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Dear distinguished professors, 

Dear students,  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

I thank the organizers of this conference for the invitation to deliver this speech. 

It is my experience that visiting an Indian diaspora conference yield at least a 

paper, networks with people who you like, or may not like, and above all, 

memories to chew on. Visiting this Indian diaspora conference provides me with 

unique encounters and for that I am grateful to Dr. Ayaja Sahoo and all the 

people next and behind him that have enabled this wonderful event. Most of the 

Indian diaspora conferences deal with historical, anthropological or political 
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aspects of the Indian diaspora. Today I will depart from that tradition and 

instead focus on a neglected aspect. That is the entanglement of culture and 

economics in the Indian diaspora. 

 

In the early eighties, after having finished a master in sociology at the Leiden 

University and a bachelor in economics, I started my master in economics at the 

Institute of Social Studies in The Hague. As you may know, that is a highly 

international institute. I recall that on the first day, while walking into the 

classroom, a fellow student, a women from Yugoslavia, asked me: ‘Where are 

you from?’  

‘Suriname’, I said. 

She was silent for a few seconds. Then she replied: ‘That must be a very small 

country’.  

I understood that what she meant to say was ‘I have never heard of that country’. 

I explained to her that it was located on the northeast coast of South America 

and together with some countries in the region was a receiver of British Indian 

indentured labourers meant to serve the plantation economy in the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century. I also explained that we call ourselves ‘Hindostanis’ 

rather than Indo-Caribbeans like the descendants of indentured labourers in 

countries such as Guyana, Trinidad and Jamaica. 
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A couple of weeks later, a fellow student at the institute, this time an Indian, 

puzzled by the many Hindustanis in the streets of The Hague, asked me what the 

population of Suriname was.  

‘About four hundred thousand’, I answered.  

‘Oh my God’, she replied. ‘That is a village in India.’  

I felt dismissed. 

From that time on I understood that there are two types of NRIs: one non-

resident and one non-relevant. 

 

Unknown and small, yet in that society, descendants of British Indians represent 

the largest ethnic group. In Suriname, Guyana and Trinidad, descendants of the 

British Indian labourers maintained their Indian identity to a large degree, using 

stuff from India, ranging from music and movies to masala, cosmetics and 

dresses. That market for Indian stuff gave rise to entrepreneurs importing Indian 

commodities who often visit India to deal with suppliers and also led to travel 

agencies facilitating tourism to the ancestral homeland. Similarly, many 

Bollywood stars as well as several gurus found their way to Suriname. Indian 

culture is a source culture for many ethnic community to shine and thrive, for 

example when organizing cultural events such as Diwali and Holi, and shows 

performed by Indian stars when they visit Suriname, or beauty contests. All 

these activities require entrepreneurs, commercial or otherwise. Culture and 

entrepreneurship are highly entangled in the Indian diaspora.  
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Later, I pursued a Ph.D. on the relationship between agrarian modernization and 

economic development, focussing on rice production. Again, I was confronted 

with the fact that there was a close connection between culture and economic 

activity. It turned out that the operation of the ethnic group and the communal 

knowledge contained therein, enabled the British Indian peasants in Suriname to 

become the national food suppliers. I made similar observations about 

entanglements between culture and economics in major Dutch cities when 

studying so-called ethnic entrepreneurs. Ever since, I have remained somewhat 

obsessed by the relation between culture and economics, or more specifically: 

how culture affects economic behaviour. That is an extremely difficult issue 

since economists tend to relegate cultural forces outside the realm of their 

discipline. Such an operation enables the mathematical representation of 

economics and culture as a relationship between two variables, similar to 

investment and beauty. In standard representations, the economic actor is 

depicted as a creature that responds rationally to prices, quantities and qualities 

of commodities and services, while maximizing his gain. This is the creature 

that Adam Smith called ‘economic man’ who is supposedly a trading animal, 

and Amartya Sen dismissed as a ‘rational fool’. In both perspectives, however, 

economic man is devoid of culture. And so, the conception of the economic 

actor as the ruler of markets that accounts for production and distribution could 

be kept intact. Culture is not an troubling factor in these perspectives. 
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In previous publications, I have argued that economic forces are embedded in 

