bodies

In 2003, twenty-five-year-old Meenakshi P. worked in Berlin for a well-
known software and business services firm. She was on a short-term visa
for computer programmers called the German green card. At the end of
each long day, she came home to the flat she shared with her friend Rajesh-
wari talking excitedly about her work. Most nights, she shared dinner and
sometimes tea with other Indian programmers and students who gathered
at their house. In the mornings, she brushed her short bob into submis-
sion, donned work slacks, a button-down shirt, and sensible shoes with a low
heel, and bounded out the door. About an hour later, when sure her flat-
mate Rajeshwari was gone, Meenakshi circled back to the apartment. Or,
she went to Bipin and Madhu’s home one U-Bahn stop away, to which she
had a key and where there was a desktop computer and a landline. From
there she scanned job ads, made cold calls, and replied to e-mails, search-
ing for positions in 1T (information technology) management, software
engineering, and business process development in Berlin and elsewhere
in Germany.

Meenakshi had lost her previous job after the project she was work-
ing on was completed and her work contract expired. For three months she
pretended to go to work every day but instead spent hours alone in her
room or walking the streets of her neighborhood, wondering if any of the
résumés she sent out would come through with an offer in time. After
three more months of searching with no luck, she received a letter from



the Foreigners’ Office threatening her with forced expulsion. Her right of
residence had expired—1T workers on the German green card were given
six months after their last day of employment to find another job. Meen-
akshi had used up all of her time. The same evening she received the letter,
Meenakshi finally confided in Rajeshwari, and one week later, under cover
of darkness and telling none of her other friends or colleagues, she slipped
off to the airport, back to India and the anonymity of home.

Encoding Race, Encoding Class is about how knowledge work realigns
and reimagines race and class and how these in turn give rise to alternatives
within the neoliberal colonization of life by work. Meenakshi’s secret story
confounds the notion that Indian programmers are merely elite subjects
of capitalism. Indian programmers are nonwhite migrant workers whose
labor is cheapened through short-term employment and upwardly mo-
bile, middle-class subjects. Meenakshi enjoyed her job and looked forward
to going to the office every day; she relished her ability to fit in with her
work team and was confident she would be successful in the 1T industry,
eventually moving up to a managerial position. Yet, she also was beholden
to migration regimes that discounted the importance of that labor. While
Meenakshi was very close to her group of friends, sharing apartment keys,
meals, and workplace strategies, she was too worried about her reputation
as an upwardly mobile programmer to confide in them about her precari-
ous situation.

This book examines the alignments, realignments, and misalignments
of race and class in transnational coding economies. Most often, scholars of
capitalism treat the work that is done in global software and service offices as
examples of knowledge work, cognitive labor, immaterial labor, or, more
simply, post-Fordist, postfactory production.! These terms focus our at-
tention on two factors: first, that intangible goods—including social re-
lations and methods of communication—are the primary products of
these economies and, second, that the personality, individual quirks, and
mental capacities of workers are resources critical to producing such “im-
material” goods.

Although each of these terms—knowledge work, cognitive labor, and
immaterial labor—has a specific valence, they are plagued by the same
problem. They all—sometimes despite an explicit interest in embodiment—
imagine the cognitive worker as a universal, unmarked subject. This theo-
retical foreshortening obscures the embodied realities of work, where much
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cognitive labor is performed by Indian and other migrant coders on short-
term contracts.? Comprehending how the contradiction between being a
racialized migrant and a middle-class subject plays out in their lives neces-
sitates shifting the analytic to consider how race and class constitute a global
terrain for cognitive work, rather than imagining that corporate economies
can unproblematically create workers according to their own needs.?

Meenakshi’s experience as an Indian 1T worker in Germany reveals the
two antinomies that are at the heart of this book. First, as an Indian pro-
grammer in Germany, she was subject to tightly restricted migration poli-
cies and workplace hierarchies that impeded her movement through the
firm at the same time that they created a specific kind of temporary cod-
ing labor for the transnational 1T industry. The chapters in part I of this
book, “Encoding Race,” track Meenakshi’s and other Indian 1T workers’
emplotment both within German migration debates and within 1T offices.
I demonstrate that the Indian 1T worker is a figure through which relations
between race, labor, and European and German identity are managed. Sec-
ond, as an Indian diasporic programmer, Meenakshi is also part of an In-
dian middle class that relies on success abroad to shore up reputations and
economic strategies at home. The chapters in part II of this book, “Encod-
ing Class,” address how Indian programmers abroad think of, remake, and
respond to their positioning as vanguards in a “new Indian middle class”
Meenakshi’s attachment to the vision of success laid out in class terms is
ultimately incompatible with the realities of the racialization of short-term
knowledge work that I outline in part I. Her continued pursuance of this
vision raises the important question of exactly how race and class operate
across a terrain of transnational labor that values expertise yet differen-
tially recognizes and rewards that expertise—in other words, the case of
the Indian 1T worker in Germany requires us to “put the whole together,”
as Adorno might write, in its moving contradictions.*

In the global 1T economy, Indian programmers are racialized—ascribed
characteristics as workers that are laminated onto outward, embodied
signs such as skin color, odor, dress, accent, and habit—in multiple ways.’
As under industrial capitalism, they are bulked together as a group of
workers who are able because of their cultural capacities to do long stints
of repetitive coding labor. Within the German politics of migration, In-
dian programmers provide a constitutive “outside” to German identity, a
foreign presence on German soil that can be both a comforting sign of
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German cosmopolitanism and a worrying portent of the precarity of the
welfare states ability to care for its citizens. Yet, as a representative post-
Fordist industry, global software and services also mobilize race in another
way—as a container for future profitability.® Indian programmers are val-
ued in this last way for their ability to provide new ideas for the expansion
of business services, even while they are called on to provide explanations
for evaluating future returns.

The Indian programmers who are my interlocutors here are themselves
working through and reinventing ways of inhabiting a changed landscape
of work and value, thus making them representatives of those patterns of
work for other (European and American) populations.” Encoding Race, En-
coding Class shares the concerns of earlier scholarship on Indian IT workers
with the use of ethnicity and culture to hierarchically organize Indian and
American workers in the Indian 1T industry.? Yet, the argument in this book
moves past a discussion of mimicry on the part of Indian workers of Ameri-
can and European culture to understand how racializations intersect with
class aspiration. Crucially, my approach treats race as a concept that is itself in
flux, since racialization as I use it does not imply an ultimate truth about race.

The Indian middle class fashions itself in part by carefully calibrating
the demands of global tech industries with the narrative of Indian national
success. Smitha Radhakrishnan, for instance, demonstrates how call cen-
ter workers in India—especially women—negotiate the dual demands of
being global and Indian at the same time.’ Yet, while I share Radhakrish-
nan’s concern with commensuration between worlds, the language of
“appropriateness” can obscure more dynamic aspects of being middle class.
I describe how middle-class authority is created and maintained through
diasporic connections that both demand an authoritative position on cogni-
tive work and allow middle classes to reinvent practices of leisure and con-
sumption outside the tight imbrication of Indian exceptionalism and 1T
labor.

These theoretical insights emerge from some unexpected fieldwork
findings. Intending to study the way that Indian 1T workers unsettled exist-
ing tropes of German identity, conversations with Germans working in
the 1T industry suggested that the racialization of Indian 1T workers was
not only used to exclude nonwhite, non-German others from national
identity. I found that race was also used as a tool to come to terms with
ways of working that had become unmoored from traditional industry,
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trade union control, and the German welfare state. Intending to track how
Indian programmers inhabit their niche in global software work, I spent
time with Indian programmers outside of work. I soon realized that these
archetypes of corporate professionalism had an ambivalent, even agonistic
relationship to their careers and devoted considerable time and energy to de-
veloping alternative ways of living explicitly pitched against the expansion of
work into all areas of life. I began to think of how Indian programmers were
both attached to work that disenchanted their life—what Lauren Berlant
calls “cruel optimism”—and developed paths away from this attachment—
what Kathi Weeks calls “imagining critical utopias.”!®

Of course, workers of various kinds—from Asian women who were said
to have “nimble fingers” working in electronics assembly to Irish dockwork-
ers who were considered to be passionate and suited to hard labor—have
been racialized to fit the demands of industrial capitalism and its divisions
of labor. Equally, workers have always found the critical capacities outside
of work to produce alternatives to these modes of labor organization." Yet,
the literature on both Indian 1T workers and cognitive labor has largely
ignored such findings.”? Encoding Race, Encoding Class argues that cogni-
tive labor both opposes manual labor and is embodied. Concomitantly,
Indian programmers are elite, privileged workers in cognitive economies
and racialized workers troubling such economies.

My argument both uses and extends autonomist Marxist analyses of
neoliberal capitalism. Autonomist Marxism understands the cognitive
worker as someone who devotes herself fully to the office. Her creative
capacities, developed outside the office in leisure and free time, are a vital
resource to be tapped (at any time) by a cognitive economy that relies on
the circulation of ideas and symbols to produce value. At the same time,
this creative capacity can sow seeds of solidarity among different sorts of
workers who may recognize the shared inhumanity of their labor and the
shared potential of creative activity undertaken in common and for the
common good. This is the potential of slowing down time and refusing the
expansion of work into life that Bifo Berardi, revisiting Herbert Marcuse’s
work, terms eros.”® According to Berardi’s analysis, we are incited to share
and be open to multiple kinds of impulses; yet, these impulses are directed
toward a particular idea of happiness rooted in accumulation. I find Be-
rardi’s sense of eros useful for the way it opens up a discussion of other
modes of happiness and life within cognitive economies.!
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While Berardi locates eros outside realms of what he calls “info-work,”
I found eros in the everyday activities of Indian coders. At work, they try to
bend regimes of labor to their own needs, and after work, they spend time
resisting making their emotional and cognitive capacities available for
insertion into capitalist economies. When Indian programmers pursue
eros, they are not just refusing work, as autonomist Marxist thinkers ac-
knowledge. They are refusing their position in coding economies as lim-
ited grunt workers and their slot in European fantasies of migration that
compare them with other black and brown bodies.”

