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Introduction 

Watch Out For The Rolling Pin! 
 

 One day, long before this paper had materialized in my consciousness, I was 

speaking with my mother. She was cooking and I was watching- any attempt on my part 

to aid in the preparation of the daily meal would most likely have left me with an aching 

hand.  My mom is very prompt bringing the rolling pin down on my hands when I disturb 

her from cooking activities. We were talking about my life, how college was going, etc- 

the typical concerns of any parent when their children are far away and most often spend 

their time at play (at least that’s what she thinks). I decided to turn the questioning around 

and asked her about her life. Not specifics about work or other banalities, but a more 

general life question.  I wanted to know if America as a country had lived up to her 

expectations.   

My mother left India in 1984 with two very young children in tow, my sister, age 

five and I age, three.  My father had left the country two years earlier without a penny to 

his name to start a life for us. He left for America equipped with the written address of 

his brother in San Francisco and bag of clothing, hoping that his meager English would 

get him to his destination safely. Meanwhile, we were left in my mother’s care in India.  

She would carry me and take my sister by the hand for the 45 minute walk to her job as a 

very prototypical school-marm in her village of Ratanpoor.  She taught thirty or so odd 

kids, ranging from ages five to fifteen, the basics of elementary education in one small 

room.  The kids she remembers fondly, who would kill all the scorpions in the room 

before she would enter, to protect the safety of her children.  Before I was born, on the 

walk to school my mother never saw one snake, but I was born under the sign of the 
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snake and her path became no longer clear.  She would have so many gurus pray for me 

as a child, to sing the mantras that would keep me safe, and she does this still today.   

My mother moved to America because she had to, and because she wanted to give 

us the educational opportunities she never had. She didn’t like it here at first, though the 

weather was temperate and the landscape “clean and neat” as she called it.  She didn’t 

like the way she had to be self dependent and the isolation she felt from the community at 

large, and it was only until she moved to Charlotte did she begin to enjoy her experience 

in America.  My dialogues with other Indian immigrants have, for the most part, fallen 

along the same lines as with my mother. They immigrated to America for the benefit of 

their children, they didn’t like it at first and then when they ended up in Charlotte or 

another big city with a decent sized Indian population, their experiences blossomed.  

For my mother, and many other Indians in Charlotte, being part of a bigger Indian 

community has been monumental in establishing a sense of homeland in a foreign 

country.  Padma Rangaswamy, in her book Namaste America, brings up the term 

oikumene, which is meant to evoke the feelings of an extended household or heartland.  I 

will elaborate on this term later in the paper. The first friends my father made after 

moving to Charlotte were, quite literally, Indians he saw on the side of the road.  I recall 

the moment- My father, my sister and I were going on one of our many frequent drives 

(as my father had just purchased the first car of his life) and we were exploring the city.  

On our way back home, he saw some Indian kids playing in front of a business near 

where he worked.  He swerved in, talked to the family there and had some tea. Now 18 

years later we still are close family friends.  
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I remember the moment when I saw more than ten Indian people together for the 

very first time.  I was six or seven and my father was shaking me awake at nine am, on a 

Sunday!  So for the first time he dragged us to the newly erected temple in Charlotte for 

C.R.O.P classes, or Children’s Religious Oriented Program.  I was amazed at the sheer 

numbers of little brown-skinned kids just like me and the temple quickly inculcated me 

and the other kids with a shared identity. For our parents it was a place to bring us so we 

could turn into wild monkeys (I swear I have never seen any kid below the age of 10 sit 

still in the temple for more than five minutes) and make friends.  For adults it was a place 

to recall and recapture their past memories of a life in India.  Together they could pray, 

sing and eat Prasad (food that has been offered to God) The men talk about financial and 

business ups and downs, corrupt American culture and the virtues extolled by Shri AC 

Bhaktivedanta or the likes, and the women discuss which boy would be a good match for 

which girl, etc. Visiting the temple and being a part of the Indian community in Charlotte 

instilled in me and my parents a sense of connectedness with the other Indians around us 

and was instrumental in helping me develop my Indian-American identity.  

It is easy to say going to the temple and participating in the community made me 

who I am, but it is another thing entirely to pare these generalizations down to the finer 

points of action that form our minds. Marcel Mauss in his discussion on the Techniques 

of the Body writes that actions of tradition are “idiosyncrasies which are simultaneously 

matters of race, of individual mentality and of collective memory” (Mauss 71) and thus 

we can understand the embodied actions of the mind as expressions of identity and 

culture. Therefore I must use my microscope of Anthropology to scrutinize an Indian 

tradition and then look for it’s reflections in the community. I have chosen to use music 
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as a method of analysis because of its many broad uses, such as in ritual, dance and 

entertainment. Indian immigrants leave their established homes to create new lives here 

in the US.  Once arrived and established, they begin a process of negotiations with their 

ethnic identity that is mitigated by certain cultural indicators.  One such indicator that 

acts as a reminder of the homeland is music. Their children, the second generation, also 

attempt to place themselves ethnically in a culture that is both foreign and familiar with 

music.  Through ethnographic fieldwork in NC with two generations of Indians, I am 

attempting to demonstrate that Indian songs serve to reaffirm a notion of “Indianness” 

while simultaneously redefining that same notion into an Indian-American identity.  

 Chapter 1 of my paper focuses on the different arrival phases of Indians into the 

United States.  The primary immigration phase started in 1965 after Immigration and 

Naturalization laws were amended. Though there was an initial immigration phase of 

Sikh farmers into Northern California in the early part of the 20
th
 century, they quickly 

assimilated into to the new lifestyle in America because of their small numbers and lack 

of Sikh women.  This phase consisted mostly of young, middle class professionals 

looking for good careers and a new start in life. The secondary immigration phase began 

in 1980 and continued on until the 1990s. This phase was made of various different 

classes of Indians whom were vital in developing Indian infrastructure in the United 

States.  

 The second chapter of my paper is an elaboration on what the Indian Diaspora 

really is, including discussions on the significant meanings of the word Diaspora.  The 

word provides for us a better understanding of the feelings of the immigrant or foreigner 

in his/her respective situation by encompassing such wide variety of feelings.  According 
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to Mark Slobin “a diaspora is not just an identifying population living away from the 

homeland, there is a consciousness of separation present as well” (288). I follow with 

discussions on what diasporic culture is, the combinations of culture that are created by 

Indians arriving not only from India, but also Africa and London.   Sonaima Maira makes 

a very interesting point when she writes that NRI’s (Non-Resident Indians) have 

succeeded in making Indian culture seem ancient and conservative, or what she calls 

cultural fossilization.  

 The next chapter is extremely important because it delineates the relationship that 

exists between music and culture.  Traditionally music studies have only giving a minute 

amount of attention to the effect of culture on music, but recent ethnomusicology texts 

have really opened up the field to create a new paradigm in the study of music.  In this 

chapter I make the relationship between the two clearer with examples and theory from 

different ethnomusicology texts.  I focus on the ways in which participation in music 

affects the roles people inhabit and the experiences that follow.  Toynbee’s ideas about 

the “wrong background” in musical construction are particularly relevant when 

attempting to understand Indian-American youth remix culture.   

 My final two chapters consist of fieldworking experiences in Charlotte, NC, and 

some in Chapel Hill, NC, with different generations of Indians in Charlotte. Keya 

Ganguly says it best in her book States of Exception when she writes “Though 

ethnography can no longer justify itself on the grounds that it produces an objectively 

verifiable picture of reality, it has the advantage of demonstrating the objects resistance to 

appropriation within conceptual categories” (23). I could have simply done extensive 

literary research and put together a paper on conceptions of identity through music, it 
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wouldn’t have been a complete paper.  Communities vary in the ways they choose to live 

and though there may be unifying similarities between two different Indian communities 

in NY and Chicago, I would only know how they are theoretically related to the 

community in Charlotte where I grew up.  The ethnomusicologist Will Straw makes this 

same point about communities when he says “[A musical community] may be imagined 

as a particular population group whose composition is relatively stable and whose 

involvement in music takes the form of an ongoing exploration of a particular musical 

idiom said to be rooted organically in that community” (Shepard 74). It is for the reason 

that Charlotte is unique that I decided to go out into the community and talk to people, so 

that the views I obtain would not be conjecture, but closer to the truth.  

 I conclude with discussions on what this work means as a whole, what revelations 

have occurred to me through this research and how my hypotheses have played out.  I 

end with a look to the future, hoping to catch a fleeting glimpse of what might possibly 

be.   
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Chapter 1 

They Came in Two by Two 

 Indians have been traveling and emigrating over the globe for a little over 200 

years now.  The first Indian is said to have come to the Americas in 1790, a man from 

Madras traveling with Capt. J. Gibaut (Chandrashekar 12).  He arrived in Salem, 

Massachusetts but we have no real records that can reveal to us what happened to him 

afterwards. From then on there were no recorded visitors from India to North America 

until later in the 19
th
 century.  From 1820 to 1900, 716 Indians moved to North America 

and by 1914 there were 10,000 living here (Helweg 13).  Many of the Indians emigrating 

at the time were Punjabi Sikh farmers from northern India, tempted by the allure of a new 

start and easy living in a prosperous other world.  But unexpected racism pushed the 

Sikhs south from British Colombia into Washington and eventually California.   