culture, that is to say, that culture impacts economic behaviour because it is a 

force inside rather than outside the market. Taste is a good example. Taste is 

foundational for the purchase of food, music, clothing, relationships, or to 

establish religious institutions, pursue beauty, and a lot more. Taste accounts for 

the bonding of individuals to a community, it structures behaviour, 

institutionalises it and contributes to social cohesion. In contrast, viewed from 

the perspective of economics, taste reflects what people prefer and consume, it is 

an unspecified driver of demand exerted by consumers. In my view, the demand 

for many goods and their usage are primarily determined by cultural forces. I am 

not saying that prices do not matter. They do. But I am inclined to think that 

prices only come into play after taste, or preferences if you like, have been 

established, after the cultural foundations of economic behaviour have been laid.  

 

You may wonder: what has this all to do with the Indian diaspora? As with most 

diasporas, the Indian diaspora is primarily a cultural edifice, primarily bonded 

by loyalties, traditions, tastes and identities. These ties have been described by 

Clifford Geertz as being related to family, language, religion, region, caste, and 

race. Ethnic bonding is a central force in ethnic studies and persists as a 

transnational force after emigration. I will not dwell on this proposition since the 

literature offers plenty of perspectives on how this cultural bonding comes 
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about, changes, revives and occasionally evaporates. But let it be clear that 

ethnic bonding is foundational for diasporas, and this goes also for the Indian 

diaspora. By implication, then, economic activities in the Indian diaspora are 

closely entangled with Indian culture.   

 

Within the Indian diaspora different categories of diaspora communities can be 

discerned. The contemporary literature on the Indian diaspora tends to be 

dominated by Indians and first generation Indian emigrants to the USA. The 

focus is largely on the beneficial impact of the activities for their homeland, 

specifically the transfer of economic resources to India. The focus on the 

transfer of resources addresses remittances and the way they are spent; 

investments and savings, including diaspora bonds and deposits; international 

networks and trade; and the transfer of knowledge and technology. In most of 

these transfers, India is considered the recipient rather than a provider.  

 

For two reasons, this conceptualization of India as a sheer recipient is 

questionable. First, India is also a major exporter of human capital to Western 

societies. Take the example of the largest Indian diaspora community, the 

Indians in the USA. Indians in that society have achieved influential positions in 

universities, business corporations, government, and civil society, and also in 

international organizations such as the IMF and World Bank. These people 

represent an exceptional pool of human resources to be mobilized by India when 
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needed. And according to the literature, there is little doubt that their effort has 

impacted the economic, political and social development of India (Kapur, e.a.). 

At the moment the focus on the Indian diaspora is shifting from India to the rich 

overseas diaspora communities that transfer resources to the homeland. But 

without a prior investment in the upbringing and education of its emigrants, this 

transfer would not be conceivable.  

 

Second, market actors share behavioural norms, have the same expectations, and 

need to have some mutual trust for cooperation. Some authors emphasise that 

this cultural similarity is pivotal for the smooth operation of markets. Similarly, 

diasporas require cultural bonding. Unlike markets, however, that are allegedly 

structurally interdependent, diaspora communities require mutually appreciated 

bonding. The elements of such mutual bonding are relevant since diasporas are 

based on more or less voluntary relations between communities. The culture that 

is foundational for the Indian diaspora, the glue that holds the diaspora together, 

is supplied by India. This is the society that different segments in the diaspora, 

ranging from communities that have been established in precolonial times, 

indentured labourers in colonial times, and postcolonial migrants, are entangled 

with, identify with, want to contribute to, and desire to be part of, whether 

remotely or closely. Therefore, India exports the foundational elements for the 

diaspora: people and culture. 
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Last year I launched the concept of ‘diaspora economics’ in a keynote speech at 

an International Conference on the Indian diaspora in The Hague, in an attempt 

to capture the economic specificity of the Indian diaspora. This concept centres 

on the cultural bonding in the movement of resources, whereas mainstream 

economics focusses on the impersonal market as the major mechanism and 

domain of resource transfer. In my conception, diaspora economics is governed 

by a variety of forces, including market forces along with family relations, 

communal bonding, nationalism and pan-ethnicity. In this range of forces, 

ethnicity is pivotal since all the loyalties mentioned by Geertz are captured by it. 