Eros equally attaches to a politics of Indian middle-class pleasure that is
contested and redefined in part in contrast to regimes of work. When pursu-
ing pleasure directed against how their labor is organized in coding econo-
mies, Indian programmers are also redefining a relationship between work
and pleasure that they can claim as elements of a good (middle-class) life.
Crucially, traces of alternative ways of life are found not only outside but
also within the domains of cognitive work. They are made visible by at-
tending to the everyday practices of work and especially when following
the fractures of work produced by and through racialized discourses. In
other words, because Encoding Race, Encoding Class begins by positing a
differentiated rather than unmarked cognitive worker, the “info-office” it-
self emerges as a fractured and contradictory space. Equally important,
alternatives to the way immaterial economies organize labor do not exist
only in radical, vanguardist environments outside corporate offices, as is
often presumed in discussions of “free” and open source software.'® They
are instead present in what has been theorized from the outside as the par-
adigm of new economy work—corporate software—and for what has been
often taken as a model of the new economy worker—the Indian software
engineer. In these spaces, refusing the organization of work is also a prac-
tice of building a different relationship between pleasure and work. Resist-
ing the demands that work makes on life also redirects cognitive work into
the channels of Indian middle-class identity."” As such, eros describes both
a politics of refusal and of deflection.

Kinder statt Inder: The German Green Card Debates

Germany presents a particularly sharp and visible version of the global
dynamics of race in software economies that at once engage with Indian
programmers as unwanted job-takers and as wanted harbingers of tech-
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nological modernity. Meenakshi’s journey to Germany was made possible
by a visa program begun by the German government in 2000. A five-year
visa for 1T professionals, the German green card program was announced
by then chancellor Gerhard Schréder on February 23, 2000, at an annual
communications and 1T technology expo called CeBIT.”® The German green
card—officially called the Regulation on Work Permits for Highly Qualified
Foreign Laborers in Information and Communication Technology (11/
ArGV)—was issued for up to three years and did not lead to permanent
residency. The entire program could be stopped at any time if economic
conditions changed and a large 1T workforce was no longer needed.” Thus,
while the former East Germany (the German Democratic Republic) pro-
gressively lost its young people to the West, factories shuttered their doors,
and unemployment across Europe remained at a level 7.7 percent through
the first half of the new decade, information technology industry associations
such as Bitcom argued successfully that there was not enough engineering
talent in Germany to fill immediate needs.

Despite the severe limitations on residency and duration, the announce-
ment of the green card program set off a storm of protest, bringing to the
surface long-simmering tensions about the outcome of the Gastarbeiter
[guest worker] program, the declining German birthrate, and the legacy
of German strength in science and engineering. As in the United States
and Australia, in Europe the figure of the Indian software engineer be-
came a specter haunting the stability of white-collar careers in Europe,
threatening the loss of technical skill and engineering know-how to the
“third world*°

The most infamous and succinct expression of the anti-green card sen-
timent in Germany was the election slogan Kinder statt Inder (Children in-
stead of Indians). Jiirgen Riittgers, candidate for the right-centrist party the
Christian Democratic Union (cpu), used the slogan as an anti-immigration
rallying cry, calling for Germans to have more children instead of allowing
Indians into the country. Although he was ultimately unsuccessful in his
bid for a seat in parliament, the slogan captured a way of seeing the Indian
programmer as an immigrant threat to German job security.

The green card renewed fears of unwanted migration in a Germany that
claims to have migrants but not be a country of migrants. In public debates,
the green card was tied closely to the question of the integration of Turkish
immigrants who entered Germany as guest workers (Gastarbeiter) from
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the 1950s to the 1970s and subsequently took up permanent residency, now
accounting for about 1.7 million of Germany’s 81.9 million people.?!

Of the 14,876 programmers who came to Germany on the visa, one
quarter—the largest share—were from India. In the end, less than half of the
allowable number of green card visas were issued. Experts remain undecided
about the low number of visa takers: some attribute it to Germany’s anti-
immigrant reputation, others to its inability to compete with the United States
and England, and still others to the ill-timed nature of the initiative. The need
for 1T workers, according to those partial to this last analysis, plummeted just
as the green card program was launched, since the program was initiated as
the market for 1T services began to slump, first in Silicon Valley, then every-
where else.? Thus, although the green card allowed for 20,000 visas, there
were not enough jobs in 1T and related services to match these needs.

Despite the low number of visa takers, the German green card was
hotly debated and everywhere accompanied by discussions of the 11 Inder
(1t Indians). Even though the visa program was not targeted at India, it
quickly became laminated onto these debates as if they had always been a
part of them. In Germany, a postwar politics of guest working that makes
distinctions rooted in law and national identity between Germans and “for-
eigners” jostles against the country’s—and especially Berlin's—reputation
as a forward-looking, new economy metropole. The Indian 1T worker is
singled out, often in contrast to other migrants, to represent that economy.

The German green card was a compromise with native worker protection-
ist sentiments because it limited the number and duration of such 1T visas.
It solidified India’s association with global technology labor even while it
underlined divides between European and migrant workers. The unin-
tended effects produced by the German green card program suggest that
neoliberalism is best understood as a compromise with preexisting modes
of governance tasked with caring for populations.” In particular, I use the
lens of race and class to understand how German and Indian coders, man-
agers, and other business professionals take up, remake, and materialize
paradigms of difference in work and working bodies, both inside the office
and beyond its glass fagades and open floor plans.

Limited Entrée to the Office, Loads of Life after Work

Participant observation allows a researcher to move analytically between
what subjects do and what they say. Sometimes, though, when fieldwork
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is “written up,” the peculiarities of access across a field site disappear. In
fieldwork with these Indian 1T workers, I was included in free time ac-
tivities more completely, while the office was available to observation from
time to time. Often, my access in corporate spaces was limited to a single
interview, a single day shadowing a manager, or a few weeks of team obser-
vation.?* Following this uneven access revealed to me the specific contours
of the corporate office, where time should not be wasted, workers should
not be distracted, and knowledge is a potentially valuable commodity. It
also revealed the rich and complex life that coders have outside the office.

I conducted fieldwork over eighteen months between 2002 and 2004,
with a three-month follow-up visit to Berlin in 2006. I shadowed Indian
1T workers in their office setting while also interviewing their German
(and occasionally British, Australian, and American) managers and col-
leagues. Most Indian programmers I met in Berlin were upper caste and
Hindu. Of the fifty-plus programmers I eventually interviewed, four were
Muslim. Approximately two-thirds of these programmers were from the
South Indian state of Andhra Pradesh; the rest were from North and West
India. Twenty-two were women. In addition to these Indian program-
mers, | interviewed thirty-two German, American, Australian, and Indian
managers and programmers I met in offices, through mutual contacts, and
at trade fairs.

The arguments in this book emerge from following a core group of about
twenty programmers before, after, and during work. I shadowed six of this
group in the firms where they passed their days, evenings, and occasionally
nights. The rest of this core group I interacted with in their free time. These
programmers are distinctive for the short-term nature of their work (one
to two years) and for the fact that they took jobs in Germany, which most
saw as a stepping-stone to either a permanent position in the country or a
better position in the United States, Canada, or India. They were thus faced
with a particularly sharp version of the paradox of contingent software
work: demonstrating the skill set necessary to the job at hand yet proving
while working their capacity to move into management.

Over the course of fieldwork, I came to understand the ways in which
work did and did not govern their lives. My focus shifted, as I noticed
the richness found in the contrast between work spaces—characterized by
an ethic of time-driven work projects—and those of nonwork spaces,
with their conviviality, alternative ethics of pleasure and enjoyment, and
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practiced de-emphasis on managing time efficiently.”® By following a co-
hort, T was able to understand their processes of forging a middle-class
Indian identity even while working through the antimonies of their work
contracts.

Of the five firms I observed over extended periods, two produced soft-
ware for other businesses to help these firms manage their data and pro-
cesses; another made and maintained original pieces of software that were
specializations to existing software packages made by large firms; the
fourth was a start-up trying to market new products directly to consum-
ers; and the fifth was a vendor that ran a small part of a client-oriented
business for another firm, which was a mobile phone company. These of-
fices were chosen for variety of size and industry focus, while at the same
time I was restricted to those firms where I could gain access. My fieldwork
in offices ranged from periodic office visits to monthlong observation and
interviews with follow-up visits. Access to firms was mostly facilitated
through networks of management professionals I cultivated in early days
of fieldwork by attending regional and national technology fairs and
conferences. Sometimes, Indian short-term programmers I met were able
to introduce me to their managers; much more often, however, they wor-
ried that bringing me into the office might jeopardize their reputation with
their bosses. I therefore worked within the time limits of observation with
which my interlocutors felt comfortable, which varied according to per-
sonal disposition and evaluation of job security.

Indian programmers on short-term visas often were reluctant to bring
a “participant-observer” into the workroom. Many expressed anxiety that the
management would not like someone watching how work was executed.
Others were worried that their reputations would be compromised if a
potentially critical monitor went with them to work. One programmer
quipped, “Our jobs are only as long as the project, then we have to get
hired onto another one,” to support his sense of vulnerability. Many pro-
grammers believed that managers would think they were wasting time
talking to someone about work rather than doing it, a fear that particularly
attached to low-level coding and testing work outside the conversation-
dependent “creative” jobs such as project development. These reasons
point to the ways racialization worked to thicken the association between
Indian programmers and long work hours as part of their jobs and as part
of their (assumed) cultural makeup, an association to which Indian migrant
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coders were particularly susceptible because of the job insecurity of proj-
ect-based work contracts.

Then, there was the issue of workplace secrets. In certain meetings,
managers were concerned that an anthropologist would have access to
software applications that were still in development and were considered
trade secrets. At the same time, some managers were interested in finding
out more about how to better manage an “intercultural team,” as work teams
with programmers from Germany, Australia, India, and, to a lesser extent,
Russia, Brazil, and China were called. These managers would often want
to talk to me in private, outside the workplace when possible, to probe
how their teams were doing. I opted to allow the demands of programmers
and their bosses to act as bars to total access, from which I learned that
while transparency and expertise is overtly valued, all forms of knowl-
edge may be used to decide on the future direction of a project or firm,
making knowledge a potentially valuable and well-guarded commodity.

In this milieu, no participant, including this anthropologist, is a privi-
leged observer. This method makes explicit that ethnography does not
represent a neutral reality but instead follows the realities of the life of its
protagonists.?® What is more, part of the realities this ethnography rep-
resents is made up of closed doors, indirectly accessible estimations, and
calculations about the future strategy. In the few cases where I spoke with
both programmers and their managers separately, I chose to keep confiden-
tial what workers told me outside the office about their managers. Work-
ers rarely asked me about my conversations with managers, preferring to
form their own opinions through shared anecdotes and daily observations.
They were their own careful ethnographers of the office, trying to discern
an office culture, adapt to it, and evaluate it collectively.

