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Abstract 

This paper explores the history and nature of India's cultural relations with South-East Asia, with a focus 

on the challenges and opportunities for enhancing this relationship in the contemporary era. Drawing on 

a range of sources, including historical texts, academic literature, and empirical data, the paper identifies 

several key areas where India can take measures to strengthen its cultural ties with the countries of 

South-East Asia. These measures include promoting greater awareness of Indian culture in the region, 

supporting cultural exchanges and collaborations, facilitating the mobility of artists and cultural 

practitioners between India and South-East Asia, and leveraging digital technologies to expand cultural 

outreach and engagement. Overall, the paper argues that India's cultural relations with South-East Asia 

represent a valuable and dynamic aspect of the region's cultural heritage, and that there is considerable 

scope for further enhancing this relationship in the years to come. 

 

Introduction: 

India has a rich and diverse cultural heritage that has spread throughout the world through various means 

including trade, migration, and religious and cultural influence. India has a long-standing cultural 

relationship with Southeast Asia, with the relationship dating back to ancient times. India's influence on 

Southeast Asia has been significant, encompassing various aspects of culture, trade, religion, and 

political relations. The cultural connections between India and Southeast Asia are particularly significant 

and have been traced back to ancient times. In this research paper, we will explore the historical, social, 

religious and cultural aspects of India's relationship with Southeast Asia. However, over the years, this 

relationship has faced several socio-cultural challenges that have hindered the revival and rejuvenation 

of traditional cultural relations between India and Southeast Asia. 

 

Review of the related literature: 

India's cultural relations with South East Asia have been the subject of extensive research and analysis in  
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the fields of history, anthropology, and cultural studies. A review of the related literature reveals a rich 

and complex history of cultural exchange and influence between India and the countries of South East 

Asia. Many scholars have explored the historical links between India and South East Asia, particularly 

in the pre-modern period. These links were primarily driven by trade and religion, with Indian traders 

and Buddhist monks travelling to Southeast Asia and establishing settlements, temples, and other 

institutions. The spread of Indian religions, particularly Buddhism and Hinduism, had a significant 

impact on the cultural and social practices of the region. The influence of Indian culture can be seen in 

the architecture, art, literature, and language of many Southeast Asian countries. 

In addition to exploring the historical links between India and South East Asia, scholars have also 

examined the contemporary cultural relations between the two regions. This includes the study of 

contemporary art, music, film, and literature that reflects the shared cultural heritage of the two regions. 

Many contemporary artists, writers, and musicians draw on Indian cultural motifs and traditions, 

creating a fusion of Indian and Southeast Asian cultural expressions. The literature also highlights the 

geopolitical significance of India's cultural relations with South East Asia. Many scholars have argued 

that India's historical links with the region provide a foundation for strategic alliances and partnerships, 

particularly in the face of growing Chinese influence in the region. The Indian government has actively 

pursued policies aimed at strengthening cultural ties with South East Asia, including the establishment 

of cultural centers and the promotion of cultural exchange programs. Overall, the literature on India's 

cultural relations with Southeast Asia is a rich and diverse field, encompassing a range of disciplines and 

perspectives. Through historical, cultural, and contemporary lenses, scholars have deepened our 

understanding of the complex and dynamic links between these two regions. 

This is a descriptive study that involves providing a detailed description of the cultural links between 

India and Southeast Asia. This includes an examination of the spread of Indian cultural elements across 

the region, the role of trade and commerce in facilitating cultural exchange, and the contemporary state 

of India-Southeast Asia cultural relations.  

 

Historical Background:  

The relationship between India and Southeast Asia can be traced back to the early centuries of the 

Common Era when the Indian civilization and culture started to spread to Southeast Asia. India's 

influence on Southeast Asia was not only limited to culture but also trade, commerce, religion and 

political relations. The earliest evidence of India's cultural impact on Southeast Asia can be found in the 

inscriptions of the early Pallava dynasty of South India, which dates back to the 3rd century CE. These 

inscriptions reveal that the Pallava kings maintained diplomatic relations with the Funan Empire of 

Southeast Asia, which is considered the earliest known kingdom in the region. Southeast Asia includes 

the mainland nations east of India and south of China and the islands of the Malay Archipelago, 

including Indonesia, Singapore, and East Malaysia. Both Hinduism and Buddhism were practiced in 

many parts of Southeast Asia as early as the first century CE. It is believed that merchants from the 

Indus peninsula were doing business on both the mainland and the islands, and that Buddhist monks as 

well as Hindu teachers may have travelled across the region with them.  

