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PM's assertion that no nation opposed India’s offensive last Sept (surgical
strikes) will be cheered as an unprecedented bravado on foreign soil

Speech Underscores Importance of
Dlaspora In Reinforcing Brand Modi

Nilanjan I\‘)'Iiijkh&palldhyay

Halfway into his prime ministeri-
al campaign in 2013-14, Narendra
Modiclaimed India was blessed
with three ‘Ds’—democracy, de-
mographic dividend and demand
for goods. Shortly after he became

prime minister, Modi began cham-

pioning another ‘D’, the Indian
Diaspora. An integral fixture of
most of his overseas visits in the

past three years have been interac-

tion with the PIOs. Even during
his ongoing visit to the US, despite
political transition underway in
Washington and with uncertainty
prevailing over the outcome of the
bilateral interaction, Modi decid-
ed to address an invitation-only
group of Indian-Americans and
Indians in America. Another sim-
ilar interaction is being planned
in Israel next month.

While thisevent wasrelatively
staid and did not match the cinemat-
iccharacter of Madison Square
Garden in September2014 in terms
of audience size and energy the PM
exuded, his speech in Washington
depicted the importance Modiac-
corded to the diaspora. He took pains
to convey thathe valued their at-
temptstostay connected.
Significantly, Modisought their as-
sistance inensuringthat the next
generationretained the currentlev-
elsof connect.In contrasttothe
MSG speech which was essentially
aboutannouncinghisarrivalon the
international scene and erasing
hurtover pastrefusal of the
Americanvisa, hisspeech in the ear-
Iy hours of Sunday indicated Modi’s

ability touse every available plat-
form tomake points that suited him.
Equally important, the
Washington gigunderscored the
importance of thediaspora inrein-
forcing Brand Modi. Indisputably,
the applause will resonate among
his supporters in India asanother
instance of elevating ‘izzat (pres-
tige)’ of the country Modi’s asser-
tion that nonation—barring
Pakistan to which hereferred
snidely without naming it—op-
posed India’s offensive foray last
September (surgical strikes) will be

cheered as an unprecedented brava-

doonforeign soil. Like previous oc-

of impelling reasons, he hasno
willingness to advocate for PIOs.
Simultaneously, he made it evi-
dent that his foreign policy fol-
lows the ‘India first’ approach in
place of ‘Indians first’ tactic that
many may expect from a person
with his political orientation.
While Modi courts the diaspora
actively, he has also demonstrated
his unwillingness to allow any-
one else to leverage his stance.
Forthe past three years India has
witnessed a PM engaging with the
diasporalike no predecessor has
done. The Rajiv Gandhiregime put
together a diaspora policy following

Burma and Kathmandu in the
1960s. Previously, Golwalkar inter-
acted with a Trinidadian member
of its Legislative Council of Indian
origin, Simboonath Capildeo—also
uncle of VS Naipaul —and the idea
of establishing Vishwa Hindu
Parishad emerged at this meeting.
Capildeo’srepresentative attended
thefirst conference of VHP in 1964.
Asprime minister, Modican ill af-
ford to selectively reach out toa sec-
tions of PIOs. Like other Indian
communities, this too isnotamono-
lithic group and many donotre-
spond as warmly tohim as those
who throng Modi’s events. Yet, giv-
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casions when he spoke to an audi-
ence beyond those at the venue,
Modiaddressed his domestic con-
stituency asmuch as the P1Os.
Moreover, the pitch he struck on is-
suesof terrorismand surgical
strikes enabled him to head into his
bilateral téte-a-tete with Donald
Trump with a stated position.
Significantly in this address, as
at other venues in different coun-
tries he visited, Modi took care to
communicate that in the absence

the military coup in Fijiin 1987.
Thereafter, aconsensus emerged
among political parties that govern-
ments must not ignore the interests
of Indian communities in other
countries. Yet, within afew years,
the engagement with PIOs was lim-
ited to the annual Pravasi Diwas
bash. Modihas pursued the RSS
policy of connecting with Hindu
PIOs.Itneedsrecollection that the
second sarsanghchalak MS
Golwalkar addressed Hindus in

en that an estimated 3.3 % of global
population lives in countries other
than their place of birth or origin
and that with nearly 16 million
Indians scattered globally (they
constitute the largest diaspora),
Modihastapped into a truly global
constituency Like several Modi ini-
tiatives, this too shall have tobe
closely tracked if only for the bear-
ing itmay have on foreign policy
and international response to his
forays on theirsoil.



