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7 Subversions of Techno-Masculinity

Indian ICT Professionals
in the Global Economy

Winifred R. Poster

In the past few decades, there has been a dramatic shift in the male players
of the information and communication technology (ICT) industry. While the
pioneers and “geeks” (see Bell, this volume) of Silicon Vailey have held reign-
ing positions, technical professionals and entrepreneurs from India are com-
ing to the forefront. I will argue that this is not a momentary occurrence, but
represents an important restructuring of masculinities on the world scene.

As the global economy shifts from an industrial to informational soci-
ety, JCT represents a location where the preexisting or expected patterns
of masculine power are unhinged, challenged, and rearranged. ICTs offer
men—across a range of class positions and geographies—unique tools for
agency. Men in the global South are using these tools to build local econo-
mies and, moreover, to contest the hegemony of the global North.! In this
chapter, I show how male IT professionals from India are gaining momen-
tum relative to those of the United States and, in many capacities, achieving
positions of dominance. I ask what tensions arise when competing mascu-
linities are more evenly balanced.

To frame these issues, I introduce the concept of techno-masculinities. Tt
is based on several features distinct to the information society and therefore
problematizes our thinking of hegemonic masculinity. Then I discuss the
incursions of Indian techno-masculinities in the global economy. This hap-
pens through the agency of male actors at several tiers of the information
hierarchy: ICT entrepreneurs, engineers, managers, and service workers.
Across all of these positions, Indian men are using their ICT resources to
assert themselves in transnational engagements with the US. The conclu-
sion examines the implications of emboldened Indian techno-masculinities
for gender relations more broadly, in terms of both supporting and engag-
ing in new types of violence against women and other communities.

The analysis draws from research from over a decade in the ICT indus-
try, along with new analyses from a variety of sources. Original fieldwork
was conducted in the US and India, first in 1995-1996 with ethnographies
of computer manufacturing and engineering firms, and then in 2002-2003
with outsourced customer service call centers in India. Methodologies
include: interviews with ICT managers, engineers, factory workers, and



call center agents; observations of work environments; and document anal-
ysis. More recent data collection is drawn from newspapers, governmental
reports, and international data archives. I start by describing transforma-
tions of the information society, the development of techno-masculinities,
and a multilevel approach for studying this issue.

TECHNOLOGICAL CHALLENGES
TO HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY

The link of technology to masculinity has been observed in fields rang-
ing from gender to organizations to science and technology studies (Burris
1989; Cockburn 1985; Faulkner 2000; Gray 2000; Hacker 1981; Lohan
and Faulkner 2004). Even in settings as diverse as Sweden and Malaysia,
men define themselves through technology. They form bonds through every-
day artifacts like cars and motorbikes and complex tasks like engineering

Table 7.1 Hegemonic versus Techno-Masculinities

Hegemonic Masculinity Techno Masculinity
Imagery of Transnational * Displays of Technical Expertise
Manhood Business ¢ Tools of ICTs
Masculinity ¢ Landscape of Virtua] and Net-
worked Spaces
Basis of Power Government, Information and Network Society
Military, Religion, e Informational Commodities
Finance, etc. » Technical Knowledge
* Virtual Mutability
Geographic Traditionally, Increasingly, the Global South
Location the Global North
Ethnic-Racial White/European Increasingly Nonwhite—Asian,
Foundation Latin American, African -
Narrative of Neoliberalism, Varied, Inclusive of:
Globalization Imperialism * Postcolonial Social Justice

e Alternative Sciences
* Indigenous Knowledge
Composition Singular 2nd Heterogeneous and Layered:
Uniform * (zlobal

* National

* Transnational
Entrepreneurial
Knowledge Worker
IT Manager
ICT Service Worker

(Mellstrom 2004). Certain types of masculinity are informed by technol-
ogy to a greater degree than others, however. Those merging (more or less)
into a cohesive identity may be called “techno-masculinity.” Techno-mas-
culinity departs from hegemonic masculinity in several ways (Table 7.1).

To start with, techno-masculinity provides an alternate imagery of man-
hood. It relies on displays of technical skill, creativity, and a love of tinker-
ing (Faulkner 2000; Lohan and Faulkner 2004). It uses unique tools for
power, involving technology, computers, and information (Wajcman 1991,
2004). It operates within landscapes of communication, networks, and
information, such as the Internet. These features reflect a shift away from
previous imperatives of masculinity. Hooper (2001) documents the way
narratives of war heroism and risk adventurism are being pushed aside to
accommodate ideals introduced in the 1990s by neoliberal economists and
state leaders: rational calculus, technological prowess, and expertise. This
also challenges “transnational business masculinity” as the preeminent or
dominant form (Connell 1998; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). It calls
into question the exclusive role of economics in the dynamics of masculin-
ity {Beasley 2008) and suggests that other notions of manhood have power
in certain contexts and/or intersect with them.

" Techno-masculinity has a unique basis of power in society, Hegemonic
masculinity has been rooted in the traditional spheres such as states, militar-
ies, religious institutions, business, Yet in the postcolonial age, the founda-
tions of masculinity are shifting toward technology. Chang and Ling (2000,
27) argue that “technology is driving the latest stage of capitalism” through
a masculine “global umbrella of aggressive market competition,” encapsu-
lated in the term “techno-muscular capitalism.” Aneesh {2006, 2009) refers
to an emerging “algogracy” in which codes, programming, and information
are dominant forms of production, governance of firms, and labor. Many of
the new jobs in the economy are based in technology—and,associated with
men. In the US, occupations with the largest projected growth (2008-2018)
include software engineers, network systems and data communications ana-
lysts, and call center workers (Lacey and Wright 2009).

