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Abstract: 

This research article explores the dynamic role of cultural diplomacy in enhancing India’s relations with the Middle East, focusing 

on the strategic use of yoga, cinema, and cuisine. It investigates how these cultural elements serve as soft power tools to foster 

mutual understanding, build goodwill, and strengthen diplomatic ties between India and Middle Eastern countries. The study 

examines the historical context of India-Middle East cultural interactions and provides a comprehensive analysis of contemporary 

initiatives and their impact. 

The promotion of yoga, with the International Day of Yoga gaining widespread participation in the region, serves as a case study 

for understanding the health and wellness connections. Indian cinema, particularly Bollywood, has garnered a substantial following, 

influenced cultural perceptions and fostered a sense of shared entertainment values. Additionally, Indian cuisine, with its diverse 

flavours and culinary traditions, has become a symbol of cultural exchange and appreciation. 

This research utilises a mixed-methods approach, content analysis of media representations, and quantitative data from cultural 

exchange programs. The findings reveal that these cultural diplomacy efforts have significantly enhanced India's soft power, 

contributed to economic ties through tourism and cultural industries, and created a robust framework for ongoing cultural dialogue. 

The article concludes by discussing the implications of these findings for future cultural diplomacy strategies and the broader context 

of international relations. 
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Introduction: 

Cultural diplomacy, the practice of fostering mutual understanding and cooperation through cultural exchange, has emerged as a 

vital aspect of international relations. For India, a country with a rich and diverse cultural heritage, cultural diplomacy offers a 

unique and effective means of engaging with the world. Nowhere is this more evident than in the Middle East, a region with deep 

historical ties to India, significant economic interdependencies, and a substantial Indian diaspora. This research article focuses on 

the role of yoga, cinema, and cuisine as pivotal tools of India's cultural diplomacy in the Middle East, examining their impact on 

bilateral relations, mutual perceptions, and cultural understanding. 

The Middle East and India share a long history of cultural and commercial exchanges, dating back to ancient times when the Indian 

Ocean trade routes facilitated the flow of goods, ideas, and cultural practices. In contemporary times, these historical connections 

provide a fertile ground for cultural diplomacy. As India seeks to expand its influence and strengthen its ties with the Middle East, 

cultural diplomacy has become an essential component of its foreign policy strategy. 

Yoga, an ancient Indian practice that promotes physical and mental well-being, has become a global phenomenon. The establishment 

of the International Day of Yoga, celebrated annually on June 21st, underscores its universal appeal. In the Middle East, where 

health and wellness are gaining importance, yoga has found a receptive audience. This research investigates how yoga is promoted 

and practiced in the region and its role in fostering people-to-people connections. 

Indian cinema, particularly Bollywood, has long captivated audiences worldwide. In the Middle East, Bollywood films enjoy 

immense popularity, transcending linguistic and cultural barriers. Bollywood's colourful storytelling, vibrant music, and compelling 

narratives resonate with Middle Eastern audiences, creating a cultural bridge between the two regions. This study explores the 

influence of Indian cinema on cultural perceptions and its role in shaping India's image in the Middle East. 

Cuisine, another significant aspect of India's cultural diplomacy, offers a delicious pathway to cultural exchange. Indian food, with 

its diverse flavours and rich culinary traditions, has won the hearts of many in the Middle East. Indian restaurants, food festivals, 
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and culinary shows introduce local populations to the tastes and traditions of India, fostering cultural appreciation through 

gastronomy. This research examines the role of Indian cuisine in cultural diplomacy and its impact on bilateral relations. 

The strategic use of yoga, cinema, and cuisine in India's cultural diplomacy highlights the multifaceted nature of cultural 

engagement. These elements not only showcase India's cultural richness but also create avenues for dialogue, understanding, and 

cooperation. By analysing these cultural tools, this research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of their effectiveness 

in strengthening India-Middle East relations and enhancing India's soft power. 

Methodology: 

This research employs a mixed methods approach to thoroughly investigate the role of yoga, cinema, and cuisine as instruments of 

India's cultural diplomacy in the Middle East. The methodology combines qualitative and quantitative research techniques to provide 

a comprehensive analysis of the impact and effectiveness of these cultural elements in enhancing bilateral relations and fostering 

mutual understanding between India and Middle Eastern countries. 