While I believe ethnographers should work to gain entrée to the “hid-
den abode of production” behind the sign reading “no admittance except
on business,’” should learn programming languages, and especially should
foreground their attempts to do so as part of an anthropological engagement
with the conditions of knowledge production, restricting the ethnography
of coding cultures to office life and the study of coding practices tells only
a partial story. A worldly anthropology should also be attuned to techné
that draw on and yet unsettle standard narratives and modes of representa-
tion more widely.?® I devoted considerable time to life outside work, where,
in trying to make different expertise line up, Indian programmers innovated
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ways of being in the world that are often antithetical to the demands
of neoliberal labor. Junaid Rana writes, “Transnational labor migration is
fraught with all sorts of possibilities, desires, and unexpected outcomes that
transcend reductive structural explanations”? One unexpected outcome
revealed by following corporate coders after work is that Indian program-
mers were often critical of and actively resisted the way time was managed
in the office, insisting that personal and community time should not always
be sacrificed to work time.*

Because the programmers from whom I learned worked in corporate
offices rather than as volunteers, in universities, or in not-for-profit settings,
the nature of my research is quite different from earlier ethnographic proj-
ects with free software developers, open source coders, and hackers, such
as Chris Kelty’s Two Bits, Yuri Takhteyev’s Coding Places, and Gabriella
Colemans Coding Freedom. My research is more concerned with what hap-
pens at the boundary between the office and the world outside the office—
with moments of encounter and translation that define the particular
standpoint of the Indian middle-class coder. Among my interlocutors, the
main concern was finding a way to understand their experiences in the
office within a larger field of engagement that variously defined them as
Indian elites, global experts, and representatives of their families, sometimes
their religion, their regional groups, and the Indian nation.”

The names given to some of the principal actors in this book—Mihir
and Meenakshi, Rajeshwari, Madhu and Bipin, Srinu, Mayur, Adi and
Maya—are first names in keeping with both the informality of office cul-
ture and the closeness of friendship. The names bleed across the bound-
aries of work and afterwork and indicate how the channels through which
technocapital flows are hewn from the hard rock of the workplace and tilled
in the rich fields of play. Over the course of eighteen months, I inter-
viewed, shadowed, ate and drank with, and generally hung around this
group of friends and colleagues, all programmers on the German green
card, all recent arrivals in Berlin. They met one another through work, at
the Indian embassy, and through contacts in India. In many ways, they
understood me to be in a similar position as they were, having come to
Germany for a short but necessary interval in the making of a scientifically
oriented career.

I first met some of them on a U-Bahn platform at Gesundbrunnen Sta-
tion, a medium-size subway station in the north-central part of the city. The
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rest of the cohort I met over months as they visited one another’s houses
and went on outings throughout the city, with me tagging along. Relating
this encounter on the subway platform as I do below demonstrates the shape
of this fieldwork, where work and leisure time took on equal significance
for me, as I tried to understand how programmers knit together the diver-
gent visions of the “how” of life that circulated in these worlds.

On a hot August day, my interlocutors and I would discover that we were
all practically neighbors, living in the working-class neighborhood of Wed-
ding. I was on my way to the Indian eambassy for an Independence Day
celebration, where I hoped to meet with local officials and business pro-
fessionals. Mihir, Rajeshwari, Adi, and Maya were on their way there too—
embassy events were an occasion for them to meet up with other program-
mers in the city. Sometimes, the embassy televised cricket matches that
were always extremely well attended. This day’s activities would include
saluting the flag and singing Jana Gana Mana, the Indian national anthem,
outside the newly built embassy, then heading inside for a recitation of
President Kalam’s speech, covering the history of the independence move-
ment and its freedom fighters, the problems of Jammu and Kashmir, and
outlining a vision of a developed India. His speech was preceded by re-
marks by the current ambassador and followed by sweets and snacks.

As I waited on the U-Bahn platform, this group of four hailed me. They
had mistaken me at this distance for Meenakshi, who would join us a few
minutes later. I soon fell in with them as we realized we were all going to
the same place, and talking with Mihir on the way to the embassy, we began
comparing notes on the quality of life for Indian migrants in the United
States, Germany, and Canada. A “baptismal” act in the course of fieldwork,
this moment of misrecognition on the train platform named me as both
one of them and a curiosity—an Indian American who sometimes dressed
in a sari, who was studying and striving like they were, but who was also
studying them.® In retrospect, this moment and others like it made me
particularly attuned to both the dilemmas of massing and the realities
of separation; to the commonalities of life stage, background, and even
racialization that joined us together; and to the differences in visa restric-
tion, ability to move at will, and life course that held us apart. Indeed,
as a graduate student in the social sciences from the United States studying
with newly minted computer programmers from India, my chances for
economic security in the future were both more and less precarious than
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theirs. The relationships I formed with my interlocutors arose in this
crucible where the lines between class and other backgrounds are never

clearly drawn.

Neither Cybercoolie nor Cyberstar, but Still Racialized

Speichern—sicher zu erahnen—
Tastendruck nur auf “BRAHMANEN.
Gibt’s Probleme—“MANTRA” wihlen.
Und dann das Problem erzihlen.
Unverziiglich kommt hervor
“BUDDHA aus dem MONITOR.

Save—easy to guess—

Simply press “BRAHMIN.

Are there problems?—choose “MANTRA.
And then relate the problem.
Instantaneously there appears,

“BUDDHA on the MONITOR”

—Jiirgen Friihling, “Inder Nett”*

Some may critique this project for speaking of race when other terms such
as ethnicity or culture might do. While ethnicity and culture can capture
the way capitalism exacerbates and sediments differences among groups,
thinking through race centers the multiple ways capital is embodied by
drawing attention to how individual workers’ inner characteristics are in-
terpreted through their skin color, dress, language, smell, accent, hairstyle, way
of walking, facial expressions, and behavior.* I argue that in coding econo-
mies racialization happens when the question is raised: is being good at
programming fixed in certain kinds of bodies? I use the terms race and ra-
cialization here to describe how work ethics, the capacity to labor in partic-
ular ways, and cultural knowledge are “epidermalized,” as Fanon writes—
mapped onto the skin, clothing, smell, and mannerisms of living bodies.*
With this starting definition of race and racialization, I follow rather than
predefine how race operates across transnational terrains. In this book,
race moves across several fields of expression. Race helps divide native and
“foreign” populations, old and new styles of working, and stable identities
and flexible ones. In Germany, the long history of interest in India meets
the comparatively shallow history of the guest worker program. These his-
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tories help establish a hierarchy of wanted and unwanted working brown
bodies that set Indian migrants apart from Turkish migrants. Think-
ing through race in the current moment also draws immigrant bodies
into a postracial, postgenomic uncertainty about the fixity of race itself.
The idea, supported by the genomic sciences, that racial characteristics are
to be understood as tendencies makes race seem both unimportant and
newly interesting as a source of knowledge about different populations.*®
I investigate how racialization opens up a variety of ways of imagining the
relationship of work and worker subjectivity. Rather than simply adding
an analysis of race to the story of corporate coding, I seek to investigate
how race itself is a multivalent sign that works in three main ways. First, it
helps write convincing scripts for reforming the work habits of European
populations by holding up the tech-savvy foreign worker for comparison.
Second, it justifies unequal conditions of labor for European and migrant
workers. And, third, race enhances the potential productivity of firms that
hire Indian workers by promising that such workers will generate monetiz-
able ideas.

Like elsewhere in postgenomic, postracial deployments of race, in the
discourses that circulate around Indian 1T workers in Germany, racism is
posited as having been overcome at the same time that race as a marker of
probable characteristics is validated. Following the multiple meanings of
race as related to worker quality, as I do in this book, demands thinking of
race in its specifically postgenomic guise, where race is no longer consid-
ered a fixed trait but instead describes population traits in flux. This new
racial imaginary, according to analysts of genomic sciences, creates new
markets around these genetically coded population traits.”” What I explore
in this book is how a postgenomic understanding of race that is uncertain
about whether or not racial traits are fixed in populations is used to com-
ment on and understand flexible economies and flexible workers.*® I am
interested in how the race of the Indian 1T worker is used to generalize
about emerging economies by providing a frame through which to specu-
late on the kinds of traits that make a good cognitive worker and to further
imagine what populations might possess such traits. Likewise, I track how
the idea that racial traits are probabilities rather than certainties allows the
figure of the Indian 1T worker to be held up as a mirror through which
European populations can be reformed; that is, it taught through example
how to be good cognitive workers.*
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The argument presented in the 2010 book Deutschland schafft sich ab il-
lustrates how a “folk genomics” moves into the domain of assessing migrant
groups in Germany. The author of this best-selling hardcover nonfiction
text, Thilo Sarrazin, is a prominent German politician, who was previously
on the board of die Deutsche Bundesbank (the German Federal Bank). In its
pages, he argues that Muslims in Germany will not assimilate and that they
are not as intelligent as other (including Jewish) populations. Throughout
the book, he uses examples from human genetics to ground his arguments
about the cultural differences of Turkish and Arab people. In addition to
claiming that all Jews share a gene, the author also claims that the intel-
ligence of the general population of Germany is diminishing because of
the immigration of people from Africa and the Middle East. Sarrazin’s
mixing of gene theory (of a folk kind) with an assessment of the effects
of migration, education, and religion is an example of one way that the
genomic sciences are taken up within political discourse. Sarrazin’s was
an extreme—though very popular when judged in terms of book sales—
admixture of race and culture. In everyday interactions inside and outside
the workplace, such mixing of genomics and cultural traits can move in
many different directions, from shoring up ideas of workplace hierarchy to
critiquing the failings of European working classes.*

Often, within this general use of folk genomics to prove cultural argu-
ments, Indian programmers were subject to a particular kind of scrutiny.
Rather than being judged in terms of their assimilative potential (as were
Turks and Muslims), they were understood as embodying corporate tech-
nical skills, such as the ability to work hard for extended periods, knowl-
edge of math and science, and an innate understanding of how computer
technologies work. One question I ask is what happens when the Indian
1T worker as a figure who embodies neoliberalism is sutured to anxieties
about where Euro-American populations will land in an economy that val-
ues these particular skills?

