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Abstract

This article analyzes the vegetarian food business model of the Indian community in
Vietnam and several ASEAN countries from the perspective of culture and sustainable
development philosophy. Rooted in religious—philosophical foundations such as Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Jainism, vegetarianism for Indians is not merely a dietary habit but also an
expression of ethics, compassion, and social responsibility. Case studies of Indian
vegetarian restaurants in Ho Chi Minh City, Kuala Lumpur, and Singapore reveal a close
alignment between business philosophy and cultural identity. These establishments not
only offer healthy, eco-friendly food but also serve as cultural spaces that promote green
living values. The article argues that the Indian-style vegetarian food business model
contributes to shaping sustainable consumption trends in ASEAN cities. It then proposes
policy recommendations for developing sustainable culinary cultures, fostering people-to-
people diplomacy, and promoting economic—cultural cooperation among Vietnam, India,

and regional countries.
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1. Introduction

In the context of globalization, which increasingly drives the transnational movement of
people, goods, ideas, and cultural values, models of consumption are undergoing profound
transformations—not only in form but also in underlying philosophy. Cuisine, long
regarded as a biological necessity, has now emerged as a “soft language” of cultural
expression, reflecting the lifestyle and value systems of communities in postmodern
societies. Among such culinary trends, Indian vegetarianism has gained global prominence
as a cultural-ethical phenomenon, embodying a synthesis of spiritual consciousness,

personal health care, and the ethos of sustainable development.

Rooted in the deep philosophical and religious foundations of Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Jainism—which emphasize the principles of ahimsa (non-violence) and universal
compassion—yvegetarianism among Indians transcends mere dietary preference. It is
perceived as a cultural practice grounded in ethics and social responsibility. According to
the History of Indian Vegetarian Societies (2024), since the late 19th century, vegetarian
organizations such as the Punjab Vegetarian Society (1889), the Natural Vegetarian Society
of Bombay, and the Bombay Humanitarian League have operated not only as religious
movements but also as social reform initiatives promoting moral education, humanistic

living, and public welfare.

The voices of Indian delegates at the 15th World Vegetarian Congress (1957), held in Delhi,
Bombay, and Madras, were instrumental in shaping a global vision of vegetarianism as a
way of life committed to peace, ecological harmony, and equality among sentient beings
(History of the International Vegetarian Union, 2024). As a result, Indian vegetarian

philosophy has evolved into a cross-cultural connector in the globalized era.

In Southeast Asia—home to longstanding Indian diasporic communities ranging from
traditional migrants to new-generation F&B entrepreneurs—vegetarian culinary culture is

not merely preserved as a religious heritage. It has been actively adapted and localized,



contributing to the formation of distinctive Indian-themed restaurants in multicultural urban
spaces. These venues serve as both cultural sanctuaries and ethical consumption platforms,
playing a significant role in fostering green lifestyles, pluralistic communities, and people-

to-people diplomacy across the region.

This article adopts an interdisciplinary approach—bridging culinary anthropology,
business ethics, and sustainable development—to examine the Indian vegetarian food
business model in three key ASEAN metropolises: Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam), Kuala
Lumpur (Malaysia), and Singapore. It seeks to demonstrate that these Indian-style
vegetarian F&B models are not merely economic or service-oriented enterprises, but also
sites of cultural convergence that reconfigure urban lifestyles and promote sustainable

values in the age of globalization.

II. Theoretical and Practical Foundations of Indian Vegetarian F&B Business Models

in ASEAN Urban Contexts

In the context of globalization and urban lifestyle transformation, exploring the theoretical
foundations and contextual emergence of Indian vegetarian cuisine models in Southeast
Asia not only sheds light on the cultural and religious characteristics of Indian communities,
but also opens up interdisciplinary perspectives on ethical business practices, sustainable

development, and cross-cultural exchange within ASEAN urban environments.

2.1. The Religious—Cultural Philosophy of Indian Vegetarianism: The Ethical Roots
of F&B Business Models

Indian food culture—particularly vegetarian cuisine—not only reflects dietary customs but
also embodies the vibrant manifestation of religious, philosophical, and social ethical
values. As the cradle of major world religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and
Sikhism, Indian civilization has developed an ethical consumption system grounded in the

principle of ahimsa (non-violence), where vegetarianism becomes an expression of



compassion, spiritual discipline, and responsibility toward sentient life (Radhakrishnan,

1998).

In Hinduism, food is categorized according to the three gunas (qualities): satvik (pure),
rajasic (stimulating), and tamasic (dulling), with satvik foods—vegetables, grains, and
dairy—believed to calm the mind and nourish meditative awareness (Feuerstein, 2001;
Khare, 2008). For Jains, the doctrine of non-harm is applied rigorously: onions, garlic, and
root vegetables are avoided, and meals are consumed only during daylight to prevent
inadvertent harm to living beings (Jaini, 1979; Long, 2009). In Mahayana Buddhism,
vegetarianism is closely linked to the practice of karuna (compassion), adherence to moral
precepts, and the cultivation of sati (mindfulness), forming a path toward liberation

(Harvey, 2000; Keown, 2005).

The Sikh tradition of langar—the provision of free vegetarian meals at temples—
demonstrates ideals of equality, sharing, and community across class, religious, and ethnic
lines (Nesbitt, 2005). In Hindu temples such as Tirupati, Puri, and Mathura, vegetarian food
is prepared as prasadam—sacred offerings—reflecting the sacred connection between

food, devotion, and spiritual reverence (Fuller, 2004).