 The early 20
th
 century was an opportunistic moment for Sikhs to arrive in 

America. Their farming experience in India transferred easily to farming in America and 

they were able to gain relative economic prosperity despite the racism they encountered 

in their everyday lives. One particular instance of racist hate happened during the year 

1907 in Bellingham, Washington. White workers stoned Indian workers, destroyed their 

homes and convinced the local police to not get involved (Shukla 36). By 1917 the 

United States passed an Immigration Act that created the “Pacific Barred Zone”, which 

specifically barred the entrance of Indians into the United States, as well as many other 

foreigners. In light of the increasing racism and violence, many Indians decided to leave 

the United States. Those that stayed fought for their rights to be equal citizens but were 

waylaid by American judges practicing their own brand of justice. The Supreme Court in 
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1910 and 1913  pronounced Indians as “Caucasians” and therefore eligible for citizenship 

in the cases United States v. Balsara and United States v. A. Kumar Mazumdar, 

respectively. 10 years later Justice George Sutherland reversed this decision by stating in 

the Bhagat Singh Thind case that Caucasian does not meet the commons man’s definition 

of “free white person” (Rangaswamy 44). By this point the remaining Indians in America 

had become to feel extremely unwanted and decided it was time to go.  By 1940 the 

Indian population in America had declined from 10,000 in 1914 to only 1476 (Helweg 

13).  Their numbers diminished the Punjabi Sikh’s exerted little effect upon American 

culture then; now, their presence is almost entirely unfelt.   

The United States finally allowed for Indians to be citizens in 1946 with the 

creation of the Luce-Cellar bill (Rangaswamy 45). The struggles of the remaining Indians 

in America were realized on this day as they saw their second class status in America 

disappearing. Possibly foreshadowing the future role Indians were to play in the context 

of American culture and economy, the first step was the possibility to become fully 

American by naturalization. The next grand immigration of Indians into America would 

not begin until 1965 with the passing of the Immigration Reform Act.  

President Lyndon B. Johnson, after signing the Immigration Reform Act into law, 

said  

“This is not a revolutionary bill. It does not affect the lives of millions. It will not 

reshape the structure of our daily lives or add importantly to our wealth and 

power… This bill says simply that from this day forth those wishing to emigrate 

to America shall be admitted on the basis of their skills and their close 

relationship to those already here” (Kennedy 148).  

 

I find it hard to believe that President Johnson wasn’t aware of the economic, social and 

cultural ramifications that would be sure to follow once the United States opened its 

doors to immigration. The three decades following the introduction of the bill saw the 
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Indian population in the United States increase to 175,000 by 1970: 387,223 in 1980: 

815,000 by 1999, and to 1.215 million by 1997 (Helweg 23).  Current US population 

Census data from 2002 shows the East Indian population at around 2 million people.  

These two million have fantastically seized the opportunity that Ex-President Johnson 

said would not be revolutionary by obtaining work in all sectors of the US economy. 

According to the AAHOA (Asian American Hotel Owners Association) webpage, over 

50 percent of economy lodging properties and 37 percent of hotel properties are owned 

by its members.  Additionally, India exports one fourth of its medical school graduates to 

the United States (Rangaswamy 52), while 65 % of male Indians in the US hold 

managerial/professional/technical jobs.  

The early immigrants from 1965 to 1980 were generally well educated, motivated 

middle class Indians with everything to gain and only their pride to lose.  A provision in 

the 1965 bill allowed only for professional and skilled Indians and relatives of those 

already in the country to emigrate.  The new immigrants were eager to better their own 

lives economically and by entering the professional sector as doctors, lawyers, engineers 

and teachers, they were able to gain a solid economic base and start on the road towards 

the then achievable “American Dream”. Indians moved to urban areas, flowing into the 

cities that would hopefully provide them with the too-close-for-comfort comfort similar 

to life in India. 50 to 60 percent of the entire U.S. Indian population is located in only a 

dozen or so urban areas (Rangaswamy 54), though they are distributed over the States 

proportionally. In 1990, New York and New Jersey alone were home to very nearly 

200,000 Indians, while San Francisco and Los Angeles were home to approximately 

100,000 Indians. Other Indian professionals were more willing to enter rural communities 
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than their American peers, despite the lack of prestige associated with rural life.  

Strangely enough, the same powerful white caste in America that oppressed Indians not 

but 20 years before the Immigration reform act, began to label new Indian immigrants as 

a “model minority”,  one that is well behaved and thrifty, able to succeed and fit quietly 

into the mold of white society. Indians at that period of American history assimilated 

quickly into American culture because of their smaller numbers and the lack of Indian 

institutions supporting them. That is until the 1980’s when amendment of immigration 

laws allowed for the influx of Indians into the American environment that were not 

necessarily professionals. 

The 1980’s brought a new phase of Indian immigration to the United States.  

More and more non-professional Indians were leaving the motherland to try and make it 

in the foreign land in which their fellow countrymen were prospering.  The immigrants 

from the 60’s profoundly changed the economic landscape of America by becoming our 

up and coming doctors, engineers and entrepreneurs. The new Indian immigrants of the 

1980’s were not necessarily as successful economically as their more educated peers 

(only so in the beginning), though they were affecting a change more subtly perceived.  

They are responsible for building the Indian infrastructure that would allow for NRI’s 

(Non Resident Indian) in America to maintain their sense of identity by building and 

owning specialty grocery stores for Indian and Pakistani clientele, Indian restaurants, 

temples and travel agencies. Padma Rangaswamy, in her book Namaste America, writes- 

“At first, many of the elite professionals decried the general lowering the general 

lowering of economic standards in the community and bemoaned the entry of 

nonprofessionals. But without this group of immigrants in the service sector, 

people like the chefs in the restaurants or the priests in the temples who provide 

culture-specific services, and even the travel agents who provide cut-rate fares to 



 14 

India- it would not thus be possible for Indians to maintain their distinctly Indian 

lifestyle in the US” (63-65) 

 

The grocery stores and temples were particularly important in helping Indians maintain 

their “indianness” because the material goods were finally available that make being 

culturally Indian possible.  The grocery stores carried not only edible goods, but CD’s 

and movies as well.  We finally could listen to new music from India and watch the latest 

movies. When my father first moved to Charlotte, North Carolina from a small town in 

Greensboro, I was only 4 years old.  Being in a big city with many Indians he was able to 

make friends and I was exposed to other people like me.  But beyond that, since we 

didn’t have a car at first, the owner of the Indian grocery store would deliver food, 

movies and music to us.  She would tell us news of what was going on in the infant 

Indian community, temple events, parties and such.  Our connection into maintaining and 

developing our identity as Indian-Americans was made with an immigrant Indian 

entrepreneur, her car and grocery store.  

These past 30 years have seen an amazing reaction of Indian immigrant to 

American soil. Indians have worked their way into the American economy and they have 

entered the social sphere as well. But what does this mean to the immigrant? How have 

their lives in the US changed who they themselves are and what their children and their 

future lines will be?  Samir Shukla writes in his book India Abroad, that “In each site of 

the diaspora, ‘being Indian’ has acquired a particular set of meanings. These sites-history, 

place, literature, news and generation- all present unique frames for densely constituting 

Indian subjectivity” (19).  In our community in Charlotte, the social events in which we 

would gather,  eat Indian food and sing Indian songs,  were essential in developing my 

Indian-American self.  As Keya Ganguly says “The detailing of self-hood takes place 
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against the backdrop of mass media” (144), and I cant agree with her more. Listening to 

Indian artists like Ravi Shankar, Lata Mangeshkar and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, told me 

what India was like musically, they communicated it’s rich history of song to me over 

tapes, CD and now mp3’s.  Singing at the temple with my Sunday school class was 

forced because my parents made me get up at 9 am on Sunday, but eventually with my 

Youth group it was no longer imposed upon me or my peers. We sang because it was our 

heritage, because it connected us to our parents and what they sing, and we sang because 

we felt Indian.  Immigrants cannot live in an exclusive bubble and they cannot exist as 

immigrants indefinitely. The steps toward establishing a new identity away from 

foreigner start within the Indian community as it forms a give/take relationship with the 

world around it. The next chapter is an examination of how these steps are taken and the 

word that encompasses this process- Diaspora.   
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Chapter 2 

If Only Johnny Apple-Seed Had Carried Blank Passports 

Instead 

 During the course of my interviews, a question that I made sure to ask every 

immigrant was why they decided to come to America. My mother simply stated “I had to 

come here [America] because my husband was here”.  Rajiv Ranjan, a computer 

programmer, told me that he got a job working for a technology firm in California 

through his University in India, IIT (India Institute of Technology).  Another interviewee, 

Ripa Patel, gave me a more precise answer and one that highlighted an important issue to 

me -- How we, as an Indian-American community, are very different from our brethren in 

the mother country.  Ripa is in pharmaceutical sales and is a graduate of UNC-Chapel 

Hill; she tells “Everyone says they come to America for a better life, but I don’t think 

they really know what that means until they go back and see their cousins barely out of 

their teens getting married and having babies.  The women, not for lack of intelligence, 

have to stay home while the man works.” Once she told me this, I spent a lot of time 

thinking about what makes Indians living overseas different, other than the obvious 

discrepancy in location. For the immigrant living in America to cast off his/her foreign 

status and gain an Indian-American identity, instead of assimilating into an American 

identity, there must be other Indians working through the same processes simultaneously 

and Indian institutions present to continue to remind them of home. Additionally, Indians 

living in America must see an effect of the Indian on the foreign land in which they live. 

Is their music heard on the radio, films found at Blockbuster Video, or their voice heard 

on the national level? Collectively, all the Indians in America are reworking who they are 
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as strangers in a strange land into a total population with a shared experience and a new 

identity.  

 The word that describes the growing population of Indians in America is 

Diaspora. Oftentimes it is a tricky word to use properly because its meaning tends to 

fluctuate with the user.  I think of identity as an important aspect of diaspora because the 

immigrant community is working within themselves and negotiating with the 

environment around them to develop an independent state of being.   