Neoliberal Ways of Working

My interpretation of contemporary shifts in capitalism is informed by the
work of Bifo Berardi, Gilles Deleuze, Paolo Virno, and others who inves-
tigate a kind of capitalism that extracts surplus value from the circulation
of signs (rather than from the production of wares). Each of these authors
describes a recent shift in capitalism that incorporates the human potential
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for communication into the labor process. Value comes from developing
and then placing bets on this human ability to innovate. This economy, often
glossed as “late capitalist,” is driven by probabilities, wagers on uncertainty,
and speculation without end as a supplement to the circulation of tangible
wares.*! According to these theorists, this shift from Fordist to post-Fordist
production transformed the labor demanded of workers, from primar-
ily producing commodity-objects to also performing continuously their
potential for future productivity. In the end, “activity without end . . . be-
comes the prototype of all wage labor*?

Importantly, human subjectivity remains the central creative element of
a late capitalist economy of signs because of the generative capacity of the
subject to produce fresh ideas and new forms of communication. Berardi
writes of knowledge workers, whom he calls the “cognitariat™ “They prepare
their nervous system as an active receiving terminal for as much time as
possible. The entire lived day becomes subject to a semiotic activation which
becomes directly productive only when necessary”’* Though the language
is abstruse, Berardi points out how cognitariats are constantly producing
ideas and impulses that may be called on later for further elaboration by
capital. “In this way;” he writes, “workers offer their entire day to capital
and are paid only for the moments when their time is made cellular” As
cognitive laborers, Indian 1T workers are Berardi’s cognitariat. They are a
class of workers who offer up their creative, analytic, and communicative
labor power to capital. Yet, they are also affected by an economy that uses
and remakes race such that being Indian programmers becomes synony-
mous with accepting precarious work contracts and visas, extending the
working day, and performing cultural knowledge as a part of work. Berardi
underlines the corporeal aspects of communicative work by describing
the cognitariat as “the social corporeality of cognitive labor** I read this as
an invitation to think about knowledge work as embedded in the desires
and dreams, thoughts and tremblings of working bodies.* The cognitive
worker also has a body that, to paraphrase Berardi, is affected, effects, and
has needs.

In this book, therefore, I extend the autonomist analysis of capitalism
put forward by such theorists as Virno and Berardi to encompass race
and class. It is not that they ignore how embodiments of race and class
imbricate with creative and communicative work. Virno is quick to point
out that there are manual workers (those who produce on factory assembly
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lines), although the nature and direction of their work has changed. But
the question of race and class is approached indirectly in their theorization
of cognitive labor because they begin from the position of an unmarked
knowledge worker and then take the characteristics of this worker as the
norm. This leaves the worker’s body as a remainder and an aberration.*®
In Berardi’s telling, mental labor makes physical demands on the body;,
but one cognitive worker is very much like the next. Instead, I provide
a fine-grained analysis of how the lived experience of the body both works
against and supports the formation of the cognitariat in the way Berardi
describes.

To understand how neoliberal regimes of work—that is, those that in
corporate offices emphasize worker flexibility, the investment of the per-
sonality of the worker in the workplace, and the production value through
the exchange of ideas and structures of communication—compromise
with other arrangements of life and work, I argue for bringing material-
ity and the body back into an analysis of knowledge work. But, it is not
enough to bring these in from the outside, when almost all is said and
done, like a god from the machine. Rather, I show how race and class are
integral both to producing differently valued bodies at work and to pro-
ducing the communicative content of so-called immaterial goods.

As I argue in this book, the ambivalence around Indian 1T workers in
Germany is attributable to their double location, as both an unwanted mi-
grant and a model of neoliberal work practice that requires a worker to be
always at the ready, always able to respond to quickly changing demands.
At the same time, Indian tech diasporas continue the project of Indian
national development through technocratic expertise that began in the
Nehruvian era. The disjuncture between Indian class politics and the
politics of race in knowledge work globally is not between race and class
as opposing categories of belonging but between racialization as a means
of dividing up workers and also a sign of value and the establishment
of the Indian 1T worker as authoritative voice within the Indian middle
classes.

Making the Indian Middle Class Abroad

In Europe and the United States, the Indian programmer is a source of
cheap labor; in India, the very same figure is a member of a burgeoning
middle class increasingly able to flex its consumption-based muscle. This
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contradiction makes Indian programmers at once laboring migrants and
desiring citizen-consumers, both spectral figures threatening European
and American jobs and emblems of India’s global success.

Scholars of India’s “new” middle class investigate the increasing authority
and assertiveness that now accrue to these classes in India.*’ In previous
decades, the middle class was an influential but limited group of govern-
ment officials, small businessmen, professionals such as doctors and
lawyers, and medium-scale farmers. This class was able to take advan-
tage of economic opportunities that developed in the private sphere as
the economy liberalized. Soon, the sons and daughters of doctors and civil
servants turned their attention to private economies and especially the
software industry as the focus of their education and careers. Such jobs
garnered higher paychecks than earlier avenues of employment. Coupled
with these privatized careers was the arrival on the Indian scene of more
material goods after the end of import substitution (domestic market pro-
tection through restrictions on imports) in 1991.

The new Indian middle class increasingly defines itself through con-
sumption. Leela Fernandes, among the first to study the new Indian middle
class, defines the newness of the contemporary middle classes as a “cultural
characteristic” associated with “lifestyles and consumption practices” re-
alized through “commodities made available in India’s liberalizing econ-
omy.*® The primacy given to the middle class in India today, according
to Fernandes, is rooted in its ability to symbolize a powerful and global-
izing India through conspicuous consumption. Fernandes usefully locates
the symbolic power of India’s middle class in its ability to produce through
consumption a modern Indian citizen subject that is prosperous, of the
world, and also belongs to the nation. Yet, such an analysis may assume too
quickly the homogeneity (and thus hegemony) of this class.*® In this work,
I investigate how middle-class authority is built—and contested—from
within diasporic spaces.

I focus on how Indian programmers both form and contest their inclu-
sion in an authoritative Indian middle class. This approach, which treats
class as a process rather than a thing, shows how programmers both assert
a collective class identity and an individual expert identity. I explore the
process of establishing middle-class authority in chapter 5, where I argue
that middle-class authority emerges through the comparison of work and
leisure rather than through an unabashed celebration of work as a means
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to consumption, as generalized theories of Indian middle-class culture
would suggest. Instead, Indian programmers debate the boundaries and lim-
its of the extension of work into free time. Their authority stems from their
ability to question what a proper relationship between work and leisure
should be; that is, they set parameters that reinsert work and the pur-
chasing power of their jobs into a moral and ethical framework of family,
friendship, and enjoyment, or eros.

Diaspora is not a category of belonging that comes ready-made. It must
be stitched together across geography through what Brent Edwards calls
décalage, the removing of an artificial prop that reestablishes “a changing
core of difference”* This basic fact required of producing diaspora entails
that it includes conflict and contradiction. For the Indian programmers
in this story, the “artificial prop” of identity through consumption is re-
visited time and again to produce a more nuanced understanding of their
relationship to work, the demands of capital, and an Indian national imagi-
nary of the consumer-citizen, a dynamic I unpack in chapter 6. I likewise
explore the dialectic between collective class identity and individual iden-
tity in the conclusion, where Meenakshi’s story (which opened this intro-
duction) plays out for her peers as evidence of personal failing rather than
of a failed strategy.

I trace in this book how Indian programmers reframe the incommensu-
rabilities between the way they are positioned as raced cognitive workers and
as members of the new Indian middle class. While the demands of working
hard, in short-term labor contracts, and in often-repetitive work clearly
support economically middle-class aspirations, Indian programmers also
think of themselves as refusing neoliberalism’s most stringent demands.
This self-conception arises precisely from the different and not always
commensurable ways they are positioned as both cheap labor and as a ris-
ing elite.

Coding can be a site for working through the contradiction between labor
and a middle-class imaginary of a good life. In the sections of volume 1 of
Capital that concern machines, Marx emphasized technology’s dual nature
in a way that remains convincing today. “Machinery;” he writes, “is mis-
used,” transforming the worker into a cog in a machine instead of freeing
the worker from the exigencies of labor.>! “The most powerful instrument
for rescuing labor-time suffers a dialectical inversion and becomes the
most unfailing means for turning the whole lifetime of the worker and his
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family into labor-time at capital’s disposal for its own valorization.”>* The
logic of capital, pace Marx, had commanded the machines’ abilities just as
it had hijacked labor power and thwarted the “many-sided play of muscles”
(including the minds) of workers.

Indian programmers voiced a similar critique when they pointed out what
code, in their opinion, ought to do: to solve common problems and erase
political boundaries, especially the ones that restrict their own abilities to
migrate. They often were frustrated by what corporate coding culture as it
is currently organized has made it do, in their opinion: answer client de-
mands, however unreasonable. When Indian 11 workers talk about code,
they talk about it in ways that echo how Marx talked about the machine, as
a technology that ought to free them to pursue their many-sidedness but
has instead been harnessed to a business strategy that sees them mostly as
expendable, cheap labor.

Coding can be a tool to extend and think through human possibilities.>
As I trace out in chapter 3, the critique of working life that programmers
elaborate through their understanding of code yields strategies of bending
the code, their time in the office, and their free time toward the full devel-
opment of themselves. I use the idea of “proprietary freedom” to suggest
that their main strategy is one based on a relation of carving out spaces
and times in the office to pursue their own coding projects that allow them
temporary ownership over their work. In this way, they innovate ways of
being a part-time knowledge worker who is less than entirely enthralled by
the discourse of hard work as an end in itself.

It is not just the Indian 1T worker who sees a gap between what is and
what ought to be when it comes to working life, personal freedom, and
the freedom of code. Increasingly, many scholars and activists see the ca-
pabilities of code to lay down pathways of access as being corralled and
blocked. Activist groups such as the Electronic Frontier Foundation have
tried to unblock these impulses by organizing around issues such as net
neutrality and the right to privacy. Such organizations argue for continued
access to and use of digital media technologies as a nonhierarchical means
of address and organization. The ideological suppositions of these move-
ments generally pit free access against corporate and government control.
But freedom is a historically and contextually situated rather than an un-
qualified and universal good. The impulse to unblock information and to
foster free movement does not a priori lead to freedom. It can also render an
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intensification of entrepreneurial individualism and a renewal of, as Jason
Smith writes in the introduction to Berardi’s The Soul at Work, “the entry of
the soul into the production process”** I begin instead with Indian pro-
grammers’ practices of carving out limited freedoms that concomitantly
are part of and resist the logic of the free traffic in commodities and ideas
that is a cornerstone of corporate philosophy. Freedom, in this approach,
emerges in a historically mediated context where it can become the focus of
social practice precisely because of the way it is defined—as freedom from
constraint—in neoliberal worlds. Indian programmers take up this idea of
freedom and turn it toward a critique of the office, on the one hand, and
toward an elaboration of what it might mean for middle-class Indians to
live a good and fulfilling life, on the other.

