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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Cultural exchange between India and East Africa in the period 2005-2025 reflects
a dynamic and multi-faceted journey, with historical ties, the role of the Indian
diaspora and mutual trust forming the key pillars. The initial phase (2005-2010)
saw a revival of cultural exchanges between the two regions, reinforcing
traditional ties through art, music, dance and language. Exchanges of high-level
cultural delegations and diaspora events energised the relationship. The middle
phase (2010—2015) saw increased institutional cooperation, with cultural centres,
language learning programmes and scholarships deepening awareness and
understanding among the younger generation. The expansion and stabilisation
phase (2015—2020) saw further broadening of engagement through cultural
tourism, film festivals, literary forums and joint cultural projects. The India-
Africa Forum Summits in this phase took cultural diplomacy to a new level.
During the Digital and Modern Cooperation (2020—2025), despite the challenges
of the pandemic, virtual cultural events, online seminars and e-learning platforms
continued to strengthen the relationship. Also, engagement in digital media,
social networks and creative industries further strengthened the cultural
dialogue. This period marks the beginning of a new era between India and East
Africa, combining traditional cultural heritage with modern technology,
deepening mutual understanding, respect and cooperation between the people of
the two regions.

Keywords: India, East Africa, cultural exchange, Indian diaspora, cultural
diplomacy, arts, music, dance, language, cultural tourism, film festival, literary
platform, digital cooperation,

1. Introduction

The history of cultural exchange between India and East Africa is deep and multifaceted, with roots dating back
to ancient times through maritime trade routes and people-to-people contacts. Centuries ago, Indian
merchants, artisans and sailors crossed the Indian Ocean to reach East African regions such as Kenya,
Tanzania, Zanzibar, Uganda and Mozambique. On these journeys, they brought back not only textiles, spices,
pearls and precious metals but also Indian culture, language, food and customs. Similarly, people from East
Africa also brought their handicrafts, music and parts of traditional lifestyle to India. This exchange went
beyond trade activities and transformed into a deep cultural bond, the impact of which can still be seen in the
societies of both regions today. The period from 2005 to 2025 is a modern and dynamic chapter in this historic
relationship. This period was not limited to diplomatic and economic cooperation but also marked the revival
of cultural diplomacy and mutual human relations. After 2005, India not only strengthened political and
economic partnership with East African countries through multilateral forums like "India-Africa Forum
Summit", but also made cultural cooperation an important part of its foreign policy. In this, the role of the
Indian diaspora has been very important, which is acting as a living ambassador of Indian culture in East Africa.
Their presence has maintained a continuous flow of language, art, food and traditions between the two regions.
The revival and expansion of cultural relations began between 2005 and 2010. During this period, many
cultural delegations were exchanged between India and East Africa. African artists received training in subjects
like Indian classical dance, music and yoga, while the Indian society closely understood the art forms of East
African traditional dances, dholak music and wood carving. The African Week organized in India and Indian
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cultural festivals organized in African countries gained popularity during this period. The period from 2010 to
2015 proved to be a golden phase for cultural exchange. During this period, there was a significant increase in
programs such as film festivals, literary seminars, theatrical performances and art exhibitions. Interest in
learning Hindi language increased in African countries and African study centers became active in various
universities of India. During this period, collaboration was seen between East African music bands and Indian
Bollywood artists. In the field of fashion also, the popularity of Indian clothing and design increased in Africa,
while African jewelry and traditional costumes started making new identities in India.

This cultural partnership matured further between 2015 and 2020. Both regions took several steps to promote
cultural tourism. Indian films started being shot in East African countries, giving international recognition to
the tourist destinations there. During the same period, India and Africa established joint cultural institutions,
where artists and scholars from both regions could work jointly. The Indian diaspora connected local African
communities with Indian traditions through cultural fairs and religious events, which deepened the cultural
mix. The period from 2020 to 2025 brought new dimensions to cultural exchange due to the digital revolution.
When physical visits and face-to-face events became limited during the COVID-19 pandemic, virtual platforms
kept this cultural bridge strong. People from India and East Africa continued to connect through online cultural
festivals, webinars, virtual museum tours, e-learning programmes and digital art exhibitions. Social media
provided an easy medium for the youth of both regions to understand each other's cultural activities and
lifestyles. During this period, not only traditional art forms were preserved digitally, but modern collaborations
such as online creation of music, live streaming of fashion shows and virtual film premieres also became
common.

