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INTRODUCTION 

 

In September 2019, Houston, Texas bore witness to “Howdy Modi”—a Trump rally 

welcoming Narendra Modi, India’s current Prime Minister, to the United States. Modi’s public 

appearances in the United States have not been spared criticism, even prior to his ascent to his 

current position as Prime Minister. In 2005, Modi was denied a diplomatic visa to the U.S. in 

response to his failure to stop or address the anti-Muslim violence committed by Hindu rioters in 

his home state of Gujarat when he was the sitting Chief Minister. However, while Howdy Modi 

was the site of protests, it was also the largest-attended democratically-elected foreign leader 

event in the United States’ history, with over 50,000 attendees who were primarily from the 

Indian-American community. Coming just months after Modi’s re-election for his second five-

year term as Prime Minister, Howdy Modi asserted Modi’s presence to Indians and Indian-

Americans alike.   

In the lead up to Howdy Modi, I was reading through the comments of a post in a 

Facebook group of South Asian women living in the U.S. that I am a part of. Someone had 

posted asking what people thought about the event and whether anyone was planning to attend. 

The comment section quickly spiraled out of control and was eventually switched off by the 

group’s moderators as things became heated. I was struck by a number of posters writing about 

how they didn’t support Trump (or even Modi) but were attending because they felt that it was 

an important moment for India, or that they wanted to show their pride for India. I was 

particularly interested in this language attempting to link India and Modi, even as support for 

India became displaced onto Modi in their attendance of Howdy Modi. 
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The original question I intended to answer through this thesis was: how do diasporic 

Indians living in the United States position themselves relative to Indian culture, politics, and 

nationhood to create solidarity with political figures from their homeland? Over the course of my 

interviews with first- and second-generation Indian immigrants, however, I found this solidarity 

to be more elusive that I’d originally anticipated. 

I had been expecting there to be some relationship between Hinduism being a primary 

site of acculturation in the diaspora (something I have both experienced myself, and heard 

reflected by my Indian-American friends) and the Hindu nationalist project spearheaded by 

Modi’s politics. That is to say, while Indian-Americans often organize around an ethnocultural 

identity defined by Hinduism, Hinduism has been used as a tool of ethnic and religious division 

both historically and in the present moment. Therefore, the mobilization of Hindu identity as a 

way to define Indianness in the diaspora may naturally lead to endorsing Modi’s exclusionist 

policies in their homeland. 

However, while there were certainly some among my respondents who expressed 

approval of Modi’s tenure, few were willing to discuss their opinions of him in depth, let adopt a 

strong political stance. There are, of course, staunch Modi supporters and Modi critics in the 

Indian-American diaspora, but I became interested in unpacking my respondents’ particular 

brand of ambivalence toward Indian politics altogether, even as they identified strongly with 

Indian culture and Hinduism. My question thus became: why don’t Indian-American diasporic 

subjects perceive investment in Indian politics as an important connection to their homeland, and 

to their own personal Indianness? Why is Hinduism an acceptable and even critical site of 

identity formation and connection to India, while Indian politics remain beyond the norms of 

engagement? 
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In this thesis, I explore diasporic modes of relating to Hinduism and Indian politics in 

order to better understand how the diasporic subjects I interviewed conceptualized a divide 

between Hinduism and politics, as well as how this divide informs their understandings of what 

it means to be Indian, and what connections they maintain to their homeland. I ultimately argue 

that my respondents perceive Indian politics (as a broad concept, usually understood as Indian 

electoral politics) as existing outside of conceptions of diasporic Indianness because they 

conceptualize a divide between Hinduism and politics. Hinduism becomes depoliticized in the 

diaspora by virtue of its critical role in cultural identity formation, which most often takes place 

in bounded, private spaces of the domestic interior. Hinduism is central to the way many of my 

interviewees experienced community with other Indian-Americans and thereby cultivated their 

Indian identities in the diaspora. This was not because of any inherent religious commitment, but 

rather because Hindu festivity and congregation created bounded localities where Indian-

Americans congregate on the basis of a shared identity and experience, allowing them to inter-

subjectively construct what it looks and feels like to be Indian in America. 

Concurrently, many of my respondents expressed feeling some degree of alienation from 

the Indian state itself, even as they sought to recreate cultural milieus through their religious 

practice. I argue that this feeling of political alienation disrupts the mutually constitutive act of 

cultural citizenship. Combined with the way in which their notions of what it means to be Indian 

are rooted in religious acculturation in the private realm, this meant that the Indian-Americans I 

spoke to felt that they could not engage with the political outer sphere—or rather, that they do 

not conceptualize investment in Indian electoral politics as part of their understanding of what it 

means to feel and be Indian. Instead, they seek to maintain their connection to India through 

religious and nostalgic evocation. The divide between the religion and politics that they 
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experience in their own subjectivity in turn becomes mobilized in their evaluations of Modi as a 

political figure. They assess Modi politically on the basis of his promises for an aspirational 

future, which resonate with their idealized nostalgia for the India of their childhood, even while 

distancing themselves from his Hindutva political agenda. Even as they appreciate Modi’s 

commitment to Hinduism at a personal and aesthetic level, his Hindu nationalist policies remain 

beyond the realm of critique both because of my respondents’ detachment from Indian politics 

and because Hinduism takes on the role of anti-politics machine in its diasporic practice. 

 

Historical context of Indian immigration to the United States since the 20th century 

Before exploring the Indian-American diaspora’s relationship to the state and political 

subjectivity, I will briefly outline the history of Indian immigration to the United States. South 

Asian immigration to the United States can be broadly divided into two waves, divided by the 

revision of the Immigration and National Act of 1965. At the turn of the 20th century, most South 

Asian immigration to the United States was still comprised of the “subaltern diaspora”—

primarily slaves, indentured laborers and other workers—in addition to a small population of 

upper-class students and nationalists (Koshy and Radhakrishnan 2008 in Nadkarni 2015). These 

working-class Indian immigrants were primarily Punjabi Sikh farmworkers who were largely 

concentrated in California (Mani 2012). Das (2002) writes that for these pre-1965 immigrants, 

“economic gain [was] the prime concern for emigration and settlement. The yearning for a 

happier familial, filial, or cultural life in the Punjab was put aside by the lure of economic 

stability” (138). Despite discriminatory land ownership laws and anti-immigrant sentiment, many 

of them were eventually able to successfully accumulate wealth and property in the area. 
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The reform of the Immigration and Nationality Act (also known as the Hart-Cellar Act) 

in 1965 fundamentally marked a shift in the history of Indian immigration to the United States, 

in large part due to a clause privileging skilled professionals and abolishing quotas based on 

national origin. With the Act’s passage, a highly-skilled wave of Indian immigration entered the 

U.S., the majority of whom were part of an “urban bourgeoisie” with positive professional job 

prospects in the U.S. (Mazumdar 2003, 139). This wave of immigration de-centered California 

as the epicenter of Indian immigration and diversified the origins of Indian immigrants arriving 

in America. Because of their technical skills and the employment opportunities available to them 

as a result, many immigrants in this post-1965 wave were largely upwardly mobile (Das 2002). 

Most Indian adults living in the U.S. today arrived after the 1965 Act or are the children of these 

immigrants (Kurien 2003). 

The family reunification enabled by the Act also led to what some scholars identify as a 

second wave of post-1965 Indian immigration to the United States (Kurien 2003). Prior to 1965, 

many immigrants were unable to reunite with their families due to restrictive immigration 

policies. The Family Reunification Act of the mid-80s allowed dependents to join family 

members who had been naturalized in the U.S. These immigrants migrating under the 

reunification act often did not have the same educational or professional background as their 

family members, and were most likely to work in small-scale enterprises such as motels and 

grocery stores (Das 2002). 

Today the Indian immigrant community is one of the most rapidly growing immigrant 

groups in the United States, with its population more than doubling since the turn of the century. 

The median income for Indian-American households is $88,000 compared to the overall median 

of $49,800 in the U.S. (“The Rise of Asian Americans: Indian Americans” 2012). On the whole, 
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Indian-Americans occupy a fairly privileged position relative to other immigrant groups due to 

their economic and professional success. 

 

Politics of Hindu nationalism  

Before we can discuss how Hinduism and national affinity exist in the diaspora, we must 

first take a moment to understand how Hindu identity has been weaponized to serve a nationalist 

project in the Indian homeland. Religious conflict has been a mainstay in India’s history, but 

Hindu nationalism in particular has become increasingly entrenched in Indian politics in the last 

few decades due to the rise to power of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Narendra Modi. 

Prior to Modi’s election as Prime Minister in 2015, the BJP had only been in power once 

before. In 1993, Mumbai experienced a number of domestic terrorist attacks that were largely 

attributed to Muslim perpetrators, which in turn stimulated a reactionary wave of Hindu 

militancy. In the first election after the 1993 attacks (in 1996), the BJP disrupted the Congress 

party’s majority in Parliament for only the second time since India’s independence in 1947. 

The BJP’s rise to power and prevalence on a Hindu platform was a departure from 

India’s earlier political identity. Where the BJP is explicitly and assertively Hindu in its 

principles and policies, the other major national political party, the Indian National Congress 

party (Congress), initially emerged during the Indian Independence movement as a nationalist 

party.1 That is to say, their vision of an Indian national future was not rooted in a specific vision 

of Indianness, but rather in opposition to British occupation. In the aftermath of Partition and in 

the early days of Indian independence, secularism emerged as a constitutional guiding principle. 

The Indian vision of a secular nation was not concerned with removing religion from the 

                                                        
1 Today, the Congress party occupies a center/center-left position on the political spectrum. 
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public/political sphere, as many versions of Western secularism aim to do. Rather, as Hansen 

(1999) writes, it was derived from “the belief that religion and culture were elevated to an 

ostensibly apolitical level, above the profanities of the political” (11). Indian secularism was not 

concerned with being anti-religious, but rather actively “non-preferential” in order to curb 

sectarian violence and achieve national unity.  

During its previous 1996 term in power, the BJP rose in popularity because of its explicit 

Hinduness and appeals to Hindu revival in the face of rising Hindu-Muslim tensions across the 

country, in what Prashad (2001b) describes as “a virulent campaign against Muslims and 

oppressed castes” (135). The BJP is the political party wing of a large nationalist apparatus in 

India known as the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)—a paramilitary volunteer organization 

committed to advancing Hindu nationalism and constructing the ideal of a Hindu nation. The 

BJP’s platform is built on Hindutva (Hinduness), an ideology that is premised on constructing 

categories of insiders and outsiders, privileging Hindus (Kamat and Mathew 2003, 13). Because 

it is tied to a vision of the nation-state as a Hindu nation, the “Hindu” category is both religious 

and racialized. Through this lens, religious minorities and secular modernists pose a fundamental 

existential threat to the nation as they can never belong to the nation. The Hindu nationalist 

movement is concerned with constructing a shared vision of India as a Hindu nation, and 

constructing collectivity amongst Indian Hindus in service of that goal. 

Modi first came to widespread public attention in 2002 during his tenure as the chief 

minister of Gujarat, when the state broke out into violent sectarian riots between Hindus and 

Muslims which eventually led to a Hindu mob-led massacre of Gujarati Muslims. The Gujarat 

riots received the attention of both Indian and international human rights organizations for 

suspicion about the state government’s involvement in the anti-Muslim violence, destruction of 
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property and murder (B. Biswas 2010). Since then, Modi and the BJP have continued to 

consolidate power. Modi has long since been a member of the RSS, and in turn the organization 

was a significant contributor to his election efforts (Harriss 2015; Chatterji, Hansen, and Jaffrelot 

2019).  In 2014, Modi was first elected to the position of Prime Minister of India—the highest 

political office in the country. He was re-elected in 2019 for a second-term, with the BJP 

concurrently holding the majority in the Indian parliament. 

Modi’s initial campaign promises were centered around economic growth, job prospects 

and prosperity. In his first term, he executed a number of economic and labor reforms, each to 

varying success (Chatterji, Hansen, and Jaffrelot 2019). At the same time, he has centralized and 

consolidated power in service of his (and his party’s) nationalist agenda (Harriss 2015). In his 

second term, Modi began rapidly gaining momentum implementing policies to this end. In 

August of 2019, the Indian government voted to strip Jammu and Kashmir (a former princely 

state in the north of India) of its special status and statehood, dissolving the clause in the Indian 

constitution that guaranteed Kashmiri residents the right to steward their own territory. 

Following the legislation, tens of thousands of Indian military troops entered Kashmir—making 

it one of the most heavily militarized regions in the world. Since August of 2019, Kashmiri 

residents have been living under lockdown, with the Indian government imposing curfews, 

blocking Internet access, and incarcerating effectively all of Kashmir’s political elites (Roy 

2019). 

Towards the end of 2019, the Indian government introduced the Citizenship Amendment 

Bill (now the Citizenship Amendment Act) under the guise of welcoming persecuted Hindus into 

India from neighboring Muslim-majority countries. The anti-Muslim significance of the CAA 

comes into focus when combined with the National Register of Citizens (NRC). The NRC 
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initially arose out of a desire to distinguish “genuine citizens” from illegal immigrant 

“infiltrators” in a specific historical and cultural context in Assam. The register was drafted 

based on “legacy documents” to prove historical citizenship and ended up leaving out hundreds 

of thousands of people. The NRC structurally discriminated against women and the poor—many 

of whom do not possess the documents required to re-assert their claim to citizenship, and many 

of whom are religious minorities and lower caste (Roy 2019). The Modi government is making 

plans to extend the NRC to all of India, but has passed the CAA to assuage fears amongst his 

Hindu constituents about being stripped of citizenship. The Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) 

provides a track to citizenship for non-Muslim “persecuted minorities” including Hindus, which 

means that in effect, only Muslims will be denied citizenship. The CAA is the latest effort from 

Modi’s Hindutva government to institutionalize and entrench a substandard tier of citizenship 

and belonging for non-Hindu Indians. 

 

Hinduism and Hindutva in the United States 

Hindutva began gaining popularity in the Indian-American community in the late 90s in 

large part due to a combination of four factors: the BJP’s rise to power in India, the adoption of 

an “ethnic” Hindu identity amongst Indian-Americans, the importance of the internet as a tool 

for collectivity and mobilization, and the perceived need to claim a public identity within the 

context of multiculturalism (Kurien 2007). Some scholars suggest that Hindutva resonates more 

in the U.S. where Hindu Indian-Americans have actually experienced being racial and religious 

minorities (Kurien 2003). In The Karma of Brown Folk, Prashad (2001b) writes that Indian 

immigrants to the United States often turned toward Hinduism as a mode of acculturation and 

source of pride in the face of “deracination” in America. This was particularly relevant for Indian 
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immigrants who immigrated after the 1965 immigration reforms, who were largely part of a 

skilled class of workers who attended “secularized institutions cut off from the world of 

‘traditional’ culture” and found themselves with limited cultural knowledge upon immigrating to 

the U.S. (Prashad 2001b, 142). 

The Hindutva movement in America benefits from a wide-ranging network of institutions 

and organizations that mobilize Indian-Americans to act politically on behalf of Hindu interests 

in the U.S. (Kurien 2007). Most notably, this includes the Vishwa Hindu Parishad of America 

(VHPA): a branch of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad in India, which is the right-wing Hindu 

organization that also contains the BJP and the RSS. The VHPA organizes programming and 

cultural education for Indian immigrants, including organizing children’s education, family 

counseling and social service outreach (Rajagopal 1997). Prashad writes that the VHPA 

“translate[s] a cultural dilemma into a religious solution” (134), providing Indian immigrants 

opportunities to make claims to a “culture” without threatening white hegemony in the U.S.  The 

Indian state has also interpellated diasporic populations in its political project itself. In their 

consideration of Pravasi Bharatiya Das, Mani and Varadarajan (2005) discuss how in the Indian 

state’s attempt to nationalize diasporic subjects, it simultaneously reproduced an ideal of the 

nation as a Hindu one. 

That said, Hindu nationalist politics are not beyond diasporic reproach. Biswas (2010) 

explores the backlash from the diaspora that Modi faced upon a proposed visit to the U.S. in 

2005 during his term as chief minister. The opposition to Modi’s visit, led by progressive human 

rights and religious freedom groups, was primarily organized around his complicity in the 2002 

Gujarat riots. This opposition to Modi’s visit was not incompatible with dedication to the Indian 

homeland; rather, it was borne out of a particular vision of India as a liberal pluralist and 
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secularist country, and a commitment to realizing that vision by advancing normative change. 

My project investigates if and how this has shifted since Modi’s election to prime minister—can 

opposition to Modi still co-exist with loyalty to India? How do diasporic subjects maintain an 

ideal of their homeland that may differ from material and political realities? 

 

Methods 

 In the fall of 2020, I conducted 17 interviews with first- and second- Indian-Americans, 

which served as the bulk of the data collection for this project. I recruited interviewees primarily 

by reaching out to my Indian-American friends and asking whether they knew anyone who 

would be willing to speak with me. A number of them ended up volunteering themselves, while 

others passed on my message to other Indian networks or cultural groups they were a part of. The 

participants in my research are therefore not random, nor are they intended to be representative 

of Indian-Americans as a larger population. Instead, my intention with this research is to provide 

some possible frameworks for understanding how diasporic Indians relate to their homeland, and 

the ways in which their political subjectivity from abroad informs what aspects of India and 

Indianness they perceive as critical (or irrelevant) to their identity.  

