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Delhi-Dubai diaspora diplomacy: Examining the
diaspora as a foundation of India-UAE relations

Wesam Abdelrahman Issa Abuaqoulah

Abstract

This paper looks at how the Indian community is an important part of the relationship between India
and the UAE. It focusses on its cultural and socioeconomic impacts. Around 3.5 million Indians live in
the UAE. They are cultural representatives and economic dividend of India. It makes India's soft power
more effective and much stronger. The study looks at past connections that started with old trade on the
sea route. It also put some light on how they changed over time to become strong links between people.
To put the diaspora's impact in its proper context, the study uses a method that combines historical
research, cultural diplomacy and soft power policy.

Findings of the paper show that the diaspora has helped Indian practices become a part of Emirati
culture. This can be seen in holidays, food and the spread of languages. The diaspora also strengthens
economic bonds by contributing in many areas. It also boosts Indian economy through huge
remittances send back to India. But there is a little issue too. Problems with workers' rights and hurdles
in assimilations into local culture and among diaspora communities are still worries for many. Filling
these gaps are necessary to get the most out of the diaspora’s ability to improve ties between the two
countries.
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Introduction

India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have a strong and long-lasting relationship that
includes strong cultural, economic, and political connections since centuries. Earlier, the
seven Emirates (Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al-Quwain, Fujairah and the
seventh emirate, Ras Al Khaimah) were called the Trucial States (Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade, 2024) . About 3.5 million people, or around 30% of the UAE's
populations are from India (Business Standard, 2024). This is a key part of India’s soft power
policy plan and an important part of the two-way interaction. This research looks into all the
different ways that the Indian migration has changed the culture and social climate of the
UAE.

India and the Gulf relations dates back to the Indus Valley civilisation (Choudhury, 2018) E,
when marine commerce allowed for the interchange of products, ideas and cultures. The oil
boom in the 1970s led to a large rise in the movement of Indian workers to the Gulf. It
resulted in strong personal links (Pasha, 2007, p. 39; Jain, 2007, p. 177) 126 8 The Indian
diaspora in the UAE plays a crucial role in strengthening India-UAE ties via cultural and
sociological connects (Pasha, 2007, p. 39; Jain, 2014, p. 132) [16.9],

India's cultural diplomacy with the UAE is based on common principles of pluralism,
tolerance and cosmopolitanism. The connection has been formalised by agreements like the
Cultural Framework of 1975 and the development of cultural centres like the Indian Social
and Cultural Centre (ISC) in Abu Dhabi (Rajamony, 2009, p. 249) ¥l These projects
demonstrate India’s rich history while also meeting the social and cultural needs of people
who have left the country.

Source: International School of Creative Arts.
URL: https://iscabudhabi.com/
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Cultural diplomacy is an important part of soft power,
which Nye (2004) %1 says is important in modern
international relations. This idea is displayed by the Indian
community in UAE. Theyspread Indian languages,
practices and beliefs all over the UAE as cultural
ambassadors. The diaspora has a huge impact on Emirati
culture, from celebrating Indian holidays to incorporating
Bollywood and Indian food (Nye, 2004, p. 12; Jain, 2007, p.
177) 135 8 Moreover, the Indian communities have made
important accomplishments, but they also faces problems
like workers' rights and integrating in with other cultures.
They also take positive steps to deal with these problems
and strengthen theirrole as a key part of India-UAE
relations. According to this study, the Indian community has
a big impact on culture, economy, and society. It is also an
important part of India's foreign policy in the Gulf region.

A Brief Account of India-UAE Relationships

India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have been
working together for a long time and have built a strong
relationship that includes cultural, economic, political and
military domains. This connection is strong because of
shared past, similarity in geography, neighbourhood
location and national goals that support each other. Over
time, these roots have grown into a strong partnership
between the two countries that reflects both their internal
and international ambitions.