An important aspect of this entire 20-year journey is that cultural exchange increased mutual trust and
understanding between the two regions. This not only strengthened diplomatic and economic ties, but also
brought deeper closeness at the human level. Cultural contacts strengthened the tendency to accept and respect
diversity in language, religion, art and food. African students in India and Indian-origin communities in Africa
have further strengthened this mutual understanding. Finally, it can be said that between 2005 and 2025,
cultural relations between India and East Africa have reached new heights, with preservation of traditional
values and effective use of modern technological tools going hand in hand. This period has not only revived the
cultural heritage of the past but also taken concrete steps towards making it more rich, robust and relevant for
the future. This process has proved that when people from two different geographical and social backgrounds
connect through culture, their partnership is not merely formal or diplomatic but transforms into a lasting and
profound human relationship.

2. Review of Literature

Singh (2018) in his study underlines the historical depth of cultural ties between India and East Africa. The
author highlights how Indian migrants have kept alive traditional Indian festivals, languages (especially
Gujarati and Hindi), and religious beliefs in East African countries. The study also mentions that emotional
bonding has increased between people through cultural events and the popularity of Indian films. An analysis
by Shah and Patel (2019) finds cultural events and educational exchanges as important axes of cooperation
between India and Kenya. The authors make special mention of cultural fairs and exhibitions organised by
ICCR (Indian Council for Cultural Relations), which have increased awareness and interest in India among
local communities. Kumar (2020) research shows linguistic and cultural convergence between India and
Tanzania. He shows that many Sanskrit and Hindi words are present in the Swahili language, indicating that
cultural contact is not just a current one but has evolved historically. They have seen this relationship
strengthened through campaigns by Indian missions such as yoga, Ayurveda, and dance. Mishra (2021) focused
on the role of Indian cinema, describing how Bollywood films have influenced cultural consumption in East
African countries. He also found that African youth's fondness for India has increased due to this media
exposure. This study shows that media has become a powerful medium of cultural interaction. According to
Nair (2017), India-Africa summits not only address political and economic issues, but they also promote
cultural exchange. The study explained how cultural ties, such as the exchange of traditional dance and music,
deepen cooperation between India and East African countries.

Joshi (2019), considering education as a medium of cultural dialogue, showed in his study that thousands of
students from East African countries study in Indian universities. These students return with Indian lifestyles,
ideologies, and language, which creates social understanding of India in their countries. Verma and Singh
(2022) in their analysis have highlighted the role of the diaspora community, which has been the carrier of
Indian culture in East African countries. Their religious places, schools, business organizations and social
institutions are working to keep the traditions of India alive. This association reflects the deep people-to-people
relationship. Desai (2016) reviewed the yoga missions conducted by India and explained how the spread of
Indian yoga in African countries has increased after the recognition of International Yoga Day by the United
Nations. Yoga has not only become a medium of health but also a bridge of cultural dialogue. Ahuja (2020) has
assessed the role of ICCR and other institutions in the field of cultural diplomacy. He found that cultural
programs organized by Indian embassies such as music, art exhibitions and theatre are increasing the
popularity of Indian culture in East Africa.
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The study of Tripathi (2023) focuses on the exchange of food culture between India and East Africa. They
showed how Indian dishes such as samosas, chai and biryani have become part of East African food culture,
highlighting that culture is not just embedded in ceremonial platforms but also in everyday life. Bhatnagar
(2018) highlights the cultural contributions of Indian immigrants to East Africa in his study. He shows how
these immigrants have preserved their cultural heritage and built close ties with local communities. The
partnership between the two cultures is evident in the organisation of weddings, festivals and religious rituals,
leading to two-way understanding and harmony. Kapoor (2021)'s research mentions that educational and
cultural exchanges between the youth of India and East Africa have promoted cultural tolerance in both regions.
He mentioned scholarship programmes initiated by ICCR and other institutions, stating that these relations
act as not only educational but also cultural bridges.