A content analysis of media reports, event coverage, and promotional materials related to yoga, Bollywood films, and Indian cuisine 

in the Middle East was conducted. This included newspaper articles, television reports, online news, social media posts, and official 

event brochures. The content analysis helped identify the frequency, tone, and context in which these cultural elements were 

presented and discussed. This analysis provided insights into the media portrayal and public reception of India's cultural diplomacy 

efforts.  

Data from ICCR and other cultural exchange programs were analysed to quantify the number and types of cultural events held. This 

data was used to evaluate the scope and scale of cultural diplomacy activities and their effectiveness in reaching diverse audiences. 

Detailed case studies of specific yoga events such as International Day of Yoga celebrations, popular Bollywood film festivals, and 

major culinary festivals in key Middle Eastern cities were studied. This comparison highlighted regional differences and 

commonalities, offering a broader perspective on the effectiveness of cultural diplomacy.  

By employing this comprehensive and multi-faceted methodology, the research aims to provide a detailed and balanced assessment 

of how yoga, cinema, and cuisine serve as powerful tools of India's cultural diplomacy in the Middle East, and their role in enhancing 

India's soft power and international relations.  

Objectives: 

The objectives of the research article entitled "Yoga, Cinema, and Cuisine: Tools of India's Cultural Diplomacy in the Middle East" 

are four-fold. Firstly, to investigate how the promotion of yoga has facilitated cultural exchange and strengthened diplomatic 

relations between India and Middle Eastern countries; secondly, to explore the impact of Bollywood films on cultural exchange and 

the perception of India in the Middle East; thirdly, to assess how Indian cuisine has been utilized as a tool for cultural diplomacy 

and its effectiveness in fostering cross-cultural understanding; and finally, to identify the challenges and suggest ways to strengthen 

and sustain cultural ties between India and Middle Eastern countries. 

Results: 

The detailed results underscore the effectiveness of yoga, cinema, and cuisine as tools of India's cultural diplomacy in the Middle 

East. These cultural elements have successfully enhanced India's soft power, improved bilateral relations, and fostered mutual 

understanding between India and Middle Eastern countries. The findings highlight the importance of cultural engagement in 

international relations and demonstrate the potential for continued cultural diplomacy initiatives to strengthen India's global presence 

and influence. While challenges exist, strategic adaptations and sustained efforts can further enhance the impact of these cultural 

diplomacy tools. 

Discussion: 

The discussion highlights the multifaceted impact of yoga, cinema, and cuisine as tools of India's cultural diplomacy in the Middle 

East. These cultural elements have successfully enhanced India's soft power, fostered bilateral relations, and promoted mutual 

understanding. While challenges exist, strategic adaptations and sustained efforts can further enhance the impact of these cultural 

diplomacy initiatives. The findings underscore the importance of cultural engagement in international relations and demonstrate the 

potential for continued cultural diplomacy to strengthen India's global presence and influence. 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the cultural factors like yoga, cinema, and cuisine have proven to be potent instruments of India's cultural diplomacy 

in the Middle East, fostering deeper cultural exchanges and enhancing bilateral relations. Through the promotion of yoga, India has 

not only propagated a message of health and well-being but also strengthened its cultural ties with Middle Eastern nations. 

Bollywood cinema, with its universal appeal and storytelling, has bridged cultural gaps and created shared experiences that resonate 

with audiences in the region. Additionally, Indian cuisine has served as a culinary ambassador, enriching the gastronomic landscape 

and facilitating cultural dialogue. These initiatives have not only bolstered India's soft power but also contributed to economic 

growth through increased tourism and revenues. Moving forward, sustaining these efforts will require continued investment in 

cultural diplomacy and leveraging digital platforms to expand outreach.  