The information society, I argue, offers several resources for techno-
masculinity. One is information as a commodity. The items being traded
and accruing value are data and information (Castells 2000; Peterson
2003). Significantly, this commaodity is relatively easy to obtain, produce,
and distribute. Information requires neither natural resources nor an elabo-
rate production infrastructure, especially compared to previous forms of
colonial extraction. It uncouples the previous, tightly bound linkage of eco-

- nomic power with the global North. In a coup against neoliberalism then,
. men in the global South can obtain the prized commodity of knowledge for

production (Evans 1995).

This leads to new kinds of stratification based in information, that is, a
digital divide. Yet it also leads to new kinds of agencies and counteragen-
cies, like intellectual piracy (Shiva and Holla-Bhar 19935 Sundaram 2010).



Indeed, if data and digital media are tools for male capitalists, they are also
tools for the regular man. The info-society offers him knowledge power,
technical skill, and the ability to reappropriate computer software and
hardware belonging to somebody else for his own purposes (Poster 2011).
Thus, even though the information society has its gradations, it offers ICT
resources to various strata of men.

The Internet and its networks provide techno-masculinity yet another
resource—virtual mutability. ICTs operate in a realm of symbolic fluid-
ity, where the body of the communicator is separated from the message of
communication. This enables a transformation of identities. Here, previous

forms of masculinity can be unhinged and reformed. Alternative gender,

ethnic, and national identities can be generated or deployed (Nakamura
2002, 2008; Turkle 1995). Identities can be masked or hidden. In this way,
ICTs involve “the creation of virtual bodies, the blurring of the ‘real’ and
the ‘representational™ (Hearn 2006, 949). Deception through online spaces
is a new tool for men.

Techno-masculinity reorganizes the physical location of male power.
Hegemonic masculinity has been firmly rooted in the global North. It has
also been characterized by a particular movement and dynamic in interna-
tional affairs: an ascendance of masculine industrial power in the global

North, emanating outward to the South. Reformulating the concept, Con- *

nell and Messerschmidt (2005) point out that hegemonic masculinity now
requires a “geography.” Along these lines, I argue that men in the global
South are shifting the centers of economic power through resources in the
information economy. Sites of technological innovation and production are
emerging in countries like India, and their flows of resources and finance
are moving in the opposite direction—toward the global North.

As a related point, techno-masculinity is reworking the ethnic-racial
foundation for male power in the era of the information society. Hege-
monic masculinity has been associated with a particular ethnic, racial, and
national makeup. Its agents and proponents have tended to be of European
origin and white. With the growth of ICTs, however, we are seeing agen-
cies by men in Asia, Latin America, and Africa, changing the “color” of the
participants to brown, black, and other nonwhite categorizations.

This is highly threatening to the global North, which has considered
science and technology as its own. Scholars in critical race and science
and technology studies have discussed this as a process of racialization
(Harding 1993; Nelson et al. 2001). Technological imageries and practices
in the global North have been imbued with whiteness, as male scientists
and technicians have commandeered them as national and racial prop-
erty. Prasad (2006, 219) illustrates these ideals in popular fiction: “[ White]
Americans are born with an instinct for fooling around with machines”
while other ethnic groups like Native Americans “are born with an instinct
for . . . hunting, fishing,” that is, fooling around with nature. With this
kind of postcolonial perspective, the “love of tinkering” and other defining

featares of techno-masculinity are placed within a geographic and racial
frame-—not just a gendered one as noted earlier. Moreover, the ownership
of techno-masculinity by the US is a notion that travels. [llustrating the
globally hegemonic spread of this ideal, Prasad recounts how he was taught
this by his childhood teachers in India. It becomes part of pedagogy world-
wide. I will show how the ethnocentricity of techno-masculinity is being
challenged by actors in the global South.

Techno-masculinity based in the global South may offer an alternative
narrative of globalization. Hegemonic masculinity in its classic form has car-
ried a message of neoliberalism. As they increase their status and power in
the global economy, some Indian men in the ICT industry will also subscribe
to these ideals. They may reproduce the narratives of elites whom they are
standing next to or replacing. However, counternarratives may emerge from
the global South and India in particular, given its former position as a col-
ony in the imperial project and its history in anticolonial movements. Indian
activists have been leaders in the resistance against transnational power and
in current anti-globalization campaigns. Thus, for Indian IT professionals,
neoliberalism may not necessarily be the sole guiding principle.

