Celebrating South Asian Heritage Month (SAHM) in the UK
1st – 31st July 2026

South Asian Heritage History:

Countries in South Asia are often treated as a monolith, yet the identities of each is vastly different. Cultural heritage is often overlooked or its role downplayed and yet it sits at a cornerstone of one’s values, beliefs and behaviours, it is inherent to how you show up in the world. 

The lasting impact of the British Empire and colonial involvement in many of the South Asian countries for centuries cannot be underestimated. It was a deeply traumatic period on a social, educational, economic and psychological level and drove the migration path to the UK.  

India gained independence from Britain in 1947, but freedom came at a high cost as the country was divided into Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. Partition forced more than 10 million people to leave their homes, over 1 million died during this migration. This event and post-war Britain’s need led to the Asian migration to the UK, many Asians moved to Africa and built lives in multiple countries e.g. Kenya & Uganda. There are some survivors of partition, and the traumatic legacy of partition lives on within their families. 

The death toll under British governance is far greater, estimated to be between 15-30 million, not just due to Partition but to British policies that led to famine e.g.  redirecting rice (a staple food) to British soldiers by the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill which led to 3 million people dying in Bangladesh. 

The extraction of resources was of immense proportions, starting with the East India Company, £ trillions in resources e.g. precious stones were extracted and brought to the UK. 

There is much that we could discuss about this shared South Asian - UK history, but it is sufficient to say that the post-colonial legacy is carried by many in the diaspora as they navigate lives in the UK.

Some historical links:

· History of the East India company, London, UK
https://www.londonmuseum.org.uk/collections/v/object-101011/east-india-house/
· Museum of the Docklands which charts colonial history:
https://www.londonmuseum.org.uk/docklands/

· World Wars & South Asian Military involvement
https://southasianheritage.org.uk/category/royal-british-legion/
The British Legion has focused on raising awareness of the involvement of South Asian soldiers in the World Wars. Millions of South Asian soldiers fought in the World Wars and lost their lives, yet their participation is little known or honoured.

· Partition: India, Pakistan & Bangladesh
https://www.partitionmemorial.co.uk/
The Partition Memorial Trust is dedicated to promoting remembrance, commemoration, and education about the enduring legacy of the British Empire on South Asian communities in Britain.

Overview of the diaspora:

	Demographics
	Heritage & Colonial History
	Diaspora

	Afghanistan
	
	

	Population: ~39m (2023)

Languages: Dari, Pashto 

Religion: Islam

	Afghanistan was never formally colonised but served as a buffer state between the British and Russian Empires. 
It won independence from British influence in 1919 after the third Anglo-Afghan War.
	Large Afghan diaspora exists in Pakistan, Iran, Germany, the USA and the UAE driven by successive waves of conflict since 1979.

	Bhutan
	
	

	Population: ~763,000

Languages: Dzongkha, English, Nepali

Religion: 
Buddhism, Hinduism


	Never colonized, British India influenced foreign affairs through treaties, but Bhutan maintained internal sovereignty.
Remained largely isolated until the mid-20th century. Steeped in Vajrayana Buddhism, Bhutan intentionally protected itself from external cultural influences for centuries. 
Its core national philosophy is Gross National Happiness (GNH), prioritizing psychological well-being, cultural preservation, and environmental conservation over raw GDP growth. 
	Small diaspora, primarily refugees resettled in the USA, Canada, Australia, and Nepal


	Maldives
	
	

	Population: ~531,000

Geography: 1,192 islands

Religion: Islam


	Colonised by the Portuguese 1558–1573, then Dutch influence. British protectorate 1887–1965. Gained independence in 1965. Became a republic in 1968
The Maldives possesses a seafaring, Sunni Muslim heritage shaped by centuries of Indian Ocean trade networks. Given its geography, modern Maldivian identity is inextricably linked to frontline global climate advocacy and environmental stewardship.
	Small diaspora, mainly in Sri Lanka, India, UK and Malaysia


	Nepal
	
	

	Population: ~29 million

Languages: Nepali, Maithili, Bhojpuri

Religion: Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam

	Never colonized, unified under the Shah dynasty in 1768. 
Maintained independence through strategic diplomacy between British India and Tibet/China.
Nestled in the Himalayas, its heritage blends Tibetan Buddhism and Hinduism. Nepalese culture values a fierce sense of independent sovereignty, humility, harmony.

	Large labour diaspora in Gulf states, Malaysia, India, the US, UK, and Australia driven by economic migration.