Historical Foundations: India's relation with the Gulf
region (particularly the UAE) extends back to antiquity. It is
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aided by maritime commerce across the Arabian Sea.
Archaeological evidence from the Indus Valley civilisation
reveals early commercial and cultural contacts with
Mesopotamia and the Gulf civilisations. During the colonial
period, the Gulf region was officially connected to India
under British authority. Even this strengthened the relations
between both nations (Pasha, 2007, p. 39; Rajamony, 2009,
p. 249) [16 191 After independence, India's foreign policy
towards the Gulf was defined by its anti-imperialist
perspective and non-alignment beliefs. India also backed the
Arab cause during the Suez Crisis and the Arab-Israeli
conflict. It further strengthened its diplomatic links with
Gulf states. This, historical solidarity led to better bilateral
ties when the UAE became a federation in 1971 (Jain, 2014,
p. 132) B,

Economic Collaboration: Economic links are the base of the
foundation between India-UAE. The UAE is India's third-
largest commercial partner. Its bilateral trade has reaching
$100 billion in recent years (India Briefing, 2024).
According to Rajamony (2009, p. 250) 1, the UAE is a key
energy provider for India and accounts for a large portion of
its oil and gas imports. Furthermore, India is one of the top
export destinations for Emirati products. It demonstrates the
economic interconnectedness. The Indian expats contribute
to the UAE's economic growth in industries such as
construction, healthcare, technology and finance. The
UAE's yearly remittances to India amount to billions ($21
billion) (The Hindu 2024, May 08) 4 This makes the UAE
a significant partner in India's economic stability (Jain,
2007, p.177) 81,

India's Bilateral Trade with UAE (FY 1998 -
FY 2027P, in USS Billions)
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Cultural Diplomacy: India and the UAE have stronger ties
because of their cultural exchanges. The Cultural
Framework of 1975, the Indian cultural centres in Abu
Dhabi and Dubai, and the celebration of Indian holidays all
show an overwhelming desire to build tie (Rajamony, 2009,
p. 249) [ One example of these cultural exchanges is the
Indian diaspora in the UAE. By being involved in Emirati
culture, they have taught the locals Indian languages,
foods and traditions. All these have helped people
understand and accept each other. In fact, the study says that
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cultural diplomacy is a big part of India's "soft power" plan
in the region (Nye, 2004, p. 22) [*3],

Strategic and Political Cooperation: India and the UAE
have become much more strategic with each other in recent
years. A lot of deals have been made on military,
counterterrorism, maritime security and space science
during high-level trips like the one Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi made to the UAE in 2015 (Ministry of
External Affairs, 2015) 2. The strategic depth of their
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relationship is shown by the UAE's investments in India's
energy, technology and infrastructure sectors (Pradhan,
2011, p. 3) 141,

The UAE's "Look East" policy and India's "Look West"
plan have set up a structured way for people to work
together. These activities bring together economic and
strategic goals, addressing worries about regional safety and
making energy security better (Pasha, 2014, p. 9) [*7],

India's Cultural Relations with the UAE

India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have a unique
cultural connection that can be traced back to centuries of
historical relationships, marine trade and common values.
Throughout history, the Arabian Sea has served as a link
between the Gulf region and the Indian subcontinent.
It facilitated the flow of commercial activity, intellectual
discourse and  cultural  pursuits.  These  long-term
relationships have led to the formation of a powerful
cultural alliance that exemplifies the cosmopolitanism of
both nations.

Historical Foundations of Cultural Exchange: The
cultural ties between India and the UAE date back to ancient
maritime routes that linked the Indus Valley civilisation
with the Mesopotamian and Gulf civilisations. Objects like
Indus Valley pottery discovered in Al Ain (Mohammad,
2009) 4 and Sharjah provide evidence of these early
encounters (Pasha, 2007, p. 39) ¢, Over time, the flow of
goods like spices, silk and pearls expanded to include
cultural ideas, architecture and even language. Arabic terms
such as narjeel (coconut) and karanfal (clove) have their
roots in Indian languages. It demonstrates the linguistic
impacts of these early exchanges (llias, 2007, p. 434) [,
Moreover, the emergence of Islam strengthened these
cultural linkages with Arab merchants. This brought Islamic
practices to coastal India (notably Kerala). Indian influences
in the UAE were apparent in art, architecture and
gastronomy. It happened when Indian merchants and artists
established in Gulf towns such as Dubai and Sharjah.