Furthermore, India offers a wide-ranging critique of science and tech-
nology as a field (Prasad 2006). There are many. “alternative scientific
movements” in India, or grassroots “peoples’ science movements” (Varma
2006). Some of these protest the historical uses of Euro-science for war
and conquest. Others promote and protect indigenous sources of knowl-
edge and technology (Shiva and Holla-Bhar 1993). And while it may seem
contradictory, some even embed science and technology within religious
imperatives like Hindu fundamentalism (Nanda 2003). They deploy ICTs
to advance the goals of their political movements, especially their cam-
paigns against other groups like Muslims. Alternatively, leaders like Gan-
dhi fashioned techno-masculinities to uplift the disenfranchised. As one of
the iconic figures of masculinity in India, he encouraged minimal or selec-
tive uses of technology (Sundaram 2000). His ashrams were built around
alternative devices that empower local communities. Whatever the charac-
ter or source, Indian paradigms of technology and science can run counter
to those of the global North. Indian ICT men, in turn, may carry those
diverse viewpoints in their engagements with the information economy.

. Finally, techno-masculinity has a varied internal structure or compo-
sition that challenges the homogeneity of hegemonic masculinity, This
core concept has remained surprisingly uniform, despite its framing in the
theory of “multiple masculinities” (Connell, Hearn, and Kimmel 2005).
In response, scholars like Hearn (2004a, 60; my emphasis) have asked:
“which men and which men’s practices—in the media, the state, religion,
and so on—are the most powerful in setting agendas of systems of differ-
entiation” between men, between men and women, and so on? Toward this
end, he argues for a “gendered multi-level theory and gendered multi-actor

analysis” (2004b, 273).



I adopt such an approach in considering the broad distinctions between
Indian and US techno-masculinities, as well as those at specific meeting
points of globalization. I show how techno-masculinities take distinct
shapes in three contexts—the national, global, and transnational.? Strik-
ingly, power relations between the US and Indian men change direction
across these different sites.

The global represents the realm of comparative national standing—how
states measure up to one another in international hierarchies of technical
capacity. The US exhibits dominance over India here. It is empowered in
its material resources and infrastructure for carrying its techno-masculine
project. This represents the closest approximation to hegemonic masculin-
ity, in the sense of classic power by the global North over the South.

The national level signifies the role of the state, media, and other insti-
tutions, in constructing an internally hegemonic vision of masculinity
for a society. It varies by the degree to which technology is integral to,
or rejected by, dominant masculinities. For instance, technology forms
the basis of and enbances hegemonic masculinity in the political rhetoric
of India, whercas in the US, technology detracts from manliness and is
equated with subordinated masculinities, if not effeminacy.? Thus, here

is where we start to see reversals in the traditional or expected order of

masculinities across countries.

The transnational level is where these varying techno-masculinities
meet and come in contact. Hearn (2004b) underscores the “trans” element
of this realm, reminding us of the critical dynamism to globalization. He
describes how the transnational involves the “moving across” of actors
between boundaries {like the nation-state), as well as the “metamorphos-
ing” of such boundaries. Interactivity is a defining feature of the transna-
tional. If face-to-face interaction can occur at the “local” level (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005), my objective is to show how this kind of relationship
occurs at the transnational as well.

In India, the meeting of transnational masculinities has been considered
in the context of colonialism (Nandy 1983; Sinha 1995; van der Veer 2001).
Ashis Nandy, in fact, coined the term bypermasculinity to describe the
narratives and tactics of the British Empire in India: “The colonial culture
depended heavily on Western cosmology, with its built in fears about los-
ing potency . . . and the ability to be violent” (1983, 54-55). The notion of
the “effeminate Bengali” Indian was created as a means of enhancing the
status of the “manly Englishman” (Sinha 1995). This analysis shows how
masculinities are not static, but generated through the interaction {and in
this case, within a positioning of global North over South}. Yet, it begs the
question of what is happening in the contemporary era and in the context
of the information society.

In this chapter, I focus on the transnational because this is where
Indian IT professionals take active roles in resisting global power. It is
where we see challenges to the US dominance of techno-masculinities,

and where preexisting positions are equalized and in some cases reversed.

The first section focuses on the relation of Indian to US masculinities, in

" other words, interactions between men. The second considers the relation

of men to women, that is, Indian techno-masculinity to femininity within
India and the diaspora. It describes how Indian men are using their ICT
resources for and against women, and for broader social empowerment
and disempowerment.

AGENCIES OF INDIAN TECHNO-MASCULINITY

The transnational sphere itself is multilayered. The information society
empowers men across a range of occupational and class levels, and there-
fore Indian masculinities are showing themselves at various sites in the
transnational arena, especially with regard to the US. Here I focus on four
occupational groupings of men in particular, starting at the top and work-
ing downward.!

Techno-Entrepreneurs

Indian techno-masculinity has asserted itself, to begin with, at the high-
est echelons of the global IT economy. As CEOs and captains of industry,
Indian men are challenging global North masculinities with resources of
capital and enterprise. Their success often comes through financing tech-
nological and informational commodities. :

This trend is evident in the Forbes magazine “billionaires” list of 2008,
In this annual ranking of the world’s richest men, we see how the faces
of elite men are changing. Until recently, these lists were dominated by
pictures of men from the global North. By 2008, four of the top ten were
Indian: Lakshmi Mittal {($45 billion}, Mukesh Ambani ($43 billion), Anil
Ambani ($42 billion), and K. P. Singh {$30 billion). Mittal, at the lead in
this group, gained his fortune in telecommunications. The head of India’s
most powerful ICT lobby group, Nasscom’s Kiran Karnik, was selected in
2003 as Forbes’s “Face of the Year” (Singh 2003).