Importance: 

The importance of the cultural diplomacy involving yoga, cinema, and cuisine in the Middle East lies in its multifaceted 

contributions to India's international relations and global influence. These cultural elements serve as powerful tools to project India's 

soft power abroad, showcasing its rich cultural heritage and values. Yoga promotes wellness and spirituality, while Bollywood 

cinema highlights India's vibrant entertainment industry. Indian cuisine, with its diverse flavours and culinary traditions, fosters 

appreciation and connection through shared gastronomic experiences. Cultural diplomacy initiatives facilitate deeper engagement 

and understanding between India and Middle Eastern countries. By promoting cultural exchanges and mutual appreciation, these 

initiatives build bridges that enhance diplomatic ties and cooperation on various fronts, including economic partnerships and 

strategic alliances. 
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The popularity of yoga, Bollywood films, and Indian cuisine in the Middle East contributes significantly to economic growth. 

Increased tourism from the region boosts the hospitality and tourism sectors in India. Bollywood movies attract audiences and 

generate revenue through box office sales and streaming services. Similarly, Indian restaurants and food festivals abroad stimulate 

local economies and create employment opportunities. Cultural diplomacy fosters mutual understanding and appreciation of each 

other's cultures, traditions, and values. It helps to dispel stereotypes, promote tolerance, and build trust between nations. Cultural 

initiatives like yoga workshops, film festivals, and culinary events create platforms for people-to-people exchanges and dialogue, 

contributing to global harmony and cooperation. 

By leveraging its cultural assets effectively, India can exert influence on global platforms and shape international discourse. Cultural 

diplomacy enhances India's visibility and reputation as a nation that values diversity, creativity, and innovation, thereby enhancing 

its global standing and influence. In essence, the cultural diplomacy involving yoga, cinema, and cuisine in the Middle East plays a 

crucial role in advancing India's foreign policy objectives, promoting cultural dialogue, fostering economic ties, and strengthening 

global partnerships.1 It underscores the importance of cultural exchange in international relations to build enduring relationships 

based on shared values and mutual respect. 

I. Yoga: 

Yoga, an ancient practice rooted in Indian philosophy, has transcended geographical and cultural boundaries to become a global 

phenomenon. In recent decades, its popularity has surged across the Middle East, where it is increasingly embraced not just as a 

form of physical exercise but as a holistic practice promoting mental well-being and spiritual growth.2 The promotion of yoga in 

different countries of the Middle East has significantly contributed to India's cultural diplomacy efforts, fostering deeper cultural 

connections and enhancing bilateral relations. 

 United Arab Emirates (UAE): The UAE has emerged as a hub for yoga enthusiasts, with numerous yoga studios, wellness 

centres, and events catering to a diverse population. The government has actively supported yoga initiatives, hosting 

international yoga conferences and workshops.3 This proactive approach has not only promoted physical health but has 

also strengthened cultural ties between India and the UAE. International Yoga Day is celebrated with much enthusiasm 

across the UAE on June 21st each year. Large-scale yoga sessions are organized in public spaces such as parks, beaches, 

and sports complexes. These events often see collaborations between the Indian Embassy, local yoga studios, and wellness 

centers to promote the practice of yoga.  

Numerous yoga studios have opened across the UAE, particularly in cities like Dubai and Abu Dhabi. These studios offer 

a variety of yoga classes, including Hatha, Vinyasa, Ashtanga, and more.4 Companies in the UAE have started 

incorporating yoga into their employee wellness programs. Regular yoga sessions are conducted to help employees manage 

stress and improve their overall well-being. Yoga sessions are commonly held on the beaches of Dubai and Abu Dhabi, 

providing a scenic and tranquil environment for practice.5 Many public parks host free or community yoga sessions, 

encouraging people of all ages and backgrounds to participate. Even charity yoga events are organized to raise funds for 

various causes, promoting the spirit of giving and community involvement. Yoga events often attract participants from 

various nationalities, creating a platform for cross-cultural dialogue and understanding.  

