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Introduction

Diasporic populations play increasingly important roles in a globalised
economy. Their contributions are not limited just to remittances to the
country of origin. They also help attract trade and investment, facilitate
technology and skill transfer, encourage entrepreneurship,' and engage in
political lobbying. Countries like India and China have a sizeable diasporic
population across the world. According to a report by the UN in 2020,
India has the largest diaspora, with 18 million people, while China ranked
tourth on the list with 10 million people.? Therefore, diasporic populations
become not just an important source of economic contribution but also a
significant soft power tool and a source of strategic influence.

Other than having familial and emotional roots in their country of origin,
an important aspect to examine here is how the state engages with its
diaspora. The state moves beyond allowing smooth economic transactions
and movement of people to recognise the diasporas and provide them
with a sense of identity that continues to link them with their country of
origin. How does the state form this link and the underlying basis of this
formulation needs to be understood. Over the decades, there has been a
shift in the approach of the Indian and the Chinese states when it comes
to engaging with their respective diasporic groups. This shift can be further
narrowed down to the policies that were implemented after a change in
leadership in both countries. In the case of India, when Narendra Modi
became the Indian PM in 2014, in the Chinese case, it was when Xi Jinping
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took over as General Secretary in 2012 and then the position of Chinese
President in 2013. Both states have pushed for a more civilisational

narrative to maintain a link with the diasporic populations.

This study aims to address the aspect of this civilisational shift in the
Government’s approach to engaging with their diasporic groups. The study
addresses the following three questions: First, how have the Indian and
Chinese states historically interacted with their diasporic populations?
Second, what are the basis and underlying values of this civilisational shift
that the Indian and Chinese states are capitalising on? And, third, what is
the strategic utility of these approaches, and what are the implications of
this civilisational approach?

The study mainly observes and argues over three aspects. First, this change
in the trend to capitalise on soft power has been geared towards creating
a larger civilisational narrative by the state. Second, this shift is aimed at
achieving the domestic goals of the Indian and Chinese states while at the
same time carving a leading role for themselves in the international arena.
'Third, the effects and results of the civilisational diasporic engagement
differ for both states, which is subsequently linked to the fundamental
political nature of the states.

Strategic Utility of a Civilisational Narrative
and its Implications

Creating solidarity based on civilisational values and identities has allowed
both India and China to envisage a development path for not just their
respective countries but also for the rest of the world they aim to lead. There
are similarities in the civilisational approaches of both countries in terms of
the nature of the values they hold and the consequences they are intended
to have. The underlying values of both the civilisational narratives to a path
of development are non-threatening in nature. These values aim to benefit
not just India or China but, ultimately, the larger global community as well.
Although such values are an outcome of a certain country’s civilisational
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values, these are based on a sense of universalism that goes beyond any
specific religious, social, cultural or ideological distinctions.

There is a central focus on people-to-people exchanges to further validate
the civilisational approaches as non-threatening. The people are at the
forefront of spreading these values and cooperate to achieve the larger
goals. The role of diaspora is expanded not just from the usual social,
cultural, economic and skill transfers but also in terms of challenging the
modern Westphalian conceptualisation of the nation-state and citizenship.
'The understanding of nation-states is guided by sovereignty, territoriality
and state-centric identities, as opposed to civilisations that have cultural
and historical foundations and identities unbound by territories. That
gives the diaspora populations a sense of identity and belonging that is
not limited to their passports. That is also effective in pushing for a global
public narrative and eventually pursuing one’s strategic interests.

There are differences in the civilisational approaches of India and
China that arise in the scale of execution along with the methods of
implementation and its consequences. Even though the two countries are
pushing for a civilisational approach, they are still limited by the rules and
norms of sovereignty. The political nature of the state ultimately impacts
how the state engages with the diaspora and is reflected in its schemes.
In that, China has been far more extensive in its efforts, structures, and
organisations than India. This distinction is two-fold. In the domestic
realm, the organisations that deal with the diaspora do not operate at just
the national level but go down to the local level in terms of engagement
with family members of diasporas who remain back in the country like the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC) and All-
China Federation of Returned Overseas Chinese (AFROC).