Several structural dynamics have empowered Indian men lately. One is
a recentering of capital and financial power. The global North is gradually
losing its hold as the nexus of transnational markets, and India is one of
the countries moving toward its place. India is currently fourth among the
world’s largest economies {measured by gross domestic product}, at $4.06
trillion (Shah 2011). It is trailing Japan only by a smalil margin, though, and
will soon move up to number three. At that point, it will sit behind China
{number two) and the US (number one). Collectively, these rising coun-
tries will soon reach and outpace that of the dominant countries. “By 2035
. . . the combined economies of emerging markets [including India] will be
larger than (and by the middle of this century, nearly double) the economies



of the US, Western Europe, or Japan” {van Agtmael 2011, 31). Technical
know-how is a prime source of their newfound dominance, as van Agt-
mael continues: “Multinational corporations headquartered in developing
countries are increasingly challenging western companies in technology,
marketing, and design.”

A second structural change empowering elite Indian men is a redirection
of capital flows. Instead of moving from the global North to the South,
finances are increasingly moving from South to North, and South to South.
A sign is how Indian men are buying and taking over European media
firms. In 2008, the Times of India (the widest circulating English-language
newspaper globally) purchased Scottish-based Vitgin Radio Holdings for
$105 million (Timmons 2008). This reflects an ironic trend in the ICT
economy: the same technologies that are troubling to the media economies
of the global North may be beneficial to those of the global South. The
Internet has become a source of competition for traditional media outlets,
and in turn, many newspaper, television, and radio firms in the US, West-
ern-Europe, and Japan are struggling. By contrast, those in emerging mar-
kets are primed for growth, given their rapidly expanding middle classes,
consumers, and audiences. It’s quite telling that Indian men are now revers-

ing the colonial relationship by acting as saviors of ailing ICT ventures in _

the global North. )

Indian entrepreneurs are not only sending capital to the global North;
they are planting their feet and settling into high-tech regions. In Silicon
Valley, Indians founded or ran 774 high-tech start-ups between 1980 and
1998 (Saxenian 2000). Several of these firms were supported by Indian
capital or initiated as subsidiary units of Indian multinationals, like Info-
sys and Satyam Computers. Firms run by Asians in Silicon Valley accrued
$16.8 billion in sales and employed 58,282 workers in 1998. By 2005, over
half of the start-up firms had an immigrant as a key founder, with Indians
comprising the largest group-—surpassing the Chinese from earlier periods
(Wadhwa et al. 2007). The same kind of pattern is happening in the Massa-
chusetts region. Almost one-third of its science and engineering firms were
founded by foreign-born entrepreneurs. Indians are especially successful in
biotech, comprising 12 percent of the founders of those firms {Monti et al.
2007). Such firms yield approximately $7.6 billion in revenue, and provide
4,352 jobs to that state community. Across the US, immigrants were more
than twice as likely as native-borns to start a company in 2010. Almost
half of the fifty top venture-backed firms are now immigrants, with Indians
leading all other countries (Adhyaru-Majithia 2011).

As a sign of their growing independence from the global North, India’s
ICT businessmen are forming partnerships without it altogether—and
instead with other men in the global South. India’s largest mobile phone
company, Bharti Airtel, came close to a merger with South Africa’s top
firm, MTN Group, in 2009. Africa is the fastest-growing cell phone market
globally and second in cell phone subscribers behind Asia {Bryson 2011).

This merger, therefore, would have formed “the third largest telecommuni-

cations company in the world” (after those in China and the UK) in terms
of revenue and subscribers (Timmons 2009). Suni! Mittal, CEQ from India,
was in negotiation with CEQ R. S. Dabengwa, a black South African. With
this kind of South~South collaboration in the future, the constellations of
ICT power may operate outside of the global North completely.

The US state is worried by these techno-masculine subversions from the
global South. A report issued by the National Intelligence Council {2008,
29, 37) warned that by 2025, “a global multipolar system will emerge” in
which India is a “rising heavyweight” along with China. It is particularly
concerned about “A World without the West,” In this scenario, “Western
alliances will weaken” and “new powers supplant the West as leaders on
the World Stage.”

Knowledge Professionals

Closely related to the ICT entrepreneurs are the Indian engineers and pro-
fessionals. They are also involved with exchanging data as a commodity,
but they are lower in the information hierarchy and tend to be closer to
the middle class. An important resource at this level of the transnational
is IT labor power. Rather than through firms or finance, their agency of
techno-masculinity is through knowledge production, especially “research
and development” work.

As highly skilled technical employees, Indians are providing a signifi-
cant portion of the knowledge work for the U.S. economy (Varma 2006).
Indians make up 11 percent of the US scientific and technical workforce
nationwide, even though they are only 4 percent of the overall population
{ibid.). Over half of the scientific and engineering workforce in Silicon Val-
ley was foreign-born in 2000, with Indians again representing the largest
share. Affirming the gendering of this pattern, 80 percent of these Indian
engineers are male, according to a survey of twenty-seven hundred con-
ducted in 2001(Dossani 2002).

These male IT professionals forge tight networks that create a “transna-
tional capitalist class™ (Upadhya 2004). Indians in Silicon Valley connect
and communicate through their former IT educational institutions back in
India. They also form associations, such as the Indus Entrepreneurs, which
function as a source of formal mentoring and as an informal venture capi-
tal conduit for other Indian professionals. This is how, for example, Exodus
Communications became a $10 billion company for K. B, Chandrasekhar
and B. V. Jagadeesh.