 My interviewees ranged in age from 19-59, and the majority of them were from the 

Southeast U.S. simply because that was where the majority of my network was concentrated. 

Most of my respondents lived in suburbs of large, metropolitan cities (Chicago, Atlanta, Boston, 

etc.) The majority of them had a family history in either Tamil Nadu or West Bengal. This was 

largely a reflection of the way I used snowball sampling to recruit a number of my respondents. 

The concentrations of these particular regional backgrounds reflected the circles of community 

that structured my respondents’ social life with other Indians in the U.S., as they congregated on 
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the basis of a shared cultural and regional background even within the larger category of “Indian-

American.” I also had respondents with roots in Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Madhya 

Pradesh. 

I classified my interviewees as either first-generation, if they had been born in India but 

had lived in the U.S. for more than ten years since immigrating; or second-generation, if they had 

been born in the U.S. to parents who had immigrated from India. All of my first-generation 

respondents spent their childhood and early adulthood in India—almost all of them immigrated 

after completing their undergraduate education in India. My second-generation respondents all 

grew up in the U.S., but most of them had visited India regularly or semi-regularly with their 

families over the course of their childhood. When I conducted my interviews, many of my 

second-generation respondents were living at university away from home, although a few of 

them were temporarily living back with their parents due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Almost all of my interviewees shared a similar history of migration to the United States. 

All of the first-generation Indians I interviewed immigrated to the U.S. in the late 80s or 90s. The 

two first-generation men I interviewed came to the U.S. to complete a secondary Master’s degree 

after finishing their Bachelor’s degree in India. Both of these men were relatively younger than 

the other first-generation Indians I interviewed (in their early 40s with young children, compared 

to the first-generation women, all of whom were in their late 40s or 50s with adult children). 

They also immigrated in the late 90s. On the other hand, almost all of the first-generation women 

moved to the U.S. in the late 80s or early 90s, and almost all of them did so because their 

husbands were moving for a higher degree or because of a job opportunity in the U.S. Among 

my second-generation interviewees, their parents had largely been a part of this same wave of 

immigration in the 90s.  
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 The wave of Indian immigration to the U.S. in the 90s came about at a moment of 

marked economic liberalization by the U.S. state. Since the U.S. Immigration Act of 1990, which 

increased skilled labor immigration and expanded immigration limits overall, there has been a 

reversion to a greater proportion of Indian immigrants entering the U.S. with highly-skilled and 

professional backgrounds (Das 2002). Most of my respondents either immigrated in the 90s or 

were born in the U.S. to parents who did so. This wave of 1990s immigration coincided with 

neoliberal economic reforms which set up new global flows of labor and capital between North 

America and South Asia. Nadkarni (2015) writes that this meant that immigration to the United 

States from India became more diverse in terms of including less-skilled workers relative to the 

years immediately following immigration reforms in 1965. 

 However, most of the husbands of the first-generation women (and the two first-

generation men) I spoke to worked in the IT or software engineering fields, and were part of a 

wave of highly-skilled IT immigration that coincided with the technology and dot-com boom of 

the 1990s. I point out this shared history of migration because it also shows how most of my 

respondents shared a similar class background (and likely upper-caste background as well, 

although I did not specifically ask them to identify their caste). All of my interviewees self-

identified as middle or upper-middle class, but few (if any) of my first-generation respondents 

described coming from generational wealth. Rather, their descriptions of life in India were 

markedly middle-class. Their immigration to the U.S. was not only a moment of pronounced 

change in identity and environment, but also of class mobility. In her ethnography of Indian-

American teenagers in Silicon Valley, Shalini Shankar (2008) writes about how the high-tech 

industry was often the vehicle for aspirations of upward mobility amongst Indian immigrants, 

and ultimately comes to represent success in America. Similarly, Upadhya (2016) explores how 
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liberalization and the transformations thereafter created a “new middle class,” which stands in 

for social imaginaries of India’s national and global future. My respondents reflected these 

assertions in their own priorities of success and wealth that shaped their decision to immigrate 

and ultimately continue to live in the U.S. At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that 

my respondents reflected a very specific context of immigration and class background that is 

certainly not generalizable to the entirety of the Indian-American diaspora. 

 While not all of my interviewees identified as Hindu, all of them had some degree of 

familial connection to Hinduism. That is to say, all of the first-generation Indians I spoke to 

identified as Hindu, but almost all of my second-generation participants were hesitant to claim 

“Hindu” as an identity for themselves, even though all of them had grown up practicing Hindu 

rituals in some form or the other because their parents identified as Hindu. 

 The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and an hour, and were held over Zoom. During 

the interviews, I began by asking my respondents about their family history of immigration, as 

well as their experiences with Indian culture in their childhood, and their relationship to India 

and Indian culture in the present. The second part of the interview was spent discussing Indian 

politics and their perception of the importance (or lack thereof) of being up to date on Indian 

politics as an Indian living in America. We then spoke specifically about Modi and how they felt 

about him, and I asked them to respond to critiques or praise of his politics depending on what 

they had told me thus far.  

 My personal history with diasporic identity is somewhat complicated, in that while I was 

born in the U.S., I ultimately ended up spending most of my childhood in India. I found myself 

reflecting on my own positionality as an outsider-insider fairly often over the course of my 

research. Without knowing the history of my family’s migration, I appear visibly Indian-
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American in large part due to my American accent, and I felt this assumption about my identity 

being reflected to me. It was most salient when I was speaking to first-generation immigrants, 

many of whom assumed that I hadn’t spent any significant time in India. I asked them, “what do 

you think about Indian politics?” and many would reply, “well, what do you think about Indian 

politics?” Their intent with turning the question around on me was not only a way of 

circumventing having to share their opinion about this contentious topic, but also to gesture 

toward the oddity of asking about Indian politics when we were Indian-Americans living in 

America. 

Throughout this work, I’ve chosen to keep the forms of address I used with my 

respondents much the same as what I used when I spoke to them—primarily, the kinship term 

“aunty” that I use to address women who would be part of my parents’ generation. I felt that 

keeping this context reflects not only the affective sense of intimacy that was, in most cases, 

immediately present in our conversations because we come from the same community, but also a 

reminder of my own subjectivity while conducting this research. 

 

In Chapter 1, I begin by outlining theories of diaspora and diasporic orientations toward 

the homeland and the host state. I explore different politics of cultural assimilation and 

racialization in the United States in the latter half of the 20th century to contextualize how the 

Indian-American diaspora is situated within them. In Chapter 2, I explore how Hinduism acts as 

a collectivizing force in the diaspora to construct Indianness in the diaspora. Hindu ritual and 

celebration create bounded spaces of locality that allow Indian-Americans to exist in community 

and produce an Indian cultural identity. In Chapter 3, I examine the detachment and ambivalence 

that marks many Indian-Americans’ relationship to Indian politics as a political stance in and of 
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itself. I argue that their political apathy is constructed out of the experience of feeling alienated 

by the Indian state which in turn constitutes Indian politics as existing outside of the realm of 

acceptable engagement for diasporic subjects. In Chapter 4, I explore the forms and 

manifestations of my respondents’ nostalgia for India, as well as the implications for how they 

interpret Modi and their positionality relative to Indian politics. I write that Modi is able to 

appeal to diasporic nostalgia and aspirations of India’s future. At the same time, evaluations of 

Modi from abroad exemplify how Hinduism becomes actively de-politicizing in its diasporic 

practice, ultimately allowing his Hindu nationalist politics to avoid critique. 
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CHAPTER 1: Diaspora and nation 

 

Much has been written about diasporas and their cultural position relative to nation-states 

and nationhood. Traditionally, scholars draw upon a “triadic model” to understand diasporic 

politics, delineating the relationship between the home state, host state and diaspora (Brubaker 

1996). Although the triadic model is a useful framework for beginning to understand how 

diasporas are transnational and thus subject to overlapping spheres, it fails to capture “the 

complexity and diversity of diaspora politics” (Adamson 2016, 296). Nationhood and diaspora 

are rapidly changing with shifts in global media flows and post-national politics—forces that the 

triadic model does not leave room to accommodate (Huyssen 2003). The triadic model also tends 

to pre-suppose and reify notions of state and even diasporas themselves as bounded, static 

“actors” (Adamson 2019). Diasporic populations are shifting and heterogeneous entities, with 

diverse modes of relating to both where they came from and where they find themselves. 

Because of the multiplicities of diasporic populations and orientations, arriving at a 

useful definition for this project necessitates some degree of flexibility in deciding what 

constitutes diaspora. In The ‘Diaspora’ Diaspora, Brubaker (2005) notes that the term 

“diaspora” is being diluted by being applied to any and every population that is dispersed from 

their home nation. In response to this proliferation, he suggests three criteria for definitive 

classification as diaspora: dispersion in space from a homeland, orientation to a homeland and 

boundary-maintenance to preserve a distinct identity. For the purposes of this study, I will draw 

upon Adamson’s (2016) definition of diaspora (which in turn is heavily influenced by 

Brubaker’s framework) to mean “any transnational group that maintains a sense of national or 
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ethnic collective identity by cultivating strong ties with each other and with their real or 

imagined homeland” (292). 

The connection to a homeland has remained a fixture in understandings of diasporic 

politics, but understandings of this relationship have shifted over time. Brubaker (2005) argues 

that the relationship between diasporic populations and a “real or imagined ‘homeland’ [is] an 

authoritative source of value, identity and loyalty” (5). While older diaspora literature conceives 

of a definitive break between diasporic populations and their homelands, newer perspectives 

eschew the assumption of assimilation into a host country’s culture in favor of more nuanced and 

diverse possibilities of relating to their country of origin (Brubaker 2005). As Adamson (2016) 

points out, while not every diasporic subject feels strongly connected to the place that they left, 

many may feel a strong personal or political affinity with a real or imagined homeland even 

without ever having visited or lived there. Diasporas “may relate to a distant nation as a lost 

homeland; they may claim and create new nationhood; they may even speak of a diasporic 

nation” (Huyssen 2003, 151). 

It is clear, therefore, that diasporas may have multiple and conflicting orientations toward 

the nation state and politics of their shared homeland. Diasporic populations themselves are not 

homogeneous—an observation that Stuart Hall suggests lies at the core of the diasporic 

experience. In his essay Cultural Identity and Diaspora, Hall (1990) writes that “diaspora 

experience… is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the recognition of a necessary 

heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of ‘identity’ which lives with and through, not 

despite, difference” (235). In response to this framing about the intrinsic diversity of experiences 

and orientation within diasporas, Brubaker argues that we should shift from necessarily assuming 

diasporic communities to be the subject of analysis to instead considering diasporic stances. That 
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is to say, “not all those who are claimed as members of putative diasporas themselves adopt a 

diasporic stance” (Brubaker 2005, 12). Delineating diasporic stances from bounded diasporic 

communities allows us to more meaningfully understand diasporic orientations within a 

presumed collective. 

The relevancy of the nation-state as the object and orientation of analysis has also been 

the subject of academic disagreement. Benedict Anderson (2006) famously defines the nation as 

“imagined political community… as both inherently limited and sovereign” (6). The nation 

forges collectivity amongst citizens who may never meet or know one another through their 

collective imagining of the nation. In some ways, diasporas challenge traditional conceptions of 

the nation in that they “reflect the failure of nation-states to contain and police subjectivities, to 

hegemonize identity, disrupting both the imagination of a unified and coherent nation and the 

state’s undivided authority over its subjects” (S. Biswas 2005, 44). Diasporic communities have 

unique cultural experiences that disrupt the traditional relationships between nation and citizen. 

In many cases, cultural reproduction in the diaspora leads to the reinvention of cultural practices 

and experiences, creating a new collectivity that is in some ways divorced from the context of 

the original nation state. For example, “divisions of region, language and particularly caste that 

are experienced in much more pronounced forms in India are often muted in the interest of 

forging an ‘Indian’ identity in the diaspora” (S. Biswas 2005, 50). 

 

U.S. assimilation and racialization in the early 20th century 

In the first part of the twentieth century, the dominant ideology toward cultural diversity 

in the U.S. was one of assimilation, popularly conceptualized as a melting pot of culture 

(Brubaker 2001). Fundamental to the melting pot paradigm was the erosion of difference and 
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bounded identities to make way for a new, hybridized identity. While on the one hand the 

melting pot paradigm was “a political symbol used to strengthen and legitimize the ideology of 

America as a land of opportunity where race, religion, and national origin should not be barriers 

to social mobility,” in practice it often exerted pressure on immigrants to become 

“Americanized” by renouncing their ethnic culture, language and traditions in order to assimilate 

into American culture (Hirschman 1983, 398). Arvind Rajagopal (1997) writes that for Indian-

Americans “the “melting pot” means living in a liminal condition of striving towards an 

unattainable ‘whiteness’ and fleeing an ever-threatening ‘blackness’” (51). In an attempt to avoid 

being cast as the racial “other,” Indian-Americans attempt to construct position themselves 

adjacent to whiteness. 

However, George (1997) argues that passing for an ideal of whiteness is not the ultimate 

aim of diasporic Indian-Americans, but rather that it is avoiding racialization altogether. “Upper 

class and upper-caste Indians in the U.S… wish to move unconsciously and unobstructed 

through the public sphere as they do in India” (48). Indians who immigrated to the United States 

post-1965 are likely to benefit from some degree of caste and/or class privilege (and therefore 

being able to access education/training and immigration possibilities post-1965 reform). In their 

immigration to the U.S., Indian immigrants are faced with a new threat of the “return to the 

repressed” that they must negotiate (Rajagopal 1997, 52). Where they had previously enjoyed the 

kind of invisibility that accompanies privilege and power in India, in America, Indian 

immigrants experience what Ong et al. (1996) dub an “ideological blackening.” Within the logic 

of American race politics, which is largely reduced to a white/non-white or white/Black 

dichotomy (particularly during the period of early immigration reform, which coincided with the 
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tail-end of the American civil rights movement), Indian-Americans experience heightened 

visibility in the American public sphere because of their visible non-whiteness. 

 

Multiculturalism and the construction of a public ethnic/religious identity in the U.S. 

In the 70s, there was a shift away from the “melting pot” assimilationist era of cultural 

belonging towards a liberal pluralist tradition of multicultural citizenship. Multiculturalism 

favors a “nation of nations” paradigm, where rather than complete assimilation of immigrant 

cultures to form an undifferentiated American identity, immigrant groups maintain a sense of 

collective and distinct ethnic identity. The rise of multiculturalism was driven both by efforts to 

de-segregate education following the civil rights movement as well as the large influx of 

immigrants from Third World countries following immigration reforms in 1965 (Sharpe 1995, 

187). 

Part of the challenge of asserting a diasporic identity within the multicultural politics of 

the U.S. include developing an “authentic” community voice and collective public identity in 

order to gain public recognition (Kurien 2007, 778). Being able to claim recognition and 

therefore resources in the U.S. public sphere is predicated upon the construction of a coherent 

and recognizable group identity. In an attempt to avoid this group identity being cast as a 

racialized one within the U.S. state, immigrant groups instead adopt an “ethnic” identity in order 

to meet the needs of a coherent group identity and thus gain membership and status in American 

society (Kurien 2007; George 1997). Kamat and Mathew (2003) write that Indian-Americans 

“have very little choice but to adopt and operate some version of an ethnic or religious identity 

that allows them to position themselves within the logic of U.S. race politics” (12), suggesting 

that this is done out of necessity rather than a conscious attempt to align with whiteness. By 
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claiming an “cultural” identity, Indian-Americans are able to simultaneously position themselves 

as non-racial and therefore non-threatening to the host nation-state (Rajagopal 1997; George 

1997). 

In the Indian-American immigrant community, this “ethnic” identification often 

manifests through the re-assertion of a Hindu religious identity. Biswas (2005) points out that 

“religion provides a relatively more acceptable, non-threatening and non-political mode of 

expressing immigrant identity” than coalescing around loyalty or connection to a homeland, 

which may raise suspicion about immigrants’ commitment to their host nation. It is “‘Hinduness’ 

that is often claimed as the ‘culture’ that glues Indians abroad and that connects all Indians in the 

diaspora dispersed over many continents” (51). Among those Indian-Americans who do adopt a 

primarily religious public identity, many understand their relationship to Hinduism to be 

primarily cultural. That is to say, Hinduism as it is practiced amongst Indian-Americans is 

adapted to meet diasporic needs for collectivity and locality with other members of the Indian-

American community, with practices being redefined to create new traditions in the diaspora that 

did not exist in their homeland, such as balvihar.2 Religious congregations are often one of the 

few opportunities for Indian-Americans to socialize with other members of their community, as 

well as an opportunity to acculturate second-generation Indian-Americans to Indian culture and 

values (Kurien 1998). “Cultural preservation [in the diaspora] reproduce[s] a homogenous ideal 

of nationhood—that is, one constituted through dominant religious, ethnic, and linguistic ideas of 

what it means to be Indian” (Mani 2012, 2). Through the collectivity produced through 

                                                        
2 A decidedly Indian-American practice where a group of Indian families bring their children together on a regular 
basis in order to teach them about Hindu folklore, morals and traditions to acculturate them into Indian culture. 
Often includes communal singing of bhajans and sharing stories from Hindu religious texts such as the Ramayana. 
While the specific balvihar practices that my participants described participating in were generated by local 
community networks of Indian families, the practice of balvihar was originally begun by the Chinmaya mission, and 
were thus connected to organized Hindu religious organizations in the U.S. See 
http://www.chinmayamission.com/what-we-do/activities/balvihar-activities/. 
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community Hinduism practices, Indian-Americans reproduce a particularistic vision of Indian 

nationhood that is rooted in Hindu identity. 