	Sri Lanka
	
	

	Population: ~22 million

Languages: Sinhala, Tamil, English 

Religion: Buddhism, Hinduism
Islam, Christianity


	Colonised by: 
Portuguese (1505–1658)
Dutch (1658–1796), 
British (1796–1948). 
Gained independence in 1948 as Ceylon
Renamed Sri Lanka in 1972
	Tamil diaspora in Canada, UK, Australia, India, and Europe, largely a result of the civil war (1983–2009). 


	Bangladesh
	
	

	Population: ~174 million

Languages: Bengali, English widely used

Religion: Islam, Hinduism

	Part of British India as Bengal Presidency. 
After the 1947 Partition, became East Pakistan. Following political repression and the 1971 Liberation War (with Indian assistance), East Pakistan became Bangladesh and gained independence in 1971. 
Maritime trade links include Sylheti seamen (lascars) working for the British East India Company began settling in London's East End as early as the 19th century.

	Bangladeshi communities in the UK, USA, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Malaysia, and Italy. 
Largely driven by economic migration & opportunity.


	India
	
	

	Population: ~1.4 billion

Languages: Hindi and English 

Religion: Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, 
Sikhism, Buddhism, Jainism



	British colonial rule lasted nearly 200 years (1757–1947). 
India gained independence in 1947, accompanied by partition into India, Bangladesh and Pakistan.
Over 5,000-year history defined by the coexistence of major world religions (Hinduism, Islam, Sikhism, Christianity, Jainism, and Buddhism), thousands of distinct linguistic groups.

	A diaspora of ~18 million in the USA, UK, Canada, UAE, Saudi Arabia, Australia, South Africa, and the Caribbean.


	Pakistan
	
	

	Population: ~217 million

Languages: Urdu, English, Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto

Religion: Islam

	Part of British India. 
Created as a separate Muslim-majority state during the 1947 Partition. 
Pakistan represents a synthesis of Islamic heritage, and regional Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashtun, and Balochi traditions. 

	Communities in the UK, USA, Canada, Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Gulf states driven by economic migration and post-Partition movement.





Heritage, Presence & Contribution of South Asian diaspora in the UK:

The South Asian diaspora in the UK, with roots in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan and the Maldives, constitutes one of the most dynamic, successful, and influential demographics in the country. Over generations, these communities have shifted from post-war industrial and labour roles into leaders of British education, high-value professional sectors, and entrepreneurial ecosystems. The South Asian diaspora is no longer viewed through the lens of an immigrant minority trying to integrate; rather, they are recognised as structural pillars of the UK’s economic competitiveness, academic prestige, and cultural identity.

Religion:
South Asia is home to some of the world’s oldest religions, spiritual practices and knowledge texts which have been followed and cultivated globally. Faiths such as Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism and Sikhism are practiced, and spiritual expression varies deeply across communities and generations. The rise of secular mindfulness and yoga in the UK presents a unique challenge. Many feel a sense of irony or frustration seeing practices rooted in their ancestral heritage e.g. Pranayama presented as breathwork, packaged by Western wellness culture as corporate stress-relief tools, often completely stripped of their ethical and philosophical frameworks. The South Asian spirituality in the UK is moving away from passive cultural inheritance and toward active, conscious curation. The diaspora is using its ancestral roots to build a modern psychological toolkit, proving that mindfulness is not a new Western trend but a homecoming.

Politics, Business, Entrepreneurs & Corporate Life:
The professional footprint of the diaspora has shifted dramatically from small businesses to the top of British institutional power. The executive pipeline is robust with FTSE 100 CEOs to managing directors at top-tier investment banks, British South Asians are heavily represented in financial services, technology, pharmaceuticals, and professional services. The current generation of leaders dominates high-growth sectors like venture capital, AI start-ups, creative industries, and management consulting. The diaspora has reached the apex of British politics, e.g. former Prime Minister Rishi Sunak and London Mayor Sadiq Khan, alongside numerous members of Parliament and the House of Lords.

Coaching lens:
The South Asian diaspora has embraced multi-cultural identities. Navigating displacement, isolation, language barriers, adaptation to alien societal and cultural norms, racism and systemic barriers to build cross-cultural skills and competencies that are not always recognised, valued or surface in the workplace. 

The shifting demographics of the coaching audience now requires a deeper and more structural understanding of global identities. Understanding a clients background requires moving past modern borders to recognise the deep historical currents that shape values, communication styles, and identities.

Cultural humility for coaches is essential to working with the South Asian diaspora. Coaches first have to engage in a critical process of examining their own cultural background, biases and worldview to create an inclusive space for coaching conversations. Reflect on what has shaped your narrative and how your coaching philosophy and approach supports South Asian clients. The work here starts with the coach, not the client.