Some of these men have transferred their achievements to the political
realm, so that they hold notable forms of state power. Bobby Jindal-—an
immigrant engineer——won a governot’s seat in Louisiana in 2007. He was
the first to break 191 years of white leadership in that state, and the first
person of Indian origin to be governor in the US. Indian-origin scientific



and technical personnel living in the US have formed a variety of political
action committees, such as the US-IN Pac, United States India Business
Council, and Indian American Friendship Council, which have been lob-
bying the US government at the federal level. The first chief information
officer for the White House was a person of Indian origin. Vivek Kundra
took on this role for the Obama administration in 2009, overseeing sect-
rity, privacy, and sharing of information for the state.

These Indian men are achieving technical prominence from within the
core of the US information industry.’ In the process, they are challenging
racial hegemony in IT in the US and forging a path for other Indian men in
what is sometimes an ethnically hostile landscape (Nakamura 2002; Nel-
son et al. 2001). Furthermore, Indian men are supplying critical building
blocks for the US information economy. Some might argue that it is pro-
gressing through the minds of Indian (and other Asian) men {Aneesh 2006;
Nayar 2008). At the same time, these men are also strengthening the ICT
industry in the global South through their networks within India.

Cyber Managers

From the midlevel of the transnational, Indians are challenging techno-

masculinities of the global North as men of high-tech multinational

corporations {MNCs). These are not the owners, CEOs, or high-status
professionals—they are the men who run the global firms. Their agency is
in overseeing the policies and personnel, so one could say they administrate
the infrastructure for the information economy. Their power is in their
location. They contest the authority of US techno-masculinity from within
the multinational firms. '

In my study, for instance, Indian male managers rarely accepted or
adopted policies from the head office straight up. This happened in a
US computer manufacturer (AmCo) and its transnational firm in India
(TransCo).5 Alongside firms like Intel, Microsoft, Texas Instruments,
Motorola, and so on, AmCo took advantage of Indian neoliberal eco-
nomic reforms in the early 1990s to set up offices in New Delhi. AmCo
represents the hegemony of US high-tech industries in this sense. How-
ever, when northern firms such as AmCo send their businesses abroad,
they often hire local men as directors, who then have influence over what
happens there. TransCo managers, as Indian nationals and Indian immi-
grants from the US, used their positions to subvert the masculinity of the
US parent in several ways (Poster 2008a).

To begin with, TransCo managers rejected certain employee policies
from AmCo. They found that US work-family programs were failing to
assist female and male employees in the local environment. Therefore,
they broadened and improved those programs. They expanded “flex-time”
to be more open in work arrival and departure times. They introduced
new policies like “alternative work options.” Taking advantage of ICT

infrastructures, they added possibilities for job sharing, telecommuting,
and so on, so that employees could work in different locations via the Inter-
net. They also added a series of over seventy subsidies and E?eneﬁts for
families {such as home cleaning service and school tuition for children) that
“even the high level managers back in Silicon Valley don’t get,” to quote
one of the managers. Based on their location, geography, urban cc?ndltlons,
philosophies, and so on, these Indian managers inte.grated busmf_:ss per-
spectives from multiple vantage points to make policies that were innova-
tive and unique. ‘

In other cases, though, TransCo men wielded their authority irrespon-
sibly. They disregarded equity and diversity guidelines frorp th.e_SmCOn
Valley office, insisting that there was “no gender problem” in hiring ar.ld
promotions in India. This left them with the worst rfecord of women in
management, across all of AmCo’s Asian offices. Asuie.from oversight,
the agencies of male managers in high-tech MNCs against women can
be intentional and strategic. This has been documented in US electronics
firms in China, Malaysia, and Mexico, as well as India, manufacturing cir-
cuit boards, televisions, and so on. The high-tech industry is notorious for
transnational managers who carefully select and activate local apd global
narratives of gender, race, and nation to maximize their explouatlgn of
women factory workers (Chhachhi 1999; Lee 1998; Ong 1987; Salzinger
2003; Wright 2006). These male managers in the information economy
advance the profit-seeking ideals of neoliberalism laid out by hegemonic
masculinity and adapt them through local lenses, to the expense of women
in the global South. '

The transnational space is a window for Indian men-—between the
direct hands of authorities in either the global North (like the parent firm)
or the global South (like the local state)—to craft technological and labor
relations in their own interests. Within this context, midlevel Indian profes-
sionals sometimes use their positions and resources to override imperatives
of the global North. Instead of accepting the hegemony of US firms, they
redesign I'T organizations in their own visions or with their own agendas,
whether for good or bad.

Virtual Service

At the lower levels of the information economy, Indians are asserting their
techno-masculinities as workers in the field of ICT service. This takes place
in a different transnational context of information economy: virtual spaces
over the Internet. It also involves more micro kinds of agencies: interactional
power within conversations between an employee and customer. Unlike t‘he
cases in the preceding, the resources mobilized here are neither ﬁnanaal
nor organizational. The information economy offers tools for wor‘kmg— a_tnd
middle-class men in India in the form of knowledge power, technical skills,
and virtual mutability.