China’s authoritarian system is reflected in its engagements. Even in the
international realm, there are multiple organisations like the United Front
and the Chinese Service Centres that engage with the diaspora populations.
Ultimately, such deep structures of engagement are not limited to

maintaining contact but also to ensure surveillance and control of the party-
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state. Often, coercive measures are employed to ensure that the overseas
Chinese are involved in not just information collection but also to protect
the reputation of the party-state. Such measures are implemented not just
within China but also internationally, therefore violating the sovereignty
and national security of other countries. Such incidents negatively impact
the overall narrative-building efforts and create distrust among nations
and even towards the diasporas. Democratic states like India do not engage
in coercive measures to deal with its diaspora. However, there have been
issues with the Persons of Indian Origin (PIO) and Overseas Citizens of
India (OCI) cards that were issued. There has been an increase in financial
fraud in the bank accounts of the Non-Resident Indians (NRI)/PI1O).?
'The PIO scheme was discontinued in 2015, and cardholders were asked to
get OCI cards issued by 31st December 2024.*

There is a vast pool of literature available on both the Chinese and Indian
diaspora that cover a variety of themes. Diasporic populations have played
a significant role in the development and growth of both countries. These
themes include accounts of diasporic populations in specific countries,
drawbacks and shortcomings of government engagements, studies of
the diasporic population’s attitudes towards their country of origin, and
changes in domestic attitudes towards diasporas.

Deciphering the Rashtradoot

Since both these countries have large diaspora populations spread across
the world, there have been specific historical, political and sociological
studies to study the trajectory and assimilation of these groups. For
example, work has been done on the PIO in the USA and Africa. There is
a sense of uniqueness or even exceptionalism that is attached to the Indian
diaspora, especially when it comes to their contributions, as a result of their
contributions in the country of residence as well as to the world economy.’
The impact of their contributions has been two-fold. It has benefitted
both the country of residence and the country of origin. Like the Indian
diaspora that migrated to the US in the 1960s and 1970s, they pursued
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their graduate degrees. They worked as medical professionals, engineers,
doctors, etc. and worked in mid to large-scale firms. Specifically in the IT
sector, the growth of these professionals constituted about 3 percent of
the total American I'T sector. These professionals aided the growth of the
Indian I'T sector, which was rising at the same time, through investments,
contracts for low-end work, and coaching and training to enhance the
performance of these firms.® This model of cooperation is viewed as
unique since it also allowed Indian IT firms to overcome bureaucratic and
trade barriers that negatively impacted their growth. Many authors have
advocated for a replication of this model in not just other sectors for India
but also for diasporas of other countries.” Nevertheless, cooperation of this
kind cannot flourish to its full potential without focused governmental

support.

The historical lack of government support can be traced back to the
attitudes of the Indian state towards the diasporic populations before
the independence and the post-1951 setting up of the first indigenous
government. In 1927, Jawaharlal Nehru wrote a paper titled “Foreign
Policy of India”, which also addressed the Indian settlers in foreign
countries at the time and called them the “hireling of exploitative British
Government”.® He advocated for Indians in foreign countries to cooperate
and extend friendship to the natives through friendship and service. This
was opposed to the demands of the conservatives in the Indian National
Congress, who wanted better treatment for the Indian settlers outside.
Post-independence, a policy of active dissonance was implemented when
it came to Indian diasporas, as they were not seen as a priority in India’s

foreign policy at the time.’

A formal push away to the diaspora was in 1947 when the first independent
government defined national identity on the basis of territorial boundaries,
wherein those who lived within the boundaries were Indians. This policy
was implemented to protect the people who had come to independent
India as a result of the partition.’® Nehru was in favour of cultural and

humanitarian relations instead of political relations if the Indian settlers
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outside adopted the nationality of their country of residence. In 1955,
the India Citizenship Act was implemented which removed the right
to citizenship that was provided by the Indian constitution to Indians

overseas.'!