In general terms the diaspora is everywhere since Indians have been leaving their 

homeland and traveling abroad for centuries, covering the globe in waves of saffron and 

spices. Anywhere from Australia to Africa, London, the United States and China, there 

are Indians living in ways that are sometimes similar and sometimes not to life back in 

the motherland. Indians have long ago since established themselves as merchants in 

Africa, gaining affluence and power under colonial rule. V.S Naipul’s protagonist Salim 

in A Bend in the River, reflects on his families history in East Africa and the blindness 

with which they continue to live as they have always lived, as Indians and as merchants, 

in a world of colonial collapse and hostile African governments. The thing to do at that 

point was to leave.  The dictatorial governments of a post colonial Africa posed a threat 

to Indian success, and more directly to their lives. The Ugandan example of Idi Amin is 

particularly brutal with stories of Indian families being uprooted practically overnight, 

their possessions lost, businesses stolen and their homes robbed.   

Indians left Uganda, Kenya and South Africa to make their lives in the United 

Kingdom, Canada and the United States. In the major metropolitan areas of these three 

sites they established homes, businesses, neighborhoods and new beginnings.  Whether 
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along Gerard Street East in Toronto or Southhall and Wembley in London, Indian 

refugees from Africa began the process of Indianization that would make their new 

houses homes.  

While diaspora entails making homes, bringing the homeland into the new home, 

establishing life and culture in and around oneself, it remains impossible to be unaware of 

the strangeness of ones surrounding. One is always attentive to the nuances that 

demarcate the foreign land -- the slights in eye contact, the firmness of a handshake, the 

unfamiliarity of music that doest allow for forgetfulness of locale. Mark Slobin writes 

that a “consciousness of separation” (288) is characteristic of diasporic communities, 

which is what makes it possible to take the chances that aren’t being made in the 

homeland. Not being in the homeland allows for divergence. Also, Indian immigrants 

tend to retain certain aspects of their homeland culture from the time they left India, 

thereby making their present communities an interesting mixture of conservative and 

progressive policies. This mixture is based on a repertoire of meanings associated with 

the classical (traditional) and popular (Maira 22) in Indian culture and is what creates 

Indian diasporic culture.  

Oftentimes the origins from which diaspora draws are an obsolete form of culture 

from the homeland that the immigrant brought with him/her the many years ago it was 

they left India. Speaking from personal experience, the parents of Indian youth I’ve met 

from London and Africa (generally descended from stock that left India much earlier than 

the 60’s) all tended to be extremely strict with their children, whereas the adults who left 

India and came to America in the 60’s evolved a more progressive approach with their 
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children. Sonaima Maira calls what is going on here a “cultural fossilization” (86), with 

those that want to continue tradition excavating from outdated sources of information. 

 

The relationship between the traditional and popular is essential to realizing 

diaspora.  Though there is a consciousness of separation, Indians living abroad are not 

forever exiled from India.  Padma Rangaswamy writes that a better term could be used 

instead of diaspora, which she defines as a “scattering of seeds from a central source” (7).  

This suggests an interminable exile that we know is not taking place.  She suggests 

Oikumene, from the Greek oikos meaning household, as a way of understanding Indians 

in America living in an extended household constantly communicating with each other 

and with their families back home (7). The consistent bond with the homeland allows for 

information to travel both ways along various channels, allowing not only for the 

homeland to influence the diaspora but also for the reverse to be possible. 

.  Samir Shukla’s give his thoughts on this two-way street when he writes 

“diasporic cultures continually translate a set of differences into something new, yet these 

differences often appear within discourses of origins” (Shukla 7).We can look at 

Bhangra/Hip-Hop remix music as surfing these complex waves associated with the 

influence of diaspora in culture.  Bhangra remix music originated in the UK, and it is 

beginning to gain a strong following here as well. After passing through the UK and the 

US, bhangra remix music finally made its way back to India   

“In short, it’s all so complicated” so says Little India columnist Lavina Melwani. 

“In America, you have Indians trying desperately to be American… Indians fighting 

viciously to remain Indian… and then you have the ABCD’s (American Born Confused 
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Desi) some of whom want to say aunt (instead of ant) and wear saris to work” (Melwani, 

Little India, 34).   Complicated I would agree is the best term to describe what is going on 

in the processes culture and identity within the confines of the diaspora.   

Music retains the ability to transcend the cultural boundaries of East and West in 

the diaspora to create something new.  My uncle once told me that the reason he listens to 

Indian music is because without even hearing 10 seconds of a song he can tell if it is 

happy or sad.  With American music, he doesn’t know what to feel. A UNC medical 

school student, Remmi Singh, told me that she didn’t begin listening to Indian music until 

she entered college, and that now traditional Indian music brings her back to her family.  

The emotions it evokes, she tells me, is a reminder of a simpler time, when she was still a 

child in her parent’s arms.  She also listens to new Indian music and fusion groups that 

combine elements of Eastern and Western music, like Junoon-- three Indian musicians 

who play the guitar, bass and drum, western instruments, in an Indian style.  My next 

chapter will be an exploration into what traditional, fusion and remix music means and 

the resulting connections that exist between music and culture.  
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Chapter 3 

I’ll Have Music and Culture for $1000 Please 

 Most relevant to the relationship between culture and music is to what extent each 

is a part and parcel of culture of each other. My aim in this research is to address the 

importance of music in culture, and in this chapter I intend to elaborate on the theoretical 

concerns that connect music inside of the effective nature of culture. 

What is culture and what does it have to do with music?   

 A professor of mine once passed out a handout that said something along the lines 

of this -- that culture is a subtlety, a perception that is abstract and cut out of an observed 

reality (Robert E. Daniels). I remember this because I was still a young anthropologist at 

the time, and I was still trying to understand the fundamental concepts of culture. Though 

there are often so many ways of thinking about culture, it remains essential to keep in 

mind how our perceptions affect the things that we observe.  It may be easy enough for 

me to write the phrase ‘Indian culture,’ but nothing passes purely through my biased 

eyes.  Can I ever define culture, or see it, in terms of a concrete tangible?  I can almost 

certainly say no and it is this slipperiness that eludes my brain and makes this writing so 

difficult.  

Raymond Williams theorizes that culture is ordinary. He writes about cultures as 

being related to unique shapes with their own purposes and as meanings expressed in 

institutions, arts and learning. Most fascinating is his recognition of cultural dynamism, 

its “growth an active debate and amendment under the pressures of experience, contact 

and discovery… The growing society is there, yet it is also made and remade in every 

individual mind.” (Williams 93) I start with Williams because his idea of culture as the 
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ordinary facilities of our daily lives encompasses not only the extraordinary (as many 

scholars focused on in the early days of Anthropology) but also the mundane. Ritual, 

ceremony and tradition are culture as a result of historical processes; they are knowledge 

passed on from the old to the new. But culture is also the music we hear in the car on the 

way to the party, food that we eat daily, clothes that we wear and life that we live. The 

new things we accept and bring into life, our daily existence coinciding with the lives of 

every human being is what makes culture possible. Culture is making us as well -- our 

minds absorb it and use it to help guide decisions and ideas – pressing on us like an 

immeasurable gravity. Culture when embodied by our minds forms “our techniques of 

individual and collective reason” (Mauss 72), a phenomena best described as habitus.  

The habitus is a way of understanding how music aligns with preferences and 

modes of musical production in specific places. Pierre Bourdieu writes in his book The 

Logic of Practice that  

habitus is the principle of selective perception… a matrix generating response 

adapted in advance to all objective conditions relevant with the past conditions of 

its productions: it [habitus] adjusts itself to a probable future which it anticipates 

and helps to bring about because it reads it directly in the present of the perceived 

world. (64) 

 

To break his quote down simply and to understand it in the context of music, it 

must first be understood that music is a production. We make it. As it is produced, the 

creator generates it according to his preferences, or selective perceptions, which result 

from the past and present conditions of his or her life, his or her habitus.  Thus the creator 

is making the music, as well as listening to it, that he or she prefers in his or her own 

individually perceived world.  
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Creative choices in music are amplified when the “creator of music is in the 

wrong context” (Toynbee 108); wrong meaning when the musician is out of his/her 

typical cultural framework.  The artist then has the opportunity to draw from the ambient 

environment and have a greater palette of culture to choose from. Indian remix and fusion 

music is a representation of music created in the ‘wrong’ context, wrong again meaning a 

misplaced context, because it is made in places like London and New York City where 

the Indian diaspora is strong, but the predominant culture is stronger. Thus the creator in 

those spaces has readily available both Indian and foreign cultures, each of which help to 

generate the habitus of the creator, and allow for him to make music capable of bridging 

musical genres.  

Habitus influences musical creation and selection, but in addition is itself 

influenced by the music that it helps to create. Ruth Finnegan writes that the 

multiplicities of reasons behind choosing music are expressed by the roles people choose 

to occupy, their occasions and personal histories (189). Listeners of this Indian remix and 

fusion music are choosing a style of music that has no definable ethnic identity, though it 

contains both Indian and foreign elements. The remixed music is reflecting habitus 

through its style, sound, melody, rhythm and other particular musical nuances. 

Additionally, through techniques of collective and individual practical reason (Mauss 72), 

individuals selectively creating and choosing music are affecting a change in the structure 

of the habitus itself, which in turn affects them through their habitus. Their past musical 

productions, and choices, thereby affect their present and future choices, which in turn 

affect the habitus, thus creating a cyclical process of creation, reaction, and choice. 
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What is tradition? 