Starting around the year 2000, US firms began sending their back-office
clerical jobs to India. Some is customer service work, heavily based in com-
munication, and therefore operates through satellite phone connections,
fiber-optic cable linkages, and the Internet. In these call centers, Indian
employees handle complaints and queries from consumers in the US (and
other countries). This industry has grown to half a million workers in the
span of a decade. It tends to be male dominated, at about 60 percent (Hol-
man, Batt, and Holtgrewe 2007} and often takes on masculine undertones.”
Deference is an integral part of service work, and accordingly, one might
expect American consumers to be empowered over Indian workers within
these conversations. However, Indian men in call centers use their techno-
masculine resources to destabilize those relations.

Enhanced technical knowledge is one of those tools. Oftentimes, these
workers are superior to the US Americans they talk to in terms of educa-
tion, affluence, health, and so on. Indian call center workers are largely
middle-class, young, and highly skilled men. With I'l' backgrounds, many
have aspirations in the higher paid and more competitive sister industry of
software outsourcing. On the other hand, the US consumers who use these
services are often seniors, working class, single mothers, or disabled. This
is especially true of collections industries that use telephone communica-

tions to target poor and less-educated consumers and computer industries *

that hire call center workers for technical help services.

Given this imbalance, some Indian men in my study used their dominant
masculinity to exploit the vulnerabilities and weaker knowledge base of US
American consumers. One employee commented: “Some callers are like
children. They can’t even find the start button on the computer. At least

with children, you can sit down and show them.” These workers would

capitalize on insecurities to encourage consumers to purchase things they
don’t need: “I have sold things to them which can’t be sold—like a phone
message service to a housewife, who clearly doesn’t need it since she is
home all the time anyway to answer the phone herself.”

Male call center workers would also use the technology and informa-
tion at their disposal, however simple, to gain leverage over US customers
(Poster 2011). They press hold buttons on their phones (and features on the
customer’s computer) to take a break. They record customers while they
talk and create databases on them, independently of managers sometimes.
With personalized information on their computer screens, they strategize
the best way to manipulate Americans emotionally during the call, for
example, how to gain their trust and then persuade them to buy a product
or pay a bill.

Some men in my study were eager to use virtual identity shifting to
manipulate customers. Networked communications offer many techniques
for swapping and morphing personas. Corporations in the global North
have seen this as an opportunity to deploy “national identity management”
(Poster 2007}, They have asked Indian call center employees to pose as

US Americans, conveying through their words, accent, and sounds on the
phone that they are in the US. Many employees in my study resisted this
process. Among the rest, however, male workers were more likely than
the females to see it as beneficial. They found it to be an efficient means of
enhancing their power over US consumers. They not only practiced national
identity management willingly; they invented new ways of carrying it out
for making the sale.

Indian men in call centers use ICTs in positive ways, too, as discussed
next, The point here is that even in this marginalized site of the informa-
tion economy, and with less sophisticated technical tools than the elites we
started with in the preceding, Indian men contest US masculinities in the
transnational arena. : K

IMPLICATIONS OF INDIAN TECHNO-MASCULINITY FOR WOMEN

What are the implications of these “subversions”? What are these rising
Indian men doing with their newfound power in technology and finance?
Are they using it for empowerment or disempowerment of their communi-
ties? Here I show how Indian techno-masculinity can be enacted in mul-
tiple ways, for society and for women.

Some IT professionals use their ICTs against women. This happens in
both virtual and material worlds. For instance, Indian websites emerging
in the last decade have sponsored regressive messages about femininity and
women. They valorize women’s subservient positions to men in the family,
like Bahu.com, which refers to the Hindi word for “daughter-in-law.” Others
emphasize women’s domesticity and consumerism. Namaste.com features
pictures of light-skinned, bindi-adorned women shopping for the household,
while men with their sons navigate financial and technological flows in front
of computers, These images create “a homology where middle-class Hindu
femininity is articulated to issues of consumption, labor, the private and
national and middle-class Hindu masculinity is linked to issues of produc-
tion, capital, the public, and the transnationa!” (Mallapagada 2006, 214).
The virtual world has become a site for Hindu fundamentalists to revive or
reinforce patriarchal images (Gajjala 2003; Mallapagada 2006).

These narratives are reinforced in transnational media. Themes of
computer technology and transnationalism are increasingly prevalent
in Indian film and television, and they are equated with manhood (Pal
2010a, 2010b). Studies show that, after viewing these images, Indian men
{both nationals and those in diaspora) are more likely to “reserve these
public pleasures and privileges for themselves” and shield them from
women {Derne 2008, 157). Violence is also integrated in this mix. Images
are not only technological, but brutal, enhanced further by special effects.
In turn, Indian men are often drawn to the possibilities of male strength
and dominant masculinities.



ICTs are providing a landscape for new forms of harassment by Indian
men. Hearn and Parkin (2001, 135) note that “the Internet and ICTs can be
and are used for the delivery of sexuality, sexual performance, sexualized
violence, violence and violation, as in the promotion of racist hatred and
racial violence.” In India, the Internet has been the site of over ten different
kinds of cybercrime against women, including cyberharassment, stalking,
bullying, defamation, hacking, email spoofing, morphing, and pornogra-
phy {Halder and Jaishankar 2008).

