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Preface

I served as India’s ambassador to Indonesia and ASEAN from 2012 to
2015. This was among my final assignments, before I moved briefly to
Germany thereafter.

Before Indonesia, I had served in Japan, Sri Lanka, Kenya, Ethiopia,
Italy and Germany. Indonesia, my only Southeast Asian posting, is uniquely
positioned between South and East Asia with a fascinating history. My
Indonesian posting varied from my two assignments in Japan, two in
Africa and two in Europe, as I held concurrent accreditation as India’s
ambassador to ASEAN, becoming the last person to do so. In my final
months in Jakarta, India set up a dedicated mission to ASEAN, marking
a significant shift in how this important relationship was institutionally
managed.

My period in dealing with ASEAN included witnessing the following
key events: the 20th anniversary celebrations of the ASEAN-India
Commemorative Summit in 2012 and its attendant events; the inception of
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) negotiations;
the establishment of the ASEAN Communities; the challenges in the
South China Sea from robust Chinese activities; and the launch of the
Act East Policy in 2014.

As ambassador to ASEAN, I had to travel to countries outside
Indonesia, such as Cambodia, Brunei, Myanmar and Vietnam, for
ASEAN meetings. This experience gave me the opportunity to deal with
a regional organization, which has countries which seem alike, yet often
with different perspectives, just like currents in a warm sea.
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I was the first Indian diplomat to be accredited to two separate regional
organizations, having earlier been the representative of India to the African
Union, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA),
and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) when I was
ambassador to Ethiopia during 2005-9. Thus, I am fascinated by regional
institutions because they allow countries the opportunity to achieve more
than what they could do by themselves. But they are often not a stepping
stone for individual countries to go off on their own.

During my period in dealing with ASEAN, I always looked at what
the ASEAN community-building process was seeking to achieve, and
whether the member states would pursue ASEAN’s policies. I am also
curious about what stage ASEAN centrality would transform to greater
ASEAN responsibility.

Why the Mango Flavour?

Any visitor to India or Southeast Asia will undoubtedly encounter the
mango—an iconic fruit deeply rooted in the cultural and culinary traditions
of both regions. Mangoes are widely cultivated and loved in Southeast
Asia, with countries like Thailand, Indonesia and the Philippines producing
sweet, juicy varieties such as “Chok Anan”, “Harumanis” and “Sala”.
In fact, the mango is the national fruit of the Philippines. While today
mangoes are grown globally, their origins trace back to the Indo-Burma
region, with India boasting a history of mango cultivation that spans
over 6,000 years.

Mangoes are classified into two genetically distinct populations: the
subtropical Indian group and the tropical Southeast Asian group. India,
the world’s largest mango producer, offers an incredible range of varieties
like Alphonso (Hapus), Kesar, Dasheri, Langra and Banganapalli—each
with its unique flavour, texture and aroma. Indian mangoes are typically
nonembryonic, while Southeast Asian varieties are often polyembryony,
contributing to their distinctive characteristics.

For Indians, their mangoes are unmatched in taste and tradition.
Similarly, people across ASEAN take immense pride in their local
varieties. Between these preferences lies the opportunity to celebrate a
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diversity of flavours under one shared symbol—the mango. Despite their
genetic and taste differences, mangoes unite these regions through shared
appreciation and cultural significance.

In Bahasa Indonesia and Malay, the mango is known as Mangga,
symbolizing not only a fruit but also a flavourful connection between
India and Southeast Asia that continues to ripen with mutual respect and
admiration.

The mango is called the King of Fruits, but it is difficult to cultivate.
It requires particular care while growing, snipping and shipping, and it
can be very expensive.

In many ways, the India-ASEAN relationship reminds me of the
mango and its unique flavour. Just like it is difficult to cultivate the
relationship with ASEAN, the mango must be dealt with carefully to
prevent it from overripening. You may face an overwhelming flavour of
the ASEAN way. But it is only when you get used to it, would you be
able to enjoy the tasty fruit!

The mango is an unstated symbol of contradictions and human
preferences, which need to mesh for a real enjoyment. The India-ASEAN
relationship is perhaps such a manifestation in regional relationships. The
time is nigh to overcome the anxiety of the aroma and bite into the fruit
to get a healthy taste.

For this reason, this book is titled The Mango Flavour as the mango
seeks adjustment, accommodation and acceptance to overcome the
challenges to attain a good taste.

My earlier books—The Abalone Factor: An Overview of the India-
Japan Business Relations; Masala Bumbu: Enhancing the India-Indonesia
Partnership; The Injera and the Paratha: Enhancing the Ethiopia-India
Relationship—often had food flavours in their titles. I trust that this book
will provide food for thought as India and ASEAN plough a new field
for enhancing cooperation through their contiguity.
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