The potential trouble with claiming the authentic voice of the Indian-American 

community in the U.S. to be a Hindu one becomes apparent in considering the history and 

regime of Hindu nationalism that currently reigns in India. In the diaspora, where Hindu identity 

is often an important source of collectivity and identity, Hindutva has also garnered support. As 

Kamat and Matthew (2003) write, “Hindutva flourishes under the aegis of U.S. multiculturalism 

where such sectarian movements receive implicit permission to promote the accomplishments 

and triumphs of their ‘neglected civilization’” (13). Prashad (2001b) similarly writes that groups 

like Hindu Student Clubs in U.S. universities position themselves as cultural organizations 

within the multicultural space of the institution in a way that appears removed from their 

political parent groups. We will further unpack diasporic Hinduness and its implications for 

endorsement of Hindu nationalist politics in India in Chapters 2 and 4. 

This analysis of differing modes of identification within the Indian-American community 

underscores the importance of delineating diasporic stances within diasporic populations, rather 

than presupposing diasporas to act as unified, bounded entities. Mobilizing Hindu identity is not 

the only way that Indian-Americans claim space in the public sphere—many Indian-Americans 

choose to coalesce around a South Asian identity instead, arguing that similarities in both culture 

and treatment in America is similar for individuals with South Asian backgrounds(Mani 2012; 

Kurien 2007). As Kurien (2003) points out, “the politics of recognition of multiculturalism, 

combined with the reality of racism, means that groups that ‘look alike’ frequently are lumped 

together and treated as though they are the same” (277). Mobilizing under a South Asian 

umbrella acknowledges their shared experiences and inter-connected subjecthood. 



 27 

Multiculturalism has borne criticism in the past for its failure to meaningfully 

differentiate histories and distributions of power between cultural groups, the dangers of which 

are exemplified through the implications of constructing Indian-American identity to be a Hindu 

identity. Liberal multiculturalism is more often considered in notions of “cultural difference 

rather than race/ism and the unequal distribution of power” (Sharpe 1995, 190). In overlooking 

historical and present-day power relations between cultural groups, as well as differences in 

racialization and treatment by the state, we risk reifying power and oppression. As Kamat and 

Mathew (2003) write, “culture devoid of history is thus an uncritical celebration of difference 

and it is in this officially sanctioned context that a violent and hateful nationalism is able to 

flourish” (13). 

 In the following chapters, I draw upon these frameworks of assimilation, racialization and 

multiculturalism in order to contextualize the experiences of Indian-Americans in the United 

States, as well as the specific demands made of them by the U.S. state. In their attempts to 

construct cultural identity in the United States, what modes of identity-building are available 

(and desirable) to Indian-Americans? How do the demands of American multiculturalism 

mediate their relationship to their homeland?  
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CHAPTER 2: Hinduness and Community in Constructions of Indianness 
 
 

“I would say [I feel the most Indian when I’m living in America] during festival time. 
Last year, we moved to a community where there's a decent number of Indian folks, so 
this Diwali, it was as if I was in India. There were sounds of fireworks, there were lights 
in everybody's houses and everything. After coming here, when you’re exposed to all the 
festivals, you truly feel your Indianness when you're there. Before this, I was in a 
community where there were not a lot of Indians, but we used to go to some friends' 
houses for festivals. So I would say festivals is one of the times you really remember that 
culture.” 

Raj, first generation 
 

I began conducting interviews for this project in late October of 2020, the unofficial 

beginning of festival season in India, when Navratri3 and Diwali4 fall in quick succession just 

weeks after one another. When I lived in India, this time of year was marked by celebrations and 

a sense of festivity that was impossible to ignore. In addition to invitations to Diwali parties and 

periodic deliveries of sweets, everyone’s houses are lavishly decorated with string lights and 

diyas5, and the noise from fireworks last late into the early hours of the morning.  

The festival season was high on my respondents’ minds as well, and the question of how 

we were celebrating came up organically in many of my interviews—especially given that 

COVID has disrupted many traditional modes of celebrating. Despite the absence of large-scale 

celebration this year, it quickly became clear that festivals were important opportunities for 

Indians to feel Indian. 

In the context of Modi and the BJP’s current tenure and their Hindu nationalist platform, 

the importance of delineating Indian subjects’ relationship to religion is critical to understanding 

their relationship to politics. In this chapter, I aim to explain how and why Hinduness has come 

                                                        
3 A ten-day Hindu festival that takes place in the fall 
4 Hindu festival of lights 
5 Oil lamp 
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to be synonymous with Indianness for many in the diaspora because of its implications for 

community and cultural reproduction. Why and how do Indian-Americans congregate on the 

basis of a shared Hindu faith? What are the implications for who is included and excluded within 

diasporic community? What attempts do Indian-Americans make to consciously separate 

Hinduness from Indianness? 

Religion is not a new form of collectivity, but it is consciously re-deployed among 

diasporic Indians as a way of recreating networks of community in the pursuit of Indian identity 

formation from abroad. Hinduness comes to be emblematic of Indianness not necessarily 

because diasporic Indians are deeply committed to Hindu beliefs or ideologies, but rather 

because collectivity on the basis of religion provides an opportunity for Indians to replicate the 

affective experience of being surrounded by people of the same culture and who have a shared 

canon of experience. Moreover, because religious events produce bounded locales of cultural 

commonality, these events provide an important means of acculturation for second-generation 

Indians. For both generations, religious practice enables them to experience and express their 

Indianness without experiencing the burden of difference that accompanies life in white 

America. At the same time, the production of norms about identity and belonging on the basis of 

a religious organizing principle excludes those who cannot claim similarity on those grounds. 

 

Community as Indianness 

When I asked Gauri aunty what she missed most about India, her answer was 

instantaneous: “people.” Unlike some of the others I interviewed, I’d never met Gauri aunty 

before—she is a friend of a family friend that I was put in touch with during my recruitment. 
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Nevertheless, before the hour was up, she had already called me kanna6 and invited me to her 

place once the pandemic is over, promising a homecooked meal. When I asked her what she 

meant about missing the people in India, she said, “at least when I was there, we could just walk 

in and walk out of any home without thinking twice. Like if someone’s made bhindi sabji7, I 

could smell it outside and I had no second-thoughts about just walking in and saying ‘hey, pass 

me some bhindi for my son, he likes it.’ That sort of thing. I don’t see ourselves doing that here. 

It’s the people-warmth that I miss.” 

Gauri aunty, like many of the other first-generation Indians I spoke to, reflected fondly on 

the sense of community that she experienced growing up in India. Childhood in India 

represented a time of community not only with close family members, but also with extended 

family and neighbors. Moving to America, by contrast, not only meant entering a new cultural 

landscape; it also meant renouncing the extended community that my interviewees experienced 

in their childhood, particularly as many of my interviewees were the first in their families to 

move to America. 

For example, I also spoke to Komal aunty, a public-school assistant teacher who moved 

to the U.S. in the early 90s after growing up and attending college in Chennai. “Looking back, I 

really don’t know how we managed,” she told me, reflecting on how the culture shock of moving 

to the U.S. was exacerbated by the absence of any family support. Around religious holidays, the 

absence of the community network was particularly salient: “We did have Diwali [here]… but 

there’s no pomp or ceremony. [In India], we all gathered in our grandma’s house, all our cousins 

and everybody, and took a head-bath8 in the morning. At that time, we all cribbed9 about it. But 

                                                        
6 Term of affection in a number of Indian languages, loosely translating to sweetheart or darling  
7 Okra fry, a common dish made with sautéed okra and stuffed with spices 
8 Washing your hair, usually done on religious festivals to purify yourself before praying to God 
9 complained 
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looking back at it now, I do miss that big family being together for support. They were there for 

everything… Now our friends have become family. We share everything with our close friends.” 

Many of the second-generation Indian-Americans I spoke to, although they hadn’t 

experienced the kind of extensive community support that was central to growing up in India 

firsthand, still held connections to extended family as being important. Aditi was just a year out 

of undergrad when I spoke to her, starting her first job from her parent’s house in Massachusetts 

after the pandemic forced her to move back home. Our conversation flowed easily although this 

was the first time we had met—maybe it was the familiarity that accompanies a common cultural 

upbringing. She told me about how she learned about Indian values from her parents growing up, 

and when I asked her what those values were, she said: 

How much more interconnected families are in India… Everybody lives in the same 
house and it’s very much this large extended family, which was definitely a concept 
unknown to me. Growing up, it was just the four of us: my sister, and me and my 
parents… so it’s always been important to me to keep those really strong family ties. I 
see the way my mom makes it a point to stay in touch with her aunts and cousins, she’s 
able to talk to them with ease. It’s a huge thing that those bonds are so close… Seeing 
how important it is to them, implicitly it’s been important to me. 
 

Connecting with extended family and other Indian community members is a mode of learning 

about Indian culture and values, but at the same time, closeness to extended family is understood 

as a cultural value in and of itself. In this way, community and collectivity act as both form and 

content of “Indianness.” As I will explore later in this chapter, these bounded spaces of 

community and locality are critical spaces for the production of Indianness and, by extension, the 

exclusion of non-participants. But first, we will turn to how and where Indian-Americans find 

and construct opportunities for this collectivity. 
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Feeling Indian, Being Hindu 

Where extended family networks are often dispersed or disconnected upon moving to the 

United States, Indian immigrants turn instead to new, constructed networks of sociality and 

collectivity with other Indians in the U.S to cultivate community. Such community, in turn, is a 

key facet of feeling and being Indian. One of the key ways of doing so is through participating in 

Hindu festivals and using shared Hinduness as a means for social organizing.  

While religious events are certainly a means for collectivity in India as well, in the 

context of living in the U.S., they take on added significance in providing opportunities to 

experience one’s “Indianness” and acculturate second-generation Indians. The social importance 

of religion as ritual and collectivity is not a new insight—in The Elementary Forms of the 

Religious Life, Durkheim (1965) describes how collective participation in religious ritual can 

construct bonds of sociality and kinship amongst community members. In the context of diaspora 

populations, religious ritual not only constructs and re-affirms community ties, but is also 

implicated in producing diasporic subjects. As Johnson and Werbner write: 

It is important to move away from the simplistic view of ritual as an identity flag or 
symbol. Ritual translocation into the diaspora is not simply about ethnic boundary 
making processes. Rather, ritual as embodied practice effects cultural renewal and 
innovation, produces inversions of gender and generational authority, reconciles past with 
present and reconstitutes a sense of home and personal integrity in the face of rupture and 
disintegration (2010, 209). 
 

Where community in America is hard to come by naturally for many Indian-Americans, religious 

events such as the largescale gatherings that normally occur to celebrate Durga Puja10 or Diwali 

produce bounded spaces of relative cultural homogeneity. These are community spaces where 

Indian-Americans congregate and are able to exist with the larger Indian-American community 

in a way where they feel a “sense of home” even within white America. Participating in religious 

                                                        
10 A Hindu festival honoring the Goddess Durga, coinciding with Navratri 
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ritual through puja,11 learning bhajans12 or even attending festival events like garba13 are all 

ways in which Indians construct new forms of collectivity and locality in the diaspora to produce 

and reproduce their Indianness.   

For example, like all of the first-generation women I interviewed, Leena aunty moved to 

the U.S. in the 90s following her marriage. After a few career changes, she now worked as an 

elementary school principal in the South. She was late to our lunchtime meeting, she explained, 

because of her weekly tradition of reading the Vishnu Sahasranama14 on Saturdays. Our 

conversation was accompanied by the steady drone of a Shruti-box15 and recorded shloka16 in the 

background.  

[I feel the most Indian] when I am in the temple. And with my friends. It depends. In a 
religious function, I find I am more Indian, but if I’m with my Indian friends outside in a 
park, of course I don’t. When I’m doing something religious, I feel I’m an Indian. It’s 
because of the environment I think, like I’m wearing my saree and I hear the language 
everywhere. And so it’s mostly about the environment. Even with my Indian friends, I do 
feel Indian, but it’s not all the time. 
 

In Leena aunty’s account of when she felt the most Indian, it is not community with other 

Indians alone that evokes Indianness, but rather the experience of being in a bounded space 

where attendees share not only national origin, but also language, clothing, food, music and 

dance. 

Pavan—who moved to the U.S. in the late 90s before he was married to get his graduate 

degree—described rarely feeling uncomfortable with being Indian, given the high concentration 

of Indians in his profession. However, he similarly felt the most Indian when he visited Hindu 

                                                        
11 Hindu ritual of worship 
12 Hindu devotional songs with religious themes and ideas 
13 A dance form that originates from Gujarat 
14 A Sanskrit hymn from the Mahabharata, a Hindu religious text 
15 A harmonium-like instrument that provides a drone to accompany Indian classical music 
16 Hindu scriptures read in verse form 
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temples in the U.S., explaining that “when you go there, you meet all these people who are 

dressed alike or who have the same interest in coming there. That’s a place where I feel like it’s 

organic—that’s where India is. All kinds of people come there and the goal is the same—the 

goal is to pray.” 

 Pavan’s conception of the temple as the organic site of the nation speaks to the potential 

of religion to construct bounded localities of culture and belonging. Mani (2012, 4) writes that 

“the production of locality is a means of transforming lived space into the place of home(land).” 

Religious congregations—whether at parties, pujas, or temples—produce spaces of cultural 

homogeneity where diasporic subjects are able to experience and express “Indianness” without 

bearing the burden of racial and ethnic difference that otherwise accompanies life in America. 

The temple in Pavan’s example (although this certainly extends to other sites of religious 

communality) becomes the national space in diaspora—the temple is India, precisely because it 

recreates a specific cultural milieu on the basis of a shared culture and identity. 

These participants aren’t specifically making political claims for recognition through 

constructing and participating in these localities. However, the fact that these spaces are religious 

ones still allows Indian-Americans to avoid drawing scrutiny for threatening the hegemony of 

white America, given Kurien’s (1998) assertion that organizing on the basis of religion is a 

strategy to avoid racialization. By organizing socially under the mantle of Hinduism, diasporic 

subjects are able to construct a locality that hearkens back to the experience of being part of a 

majority culture in their homeland without appearing threatening to the state and endangering 

their public upwardly-mobile model minority status. Participating in Hindu spaces in the U.S. 

allows Indian immigrants to experience and cultivate a “culture” that does not threaten white 

hegemony because it takes place in these bounded, private spaces that do not make larger claims 
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to political or cultural belonging. As Prashad (2001a) writes, South Asian-Americans are often 

deployed as an example of model minority subjectivity in direct contrast to Black Americans 

precisely for their disinclination to protest against the American state for political rights. At the 

same time, the notion of “culture” that is constructed in these spaces allows Indian-Americans to 

claim recognition within the logic of U.S. multiculturalism, which is premised upon claiming a 

coherent minoritized group identity (Kurien 2007). 

This religious communal experience is also a sensory experience rooted in notions of 

similarity, affinity and imagination. That is to say, the creation of a locality does not necessarily 

reflect nostalgia for their homeland or the desire to re-experience cultural belonging from the 

past, but also a desire to create new spaces of cultural affinity and comfort in the U.S. Aditi was 

distinct from the other second-generation Indians I spoke to in that she had never visited India 

(for health reasons beyond her control), but participating in bounded religious spaces was still a 

source of fulfillment and comfort for her, particularly having grown up in a very white suburb in 

the Northeast U.S. She explained:  

I wouldn't say that I'm religious at all. So for me, whenever I've gone to religious 
festivals, it's always been more about the cultural experience, like seeing my friends, 
seeing all of the aunties and the uncles, and being in the space where cultural programs 
take place, like singing and dancing. Even if I didn't always watch it, it was kind of this 
large community where everybody looked like me, everybody dressed like me, 
everybody was eating the same foods, and it felt very familiar and communal. 
 

Aditi, like many other second-generation Indians, identified her relationship to Hinduism as a 

cultural rather than religious one. Local constructed networks of Indian families and designated 

community events are often an important site of cultural production for second-generation 

Indians. Aditi’s description of the events as “familiar” addresses the experience of seeing her 

own family’s traditions reflected back to her in public. They also spoke to her aspiration for a 
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sense of belonging and cultural affinity that she hadn’t experienced in her childhood, rather than 

a coherent vision or memory of the homeland. 