 

Social and Cultural Relations:  

India's cultural and social impact on Southeast Asia can be seen in various aspects such as literature, 

language, art, architecture, music, dance, and religion. The most significant impact was in the area of 
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religion, particularly Buddhism and Hinduism. The spread of Buddhism from India to Southeast Asia 

was a significant cultural phenomenon that led to the establishment of numerous Buddhist monasteries 

in Southeast Asia. The spread of Hinduism, on the other hand, was primarily through trade and cultural 

exchange, which led to the integration of Hinduism with local beliefs and customs. 

The influence of Indian literature and language can be seen in the ancient Sanskrit inscriptions found in 

Southeast Asia. The Ramayana and Mahabharata, two great epics of Indian literature, were widely 

translated and adapted into various Southeast Asian languages. Indian art and architecture also had a 

significant impact on Southeast Asia. The Khmer civilization in Cambodia, for instance, was heavily 

influenced by Indian art and architecture, particularly the Angkor Wat temple, which is considered one 

of the most magnificent Hindu temples in the world. According to the data from UNESCO, India has 38 

cultural heritage sites in Southeast Asia, which are recognized as World Heritage Sites. These sites 

include the Angkor Wat temple complex in Cambodia, the Borobudur temple complex in Indonesia, and 

the My Son Sanctuary in Vietnam. 

The spread of Hinduism in Southeast Asia was also facilitated by trade and cultural exchange. The 

integration of Hinduism with local beliefs and customs resulted in the development of unique religious 

practices and beliefs. The spread of Hinduism was also facilitated by the establishment of Indian trading 

settlements in Southeast Asia, which became centers of Hindu religious activity. 

 

Religious Relations:  

The spread of Buddhism from India to Southeast Asia was a significant cultural phenomenon that had a 

profound impact on the region's religious and social life. The earliest evidence of Buddhist influence in 

Southeast Asia can be found in the inscriptions of the Funan Empire, which dates back to the 1st century 

CE. The spread of Buddhism was facilitated by the close economic and cultural relations between India 

and Southeast Asia, particularly the maritime trade routes between India and the Malay Archipelago. 

According to the data from the Pew Research Center, Buddhism is the largest religion in Southeast Asia, 

with more than 200 million followers.  

Hinduism, on the other hand, has a smaller but still significant following in Southeast Asia, with more 

than 5 million Hindus living in the region. The spread of Hinduism in Southeast Asia was also facilitated 

by trade and cultural exchange. The integration of Hinduism with local beliefs and customs resulted in 

the development of unique religious practices and beliefs. The spread of Hinduism was also facilitated 

by the establishment of Indian trading settlements in Southeast Asia, which became centers of Hindu 

religious activity. 

 

Political Relations:  

India's political relations with Southeast Asia date back to the early centuries of the Common Era when 

Indian kingdoms and empires established political relations with the kingdoms and empires of Southeast 

Asia. The earliest evidence of political relations between India and Southeast Asia can be found in the 

inscriptions of the Pallava dynasty of South India. The Pallava kings maintained diplomatic relations 

with the Funan Empire of Southeast Asia, which is considered the earliest known kingdom in the region. 

 

Trade Relations:  

Trade was a significant factor in India's cultural relationship with Southeast Asia. According to the data 

from the World Bank, the total trade between India and Southeast Asia was valued at $107.4 billion in 
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2020. India's major exports to Southeast Asia include refined petroleum, diamonds, and 

pharmaceuticals, while the major imports from Southeast Asia include electronic products, palm oil, and 

machinery. 