3. Research Methodology

This research is entirely based on secondary data and is descriptive and analytical in nature. The main objective
of the study is to analyse in depth the nature, pattern and impact of various phases of cultural exchange between
India and East Africa during the period 2005 to 2025. During this period, special attention has been given to
cultural diplomacy, arts, literature, language, religious contacts, educational cooperation and development of
cultural outreach through modern technological means. Since this study is document-based, all the data and
information used in it have been collected from reliable secondary sources. The primary sources for the
research include annual reports published by the Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, reports of
activities of the Indian Council of Cultural Relations (ICCR), official manifestos and minutes of the India-Africa
Forum Summit (IAFS), and policy documents related to cultural diplomacy. In addition, official records of
various international organizations such as the United Nations, African Union, and other multilateral forums
have also been referred to. Secondary sources include various research papers, book chapters, articles
published in journals, analytical reports available on online news portals, and materials obtained from
academic databases such as JSTOR, Google Scholar and ResearchGate. Authenticity, up-to-dateness and
relevance to the subject have been made the primary criteria in the selection process of the sources used in this
study so that the conclusions presented are based on solid and proven basis.

After data collection, the available information was classified using the method of Content Analysis, in which
the content was divided on the basis of different time periods, thematic aspects and geographical contexts. For
example, trends in cultural exchange were analyzed in the stages of 2005—2010, 2010—2015, 2015—2020 and
2020—2025. A historical approach was also adopted in the process of analysis so that changes and new trends
over time could be highlighted. Cultural exchanges assess the role of traditional arts, music, dance, language,
food culture, yoga, religious and educational contacts as well as new technological initiatives such as digital
platforms, virtual cultural events and social media-based diplomacy. The study used a comparative analysis of
sources to compare the current state of cultural relations between India and East Africa with the past. This
comparison highlighted how global political conditions, economic cooperation, the Indian diaspora and
partnerships at international forums have helped deepen cultural engagement. All sources used in the research
have been duly referenced to make the findings transparent and verifiable.

This research methodology has thus helped develop a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the
subject as it not only highlights the formal aspects of cultural diplomacy but also the informal, everyday aspects
that connect the people of India and East Africa culturally. This analysis based on secondary data is appropriate
for this research as it gives a comprehensive picture of cultural relations over the last two decades and also
provides a solid basis for determining future policy directions.

4. The cultural exchange in various time period/phases

The period 2005 to 2025 saw the heyday of cultural exchange between India and East Africa—involving strong
engagement in areas such as education, arts, languages, religions, films, yoga, festivals, and crafts. The Indian
Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR), the Indian Embassy, the Embassy cultural machinery, and local African
institutions worked together to build a strong foundation.

4.1 Initial Phase (2005—2010)

The cultural exchange relationship between India and East Africa has been part of a historical process, which
became even more robust, institutionalized, and multidimensional in the period 2005 to 2025. Cultural ties
between India and East Africa have their roots in ancient times, dating back to maritime trade and the Indian
immigrants. The size of Indian-origin communities, their socio-cultural activism, and the vibrancy of India-
related festivals, especially in countries like Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda, Ethiopia and Burundi, have
kept these relations alive. But after 2005, this cultural partnership transformed into a policy-based framework
under the influence of the 'Act East' and 'India-Africa’ policies of the Government of India. During this period,
not only did the exchange of cultural delegations increase, but the establishment of Indian cultural centres, the
popularity of Indian films, music, food, yoga and language took cultural diplomacy to a new level.
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Figure 4.1 A major meeting between India and African countries

e TR A
Source: Presents a view of a major meeting of India and African countries where the Prime

Minister of India and African representatives are sharing a moment of cultural prestige on one
platform