Werbner and Fumanti’s (2013, 159) notion of “sensuous participation” is a useful lens 

through which we can begin to understand how and why participation in bounded Hindu spaces 

may reinforce identity and cultural affinity among diasporic populations, even if—as in Aditi’s 

case—they haven’t personally experienced the homeland that they seek to recreate: 

The affective power of transnational aesthetics and of the milieus imported and actively 
(re)created in exile through oratory, objects, foods, music, dance and drama derives, we 
claim, not merely from a nostalgic desire to recapitulate or replicate a lost ambience. It 
emerges from dialogical forging, in the here and now, of shared canons of taste among 
diasporic producers and consumers who collectively define what makes for social 
distinction and who together recreate the pleasure of joint celebration and worship. 
 

In their analysis of how milieus from the homeland are recreated in diaspora, Werbner and 

Fumanti similarly argue that the diasporic translocation of cultural milieus from the homeland is 

not just about recreating lost experiences. Instead, a critical part of participating in these spaces 

is constructing community and group identity through the medium of celebration and 

conviviality. 

What creates community at these religious gatherings is not necessarily a common degree 

of faith or devotion to Hinduism. Rather, it is the productive, affective experience of being in a 

space with other Indian-Americans who possess a shared canon of emotional and cultural 

experience that ultimately creates community at these religious gatherings. While part of the 

appeal of these events may lie in nostalgia for something lost (particularly for first-generation 

immigrants), what makes these spaces of locality so important and desirable is their potential to 

construct new opportunities for signifying what it means to be Indian in America. 
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Implications for authenticity and inclusion 

Sasha was five years out of college working in digital marketing for a small fashion 

startup when we spoke. She told me about how she felt that she “connect[ed] to her roots” 

relatively later in her adolescence—when she made other Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

friends in high school and began going to garba17 and participating in Bhangra18 regularly—

rather than in her childhood. She attributes this perceived delay to her family’s atheism and 

liberalism: values that weren’t reflected in the local Indian community. 

It just didn't really mesh with, for instance, Kannada Koota.19 I know my parents made a 
deliberate decision not to join our language's cultural group in our area because that 
group was very, very conservative, and their mindsets just didn't gel at all. I think the life 
that the people in that group led was just very different from the life that my parents led 
and strove to lead. So we didn't do anything like that. We were never part of a temple 
culture either, since we just never went to the temple. 
 

For Sasha, not participating in cultural communities when she was growing up meant that now, 

as an adult, she found it difficult to make claims to cultural belonging or authority, particularly 

when attempting to explain it to others. She described her experience taking her white boyfriend 

to an Indian wedding last year: 

I constantly felt like I was not the right navigator for him through that process. When he 
would ask me questions, I would reach out to someone else and be like, "Can you answer 
this question for him?" I don't feel a sense of ownership over my own knowledge of 
Indian cultural things. So when I think I know something, I'll be like, “Do I really know 
that thing? Am I sure? What evidence do I have that I know this thing?” I guess I just 
don't feel very much belonging. 
 

Here, Sasha speaks to Mani’s (2020) point that diasporic attempts to preserve culture “reproduce 

a homogeneous ideal of nationhood—that is, one constituted through dominant religious, ethnic, 

and linguistic ideas of what it means to be Indian” (2). When Hinduism is the primary means 

                                                        
17 Sasha is referring here to largescale garba events that take place during Navratri involving communal dancing. 
18 A dance form that originates from Punjab  
19 Cultural community organization of Kannada-speaking Indian-Americans 
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through which Indian community and therefore identity-building takes place, Indians who 

consciously choose not to associate with religion are excluded from the project (to say nothing of 

Indians who practice a different religion altogether). 

Participating in religious community as the collective assertion of what it means and feels 

like to be Indian in America has implications for who is granted ownership of the right to speak 

definitively about the Indian experience and tradition. In their performance of religiously 

organized community and the cultural production that takes place therein, Indian-Americans seek 

mutual recognition and acceptance even as they reproduce norms about Indianness and diasporic 

subjectivity at the expense of a more heterogeneous and inclusive diaspora. While surely there 

are modes of community-building that exist outside of religious events—for example, through 

hyper-local networks of Indian families, or dispersed members of extended family and friends—

they are unlikely to generate the same degree of sensuous participation that is so evocative and 

productive for Indian-Americans, given the kind of bounded locality it has the potential to create. 

 

Attempts to separate Indianness from Hinduness 

The interconnected nature of Hinduness and Indianness in the eyes of my respondents 

meant that many had difficulties articulating the difference between Indian culture and religion. 

Many respondents did not attempt to delineate Indianness from Hinduness at all, rather speaking 

about the former in terms of the latter, or switching seamlessly from the importance of language, 

to puja, to clothing in their cultural identity. However, among those who did try to differentiate 

the two, there were largely two main strategies, loosely stratified by generation and religiosity. In 

both, respondents identified ritual as a symbolic facet of religion that was not inherently 
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meaningful in and of itself, but rather provided the means to achieve other ends: cultural 

transmission and moral principles. 

Tanvi is a few years older than me and was a few months into a PhD program when I 

called her. We’d known each other for a long time—when my family lived in the U.S., we 

participated in balvihar regularly with 8-10 other Indian families. Tanvi’s family was one of 

them, and we would meet every other Friday to sit in a big circle in someone’s living room to 

chant shlokas, sing bhajans, and listen to our parents attempt to teach us stories about Hindu 

mythology. While we were talking, she explained how participating in balvihar when she was 

young directly impacted “how connected [she] felt to being Indian. And more often than not, 

how connected [she] felt to Hinduism”—two experiences she felt were tied together. When I 

asked her to, she had some difficulty articulating the difference: 

The holidays we celebrate are, for the most part, religious. But the things that we do are 
very cultural. The tie between the two is blurred sometimes. For example, somebody 
asked me, “why do you do this specific thing? Is it part of the Vedas20 or something?' 
And I was like, “I don't actually know.” Maybe that's also part of being an American. I 
don't know the reasoning behind half the things that my parents told me to do that I do. 
 

For Tanvi, the difficulty in distinguishing between the religious and the cultural is situated in the 

experience of practicing rituals and traditions that have been removed from their original 

scriptural meanings. Tanvi participated in balvihar and Bharatnatyam21 throughout her 

childhood—traditions that are steeped in Hindu mythology as fundamental to their practice. 

However, at the same time, Tanvi’s practice of Indianness and Hinduness are largely borne out 

of her desire to continue traditions that her parents practiced as a way of reaffirming cultural 

continuity, rather than out of loyalty to or even knowledge of those traditions’ scriptural or moral 

origins. Therefore, although Hindu rituals and religiosity are often conflated in the colloquial 

                                                        
20 Hindu religious text 
21 Indian classical dance 
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sense, in practice they are abstracted from one another to produce new modes of cultural 

production. That is to say, Tanvi practices Hindu rituals, even without fully knowing their textual 

origins or meanings, not because of their actual religious significance but because it is a way to 

cultivate her connection to her Indian identity.  

Tanvi credited her Americanization for the alienation from the original textual meanings 

of the rituals and traditions she practiced. However, even first-generation Indians who self-

identify as being deeply religious expressed ambivalence toward Hindu texts and rituals in favor 

of a more abstracted moral understanding of what it means to be Hindu. When I talked to Sonia 

aunty, she took a while to warm up to me at first. But as we begin talking about religion and 

politics, she became more animated. She explained how she begun answering more questions 

about Hinduism in the past few years compared to when she first arrived in the United States 

from both her children and American friends. Examining the stories and beliefs she learned in 

her childhood impacted the way she practiced her faith: 

One of the Hindu stories is Lord Rama shooting an arrow at Vali to kill him.22 When my 
daughter went to balvihar classes when she was young, her question was, “how was it 
right that God can hide behind a tree and shoot somebody in order to kill them? That 
doesn't make it right.” Those are things that make you think like, why did that happen?... 
It's harder to understand and appreciate those kinds of things. The stories could exist for 
some reason, but explaining is harder. We teach [our kids]: do not kill, do not steal, do 
not do this, do not do that. But the stories don't relate to that actually. That's why I am not 
hard on “you have to do puja, you have to do prayers. you have to do this.” Be a good 
person, it doesn't matter what religion. Be a good person to be closer to God. 
 

                                                        
22 Sonia aunty is referencing a story from the Ramayana (Hindu religious text). Vali is the King of Monkeys but 
leaves his kingdom to fight the demon Mayavi. When Vali doesn’t return, his brother Sugriva assumes he is dead 
and takes over his throne to fulfil his familial duty. However, Vali returns and upon seeing his brother, believes he 
has been betrayed. Sugriva is preoccupied with defending himself and fails to explain the true reason he took over 
the throne. They fight and Vali retakes the throne, banishing Sugriva. During his exile, Sugriva befriends Lord Rama 
who is in search of his wife Sita, who has been kidnapped. On their way to find Sita, they decide to kill Vali in order 
to return the kingdom to Sugriva. Sugriva returns to challenge Vali, and while they are fighting, Rama shoots an 
arrow into Vali’s chest, killing him. The entire conflict is born out of a misunderstanding between the brothers. 



 41 

Sonia aunty described how the moral tenets of Hinduism and common mythologies that are 

passed down inter-generationally are sometimes opposed to one another. She ultimately 

reconciles this by conceptualizing the essence of Hinduism as moral imperative that is not unique 

to Hinduism, rather than textual or scriptural loyalty. Gauri aunty, who herself identifies as a 

devout Hindu, shared a similar flexible notion of what it means to be Hindu. She explained that 

she thinks it’s wrong to mix up culture and religion because the category of Hindu is not 

inherently culturally descriptive:  

Anybody can be a Hindu. That’s the way I look at it. If you live a life where you’re not 
hurting somebody, either physically or mentally or with your speech, and you live a life 
in harmony with everybody else… for me, that’s basically the tenets of sanatana 
dharma23. Live within your means, live the dharmic way. There’s nothing more to it. 
Whether you light the lamp, whether you put kolam24 outside your house, whether you 
got to the temple, whether you wear special clothes… I think those kinds of things are 
more like means to an end. I’m not saying they are wrong. That helps you. All those 
things gave us a sense of comradeship, a sense of belonging… but after a point you don’t 
need it anymore. 

 

To Gauri aunty and Sonia aunty, the essential tenet of Hinduism is rooted in a spiritual 

and moral understanding rather than one of tradition and culturally-specific transmission. In fact, 

everyone I spoke to who self-identified as being deeply religious—that is to say, they derived 

personal and moral meaning from Hinduism, rather than only practicing religion casually or 

intermittently—shared this notion that “anybody can be a Hindu” or “all religions teach the same 

thing.” 

In this way, the category of “Hindu” is constructed as a moral and cultural category. My 

interviewees adopted a flexible and inclusive notion of what it means to be Hindu based on 

moral principles that are common across all religions. As Komal aunty put it: “every religion 

                                                        
23 The “eternal” duties incumbent upon all Hindus, consisting of moral virtues such as honesty, patience, generosity, 
etc.  
24 Drawing with rice flour or chalk on the mantle of a home, usually for festivals and other special occasions 
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preaches the same thing, I think. If you take Christianity, they would say the same thing. But we 

grew up on [Hinduism], so [Hinduism] is what we know.” While these respondents identified as 

being deeply religious, they also did not assume Indianness to be a pre-requisite of Hinduness, 

nor did they place significant value on Hindu ritual form as an important tether to their 

homeland. They attempt to deconstruct the category of “Hindu” by asserting there is nothing 

essential to Hinduism other than a commitment to moral goodness, but that even this is not 

unique to Hinduism among religions.  

However, although they are not making strict claims about what constitutes Hinduism, 

Gauri aunty and Sonia aunty nonetheless articulate feelings of national and ethnic belonging as 

religious ones. The perception that Hinduism as, at its core, a religion of plurality and morality 

had implications for the ways that these respondents reacted to Modi and his Hindu political 

objectives in Indian national politics, as we’ll see in Chapter 4. To briefly summarize here, this 

particular understanding of Hinduism as morally pure meant that they were disinclined to view a 

Hindutva agenda as a political project needing intervention. To these first-generation women, 

viewing Hinduism as moralized practice meant that it is also divorced from its political reality 

and its material impact in the course of this political mobilization. 

 

Conclusion 

Congregating on the basis of a shared Hindu faith is a key site of acculturation for both 

first- and second-generation Indian immigrants, who construct their identities inter-subjectively 

in these bounded spaces of locality. Participating in community is, in and of itself, core to many 

of my respondents’ understandings of Indianness. Being Indian is to be in community with other 

Indians. Partaking in these collective spaces, even without deep religious investment, allows 
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Indian-Americans to construct new networks of community in the United States which in turn 

maintain their connection to Indian culture. In Chapter 3, we’ll see where these opportunities for 

collectivity exist materially, and the implications for how Indian-Americans feel that they are 

able make claims toward Indian political subjectivity. While Hinduism is central to identity 

formation in the U.S., its outsized importance in the diaspora means that it often has implications 

for who is included in the category of Indian-American. Indian-Americans without a connection 

to Hinduism felt that the spaces they could participate in were limited, and community (and 

therefore cultural acceptance) was harder to come by.  

In these ways, Hinduism acts largely a stand-in for community rather than a set of shared 

moral and religious values. While some of my respondents did express a deep religious 

commitment, they did not place significant value on Hinduism as form for moral purity. 

However, the mobilization of Hinduism both as central to diasporic identity formation and as a 

flexible moral directive ultimately has implications for how diasporic subjects interpret Hindu 

politics, as we’ll see in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 3: Political Detachment from Abroad 
 

When recruiting interviewees, I described my project as seeking to understand how 

Indians living in the United States understood their “connection to Indian culture, politics and 

national belonging.” Nonetheless, many of my respondents expressed surprise and even distaste 

when I attempted to ask them about their opinions on Narendra Modi and Indian politics. Gauri 

aunty, who had previously been telling me at length about her personal religious and moral 

philosophy, turned tight-lipped when I asked her how she felt about the state of Indian politics 

today. “I don’t know what to say to that, kanna,” she told me. “I don’t want to say anything. I 

have heard both sides of the story. For me, if I’m not living there and I don’t know firsthand, and 

there’s no bloodshed happening, I don’t want to comment about it. I really don’t know.” 

 Naina aunty similarly sidestepped my questions about Indian politics. Naina aunty is one 

of my respondents that I’ve known since my childhood—another family friend who my mom put 

me back in touch with for the sake of my research. Our interview is the first time we’ve spoke at 

length, and also the first time doing so without my parents present to mediate. While she was 

comfortable enough telling me about her childhood in India and her religious beliefs, her first 

response when I asked her about Modi was: “honestly, um, that's one thing I don't know too 

much about to comment on. I know that as President, Modi is doing a lot of good things like 

building the infrastructure, doing technical advancements and education priorities. But I don't 

know enough about the things that are happening there to give an opinion of what is great or 

what is bad. I just hear the good things. I think maybe I play deaf to anything negative that's 

happening there.” 

Gauri aunty and Naina aunty were not the only people I spoke to who were 

uncomfortable taking hard ideological stances on Indian politics. While there are certainly 



 45 

Hindutva supporters in the diaspora, many of the Indian-Americans I spoke to neither strongly 

approved nor disapproved or Indian politics. Rather, their first impulse was often to avoid the 

question altogether. In this chapter, I seek to unpack how my respondents experience the politics 

of their homeland as diasporic subjects, and what might explain this discomfort with discussing 

Indian politics. Does a cultural investment in India necessarily translate to political engagement? 

How and why do Indians living in America negotiate their relationship to Indian politics? 

The orientation of Indian diasporic subjects to the Indian state and its politics is one 

largely marked by ambivalence and detachment. However, this political detachment is not 

mutually exclusive with cultural affinity and identity, since many Indian-Americans differentiate 

between Indian culture and India as nation-state. Rather, diasporic subjects’ detachment arises in 

response to the experience of alienation from the Indian political apparatus. The sense of 

alienation is felt both because the Indian state does not provide avenues for diasporic 

participation, but also because diasporic subjects feel that their experience is fundamentally 

different from native residents due to notions of lived experience and citizenship, which in turn 

makes them feel as though they cannot claim expertise on the Indian political sphere. 

Opportunities to construct political affinity with the nation-state are also circumscribed by family 

and community relationships, which simultaneously limit and construct new pathways for 

political engagement. In this way, investment in Indian politics (which my respondents largely 

conceptualized as being limited to electoral politics) is not considered central to their 

understandings of what it means to be Indian in the U.S. 
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Space, Place, Nation 

I’d known Anika for close to three years by the time I sat down to interview her—the 

South Asian population at Swarthmore is small, and we’ve been moving in adjacent circles since 

our freshman year. She’s actually the one that volunteered to participate before I could ask her, 

and our conversation was casual—we burst out laughing on multiple occasions. When I asked 

Anika what she thought about Indian politics, she told me: 

I don't know.... I feel like I can't pass judgment on [Indian politics]. I don't even know 
how I would, because I just don't know anything. Like, I have like a cultural connection 
to Indian culture, but India itself... I know things are fucked up politically, like I know 
about recent things, but I have never taken the time to fully understand what should be 
critiqued and what is wrong. And I feel like I would hear about it from my parents, but 
they don't really talk about it either. I guess they're more wrapped up in life here now. 
 

Anika differentiated between feeling affinity toward Indian culture or an Indian identity and 

connection to India as a political entity outside of the realm of her personal experience (“India 

itself”). At the beginning of my research, I had initially hypothesized that the centrality of 

religion to many Indian-Americans’ experiences of ethnic identity-making and community-

building would naturally lead to them endorsing exclusionist Hindutva politics in India. 