Modern Cultural Relations: Increasing India's connections
with the United Arab Emirates has been significantly aided
by cultural diplomacy in recent years. Through the
establishment of the Cultural Framework Agreement in
January 1975, the regular cultural exchanges were allowed
to become institutionalised. Indian art shows, literary
festivals and traditional performances. These are often
included on the cultural calendar of the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), which serves to emphasise the country's
vast diversity in culture (Rajamony, 2009, p. 250) [,
Further, important initiatives, such as the building of the
Indian Cultural Centre in Abu Dhabi in 2009, have
contributed to the institutionalisation of cultural
engagement. Through the organisation of cultural festivals,
the promotion of Indian languages and the hosting of
activities such as yoga sessions and film screenings, these
institutions facilitated the enhancement of India's cultural
influence in the United Arab Emirates (Pasha, 2014, p.9)

[17]

Role of the Indian Diaspora: Over three and a half million
individuals are considered to be part of the Indian diaspora
in the United Arab Emirates. Itserves as a significant
platform for cultural exchange. Indian culture has been
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knitted into the social fabric of the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) via the diaspora's efforts to celebrate traditional
occasions such as Diwali and Eid, as well as to popularise
Indian cuisine and Bollywood. According to the study, the
Indian Social and Cultural Centre in Abu Dhabi and Keralite
organisations work to promote Indian traditions. It serves to
increase the visibility and acceptance of these traditions
among Emirati people (Jain, 2007, p. 177) . Further, the
influence of the diaspora extends to the arts and the media,
as seen by the growing popularity of Bollywood films and
Indian television series in the United Arab Emirates. Indian
classical music and dance traditions (such as Bharatanatyam
and Kathak) are often performed at cultural events, which
attract a wide range of audiences there in the UAE (Nye,
2004, p. 22) 1191,

Culinary and Linguistic Connections: Indian cuisine
(which is renowned for its spices and tastes) has emerged as
a significant component of the culinary scene in the United
Arab Emirates. Numerous restaurants that serve both North
and South Indian food can be found all over the place, and
they appeal to both locals and foreigners. According to the
study, Indian languages such as Hindi, Malayalam and
Tamil have a considerable effect in the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) since they are widely spoken and

understood by the local population too (llias, 2007, p. 440)
6],

Challenges and Opportunities: Despite their strong
cultural links, the Indian diaspora has difficulty in
completely blending into Emirati culture while maintaining
their cultural identity. Labour rights and social inclusion are
important issues to address in order for cultural ties to grow.
Rajamony (2009, p. 252) [ suggests that internet channels
are helping spread Indian culture in the UAE and abroad.

In fact, India-UAE cultural connections demonstrate the
strength of shared history and mutual respect. Both
countries have developed a relationship that extends beyond
commercial trade because to historical ties, diaspora-led
initiatives and government-backed cultural diplomacy.
Increasing cultural connections between India and the
United Arab Emirates has the potential to promote a deeper
level of mutual understanding and collaboration.
Consequently, all these are strengthening the existing
vibrant relationship between the two countries.

Indian Cultural Diplomacy Tools

By promoting its rich cultural history, values, and traditions,
India is able to establish and sustain cordial connections
with the international community via the use of cultural
diplomacy. It has been an essential component of India's
foreign policy these days under the PM Modi regime. In its
relationship with the United Arab Emirates (UAE), India
has used a range of measures to deepen cultural links and
boost its soft power. These technologies act as bridges
between the two countries at the political and public levels.
It is also encouraging mutual understanding and respect.