Such practices extend to the off-line world. The entrance of Indian
men to ICT positions has been associated with highly publicized physical
assaults against women. Take the international call centers, for example,
One incident occurred in 2003 when a call center worker, at home dur-
ing the day, was arrested for raping the maid in his house (Times News
Network 2003). Another case happened in 2005 when a female call center
agent, Pratibha Murthy, was raped and murdered by her employee-spon-
sored shuttle driver, as the last one on the bus (Asian Pacific Post 2005).
The global outsourcing industry involves a reversal of work time, running
almost entirely at night. Women can fall prey to this temporal disjuncture,
Whether they are call center workers themselves or personal employees of
call center workers in their houses, women become isolated and more vul-

nerable to crimes by men. a3

Furthermore, abuse by Indian IT professionals can be conducted trans- ,
nationally—from positions in foreign countries. One trend is bride aban-
donment. Thousands of male Indian. immigrants (largely employed in IT
fields) reportedly go home to get married, receive the dowry, and then leave
without their spouses. A parallel trend is called nowhere brides or holiday
brides. These women are brought to the husband’s new country of resi-
dence, where they face a range of mistreatments: physical assault, confine-
ment to the house, discovery that the groom is already married, being held
ransom for payments from her family back in India, or abandonment at
the airport. This is especially problematic in the northern state of Punjab.
Between 2009 and 2010, there were over five hundred complaints regis-
tered to the Indian state about this phenomenon. They came from twenty
countries, from Thailand to Brazil to Norway (National Commission for
Women 2011). The government set up a special “NRI [nonresident Indian]
Cell” to handle overseas Indians and their deserted Indian brides in 20009,
However, there is little recourse by the state at this point.

A more gruesome transnational trend is contract murder. Between 2006
and 2008, there were twelve cases of Indian expatriates abroad hiring crim-
inals to harm or kill enemies back in the state of Punjab. The victims are
usually family members, and the conflicts are often related to property or
marriage (Raaj 2008). As the ultimate example of aggression, immigrant
IT professionals have used their global connections to facilitate communal
and political violence back in India. NRIs in the US—including their IT
firms in Silicon Valley—have raised substantial amounts of funds through

tax-exempt charities for the Hindu nationalist group Rashtriya Swayam-
sevak Sangh (RSS). Cisco, Sun Microsystems, and Oracle put such groups
on their list of charities with matching donation programs for emp]toye.es
{Luce and Sevastopulo 2003). Those resources were linked to RSS activities
in 1992 massacres, when two thousand Muslims were kiliec! in riots in tl_le
state of Gujarat, This was one of the worst cases of sectarian v1olen§e in
recent Indian history. It shows how the domain of ICTSs can be appropnate'd
by religious extremist segments of the Indian techno-scnenc?e agenda. This
is a cautionary tale of men and technology in the transnational. realm. At
the same time, there are paraliel trends among Indian ICT_n?en in promot-
ing women’s empowerment. The examples of men Organizing for.gender
equity are plentiful. For instance, Indian professionals like Raj ]a;(adev are
crusaders for women’s labor rights in Silicon Valley IT firms (Snitow and
Kaufman 2001). ' '

Many Indian immigrants are carrying their gains {both financially an'd
symbolically) back home to uplift the national economy. jI’hey do this
through cross-border networks, firms, and financial circuits. N_RIS are
known for their tendencies to send money back to the nation. Ind%a .ranlfs
at the top of remittance-receiving countries wor‘ldwide——$21.7_ b_ﬂllon in
2004 (Sassen 2008). With these funds, I'T professionals are sustaining their
families in India and much more. Philanthropic giving to Indl_a isa freque.nt
activity among NRlIs in the US (Bornstein 2009). Many are highly commit-
ted to improving their communities in India, and have Poul_red extensive
resources into infrastructure development, educational institutions, and
civic engagement centers so that people have easier access to local govern-
ment (Chacko 2007). Some male IT professionals have been pgrncuia.rly
effective in promoting women in their hometowns. An example is Jagadls'h
Shukla, an MIT professor who saved a tenth of his salary each year for l:us
village in Uttar Pradesh {Waldman 2003). He opened a college there with
five hundred students, of whom 70 percent are female. '

It is not uncommon for the Indian owners, managers, and workers in ICT
firms to use their resources for the public good. For instance, my rese_ar.ch
on high-tech MNCs shows how Indian managers can create better pohfnes
for women workers than those of either the parent or other local organiza-
tions. In the transnational space of the MINCs, these men have the ability
to override and improve employee benefits from the US.

Some men in call centers, likewise, have provided services for women,
the indigent, and communities in crisis. They do this, moreover, for groups
who are both local and international. A male call center employee in my
study developed personal relationships with his female customers, call-
ing them back regularly to counsel them on their probi.ems {Poster 2007).
Another supported women callers who were poor and sxfzglfe moth.ers, even
when it meant defying his boss about forcing sales ot risking their credit.
ICT professionals can be quick to help in times of sogal_emergency. .In .the
state of Gujarat, a call center manager used his organization to help victims



in Texas during Hurricane Rita (BBC News 2005). His partner firm in the
US was closed due to the storm, so he shifted operations to the Indian call
center and set up special help lines. Employees fielded calls from hundreds
of US Americans, providing information on evacuation plans and how to
locate shelter,

Such Indian IT professionals are performing a version of manhood that
counters transnational business masculinity and other domineering forms
common to the global North. They are influenced by an imagery of mas-
culinity (perhaps similar to the historic Indian paradigms of Gandhi) that
technology should be used to uplift grassroots communities rather than to
exploit them.?