However, Anika pointed to how cultural and religious identification can exist without political 

investment, or even that culture is, in itself, not political. In either case, Anika is able to 

distinguish between Indianness and political engagement in a way that few of my respondents 

were able to do with regards to distinguishing between Indianness and Hinduness. 

Pursuing a relationship with the Indian homeland as a diasporic subject means engaging 

with delocalized facets of Indian culture that have been stripped of their original context. 

Second-generation Indians, many of whom described eating/cooking Indian food or wearing 

Indian clothes as instances of feeling connected to their culture, explained how their desire to 
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visit India was often influenced by the desire to experience these de-territorialized facets of 

culture in their “authentic” native contexts. 

For example, I spoke to Riya, another family friend that I’ve known since childhood 

when we participated in the same balvihar circuit. Her family lived in the house next to mine in 

the Atlanta suburb where we grew up, but they’ve since moved to the West coast. Riya’s parents 

both immigrated to the U.S. from Southern India. When we spoke, she was one year out of 

college and back living with her parents while she figured out her next move. She was telling me 

about why she thought visiting India has been important to her cultural identity when she said: 

If we take it from a food perspective, for example, I think the ability to go [to India] and 
see tens or hundreds of stalls on the street having food ready for you to eat; or looking 
forward to going to India partly because there's a couple of your favorite restaurants 
there… and the food that that they have often makes Indian food prepared in America 
seem like nothing [in comparison]. I would say that if you really want to immerse 
yourself in the culture, you really have to take advantage of what only being [in India] 
can offer you and not get derailed or upset by what you left behind. I think as I grew 
older, I realized that's the way to make an experience worth it—to stop complaining that, 
“oh, but I have to shower with no walls,” or, “I have to shower with a bucket.” Like, 
those are things you complain about… but what you realize when you grow older is that 
immersion—if you don't really experience that, you don't grow.   
 

Riya uses the idea of “immersion” to describe how even the experience of eating Indian food, for 

example, is more meaningful and transformative when it happens in the context of physically 

being in India—not only because the food itself might be different, but because the experience of 

being immersed in the Indian cultural milieu is productive in ways that pockets of Indian locality 

in the U.S. ultimately falls short of. For Riya, this meant that she felt she had to actively seek out 

opportunities and spaces to experience her Indianness in the U.S., often through cultural objects 

like films and music, or community spaces with other Indian families. She also described how 

visiting India, particularly when she was young, was influential in helping her access Indianness 

altogether when back in the U.S. 
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 Similarly, I spoke to Ishan, a sophomore in college who described the difference between 

his parents’ relationship to Indian culture and his relationship to Indian culture as being summed 

up by the distinction between “experiencing the culture” and “learning about the culture.” Ishan 

felt like he had to make an active effort to seek out spaces and opportunities in the U.S. to learn 

about Indian history, culture and politics as opposed to being able to encounter and internalize it 

“naturally” the way his parents could. As such, he wasn’t comfortable speaking as an authority 

on Indian culture. Thus, while diasporic Indians may feel connected to Indian culture, deriving 

comfort and identity through participation in what they consider culture (Indian traditions and 

values), rarely do they express a strong sense of affinity with the nation-state, citing their lack of 

lived experience. As Aditi summed up: “I think that because I do have this Indian cultural 

identity and it is something I feel connected to, by extension, I should feel connected to the 

country which the culture stems from. But I also don't have the experience of being born in India 

and growing up in India. So it's not that I have a specific tie to Indian politics.” 

In Chapter 2, we saw where opportunities for communality and the construction of Indian 

identity occurred symbolically—namely, religious festival, ritual and collectivity. However, it is 

also worth taking a moment to consider where they occur materially. While there were some 

instances where my respondents described these opportunities for collectivity happening in 

demarcated cultural locations like temples, more often than not they would occur in private 

homes (an interior, domestic space) or temporarily-transformed public spaces. When Anika told 

me about the annual Durga Puja celebration her family attends, she described it as: “literally [all 

the brown people] from New England come to this one high school in the middle of nowhere and 

we have a party in the high school cafeteria, it's super weird.” Converse to the immersive 

experience of encountering Indian cultural fragments in their local context, many of these 
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collectivities in the U.S. are surrounded by what Werbner and Fumanti (2013) describe as “alien 

spaces” of non-ownership. The bounded-ness of locality that marks the experience of diasporic 

cultural community means that these spaces often cease to exist unless they are constantly made 

and re-made. 

My respondents perceived the right to voice an opinion about Indian politics as being 

rooted in whether someone had “lived experience” of being in India—that is to say, whether they 

had personally experienced what it was like to live in India and be constituted by the Indian state 

as a resident-citizen. Regardless of how connected they felt to their own Indian identity or how 

often they visited India from the U.S., the idea of “lived experience” was central because of the 

assumption that they are fundamentally unable to access the essence of Indianness while living in 

America, where connection to Indianness was primarily cultivated on the basis of these 

fragmented facets of culture or pockets of Indian locality. 

While Anika and Ishan’s experiences as second-generation Indians growing up in white 

Northern U.S. suburbs certainly mediated their relationship to India, their ambivalence or 

detachment from India as a state and political entity was not unique to second-generation 

Indians. Some scholars, including Kurien (2004), write that the experience of migration and 

living in diaspora may in fact strengthen loyalty and commitment to their homeland, even 

manifesting in ethnic nationalism. At first glance, “lived experience” as a stand-in for legitimacy 

seems to not apply for first-generation Indians, who were born and brought up in India and 

therefore would ostensibly be able to claim authority as an expert when speaking about India. 

However, many of my first-generation respondents described feeling a tenuous connection to 

India that was similar to Anika’s feeling of disconnect from India as a state and nation. Feeling a 
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strong sense of affinity with Indian culture was not necessarily associated with a sense of 

connection or expertise on India’s political condition. 

For example, Leena aunty had a fairly traditional immigration story amongst first-

generation Indian women: she completed her undergraduate degree in India and moved to the 

U.S. after she became married. Today, Leena aunty still practices her Hindu faith and feels 

connected to her Indian identity on a personal level. However, she described feeling somewhat 

uncomfortable when she visits India: 

Many times, I feel I neither belong here nor there. When I go there, I don't feel like it's 
my home. The more I visit, the more I feel like I'm a guest… Family-wise, the world has 
opened up and it's just a different country than what I grew up in. Everything is so- I 
think you get everything you get [in America] in India these days. And more, actually. Of 
course, the crowds have still gotten worse and the traffic has gotten worse compared to 
when I was there. People are also kind of a little bit becoming more westernized I think. 
 

For Leena aunty, although she spent a significant period of her life growing up in India, the 

perception of India changing has eroded her ability to feel a sense of belonging when she visits 

now as an adult. Both the desire to belong and the feeling of alienation from the nation are not 

exclusive to second-generation Indian-Americans. Leena aunty, like many other first-generation 

Indians I spoke to, feels somewhat detached from India as space and place, both because she 

cannot relate to it through her experience of the past and because she does not see herself 

returning there in the future (having constructed new networks of family and community in the 

U.S. that she does not wish to abandon). India moves forward in time, but their notion of what it 

is to be Indian in the U.S. remains static and timeless (via the notion of culture). In Chapter 4, we 

will examine in greater depth notions of time, change and modernity as they relate to Indian 

culture and politics. 
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Cultural citizenship and political subjectivity 

Meanwhile, Sonia aunty provided another potential explanation for why first-generation 

Indians feel detached from the Indian nation-state, explaining: 

We have chosen to come [to America], we have taken up [American] citizenship. It is 
good to be aware of what is going on [in India], but if you really had that much care and 
concern, you should have stayed there and made the change that you wish to happen. 
Coming here and criticizing Indian politics—it’s not right. If I been there, I would have 
every right to criticize. I'm not there. Same thing with anybody, I would say “you cannot 
be here and criticize Indian politics or say that that the country is bad.” It is not a bad 
country. It's just that some of the political outlooks are very different from what it is here. 
Just because some people have not been brought to the right direction, it doesn't mean the 
entire country is bad. You do need to have political knowledge but you have no right to 
comment about it, is my opinion. 
 

While Sonia aunty mentions geography and location, at the core of her assertion is that 

citizenship and voting rights are central to being able to voice an opinion on Indian politics with 

legitimacy—regardless of how connected you may feel to your Indian identity on a personal or 

ideological level. Here, Sonia aunty suggests that citizenship is a symbol of commitment and 

loyalty to the home state, and by renouncing citizenship one also renounces their right to be 

invested in changing Indian political landscape. If citizenship is associated with loyalty to the 

state, then they express patriotism (even after renouncing their citizenship) by avoiding dissent 

and critique of the state altogether. 

Diasporic orientations toward the homeland are flexible and diverse, and there are 

certainly diasporic populations that have a close political and symbolic relationships with their 

home state. However, amongst my respondents, the material realities of Indian diasporic political 

subjectivity meant that “active” participation in the politics of the homeland was highly 

circumscribed. The Indian state does not allow dual citizenship, which means that for many, 

immigrating to the United States also meant renouncing Indian citizenship and forgoing the right 

to vote in Indian elections. Those who retain Indian citizenship face barriers to voting from 
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abroad, and the Indian political system does not allow foreign financial contributions to 

campaigns.   

In the face of this apparent alienation by the state, most of the diasporic subjects I 

interviewed respond by disengaging with the state altogether by avoiding making political 

demands or claiming authority as an expert on Indian politics. Ong’s (1996) notion of cultural 

citizenship, which she describes as being a process of both “self-making” (constructing identity 

and self-recognition) and “being made” by the state (cultivating citizen-subjects that are 

constituted by state power) is a useful lens for why and how this detachment is constructed. In 

the Indian state’s refusal to interpellate diasporic Indians as legitimate actors in its political 

project25, diasporic Indians in turn construct a diasporic subjectivity and identity that is detached 

from Indian political discourse. Because they are not interpellated by the Indian states as subjects 

holding a valid stake in the Indian political sphere (that is, they are not “being made” by the 

state), Indian-Americans in turn do not perceive Indian politics as being within the realm of their 

experience of being Indian (that is, they do not engage in “self-making” as political subjects). As 

Sonia aunty summed up: “[Indian politics] doesn’t matter to me. What am I going to do? I don’t 

have a voting right there.” Their disengagement is actively constructed in response to the 

experience of not being recognized as part of the Indian polity by the state. 

  

Nation by way of the family 

The opportunity to experience an “authentic” and “natural” India for diasporic subjects is 

circumscribed by family and community relationships, which influence the possibility to 

                                                        
25 The Indian state has, in the past, actively recruited diasporic populations to its political project. See Mani and 
Varadarajan (2005) on Pravasi Bharatiya Das, for example. However, despite the fact that these programs and 
outreach events exist, many of my respondents identified Howdy Modi as the first, if not only, instance of being 
recognized by the Indian state. By and large, their relationship to the Indian state was defined in terms of alienation. 
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construct affinities with the nation state. Since community is at the core of Indianness (as we saw 

in Chapter 2), both first- and second-generation Indian Americans visit India and re-connect to 

homeland both by and to reconnect with family and community members—to the extent that 

their experience with India and Indian culture is highly circumscribed by their extended family. 

Particularly for second-generation Indians, who have not lived in India for any extended period 

of time, this means that their connection to place is often tenuous. 

Anika put it this way: “We just go [to India] to see family. We don't go super often… It's 

hard for me to take ownership of the place or to feel like I'm connected to the place because I 

would be so much like a fish out of water if I went there by myself.” The last time Anika visited 

India was eight years ago, and while she describes being comfortable conceptualizing her Indian 

identity through cultural facets like language and Bollywood media, she is uncomfortable 

claiming ownership of India as space and place without her family to mediate. For Anika, 

claiming ownership meant being able to assert a connection or personal investment in India as a 

country as being important to her cultural identity. That is to say, while she is comfortable 

identifying de-territorialized facets of Indianness as part of her cultural connection to India, she 

is ambivalent toward visiting or living in India if it does not involve seeing family. 

Because their connection to the nation-state is borne through the medium of the family, 

diasporic Indians are able to claim cultural affinity on the basis of relationships that live in the 

intimate private-sphere. Although visiting India may potentially represent an opportunity to 

mediate the difference in political subjectivity between diasporic and native residents, the 

diasporic subjects I interviewed rarely materially engage with the nation-state beyond the 

confines of their immediate and extended family. As such, their cultural affinity to India can co-

exist with detachment from the Indian political project, because they rarely experience political 
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subjectivity. That is, they are rarely interpellated by the state as political subjects with a stake in 

local politics, and indeed rarely interact with the Indian state at all. 

At the same time, the lens of family and community ties also provides new opportunities 

for both first- and second-generation diasporic Indians to connect to political subjecthood, even 

if they themselves are not interpellated by the state. In the absence of a strong connection to 

India as symbol and nation, many of my respondents instead mobilized discourses of familial 

care and concern to attempt to explain why paying attention to Indian politics may still be 

important to them. For example, Komal aunty described why it’s important to her personally to 

stay informed about Indian politics: 

Because my family lives there. So I don't want them to face any hardship because of their 
political opinions or what actions they take. My family is affected, but I am not directly 
affected. I'm indirectly affected because if anything happens with the politics there, then 
my parents or my brother, my cousin, they're all affected. 
 

Even though Komal aunty is not herself implicated in Indian political decisions, what investment 

she does have in Indian politics is borne through her concern for family members who do live in 

India and are personally impacted by Indian politics. Her investment is rooted in moral and 

familial ethics of care rather than out of civic duty or loyalty to the nation-state. Although the 

family has often been theorized as the site of control and reproduction for the nation-state 

(McClintock 1993), here we see how the family can also generate new political subjectivities in 

the diaspora. Family simultaneously limits the potential for diasporic subjects to construct a 

connection to the Indian nation-state and provides new avenues for engagement with and 

investment in Indian politics. 

In discussing discourses of care and the importance of family, it would be remiss not to 

discuss the gendered implications of these concepts. Amongst my first-generation respondents in 

particular, the men I interviewed were much more receptive to providing an opinion on Indian 
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politics than the women. Within the limited scope of my research, it is possible that the 

disinclination to speak about Indian politics is part of a larger trend of gendered division of labor 

that positions politics as being situated in the domain of the masculine. This appeared to be on 

my respondents minds as well—many of the first-generation women I spoke to asked if I was 

planning to speak to men as well, with Komal aunty telling me, “Women as such don’t talk 

politics as much as men. [Men] have heated conversation, and we are more into the sarees and 

the jewels, like ‘oh what did you cook today?’ At least that’s my take on it.” Another one 

coordinated all the logistics of the interview with me herself, but when I joined the call, it was 

actually her husband who was waiting to speak to me. 

Partha Chatterjee’s (1993) theorization of the inner and outer domains is a helpful lens 

for unpacking why these women I spoke to felt not only that they were not qualified to give an 

opinion about Indian politics, but also that politics was not something that was relevant to them 

and their lives. In Chatterjee’s formulation, the inner domain encompasses the cultural, spiritual 

and familial, while the outer domain encompasses law, politics, and the state. For Chatterjee, 

who is writing in the context of pre-colonial Bengal, this distinction means that Indian 

nationalism can exist and the “nation is already sovereign” (6) even when the state is occupied 

by British colonialism because colonial power cannot penetrate the inner realm. For my 

respondents, where care and family are constituted within the realm of the inner/feminine, 

politics is something that is constituted as part of the outer domain and therefore outside the 

scope of their concern. For many of these women, their migration to the U.S. was brought about 

by their marriage to their husbands who were already living and working in the time, and 

therefore notions of family are inherent to their political subjectivity (or lack thereof). To extend 

Chatterjee’s point, this meant that their connection to India as a homeland was borne through the 
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medium of culture and the family, which exist in the private inner realm, even as politics and 

political upheaval exist in the outer. Their connection to India is thus not premised on a political 

connection, even as politics continues to drive a vision of a Hindu nation. 