The bonding by ethnic forces operates at both sides of the diaspora. I do not call 

it ‘a market’, since the exchange here is not primarily governed by prices nor are 

these transactions impersonal. They are determined by moral sentiments 

between families, communities, and by nationalism. These forces determine the 

production, distribution and consumption of economic produce and account for 

resource transfer such as remittances, diaspora bonds, investments and deposits, 

international networks and trade, and diaspora tourism.  

 

I repeat, cultural bonding is pivotal for the economics of the Indian diaspora as 

the diaspora market rests on the foundations of cultural forces such as taste, 

tradition, emotion, and identity. Let me give a few examples of this ethnic 

diaspora bonding with major economic impact. I take the case of ‘ethnic 

entrepreneurship’ that seems to reflect cultural and economic determinants. Note 
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that I deal with the cultural bonding of this entrepreneurship, not its potential for 

growth which may be critical on the location of a firm, the chosen product, the 

market strategy, the resources of a company, etcetera, - factors that are profiled 

in conventional business studies. I am more interested in the ethnic forces that 

enable a profitable enterprise.  

 

Ethnic entrepreneurs produce commodities and services based on communal 

knowledge, such as the goldsmith in the sweatshop of the major cities of the 

world. Labour is primarily recruited from family circles and bonded by moral 

commitments, emotion and custom. The clientele is often of the same ethnic 

origin. Of course, prices matter in these operations. Family members need to be 

rewarded, the cost of living should be met, and the accounts should be closed 

with a positive balance. However, customers consider the taste, beauty, design 

and function of commodities and services, next to price. Examples include food 

items to be purchased in grocery shops, Indian dresses, Bollywood movies, as 

well as tourism and religious services. Nowadays, you will find Indian 

entrepreneurship in all these sectors in all major cities of the world, even in 

remote and small societies such as Suriname. Understanding ethnic 

entrepreneurship requires therefore an analysis of the cultural embeddedness of 

the enterprise, not only in the local community, but also as part of the diaspora. 

For example, the Indian grocery shop in London cannot be isolated from Indian 

taste and clientele. One may counter-argue that these enterprises should be first 
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and foremost profitable to persist, thus giving primacy to economic forces. My 

point, however, is that without the cultural foundation, there would be no 

enterprise at all.  

 

The reverse also occurs however, that is, an increase of the ethnic salience rather 

than a blurring of it. That may occur, for example when becoming the largest 

ethnic group in a society, or having the largest number of doctors, or supplying 

the largest number of sporting heroes or beauty queens. Bollywood is a good 

example. Bollywood assists in the retention of language, in the transmission or 

reconfirmation of traditions, taste, beauty, and pride. It fosters an ethnification 

of overseas Indian communities, leading to an increase in ethnic salience. That 

increase may be also achieved by what is known as the invention of traditions 

and even the creation of new traditions such as the Paravasi Bharatya Divas, 

where names and faces all over the Indian diaspora meet every two years. So, 

the direction of cultural development is not necessarily that of assimilation, 

since ethnification as an outcome is a real possibility as well. This development 

helps to preserve the glue of ethnic enterprises. 

 

Once the ethnic bonding is accepted as an economic force, it is easy to provide a 

variety of examples that illustrate how the entanglement of culture and 

economics in the Indian diaspora, specifically entrepreneurship, operates. I will 

present three Indian examples. 
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Sindhi’s have the reputation that they are a globally dispersed business 

community, with major concentrations in Hong Kong and the US. They invest 

family capital, produce or purchase commodities, transport them to communities 

elsewhere in the Sindhi diaspora, and sell them preferably to Sindhi wholesalers 

and retailers, who then sell them to consumers. The whole transnational chain, 

from acquiring commodities to their sale, remains largely in Sindhi hands. It is 

reminiscent of the value chain approach, according to which business units add 

value at various stages in order to create a finished product. Moreover, it also 

resembles intra-company trade, so typical of multinational corporations. 

However, the international trade of diaspora communities is based on ethnic 

bonding, and I believe first and foremost on loyalty, family relations, and ethnic 

trust, communication, and reputation. This is not a market driven process, rather 

it is an ethnic driven diaspora economy.  