In this way, the deployments of techno-masculinity run across the spec-
trum from empowerment to disempowerment. Some are informed by neo-
liberal agendas of the global economy and hegemonic masculinity, others
by the national context of India, and still others are created through trans-
national dynamics and the negotiations of spaces between sites.

CONCLUSION

The value of focusing on techno-masculinity is exposing an ascendant form *

of masculinity on the world scene. It is not based solely in militarism, poli-
tics, or finance. It does not require a government, army, or bank to enact
or perform it. Rather, the tools are more readily available in everyday and
advanced information and communication technologies: technical educa-
tion, computers, software, the Internet, mobile phones, and so on. Thas,
techno-masculinity is not the domain of traditional elites alone, by class or
geography. A wider range of men can practice it, especially those from the
global South, _

Indian techno-masculinity, in particular, has risen in its presence and
influence. Indian men are achieving dominance in the information economy,
both at home and abroad. They are utilizing and benefitting from informa-
tional commodities, knowledge skills, and virtual mutability. Their strategies
are both grand and routine, in cultivating ICT multinationals, producing
ICT knowledge, and manipulating technology within phone calls.

The implications of Indian techno-masculinity for global geopolitics are
striking. That men in a global South country—one of the most impover-
ished, no less—can advance in the world economy by putting resources
toward ICTs reveals a subversion if not reversal in the neoliberal order. It
reflects a decentering of postcolonial power and a surge in momentur of
the global South. The aim of this analysis is not to declare winners and
losers in the transnational pantheon of masculinities, however, but to draw
attention to shifting relations. It suggests that, with the advance of the
global South through ICTs, masculinities will be in an ongoing struggle
and may exhibit multiple outcomes.

Theoretically, this analysis documents how techno-masculinity poses a
challenge to hegemonic masculinity, and more specifically, to transnational
business masculinity. Techno-masculinity has its own basis of power,
as well as its own narrative of manhood, geography, and ethnic/racial
makeup. It may converge at certain moments, but, increasingly, 'it is resis-
tant and oppositional to transnational business masculinity. This chapter
also shows how trends of Indian techne-masculinities are both transgres-
sive and regressive of gender relations. While the advancement of Indian
techno-masculinity represents an empowerment over that of the global
North, it is also associated with many kinds of disempowerment over other
groups, including women. .

Many questions remain. Does Indian techno-masculinity have the poten-
tial to become globally hegemonic in the way, for instance, that US techno-
masculinity has been in the past? How will Indian ICT professionals use
their power? Will they lead a path for social justice or promote an alt.erna—
tive techno-science and gender order? More broadly, it will be interesting to
watch techno-masculinities from other emerging economies as well—such
as Brazil, Russia, and China--as well as examining the changing form and
impact of their subversions.
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NOTES

1. L use the terms global North and global South to draw attention to inequali-
ties among countries that tend to be mapped out (at least partially) on geo-
graphic lines {i.e., US, Canada, Europe, and Japan versus South_ America,
Africa, South/Southeast Asia, etc.). These terms reflect current sogxopqhncal
hierarchies in a less normative manner than previous concepts, like First or
Third World, developed/developing, industrialized/industriai'lzl'ng, anfi s0
on. However, they reify binaries and overlook important variations within
and across the two zones, such as the marginalized nations in the Nort!1 and
the powerful nations in the South. See Rai (2002} for an informative discus-
sion. I look forward to continued discussion on this terminology and the
search for better options in the language of globalization.



2, Idescribe the #ational and global forms of techno-masculinity in more detail
in another analysis (Poster 2008b).

3. This subordinated role of the geek imagery in the US provides a stark contra-
diction to the financial dominance of the IT industry. It is a testament to the
complex nature of masculinities and how a single persona can be viewed as
powerful and powerless at the same time. See Kendall (2002) for an enlight-
ening discussion of this. In my analysis, I see these two characterizations as a
difference between symbolic versus material techno-masculinities, as well as
a difference of dynamics on national versus global levels, and so on.

4. As I go through this list, I don’t mean to sidestep or overshadow the impor-
tant role of Indian women in ICTs. Much of my other work is on the accom-
plishments of Indian women in the technical sphere. The relation between
Indian techno-masculinity and techno-femininity is an interesting question
for future studies.

5. The experience for Indian IT men in diaspora is not always rosy. There is
a parallel underclass of “bodyshoppers” doing highly precarious and often
exploitative contract work {Aneesh 2006; Xiang Biao 2007). They also face
derogatory images appearing in Western media outlets (Amrute 2010),

6. Names of firms have been changed to preserve the anonymity of the
informants.

7. In many parts of the world, this work is female dominated. India has a higher
concentration of men for many reasons, one being that the industry operates
at night to cater ro the US American daylight.

8. Gandhi’s narrative of masculinity, it should be noted, was contradictory
regarding gender and not always woman empowered, as Karen Gabriel *

(2009) has outlined.
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