Over the decades, the Indian Government’s approach shifted to
facilitating easier transactions and increased interactions with the diasporic
populations. In the 1980s, the Government implemented policies and set
up institutions that made it easier for the NRIs to set up bank accounts
and invest in India. The Government came up with the PIO and OCI
cards in 1999 to facilitate investment in property, holding Indian rupee
bank accounts and easier movement to India.’? In the 2000s, a report was
published by a Government-mandated high-level committee based on
which the first annual international conference of overseas Indians or the
Pravasi Bharatiya Divas was celebrated on 9th January 2003. The Ministry
for Overseas Indian Affairs (MOIA) was also created in 2005.%

'The Indian diaspora’s position in India’s foreign policy significantly shifted
when Narendra Modi became the Prime Minister (PM) in 2014.This shift
is especially marked by a prominent cultural turn in its nature. The MOIA
was dissolved and absorbed into the Ministry of External Affairs in 2016 to
ensure more efficient functioning in matters involving the Indian diaspora.**
There has been a clear shift in forming the cultural engagements with the
Indian diasporas.” The larger ambit of cultural diplomacy has included soft
power to capitalise on the popularity of Bollywood films, principles like
Ahimsa, and practice of Yoga and Ayurveda medical practices. By 2017,
the Indian PM had visited 49 countries where he would often encourage
the Indian diaspora to invest in developmental projects or even donate
to initiatives like the Clean River Ganges program.'® The Government
has also issued a single diaspora card to all Indian diasporas and allowed
visitors who have Indian cultural roots from 43 countries to get visas upon

arrival in India.V”

‘There have also been studies on the Indian diaspora’s attitudes towards

developments in Indian politics or their general view attached to India.
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For example, a study published in 2021 found general detachment or
ambivalence towards Indian politics in Indian Americans. Still, the
same was not true when discussing and expressing cultural affinity and
identity."® Another study suggested that Indian Americans hold broadly
tavourable views of PM Modi, and one-third of the respondents favoured
the Bharatiya Janata Party as opposed to the 12 percent who supported
the Congress Party, while two in every five Indian Americans choose to

maintain distance from day-to-day Indian politics.”

The PIO scheme was abolished in 2015, and its provisions were merged
with those of the OCI scheme. The current scheme includes a diverse
range of provisions like child adoption programs, scholarship programs,
educational programs, and cultural programs to help people get better
acquainted with India.?* There is also the Pravasi Bharatiya Samman Award,
which is the highest award that can be conferred to an overseas Indian for
efforts to enhance understanding about India in their country of residence,
support India’s cause in a tangible way, work for the welfare of the Indian
community etc.?! Another important body under the government of India
is the Indian Council of Cultural Relations which was established in 1950
with the goals to “establish, revive and strengthen cultural relations and

mutual understanding between India and other countries”.2

The term Rashtradoot has been used by the Indian PM several times while
addressing the Indian diasporic populations abroad. Over the years, the
Indian PM has appreciated their role in maintaining bilateral ties while
spelling out their future role in India’s rise at a global level. In 2017, while
addressing the Indian community in Hague, he called them Rashtradoots
or the “Representatives of our nation™ as opposed to the Rajdoots or the
ambassadors in the Indian embassies. The role of the Rashtradoots includes
helping the rest of the world understand what India’s greatness is about. He
turther talked about aspects like cultural, linguistic, and religious diversity,
of which every Indian can take pride. The strength of India lies in its
diversity and the public participation of various social and cultural groups,

especially during critical times like natural disasters. In the same year,
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during his one-day visit to the Netherlands, the PM addressed the Indian
community and put emphasis on the blood ties as well as the cultural ties
that they still share with India despite the colour of their passports.** Even
on other occasions, like the 17th celebration of the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas
Convention or the Non-Resident Indian Day in 2023, the theme for the
event was “Diaspora: Reliable partners for India’s progress in Amrit Kaal”.
At the event, he asked the Indian diasporas to be the brand ambassadors
and promote aspects like Yoga, the Indian Handicraft industries etc.”
In 2024, while addressing the Indian community in Russia, he again
appreciated the role of the Rashtradoots in Russia in helping strengthen

India-Russia ties.?