 

Language Relations:  

The influence of Indian language, particularly Sanskrit, on Southeast Asian languages is well 

documented. According to the data from the Linguistic Survey of India, Sanskrit has influenced the 

grammar, vocabulary, and script of several Southeast Asian languages, including Thai, Malay, and 

Khmer. 

 

Education Relations:  

India's cultural relationship with Southeast Asia also extends to education. According to the data from 

the Ministry of External Affairs, India has provided scholarships to more than 16,000 Southeast Asian 

students to study in India since 2015. In addition, India has established several educational institutions in 

Southeast Asia, including the Indian Cultural Centre in Bangkok, Thailand, and the Swami Vivekananda 

Cultural Centre in Jakarta, Indonesia. 

The researcher will identify and analyze some of these socio-cultural challenges that have hindered the 

revival and rejuvenation of traditional cultural relations between India and Southeast Asia. 

 

Language Barrier:  

Language is a significant barrier to the revival and rejuvenation of India's traditional cultural relations 

with Southeast Asia. Although there is a historical connection between Indian languages and Southeast 

Asian languages, language differences can still pose a challenge. It is crucial to establish a common 

language for communication and better understanding between the two regions. 

 

Lack of Awareness: 

 Lack of awareness about each other's culture and traditions is another challenge that needs to be 

addressed. The lack of awareness results in a lack of appreciation for the cultural heritage of each other. 

To overcome this challenge, cultural exchanges, and educational programs should be conducted, which 

would promote an understanding of each other's cultures. 

 

Religious Differences:  

India's religious diversity can be a challenge in its cultural relationship with Southeast Asia. Southeast 

Asia has a predominantly Buddhist population, while India is home to a variety of religions, including 

Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, and Sikhism. This difference in religion can cause misunderstandings and 

conflicts between the two regions, hindering the revival of traditional cultural relations. 

 

Modernization:  

Modernization is another challenge that has affected India's traditional cultural relations with Southeast 

Asia. As the world is moving towards modernization, the younger generation is more interested in 

western culture than their traditional culture. This shift in cultural preferences can make it difficult to 

revive traditional cultural relations. 

 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR240527075 Volume 6, Issue 5, September-October 2024 5 

 

Political Tensions: 

 Political tensions between India and Southeast Asian countries can also hinder the revival and 

rejuvenation of traditional cultural relations. Political tensions can cause misunderstandings and lack of 

trust, which can hinder cultural exchange and collaboration between the two regions. 

However, in recent years, there has been a decline in the cultural relations between India and South East 

Asian countries. However, these challenges can be overcome with some solutions. In this research paper, 

now the researcher will explore some measures that can be taken to increase socio-cultural challenges in 

reviving and rejuvenating India's traditional cultural relations with the countries of Southeast Asia. 

 

Cultural Exchange Programs:  

Cultural exchange programs are a vital way to promote cultural understanding and appreciation between 

India and South East Asian countries. These programs can involve the exchange of artists, musicians, 

writers, and other cultural experts. They can also include organizing cultural festivals and events in both 

countries. These programs can help in promoting cultural exchange and understanding between the two 

regions. For instance, the ASEAN-India Cultural Exchange Program, which was launched in 2019, has 

been instrumental in strengthening cultural ties between India and the ASEAN countries. The program 

includes various cultural events, such as music and dance performances, art exhibitions, and film 

festivals. 

 

Language Learning Programs: 

Language barriers can be a major hindrance in promoting cultural exchange and understanding. 

Therefore, India can offer language learning programs for South East Asian languages, such as 

Indonesian, Thai, and Vietnamese, and vice versa. This can help in facilitating communication and 

understanding between people of both countries and promoting cultural exchange. According to a report 

by the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR), there has been an increase in the demand for Indian 

language courses in South East Asian countries. For instance, the demand for Hindi courses in Indonesia 

has increased significantly over the past few years. The Indian government can leverage this demand by 

offering more language learning programs and scholarships for students from South East Asian 

countries. 

 

Heritage Preservation:  

India and South East Asian countries share a rich cultural heritage, including historical monuments and 

cultural sites. Collaborative efforts can be made to preserve and promote this shared cultural heritage. 