 

On being disengaged versus being apolitical 

While many of my respondents expressed an ambivalence to Indian politics, I want to 

warn against interpreting this as an “apolitical position.” Although Greenberg (2010) is writing 

out of a very different political context (post-socialist Serbia), her consideration of apathy as a 

political and even agentic stance worthy of analysis is useful to understand why my respondents’ 

disengagement is a political orientation in and of itself that has real material implications. In 

Greenberg’s study, she found Serbian political apathy to be part of an attempt to reconcile 

citizenship, democratic participation and morality. Greenberg cites Fox (2004) who writes about 

how apathy in the face of a political system that was described as “dirty” and “corrupt” can be a 

way to absolve oneself of complicity with an imperfect or immoral political system. Certainly, 

one of the primary associations with Indian politics that my respondents provided was about how 

corrupt it was. Sonia aunty told me about the corruption she witnessed firsthand at her father’s 

restaurant in Tamil Nadu: 

There was a food inspector who would come, and he would only check the turmeric 
powder because turmeric powder is highly adulterated in India, and the food inspector 
knows that. Restaurants buy turmeric powder from a wholesale dealer. [The food 
inspector] would inspect the turmeric powder, and they know it is 100% adulterated since 
not everybody has the facility to get the turmeric and grind it themselves. Immediately 
[the food inspector] would say, “you have adulterated food in your restaurant,” and they 
would either seal your place or they would ask for a bribe. Unless you run behind them 
(follow up with them) for 10-20 days and pay the bribe to them, they won't clear it or 
certify it. It's not a problem with the restaurant owner, it is a problem with the 
manufacturer. Why not control it at the source instead of coming here? 
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 That said, Modi is largely perceived as existing above and outside of the system of 

entrenched corruption. One of Modi’s most well-known and oft-cited policies was 

demonetization, when he removed 500- and 1000-rupee bank notes from circulation practically 

overnight in 2016 in an attempt to bring black money out of the shadows as people were forced 

to exchange their old notes for newly-issued ones. Modi is also seen as coming into power from 

outside the political establishment, because his family has never been involved in 

electoral/national politics (compared to the generations of political power of the Gandhis in the 

Congress party). Even though demonetization was widely criticized and ultimately perceived as 

something of a failure, Modi was still credited for even attempting to address the problem of 

corrupt money. This appears to run counter to Fox’s point—my respondents’ unwillingness to 

comment was not born solely out of a desire to distance themselves from the dishonesty and 

mistrust associated with the Indian government. They identified Modi as a political figure 

existing outside of this corruption, so engagement with his politics would not implicate them in 

the moral failings of Indian politics as a whole, and yet they were still hesitant to present an 

opinion. 

 Meanwhile, Werbner (2002) writes that postcolonial diasporas in Western democratic 

countries may be defined by moral co-responsibility—that is to say, their commitment to making 

political claims to citizenship or for human rights. She argues that diasporas are connected across 

boundaries (to nations, political communities and empires) by co-responsibility that implicates 

the wellbeing of native residents, nation-state, and diasporic subjects in one another’s wellbeing. 

However, the detachment that many of my respondents described counters this argument to some 

degree. Many of my respondents did express a sense of moral co-responsibility for human rights 
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and the wellbeing of subjects abroad, but this concern was mobilized in order to justify their 

inaction. For example, Gauri aunty said: 

If you’ve made the U.S. your home, I don’t think we should be concerned about what 
decisions are being taken in India by the leaders there as long as it’s not decisions that are 
affecting lives. I mean, if you had Hitler, say. I can only think of that, I can’t think of 
anything else. They had concentration camps, Auschwitz, things of that nature… 
Tiananmen Square. Things we’ve heard of. The Jallianwala Bagh massacre. If I hear 
something like that, I would be concerned about it anywhere in the world. 
 

For Gauri aunty, the decision to make political claims to human rights are de-coupled from her 

own association with India and Indian culture. However, they were born out of her experience 

witnessing the violence that occurred in the aftermath of the demolition of the Babri Masjid in 

late 1992, when a Hindu nationalist mob attacked the mosque and incited widespread communal 

violence across India. Clearly Gauri aunty is able to conceptualize an end to her political 

detachment, although the criteria she uses to assess political events (“things we’ve heard of”) is 

undefined and extreme enough to justify detachment in most, if not all, situations. The 

widespread anti-Muslim violence in 2019 in the wake of the CAA bill, for example, was not 

sufficient to stimulate Gauri aunty to have a decisive stance on the Indian state—despite this 

violence making international headlines, widely occupying public consciousness at the time, and 

“affecting lives.” 

Disengagement and/or apathy with Indian politics calls back to familiar notions of Asian 

Americans (particularly first-generation immigrants) aligning themselves with whiteness to 

continue benefitting from their model minority status. Although Gauri aunty did not explicitly 

reference race or whiteness, her inaction reifies notions of South Asian-Americans as a role 

model for American minority subjectivity, cast in direct opposition to Black protests against the 

state for civil rights (Prashad 2001a, 7). Ultimately, avoiding political involvement, is in itself, a 

political stance. When political engagement might demand active protest against political power 
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that may threaten their privilege, detaching from politics completely may be the easiest and most 

comfortable option.  

It's certainly possible that my respondents are attempting to morally absolve themselves, 

not of the corruption associated with Indian governance, but of its violence. However, in the 

context of the repeated political threats to non-Hindu citizenship and violence against religious 

minorities in India in the past few years, the pre-disposition to inaction is troubling and fails to 

recognize that the political sphere extends beyond electoral politics or casting a vote. On the 

contrary, the influence and attention of diasporic Indians—many of whom benefit greatly from 

caste, class and education privilege—has immense potential to shift discourses and change 

material conditions in India even without engagement in the state’s electoral political apparatus. 

In many cases “diasporas are a normative force, helping to negotiate transnational 

boundaries of legitimate behavior. Even though they are physically outside the state, at an 

ideational level they are ‘inside the people,’ helping to define what the nation is and what it 

should be” (Shain and Barth in B. Biswas 2010). Diasporic populations, in their status as insider-

outsiders, are uniquely situated to influence politics in the homeland, whether in 

democratization, economic development or foreign policy (Adamson 2019). This is particularly 

relevant in the case of the Indian-American community, many of whom attain greater levels of 

status and wealth in the U.S., which in turn translates to greater access to social and financial 

capital. 

 

Conclusion 

My diasporic interviewees actively construct political detachment in response to feeling 

alienated from the Indian state. While they recreate and experience Indian culture through 
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pockets of bounded locality, as we saw in Chapter 2, these opportunities were also often limited 

in terms of when and where they could occur. Most often, this was in the domestic, intimate, 

private sphere, or in temporarily-transformed spaces. As such, my respondents felt that while 

they were able to claim ownership of fragmented aspects of Indian culture, their experience with 

and relationship to Indian culture in the diaspora was still fundamentally different from Indians 

living in India. They therefore construct a boundary between themselves and the electoral 

politics of their homeland, which they perceive to exist beyond the realm of their own 

experience.  Amongst my first-generation respondents, renouncing their Indian citizenship to 

immigrate to the U.S. thus simultaneously implied largely renouncing their political investment 

in the Indian state altogether. This feeling of alienation disrupts the constructive act of cultural 

citizenship, as suggested by Ong, whereby political subjectivity would otherwise be cultivated in 

response to being interpellated by the state. 

Where my respondents felt unable to make political claims to belonging, their 

relationship to the Indian state was largely mediated by connections to family who still lived in 

India instead. Even as familial relationships circumscribe Indian-Americans’ connection to India, 

in that visiting India becomes primarily about visiting family, they also general new modes of 

diasporic political relationality. Investment in Indian politics becomes understood as a condition 

that exists outside of diasporic political subjectivity, as Indian-Americans construct boundaries 

between inner/outer and here/there in their attempts to construct Indianness in the diaspora. 
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CHAPTER 4: Nostalgia, Modernity, and Evaluations of Modi 
 
 

I sometimes get the sense that coming to the United States, for a lot of Indian people… 
was very culturally shocking to them. Whether they like what has been done in the United 
States or how they're faring in the United States, there's always this sense of wanting to 
go back [to India]. Like wanting to go back home and being in an environment which is 
more culturally understanding—there’s just this yearning to be somewhere like that. I 
feel like a lot of parents feel somewhat lonely here, especially if they're not around an 
Indian community... So I feel like there's this part of a lot of Indian adults that I know, 
where they just want to not be here so badly and sort of revel in the India that they knew 
if they had good experiences there, which also helped them to get here in their life. I think 
that tapping into that nostalgia is a very powerful way to sway them into any kind of 
direction, just because they have such a strong connection to it. 

Yash, second-generation 
 
 

Most all of the Indian-Americans I spoke to reflected fondly on their childhood in India, 

whether they grew up there or had visited regularly in their childhood. Biswas (2005) writes that:  

The Indian-American community has had an ambivalent relation with its country of 
origin, marking its distance as modernity’s success over traditional India, yet embracing, 
even clinging to, tradition both to mark out its uniqueness in the US cultural space and as 
an expression of its nostalgia for “home.” (55) 
 

Even as Indian-Americans perceive themselves as proof of modernity and progress in terms of 

their economic success upon immigrating to the U.S., their memories of India remain rooted in 

the past, and India itself moves forward in time. The last twenty years have been a period of 

rapid urbanization and development for India, to the point where many of my respondents 

described visiting India as feeling the same as being in the U.S. As Komal aunty described:  

The simplicity has gone. It’s almost like [the U.S.], everybody's running their life busy 
[in India]. Whatever is here [in the U.S.], they do the same thing there too…But the thing 
is, I find that they still enjoy being rushed. Whereas here we are overwhelmed with the 
rush. 
 

Komal aunty’s evocation of the “simplicity” of India from the past betrays the nostalgia that 

many of my respondents expressed for the India of their childhood—which they seek to recreate 
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and re-experience living in the United States. In this chapter, I seek to unpack some of the 

tensions between modernity and tradition, diaspora and homeland. What does diasporic nostalgia 

look like for these Indian immigrants? How does nostalgia function to produce an ideal of India 

in the diaspora? What does this mean for their visions of an Indian national future? How do they 

evaluate the political leaders that might lead them there? At the same time, we saw in Chapter 2 

how participation in Hinduism is central to the collective imagining of nationhood and 

community in the diaspora. If we understand that to be the case, then how do diasporic Indians 

navigate their positionality relative to Modi and his political project of Hindutva, which is 

premised upon the explicit notion that the Indian nation only includes Hindu subjects? 

Indian-Americans’ nostalgia for India is born out the challenges of maintaining an Indian 

identity in the face of cultural erasure, even as they dis-identify with the dirty and corrupt India 

they see in the present. The vision of India that is reproduced out of attempts to recreate an 

idealized childhood is one that is rooted in religion, socially conservative, and pre-urbanization. 

However, despite in their nostalgia for the past, Indian-Americans present a vision for the future 

that is rooted in technological advancement, economic development, and a return to an idealized 

India born out of their nostalgia reconstructions. While it remains difficult to definitively 

characterize diasporic relationships to Modi as a political figure and what he represents for India, 

Modi’s promises of infrastructural and technological investment—combined with his aesthetics 

of Hinduness and modesty—are received by diasporic Indians relatively positively even as they 

distance themselves from his political Hindutva project. Hinduism, in the ways it is practiced 

amongst my diasporic interviewees, acts as an anti-political machine in that it is simultaneously 

depoliticized due to its cultural importance and depoliticizes Modi when used to evaluate him. 

Indian-Americans are able to detach themselves from the violence of Modi’s policy because they 
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lay claim to India’s past and future, even as they distance themselves from the politics of the 

present. 

 

Diasporic nostalgia, realized 

When I asked Naina aunty about when she felt the most Indian, she told me: 

When I'm at parties with my Indian friends. Or Navaratri. Navratri is the Festival of 
Dolls, so we do a doll display [to celebrate it]. Back home when I was growing up, my 
grandma always did that. So now at my house, I keep the same doll display…that's the 
time I feel the most Hindu, the most Indian… on those days I follow all of the traditions, 
like no eating chicken or fish or egg. I try to say my prayers very sincerely on those nine 
days, and invite friends over, and go to other friends’ houses and socialize. That's when 
I’m the most Indian, I would say. 
 

For Naina aunty, replicating the religious practices that she witnessed growing up is a reference 

to her experience growing up in India and the connection she had to her extended family. In 

addition to reproducing the rituals that her grandparents conducted in their childhood home, she 

also shares these traditions with friends and family members to continue the tradition and 

construct new networks of collectivity in the United States. Although she professes that she lives 

“an Indian life” in the U.S.—wearing Indian clothes, cooking and eating primarily Indian food, 

shopping at Indian stores—recreating the events and experiences that she experienced in her 

childhood (growing up in India) are what primarily maintain her connection to India, where 

traditions and rituals contribute to a conception of Indian “culture” as a static, unchanging 

practice. 

While we saw in Chapter 2 how tradition and ritual were means for community which in 

turn constructed Indianness, here we see another dimension by which tradition engenders 

Indianness: in nostalgic evocation. Boym (2001) describes two typologies of nostalgia: reflective 

and restorative. Reflective nostalgia is a longing for the past that “thrives in the longing itself,” 
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not striving toward a homecoming but rather recognizes the contradictions of modernity and 

progress. Meanwhile, restorative nostalgia is marked by the project of reviving and re-creating 

what has been lost (“a trans-historical reconstruction of the lost home”) (xviii), considering itself 

to be truth and tradition rather than recognizing itself as nostalgia, and thus tends to be politically 

reactionary. Naina aunty’s attempts to reconstruct the practices that she witnessed her 

grandparents doing in her childhood falls into the latter category. Religious traditions and ritual 

are manifestations of restorative nostalgia that serve not only to reaffirm diasporic Indians’ 

connection to India and Indian culture, but also to re-assert a vision of Indian culture that is 

crystallized in the past. As Boym reminds us, while nostalgia appears to be a longing for a place, 

it is rather “a yearning for a different time—the time of our childhood, the slower rhythms of our 

dreams” (xv). 

Because they are attempting to reconstruct an experience or emotion that they 

experienced in their childhood, the version of Indian culture that is reproduced in the diaspora is 

one that is firmly rooted in the past. The attempt to recreate the India of their childhood often has 

the effect of constructing a notion of India and Indian culture that is an essentialized vision of 

India—"stripped of the dynamism, diversity, and local idiosyncrasies present in the native land," 

as Dasgupta and Dasgupta (1998, 114) put it. Boym (2001, 19) also writes that restorative 

nostalgic practices are often more ritualistic and formalized than the traditions or cultures they 

originate from. This is reflected in cultural practices that are specific to Indian-American 

communities, including balvihar, and facets of Indian culture that appear to take on an outsized 

role in representing Indian culture in the U.S., such as Diwali. While parents described passing 

on these traditions to their American-born children as a way of attempting to also pass on a 
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cultural connection, restorative nostalgia has larger and longer-term implications for how Indian 

culture exists and is represented more broadly in America. 

In addition to a personal conviction about the importance of culture to their identities and 

personal lives, Indian immigrants to the United States likewise have a vested political interest in 

clinging to their cultural difference even as they attempt to assimilate into American culture. 

This is born out of the U.S. ethos of multiculturalism that is predicated on the existence and 

moreover public assertion of difference to claim rights to recognition (Kurien 2007). In her work 

on Sikh immigrants in Canada, Nayar (2004) writes about how under the auspices of 

multiculturalism, integrating into a host culture and conserving the culture of a native homeland 

are two goals that exist both in conjunction and in opposition to one another. Understanding how 

diasporic Indians experience restorative nostalgia provides another possible explanation for why 

they choose to disengage with Indian politics and the state, as we saw in Chapter 3—both in 

order to attempt to recreate the depoliticized version of India that they remember from their 

childhood, but also because politics exists in the realm of the present, which many diasporic 

subjects feel they have no claim to. This withdrawal from politics is a political stance in and of 

itself, in that it precludes intervention even in instances of political violence—as we’ll see in 

more detail in my respondents’ evaluations of Modi later in this chapter. 

 

Crystallized values in the diaspora 

In addition to religious rituals and other cultural traditions, first-generation Indians’ 

attempts to cling to their experiences growing up in India are often extended to social values as 

well. As Sonia aunty told me, “we are stuck in the 90s, we are not in the 2000s.” One of the 

second-generation Indians I spoke to, Yash, explained to me how he sometimes experienced 
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conflict with his parents about their values and beliefs, which he assumed were rooted in their 

Indianness: 

My parents have clung to a lot of different views that they had when they came to the 
United States. Like what the culture in India was like in 1998 [when they immigrated to 
the U.S.], is kind of what they hold on to. So I thought that a lot of the things that they 
believe, such as some sexist beliefs that they have, or for instance, they're like, “how 
could you ever date somebody without planning to marry them?” That kind of thing. I 
thought those things were very rooted in Indian culture. But then when I went back [to 
India] and talked with my relatives, it looks like they continue to have more fluid 
changing mindsets towards things. But I think my parents wanting to preserve what they 
came with, constantly held on to those things. 
 

Here, “Indian cultural values” and modernity are conceived in opposition to one another—not 

out of Western egocentrism, but because his parents’ practice of what constitutes “Indian 

culture” is quite literally marked by traditions and values that stem from their experience 

growing up in India in the 80s and 90s. Yash’s experience visiting India as a teenager was 

instrumental in deconstructing many of the long-held assumptions he had about Indian culture 

(and his struggle with accepting it as part of his identity). 

Having been born and raised in the United States, Yash’s primary mode of acculturation 

was through and by older first-generation Indians in his family and local community, many of 

whom were invested in maintaining the Indian culture of their past. It is unclear to what extent 

these social values are simply a product of the time when they left India, or something that 

remains true to Indian culture even today. Regardless, conservative social values come to 

represent Indian culture in the Indian-American diaspora because they are perceived to 

characterize a specific context of India in the late 20th century. That is to say, although at first 

glance conservative “traditional” values are attributed to some essential nature of Indian culture, 

for Yash and many other Indians living in the U.S., it is rather often born out of a specific 

context of migration. 
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Yash was not the only second-generation Indian to initially attribute their parents’ social 

conservatism and religiosity to their Indianness until they experienced Indian culture themselves 

without their parents to mediate. Ishan was in his third year of college when we spoke, only just 

having returned to campus after months of living with his parents at home during the pandemic. 