 Saudi Arabia: In Saudi Arabia, the practice of yoga has gained traction despite initial cultural reservations. Private yoga 

studios and wellness centres have emerged in major cities like Riyadh and Jeddah, catering primarily to expatriates and 

increasingly to local Saudis.  International Yoga Day is celebrated on June 21st with various events organized across major 

cities like Riyadh, Jeddah, and Dammam. These events often include large-scale yoga sessions and workshops. There are 

many yoga classes specifically designed for women, including prenatal and postnatal yoga, focusing on women's health 

and wellness. In 2017, yoga was officially recognized as a sport by the Saudi Ministry of Commerce and Investment, 

marking a significant step in its promotion and acceptance.6 The acceptance of yoga reflects evolving attitudes towards 

holistic health practices and has contributed to India-Saudi Arabia cultural exchanges. Yoga workshops and seminars 

organised by Indian cultural centres have facilitated cultural diplomacy by promoting shared values of wellness and 

mindfulness. Saudi Arabia’s burgeoning tourism sector includes yoga as part of its wellness tourism offerings, attracting 

tourists seeking relaxation and health benefits.7 

 Qatar: Qatar has witnessed a growing interest in yoga among its population, supported by the establishment of yoga centres 

and the inclusion of yoga classes in fitness facilities. Yoga classes for children are available in schools and community 

centers, promoting physical activity and mindfulness from a young age. The Indian Embassy in Qatar actively participates 

in organizing these events, collaborating with local yoga studios, wellness centers, and community groups.8 Indian cultural 

organisations and diplomatic missions in Qatar actively organise yoga events and workshops, which are well-received by 

locals and expatriates alike. These initiatives not only promote physical fitness but also foster cultural understanding and 

appreciation of Indian traditions. Yoga has become a symbol of India's soft power in Qatar, reinforcing bilateral relations 

through people-to-people connections. 

 Oman: In Oman, yoga has found a niche among residents seeking alternative wellness practices. International Yoga Day 

is celebrated on June 21st across Oman, with large public gatherings and yoga sessions organized in cities such as Muscat, 

Salalah, and Sohar. The Omani government supports various health and wellness initiatives, and yoga is increasingly 

recognized as part of these efforts. Yoga centres offering a variety of classes, from traditional Hatha yoga to modern 

variations like power yoga, have flourished in Muscat and other cities. The Oman Yoga Association collaborates with the 

Indian embassy and cultural centres to organise yoga festivals and educational programs, promoting a deeper understanding 

of Indian culture.9 Many hotels and resorts offer yoga classes as part of their wellness and fitness programs, catering to 

both tourists and residents. These initiatives contribute to Oman-India relations by showcasing the universal appeal of yoga 

and its role in promoting holistic well-being. 

 Kuwait: Kuwait has embraced yoga as part of its health and wellness landscape, with yoga studios and classes gaining 

popularity among expatriates and Kuwaiti nationals. Indian cultural centres in Kuwait City regularly host yoga workshops, 

meditation sessions, and cultural events that highlight India's spiritual heritage. These activities strengthen bilateral ties by 
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fostering cultural exchanges and promoting a positive image of India through yoga's universal principles of unity and 

harmony. 

The promotion of yoga in the Middle East exemplifies India's effective use of cultural diplomacy to build bridges and enhance 

international relations. Through yoga, India not only promotes physical health and well-being but also shares its rich cultural 

heritage10 and values with Middle Eastern countries. The widespread acceptance and popularity of yoga across the region underscore 

its role as a powerful tool of soft power diplomacy, fostering mutual understanding and strengthening India's cultural and diplomatic 

ties with the Middle East. As yoga continues to grow in popularity, its impact on India's cultural diplomacy efforts in the region is 

expected to deepen, further solidifying cultural connections and promoting global harmony. 

II. Cinema: 

Bollywood films have a significant impact on cultural exchange and perceptions of India in the Middle East, influencing various 

aspects of society and fostering deeper cultural connections. Bollywood films often depict vibrant Indian culture, traditions, values, 

and lifestyles. Middle Eastern audiences, through these films, gain insights into Indian society, enhancing their cultural familiarity 

and creating a sense of connection with India. The popularity of Indian films contributes to projecting a positive image of India as 

a culturally rich and diverse nation with a global influence in arts and entertainment. 