 

Sometimes the productive forces are located inside the ethnic community. For 

example, the Guajarati community has been described as a specialised 

community in diamond cutting and trade. Diamond cutting knowledge is the 

property of families and even part of Gujarati communal heritage. This may also 

be the case for the precious overseas networks of diamond traders. The 

knowledge and network may be conceptualised as the ethnic capital of the 

Gujaratis. The ethnic capital fosters the internal bonding of the community 
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because it generates employment and additional entrepreneurship and because it 

ties succeeding generations in the Gujarati community (Piore). Of course, not 

every Gujarati wants to become a diamond trader, just as not every peasant’s son 

wants to become an agriculturalist. However, as long as there is a generational 

transmission of expertise and the community specialises in processing 

diamonds, Gujaratis maintain an economic identity along ethnic lines. Thus, 

when we say that ‘the Gujaratis are expanding the diamond business’, what we 

are actually saying is that ‘ethnicity expands economic activity’.  

 

My last example pertains to Indian entrepreneurs abroad who prefer to conduct 

business with fellow Indians in India, just because they are familiar with Indian 

society or find people from Bharat so wonderful. That is an example of 

nationalist driven economic cooperation. Nationalism is a powerful transnational 

bonding force as it shapes new communities. Think of IT specialists in Silicon 

Valley who want to be useful for their society of origin. They engage in 

professional relations with colleagues in India, return to India or marry 

somebody here, and in so doing, fuse professional relations with communal 

loyalties and nationalism. Being transnationally involved gives pride, boosts 

chauvinism and fosters economic activities, varying from setting up cooperative 

lines, returning and teaching, and researching. This trend in Indian diaspora 

economics is receiving increasing scholarly attention. But again, it is the 
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economic outcome that is focussed on, not the cultural preconditions, forms and 

impacts of the resource transfers. 

 

The Sindhis have been presented as a transnationally bonded business 

community, Gujaratis represent a case of internal ethnic bonding affecting the 

economics of their community, while Silicon Valley IT entrepreneurs represent 

nationalism. These examples can be extended with the cases of Punjabis, Parsis, 

and the Marwari people. All these examples have internal and external bonding 

aspects since internal ethnic cohesion is a precondition for external bonding with 

related communities. We see these types of ethnic-based economies among all 

major diaspora groups, especially when the bonding is based on family, 

religious, linguistic and regional kinship. Consumer markets may diversify, 

producer markets rarely do. Even when it comes to new products, such as the 

fabrication of cell phones, fellow Indians emerge to cater for the needs of the 

company, thus giving rise to new ethnic networks in new markets.  

 

Ladies and gentlemen, I would finally like to mention one specific feature of the 

Indian diaspora that is enjoying increasingly scholarly attention, and I must say, 

happily so. That is Bollywood. I do not know of any other diaspora that is 

bonded by such a tremendous industry, comprising movies, songs, music, 

fashion, magazines, radio and TV programmes, along with dresses, jewellery, 

cosmetics, and much more. Bollywood is a huge industry and no doubt the 
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foreign face of India. Indians largely consider Bollywood as a form of 

entertainment. However, in the diaspora, especially in small remote societies 

you may never have heard of, Bollywood shapes identity. Bollywood has given 

rise to or fostered many entrepreneurial activities in the diaspora, including the 

import of movies, dresses, songs, religious stuff, and food items. These activities 

shape the lived world of Indians abroad. They inspire travel to India, the search 

for roots, visits to Bollywood locations, yoga practice, shopping and 

entertainment. Bollywood is a global force, representing a substantial part of the 

glue in the Indian diaspora.  

 

In closing, I hope to have convinced you that culture is highly entangled with 

economic activity, and more specifically, that culture is foundational for 

economic activities in the Indian diaspora. Economists are quite slow in 

recognising this entanglement. I think the major reason for this blind spot lies in 

the fact that economic development also changes culture - it works in both 

directions after all. But when it comes to diasporas, ethnic bonding is pivotal, 

irrespective of the economic impact on culture. For if there is no bonding, there 

will be no Indian diaspora 

 

Thank you for your attention. 