Tradition is relentlessly being reworked on the rough and tumble field of 

creativity. I state this first because unsurprisingly my very generic and very general 

Anthropology textbook makes no mention of reworking in tradition but does 

emphatically emphasize the norm as pivotal in culture. Tradition has always been thought 

of as a thing conventional and natural, “an isolable body or core of unchanging traits 

handed down from the past.” (Handler and Linnekin 286) I suggest it is better to think of 

traditions not as norms, but as an idea that nearly ever stays the same. When does 

tradition stop? The answer is never, because even though tradition is the transmission of 

established norms, there must always be people around to transmit and receive aspects of 

it. Keya Ganguly writes, “Continuity of tradition depends of a community of listeners 

whose collective memory contains sediments of both remembrance and reminiscence.” 

(153) People experience tradition and they care about it irregardless of the continuity of 

their population or culture. Tradition instead, as Handler and Linnekin say “refers to an 

interpretive process that embodies both continuity and discontinuity.” (273) The co-

created experience of dancing, singing or playing in proximity to others in a community 

helps to solidify the familiarity of tradition (Finnegan 186).  In discontinuous habitats the 

easily available prevalent culture is a ready source for assimilation and hybridization with 

traditional foreign culture.  

I am reminded of my uncle, aunt and cousins, Harish, Vijaylata, Pranav and Urmil 

Mehta, respectively, when I write about continuity in tradition. I asked my cousins, aged 

23 and 25, why they take time to sing bhajans, religious songs, in the morning and at 

night with their family. Urmil and Pranav both tell me that it is a way to remember who 
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they are, even though they both immigrated to America about 6 years ago.  “In India, 

religion is an institution in every family, unlike America. We had to pray and sing 

because everyone else was doing it as well. It was pious of us” says Pranav Mehta. His 

father, Harish, tells me that to sing together at home in prayer with his children is “an 

appreciation of God and his blessings. We pray in a group as a family, just as we did in 

India.”  As long as there are people around, such as my cousins, who care about their 

traditions in light of a different cultural environment, the traditions of their past life in 

India can continue, though not always in their original form.  

Finally Music 

What remains traditional and what becomes non-traditional is based on a 

networking of ideas that are realized through many different ambiguities by the 

participants within the community.  Is Sujaat Khan, a third generation sitar player, 

traditional while Ravi Shankar, who has collaborated with Western composer Philip 

Glass, non traditional?  Or what about the final musical track on Matrix Revolutions – a 

conglomeration of Indian Hindu chanting and music set to ambient and techno music, 

which was created by non-Indians?  The ambiguous problematic of when tradition ceases 

to be presents itself with quite a heavy hand in the diaspora. Generally traditional music 

is accepted by most NRI’s as music created in their homeland that pertains to religion and 

folklife or as coming from old movies they used to watch. Non-traditional music is of the 

sort relegated to remix/hip-hop and fusion – performers like Bally Sagoo, Lil Jay, Apache 

Indian and Junoon, though there are many others. In the context of non-traditional music, 

it is important to keep in mind that many forms of fusion/remix styles of Indian music 

initially developed in Britain and the US before making the trip back toward the sun in 
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India. Remix/hip-hop and fusion music is coming out of India now, but this music is not 

being accepting by the first generation immigrants of the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s as 

traditional Indian music.  

Music as a psychological phenomenon is effectively heard in ceremony, ritual, 

dance, religion and movies. People are exposed to it every day, in forms that they 

sometimes like and sometimes do not like.  Remmi Singh tells me about the tribulations 

of family car trips with her parent’s Indian music – “I didn’t listen to any Indian music at 

all before college. Except with my parents, when we’d go on car trips or to Indian parties 

and the temple, then that’s all we’d listen to. I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t understand it.” 

Like many of the 2
nd
 generation youth I’ve spoken with, Remmi too did not like Indian 

music growing up. It was always something to be tolerated.  But on the other hand, 

almost all of the 1
st
 generation immigrants I spoke with listened solely to Indian music 

because they couldn’t tolerate or understand American music.  My uncle Harish tells me 

that “even if there are no words in the music, we can understand if it is Indian. Sad, 

joyous, by listening we immediately know it is Indian. American, we cannot understand 

if it is happy or sad.” Music thus is not a natural object; it is subjective in its existence 

and interpretation.  

  2
nd
 generation Indian youth who grow up listening to the Beastie Boys and Flava 

Flav with the parents playing Lata Mangeshkar and Kumar Sanu in the background are in 

position to draw from both sources to develop an ethnic and musical identity all of their 

own,  and to create from that identity. 2
nd
 gen. youths redefining, reworking and 

manipulating the Indian music that has been a part of their whole life, and the kids that 

listen to it, are attempting to establish who they are and what their culture means in a 
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modern environment. This specifically is the reason remix and fusion styles were first to 

emerge amongst diasporic populations than within the homeland, because people were 

changing their music as they themselves were changing. As Marcel Mauss says “cases of 

adaptation are individual psychological matter.” (74) The trajectory of the musician in the 

field of musical creation is determined by his/her habitus, and the way in which that 

habitus affects his/her psyche. The scale of this is such that habitus is culture embodied 

upon the bearers mind, and in this manner, culture directly affects the way one goes about 

in the world and where the musician and the listener end up amongst the plethora of 

musical preferences.   
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Chapter 4 

What Do You Mean I Don’t Have to Boil This Water? 

The journey from the Indian sub-continent to another, be it North America, Africa 

or the UK, does not merely bring about a displacement in time and space but a loss of 

homeland and familiarity as well. As people and populations we understand this 

rudimentary thought; we’ve all experienced the sense of loss that accompanies the 

departure of the moving van and a house full of boxes.  Our homes behind us, friends 

known to us far away busy with things we’ll never know and a new house, but not yet a 

home, in front of us. The unknown friends we will one day possess are hidden from us by 

walls of fear and reticence.  Expectations and impressions of a new place are colored by 

exaggeration – will my new life be harder or easier?  Will the people in my new home be 

all kinds of strange colors and act in funny ways?  The agony of that trip, the migration, 

emigration and immigration, even if only a two hour car ride or as long as weeks and 

months,  makes it difficult to enjoy the excitement that follows from such a disruption. 

And when that final stop of the journey lands you in a country of which you do not know 

the language, and hold only a few dollops of currency, the anxiety of a new homeland 

sets in.  

For the Indian immigrant arriving in Charlotte by the mid1980’s this anxiety was 

potentially mitigated by institutions such as the Indian grocery store and the temple. The 

Indian grocery store and the temple/community center are foci of Indian cultural activity, 

including outlets for acquisition of and performance of various forms of Indian music. 

Therefore after arriving in Charlotte, the Indian in the mid 80’s was in a position distinct 
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from that of the Indian immigrant that arrived in the mid 60’s or 70’s;  one in which 

maintaining ones cultural heritage is more likely and possible. 

 In my analysis of the Indian Diaspora in Charlotte, I’ve chosen to look at the 

Indian grocery store and Indian temples as institutions of Indianness that help to preserve 

Indian culture in a foreign space. In the grocery store and in the temple, music is 

available in different forms for the immigrant Indian to listen to. Something I will touch 

upon later in my conclusion is a local Indian newsletter, Saathee, which also unites the 

community because it provides an arena for community information, such as musical 

shows, concerts and religious events, in the form of a newsletter that widely reaches the 

Indian community.  

Many of the contributors in Charlotte’s Indian community I spoke with talked to 

me about the impending inevitability of their journey overseas. No one spoke of financial 

gains or worldly success as primary goals for the immigration to the United States but of 

the benefits afforded to their children in the US of A. The mothers spoke of giving their 

children the benefits of an American education and a modern upbringing, and of their 

reluctance to leave their homeland.  My mom told me, “[her] kids’ education, children’s 

educations and [her] husband [being] here” were her reasons for coming to the US.  Her 

husband, among the youngest of 6 brothers, was invited over to the US by his brother 

who was allowed in under the 1965 legislation that permitted doctors and other 

professionals to emigrate. As she recounts her life in India she talks about the happiness 

she felt being close to her parents, how she enjoyed every day as a teacher in a primary 

school consisting of one classroom and 30 students ranging from five to fifteen. Her first 

impressions of America describe the sanitation standards of this country and the 
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pervasive law and order that she felt was different from India though she continues to say 

“but still I like my country [India] because I work over there, I like my kids, I like my job 

and whatever I did there.  The first 4 or 5 months here in the US, I didn’t like it, but then 

we moved to a big city, from Greenwood, SC to Charlotte, NC.”   

The Indian community in Charlotte has been growing steadily for over three 

decades now; current US Census data estimates put the number of Indians living in 

Charlotte at 6500. In the late 70’s that number was more like 100. I remember that for the 

longest time while I was growing up in Charlotte there was only one Indian grocery store, 

one Indian restaurant and one temple. The Indian community during the late 70’s and 

early 80’s was in its fledgling stages.  The sense of solidarity that existed at that time 

between Indians was like a brotherhood – you could call someone, anyone, a stranger 

bhai, the Hindi word for brother. I am reminded of a time from my childhood when my 

whole family and I were out on a joy ride through the part of Charlotte where we lived 

because my father had just bought his first car and when passing by a nearby motel, we 

saw an Indian family outside playing.  My father, not hesitating for a moment, drove us 

straight in and introduced himself and us, and the classic fairytale ending 

notwithstanding, we have remained close family friends to this day.   

Remmi Singh, a UNC medical school student who grew up in Greensboro, NC, 

tells me about similar experiences growing up.  “My mom would just bring home 

families [Indian] she saw at like Wal-Mart or the gas station or the grocery store.  So I 

would wake up and there’d be these random kids running around my room.  I’d ask my 

parents where they came from and they’d just say ‘We met at the store.’  And it didn’t 

matter, Pakistani, like whatever, as long as they were from a similar region.” Many kids 
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and young adults I’ve spoken with, both formally and informally, tend to have such 

stories of their parents forming almost instantaneous friendships with people they met 

just by chance encounter.  The late 70’s early 80’s was a watershed moment in the era of 

the Indian immigrant. More and more Indians were entering the country but not 

exclusively working in the professional sector like their brethren a decade and a half 

earlier.  Not only were the immigrants of the 1980’s working to establish a new home in 

America, they were also working to bring a bit of India into America. The landscape was 

changing as Indian owned establishments targeted towards immigrant Indians were 

opening; Indian grocery stores, temples/community centers were coming up and catering 

to the needs of a growing population creating an expanding Indian infrastructure within 

fledgling communities in cities all over the US.  