He told me: 

Growing up, it was always crazy to go to India and realize that people in my family and 
my community in India were so much less rigid and uptight and conservative about a lot 
of things. Like, I remember hearing some of my cousins around my age say “shit” or 
“damn” for the first time and I wasn't even allowed to say “stupid” yet. I remember that 
happening and I went to my aunt, I was like, “Akhil just said ‘damn.’” And she's like, “I 
don't give a crap, he's 10, who cares.” I just say that because it's like a little microcosm 
for the way that—I don't know if it's all immigrant communities, but it feels to me that in 
the Indian immigrant community—because you move to a new country and you're like 
clinging on to your identity, they've become more intense about beliefs that maybe they 
would have been more moderate about if they lived in India. They've clung tighter to just 
all kinds of things. And as a result, Indian parents in the US are stricter, they're more 
religious, whatever. 
 

Ishan’s observation that his parents’ version of Indian culture not only reflected a version of 

Indian culture from the past, but also one that was more “intense” resonates with Boym’s (2001) 

suggestion that “the more rapid and sweeping the pace and scale of modernization, the more 

conservative and unchangeable the new traditions tend to be” (42). Indians who immigrated to 

the United States just before the turn of the century are contending with two simultaneous 

“threats” to their preservation of the culture of their homeland: migration and modernity. 

Not only do they feel the need to maintain hold of their Indianness upon being immersed 

in America, Indians who immigrated to the U.S. primarily in the 90s also found themselves in 

the midst of rapid and sweeping technological advancements at the turn of the century—such 

that their conceptions of India are stuck in the past socially, culturally and technologically. Many 

of my first-generation respondents described their childhood in terms of non-urban “simplicity,” 
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describing their childhood in idyllic images of nature and community. For example, Tanvi, 

although she has never lived in India herself, reflected fondly on visiting India as a child: 

I remember going every single evening to walk and smell the mango trees and you would 
hear the parakeets and you would see the monkeys. A lot of [the change] is due to 
development and industrialization. But I don't know, I think those [natural] aspects also 
made me feel a lot more connected to the Indian environment and the country then… I 
can't expect India to stay green and un-industrialized and how it used to be forever, but 
it's hard to come to terms with that. It's hard to come to terms with the fact that there isn't 
a mango tree outside of my grandma's apartment anymore, there are buildings [instead]. 
It's hard to come to terms with pollution. I know that's selfish of me, but I think at the 
same time, I still want it. 
 

Tanvi’s description was emblematic of the kind of pre-urban idealization that many of my 

respondents expressed, contrasted with their complaints about the pollution, traffic and noise of 

India today. India essentialized in the diaspora, therefore, becomes a crystallized site of memory 

marked by religiosity, conservative social values, and an undeveloped natural landscape. 

  

Disidentification with present-day India 

While Indian-Americans express nostalgia for the India of the past, they don’t deny the 

rapidly changing landscape of modern-day India. At the same time that their notions and practice 

of culture and tradition remain firmly rooted in the past—unchanging and essentialized—my 

respondents often recognized, and even expressed pride in, the modernized, urbanized, 

technological India of today. Dominic Boyer (2012), in his work on Eastern European nostalgia, 

writes that nostalgia “perhaps ultimately has less to do with the recovery of a past or past-

phantom than…with the politics of the future” (25). Although Boyer is writing out of a very 

different political and social context, Indian-Americans’ nostalgia similarly has implications for 

how they identify a vision of India’s future and perhaps more notably, how they evaluate the 

political figures that may lead them there. 
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While Indian-Americans seek to re-create the rituals and traditions of their Indian 

childhood to reproduce and return to the past personally and privately, they often articulated an 

aspirational vision of India’s future in terms of technological advancement and progress, even as 

they themselves longed for a return to the simplified, often rural or de-industrialized experience 

of their childhood. While religiosity and social values belong to India of the past, urbanization 

and politics belong to India of the present/future. 

This is familiar to organized Hindutva groups in the U.S. Rajagopal and Rajagopal 

(2001) quote the President of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad of America (a branch of the RSS that 

operates in America) who said, “every time [Indian-Americans] go to India, they feel 

disgusted—they see the dirty streets and the dirty bathrooms. They don’t want to identify with 

India. But they can take pride in Hindutva [which rests on being part of an ancient civilization]” 

(267). Indeed, when my respondents described their visits to India they took notice of the poor 

roads, the litter on the side of the street, the traffic. For example, when I asked Anaita aunty what 

she would change about India, she told me: 

The fact that we don't feel that it's our country in keeping the place clean. [People] are 
happy to [clean] their house, but to do community and social service or activities outside 
the community... keeping the country clean, I suppose, is top on my list. Like trash. And 
spitting outside everywhere. That's one thing I always used to feel: How can we change 
that culturally? Like if everybody doesn't throw trash outside, it's going to be clean. How 
do you say, “put it in the bin?” How do you say, “don't spit everywhere?” How do you 
change the culture? I don't care that it's not a five-star hotel. It's not posh. But I care that 
things are clean. 
 

For them, these markers of urbanization not only represent a divergence from the “simplicity” of 

their non-urban childhood, but also a divergence from the nostalgia and affinity they feel toward 

their memories. Their idealization of the past is thus rooted in a recognition of India’s 

shortcomings in the present, and their visions of a technologized future attempt to return to this 

romanticized past. 
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Modi and politics in aspirations of an Indian national future 

Notably, this version of the past is markedly apolitical. The first-generation Indians I 

spoke to rarely described being involved in Indian politics during their time living in India, most 

often out of disillusionment with the corrupt political system and the Congress party who was in 

power at that time. Leena aunty described politics as being a “dirty word” in her household 

growing up because her family was so disillusioned by politicians’ failure to “do anything for the 

country.” Where politics was not part of many first-generation Indians’ experiences in India, 

their hesitation to engage with Indian politics, therefore, stems not only from a distinction 

between the inner/outer as we saw in Chapter 3, but also from a distinction between the 

past/present. 

In her work on post-socialist Hungary, Nadkarni (2020) explores how nostalgia speaks to 

“both the fantasy of a more innocent past, and the past’s own fantasies about what the future 

might bring” (95). By hearkening back to an apparently apolitical childhood in the wake of 

alienation resulting from modernity—in my respondents’ case, urbanization and its resulting 

transformation of the Indian natural landscape—nostalgia evokes a domestic, private realm 

where politics did not exist. In their disavowal of Indian politics as a financially and morally 

corrupt institution, my respondents’ nostalgia for the past acts a vehicle to aspire for a future. 

Among those of my respondents who did express approval (tepid or otherwise) of Modi, 

this was often framed in terms of his leadership being “good for India.” Before conducting my 

interviews, I expected that this rhetoric would be rooted in ideas about Hindu revitalization and a 

return to India’s roots as Hindu nation (particularly given the importance of Hinduness to 

Indianness in the diaspora, as we’ve seen). Instead, this positive association with Modi was often 
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linked to his actions in the realm of economic development and infrastructure. Naina aunty 

explained how she felt like things were changing in India technologically since her childhood: 

Before, it used to be always that the European countries were in the news. So now, why is 
India in the news? Because of technical advancements. [In India] everybody on the street 
has a cell phone. Everybody that can afford a smartphone has a smartphone… That is 
trendsetting to me, because they are keeping up with the same standards as Western 
cultures. When I was growing up, that was not the case. We had TV, but the TV had only 
Doordarshan, which was the local news… that's what I mean by trends and 
advancement—for [Modi] to allow vendors to come in and do business so people know 
all of these things… Everybody has a 4k TV now. I mean, who knew? I have a 4k TV 
here [in America], your parents have a 4k TV there [in India]. The trends are the same, 
we can all be on the same advancements in technology. [Modi] has made it possible to 
have all that. 
 

Naina aunty attributes technological developments in India to Modi’s political leadership, tying 

technology (advancement) and politics together, although these changes were in motion long 

before Modi came to be Prime Minister. Modi is therefore credited with bringing India out of a 

state of pre-modernity into the present, where India is on the same plane of recognition as the 

United States. Hansen (1999) writes that changing landscape of globalization, consumer goods, 

and media flows in the 80s onwards “made the question of India’s place in the global order one 

of crucial importance” (12), but specifically for the cause of Hindu nationalists, who desired to 

see India recognized on the global stage. This is not to say that all of my respondents felt 

positively about Modi and the trajectory of India’s development, but rather to point out how 

Modi and India’s future as a rapidly developing country are coupled to represent progress and 

the continued recognition of India on the global stage, even outside of the Hindu nationalist 

project and its staunch advocates. 

At the same time that Modi represents progress, his Hinduness appeals to diasporic 

nostalgia for the past. Where Indian-Americans might feel culturally isolated in America and 

political disavowed by India all at once, Modi’s fundamentalist aesthetics are familiar to 
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essentialist notions of “Indian culture” that are rooted in Hinduness. This familiarity and 

nostalgic evocation explain some of why some Indian-Americans, like Gauri aunty, feel that 

Modi is doing well enough so as not to need intervention, even where they feel that they don’t 

have a right to participate in Indian politics. Yash explained how he felt like Modi’s rhetoric 

played off of diasporic nostalgia to cultivate support: 

It’s a lot of like: “India's the greatest country, India first, we are India, that kind of thing.” 
And it doesn't exactly have to explicitly reference the times that [first-generation Indians] 
are thinking about, but just that part of them. I feel like that part of you that is like “India 
is great,” actually gets strengthened when you're not in India, because maintaining that 
identity takes a lot of power and effort, especially in the face of so much cultural erasure 
and whitewashing in the United States. You have to really be firm with it. And along with 
the strength that is developed, there's this wish to be back, along with the strength that is 
developed there, and this pride that you really want someone to validate because so many 
of the people around you in the United States will not validate that. So Modi validating 
that, I think it's a very strong pull. 
 

Yash connects the idealization of India directly to the experience of trying to balance 

maintaining a cohesive cultural identity with assimilation into American culture. In the face of 

what Yash identifies as “cultural erasure,” but also because of the demands of multiculturalism, 

Indian-Americans feel that they must make a marked effort to retain their connection to India 

and Indian culture. Even for those Indian-Americans who have a more ambivalent relationship to 

their country of origin than idealization, the desire to be validated remains—often manifesting in 

the wish to see Indians succeed in America, or for Indian innovation to be recognized globally. 

When the India of the present, which they often perceive as crowded and dirty, fails to fulfill this 

desire to feel proud of India or be externally validated for India’s accomplishments, they instead 

turn to Modi’s aspirational vision of the future.  
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Hinduism and Hindutva in evaluating Modi 

While many of my respondents clarified that they didn’t endorse the religious violence or 

hate that stemmed from Modi’s Hindutva, their vision for an Indian national future and Modi’s 

potential to achieve it meant that they were ambivalent toward anything but the most untenable 

violence—as we saw in Gauri aunty’s citation of the Holocaust or the Jallianwala Bagh 

massacre. They perceive Modi’s politics in terms of development and future progress (avoiding 

acknowledging the violence of his Hindutva agenda) while his individual practice of Hinduism is 

familiar to their nostalgic constructions of essentialist India. That is to say, even as Indian-

Americans avoided opining about Modi’s religious politics, they often deployed Hinduism as a 

mode of evaluating Modi’s candidacy on the basis of his moral character and suitability to lead 

India. For example, Komal aunty explained to me how seeing Kamala Harris being nominated to 

the Vice President position (we spoke prior to the 2020 election) was a source of pride for her 

because of their shared Tamil heritage. When I asked her whether seeing the BJP or Modi in 

power similarly evoked pride seeing as they shared a Hindu belief, she said: 

Not that much. We have seen Hindu leaders before [Modi], there will be Hindu leaders 
after him too. Yes, it did make me proud to see somebody who stood up for the values of 
Hinduism, because the other parties did not openly acknowledge the values of the Hindu 
religion. So yes, but not as much as with Kamala Harris, even though she is like 0.001% 
Indian. 
 

I asked her what Hindu values she was referring to, and she described the same moral, pluralist 

values that we’ve seen before: “being nice to others, respecting other people but not just for their 

caste or money or anything like that. Be kind to everyone, love everyone, respect everyone.” 

Komal aunty’s lukewarm endorsement of Modi—although she does not go so far as to agree 

with his religious persecution—is born out of her projecting her own moral associations with 

Hinduism onto Modi by virtue of his Hinduness, without recognizing that the outcomes of their 
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Hinduness are vastly different. Modi’s political Hindutva agenda is predicated on exclusion of 

non-Hindu “threats” to the nation, while Komal aunty’s spiritual Hinduism appears to compel 

her toward inclusivity and acceptance.  

Pavan similarly judged Modi based on his Hinduness, assigning value to his commitment 

to Hinduism: 

He comes from very strong fundamentals, his RSS background. People who do that are 
very much dedicated to it. It’s a rigorous, lifelong pursuit of doing something for what 
they believe in. It doesn’t come overnight. That’s why their decisions are very strong… 
RSS is a discipline. Discipline is very important to become a strong leader. Being 
involved in RSS means that you have a very strong discipline to follow what is important 
for your body, mind and everything. The fundamentals of growing up like that, going 
through that, believing in that, and then continuing that discipline all along for almost 50 
years until he got to where he is right now—that strong discipline, you can see it in his 
day-to-day lifestyle. 
 

While here, Pavan used Modi’s commitment to the RSS (a civilian Hindutva militant group that 

he described to me as an Indian version of “boy scouts,” completely overlooking the violence 

that the group enacts26) as proof of his moral character like Komal aunty did, he also went so far 

as to explicitly privilege this discipline or “conviction” over material analysis of his policies and 

decisions: 

If we take any of [Modi’s] decisions, whether the Kashmir decision or the demonetization 
decision… they are not easy decisions. We have never had somebody who has done that 
[in India]. Whether it is good or bad is debatable. Whether it hurt anybody or not, that is 
debatable. But it's a very hard decision to take. Unless he strongly believed that good for 
everybody would come out of that decision, he wouldn't have risked it. Especially when 
there were elections coming up, there was no point taking that decision. He could have 
been like a Congress politician where he didn't have to take any decisions and just 
continue [staying in power]. But he must have believed so hard that it would help.  
 
 
Both Komal aunty and Pavan use Modi’s Hindu values and his commitment to Hinduism 

as markers of moral and therefore political fitness. But they weren’t the only ones—many of my 

                                                        
26 See Thomas Blom Hansen, The Saffron Wave on RSS Hinduism. 
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respondents pointed to Modi’s visibly performed Hinduness as proof of his character. His 

decision to remain single, his modest home, his mountainous spiritual treks were all brought up 

as evidence that Modi was a good person and therefore a good leader for India. Modi’s modesty 

and religiosity evoke the same values that fuel these Indian-American’s restorative nostalgia for 

their rural, simple childhood. As such, this evaluation of Modi is rooted in an interpretation of 

his commitment to Indianness, even outside of his exclusionary Hindutva political project. While 

they evaluate his political agenda in terms of its potential to bring about technological and 

infrastructural change (as opposed to affiliation with religious projects), they evaluate Modi’s 

morality in terms of his commitment to Hinduism rather than anything specific in his Hindu 

values or practice itself. In both cases, the violence of his Hindu political project is elided and 

thus spared critique. 

This does not necessarily go so far as to stimulate support in every case—we’ve seen 

how the primary mode of relating to Modi amongst my respondents was still hesitation and 

detachment. However, it does explain to some extent why and how Indian-Americans perceive 

Modi as “good” for India, even if they cannot identify specific policies or decisions that he’s 

made. Modi’s goodness is often rooted in conceptions about his Hinduness, and where Hindutva 

is a political ideology premised on past greatness, Indian-Americans may be able to find affinity 

in their own longing for the India of their childhood. 

Perhaps more notably, however, is how Modi is politically evaluated not on his 

Hinduness, but on his ability to move India toward a vision of the future that is driven by ideas 

about technology and economic development. The separation between religion and politics is 

emblematic of two divisions that Indian-Americans grapple with: the inner/outer and the 

past/present. Where Modi’s individual “goodness” falls within the realm of the personal (the 
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inner), he can be evaluated using Hinduism, which is also part of the essentialized idea of India 

that Indian-Americans have access to and claim ownership of. Meanwhile, where his politics are 

situated in the realm of the outer, not only is religion no longer available as a metric of 

evaluation, it also belongs to the realm of the ever-changing present and therefore outside the 

realm of acceptable engagement for Indian-Americans, leading to political detachment. 

 

Diasporic Hinduism and nostalgia as an anti-politics machine 

It is clear that Hinduism provides a point of access for diasporic Indians to judge Modi, 

but at the same time they are unable (or at least disinclined to) politicize his Hinduism despite his 

explicit regime of religious exclusion. In this way, Hinduism functions as an anti-politics 

machine, drawing on James Ferguson’s framework. In his analysis of development projects in 

Lesotho, Ferguson (1990) argues that development functions as an “anti-politics machine” in two 

critical ways. Firstly, development projects act to entrench and expand the exercise of state 

power. Secondly, by presenting poverty as a technical problem that can only be solved by 

development, development de-politicizes itself. As such, even as development projects are 

concerned with deeply political problems and operations, the extension of state power that they 

engender is not only neutral, but also invisible (256).   