Bollywood films serve as a medium for cross-cultural dialogue and understanding between India and the Middle East. Themes in 

movies such as family dynamics, romance, social issues, and historical narratives resonate across cultures, facilitating conversations 

and exchanges.  Indian films generate revenue through box office collections, satellite rights, and digital streaming in the Middle 

East. This economic aspect strengthens bilateral trade relations and encourages collaborations between the Indian and Middle 

Eastern film industries. Bollywood movies often showcase iconic Indian locations and landmarks, sparking interest among Middle 

Eastern audiences to visit India. This promotes cultural tourism, leading to increased travel and tourism exchanges between the 

regions. 

 
Figure 1: Source - Box Office India 

Bollywood stars and celebrities enjoy popularity in the Middle East, influencing fashion trends, music choices, and lifestyle 

preferences. The cultural exchange contributes to a mutual appreciation of each other's cultural expressions and values. Bollywood 

films sometimes address universal themes such as love, friendship, and social justice, which resonate with Middle Eastern audiences 

and foster empathy and understanding of diverse perspectives. 

Bollywood films play a crucial role in shaping perceptions of India in the Middle East, facilitating cultural exchange, strengthening 

bilateral relations, and contributing to global cultural diversity. They serve as a dynamic tool for cultural diplomacy, enhancing 

mutual understanding and appreciation between the people of India and the Middle East. Some of the recent movies which gained 

popularity in the Middle Eastern countries are Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, Bajrangi Bhaijaan, PK, Sultan, 3 Idiots, Baahubali, 

Dangal, Raazi, Padmavat etc.  

 
III. Indian Cuisine:  

Indian cuisine plays a significant role in facilitating cultural dialogue and exchange between India and Middle Eastern countries. 

This culinary interaction promotes mutual understanding, appreciation, and stronger cultural ties. The historical trade routes 

connected India with the Middle East for centuries. Spices and culinary techniques were exchanged, leading to shared ingredients 

and cooking methods in both regions. Many Middle Eastern and Indian dishes share common ingredients, preparation styles, and 

the use of spices like cumin, coriander, and saffron, as well as cooking methods like grilling and baking flatbreads, create familiar 

flavors that bridge cultural gaps.11 

The presence of Indian restaurants in Middle Eastern countries provides locals and expatriates with the opportunity to experience 

Indian cuisine firsthand. These restaurants serve as cultural ambassadors, showcasing India's culinary diversity and hospitality. 

Indian food festivals held in Middle Eastern countries introduce a wide range of Indian dishes to new audiences.12 These events 

often include cooking demonstrations, tastings, and cultural performances, enhancing cross-cultural interaction and appreciation. 

Large Indian expatriate communities in the Middle East maintain and share their culinary traditions, contributing to the multicultural 
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fabric of these countries.13 Indian festivals and celebrations often include traditional foods, inviting local participation and fostering 

community bonds. 

Indian embassies and cultural centres in the Middle East frequently organise events that highlight Indian cuisine. These events are 

platforms for diplomatic engagement, fostering goodwill and cultural understanding. The export of Indian spices, grains, and 

packaged foods to Middle Eastern countries supports economic ties and introduces Indian culinary elements into daily diets, 

furthering cultural integration. The fusion of Indian and Middle Eastern culinary traditions leads to the creation of innovative dishes 

that blend flavours and techniques from both cultures.14 This culinary fusion is a testament to the dynamic and evolving nature of 

cultural exchange through food. 

Indian cooking shows and food channels broadcasted in the Middle East educate viewers about Indian cuisine. Popular Indian chefs 

and cooking programs demonstrate how to prepare traditional dishes, fostering a deeper understanding of Indian culinary 

traditions.15 Food bloggers and social media influencers from both regions often share recipes, cooking tips, and restaurant reviews, 

creating a virtual platform for cultural exchange and dialogue. Cooking classes and workshops conducted by Indian chefs in the 

Middle East offer hands-on experiences, allowing locals to learn and appreciate Indian cooking techniques and recipes. 