 Cities tend to support the institutions that allow for Indianness, a quality of 

maintaining one’s own cultural heritage within a foreign state, in ways that smaller towns 

with only a few Indian families cannot. Culture is retained with the help of certain 

artifacts that make ‘being an Indian’ possible. ‘Beingness,’ while not necessarily 

contingent upon the presence of artifacts, is promoted by artifacts functioning as helpful 

reminders of the past and present. Though one can ‘be’ Indian by speaking the mother 

tongue or keeping ones faith, the various paraphernalia of Indian culture facilitate 

keeping Indian culture alive. The most prolific, if not totally pervasive, artifact is music. 

Music is extremely important as an analytical tool because it almost certainly has been 

present in the lives of all Indian people from birth. Music as a cultural artifact is 

preserved in movies, folklife, culture and religion. The sheer fact that almost every single 

movie to emerge out of India’s Bollywood, the largest and most fertile film industry in the 
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world, is a musical says plenty about the level to which song in imbued in the cultural 

spirit of India. New and old Indian music finally became available for purchase and 

auditory examination and enjoyment in Charlotte once the first Indian grocery store 

opened in the early 80’s, thereby beginning the process of building the Indian 

community.  

The Grocery Store 

The Indian grocery store is an institution of ‘Indianness’ that contains multiple 

mediums of music.  The primary medium is the movie, which most assuredly is the 

source of the most popular form of Indian music as well. Additionally Indian grocery 

stores sell Indian musical CD’s and tapes of all kinds.  Classical, folk, film and religious, 

all kinds of music are available for sale, though the film is the medium by which the 

majority of Indian music is produced and made available for mass consumption. Indian 

films are usually three-to-four-hour-long-epics expressing the continuous duality between 

good and evil.  The bad guys wear black and the good guys can usually beat up the bad 

guys in a ratio of one good guy to fifteen bad guys, though this number is liable to go up 

or down depending on the particular heroism of the protagonist.  Of course one cannot 

forget the song and dance number sure to follow, fields of golden flowers and icy 

mountaintops ideal for singing in the fantasy world of the movie. Often times the musical 

sections will contain a montage of scenery ranging from Switzerland, Egypt, and 

Disneyworld, for what appears to be no other than aesthetic reasons. The songs in Indian 

movies are the attracting force to the movie itself; many times the songs from the movie 

are released months in advance, gaining widespread appeal amongst Indians, and many 

other people, throughout the world.  My mother’s favorite song was released with the 
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movie Bhadsha when she was a teenager in India. Her reminiscences brought about by 

the song encompass not only the song itself but also that particular time in India she spent 

growing up. One must wonder what it would be like to be adrift in a new country, only 

able to access the nuances of childhood and adulthood in the form of quietly slipping 

memory. Thus Indian immigrants in Charlotte were able to circumvent the loss of their 

culture because of the burgeoning availability of Indian films, and consequently music, 

during the 1980s due to the growing presence of the Indian grocery store in Charlotte.    

 As an aside, I want to mention that recently, Indian movies have become present 

more dramatically in Charlotte. Kenny Methani, a resident of Charlotte, began renting out 

screens at local theatres to play new Indian movies, and the response from the Indian 

community has been majestic. On the few occasions I’ve had to enjoy the opportunity of 

an Indian film on the big screen, I was awash with the excitement in the air amidst a 

packed house. Surrounded almost entirely by Indians, I listened to the buzz about the new 

songs from the movie and which treat to take inside the theatre. Vendors of all kinds 

appear for these events selling snacks like samosas, spiced potatoes fried in a flaky dough 

and chai, the national spicy-sweet milky tea of India.  

  Consider the Indian grocery store – movies, music and of course, groceries.  The 

sheer fact that food is such a subjective term, what others consider food is very often not 

what others consider to be food. Recalling my voyages in Spain, I reflect on the kinds of 

food I encountered and what I would never eat again (shellfish, ughhh). Eating there was 

a challenge in and of itself, just to find a restaurant open at an appropriate dinnertime, not 

to mention having to compromise my vegetarianism for a simple meal. Now imagine the 

immigrant Indian in the context of rural and urban America.  Completely transplanted 
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from the homeland, Indians found the negotiations involved in finding an appropriate 

food source complicated by the lack of proper cooking spices and familiar vegetables. In 

my repeated conversations with first generation Indian women, the complications 

involving food and feeding were unyielding and unending.  My mom describes shopping 

at the supermarket and making food for her children as an experience of chaos and 

bewilderment -  

I think to myself, what will it be like? Before I come to America my friends and 

family told me that everyone there is all crazy colors. And nothing is going to be 

like my old home,  no one will speak like I do, eat like I do, or  dress like I do. 

When I go to the grocery store, I will walk up and down the aisles and see nothing 

that I can cook, or even seems familiar to me as food. So when I come here and 

go to the store and think ‘Where are the vegetables that I know how to cook, the 

milk that used to taste so good back home and the rice that is perfectly fluffy? 

What are my hands to do with this artichoke, what kind of an animal has an 

artichoke for a heart? But I did not know it wasn’t from an animal. One time you 

and Megha (my sister) were sent home with a note, the food I pack is 

unacceptable the teacher writes to me – bread slices, 2, with slices of meat, 2, and 

cheese, 1, in the middle. Crackers with peanut butter, Debbie snacks and raw 

carrots are the food that is appropriate to serve to children in this country.  All I 

ate as a child at school was puffed, spiced rice and a mango I pulled off the tree 

outside. How am I to serve them the flesh of animals that they once were, or will 

be in another life?   

 

One can only imagine the apprehension and doubt that my mother must have felt at the 

moment when we returned home and told her that her cooking was unsatisfactory.  For a 

woman who determines her self worth in part by how well she cooks, producing tasty 

food is a part of her comfort and security. Therefore when faced with the opportunity to 

shop at a store that carries familiar produce, as well as nostalgic and new movies and 

albums of the songs that bring memories of picking mangos in the schoolyard back to 

life, the first generation Indian brings business and patronage to the Indian grocery store, 

helping to create it as a locus of a growing and expanding Indian culture in the United 

States and as a site of the Indian diaspora.  
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The temple, also known as the community center 

 Monumental moments, simply the things that we remember, are important 

because a) moments are monumental and b) they are memorable. We remember the 

things that we do because they were memorable. Memory is essential to our conceptions 

of self, without which we would not have the foundations for identity. Monumental 

moments are liable to occur anywhere and anytime, sometimes within a concentrated 

locality, other times sporadically with no predilection for time or space.    

 The temple/community center is a space, focused in area and encompassing only 

certain bounds, but within the walls amazingly focused activity occurs such that it 

provides the suitable atmosphere for creating the monumental moment. Cultural get 

togethers, religious rituals, Sunday school classes and theatrical/musical performances 

are all practiced and performed within the domain of the temple,  events that are 

important in helping the immigrant Indian maintain an identity of ‘Indianness’.  

 One day while I was speaking with my uncle, Harish Mehta, at his home in 

Charlotte, NC we started talking about this project I was working on and I decided to talk 

to him about his experiences in India and America.  One topic I was particularly curious 

in was the ever-present knowledge of bhajans, traditional Indian religious songs that 

most Indian adults seemed to know.  He told me that his society, neighborhood, in his 

hometown village of Dakor, India taught him most of the songs that he knows today and 

that almost all Indians growing up in India will have that same rudimentary knowledge of 

religious songs.  He says –  

We learned [bhajans] in Dakor, in the Society. Because Dakor is a religious place 

and because bhajan is religious, we feel more impact of religious songs in Dakor. 

For 22 years I lived and learned lots of bhajans that are connected with God. We 

learn only by listening, by watching.  When my mother would wake up in the 
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morning, she would sing and pray and we would watch, and that is how we would 

learn. 

 

When Harish Mehta says that it is society that has taught him what he knows about 

bhajans,  he doesn’t mean society as we do when we use it,  but as the community 

surrounding him, his neighborhood.  Communities in rural India have extremely close 

knit ties; it would not be uncommon to receive a spanking from your neighbors if you 

deserved it.  The bhajan is a particular facet of community life, everyone knows the 

various types of bhajans, everyone sings them and it is up to the youth to follow along, 

keep up and learn.  Particularly for Harish, who grew up in a predominantly strongly 

religious place like Dakor, learning the bhjans was merely a part of growing up and 

paying attention; the way that we as Americans can recite the pledge of allegiance in our 

sleep.    

 Being outside of the religious community is a consequence of immigration into 

America.  Because of the way that cities and towns are structured in the US and the large 

distances which separate people in this country, close knit communities are difficult to 

build except for in large metropolitan areas where people are located physically close to 

each other and have access to facilities such as the subway.  In other parts of the country 

where such amenities are not available, it is more difficult for to build bonded 

communities.  In Charlotte, the facility that has served to bring people closer together and 

create a community is the temple. That’s why I call it community center as well, because 

though the community prays there, they also have dinners and lunches, shows and 

programs and also classes that cater to the population of Indians in Charlotte. I remember 

that as dreary as it was to go to class on Sundays, now I’m glad that I went to those 
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classes. We would listen to Thakorbhai Topiwala, our teacher, talk to us about the 

Bhagavat-Gita and how to live good, Hindu lives.  He taught us about bhajans, which to 

sing, when and where they should be sung, why they’re sung and how they’re sung.  