India institutionalized cultural exchange in East African countries through ICCR (Indian Council for Cultural
Relations). Cultural centers were established in major cities like Nairobi, Addis Ababa and Dar-e-Salaam,
where classes of Indian classical music, dance, Hindi language, yoga and Ayurveda were organized. This
increased the interest of local citizens, especially the youth, towards Indian culture. At the same time, there was
also curiosity in India towards African art, music and crafts. This exchange strengthened the sense of
understanding between the two societies and respecting each other's cultural diversities. During 2005 to 2015,
India's cultural diplomacy was working mainly through 'soft power'. Every year thousands of African students
were given scholarships by ICCR for education in India. The experiences of these students not only created a
positive attitude towards India, but also transformed them into cultural ambassadors on their return to their
countries. Also, Indian High Commissions engaged local governments and the general public in cultural events
such as Diwali, Holi, Gandhi Jayanti, International Yoga Day, and India-Africa Friendship Day. These included
performances by Indian dance and music troupes, demonstrations of Indian cuisine, handicraft exhibitions,
and screenings of Indian films.

After 2015, India began to link cultural cooperation with African countries from a strategic perspective. Cultural
exchange was recognised as an integral part of bilateral relations during the (IAFS). India encouraged joint
cultural weeks, India-Africa youth exchange programmes and language exchange programmes with African
countries. Connectivity between Hindi and Swahili languages in particular deepened. Swahili literature
seminars organised in India and efforts to teach Hindi in African universities established the language as a
cultural bridge.
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Figure 4.2: “Festival of India” or “Urafiki Utsav” held in Kenya
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Source: This is a celebration of the “Festival of India” or “Urafiki Utsav” held in Kenya, where
performances of Indian traditional dance and music are seen mingled with the local African
lifestyle

Cinematic interaction between India and Africa has also become an influential medium of cultural exchange.
Bollywood films have grown rapidly in many African countries, with a deep respect for actors. Films have
popularized Indian family and cultural values in African countries. Some East African filmmakers were also
inspired by Indian genre films and began making films incorporating them with local cultural narratives.
Cultural interaction between India and East Africa took a new digital form during the COVID-19 pandemic
from 2020 to 2022. Indian High Commissions and ICCR organized cultural events through virtual mediums,
including online performances by Indian artists, yoga webinars, virtual classes in Indian languages, and India-
Africa art exhibitions. This digital cultural diplomacy helped maintain contacts with countries where physical
events were prohibited. At this time, India also opened cultural and educational resources for African students
and citizens under the 'Digital India' model. The role of the Indian Diaspora in the cultural exchange between
India and East Africa cannot be ignored. Indians settled in countries like Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania not only
kept Indian culture alive, but also presented it in coordination with the local culture. Temples, gurudwaras,
social organizations, and cultural schools run by these communities are still carrying forward the cultural
identity of India. At the same time, the organization of music, fashion, fusion dance, and inclusive festivals
between Indian and African youth gave birth to a new age cultural expression.

4.2. Middle Period (2010—2015)

The period from 2010 to 2015 emerges as a turning point in the relations. This period can be seen as a “period
of building strategic partnerships”. This was the time when India gave a clear direction to its Africa policy and
tried to strengthen it through high-level diplomatic forums. The role of the (IAFS), expansion of trade
exchanges, technical cooperation, and cultural contacts were the hallmarks of this period. During this period
India formalized its multilateral partnership with the African continent. Especially the Summits held in 2011
and 2015 ushered in a new era of strategic cooperation in India-Africa relations, not only at the trade or
diplomatic level. The second IAFS held in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) in 2011 was the most important political
event under India's "Focus Africa" policy. More than 15 East African nations participated in the conference and
India announced that it would provide assistance of US$5.7 billion in infra, health, and education.