The Chapters

By now there is a significant literature tracking the Indian program-
ming phenomenon in the Silicon Valley and in Bangalore, in Australia and
in Europe. Indian programming illustrates well two of the tenets of global-
ization theory: technological spread and the spread of migration. Accord-
ingly, studies of Indian programming—such as A. Aneesh’s Virtual Migra-
tion, Xiang Biaos Global Bodyshopping, Reena Patel's Working the Night
Shift, Shezad Nadeem’s Dead Ringers, and Smitha Radhakrishnan’s Appro-
priately Indian—thus far have sketched out the topography of technology
and culture to show how 1T worlds connect across transnational space,
how call center cultures are reshaping gender, and how such technologies
as providing software and support services and maintaining, creating, and
testing code create capital flows that consolidate wealth around the Indian
middle class.”

In this book, I offer a more uncertain and fragile view of things in
comparison with the well-established worlds of Silicon Valley and Ban-
galore. This transnational, tenuous world is more in keeping with what
most cognitive workers experience today. That is, for most programmers
in India and abroad, conditions of work are uncertain. It is only the select
few who reach levels of success that could make them “cyberstars” Yet,
the image of a technosavvy Indian programmer continues to resonate
in an extraeconomic sense. In tracking both these realities—the day-
to-day conditions of work and the figurative meanings of the Indian
programmer—I show how the idea of the Indian programmer is just as
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much a part of the reality of cognitive labor as is Indian programmers’
contract-based employment.

Encoding Race, Encoding Class is divided into two parts. Part I, “Encod-
ing Race,” is made up of three chapters. Chapter 1, “Imagining the Indian
IT Body,” uses political cartoons and ethnographic interviews to document
racialized depictions of Indian 1T workers. I use these images to show the
multifaceted nature of the discussion of race in public. I situate Indian
programmers as ambivalent subjects between Turkish guest workers and
Afro-German migrants in German national debate around immigration
and assimilation. Comparing these images and their narratives with the
production of difference in the office, I show how office culture uses liberal,
tolerant notions of race even while it sediments office hierarchies through
folk theories of cultural difference. I use this chapter to argue that post-
genomic uncertainty over whether race is a fixed or malleable property of
human populations makes race “good to think with” about the equally uncer-
tain futures that neoliberal capitalism promises.

Chapter 2, “The Postracial Office,” uses ethnographic observation in cor-
porate offices and interviews with programmers and managers from India,
Germany, Australia, and the United States to show how race is refracted and
reimagined through evaluations of worker quality. I explore the ways that
race is deployed around cognitive work, arguing that it is a means of divid-
ing office work into skilled “front room” and grunt “back room” coding.
Firms pay attention to race as a source of information on foreign popula-
tions of potential customers and also as a rubric to evaluate the desired
traits of cognitive workers. In a postracial office, race is denied as a salient
factor in decision making through an emphasis on worker quality, even
while worker quality is attributed to race. This chapter explores the multiple
ways that race is made meaningful in such an environment.

Chapter 3, “Proprietary Freedoms in an 1T Office,” discusses the strat-
egies Indian programmers use to be successful in short-term work con-
tracts, including framing the work as a necessary, temporary step on the
way to elite status and thinking of programming skills as a kind of wealth
they control. They develop two sets of complementary practices: first, they
criticize existing migration law that treats them as second-class citizens
even while the code they write is so highly valued. Second, they try to ex-
tend their work projects beyond the length of their visas. I read this second
practice as a claim for a kind of proprietary freedom, one that puts forth
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a temporary ownership over work against the general ethic of workplace
sharing and its corollary—mobile and replaceable labor. I use this idea of
freedom-in-ownership to upend the usual way freedom in software is under-
stood, highlighting that it is often the company and not its employees that is
invested in the free exchange of information.

Part I, “Encoding Class,” investigates the relationship between the poli-
tics of work and the making of an Indian middle class. In chapter 4, “The
Stroke of Midnight and the Spirit of Entrepreneurship: A History of the
Computer in India,” I demonstrate that the long tradition linking technol-
ogy, elite subjects, and nation building in India is currently reimagined
through the lionization of private individual achievement. Indian coders
are heirs to a technocratic discourse that puts them at the vanguard of na-
tional development. Viewed within this framing, short-term work contracts
are stepping-stones to both individual and national self-determination.
As such, the critique of migration regimes by diasporic Indian program-
mers is muted by the discourse of technoelite success through individual
achievement to which they also subscribe.

In chapter 5, “Computers Are Very Stupid Cooks: Reinventing Leisure
as a Politics of Pleasure;” I take readers into the homes of Indian program-
mers. The home is where their experiences on the street and in the office
are parsed. I use the variety of activities they engage in at home—eating,
gossip sessions, wide-ranging discussions that go deep into the night—to
revisit scholarly understandings of the relationship between work and lei-
sure under neoliberalism. By and large, Indian programmers do not allow
work demands to intrude on leisure time; in fact, they actively resist doing
so. I argue that leisure time is so preserved because it allows programmers
to develop a politics of pleasure in the everyday (that I call eros), which
helps define being middle class. I argue that alternatives to the coloniza-
tion of leisure by work exist even within neoliberal regimes of work. These
alternatives to immaterial labor flourish in the interstices between work as
organized by firms and a middle-class imaginary of a good life.

In chapter 6, “The Traveling Diaper Bag: Gifts and Jokes as Materializing
Immaterial Labor;” I analyze two ways that Indian programmers material-
ize cognitive work: telling jokes and giving gifts. Though much anthropo-
logical attention has focused recently on the gift as a site to think through
contemporary capitalism and its alternatives, jokes have been given less
attention. I put jokes and gifts together to suggest another reading of the
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gift—not as an alternative to capitalist exchange but as a material instantia-
tion of the problem of commensuration. Both jokes and gifts help commensu-
rate the dictates of work and the demands of middle-class identity. I argue
that jokes told about work, about Indian software engineers, and about
outsourcing help ease the racial division of labor that Indian 1T workers
experience in the office by doing affective unwork. That is, they help loosen
the investment in work. Gifts, on the other hand, do the affective work of
reinforcing cognitive economies by extending care across distance through
sentimental objects (such as diaper bags and clothing for children). I ana-
lyze these gifts as a mode of commensuration that makes the experience of
coding as labor into a resource for securing a good life.

In the conclusion, “A Speculative Conclusion: Secrets and Lives,” I re-
visit Meenakshi’s experience to illustrate the nuance in these stories of
Indian migrant programmers. I use the story of how she loses her job,
hides this from her friends, and has to return to India as an opportunity to
discuss the multiple trajectories that Indian programmers may take as they
move through cognitive economies. I argue that Meenakshi’s story should
be understood in its complexity rather than being reduced to evidence
for the inherent risks involved in transnational labor. In particular, I con-
sider her story as both an example demonstrating the “cruel optimism”
of jobs that promise an entrée into the upper echelons of global software
work, which they rarely deliver, and as an example of the “critical uto-
pias” that allow Meenakshi to exit the scene of this labor, perhaps on her
own terms. Finally, I argue that such nuanced readings of her story can
only emerge by reconceptualizing cognitive work as a kind of labor that
plays out both materially and symbolically across a terrain of race and
difference.

Encoding Race, Encoding Class stitches together unlikely places and moves
across social institutions in an acknowledgment of the ways that leisure and
tamily, work and friendship are conjoined. As many scholars and popular
commentators have noted, digital media has made much of this dispersion
possible; the smartphone makes work portable and inserts work in sites
formerly reserved for leisure. But technology is about more than making
new worlds or disenchanting already existing ones. Because technological
things extend the capacities of the human, they also initiate reflection on
the human condition. I emphasize throughout the book the double-sided
nature of technology, to make and to be a medium for reflection, to entail
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behaviors it seems only to describe and in equal measure to be braided into
the narrative of what should, could, and ought to be in life.

In 1997, technology theorist Langdon Winner worried about what the
computer revolution had brought to the late twentieth century. “Will people
beyond our immediate family, professional colleagues and circle of on-line
friends,” he wondered, “be seen as connected to us in important, poten-
tially fulfilling ways? Or will they be seen as mere annoyances, as unwanted
human surplus that needs to be walled off, controlled, and ignored?”*® Win-
ner raised the question of difference, afraid for those who, excluded through
technology, would be treated as “bare life” He had in mind the way that
communications technology could set up divides between those with shared
interests and assumptions and an undifferentiated mass of others.

Today, we need a more graduated conception of technological connec-
tion and disconnection. Much exists between the extremes of technology
democratizing social relations, on the one hand, and solidifying power, on
the other. There are proliferations of forms of life that exceed walling in
and walling out. The stories of cognitive workers are important moments
in the elaboration of technology and the self, work and difference.

The study of Indian programmers—so often lost in a cul-de-sac of eco-
nomic debates about outsourcing—reveals a significant political-economic
picture of the refashioning of work and subjectivity today. The story told
here, of striving to make a life on the terrain of fluid capitalism, is at once
specific to the class of Indian technoelites with whom I worked and gen-
eralizable as a fundamental condition of life in times of uncertainty. The
precarity that is fundamental to their story is not only restrictive but gen-
erative of multiple kinds of ways of imagining and living in the world.
These narratives will no doubt be taken up by ever new actors in hitherto
unimagined ways.
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| ° ENCODING RACE

In the pages of the journal American Anthropologist, Laura Ahearn laments
the lack of studies of race in anthropology. Using a keyword search of ar-
ticles published over two decades, she concludes, “Perhaps scholars should
hesitate before claiming that the discipline focuses equally on race, class,
and gender;” since authors name gender and then class more often than
they list race.! Following on Ahearn’s suggestion, I foreground race in this
first section as an underanalyzed aspect of programming economies. Until
now, knowledge workers have largely been conceptualized as general-
ized individuals, an unmarked category of educated, middle-class knowl-
edge experts without race and gender. An anthropology of programming
economies can offer an analysis of how the ideal of the knowledge worker
who transcends the body intersects with the lived realities of embodied
differences.?