Since we aren’t living in the kind of community that my uncle grew up with in India, one 

where I can learn bhajans from my neighbor, or off the street, the temple gains the role of 

the community center. 

 Speaking with my father, who has lived in the United States for 20 years now, 

about what the temple means to him, I gain a further understanding of the temple as a 

community center. My father is a very religious man; when I go back home to visit I 

observe that he prays more than once daily at the mandir, temple, we have in our house.  

He sings the proper daily prayers, offers me Prasad, food that has been offered to God, 

and always invites me to join him.  I was intrigued that a strongly religious man like my 

father would dislike going to the temple in Charlotte to go pray so much, as he’s revealed 

to me in his opinions over the years.  I asked him why and he told me that he didn’t like 

the noise and confusion of a day at the temple.  

When I go to the temple, I like it to be quiet and clean.  No children running 

around, no food everywhere, no adults talking all the time and no one doing 

anything but praying. In India, there is noise at the temple, there are crazy kids, 

but the temple gives off a religious scent, it has a history.  Like ‘this place is holy, 

respect it’.  In America, we never see each other except at the temple, so 

everybody goes crazy talking all the time and playing games instead of praying 

and meditating quietly. It’s ok at a community event to be talking all the time, but 

even when it is religious singing or chanting, there is still talking, talking, talking. 

 

The community in Charlotte is not the kind that my father and my uncle grew up 

with and lived most of their life in while in India. This community in Charlotte is 

different because life in America is different. The kind of temple that my father likes is 

not available here, at least not at the main Hindu temple. Different sectarian temples have 
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opened in Charlotte over the years with a much smaller core of members that allow for 

the temple to retain a meditative quality. It is possible that my father is aware of the 

separation from the homeland that is causing this change in temple function. Slobin’s 

“consciousness of separation” (288) is present here, in the sense that the character of the 

Charlotte Diaspora is causing a divergence in traditional temple usage. By and large, the 

Indian community in Charlotte has to use the temple as a community center because they 

don’t have a geographically close knit community. As the temple brings people together, 

whether in a religious or cultural context, the ever-present force of music is heard by all.  

Whether it is as the family is driving on their way to the temple and listening to Indian 

music or the bhajans and other songs performed and heard at different times while at the 

temple depending on the occasion, songs are always in the present memory of the temple-

goer.  Afterwards those songs become part of the repertoire in the individual’s head that 

are associated with the temple and the Indian community.  

 One fond memory I have of my years growing up in Charlotte while at temple 

was during the springtime festivals of Holi and Dhuleti; festivals of springtime and 

colors. They are celebrated on the full moon day marking the beginning of spring, though 

in Charlotte dhuleti is generally celebrated on the closest Sunday so that all the kids can 

come out and enjoy the celebrations. Dhuleti involves smearing other people with colored 

powder, or gulal and throwing water balloons filled with colored water at each other.  We 

always went to the temple for this festival and there was always loud music playing, 

people dancing, throwing gulal and having an amazing time.  At least that’s what I saw 

and heard, and the music has always stayed with me.  Usually it was folk songs and film 

music that had to do with the festival, songs like Rangaburse and Holi Ayere.   
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 The music of the temple has always played a significant role in my life and in the 

lives of the many people I’ve spoken with, of both first and second generations. The 

presence of music in ritual and festival is a part of the Hindu cultural sphere just as hymn 

is a staple of Christian churches.  Can you imagine a Southern Baptist church without a 

gospel choir? Even more significant than the supplement the choir provides, music in 

Hinduism is inherently a part of religion because of the Sanskrit language, the original 

language in which the early texts of Hinduism were written.  All the holy texts and the 

stories they contain must be narrated from time to time as a part of the ritual of 

Hinduism; Sanskrit when narrated is not spoken but sung.  Gita mala is the form in which 

these works are recited; each song is performed in specific tones and melodies that 

coincide with the specific content of the verse, happy, sad, etc.  Thus music is a part of 

Hinduism, a part of ritual and a part of the cultural construction of the Indian. The temple 

provides the locus for song to be heard by all and hence is an institution facilitating what 

it means to be an Indian.  

 To bring Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus back into the fray, allow me to 

elaborate on habitus as it exists in Charlotte. Preferences of first generation Indians living 

in Charlotte for a new homeland redolent of India led to the creation of institutions that 

provided the requisite services necessary for being Indian in America. The Indian grocery 

store imports the items of production that immigrant Indians are used to and that are 

being developed, the most important of which is music. Culled from their childhood 

memories and from the newest movies, the traditional Indian music of first generation 

Indians is an artifact, an item of production, serving the purposes of reminiscence and 

maintenance. The temple, in all its functions, is also an institution of Indianness, a focus 
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for activity and exhibition of all things Indian, particularly bhajans and traditional Indian 

music. Thus first generation Indians are choosing Indian music, music that is reflective of 

their habitus in the homeland, and are therefore creating a habitus in America that is 

evocative of life in India.  

 First generation Indians in Charlotte and in America as well, are producing a 

Diasporic culture of the Indian immigrant. They are establishing institutions to meet their 

needs, and the perceived needs of their progeny. The habitus they create is also just as 

much creating them, and creating their children. The Indian music in the car, on the 

stereo, and on the television is a part of growing up for the second generation Indian. As 

my friends are familiar with Johnny Cash or Cat Stevens because that’s what daddy 

listened to all the time growing up, I am familiar with Lata Mangeshkar and Kumar Sanu, 

two amazingly popular singers from India. My musical preferences have been shaped by 

the habitus of my homeland and of my home, both of which are not identical. I am Indian 

because of the habitus in my home and in the Charlotte Indian community. I am 

American because of the habitus outside of my home and outside of the Charlotte Indian 

community. Thus my next chapter is a discussion of the second generation Indian in 

America; whose situation is more complex as they straddle the line between meanings of 

Indian and American identity.  
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Chapter 5 
 

What Do You Mean I Have to Boil The Water First? 
 

 Though I was born in India, I hesitate to call myself a first generation Indian since 

I left India for America at the ripe old age of 2. I was young when I left India and my 

memories of my homeland are sparse; which I suppose is better since I’m left only with 

my imagination to ‘remember’ my life in India. Throughout my life in America, I have 

been free to live as I would like and am in the unique position of being able to choose 

from the artifacts and practices of two cultures, both Indian and American.  

 As I sit on my bed typing, I look around my room and look for the various items 

of India that are in my room; tapestries that decorate my walls, cups that hold my tea, 

music that plays from my stereo and incense that gives my room scent. I juxtapose these 

items with the artifacts of America adorning my walls and I understand that these 

artifacts of India have found their way into my life through a series of negotiations I’ve 

made with myself and with my identity over the years. Many young second generation 

Indians I spoke to agreed with me as well, that they too were starting to pick and choose 

what parts of their parents’ past to bring into their own lives. Since many of the youth I 

spoke with were in college, I wondered what certain factors in the college experience at 

UNC serve as catalysts of change or make beginning the negotiations of ‘Indianness’ 

easier.  The focus of this chapter is about the musical negotiations second generation 

Indians living in America make in order to lead productive and happy lives. I chose 

mostly college or graduate students as my consultants because they are my immediate 

peers and because they’ve been alive long enough to have undergone many changes and 
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life experiences, as well as time to reflect on how they are working towards their fully 

developed selves.    

 The second generation Indian living in America is in an extremely complex 

position; that of being forced to bridge the two entirely different worlds of India and 

America. The parents of second generation Indians are living as foreigners attempting to 

discover how to live in a new country. Second generation Indians are not living in a new 

country but their home country while simultaneously subject to a foreign Indian culture 

from their parents as well. Thus they are making negotiations with the life-ways of a 

distant and familiar world; that of their Indian parents and of the American world they 

live in. Their American peers are not involved in a process of identity negotiations based 

on nationality, culture and ethnicity in the way that they, the second generation Indians, 

are. In this position, young boys and girls coming to adulthood are straddling two 

different lifestyles and are unreasonably expected by family and friends to perform fully 

for both.   

When many of the second generation Indian college students I spoke with during 

the course of my research were adolescents, the idea of associating with the ultra un-cool 

life of their parents was a laughable thought. I understand completely; if I had decided to 

listen to Sandip Burman, a tabla player who tours through the Carolinas often, or Indian 

film music or traditional bhajans, while my friends were listening to Led Zeppelin and 

Green Day, I would have felt outcast by my peer group for not having the same musical 

identity as them. I would have been made fun of, or the music itself would have been the 

source of scrutiny. I still have memories of mocking imitations from my non-Indian 

friends of Indian singing and music.  That’s not to say that I should have paid them any 
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mind, but during the formative years of adolescence those criticisms can have long 

reaching and significant implications. I didn’t want to listen to Indian music or wear 

Indian clothes because that’s what my parents did and anything parental was un-cool.  

Keya Ganguly describes the stresses between identifying with an Indian and American 

culture in States of Exception when she writes – 

“The tension between self representation and the dominant cultural imagery – the 

distance between immigrant [Indian] conceptions of selfhood and Western 

understandings about Indian literature, religion and mythology are at the crux of 

the problematic of both cultural authenticity and of cultural translation in a world 

that is familiar and foreign simultaneously.” (143) 

  

This type of sentiment, that there is a problem in representing who one is in a critical 

world, is reflected by some of my consultants. Following what Ganguly writes about 

western understandings, and given the only mainstream exposure to Indian music in 

America prior to the recent bhangra/hip-hop wave was the Beatles, I believe that western 

understandings of Indian music are complex and mythic and are significant to the second 

generation Indian youth who is attempting to form his or her own identity. What is cool 

and un-cool, or even what is or isn’t music, is framed within western cultural beliefs that 

are sometimes counterpoised to that of the immigrant Indian. Remmi Singh, a consultant 

I spoke with, told me that only after she was able to circumvent her teenage anxieties 

about listening to Indian music, was she able to listen to it willingly. This anxiety about 

musical choice signifies the immense cultural value we as a society ascribe to music and 

the strong group and societal bonds we form because of it. 