It is important to raise visibility of the South Asian contribution to society and enrichment of British culture. To foster awareness, connection and unity. To honour, celebrate and create a more cohesive society. Step forward and learn from what you are surrounded by - cultural reflexivity begins with you. 

Resources:

Media:
Some UK based writers & journalists:

· Kavita Puri, a journalist and has written a book on the Bengal famine with a podcast: https://www.kavita-puri.com/work/three-million
· Satnam Sanghera, a writer and journalist and has written about the British Empire: Empireland: How Imperialism Has Shaped Modern Britain: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TFmqylMLmfs
· Shashi Tharoor, author of Inglorious Empire, What the British did to India. Tells the real story of the British in India – from the arrival of the East India Company to the end of the Raj – revealing how Britain’s rise was built upon its plunder of India. https://www.hurstpublishers.com/book/inglorious-empire/
· Mishal Husain - Broken Threads: My Family from Empire to Independence
An extraordinary family memoir from acclaimed newsreader and journalist, Mishal Husain, uncovering the story of her grandparents’ lives amidst empire, political upheaval and partition.
https://dauntbooks.co.uk/shop/books/broken-threads-my-family-from-empire-to-independence/

· Angela Saini, writer & broadcaster 
Angela Saini's latest book explores the murky history of race science and the ways in which it is being resurrected in the 21st century. Combining science, history and politics, it explains how race maps out biologically and how those on the far-right are attempting to repackage racism. 
https://www.angelasaini.co.uk/superior

· Fiction: Monica Ali, author and best known for Brick Lane
https://www.monicaali.com

· Comedian, actress & author: Meera Syal 
https://www.curtisbrown.co.uk/client/meera-syal/work/vigilauntie-a-memoir-innit

· Poetry: Nikita Gill
These Are The Words: 
These Are the Words: an empowering, feminist and beautifully illustrated poetry collection exploring all the things Nikita wished someone had told her when she was younger. Reclaim your agency. Discover your power. Find the words.
https://www.nikitagill.co.uk

· Poetry: Imitiaz Dharker
Imtiaz Dharker is a poet, artist and video film-maker. She was awarded the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry in 2014. http://www.imtiazdharker.com

· Annual Jaipur Literature Festival – an international festival that showcases in Australia, Middle East, Maldives, Ireland, Spain, UK, Canada & USA. https://jlflitfest.org/london

· Artist: Mayar Akash 
https://outsidein.org.uk/galleries/mayar-akash/
Bangladeshi born and brought up in Bethnal Green, Boundary Estate, now living in Cornwall and exercising my freedom to paint, paint on the canvass but expressions in Cornwall are not blue enough. My artwork is my emulation from within, they are as emotional as the days are in Britain – British Bangladeshi fusion. 

Some current exhibitions in London, UK: 

· Anish Kapoor at the Southbank Centre 
Venture into a world of mystery through the artist’s awe-inspiring works at our major exhibition, featuring sculptures and paintings that provoke the senses.
https://www.southbankcentre.co.uk/whats-on/anish-kapoor/

· The Last Princesses of Punjab at Kensington Palace, London ongoing until November 2026. An exhibition of the last Royal family of the Sikh Empire .
https://www.hrp.org.uk/kensington-palace/whats-on/the-last-princesses-of-punjab/
· South Asian Network TV (SANTV) is a platform dedicated to connecting and uplifting South Asian communities across the United Kingdom. Rooted in the rich cultural heritage of South Asia, we strive to be a vibrant voice for the diaspora — supporting, developing, and caring for individuals and communities through meaningful media, storytelling, and community engagemen. https://santv.co.uk/
Coaching related books:
· Book: Coaching Across Cultures by Prof Philippe Rosinski
https://philrosinski.com/philippe-rosinskis-books/coaching-across-cultures/

· Book: The Culture Map by Erin Meyers
https://erinmeyer.com/books/the-culture-map/

· Book: Mosaic Leadership: African, Asian, Middle Eastern and Indigenous perspectives.
Edited by Jonathan Passmore, Badri Bajaj, Mongezi C Makhalima
https://amzn.eu/d/02PoAz1H


*Please note that any views expressed here are my own and the information presented here is accurate to the best of my knowledge and publicly available.

Prepared by Rita Puri 
A cross-cultural coach, navigating cultural narratives and identities as a way to bridge conversations between different cultural heritages.
Email: rita@ravelmind.com
LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/ritadpuri
www.ravelmind.com

[image: A colorful map of the south asian heritage month

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


4
R Puri

image1.png
Unity in
Diversity

#SAHM2026

#unityindiversity
#ourstoriesmatter