By turning to the study of Indian programmers in Germany, I develop
both an analysis of race in Germany and an analysis of Indian program-
ming. The former is often reduced to the study of Turkish guest workers,
while the latter is often reduced to studies of Indian programmers in the
United States or India. But a globalized understanding of race needs to come
to terms with how race is produced in localities and how these different
racializations come together, however unevenly. This book concomi-
tantly situates race in Germany within local imaginaries of person and
place and presents the circulation of temporary knowledge workers from



India as emerging from a particular transnational niche in programming
economies.

All globalized knowledge work takes place within particular national
and regional contexts; race is a conceptual tool—one among many—that al-
lows actors in such settings to determine how these contexts may or may
not fit together. Unlike culture or ethnicity, race is a border concept that
allows me to explore “the permeability of walls [and] the reconstitution of
boundaries” that both make use of and set into motion existing dualisms.?
In Germany, the contemporary circulation of race runs through the long
history of Nazi blood-purity ideology and its overturning through liberal
German multiculturalism. It also intersects with the racialization of Turk-
ish guest workers starting in the 1950s; the history of Afrodeutsch in Ger-
many, the sons and daughters of African immigrants and Germans, along
with African American soldiers stationed in Germany after World War IT;
and the history of German Orientalism’s search for spiritualized asceticism
and abundance in classical Sanskritic texts. In these complicated histories,
race overlaps with religion, nation, and culture. My job as ethnographer,
in following these overlaps and tracing other emerging ones that play out
in particular around the relationship between the stability and instability
of work, is to see where formulations of race as social process lead, rather
than determining a fixed meaning for race in advance. These meanings them-
selves can be contradictory. For example, while Indian programmers can
be positioned in the office as good migrants as opposed to problematic
ones, such as Turkish guest workers, they can also represent a neoliberal
economy that endangers German jobs and ways of life by ushering in an
era of speed, global labor arbitrage, and financial risk.

Treating race in this way, I believe, also necessitates assessing the larger
milieu in which race as a folk concept now operates.* While in the nine-
teenth century race was conceptualized as an unchangeable biological en-
tity residing in the blood, in a postgenomic age, it is now conceptualized
as clustered probabilities among populations. As I show in the following
chapters, the simultaneous fixity of race as a “true” concept and its recon-
ceptualization as probabilistic makes it (once again) an apt concept for ac-
tors to think through the relationship between local populations and global
work practices.
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IMAGINING THE INDIAN IT BODY

Sitting in a café one early autumn afternoon in the trendy East Berlin
neighborhood of Prenzlauer Berg, Marika and I drank lattes in the last
warm rays of the setting sun. Marika had her feet propped up on the chair
opposite her. An older woman with a flower-print scarf tied neatly under
her chin walked by, stopped and stared at Marika’s feet, and, with a look
of horror on her face, strode on. “Their city just doesn’t make sense to them
any more. Their world is evaporating before their eyes” Marika gestured
toward the woman’s receding back. In the old Berlin, chairs were for sitting
on, and Marika’s feet were a sign of bad manners. Out of place on her own
street corner, the older resident of the city simply said nothing and moved on.
Much like the way Walter Benjamin moved through the city looking for di-
alectical images that crystallized a portentous moment of change, Berliners
new and old could look to such scenes for a message of the world to come.!

Marika’s commentary on the scene suggested a kinetic image culture
in the city. “I feel sorry for her;” Marika said, herself from the Eastern
European city Riga, “these old East Berliners.” In the Berlin of the new
millennium, images were highly politicized objects, their portrait func-
tions always imbued with political proxies, and at the same time, even the
most political images could always function as spectator commodities—
consumed through viewing practices as signs of the future. The circulating
images of Indian 1T workers were part of this complex new world, and
the viewers of these images were engaged in a street-level semiosis that



would try to situate the migrant coder and the new German subject in an
emerging economy of signs. The appearance of Indian workers on Berlin
streets could be interrogated as an indicator of economic change. A discus-
sion of the circulating image of the Indian 1T body lays the groundwork for
understanding the racialization of Indian coders both inside and outside
the office. Like Marika’s feet for the older East German woman, the Indian
1T worker was a potent sign of seemingly inexorable transformation.

The archive of images assembled here traces out a subterranean story
that ran beneath formal debates on visas for high-tech workers. I collected
political cartoons, digital memes, and article illustrations over the course
of fieldwork from Internet sites, local magazines, and national newspapers.
Some appeared as large, full-color photographs in multipage articles about
Indian 1T workers in Germany. I noticed others, mostly small cartoons,
inserted into the blank space at the bottom of a page of movie listings.
Still more surfaced in the humor section of a website dedicated to Indians
in Germany, which pulled these images from other sources online (www
.theinder.net), the original provenance of which I am unable to trace.? Col-
lectively, they demonstrate how Indian programmers were mobilized in
statements about a highly unstable future. They emerge out of a particular
image culture and reiterate the tight bind between the Indian body, the
computer as machine, and exotic cultural practices.?

The work that goes on in IT offices, called “business process” or “infor-
mation technology” and related services, is notoriously abstract. Theories
of cognitive labor that developed in part through the example of soft-
ware work tend to emphasize the abstract or “virtual” nature of this work.
Cognitive work, as described by autonomist Marxists, emerges out of the
replacement of work by machines, which had the effect of further pushing
human labor toward abstract, cognitive tasks, including the manipulation
of symbols and the evaluation and refinement of emotions and informa-
tion. Yet, cognitive work is also concrete. In software work, the material-
ization of the digital is inaugurated by, for example, graphic interfaces that
allow users to interact with the underlying structures of programming,
the many artists and hackers who tweak existing software to reveal and
take advantage of underlying quirks in the machine, or the many meta-
phors that software engineers use to describe what they do, such as ar-
chitecture, triage, slave (to describe the process that receives commands
from another), or virus.*
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This chapter looks at the corollary to such machinic materialization for
labor. Outside (and sometimes inside) the world of software work, perhaps
no other figure best embodies cognitive labor than the Indian 1T worker.
Software work is made tangible through imagining Indian 1T workers as
naturally and culturally endowed with particular characteristics that make
them good—often machinelike—new economy workers. Racialized im-
ages of the Indian coder also incorporate and produce the contradictory
possibilities opened up by a cognitive economy. The images that follow—a
handful of the many that circulated in Berlin’s newspapers, online, and in
magazines—are arranged thematically to unpack how Indian 1T workers
were imagined, how those figurations helped sketch out the meaning of
digital technologies for an uneasy German populace, and what a cognitive
economy might mean for the future of work in Europe.

Berlin, Electronic Capital of the Twenty-First Century

In Kreuzberg, the halls of the newly constructed Jewish Museum by
Daniel Libeskind stood empty for years—no one could decide what to put
in them. The political function of the museum was being fought out behind
its facade. The museum opened empty for visitors to see the dark spaces,
themselves a monument to architectural greatness and historical tragedy.
Elsewhere, communist infrastructures were subjected to a similar treat-
ment. The old parliament building was opened as a party and tourist site
in the months before it was torn down; there was too much asbestos, ac-
cording to popular rumors, to keep it hanging around or preserve it. But
that did not stop promoters from selling tickets to see its gutted insides one
last time. The Reichstag (parliament) building received a new glass cupola,
while across the field the Bundeskanzleramt (Chancellery) was erected.
The reunited government inhabited these new and rebuilt state structures
under the aegis—symbolized by the Reichstag cupola—of transparency.
The city presented a layer of images past and future, images of possible uto-
pias long gone and being torn down, images of a city with a new purpose
and a new public image as a cosmopolitan European capital.

Berlin is a highly textual city, inhabited by a highly literate public and
producing an informed urban citizen through the plaques, memorials,
and informational kiosks that erupt from the topography of its streets.®
Yet, beyond these official markers of state discourse, Berlins streets are
also graffitied and dirty, murals are tucked into the vaulted archways of
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building entrances, and layers of posters for political parties and dance
parties hang on open wall space. These unofficial visual signs are a comple-
ment to official, governmental Berlin. It is in these images, found in the
margins of sanctioned discourse, that a volatile discussion of the race of
the Indian tech workers could be found. If in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries race was a marker of a stable antecedent; now it was also an un-
stable sign of future possibilities.

In Katherine Ewing’s study of Muslim men in Berlin, she suggests that
the stigmatization of Turkish Muslims is tied to the production of values
that are taken to be universal but are actually culturally coded. In her strik-
ing discussion of headscarves and public nudity, she shows how moral pu-
rity in the German context is marked by the absence of coverings, while
in the Muslim context it is marked by modest dress. In Germany, bareness
signifies purity and justice, whereas covering up (especially in a headscarf)
is associated with Muslim male patriarchy. In this milieu, Turkish Mus-
lim men are stigmatized as unjust traditionalists, while German citizens
emerge as ethical universalists.” Damani Partridge’s work on Afro-German
culture demonstrates how black bodies are figured as local forms of escape
at the same time as, when they are part of debates on migration or asylum,
they become unwanted threats to economy and society.®

As Ewing’s and Partridge’s work points out, migrant bodies are crucial
to national imaginaries that define liberal German subjects in opposition
to the assumed intolerance of male Muslim others and hypersexualized
African bodies, respectively.” Here, I put the question of racializing mi-
grants in Germany into a productive (and I believe necessary) conversation
with the question of changing patterns of work and labor. In doing so, I
reveal the way that race is used as a way to figure, and figure out, what a new
knowledge-based economy has in store for German working subjects. Un-
like the Turkish Muslim man, the Indian programmer sometimes figures as
a welcome and comforting “other” who can uphold notions of tolerance and
universalism. But the Indian 1T worker also threatens German job security
by being a machinelike presence that is ultimately unknowable.

In early twenty-first-century Germany, images functioned as guide-
posts to historical reconstructions; the task of Berlin’s residents was to find
their place and mark themselves out as valid citizens of the changed city.
A new bourgeoisie crowded around the former centers of the East, flaunt-
ing baby carriages and asymmetrical haircuts; in the West, the old guard
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wondered what would happen to their liberal enclaves once the govern-
ment was installed again. Already they could see the radical squats being
sanitized. Among these new ways of life, images could be both a fetish
and a symptom—both something spectacularly commoditized and some-
thing that might, if read correctly, hold the key to underlying dynamics of
change.

This manner of treating images can be described as a culture of abduc-
tion, a process of understanding meanings that link consequences to both
what came before and what might come to pass, to both hypothetical an-
tecedents and future possible worlds.” The culture of visual abduction in
Germany and especially in Berlin suggested to residents that images have a
particular kind of power as signs of possible futurity. In a city that seemed
to be always in motion, the practice of viewing images crystallized a partic-
ular moment in history and invested in these circulating images a portent
of things to come."

