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General Studies-2; Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed and developing 
countries on India’s interests, Indian diaspora. 

 

Indian Diaspora in Southeast Asia 

 
Introduction  

• The diaspora of any country provides a human dimension to the links between two countries. 

• As the “diaspora” has the capacity to influence a country’s foreign policy, it inherently becomes a 
“soft power” tool in the hands of policy makers.  

 
History 

• Historically, Southeast Asia has been hugely influenced by both India and China in the realms of art, 
culture, architecture, religion and many other things. 

• The region was intertwined with Indian culture to such an extent that Europeans used to refer to it 
as “Further India”. 

• Indian civilisation was naturally extended to the territories of present-day Southeast Asia. 

• The climatic conditions between India and Southeast Asia are similar. “Monsoon” was a common 
factor which played an important role in enhancing ties between the people of this region. 

• The spice and silk routes helped in the exchange of ideas, culture and people apart from the trade.  

• The Colonial takeover of the region changed the equations between Indians and Southeast Asians 
towards the end of the 15th century. 

 
Indian diaspora in Southeast Asia 

• There is no uniformity in terms of social, political and economic prowess among Indians in Southeast 
Asia.  
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• Recent trends indicate that the present Indian migration includes professionals holding senior 
positions in the fields of IT, education, and technology among other aspects.  

• In the case of Malaysia, the political, economic and social status of Indians vis-à-vis Chinese and local 
Malays is not satisfactory. 

• In Singapore, Indians are well represented in the judiciary, civil services and armed forces of that 
country. 

 
Indian Diaspora as a soft power? 

• Indian policy towards Diaspora has been varied from colonial times to the early years of 
independence and on to the present time. 

• The relationship between India and Indian diaspora started changing in a dramatic fashion from the 
second half of the 1990s. 

• Indian diaspora in Southeast Asia is numerically very small and does not enjoy the economic clout 
that may change the state policies to India’s advantage. 

• Foreign Direct Investments from these countries is meagre.  

• Same is the case with remittances when compared with those from Gulf or Western countries. 

• In the political realm, except for Singapore, Indians are not well represented politically in these 
states. 

• The Indian diaspora has little utility for lobbying on behalf of the home government. 

• Therefore, the diaspora is not a powerful ‘soft power’ tool in the hands of Indian policy makers with 
respect to Southeast Asia. 

 
Way Forward 

• India needs to cultivate its relationship with the Indian diaspora in these countries.  

• Overall, public opinion towards Indians is positive. 

• It is important to create a conducive environment to ensure that the diasporic community always 
remembers its relationship with the homeland.  

• Government initiatives such as Pravasi Bharatiya Diwas, Pravasi Bharatiya Sammelan, and Trade 
Facilitation Centres for overseas Indians are all steps in the right direction.  

• The government must also see to it that interests of the Indian community are preserved while 
negotiating mega trade agreements. 

• Given the economic potential of the region, the diaspora has the potential to play an important role 
in the future. 
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