Reena et al/ Kuey, 30(6), 11288 5579

Figure 4.3: Kenya or any East African cultural event

Source: Performances by Indian artists at a cultural event in Kenya or East Africa where Indian
traditional dances and costumes are prominent, symbolizing cultural exchange, such as the
Festival of India or local cultural festivals

In the context of East African countries, India strengthened cooperation in agriculture, energy,
telecommunications, science and technology through bilateral visits and agreements with Kenya, Tanzania,
Uganda, Rwanda, and Ethiopia. India significantly increased the number of ICCR scholarships for African
students. Appointment of Indian professors and establishment of Indian courses in several universities in East
African countries became a major academic link. The Pan-African e-Network Project initiated by India also
provided technological dimensions to this relationship, through which medical consultation and tele-education
facilities were provided. From a trade perspective, bilateral trade between India and East Africa grew steadily.
Trade between India and East African countries was around $17 billion in 2010, which increased to close to
$30 billion by 2015. India exported medicines, auto parts, textiles and agricultural machinery, while India
imported crude oil, copper, coffee and tea from Africa. India's foreign investment (FDI) within Africa was also
significant, especially in the textile, pharma and energy sectors in Ethiopia and Kenya. India's strategy was
particularly evident in the energy sector. India developed plans for technical assistance and investment in
renewable energy and hydropower projects in East African countries. ONGC Videsh Limited, a government
agency of India, took significant initiatives towards oil exploration in Kenya and South Sudan during this
period.

4.3. Expansion and Stabilization (2015—2020)

The period from 2015 to 2020 proved to be an era of “expansion and stabilization” for India-East Africa
relations. This was the time when both sides redefined their old historical, social and economic ties in the
modern context and took concrete steps towards a long-term strategic partnership. Parallel to India’s foreign
policy initiatives like “Act East” and “Extended Neighbourhood”, the development priorities of African
countries like “Agenda 2063” gave new energy to cooperation between the two regions. During this period,
India took forward its Africa policy with a more comprehensive and strategic approach. In the year 2015, the
India-Africa Forum Summit (IAFS-III) was held in New Delhi, which witnessed the presence of representatives
from 54 African countries. This summit was not only historic but also played major role in institutionalizing
India-Africa relations. It opened new doors for cooperation on subjects such as education, health, capacity
building, agriculture, energy, defence, climate change and trade.

In the context of East Africa, India further strengthened its relations at the regional and bilateral levels. Several
agreements were signed with countries such as Kenya, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Uganda, Rwanda and Djibouti in
the areas of trade, investment, climate-friendly agriculture, pharmaceutical industry, defence cooperation, and
technical education. India expanded scholarship schemes for African students under ITEC and ICCR, which
brought thousands of African students to India for higher education. In addition, Indian companies also
invested heavily in Africa's energy sector. India played an active role in wind energy, solar energy and power
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supply projects, especially in East Africa. During the same period, India cooperated in setting up a technology
park in Ethiopia and started talks for adopting a digital payment system (UPI model) in Kenya.

India's role in the healthcare sector was particularly noteworthy. Due to the quality and low cost of Indian
medicines, African countries gave India the title of 'Pharmacy of the Developing World'. Indian pharmaceutical
companies helped in setting up pharmaceutical units in Burundi, Uganda, Rwanda and Tanzania, which not
only increased the access to health services but also created employment opportunities. This period also
increased the closeness between India and East Africa in the cultural field. Through ICCR and other
institutions, India organized training programs in music, dance, yoga and languages to connect African youth
with Indian cultural values. At the same time, traditional arts, music and social traditions of Africa were
presented through various platforms in India, which strengthened mutual understanding and cultural
inclusion. This period was very active in terms of bilateral visits and high-level talks. Prime Minister Narendra
Modi's visit to Africa (2016) holds special importance, in which he visited countries like Kenya, Tanzania,
Mozambique and South Africa and signed agreements of cooperation at various levels. These visits sent a clear
message that India sees Africa as a strategic partner and not just a market or resource area.

4.4. Digital and Modern Cooperation (2020—-2025)

The period from 2020 to 2025 was a period of great global change. The global political, economic and social
landscape changed rapidly due to the COVID-19, and in this environment a new direction emerged in India-
East Africa relations, which mainly focused on digital, technological and humanitarian cooperation. This was
a time of trust building among the global South through technology-based solidarity, health diplomacy and
innovation, in which India gave a modern and multifaceted form to its partnership with East African countries.
First, during the pandemic, India provided anti-COVID-19 vaccines, medicines and essential medical
equipment to East African countries such as Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Ethiopia, and Tanzania through the
'Vaccine Maitri' campaign. This humanitarian initiative of India was highly appreciated by the East African
governments and the general public, which not only deepened bilateral relations but also created a new image
of India as a 'trusted friend'.