Cultural Centres and Organisations: The creation of
cultural centres is a key component of India's cultural
diplomacy in the UAE. For example, the Indian Cultural
Centre in Abu Dhabi (opened in 2009) functions as a hub
for promoting Indian culture via events, exhibits and
language training. Yoga sessions, traditional music
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performances and art displays highlight India's cultural
richness and attract people from various backgrounds
(Rajamony, 2009, p. 249) [ The Indian Social and
Cultural Centre (ISC) in Abu Dhabi also plays an important
role in promoting cultural interchange. The ISC, one of the
biggest Indian expatriate groups outside India. It organises
cultural festivals, literary events and community-based
activities for both the Indian diaspora and Emirati locals
(Jain, 2014, p. 132) @1,

Indian Diaspora as weapon for cultural diplomacy and
Soft Power Agency

The Indian diaspora in the UAE serves as an informal yet
extremely efficient weapon for cultural diplomacy. Migrants
promote Indian values and traditions via their everyday
activities, festivals and professional accomplishments.
Indian community in the UAE celebrate holidays like
Diwali, Holi and Eid. These are typically attended by
Emirati people and officials too. This nurtures interpersonal
and intercultural interactions (Nye, 2004, p. 12) [
Additionally, diaspora groups provide assistance for
educational and professional exchanges. Itin turn creates
chances for the exchange of knowledge and collaboration
between two nations. By actively participating in socio-
cultural activities in the United Arab Emirates, they add to
India’'s image as a nation that is vibrant and welcoming to
everybody.

The Indian diaspora in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is
one of the most prominent and lively communities of
immigrants in the world. It also serves as a significant
instrument of India's diplomatic efforts to exert its soft
power. The diaspora, which consists of around 3.5 million
Indians residing in the United Arab Emirates, not only
contributes to the economic growth of the nation, but it also
promotes cultural exchange, social harmony and mutual
respect between India and the UAE. It is the purpose of this
section of study to investigate the various functions that the
Indian diaspora plays as a soft power agency.

Diaspora as Cultural Bridge: The Indian diaspora serves
as a bridge between the people of India and the United Arab
Emirates. Further, it is in facta living testament to the
cultural wealth of India. Traditional Indian customs,
beliefs and practices have been woven into the social fabric
of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) via the diaspora's
participation in celebrations of culture, religious
festivities and everyday interactions. Diwali, Holi, and
Onam are three of the most common festivals observed in
the United Arab Emirates (UAE). These festivals are often
attended by both Emiratis and people from other countries.
It exemplifies the role that the diaspora plays in cultivating
cultural understanding and inclusiveness (Jain, 2007, p.177)
(8. Moreover, the presence of Indian cultural organisations
(such as the Indian Social and Cultural Centre in Abu
Dhabi) contributes to increase the influence of the diaspora.
They do itby facilitating the organisation of events that
promote Indian art, musicand cuisine. It is said by
Rajamony (2009, p. 252) [ that these activities are
beneficial to both the cultural identity of the diaspora as
well as India's soft power in the United Arab Emirates.

Media & Entertainment: The strong cultural links that
exist between India and the United Arab Emirates have been
significantly strengthened by the contributions of Indian
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media and entertainment industries.  Bollywood's
international appeal makes it an important medium for
India's soft power. Films, music and dance not only amuse,
but also educate viewers about Indian traditions, values and
stories. Bollywood's success in the UAE is obvious in the
broad appeal of Indian films, which are often played in
theatres and aired on local television networks (Pasha, 2014,
p. 10) [7. Furthermore, Indian television stations and
internet platforms have a large following among Indian
diaspora and Emiratis. These are offering ongoing exposure
to Indian culture and lifestyle.

Language and Education Programs: Language is also an
efficient medium for cultural exchange and the promotion of
Indian languages in the United Arab Emirates. It has
resulted in the strengthening of cultural linkages between
the two countries. According to study cultural integration
programs have resulted in an increase in the level of
comprehension of Indian languages (Hindi, Malayalam, and
Tamil) among Emirati people (llias, 2007, p. 435) 6. Also,
cultural diplomacy is strengthened via the sharing of
educational experiences and academic engagement between
institutions in India and the United Arab Emirates. Young
people from both nations are able to get an understanding of
the cultures of the other via the implementation of programs
and initiatives such as student exchange programs, cultural
seminars and various scholarships.