 Remmi, like so many during their teenage years, only listened to the music her 

peers from school or in her social circle listened to.  Having common identities as a group 

brings a sense of camaraderie and helps to develop a group identity that is difficult to 
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distinguish one’s self from. In college Remmi was able to develop a repertoire of Indian 

music that she felt she could listen to and enjoy because she was no longer in that critical 

environment of her youth. A particular insight I felt striking came from a Charlotte-area 

FM radio DJ, Divakar Shukla. We talked about music and culture and he shared his 

opinions on the Indian youth of today and their relation to young people in general.  

“Music is a part of my being.  It is, I would argue, a part of everyone’s being, and is 

available in many popular and alternative venues. High school kids tend to rebel in any 

culture and listen to music that exudes counterculture as a substitute to the mainstream.” 

The rebellion of youth and the certain ethnic anxieties that develop among second 

generation youth is relieved in the college/university setting when young people begin 

developing preferences for music that are not necessarily contingent upon the approval of 

their peers.  

Once in college, second generation Indians find their uneasiness towards their 

ethnicity wearing away and it becomes easier for them to accept portions of their parents’ 

life that only a few years earlier were extremely un-cool. Remmi was circumventing her 

notions of Indian un-coolness because of the environment she encountered in college and 

by being around peers whose identifications and opinions were similar to hers. A friend 

of mine and graduate student in medicine, Sachin Patel, told me that he never used to 

listen to Indian music when growing up, largely because of his teenage rebellion and the 

need to belong to a group of same minded peers. Now he listens to it quite often.  “When 

I listen to Indian music, it reminds me of a large assumption I had growing up, and that 

was of my heritage. Indian heritage is always going to be a part of who I am, and I never 

examined this until I came to college”.  Sachin is echoing the sentiments of so many 
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other Indian students I spoke with; that of the studied life as it reveals to them their own 

subtleties that they never knew of or paid particular attention to.   

Attending UNC-Chapel Hill and being in the college setting allows second 

generation Indians to reflect on being Indian in America because they are surrounded by 

other second generation Indians. Instead of being in opposition or in rebellion to the 

culture of their immigrant parents, second generations Indians in college enter into a state 

of negotiations with their heritage to develop their Indian-American identity. 

Additionally, there are various organizations that address the issues relevant to the second 

generation Indian living in America. At UNC there are Sangam and Saagar, both South 

Asian clubs that emphasize unity and diversity in the university setting. Sangam, the 

undergraduate wing, organizes many events throughout the year that focus specifically on 

what it means to be growing up Indian in America. The club organizes fashion shows, 

variety shows and Indian fairs, as well as doing Outreach programs at local elementary 

schools. I’ve had the privilege to organize and attend such programs and each one 

worked to make me more conscious of who I was then and am now.   

Sangam Nite 2004 

 One of the main Indian cultural events of the year at UNC is Sangam Nite, a 

variety show featuring performing art such as dances, singing and short skits (televised 

and live). The theme of Sangam Nite this year was Sangam Nite TV, a play on American 

television but made for Indian audiences. When I was reading through the playbill, I was 

a little surprised at the songs many dancers had chosen for their performances.  Almost 

every song, or assembly of songs, contained at least one remixed song. What I mean by 

remixed is a song that contains elements of both Indian and hip-hop styles, and in this 
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context is usually an Indian song with a hip-hop back beat.  Only four years ago when I 

was in charge of organizing Sangam Nite, the songs were mostly traditional or bhangra, 

with only a few remixed with hip hop. In just a few years time the tide had changed to 

encompass a more American mainstream. Shruti Chudasama, a senior at UNC, who is the 

same age as me, has witnessed these changes as well.  Shruti and her friends were in this 

year’s program and they danced to a traditional Indian folk song. I asked her why she 

chose to dance to traditional music and not more western, or remixed Indian music.  She 

tells me that pride, a pride in herself and who she is played a very important role in 

choosing the song she danced to-  

I wanted to uphold the purity of what I was doing.  I know that I can dance 

traditionally, to traditional music, but in an Indian cultural show why dance to any 

other kind song? The song we chose in our dance represented a part of ourselves, 

who we are on the inside.  To dance to traditional music is an expression of who I 

am and I wanted to do it right. 

 

I’ve seen Shruti dance during her four years while at UNC; many times she’s danced with 

Bhangra Elite, the competitive Punjabi dance troupe on campus.  They’ve incorporated 

remixed styles of music into their work and this time at Sangam Nite it was no different.  

But thus year Shruti did not dance with Bhangra Elite – she and two other seniors got 

together and performed their own traditional rass-garba dance. To watch the elation on 

Shruti’s face while dancing in traditional clothes to traditional music was to see the pride 

Shruti talked about.   

 The music from the show could possibly communicate an adolescence of the 

Indian college student in phase with the life moment many of the younger dancers are 

living in.  It is almost blatantly evident watching the show, though not at all unless you 

know the performers, that as the performers got older their dances incorporated more 
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traditional styles of music. I believe the greater prevalence of remix music in this years 

show is due to the fact that Sangams’s membership and leading council are all relatively 

young; a lot of freshman and sophomore are involved in the club.  So possibly it is as 

Sachin Patel says, maybe remix music really does represent adolescence. Maybe… 

 NYC Youth and UNC Kids 

Sonaima Maira’s work with Indian youth in New York City is about the 

identifications revolving around bhangra and hip-hop. She argues that remixed music 

serves as a marker of ethnicity, “desi [Indian] youth turn to hip-hop because it is key to 

marking their belonging in the multiethnic urban landscape of NYC” (58). Because of a 

reluctance to accept fully the culture of their parents or of their peers and arguably to 

avoid homogenization says Maira, Indian youth in NYC chose remixed music as a means 

of “redefining [their] relationship between self and community.” (Maira 75)  

 Amongst the consultants I spoke with in Charlotte and at Chapel Hill, I 

deciphered many inconsistencies in how second generation college youth interpreted 

remixed music. Those that really enjoyed remix Indian styles chose to listen to it for the 

beat and for the sound. Shaival Patel, a junior at UNC, wrote an article entitled The South 

Asian Influence on Hip-Hop for the SANGAM newsletter. In it he states that the mixture 

of South Asian music and hip-hop is a good thing – the melody and beat that result from 

the mixture of two ethnically diverse musical styles produces a sound that is pleasing to 

his ear, though he expresses some reticence at the sometimes poor or inappropriate Hindi 

or Punjabi lyrical content. As Shaival goes on to describe his objections to cultural 

fallacies played upon by rap stars like Craig David, who confuses religion and geography 

by referring to a girl in one of his remixed songs as “half-Hindu and half-Punjabi”, he is 
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able to mitigate his feelings on musical inaccuracies by simply enjoying the music for 

what it is.    

On the other side of the coin, there were some who didn’t dislike remixed music 

because it was bad, they even stated it was aesthetically pleasing to the ear, but the 

implications of such kinds of music is what they feared. Concerns pertaining to the 

retention of the traditional were at the core of their disquietude. Sonaima Maira touches 

on this in Desis in the House when she writes “for some second generation Indian 

Americans, authenticity is based on classical arts, selected historical traditions and 

religious orthodoxy” (55).   

Concerns of authenticity are frequently mired in what is traditional and what isn’t.  

Divakar Shukla, the radio DJ, is also concerned with true Indian music.  He is what I 

would call an expert in the field.  He was born in India but moved to America in the forth 

grade. He attended college at NC State, became manager of the college radio station and 

has worked in radio ever since.  Divakar is coming up on his 20
th
 year in radio, and when 

we spoke recently, he enlightened me on the traditional and the remixed. “True Indian 

music is classical Indian, like ragas. Your parents’ music, what you call traditional, is 

music from the movies that has been bastardized with English music for years now, 

starting from the days of Bollywood.  RD Birman, one of the great music directors of the 

Indian film industry, would take licks from English musicals all the time.”  Therefore 

what is traditional music to the ears of second generation youths, and this particular 

researcher, is not exactly what is traditional to the ears of their parents. But being 

concerned with purity, or with hybridity, is in and of itself important. Through these 
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concerns, second generation Indians are addressing the issues of what it means to be an 

Indian-American.  

Developing an Indian-American identity for second generation Indians is a 

difficult task that is not immediately conscious to the bearer.  When I posed the question 

to many of my consultants, what is your identity? the response I usually received was a 

confused, introspective glare.  It is not the case that we walk around in our daily lives, 

whatever ethnicity we belong to, questioning who we are and who/what we identify with.  

The negotiations between being Indian and being an American are more fluid and tend to 

happen behind the subconscious motivations of our actions. The first generation Indian 

attempting to formulate who they are in America is working with an “authentic” Indian 

identity culled from an Indian homeland.  The position of second generation Indian 

youth’s is more complicated because they are not quite culturally Indian from the 

homeland, nor are they as American as apple pie.  Sonaima Maira describes the Indian 

youth of today when she writes— 

Immigrant generations’ desire to preserve an authentic ethnic identity lingers in 

the second generation, for whom being Indian becomes a cultural ideology used 

to calibrate the authenticity, even the goodness, of self and others.  A uniquely 

Indian-American subculture allows second generation youth to socialize with 

their ethnic peers while reinterpreting Indian musical and dance traditions through 

the rituals of American pop culture (43) 

 

Another author who also has written about the situation of the second generation Indian 

youth in America is Padma Rangaswamy.  Her book explores the community of Indians 

living in Chicago.  She also interprets the search for identity as a fluid movement 

disregarding a forced choice of one culture or another.   