'The role of the Rashtradoot has become central to the government’s larger
international narrative of Vasudbaiva Kutumbakam and Indid’s Amrit
Kaal. The philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam has been central to
the ancient Indian civilisation, which has been translated to “The World
Is One Family’” and has now become central to India’s multilateralism
efforts. It does not just address global issues but domestic problems as
well while ensuring nobody is left out. This ancient philosophy has been
the guiding principle for multiple programs and policies, from influencing
the Indian family system® to the creation of ‘Alliance for Global Good-
Gender Equity and Equality’® as well as being the overarching theme for
India’s G20 presidency.* The role of the Indian diaspora has been crucial
in contributing to Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam by aiding India’s growth and
becoming a part of its development story.*! It underscores a path ‘to progress
as one universal family, transcending borders, languages, and ideologies’.*?
The concept of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam can be traced back to the
Upanishads and is a central tenet of Vedanta. Vedanta has been understood
in numerous ways over the centuries. Most of these understandings form a
part of Swami Vivekananda’s understanding of Vedanta and his teachings.
He viewed Vedanta as an overarching philosophy of India that rose from
the ancient Vedic texts and guided man on his path of spirituality. The
Vedanta philosophy does not endorse any particular person or God. There
is a sense of universalism in the sense that, as a philosophy, it guides the
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individual on the path of spirituality and focuses on the divinity within the
man himself. Swami Vivekananda spread the message of peace and unity
from India and of ‘global cultural space or a unity of the world away from
discord of political divergences’.”

Amrit Kaal refers to the era of progress for India that is marked by growth
and inclusivity. On 15th August 2023, during India’s 75th Independence
Day speech, the Indian PM marked the first year of the Amrit Kaal and
set the goal for India to become a developed country by 2047 which would
also mark India’s 100th independence. He also mentioned India’s vision
of ‘One World, One Family, One Future’, which was presented during the
G20 to the world to join.* The vision of Amrit Kaal was outlined in the
budget 2023-2024 and put emphasis on all regions and citizens, especially
our youth, women, farmers, OBCs, Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes.®

The emphasis on civilisational values like Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam is
better understood as cultural diplomacy as opposed to reducing it to simply
soft power tactics. The former engages in a dialogue between groups that
are culturally or religiously different, while the latter tends to be invasive
in nature.* This helps promote the co-existence of diversity and prevents
it from turning into competition or conflicts between socio-culturally
distinct groups. Cultural diplomacy as a tool for achieving foreign policy
objectives helps construct a favourable national image of the country by
having interactive discussions led by not just embassies but by diasporas
as well.’” Therefore, PM Modi, during his interactions with the diasporas,
encouraged them to tell the world about Indian achievements, principles,

and ethos while inviting their friends to visit India.*

Deciphering the Huagiaohuaren

Chinese literature on diaspora broadly highlights two distinct aspects.
First, there are several organisations that deal with Chinese diasporas at

multiple levels on behalf of not just the Chinese state but, more accurately,
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the party-state. Second, the meaning of diaspora for the Chinese state is
not bound by the borders and understandings of the modern nation-state.

Before the formation of the modern Chinese nation-state or Republic of
China in 1912, there were no formal structures or detailed policies for
overseas Chinese. In the late period of the Qing dynasty till 1911, policies
regarding overseas Chinese were a part of the international trade policies.
Even from 221 BC to 1368 AD, during the Qin and Yuan dynasties, the
authority apparatus did not interfere with the business of Chinese traders.
It was during the Ming dynasties when there was a ban put on individuals
who engaged in private international trade, but it was eventually lifted in
1567 due to the rise of rebels and its unsuccessful implementation.*” After
the Republic of China came into existence in 1912 under the Kuomintang
government, there were efforts made to engage with the Chinese diaspora
mainly for political and financial support during the anti-Japan and against
the Communist Party of China (CPC). After the People’s Republic of China
was formed in 1949, there was a major shift in the Chinese government’s
attitudes towards the diaspora. The situation became particularly grave
during the Cultural Revolution when Chinese diasporas were viewed as
bourgeoisie and imperial agents and were persecuted. Even the Chinese
people living in mainland China who were associated with the Chinese
diaspora were punished.*

Goals of Chinese diasporic engagements have been explained to be
economic aid, technology transfer and discourse power.” China does
not recognise dual citizenship. Nevertheless, people of Chinese race
or ancestry are considered to be a part of the Chinese nation. The most
appropriate term for overseas Chinese is Auagiaohuaren which includes
both Chinese citizens abroad or Auagiao and ethnic Chinese with non-

Chinese nationalities or huaren.”