By reading off images the significance of the Indian 1T worker for this
future, German citizens make judgments about their own. In these abduc-
tions, the race of the 1T worker is key precisely because race had become
ambiguous in its own right, signaling both biological givens and extremely
malleable proclivities. As befits practices of abduction, images racialize In-
dian 1T workers by drawing on a repository of past images of India and then
yoking these notions together to hazard guesses about the future.

The first image, “What the Indian computer specialists have over us!”
(figure 1.1), demonstrates the multiple cuts made across the body of the
Indian 1T worker. The image shows a young couple with a gas station at-
tendant. The man is wearing a turban, shirt, and tie; his wife is dressed in
a cream-colored sari with green blouse. Behind them is a gas station; the
attendant, dressed in a smart uniform with bow tie and cap, points out
something on the paper the couple is reading, which is possibly a road
map. This picture has been copied, manipulated, and redeployed, though
without attribution. The uniforms, gas station architecture, hairstyles, and
color saturation suggest it would date to the 1960s. The image tries to ex-
plain what would otherwise remain a mystery: How could India, stuck in
the past even by the terms of the 1960s ambiance created by this picture,
outpace Germany? Over the map that these three are studying, the maker
of the new image has inserted a close-up box of the wife’s forehead. Her
bindi is the focus of this inset; over its red circle the word “reset” appears
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Was indische Computer-Spezialisten
uns voraus haben!

Figure 1.1. What Indian computer specialists have over us.

in large capital letters. The computer has merged completely with the In-
dian woman’s body. The Indian programmer can “cheat,” fixing a computer
problem by resetting his wife, the machine.

The placement of the reset box obscures the original images; the gas
station attendant begins to look like a son, the group pictured a family of
three. The programmer’s very family, his conjugal life, is the repository of
“the dark arts” of computing. At the same time that the image satirizes the
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debates on letting Indian 1T workers into Germany by wondering aloud
what special skill they have, it also conjures frightening images of the brown
migrant family in all its recognizable difference. Even while it mocks the
impossibility that Indian computer specialists could really have a shortcut
to technological greatness, it isolates difference—condensed in the bindi as
target practice—and makes of the Indian programmer a body on which to
concentrate anxiety, ambivalence, and opposition.

The image that asks, “What the Indian computer specialists have over us!”
suggests a three-part relationship between an Indian programmer as model
and threat and a European subject who must respond.”? Either the Indian
programmer models ways of laboring that European workers can emulate,
or the Indian programmer threatens European ways of life through secret
shortcuts that put Indians ahead in the globalization game. In the context of
a newly energized Berlin, these images pointed toward uncertainty about
and resistance to the future.

Good and Bad German Workers: Indian Programmers

within the Matrix of German Migration Debates

The India that circulates in Germany today first emerged in the nineteenth
century. In Germany, Hindu-Buddhist philosophy was incorporated into
the tenets of German Romanticism, which posited both an underlying
unity of mankind and nature and a unique place for German culture in
Europe. Beginning perhaps with Karl Wilhelm Friedrich Schlegel and Jo-
hann Gottfried Herder, German philosophers, philologists, litterateurs, and
theologians placed India on the side of spirituality, sexuality, decadence,
escape, indolence, and excess and Western Europe on the side of capital,
materialism, rationality, and order. Schlegel turned to India as part of an
effort to define Germany within a larger European context and especially
against what he understood as French materialism. His writings, along with
those of the philologist Max Miiller, consolidated a philosophical tradition
that placed Sanskrit and Indian Vedic religion at a spiritual, original center
to humanity and German language and culture close to it. Schlegel’s con-
temporaries, such as Herder, similarly thought of India as the motherland
of humankind.”

Later in the nineteenth century, India stood for spirituality even while
its valuation varied. While Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, for instance,
ranked India in the middle of a civilizational order that placed Europe

Imagining the Indian IT Body =« 35



on top and Africa on the bottom, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe both used
Kalidasa’s Shakuntala (first German translation 1791) as a model for his
own play Faust (1808) and described the East in his West-dstlicher Diwan
(1819) as a place to which one could “flee [from] current events” and enter
“a timeless present.”* Later philosophers such as Arthur Schopenhauer
continued this line of thought by attempting to synthesize Christian,
Hindu, and Buddhist philosophies in The World as Will and Representation
(1844).°

India was also subject of the speculative politics of empire in Germany
where, in the nineteenth century, leaders such as Otto von Bismarck pur-
sued a “German Raj” to answer to and compete with Britain’s claim to
colonial supremacy.® In popular newspaper accounts about, for instance,
the Indian Mutiny of 1857, German papers simultaneously denounced Brit-
ish rule in India and upheld the importance of colonial rule on the sub-
continent, thereby imagining a better, German colonial relationship."” In
the late nineteenth century, Karl Marx and Max Weber took up India as
examples of anticapitalist places that would be brought into modern in-
dustrial capitalism through the colonial project (whether for good or for
bad). For Marx, colonialism, despite causing, by his own admission, the
death and starvation of thousands of cotton weavers, would nevertheless
catapult India into modern industrial capitalist relations as a precursor to
overthrowing both colonialism and capitalism.’® In Weber’s analyses, India
was a foil for Weber’s thesis on the origins of capitalism—as Hindu as-
ceticism looked inward, according to Weber, Protestant asceticism looked
toward the world, allowing it to foster capital-creating accumulation.”® Fi-
nally, in the tracts of Nazi philosophers, the “Aryans” of India were my-
thologized as a superior race of Europeans who conquered Asia, only to be
corrupted by its putative “native” populations; thus India served to caution
against the corrupting powers of Oriental decadence.?’

In these varied writings across the late nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, India stood for an escape from the industrialized present into a non-
modern past. By the latter half of the twentieth century, the image of India
that existed in Germany was of a country spiritually rich and economically
poor, needing technoscientific development and offering release from the
psychic burdens of urban, Western, and secular life.?!

The spiritual India and material Germany dyad met a serious test of its
validity in the German green card program. An India that trained expert
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software engineers who could take jobs in Germany cut against this earlier
logic. The proper direction of give-and-take was reversed, and the Orient
began to provide technical expertise to the Occident.

An uncertainty about what India was and Germany’s relationship to India
now unfolded in local, everyday contexts. One well-populated meeting
I attended in 2003 of the Deutsche-Indische Gesellschaft (German-Indian
Society), a local Berlin group dedicated to Indian culture and German-
Indian relations, featured a speaker from Humboldt University lecturing
on the recent disciplinary change from Indology to South Asian studies. The
speaker explained that the new name included all countries in South Asia,
not just India. The talk was followed by a healthy discussion in which one
member welcomed these new scientific developments, whereas another
lamented the loss of focus on what she thought at bottom remained the
same across the countries of South Asia—Indian culture. She thought that
the regional name “brought in politics unnecessarily” This debate was one
of the ways in which the legacy of German Orientalism precipitated out in
everyday life in the early twenty-first century. It seemed to some partici-
pants, perhaps, that the very thing that was interesting about India—its
unchanging otherworldliness—was coming undone.

Germany joined the United States in creating a temporary visa for 1T
workers that was aimed at India and other sources of engineering tal-
ent, such as China, Brazil, and Russia. The history of Indian engineering
talent is told in greater detail in chapter 5. Here it is important to note
that while the Indian 1T professional seems in popular press accounts to
have emerged suddenly on the world stage, it is more accurate to say that
deep reservoirs of engineering talent were cultivated in India beginning
in the 1950s and that engineers and other professionals had been emigrat-
ing from India to Europe and the United States for at least as long. The
real innovation in Indian 1T services emerged when these transnational
engineers were able to create the material infrastructures that would link
programming operations in India to businesses in the United States. These
infrastructures included satellite and other mass communications devices
that allow lines between India and Europe and the United States to be set
up with minimal interference and at cost. And they also included networks
of Indian experts who could link business needs in the United States and
Europe to pools of engineering graduates in India.?? In contrast to this his-
torically nuanced story, the persuasive affect of suddenness could mobilize
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the reform and self-management of nonmigrant European and American
populations.

The German green card as temporary work visa has its roots in the guest
worker (Gastarbeiter) programs of the postwar West German economy.
The West German Gastarbeiter program began in 1955 as an element of
the booming postwar economy called the Wirtschaftswunder (economic
miracle). Through a series of agreements between West Germany and
Turkey, Yugoslavia, Italy, Portugal, and Greece, immigrants were allowed
to take jobs on temporary work visas. Most of the jobs available were on
construction sites and in factories, and most of the guest workers came
from Turkey. The guest worker program was designed for laborers to enter
Germany for a number of years and then return to their country of ori-
gin, but the program gained notoriety as there were no provisions in the
law to provide language training or a path to citizenship for migrants or
their families. The guest worker program was stopped in 1973 as a result of
its mounting unpopularity for allowing “too many” immigrants into the
country.” Turkish immigrants, statistically making up about 9 percent of
the country’s population, were seen as a social and economic problem in
most large German cities, often criticized for failing to assimilate, on the
one hand, and for failing to return home, on the other.

The guest worker program was inaugurated in a postwar Germany with
strict divides between citizens and outsiders. German citizenship law lacks
provisions for birthright citizenship (jus soli) and was instead based on the
principle of citizenship by shared blood (jus sanguinis).?* Recent changes
to the immigration law created an opportunity for those born in Germany
after 2000 to choose German citizenship at majority, providing a narrow
path toward citizenship by birthplace. As a result, Germany remains rela-
tively closed to outsiders, providing few legal or social incentives for mi-
grants either to formally become citizens or to see themselves as part of the
German nation. Ausldnder (foreigners) are tolerated within the Bundesre-
publik but not assimilated; the theoretical possibility always exists that they
may be returned home.

