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On the Neglected Leg  
of the Globalisation Triad

N Jayaram

Diaspora, Development, and Democracy:  
The Domestic Impact of International  
Migration from India by Devesh Kapur 
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press), 2010;  
pp xv + 325,  $35.

That globalisation involves cross-
border flows of financial capital, 
products (goods and services), and 

people (human capital), is a well known 
fact. While there have been excellent 
analyses of the first two flows, the flow of 
human capital has not received the 
s cholarly attention that it deserves. In Dias
pora, Development, and Democracy, De-
vesh K apur of the University of Pennsylva-
nia fills this void by providing us with  
a path-breaking study of international 
m igration, “the third leg of the globalisa-
tion triad” (p 2).

The absence of scholarly interest in 
i nternational migration is often attributed 
to the woeful lack of data on the subject: 

The sending country cannot capture data 
on migrants since they are no longer in the 
country, and data on migrants in receiving 
countries are limited by the variables of 
i nterest in that country (p 6). 

But Kapur is not deterred by this; he 
b elieves that if data are not available, it is 
necessary to generate them.

Massive Data

This spirited belief led Kapur to painstak-
ingly generate five unique data sets spe-
cifically for this project: (i) a random sur-
vey of 2,10,000 households in India con-
ducted in 2003 “to understand household 
migration preferences, migrant character-
istics, and links with the country of origin” 
(p 17); (ii) a comprehensive database of 
the Asian Indian population in the US, cov-
ering 4,10,000 households or nearly three-
fourths of this group residing in that coun-
try; (iii) a random sample telephonic sur-
vey of 2,200 households drawn from the 
Asian Indian database “to understand mi-
grant characteristics and the intensity of 
nature of links of the US-based diaspora 
with India” (ibid); (iv) a database on 
I ndian elite compiled from Who’sWho in
India and the 5,000-odd members of 

I ndia’s elite civil service to understand 
how their degree of foreign exposure is 
determined by their foreign education 
and work experience; and (v) a survey  
of I ndian d iasporic non-governmental 
o rganisations in the US “to understand 
the scale and scope of diasporic philan-
thropy and the nature of transnational 
social capital” (ibid).

The massive data that Kapur has gen-
erated, perhaps the largest for a single 
study of emigration from India, are 
p resented in 27 figures and 53 tables. For 
the benefit of the reader, he explains the 
methodology briefing the first four data 
sets in four a ppendices. Not only are 
Kapur’s procedures for generating data 
sets innovative, the way he has triangu-
lated them for elucidating his thesis  
is imaginative. Resultantly, the book is  
also a welcome contribution to research 
methodology for studying international 
migration.

Substantively, Kapur’s study focuses on 
the domestic impact of international mi-
gration from India. This is aptly captured 
in the metaphoric and mnemonic title of 
the book: how international migration 
(“diaspora”) has important consequences 
for the sending country’s domestic politics 
(“democracy”) and economy (“develop-
ment”). Kapur takes his reader through 
nine logically arranged chapters: from a 
discussion on the scope and objectives of 
the study to an explanation of its analyti-
cal framework and research methodology 
to thematics, before weaving the main 
findings in the conclusion.

International migration is a complex 
phenomenon; it raises far more questions 
than any study can ever hope to answer. 
Nor is there a general theory that can ex-
plain all its dimensions. To understand 
how emigration affects the country of ori-
gin, K apur adopts an analytical frame-
work that he had earlier developed with 
John McHale (Kapur and McHale 2005). 
This framework specifies four channels: 
(i) the prospect channel (“how forward 
expectations affect current behaviour”  
[p 23]), (ii) the absence channel (“what 
happens to those left behind when people 
who would otherwise be present are now 
absent” [p 25]), (iii) the diaspora channel 
(“the effects of emigrants [and their de-
scendents] living abroad on the country of 
origin” [p 28]), and (iv) the return chan-
nel (that “works when those who left come 
back home, often with augmented human 
capital, financial capital [savings], foreign 
connections, ideas, and changed expecta-
tions” [p 38]). He explains the mecha-
nisms through which these channels 
a ffect the country of origin.