There are five main bodies responsible for engaging with the Chinese
diaspora. First, the Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission (OCAO) or
guowuyuan giaowu bangongshi/ giaoban was initially set up in 1954 and
reinstated in 1978. It is responsible for policy formulation, research and
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implementation on behalf of not just the State Council but also the CPC
to attract overseas capital, technology and skills.* Second, the China
Zhigong Party or Zhongguo zhigongdang that was founded in San Francisco
in 1925 and now operates in over forty countries. The party became a part
of the CPC’s United Front Work Department (UFWD) in 1947. It mainly
focused on encouraging overseas Chinese to return or serve the Chinese
interests from their country of residence.* Third, the Overseas Chinese
Affairs Committee (OCAC)of the National People’s Congress or guanguo
renmin daibiao dahui huagiao weiyuanhui was formed under the December
1982 Chinese constitution’ clause 70, which gave the committee the power
to “draft legislative proposals and to examine bills and inquiries”.* It works
not just with the State Council and its ministries but also with the local
governments on legislative deliberations and formulations. Fourth, the
Hong Kong, Macau, Taiwan Compatriots and Overseas Chinese Affairs
Committee of the CPPCC quanguo zhengxie gangaotaiqiao weiyuanhui.
It has more of a consulting role but still has members of the CPC who
are officially part of the organisation. It focuses on bringing together the
organisations of returned overseas Chinese and also Chinese overseas
outside of mainland China. Fifth, the AFROC or Zhonghua quanguo
guiguo huagiao lianhehui or quanguo giaolian acts as the link between the
party, the government and the Overseas Chinese. The group has its roots in
the 1930s when it worked against the Japanese occupation of China. They
are mainly involved in liaising with the returned overseas Chinese, their
dependents and with overseas Chinese till the village level. Their outreach
is widespread in terms of having their own publishing house, research

institute and museum.*

There has been a major shift in the structure of these organisations
since the arrival of Xi Jinping. The goals of diasporic engagement have
shifted from domestic and national development to soft power outreach
overseas.*” Post-2018, the OCAQO, which formed part of the government
apparatus, has been absorbed into the UFWD and AFROC, which are
under the party apparatus. This sort of merger between the organisations
has further blurred the distinction between huaren or ethnic Chinese with
non-Chinese nationalities and huagiao or Chinese citizens abroad.*
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Party Government
apparatus apparatus

post-2018
reform

China's diaspora institutions:
+ United Front Work Department (UFWD)

+ Federation of R 1 On Chinese (FROC)
+ Overseas Chinese Affairs Office (OCAQ)

Figure 1: 2018 Organizational reform of diaspora institutions in China*

A lot of the observers have used the term Huagiaohuaren or Huagiao-
huaren in a hyphenated manner to refer to both Chinese citizens abroad or
huagiao and ethnic Chinese with non-Chinese nationalities or Auaren. This
distinction between the two has been slowly eroded by the Chinese state
when it comes to advancing Chinese foreign policy interests. In the book
titled “The Governance of China’, which was published in 2014, Chinese
President Xi Jinping refers to the idea of the ‘Chinese Family’ that is not
bound by the official rules of citizenship and shares the dream of Chinese
national rejuvenation.’® Accordingly, despite their place of residence, all
ethnic Chinese will continue to remain a part of the Chinese family.
While addressing those Chinese who are going abroad, he gives primacy
to the idea of learning to serve the state instead of focusing on one’s own
individual interests. He further gives the assurance that the Party will help
them serve the country even if they decide not to return to China.’!