The image of the Indian programmer is played out in many ways against
the history of the Turkish guest worker. While Turkish guest workers are
conceived of as Muslim threats within Europe, the Indian workers, accord-
ing to these pictures, appear as Sikh or Hindu. Like the guest worker pro-
gram, the German green card offered no pathway to permanent residency
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or citizenship. Stopped in 2006, it functioned as a temporary measure to
fill a labor shortage. Again according to popular perception, while Turkish
workers are uneducated and blue collar, the Indian worker is technologi-
cally educated and white collar, and while the Turkish immigrant threatens
the stability of German society, the Indian worker brings desirable clothing,
food, and entertainments. And yet, the history of the temporary-permanent
Turkish guest worker haunts the idea of a temporary, nonthreatening In-
dian worker.® The Indian programmer, as “new guest worker” in Germany,
cannot be easily accommodated within an existing discourse of German
nationalism that aligns whiteness, Germanness, and mental labor, on one
side, and non-whiteness, foreignness, and manual labor, on the other. This
foreign body appears to be ushering in a new era in which economic ad-
vantage no longer aligns with European identity and in which the borders
of Europe are necessarily porous to global capital and the migrants who
come with it. Against these shifting figurations of migration, foreignness,
and race, the image of the Indian programmer serves as both a promise of
global cosmopolitanism and a warning sign of new, less prosperous Euro-
pean worlds that may be in the offing.

The dominant frame for the integration of Indian migrants into every-
day life was rather different in East Germany, where agreements between
Soviet-aligned and nonaligned countries meant that students from the third
world came to the German Democratic Republic to study and apprentice
at trade. They were housed in separate dormitories, and like the West Ger-
man Gastarbeiter, they were expected to return home when they finished
their education. According to this model, the stronger and more econom-
ically developed socialist states would educate and uplift those that lagged
behind. These students were to transmit East German technical and sci-
entific knowledge to institutions at home. Students were enthusiastically
welcomed into the country in the 1950s, and their arrivals were highly pub-
licized as evidence of cooperation among noncapitalist countries. East
German citizens had for the most part little contact with foreign students,
who, after the collapse of the East German government in 1998, they were
expected to depart for home. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, these stu-
dents were seen as symbols of the old Soviet bureaucracy and the special
privileges afforded the select few.

Before the fall of the Berlin Wall, most Indians who came to both East
and West Germany were students earning technical degrees or doctorates
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in fields such as engineering or math. They sometimes settled permanently
in Germany and took German spouses, and they were almost always men.”
Following a trend evident in the United States, the USSR, and England,
experts from Germany traveled to India to advise local scientists and guide
development projects. Among other things, the West German government
took an active role in developing the Indian Institute of Technology (111)
Madras, helping to design coursework and placing a greater emphasis on
combining theoretical and practical training than at other technology
learning centers.?®

During the 1990s, a spate of neo-Nazi violence against foreigners in
the former East Germany revealed the problems of German reunification.
After reunification in 1990, the German government decided to equally
distribute asylum seekers in dormitories across the country. Many asylum
seekers waiting to have their cases heard were sent to small East German
towns where they were a visible and unwanted presence. According to the
rules of asylum, they were not allowed to hold jobs or move into dwellings
of their own. They became targets of vicious attacks; in one case, an asylum
seeker’s dormitory was burned down while local police did nothing to
intervene.”

Right-wing violence in East Germany was often attributed to the lack of
exposure to foreigners under communism and to East German totalitari-
anism, which did not work to “de-Nazify” its citizens. This argument sug-
gested that once communist rule was lifted, long-simmering racial hatred
reemerged. As East Germany continued to lag behind West Germany eco-
nomically even decades after reunification, foreigners were seen as an unfair
economic burden for the Eastern states and as an obvious sign of the collapse
of an unwanted but familiar order. This primordialist argument on racism in
Eastern Europe does not adequately capture historical change or the unfold-
ing story of race, migration, and economy told here. Instead, while East Ger-
man framings of India through the idiom of shared socialist-developmental
work practices is largely erased from the scene of migration politics in
Germany today, East Germans are often judged—and found wanting—in
terms of their inability to adapt to a logic of flexible global capital.

Within this framing, the Indian programmer circulates not only as a
way of discerning between proper German and non-German subjects but
also as a means to understand and question the legitimate class positions
of German workers. Figures 1.2 and 1.3 contrast manual and white-collar
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Figure 1.2. Of course it looks strange, but he has the Green Card.

workers in terms of the way they might respond to an Indian coder. In fig-
ure 1.2, an Internet image that I found in the humor section of an Indian-
German website (www.theinder.net), two office managers, identifiable by
their suits and glasses, their authoritative stances and white skin, stand
over a programmer figured as an ascetic yogi. Naked from the waist up,
thin, and turbaned, the Indian yogi-worker sits on a bed of nails. The yogi
does not need to touch a keyboard but rather charms the mouse, which
levitates for him. He is in such deep concentration that he does not ap-
pear to be aware of the men in suits observing him. They are astounded
by his magic. He is like a snake charmer of computers, a fakir. Indeed, the
two reactions of his bosses, one perhaps angry, the other perhaps cynical,
play on the dual meaning of yogi and fakir, a highly refined practitioner
and a trickster. Is he a more highly evolved form of abstract thinker? Can
the German managers simply guide his work without having to concern
themselves with how he is doing it? Can they manage his innate talents
rather than control and discipline them? Or, is it possible that he is a faker
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Figure 1.3. You look forward to the experts from India, I'll look forward to the
widow burnings.

(fakir), conning through some trick they have yet to discern? The Indian
programmer has received government sanction through his green card;
his presence is a sign of legitimate enterprise. At the same time, a mystified
and mysterious work practice accompanies and undermines this legiti-
macy, signaled by the ascetic and exotic appearance of the Indian worker.
Figure 1.3 is from the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), a daily na-
tional newspaper that leans conservative-centrist. The cartoonists, Achim
Greser and Heribert Lenz, are well-known political satirists who draw
regularly for Faz, the satirical magazine Titanic, and the news magazine
Stern.* This cartoon sits on page 2 next to an editorial about the green card
legislation that estimates that Germany needs around 12,000 1T workers to
meet current demand and then describes how politicians from Bavaria,
Berlin, and elsewhere have reacted to the proposal. A businessman stands
with his arms folded as the basement of his house fills up with water. A
plumber dressed in a plaid shirt and overalls stands wrench in hand while
he gives his own political commentary. Adding a working-class voice to
the arguments of politicians and businessmen, the plumber contrasts the
image of Indians as computer experts with Indians as committers of sati,
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or widow-burners. The businessman’s reaction is anger, but why? Because
the plumber is a truth teller who can do what the businessman is no lon-
ger capable of, from fixing his own leaks to recognizing his own mistakes?
Or because the plumber as a member of the working class is intractable,
sticking to old economy ways and old ways of thinking, refusing to em-
brace a new Germany where Indian professionals are a sign of the coming
prosperity? The racialization of the Indian workers by means of reference to
widow-burning plays out German national ambivalence around a future that
will be increasingly dominated by cognitive labor and transnational corpo-
rate classes.”

As theorists of semiocapital note, the turn to cognitive labor implies the
incorporation of communicative potential into the production of surplus
value, making all traits and characteristics, including “the heritable char-
acteristics of the lineage,” potentially valuable.’? The images betray forebod-
ing about the way knowledge economies threaten to further draw apart
middle-class managers from European working classes. The Indian work-
ers might split open the very idea of national unity without being able to
resolve for certain who, the plumber or the businessman, will end up on
the right side of history.

Malleability at the Heart of Race

The Indian 11T worker’s body incorporates multiple possibilities of future sub-
jectivity and, in doing so, becomes a body through which a self-conducting
European subject can be inaugurated.”® When taken as legible sign of em-
bodied traits, race sits at the intersection of the cultivation of qualities and
their inheritance. The deployment of race as a way to understand digital
economies and race’s refashioning of genomics both rely on and deny the
salience of race as a fixed biological category.

New racial formations have emerged over the last three decades at
the intersection of biotechnologies and contemporary capitalisms. Race is
no longer conceived of, if it ever was, as any one thing. It has moved from
marking normal and abnormal genetic populations to describing the ge-
netic risks inhering in individuals, who normatively should be respon-
sible for managing such risks.** Similarly, cultural products and practices
can now be marketed as inseparable from bodies—as a kind of specu-
lative monopoly capitalism that is both heritable and changeable.* To
consider one’s genetic composition and its attendant risks and benefits
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Figure 1.4. Violence against the machine—such things are unknown to the
Indian workforce.

is to act with the knowledge of probable outcomes.*® Perhaps, the poli-
tics of colonial difference that Frantz Fanon emphasized have now been
folded into a discourse of manageable probabilities where race “is simul-
taneously present and absent . . . rendered obsolete by the new forms of
genetic knowledge, and . . . simultaneously reinvigorated” by practices that
tie together social reproduction with recognizable and marked biological
characteristics.”’

In figure 1.4, the programmer is Gandhi, and he sits on the floor and wills
the machine into submission with a hunger strike. The German uses violence
against the machine; the Indian, passive resistance. The German is ham-fisted
and fleshy, the Indian emaciated and bespectacled. Perhaps the German is
again the figure of a working-class man who has failed to adapt to the de-
mands of cognitive labor. He is angry and uses violence against an old and
bulky computer, whereas the Indian is at one with his new and efficient flat
screen. For the German, the computer is difficult, unmanageable; it needs
to be charmed. For the Indian programmer, the computer is commanded
through nonviolent means.

Such images begin to shift the frame in which race is deployed. As the
computer is a mysterious object not easily understood, so the computer’s
operator is similarly mysterious. While these figures call into question the
true identity of Indian programmers, they also call into question the capa-
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bilities of the normative body of white German male workers. In figuring
the debates on work and migration in these terms, the images invest in
the Indian 1T body the most fundamental changes in the constitution of
European political economies—restructuring the welfare state, shifting
risk onto individual subjects, and reimagining capital accumulation as tak-
ing place through transnational transactions facilitated by the nation-state.
Deployed in this way, race does not divide embodied from disembodied
subjects, third from first worlds, or traditional from immaterial labor.’®
While characteristics desired in new economies may inhere in particular
bodies, it is not clear that those characteristics cannot be acquired. Can
the ham-fisted German become more like the Gandhi-Indian? Would he
want to?

The Difference That Seduces

The question of new migrant labor turns in the next set of images toward
a vision of managing foreignness through commodity discipline. Ac-
cording to the way figures 1.5, 1.6, and 1.7 frame Indian 1T workers, the
programmer can also be an enhancer of middle-class pleasure.*” The pro-
grammer is a site of libidinal fantasy. The programmer is known by the
commodities for which he stands, and the threat of the Indian program-
mer to German ways of life is neutralized through the development of de-
sire. He might fit, according to this model, into a commodification of race
that makes the dark body a source of self-development for white subjects
through proximate desire.* In these pictures, Germany is represented as
a young blonde woman, ready to taste the delights India has to offer. The
race of Germany as white is clear, and the possibility that there may be dark-