Religious and Spiritual Diplomacy: India's various
religious and spiritual traditions have found resonance in the
UAE (a nation recognised for its cosmopolitanism).
According to Rajamony (2009, p. 252) [9 Indian temples,
gurudwaras and mosques in the UAE provide opportunities
for spiritual connection among individuals of many faiths.
Also, there has been a rise in the number of people
practicing yoga in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and the
country is celebrating International Yoga Day in a
significant way. Yoga is an essential part of India's cultural
heritage. The fact that India is making such efforts
demonstrates its commitment to promoting health and
holistic living all throughout the globe.

Cultural Diplomacy by Indian cuisine: Another potent
tool for cultural diplomacy is Indian cuisine. Itis
characterised by its diverse tastes and a wide range of
preparations. Indian restaurants in the United Arab Emirates
provide possibilities for cultural interaction and give both
locals and expatriates the chance to get a taste of the
culinary diversity that India has to offer. The fact that Indian
food is widely accepted and popular in Emirati society is an
indication of the successful incorporation of Indian culture,
as stated by Ilias (2007, p. 440) €,

Despite the fact that India's cultural diplomacy in the UAE
has been mostly successful, there are still difficulties to
overcome. In order to preserve the positive image of the
diaspora, it is necessary to ensure that blue-collar workers
are considered for participation in cultural initiatives and to
address issues around occupational rights. Likewise, India's
soft power in the United Arab Emirates will be strengthened
via the use of digital platforms and social media in order to
extend the reach of cultural events. In fact, India's cultural
diplomacy instruments (diaspora participation, media, and
education) have substantially boosted its relashinship with
the UAE. These activities not only demonstrate India's rich
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cultural past, but also encourage mutual understanding and
goodwill. As India expands its worldwide cultural impact,
its coedial connections with the UAE offer as an example
for using cultural diplomacy to promote long-term bilateral
connects.

Challenges for Indian Diaspora in UAE

The Indian communities in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
make a big difference in improving relations between the
two countries. They contribute to growing the income of the
UAE and India, as well as work as a bridge in spreading
Indian culture around the world. In spite of these benefits,
the diaspora has a number of issues that make it less useful
as a soft power tool for India on international platforms. It's
as if we possess a potent weapon, yet we're not making the
most of it.

Labour Rights Challenges for Blue-Collar Workers: A big
chunk of the Indian community living in the UAE are blue-
collar workers in fields like building, housekeeping and
services. There are often disparities in pay compared to
individuals from other countries performing the same work.
They faced challenging conditions, both physically and
mentally. They are frequently subjected to delayed salary
payments and inadequate lodging in labour camps (Jain,
2007, p.179) [&l,

Cultural identity and assimilation: Another problem for
the Indian diaspora is striking a balance between
assimilation into the host nation and preservation of their
cultural heritage. The UAE's diversified environment
affords opportunity to showcase Indian customs;
nonetheless, the pressure to conform to Emirati social
standards might weaken the diaspora's cultural identity.
Celebrations of Indian holidays, such as Diwali are largely
tolerated, but the diaspora must strike a delicate balance
between assimilation and cultural preservation (Khadria,
1999) 9, This dual role may lead to internal difficulties,
especially among second-generation migrants who are often
torn between their ancestral roots and the needs of their host
country.

Policy implications and bilateral efforts: Addressing these
issues requires joint policy initiatives by India and the UAE.
Bilateral agreements, such as the Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) inked to defend Indian workers'
rights in the UAE are positive moves forward (Hameed,
2021) Bl However, stronger procedures are required to
enforce labour rules and offer workers with legal remedies
against exploitation. Also, there is need to increase the
organisation of events and cultural exchanges. The aim
should be to enhance understanding between Indians living
in the UAE. It can help bridge social and cultural gaps.
These plans would not only help the Indian community, but
they would also boost India's “soft power”.