Middle Eastern tourists visiting India often explore its culinary landscape, bringing back experiences and stories that promote Indian 

cuisine in their home countries.16 Conversely, Indian tourists in the Middle East experience local flavors and establish culinary 

connections. Organised culinary tours that focus on Indian cuisine attract food enthusiasts from the Middle East, providing an 

immersive cultural experience that goes beyond mere food tasting. Each dish tells a story about its origins, ingredients, and 

preparation methods. Sharing these narratives promotes understanding and respect for each other's culinary heritage. Festivals and 

celebrations in both regions often feature a blend of culinary traditions, reflecting the shared cultural heritage and enhancing mutual 

respect and enjoyment. Through shared culinary experiences, historical connections, and contemporary interactions, Indian food 

fosters mutual appreciation, strengthens cultural ties, and promotes a deeper understanding between the two regions. 

The food festivals are being organised with support of the Indian government as food festivals like Indian Food Festival in Dubai 

(UAE) organized by the Consulate General of India in Dubai.17 These festivals showcase a wide variety of Indian dishes, cooking 

demonstrations, and cultural performances. The Indian Food Festival in Riyadh (Saudi Arabia)18 was hosted by the Indian Embassy. 

This festival features traditional Indian cuisine prepared by renowned chefs, alongside cultural events like dance and music. As a 

part of the ‘Qatar-India Year of Culture’, numerous food festivals and culinary events have been organized to highlight Indian 

cuisine and promote cultural exchange. Organized by the Indian Embassy in Bahrain, ‘Taste of India Festival in Bahrain’, event 

was aimed to promote Indian culinary heritage and includes food stalls, cooking workshops, and cultural performances. 

Renowned chefs from India travel to Middle Eastern countries to conduct cooking classes, workshops, and collaborative dinners 

with local chefs, and vice versa. These exchanges help in blending culinary techniques and introducing new flavors.19 Culinary tours 

organized by both Indian and Middle Eastern culinary institutions to explore each other's food cultures, often including visits to 

local markets, restaurants, and food producers. Indian restaurants in cities like Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Muscat participate in special 

restaurant weeks, offering curated menus that highlight regional Indian cuisines. Temporary pop-up restaurants featuring Indian 

cuisine are set up in Middle Eastern countries during festivals and special occasions, providing an immersive culinary experience. 

Events like the Oman-India Cultural Week and similar exhibitions in other Middle Eastern countries often include sections dedicated 

to Indian cuisine, featuring live cooking demonstrations and food tastings.  

Road Ahead: 

Middle Eastern governments view Indian cultural initiatives to strengthen cultural relations and enhance mutual understanding. 

These initiatives are seen as complementary to their efforts in promoting multiculturalism and diversity. The promotion of Indian 

culture is often part of broader strategic partnerships, including economic, political, and social collaborations between India and 

Middle Eastern countries.20 Cultural diplomacy fosters business and trade partnerships by creating a favorable perception of India. 

Middle Eastern countries are more likely to invest in Indian businesses and enter into trade agreements, enhancing economic ties. 

By engaging with the public through cultural diplomacy, India can influence public opinion in Middle Eastern countries. This 

support can translate into stronger diplomatic ties and more favorable policies towards India. Cultural diplomacy can serve as a 

platform for launching joint initiatives that combine cultural and security goals. For instance, collaborations in areas like heritage 

protection, counter-terrorism efforts through cultural education, and promoting tolerance can enhance overall strategic cooperation. 

Promoting Indian culture in the Middle East encourages tourism from these countries to India. This not only boosts India's tourism 

industry but also leads to more people-to-people contact and cultural exchange. 

Countries often sign cultural agreements and memoranda of understanding (MoUs) to formalize and expand cultural cooperation. 

These agreements can lead to more structured and sustained cultural exchanges. Promoting cultural initiatives helps integrate 

expatriate communities, such as the large Indian diaspora in the Middle East, into the local society. This integration fosters social 

cohesion and reduces cultural friction. 

Cultural ties can facilitate humanitarian collaboration during crises. A strong cultural relationship can lead to more effective and 

coordinated efforts in providing disaster relief and humanitarian aid, as seen during the COVID-19 pandemic when India supplied 

medical assistance to Middle Eastern countries.21 Cultural diplomacy initiatives lay the foundation for long-term economic 

relationships. By building cultural bridges, India can foster sustained economic engagement with Middle Eastern countries, leading 

to ongoing trade, tourism, and investment opportunities. 
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