Joint efforts can include conservation and restoration of historical monuments and cultural sites, and 

promoting tourism to these sites. According to the Ministry of Tourism, Government of India, the 

number of foreign tourists visiting India has been increasing over the years. However, the number of 

tourists from South East Asian countries is still relatively low. Collaborative efforts can be made to 

promote tourism from South East Asian countries to India and vice versa. 

 

Educational Exchange Programs:  

Educational exchange programs can help in promoting academic collaboration and research, and in 

increasing cultural understanding between India and South East Asian countries. These programs can 

include student and faculty exchange programs, joint research projects, and workshops. The Indian 
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government can initiate more educational exchange programs with South East Asian countries. For 

instance, the Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) program offers training and capacity 

building courses to students and professionals from developing countries, including South East Asian 

countries. 

 

Media and Communication:  

Media and communication can play a vital role in promoting cultural understanding and exchange. India 

can collaborate with South East Asian countries to promote media and communication between the two 

regions. This can include joint productions of movies and television shows, as well as promoting news 

and cultural content from both regions. According to a report by the Ministry of Information and 

Broadcasting, the Indian government has been taking several measures to promote cultural exchange 

through media and communication. For instance, the government has launched a program called "Study 

in India," which promotes Indian education through various media channels in South East Asian 

countries. 

Now, in this research paper, the researcher will explore India's partnership with South East Asia, analyze 

the trends in bilateral trade, investment, and collaborations, and examine the future prospects of India's 

partnership with South East Asia. 

 

Bilateral Trade:  

India's bilateral trade with South East Asia has been growing steadily over the years. According to the 

data provided by the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, India's trade with South East Asia has 

increased from US$23.5 billion in 2010-11 to US$89.9 billion in 2019-20. This represents a CAGR of 

12.6% over the last decade. The major items of India's exports to South East Asia include petroleum 

products, gems and jewellery, pharmaceuticals, and textiles. The major items of India's imports from 

South East Asia include mineral fuels, palm oil, electronic components, and chemicals. 

 

Investment:  

India's investment in South East Asia has also been growing. According to the data provided by the 

Reserve Bank of India, India's outward foreign direct investment (OFDI) to South East Asia increased 

from US$1.8 billion in 2010-11 to US$9.8 billion in 2019-20. The major sectors of India's investment in 

South East Asia include telecommunications, banking, manufacturing, and mining. 

 

Collaborations:  

India has been collaborating with South East Asian countries in various fields, including defence, 

infrastructure, technology, and culture. The defence collaboration between India and South East Asian 

countries has been growing, with India providing defence equipment and training to the countries. India 

has also been collaborating with South East Asian countries in infrastructure projects, including the 

development of ports, roads, and railways. India's collaborations in technology have also been growing, 

with India providing support in areas such as IT, space, and renewable energy. Cultural collaborations 

between India and South East Asian countries have also been significant, with the exchange of artists, 

writers, and cultural events. 
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Future Prospects:  

The future prospects of India's partnership with South East Asia are promising. South East Asia is one of 

the fastest-growing regions in the world, with a growing middle class and an expanding economy. 

India's strategic location and its growing economic and cultural ties with South East Asia provide a 

significant opportunity for collaboration and growth. The increasing collaborations in defence, 

infrastructure, technology, and culture will strengthen India's partnership with South East Asia. The 

focus on renewable energy, digital technology, and innovation will further enhance India's partnership 

with South East Asia. 

 

Conclusion:  

The socio-cultural challenges in reviving and rejuvenating India's traditional cultural relations with 

Southeast Asia can be overcome by establishing a common language for communication, promoting 

cultural exchanges and educational programs, promoting interfaith dialogue and understanding, 

promoting traditional cultural heritage, and promoting cultural collaborations. These solutions would 

promote better understanding, appreciation, and respect for each other's cultures, leading to a stronger 

cultural relationship between India and Southeast Asia. The spread of Buddhism and Hinduism from 

India to Southeast Asia was a significant cultural phenomenon that had a profound impact on the 

region's religious and social life. India's cultural relationship with Southeast Asia is a testimony to the 

enduring bonds between two great regions of the world 
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