While Hinduism is deeply political in India, with a long history of conflict and 

oppression that lies behind it, it appears that amongst diasporic Indian-Americans, Hinduism not 

only becomes markedly de-politicized but also de-politicizing.  That is to say, Hinduism provides 

a point of entry to evaluate Modi on the basis of moralized aspects such as his modesty and 

humbleness. At the same time, because Hinduism itself has been de-politicized in the diaspora 

due to its importance in cultural formation, the application of Hinduism to evaluate Modi 
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simultaneously depoliticizes his Hindutva agenda. As such, my interviewees are able to 

recognize (and speak positively of) Modi’s individual commitment to Hinduness while avoiding 

acknowledging, let alone critiquing, the violence that his Hinduism propagates. 

When I first asked Komal aunty about Indian politics, she told me she wasn’t very 

interested in politics at all, whether in the U.S. or in India. As we continued talking, it became 

clear that she certainly did have opinions about Indian politics, in particular about corruption and 

the emergence of grassroots citizen activist groups in India. I was surprised, however, when I 

asked her what she thought about religion in Indian politics, and she said: 

Without religion, there’s nothing in India. Everybody is somehow attached to some kind 
of religion in India… We are predominantly a Hindu country, because the majority of us 
are Hindu. But at no point should we—meaning India and the Indian government—
restrict other religions or their way of life. No religion should obstruct or hinder anybody 
else’s prayer. Secular means you have the freedom to worship any religion, so that should 
not come into play… [Modi’s] basic principle is that he came from a Hindu political 
party, so he has to stand up for Hindus. But in no way should secularism be broken. 
 

Komal aunty does not see secularism and religiously-driven politics as being mutually exclusive. 

That is to say, Modi’s decision to “stand up for Hindus” doesn’t violate the value of secularism 

until the government infringes specifically upon the right to worship in its quest for religious 

singularity. At the same time, Komal aunty frames this as being essential, in some way, to 

Modi’s political project in her assertion that because Modi came from a Hindu party (the BJP), 

he must address Hindus and their specific needs in order to follow through on that commitment. 

Pavan similarly framed Hindu policies as commonsensical given the majority status of 

Hinduism in the Indian public. He said: 

I don’t know whether politics should be anywhere close to religion, but if you’re talking 
and 80% of the population is Hindu, you have to talk to them in a language that makes 
sense for them. For example, if [Modi] has [implemented a] demonetization policy, does 
it only affect Hindus? Yes, it does affect them more. If 80% of the population are Hindus, 
you’re affecting more Hindus… I don’t think [that Modi is a Hindu nationalist] but it’s 
natural to brand him that way because his message is for the 80% of the people who he 
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wants to do good for. It doesn’t mean that a policy like “Made In India” doesn’t help a 
non-Hindu. In politics, that’s the choice they’ve made—to present it that way so that you 
know who you’re serving from a highest point. 
 

Both Pavan and Komal aunty implied that a belief that religion is inherent to effective political 

leadership in India more generally—rather than only Modi and the BJP’s Hindutva platform—

because India is a Hindu majority state. Pavan and Komal aunty described the phenomenon of 

religion being intertwined with Indian politics in a tone of pragmatism about what it takes to 

make policy and garner support in the Indian political landscape. 

In Chapter 2, we saw some attempts that Indian-Americans made to distinguish Hinduism 

from their notions of Indian culture and identity. Pavan and Komal aunty, like many of the others 

I interviewed, naturally referenced religion when describing their connection to Indian culture 

and their own Indianness. When Hinduism and Indianness are not consciously separated, then 

the inclusion of Hinduism in the Indian political project appears commonsensical—that it would 

be natural for Modi to appeal to Hindus because that is simply how Indianness is evoked. Even if 

they don’t necessarily ascribe to the larger project of a Hindu nation, the criticality of Hindu-ness 

to their own personal cultural identity formation means that they do not perceive Modi’s appeals 

to Hinduness as a political act warranting critique. His Hindutva platform, which appeals directly 

to values of Hindu nationalism at the expense of religious plurality, is cast as a necessary fact of 

conducting politics in India because of their own convictions about Hinduness being central to 

their constructions of Indianness. 

Hinduism is able to function as a depoliticizing force in the diaspora in large part due to 

the logics of American multiculturalism, which produce de-territorialized and thus de-

contextualized versions of Hinduism and Hindu identification. As we saw in Chapter 2, 

Hinduism takes on particular significance in the diaspora as a critical site of cultural identity 



 79 

formation. Hinduism also provides a non-threatening mode of representing difference and 

therefore coherent group identity in order to claim space and recognition from the American 

state, as Kurien (2007) writes. At the same time, for my respondents in particular, the role of 

Hinduism in their lives is firmly rooted in the personal, private sphere. There are certainly 

politicized Hindu groups in the U.S. However, among my interviewees, because their 

commitment to Hinduism was so central to their personal cultural identity and largely took place 

within bounded spaces of locality, they construct Hinduism squarely as a force of the intimate 

inner sphere, where politics does not exist. This distinction cultivates and reifies an essential 

ideological division between Hinduism and politics for my respondents that allows them to avoid 

evaluating political figures and decisions in terms of their broader impact. 

However, even when my respondents attempted to separate Hinduism from Indianness, 

they conceived of Hinduism as a practice that was morally pure and inclusive, as we also saw in 

Chapter 2 from Gauri aunty and Sonia aunty. Conscious efforts to separate Hinduness from 

Indianness may have been an opportunity to critique the inclusion of Hinduism in the BJP’s 

political project. However, these respondents understood Hinduism in its abstraction from 

Indianness as a means for moral purity, which positions it as a practice beyond reproach. In the 

Introduction, we saw how Indian secularism was premised not on attempting to remove religion 

from the political/public sphere, but rather on the idea of active non-preference toward any 

religion. Hinduism, when distilled down to a moral framework in this way, is seen as a regime 

that is accommodating of religious difference (alongside caste, class and regional differences), 

and therefore does not violate the terms of secularism, as Komal aunty mentioned. That is to say, 

because these Hindus view Hinduism as being accepting and flexible of different people, 

communities and identities, they likewise cannot perceive it as a threat—either to secularism or 
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to minoritized subjects (both in India and abroad). The moralization of Hinduism means that it 

becomes divorced from the material reality of harm it is mobilized towards; rather, it is distilled 

into a personalized framework of ethical conduct that lives in the personal/private realm. 

As Ferguson writes, the function of the anti-politics machine is “the suspension of 

politics from even the most sensitive political operations” (256). The importance of Hinduism in 

the diaspora to organization and identity formation in the U.S., combined with its construction as 

a personal, intimate form, thus imbue Hinduism with the power to function as anti-politics 

machine. 

 

Conclusion 

 Nostalgia is another important force tying the Indian-American diaspora back to India. 

While first-generation Indians’ nostalgia was rooted in memories of their childhood growing up 

in India, second-generation Indians also have a connection to India of the past because their 

cultural upbringing is dictated by their parents’ crystallized memory. The version of Indianness 

that is reproduced amongst my diasporic respondents was often “traditional,” pre-urbanized, and 

apolitical. Even as they idealized the past, my diasporic respondents often disidentified with 

India of the present while presenting aspirational visions of India’s future in terms of technology 

and progress. In considering how these forces play out politically, we see how my respondents 

are able to evaluate Modi politically on the basis of his promises for advancement and progress 

and personally on the basis of his commitment to Hinduism. However, they remain unable to 

politically critique his Hindu nationalist policy. This is because of personal constructions of 

Hinduness that we saw in Chapter 2—where either Hinduness is indistinguishable from 

Indianness, or Hinduness is a flexible and morally pure practice. In either case, Hindu politics are 
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constructed as being beyond reproach precisely because of their importance in the private sphere 

of identity formation for my respondents. In this way, Hinduism ultimately acts as anti-politics 

machine in the diaspora, as it is de-politicized and also depoliticizing. In this way, religion 

remains accessible as a mode of evaluation and critique, but a fundamental divide between 

Hinduism and politics is reified. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this project I have considered three modes of relating to India and Indian culture from 

the diaspora—religion, politics and nostalgia.  

Religion (specifically Hinduism) becomes particularly important in the diaspora as an 

organizing principle because of its potential to create spaces of relative cultural homogeneity, 

where Indian-Americans congregate and collectively construct what it means to be Indian in 

America. Practicing Hinduism in the United States is central to the project of identity-creation in 

the diaspora, and it thus has significant implications for who is included within the category of 

“Indian-American.” 

My original expectation that the importance of Hinduism to cultural identity formation 

would mean that Indian-Americans naturally tended to align with Modi’s Hindutva was found to 

be untrue, at least in the case of my respondents. Instead, Indian-Americans’ experience of 

political subjectivity under the Indian state is one that is largely driven by detachment and 

ambivalence because they feel alienated from the Indian political realm. The way that family 

mediates diasporic relationships to India simultaneously circumscribes political modes of 

belonging and has the potential for creating new opportunities for political engagement.  

 Where politics largely fails to meaningfully tether diasporic subjects to the place that they 

left, nostalgia instead acts as an important force connecting diaspora and their national 

homeland. In the Indian-American diaspora, nostalgia for an idealized past becomes displaced 

and transformed into visions of an idealized future as they dis-identify with the India of the 

present. Their aspirations of the future were often articulated in notions of technology and 

progress, which they often ascribed to Modi. 
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Within the logic of American multiculturalism, which naturally gives rise to de-

territorialized and de-contextualized assertions of culture in attempts to assert difference, 

Hinduism becomes transformed into an anti-politics machine. It is highly depoliticized because 

of its centrality in cultural identity formation, but also depoliticizes anything it comes into 

contact with—in this case, Modi. Hinduism is able to function in this way because of how it 

becomes closely tied to Indianness or otherwise becomes a moralized practice in the diaspora. In 

either case, diasporic Indians find themselves unable to critique Modi’s Hindutva politics 

precisely because of the distance between religion (which is critical to diasporic identity-

construction) and politics (which they understand as existing beyond the scope of diasporic 

subjectivity.) 

In attempting to delineate the ways Indian-American diasporic subjects orient themselves 

relative to the project of Indian politics, Hinduism and Modi himself, it becomes clear that 

diasporas are shifting, heterogeneous entities whose relationship to their homeland cannot be 

distilled down to essentialized, simplified notions of longing to return or disavowal. Indian-

Americans experience a complex and multifaceted political and cultural subjectivity that is 

marked by frontiers: the inner/outer, the past/present and the personal/political. By 

contextualizing and deconstructing the tensions they represent, we are able to better understand 

how and why Indian-Americans experience affinity (or lack thereof) with the politics of their 

homeland. 

 To return to the original questions of this thesis: why don’t Indian-American diasporic 

subjects perceive investment in Indian politics as an important connection to their homeland, and 

to their own personal Indianness? Why is Hinduism an acceptable and even critical site of 

identity formation and connection to India, while Indian politics remain beyond the norms of 
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engagement? Hinduism becomes an important site of identity formation in the U.S. because it 

provides a mode of identification that is non-threatening to the state. Coalescing on the basis of a 

shared Hindu identity naturally creates spaces where Indians can cultivate Indianness, as we’ve 

seen. But why, then, doesn’t politics do something similar? On the one hand, organizing on the 

basis of Indian politics may appear threatening to the U.S. state. At the same time, investment in 

Indian politics is actively constructed as a force that is beyond diasporic reach, both because of 

the feeling of alienation from the state, and because it exists in the realm of the outer/present, 

while diasporic communities lay claim to the inner/past. 

Ultimately, this divide between religion and politics serves not only the U.S. 

multicultural state, but diasporic subjects themselves. I’ve argued that political detachment is, in 

and of itself, a political stance. While avoiding Indian politics dispossesses Indian-Americans in 

some ways (namely, in that they feel disempowered to exert influence on Indian politics), it also 

allows them to continue benefitting from their class and caste privilege while they maintain a 

distance from the Indian state’s ongoing sanctioned violence against religious minorities and 

lower-caste citizens. In the Introduction, we saw how my respondents existed in a specific 

context of class and privilege. Constructing a connection to India on the basis of religion rather 

than politics, regardless of the degree to which this is an active and agentic decision, allows them 

to claim recognition from the multicultural American state (and therefore some sense of self-

identity and belonging) while absolving themselves of the responsibility to intervene in violence 

enacted by the Indian state.  
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Appendix A: Interview Guides 
 
 
For first-generation immigrants: 
 

Can you tell me about yourself and your background? Where in India are you from? When 
did you come to the US and why? How did you feel when you first came to the US? 
How often do you visit India? When was the last time you visited India? How did you feel 
while you were there? 
Why did you decide to stay in the US? What do you miss most about India? Do you think 
you will ever move back to India in the future? Why/why not? 
Do you feel like religion is part of how you experience Indian culture? How so? [How do 
you feel about being Hindu in America?] 
When do you feel most Indian? How about when you feel most American? What does it 
mean to be Indian? Has your answer changed since you came to America? 
Can you tell me about a time you felt proud of India/being Indian? How about a time you felt 
uncomfortable? What are you the most and least proud of about India? 
When you think of India, what comes to mind? What sorts of things do you think aren’t 
discussed/need to be more discussed when it comes to India? 
What do other people not understand about India/being Indian?  
If you have children, what do you wish they understood better about India? If you don’t have 
children, what would you want your children to understand about India? 

Do you feel like you’re informed about Indian politics? How do you stay up to date? 
Do you think that it’s important for Indians living abroad to keep informed about Indian 
politics? Why/ why not? Do you feel like most Indians living in America are informed about 
Indian politics? 

How do you feel about the state of Indian politics today? 
How do you feel about Modi? What makes you feel that way? 

How would you explain Modi’s popularity in India? 
What would you say in response to people who say that Modi is good for India / bad for 
India? What makes you say that? 
What is your impression of how most Indian Americans perceive Modi and Indian politics? 
Would you agree with them? Would you expect it to differ from Indians living in India? 
How would you respond to criticism that Modi is a nationalist leader? 
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For second-generation immigrants: 
 

Can you tell me about your parents and your family’s background? Where in India is your 
family from? When did your parents move to the US and why? 
Tell me about your childhood and your own background—where did you grow up? How 
connected did you feel to being Indian growing up? How about now? 
How/Where did you learn about Indian culture? What have you learned about India from 
your parents? 
Do you feel like religion is part of how you experience Indian culture? How so? [How do 
you feel about being Hindu in America?] 
How do you feel like your experience with Indian culture is different compared to your 
parents? What do you think your parents wished you understood better about India? 
How often do you visit India? When was the last time you visited India? How did you feel 
while you were there? 
When do you feel most Indian? How about when you feel most American? What does it 
mean to be Indian? 
Can you tell me about a time you felt proud of India/being Indian? How about a time you felt 
uncomfortable? What are you the most and least proud of about India? 
When you think of India, what comes to mind? What sorts of things do you think aren’t 
discussed/need to be more discussed when it comes to India? 

What do other people not understand about India/being Indian? 
Do you feel like you’re informed about Indian politics? How do you stay up to date? 
Do you think that it’s important for Indians living abroad to keep informed about Indian 
politics? Why/ why not? Do you feel like most Indians living in America are informed about 
Indian politics? 
How do you feel about the state of Indian politics today? 

How do you feel about Modi? What makes you feel that way? 
What would you say in response to people who say that Modi is good for India / bad for 
India? What makes you say that? 
What is your impression of how most Indian Americans perceive Modi and Indian politics? 
Would you agree with them? 
How would you explain Modi’s popularity in India? 

How would you respond to criticism that Modi is a nationalist leader? 
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Appendix B: Respondents 
 

 Gen Sex Age Closest 
metro city Place of Indian origin Profession Class 

Anika Second F 21 Boston, MA West Bengal Undergraduate student Upper-middle 
Aditi Second F 22 Boston, MA West Bengal Psychology researcher Upper-middle 

Ishan Second M 19 Chicago, IL Uttar Pradesh/Tamil 
Nadu Undergraduate student Upper-middle 

Sasha Second F 26 Atlanta, GA Karnataka Digital marketer Upper-middle 

Rithik Second M 27 Andover, MA West Bengal Electrical/mechanical 
engineer Upper-middle 

Tanvi Second F 25 Atlanta, GA Karnataka Graduate student Upper-middle 

Riya Second F 22 Las Vegas, 
NV Tamil Nadu Recent undergraduate grad Upper-middle 

Yash Second M 20 Boston, MA Madhya Pradesh Undergraduate student Upper-middle 
Naina First F 51 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu Business analyst Middle 
Pavan First M 41 Boston, MA Andhra Pradesh Product manager Middle 
Anaita First F 53 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu Data scientist Upper-middle 
Gauri First F 59 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu Data scientist Upper-middle 

Sonam First F 48 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu IT professional Middle 
Komal First F 55 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu Assistant teacher Middle 
Leena First F 49 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu Elementary school principal Upper-middle 
Raj First M 41 Phoenix, AZ Andhra Pradesh Software engineer Middle 
Sonia First F 49 Atlanta, GA Tamil Nadu Paralegal Middle 

 