Instead of choosing either/or in terms of an American or Indian culture, they do 

neither. In a struggle to create a new meaningful identity, Indians draw upon a 
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variety of resources based on individual inclination, family ties, religious 

affiliation, economic opportunity and historical context. (5) 

 

Indian-American subculture is being developing through a complex series of negotiations 

that occur locally and in separate locations. Certainly there is a cultural ideology passed 

down to second generation Indians from their parents that maintains that anything Indian 

is better. If I had a dollar for every time my parents told me that some something or 

another while satisfactory in America was so much better in India, I’d be a very rich man 

right now.  Additionally, the variety of resources Rangaswamy writes about -- family, 

religion, economy and history are ever present in a variety of contexts depending on the 

space in which the subject lives. I refer to Bourdieu’s ‘space of possibles’ earlier in my 

work; here we see it in the context of the second generation Indian living in America, in 

Charlotte and at UNC. In all of these spaces, the environment of diasporic Indian culture 

is playing a significant role in the development of an Indian-American subculture. 

To compare the development of an Indian-American sub-cultural identity with the 

definition of a musical community as theorized by John Shepard, an ethnomusicologist, 

highlights the ways in which music is important in the development of Indian-American 

subculture. Shepard writes that a  

[musical community] may be imagined as a particular population group whose 

composition is relatively stable and whose involvement in music takes the form of 

an ongoing exploration of a particular musical idiom said to be rooted organically 

in that community (74). 

 

While in college and surrounded by peers who are undergoing the same process of 

identity negotiations, second generation Indians are involved, in the way Shepard writes, 

within their community and are exploring the meanings and significance of Indian music 

in their own lives.  Though Shepard may be talking specifically about a musical 
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community as it creates music, I think his definition is also relevant in this situation. 

While at UNC, or at any major institution, being in the presence of a large Indian-

American population, the second generation Indian is in a stable community of like-

minded peers who are simultaneously developing their own notions of an Indian-

American identity, and as a larger whole an Indian-American subculture. Here again we 

see ideas pertaining to the habitus creeping up on us. It is all very cyclical; things are 

made and then remade, as what was originally produced changes the person that first 

made it. Though some may like remixed Indian music, others may like ‘traditional’ 

Indian music, others classical Indian music, they are all using music as a reminder of a 

past they associate with their cultural heritage and as a way to formulate their own ethnic 

identity. Music is forming second generation Indians’ ideas of identity, and they in turn 

are making the music that causes them to reflect on who they are.  

 The loss of purity some express as a resultant tragedy of remixed music, that it is 

diluting the traditions of India, is a viable concern. Others are willing for the purity of 

Indian music to be lost while it hybridizes with an American mainstream in order to 

allow for the development of new musical forms. In this way, individually, every second 

generation Indian is making the negotiations within themselves of what it means to them 

to ‘be’ Indian by embodying certain types of music as markers of identity. Unlike their 

parents who have the readily available culture, and habitus, of the homeland to refer to 

when attempting to remain Indian in America,  second generation Indians are working 

with a clean canvas on which to paint their ideas of what ‘being’ an Indian means to 

them.  Drawing from what second generation Indians deem as traditionally pure to what 

is remixed culturally and musically, a new subculture of Indian-American identity is 
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being created.  What this identity means and what it entails is a variable concept that is 

symbolized by the artifacts of India and embodied by Indian Diaspora that second 

generation Indians choose to accept into their life.  Like the walls of my room which 

contain a mixture of Indian and American artifacts,  like my CD wallet which has 

traditional, classical and remixed Indian music, so is the life of every second generation 

Indian; an example of the processes of negotiations creating who they are, and what it 

means to them to be an Indian-American.  
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Conclusion 

Quirky Title Exempt Chapter, a.k.a. Conclusion 
 

 “Music in life is a kind of instrument, a way of taking your mind away from the 

present day.  Whenever you listen to music, you always think of when you heard it first 

and the times thereafter.” 

 Dhilip Gore, a prominent Indian man in Charlotte, told me this one day as we 

were talking about music.  He has lived in Charlotte for over 20 years now and has been 

present at every religious and cultural event almost my entire life.  He is a chemical 

engineer, but on the side he conducts religious rituals at the temple and in the homes of 

Indians in Charlotte.  Every year he takes a religious pilgrimage to India, visiting temples 

and holy sites, and he returns with his insights. One of those insights helped to spark the 

fire in my mind about what music means to the Diaspora of Indians in Charlotte.  He was 

at our house performing a satyanarayanan katha, a Hindu ceremony invoking God into 

our home, and at the end an old woman started singing a haunting bhajan.  He asked this 

woman where she heard it. Her reply was she’s just always known it.  Dhilip Gore replied 

to her that he had never heard it before, but the last time he was in India, while waiting at 

the train station, he heard that exact bhajan playing over the radio.  He liked it very much 

but didn’t know who it was.  Though the old woman didn’t know either, and he was still 

lost to who wrote it, I started thinking about how she knew it and how anyone else will 

ever know it.  

 This paper has been concerned with exactly that principle; about what is 

happening in America, and specifically in Charlotte, with the spread, continuity and 
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change of Indian music. What does this music mean to the listener and how does that 

meaning change over the years through two different generations of Indians.   

 In my search for the meaning of music and the ways in which it is changing 

meaning and form, I encountered a striking uniformity in the condition that music is 

present.  I discovered that without certain venues where music is available, and I certainly 

wasn’t able to explain all the places, music would be lost in the Charlotte community.  

Not lost in the sense that there would be no bhajans, or film music, or new types of Indian 

music, but that it would be extremely difficult for these types of music to be present in 

the lives of the Charlotte Indian community.  The places for music are Indian institutions, 

like the grocery store and temple. If I had been able to write more comprehensively, I 

could have elaborated on the place of music in the home, through Indian satellite 

television, Indian radio and the internet.  But all, with the exception of music in the home, 

have come about as a result of the growing numbers of Indians concentrated to one urban 

area, Charlotte. 

 As a result of changing immigration laws during the past 40 years and the lure of 

an industrialized well to do nation, many Indians have moved to America, and to the 

Charlotte community.  Particularly after immigration reform in the 80’s, which allowed 

more Indians of the non-professional, non-elite classes to move to America, institutions 

of ‘indianness’ began appearing as a result of the demand from a larger Indian 

community. Those non-professional Indians were able to meet demand by opening 

businesses catering to the Indian community, like the grocery and the temple.  

 Other than providing venues for immigrant Indians to congregate, those 

institutions provided the items of India and made it easier to remain culturally Indian.  
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Music is one of those items of India that help one to remain an Indian in a foreign culture.  

For the children of immigrants who grew up in that foreign culture,  who grew up not 

totally culturally Indian,  but not totally culturally American either, Indian music was 

always a presence in their lives; be it in the car, in the temple or in the home. Once they 

grew into teenagers and started developing their own ideas of what to listen to and what 

they liked, the culture of their parents fell to the wayside as they began exploring their 

own identity. They, the second generation of Indians in America, represent the hybrid of 

two states of being; that of being both Indian and American.  Hence the development of 

an Indian-American identity and Indian-American subculture began in the home of those 

immigrant Indians. 

 Outside of the home and once in college, second generation Indians had the 

institutions of ‘indianness’ available to them in the form of cultural clubs.  Sangam and 

Saagar at UNC are South Asian institutions reaching out to the Indian and greater South 

Asian community.  Through these institutions, second generation Indians are able to 

explore the meanings of their cultural heritage by participating in events like Sangam 

Nite, which explore the meanings of India, Diaspora and culture through song, dance and 

performing art.  Music is readily available in all of these forms, particularly through 

dance, in which expressive forms of music are chosen to represent ideological meanings 

of Indian and American culture.  Dancing to remixed Indian music in American clothes, 

or to traditional Indian music in traditional Indian clothes represents a choice that each 

and every second generation Indian is making in their ideals of identity and identity 

formation. Whether remixed music means to the second generation Indian a positive 
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hybridization of Indian and America, or a negative loss of tradition and purity, is a 

negotiation in terms of culture and an Indian-America identity.   

 Through these intuitions, both for immigrant first generation Indians and second 

generation Indians, music is acting as a reminder and actor in the processes of identity 

negotiation and culture formation. I have found that traditional music almost always 

serves as a reminder of the homeland and of the home, both for first and second 

generation Indians, and that new forms of Indian music, are variably perceived by both.  

The disparity between listeners of remixed Indian music between generations in 

relatively high; most first generations Indians regard Indian music mixed with hip-hop as 

not very good and not very Indian, while most second generation Indians were willing to 

accept it whether they identified with it, or were just listening to the beat.    

 The future can only know what is in store for the coming generations of Indians in 

America. One consistent response I received from both first and second generations of 

Indians pertained to their children, born and not yet born.  They almost always expressed 

what I perceived to be a fading hope and a slipping dream of their progeny carrying on 

their heritage.  What will become, nobody knows but efforts are always underway to 

preserve the culture of the homeland. Divakar Shukla, the radio DJ, now publishes an 

extremely well read and widely circulated Indian newsletter, Saathee, about community 

events throughout the Carolinas.  Additionally he is the host of an Indian music and 

music video show on public access TV that comes on once a week. In these new ways 

and through the institutions mentioned earlier, remaining Indian in America has become 

easier and more accessible to the greater Indian community. The importance of such 

institutions in the Diaspora cannot be measured by numbers, by attendance or by 
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subscription, but by what can be seen in the future by Indians living in America today,  

by what it may hold and by what it may produce.   
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