Future Opportunities for Indian Diaspora in the UAE

The Indian community in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
is an important part of the relationship between India and
the UAE. The community has a huge amount of potential to
improve and grow the relationship between the two
countries because they are present in both countries and
contribute to their economies. The Indian diaspora has the
potential to alter India's cultural and economic impact in the
UAE by harnessing possibilities given by technology,
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cultural diplomacy, and professional involvement.

Utilising Digital Platforms for Connectivity and
Advocacy: The rising popularity of digital media provides
an excellent chance for the Indian diaspora to broaden its
impact. The diaspora can build a sense of community and
encourage people to work together by setting up virtual
networks. It will connect Indian workers, businesses and
students in the UAE. People from different businesses can
share information and skills by using sites like LinkedIn and
other groups that are related to their field of work.
Furthermore, the formation of online advocacy
organisations may assist reflect diaspora concerns and solve
difficulties in real time (Singh, 2012) . These digital
networks also serve as a platform for promoting Indian
culture, accomplishments, and inventions, hence increasing
India's soft power.

Promoting cultural diplomacy and initiatives: Cultural
diplomacy is another area where the Indian diaspora may
shine. The diaspora may bridge the gap between the two
countries by organising cultural events, art exhibits, and
Indian festival celebrations in the UAE. For example, the
annual Diwali festivities in Dubai and Abu Dhabi draw a
varied audience while showcasing India's rich past (ANI
News, 2024) [ Collaborating with local Emirati
organisations to create cross-cultural activities may
strengthen this link and raise the diaspora's profile as
ambassadors of Indian culture.

Enhancing Economic Engagement: The Indian diaspora in
the UAE has the potential to considerably boost bilateral
commercial relations. Businesses and startups run by people
from the diaspora may help trade and investment
much more. Indian entrepreneurs in fields like technology,
healthcare and entertainment may be able to work with
companies in the UAE to form joint partnerships and come
up with new ideas. Also, getting people who live outside of
India to help with development projects by sending money
back or using other financial methods could have a big
impact on the indian economy. For example, the Pravasi
Bharatiya Divas (PBD) conference provides a venue for
recognising and engaging diaspora contributions to India's
economic progress (MEA, 2020) 131,

Empowering Education and Philanthropy: A lot of
people from the Indian community are involved in charity
and education. It could have huge long-term effects. By
giving scholarships and money to schools in India and the
UAE, it may be possible to close the gap in education and
build close bonds at the same time. Diaspora-led charitable
projects in healthcare, community development, and disaster
relief have the potential to elevate India's status as a
worldwide leader in tackling social issues. For example,
Indian expatriates in the UAE have previously contributed
to humanitarian organisations such as COVID-19 relief
efforts and low-income worker welfare programs.

Conclusion

This study shows that the Indian community has an
enormous impact on the relationship between India and the
UAE. It makes important contributions to culture, the
economy and the security. The Indian community has been
around for a very long time. In the past, they were traders


https://www.multisubjectjournal.com/

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Trends

who travelled between countries by sea routes. Now, they
have changed from ancient seafarers to modern cultural
representatives and economic supporters. Thay are a bridge
between their host to home land.

India's soft power in the UAE is strengthened by its diaspora
community. It helps with trade and business and promotes
cultural diplomacy. The Indian Cultural Centre in Abu
Dhabi and cultural events put on by people from the
diaspora show that they can support Indian practices. And,
also encouraging a mixed mindset in the UAE. Bollywood,
food, and language all play a big role in integrating Indian
culture into Emirati society.

Finally, it can be said that the status of Indian diaspora is
better than many other Gulf countries. Several positive
measures have been achieved, including the 2018
Memorandum of Understanding on Workers' Rights and the
building of cultural links with programs such as
International School of Creative Arts (ISC). However, more
collaboration is required to achieve a fair merger and well-
being of Indian diaspora in the UAE and other foreign land.
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