It is assumed that the consequences  
of emigration for the sending country 
d epend on the characteristics of the 
m igrants: “who leaves, for where, when, 
and why?” (p 50). Kapur’s analysis reveals 
that the late 20th century emigrants (the 
new diaspora) are starkly different from 
their late 19th century counterparts (the 
old d iaspora). Predominantly, they are 
found to be drawn from higher castes and 
m edium-to-high class, from urban areas 
and the rim states in south and west and 
Punjab, and their destination is the indus-
trialised temperate zone (except west 
Asia, Malaysia, and Singapore). The mi-
grants to industrialised countries have 
higher educational qualifications, are 
skilled, and have higher incomes; the mi-
grants to west Asia have low-to-medium 
skills and earn relatively less. Gender im-
balance is more pronounced among emi-
grants to west Asia, but it is less so among 
emigrants to industrialised countries.

The study reveals that a very small 
number of households have family mem-
bers (1.7%), extended family members 
(2.9%), and friends (0.8%) abroad. This is 
not surprising considering the size of  
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the country. It is also not surprising that 
urban households are more likely to have 
global links through migration than rural 
households. The richest rural households 
appear to be more likely to have such 
links than poor urban households. Intui-
tive as it may appear, it is for the first time 
that it is empirically established that “the 
highest socioeconomic classification have 
substantially greater global portfolios 
arising from international migration com-
pared to other socioeconomic groups”  
(pp 59-60).

Profound Effects

Emigration from India is found to have 
had four important direct economic ef-
fects on the country. First, it has devel-
oped India’s information technology and 
diamond-cutting sectors, perhaps the larg-
est sources of the country’s foreign 
e xchange. Second, remittance from the 
diaspora has been an important source of 
foreign exchange since the mid-1970s. 
Third, the concentration of financial flows 
from the diaspora in the southern and 
western states has not only quickened  
the economic growth of these states, but  
has simultaneously amplified inter-state 

inequalities. Finally, the bias towards 
skill-intensive services and capital-inten-
sive manufacturing has been reinforced, 
as it is in these sectors that the diaspora 
has the most expertise.

International emigration has had subtle 
but dynamic indirect effects, too. These 
effects are channelled through what 
K apur, following Peggey Levitt (1998) 
terms “social remittances” (or transmis-
sion of ideas). He argues that the elite na-
ture of the new diaspora has amplified the 
effects of social remittances because of 
“the d iaspora’s overseas success and their 
access to influential institutional channels 
to transmit these ideas” (p 19). This per-
haps explains why our political leaders 
pay greater attention to the policy prefer-
ences of the new diaspora. Not only have 
the emigrants been instrumental in 
d iffusing “ideas that have shaped [our] in-
stitutions and policies” (p 161), they have 
also been “agents of familial, social, and 
demographic changes in their communi-
ties of origin” (p 127).

Kapur’s argument that emigration from 
India has had a significant impact in 
s ustaining her democratic traditions  
is novel and debatable. He notes that 

e migration has facilitated the “old” politi-
cal elite to diversify their economic port-
folio, while at the same time creating 
space for “new” political elite from histori-
cally margina lised communities. This, in 
his opinion, explains why in India intra-
elite conflict has not been intense enough 
to cause the breakdown of her democracy. 
But positing a causal relation between 
emigration and shift in elites is proble-
matic. One could, in fact, argue that it was 
this shift in elites that caused both internal 
migration and international emigration of 
elites. Be that as it may, Kapur’s thesis 
calls for a fresh look at political violence in 
some northern (Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and 
Jharkhand) and eastern (West Bengal and 
Orissa) states.

Although residing outside India, the 
new diasporic Indians still claim a legiti-
mate stake in the country. Their intrinsic 
attributes and resources endow them with 
what is called “soft power”, which they 
use in influencing the foreign policy of 
the country. Foreign policymakers in 
I ndia too have realised the strategic asset 
that her diaspora is. The role of this soft-
power is distinctly evident in the Indo-US 
relations in recent decades. But then, the 
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diaspora has a “soft underbelly”, too: the 
support that sections of the diaspora  
extend to separatist movements (“sepa-
ratist diasporas”) or majoritarian ultra- 
nationa lism (subsumed under “long- 
distance nationalism”), on the one hand, 
and the predicament of Indian emigrants 
in troubled areas (“beached diaspora”), 
on the other, are cases in point. Kapur 
postulates that “the more India cultivates 
its diaspora, the more its foreign policy 
becomes hostage to the well-being of its 
diaspora” (p 209).