In the field of technical cooperation, several notable initiatives were taken during this period. India explored
the possibility of using its Unified Payment Interface (UPI) model for digital financial inclusion in East Africa.
In 2022, talks were held with Kenya on sharing digital payment and fintech technologies, which will help
African countries to provide easy, transparent and secure digital transaction facilities to their citizens. Along
with this, India also cooperated in investment and skill development programs in the technology park
established in Ethiopia. This provided new opportunities for technical education and employment to the East
African youth. In terms of digital diplomacy, India shared the successes of its Digital India and Startup India
programs with African countries. Under schemes like 'e-VidyaBharati' and 'e-ArogyaBharati', India benefited
thousands of students and patients in East Africa through distance education and telemedicine. The
participation of African students in online education programs run from India increased rapidly, which also
strengthened educational relations.

5. Conclusion

A study of the cultural ties between India and East Africa makes it clear that these ties are not just of recent
years but are deeply rooted in the historical background. India and East Africa have been connected to each
other through trade, migration and cultural exchange since centuries. The Indian diaspora has played a vital
role in East African countries not only by its economic contribution but also by preserving and disseminating
its cultural heritage. Their religious places, educational institutions, social organizations and business networks
serve as vibrant centres of Indian culture. These diasporas have not only preserved their languages, food,
clothing, art and religious traditions but also shared them with the local society, thereby developing a deep
interaction and mutual understanding between the two cultures. In the modern era, India's cultural diplomacy
has given new direction to this engagement. Music, dance, drama, painting exhibitions and literary
programmes organised by the Indian Council of Cultural Relations (ICCR) and Indian embassies have widely
disseminated the diversity and depth of Indian culture in East Africa. After the recognition of International
Yoga Day, yoga has been made a medium of health, balance and cultural dialogue. This has not only promoted
physical and mental well-being but also enhanced respect for India's spiritual and philosophical tradition.
Similarly, exchange is also seen in food culture, where Indian dishes such as samosa, chai and biryani have
become part of the common food habits of East Africa. This shows that cultural influence is not limited to
ceremonial occasions but also finds its way into the everyday lives of the people.

Academic and intellectual exchange is also an important aspect of these relations. Many students from East
Africa come to study in Indian universities, while Indian scholars and teachers exchange knowledge in
academic institutions in Africa. This academic dialogue has not only promoted professional skills but also
encouraged the exchange of ideas, views and life values between the two regions. In addition, media, literature
and cinema have also enhanced mutual understanding and interest. Overall, the cultural relations between
India and East Africa are not one-sided but are based on bilateral dialogue and mutual respect. While Indian
culture has taken deep roots in East Africa, Indian society has also drawn inspiration from African music, dance
and art forms. This cultural fusion not only enriches both regions socially and culturally but also contributes to
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strengthening economic and political ties. So, it can be concluded that India-East Africa cultural relations are
not just a legacy of history but also a solid foundation for present and future partnership. These relations have
developed on the basis of mutual trust, respect and cooperation and will continue to bring the two regions
closer to each other on the global platform. Preserving and strengthening these cultural bridges will not only
serve to preserve cultural diversity but will also promote global peace, unity and mutual understanding. Thus,
the cultural dialogue between India and East Africa emerges as an inspiring example in the broader perspective
of international relations.

6. Recommendations

To further strengthen cultural ties between India and East Africa, both regions should continuously expand
cultural exchange programmes. Interaction should be encouraged through education, arts, music, literature,
sports and media. Indian embassies, ICCR and the Indian diaspora should play a more active role to increase
understanding and respect for Indian culture in local society. Also, cultural connectivity can be given a new
direction through joint cultural festivals, research collaboration and digital platforms, which will further
deepen mutual trust and cooperation.
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