Propaganda and controlling the international discourse have always
been an essential part of the Party-state’s administration. In 2013, Xi
Jinping coined the phrase “telling China’s story well” while addressing
the National Propaganda and Ideology Work Conference.’> According to
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an article published in the People’s Daily in 2020, titled “Strengthening
Agenda Setting, “Telling the China Story Well’ by Xu Shana, there are
four crucial components: the role of the Party as the component actor in
spreading the message, the centrality of the Chinese dream of rejuvenation,
the importance of Chinese traditional culture and finally, the narrative of
win-win cooperation for all that can be achieved through the Chinese
dream and overlaps with the rise of China.** The CPC has actively worked
on developing its civilisational narrative, its principles, and its end goals,
along with the issue of how it is presented to the rest of the world. In
2023, during the 20th National Congress of the CPC, it was agreed that
Xi Jinping’s thought on Culture’ would serve as the basis for China’s
National rejuvenation.”® These cultural traditions and thoughts rooted in
five thousand years old civilisational history form the basis for prosperity
and the creation of a modern Chinese civilisation.”® The details of these
meetings were made public by the state news agency Xinhua and aimed
to inform not just domestic but international audiences of the Chinese
President’s new political doctrine. This approach emphasises peace, security
and economic prosperity bound to transform China. It will ultimately lead
to “peaceful development and harmonious coexistence to create a global
community”.*® There were also reports of briefings being held at several
levels to further spread the new doctrine on culture and propaganda
among not just the government officials but among the common public
by the party cadres.’” Xi Jinping even had an online meeting to address
the CPC party officials about the future of China’s Global Civilisation
Initiative, during which he underscored the importance of “inheritance
and innovation of civilisations, as well as robust international people-to-
people exchanges and cooperation”.”® He also pointed out that, unlike the
Western conceptualisation of a clash of civilisations, such an initiative does
not consider a particular civilisation superior and is marked by civilisational

exchanges between people.

'The role of the Chinese diaspora has not been limited to simply pushing
the party-state’s narrative in their country of residence. Their involvement
has also included aspects like carrying out influence options, intelligence
collection, interference operations, and conducting propaganda and
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perception management campaigns.”’ This has also involved Chinese
intelligence organisations and diaspora engagement organisations, like
the UFWD, as well as educational settings like the Chinese Student and

Scholar Association and Confucius Institutes.

‘There have been reports that the Chinese state has set up overseas police
stations and public security bureaus engaging in activities like intimidation
and harassment if they find Chinese diasporas not conforming to the
discourse set by the party-state.®” This has led to major security concerns
for countries like Canada, the USA, Japan, Ireland, the Netherlands etc.
The Chinese state has dismissed this accusation several times and has
publicly termed them as attempts by the countries to malign China’s image.
They have termed the setups as ‘Chinese Service Centres’instead of police
stations, which are run by volunteers from the local Chinese communities
to help each other. However, in 2017, China’s National Intelligence Law
was implemented, which included an obligation for Chinese citizens and
organisations to actively participate in information gathering and sharing
with support from the state.®? There has been a rise in intelligence reports
as well as convictions of Chinese diasporas, organisations and businesses by
the governments of their country of residence for engaging in activities on
behalf of the party-state. For example, Singapore has started designating
Chinese businessmen like Chan Man Ping Philip as “politically significant

person”®

under foreign interference law for working to spread the Chinese
influence. His activities have been seen as “directed towards a political end
in Singapore” while encouraging the ethnic Chinese in Singapore to tell
the “China story well”.** Another dimension includes involving Chinese
immigrants in foreign countries in espionage and intimidation activities
to persuade Chinese fugitives to go back to China to be prosecuted. For
instance, ‘Operation Fox Hunt’ included a police officer coming to New
Jersey, setting up a stakeout team, and even bringing the target’s elderly
father to coerce his return to China.®
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Conclusion

To conclude, there has been a shift in the Indian and Chinese state’s
approaches to engagement with the diaspora populations. This shift
is rooted in both the countries’ cultural and civilisational values. The
civilizational approach is ultimately geared at securing a prominent
position in the international arena while achieving their domestic goals of
growth and development. Such an approach allows the state to enhance
its position internationally without threatening the existing structures
of hierarchy by creating a larger narrative of peaceful rise and collective
growth. Nevertheless, beyond the narrative, it is important to note that the
success of engagement with diasporas ultimately depends on the initiative,
schemes and provisions provided by the country of origin. The goals and
underlying intentions of the state in their engagement are reflective not of
the civilisational values but the fundamental nature of the state. Therefore,
the civilisational narrative needs to be supplemented with strong provisions
and schemes that do not threaten the national security of other countries.
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