Long-distance nationalism is Janus-
headed: positively, diaspora could be a 
form of international social capital and, 
negatively, it could vitiate social har-
mony by supporting extremist organisa-
tions and fomenting ethnic violence. 
There is very little empirical evidence on 

the conditions under which “transnation-
alism” can be positive or negative in its 
consequences. Contrary to the popular 
impression, Kapur finds the Indian di-
aspora “to be relatively more prone to 
civic than ethnic nationa lism” (p 213). 
Limited as his data may be, he argues 
that the principal causes of violence tar-
geting minorities are internal to the 
country, and “the role of the ‘foreign 
hand’, whether a diasporic hand or any 
other, is marginal” (ibid). 

Despite his painstaking generation of 
data sets on international emigration from 
India, Kapur is aware that there are severe 
data limitations to permit drawing any 
“categorical bottom line” or “parsimonious 
causal explanation” (p 253). His data and 
scholarship (as evidenced in the 18-page 
bibliography) are nevertheless sufficient 

to correct many a popular belief about the 
diaspora and its role. The study suggests 
that international emigration is n either 
i ntrinsically “good” nor “bad” for a coun-
try; “the balance depends principally on 
the policies and politics of the country of  
origin rather than on something intrinsic 
to this specific mechanism of g lobalisation” 
(p 261).

N Jayaram (njayaram2@rediffmail.com) 
is with the School of Social Sciences, Tata 
I nstitute of Social Sciences, Mumbai. 
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The ‘Leading Natives’

V Rajagopal

Did a “middle class” form in India 
during the colonial rule, or did the 
formation of such a group precede 

the colonial rule? If indeed, as many histo-
rians argue, the context of the colonial 
rule created conditions for the birth of the 
so-called middle class, what precisely was 
the nature of that group? What were the 
structural dynamics of the colonial r egime 
that facilitated the emergence of the group? 
What agentic role did Indians play in foster-
ing the identity of that group? These and 
other important questions are explored at 
length in the book under review, an edited 
anthology of essays by various authors. 

“Middle class” is a term first deployed in 
the context of European history. It did not 
only comprise of elements of the industrial 
bourgeoisie, but included fellow travellers 
who supported the changes that came 
with modernity and capitalism such as 
writers, novelists and intellectuals (in-
cluding romantics who shared the terms 
of the middle class discourse even when 
they articulated nostalgia for a bygone 
and never-to-return era). The term is not 
deployed by colonial rulers who were 
loath to concede the presence of a group 

with potential for a progressive role 
(Claude Markovits). Viceroy Dufferin (in 
his speech in the anthology) chose to call 
them “certain number of leading natives” 
who were well-meaning, intelligent and 
patriotic. However they were a “micro-
scopic minority” and did not represent the 
people of India. We do not know who used 
the term first. It was used in 1893 by 
A urobindo Ghosh, an emerging radical who 
became increasingly impatient with the 
moderate Congress leaders, and agreed 
with Dufferin that the “new middle class”, 
a group of journalists, barristers, doctors, 
officials, graduates and traders, did not 
represent the people of India. The term 
gained wide currency since then. It has 
been freely used by politicians, intellectuals 
and professional academics. In the Indian 
context, in some ways more so than in the 
European case, “middle class” is employed 
as a catch-all category for a number of 
groups with a variety of dimensions of  
social experience and standing. It is not a 

“class” in the Marxian sense nor one only 
in an economic sense. There are dimen-
sions of religion, caste and gender to it. 
There is then the unmistakable imprint of 
colonial/western education. Even more 
importantly, the group has nursed the  
political ambition to assume the leader-
ship of Indian society. It has exhibited a 
“cultural entrepreneurship” which allowed 
it to demarcate a “model” culture that the 
rest of the Indian society would strive to 
follow in achieving upward social mobility. 

Public Sphere in Precolonial India

The middle class is usually mentioned in 
conjunction with “public sphere”, a sphere 
where public opinion is articulated and 
reasoned debate conducted by individuals 
who form into temporary collectivities (or 
voluntary associations) during the epoch 
of modernity by rising above their narrow 
or primordial identities. Can one speak of 
“middle class” for pre-modern India, or 
more specifically for the centuries that im-
mediately preceded the colonial rule? This 
question acquires significance in the con-
text of recent historiographical trends 
which explore the possibilities of indige-
nous modernity in India before the advent 
of colonialism. Chris Bayly, in his contribu-
tion to the volume, argues that the guardi-
ans of a group that he chooses to call 
“ ecumene” (roughly translatable as “civilised 
world”) consisting of Hindustani-writing 

The Middle Class in Colonial India edited by 
Sanjay Joshi (New Delhi: Oxford University Press), 2010; 
pp xlix+326, Rs 795.