From an anthropological perspective, Indian vegetarian F&B models function not merely
as economic enterprises but also as expressive spaces where identity, ethics, and religious
worldviews are enacted in everyday life. Vegetarianism, therefore, is not solely an
individual choice but a “cultural practice” imbued with communal significance, linking

tradition with sustainable orientations (Khare, 2008).
2.2. Ethical Business and Sustainable F&B Models

Rooted in the principle of ahimsa (non-violence), Indian vegetarian food systems have
evolved into ethical business models that prioritize not only profit but also social, cultural,
and environmental values. These models align with the concept of “corporate social

responsibility” in contemporary business theory, in which firms are expected to serve as



socially responsible agents rather than mere profit-generating mechanisms (Crane &

Matten, 2016).

First, Indian vegetarian F&B businesses emphasize the use of ethically sourced, organic,
and traceable ingredients. Preference is given to local produce or certified ethical suppliers,
ensuring both product quality and consumer trust — a key factor in the ASEAN context,

where ethical consumption is on the rise (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020).

Second, these models demonstrate an environmentally responsible approach by minimizing
plastic waste, utilizing biodegradable packaging, and implementing low-waste food
preparation systems. These efforts reflect the integration of environmental ethics into daily
operations and correspond closely with ASEAN’s broader sustainable development goals

(ASEAN Secretariat, 2020).

Third, the value chain in many Indian vegetarian restaurants supports fair-trade
relationships with farmers and suppliers, particularly among diaspora communities who
maintain trade connections with Indian agricultural regions. This not only enhances supply

chain transparency but also contributes to rural livelihoods and social equity (FAO, 2013).

Fourth, cultural preservation plays a vital role in differentiating these F&B models. Menus,
service styles, language use, and spatial aesthetics are deeply informed by Indian religious
and philosophical traditions. As Marly Winckler, President of the International Vegetarian
Union, notes: “The philosophy behind Indian vegetarian cuisine is more than dietary; it’s
cultural, spiritual, and ethical — rooted in ahimsa, sattvic principles, and community
values. When this is reflected not only in the food but also in the atmosphere — through
natural materials, sacred geometry, mindful space arrangement, and spiritual symbolism —
it creates an immersive, value-aligned experience.” This value integration resonates with
wellness-driven urban consumers across ASEAN cities who seek authenticity, ethical

clarity, and emotional engagement through culinary spaces.



This alignment between values, operations, and spatial design not only enhances the
customer experience but also fosters a sustainable competitive advantage — particularly in

urban ASEAN environments marked by cultural diversity and increasing ethical awareness.

The Triple Bottom Line model, proposed by Elkington (1997), offers a fitting analytical
framework to assess these businesses, emphasizing a balance between profit, people, and
planet. Indian vegetarian F&B enterprises, by adhering to ethical principles and
environmentally responsible practices, demonstrate their capacity to create not only
economic value but also meaningful social and ecological impact. In this regard, they
represent a culturally anchored and globally relevant model for ethical entrepreneurship in

urban Southeast Asia.
2.3. Historical Context and the Indian Diaspora’s Urban Presence in ASEAN

The presence of Indian vegetarian F&B models in ASEAN urban spaces is intrinsically
linked to the transnational migration history of Indian communities since the 19th century.
Under British colonial migration policies, hundreds of thousands of Indian laborers and
traders—mainly from Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Andhra Pradesh—were relocated to
Southeast Asian countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, Myanmar, and Vietnam to work in

plantations, administration, and trade (Sandhu, 1969).

Over time, these Indian diaspora communities not only established long-term settlements
but also developed sustainable cultural-economic ecosystems, in which food plays a central
role in cultural identity. In Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam), the Tamil community’s presence
is evident in central areas such as Pong Khai, Bui Vién, Ton That Thiép (District 1), and
Cho Lon (District 5), where Hindu temples, vegetarian restaurants, spice shops, and Tamil

language schools are concentrated.

In Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia), the Brickfields district—commonly referred to as “Little
India”—serves as a cultural and religious hub for the Tamil community, hosting Hindu

temples, cultural centers, schools, and South Indian-style vegetarian restaurants. This area



not only preserves cultural identity but also attracts local urbanites and international
visitors. Similarly, in Singapore, Little India on Serangoon Road is a vibrant commercial
and culinary zone where religious practices, vegetarian food consumption, and Indian

cultural experiences coexist within a multilingual, multi-ethnic environment.

Rather than existing as isolated migrant enclaves, Indian communities in ASEAN function
as cultural intermediaries, facilitating connections between India and ASEAN through
economic, religious, educational, and culinary activities. Rajoo (2018) emphasizes that in
the era of globalization, Indian-operated vegetarian F&B models serve not merely as food
services, but as vehicles for transmitting ethical values, cultural identity, and eco-conscious

lifestyles into the region’s pluralistic urban spaces.

Thus, the sustainable presence of Indian communities in major Southeast Asian cities has
facilitated the emergence and expansion of vegetarian F&B models with deeply embedded
cultural-religious characteristics. This phenomenon is not merely the outcome of migration
and integration but stands as a vivid testament to the adaptability and dissemination of

traditional values in a contemporary context.

2.4. Vegetarian Restaurants as Spaces for Identity Preservation and Life Philosophy

Transmission

In the context of rapid globalization and urbanization, Indian vegetarian restaurant models
in ASEAN cities function as more than conventional F&B businesses. They serve as
dynamic cultural-religious spaces where identity is preserved, life philosophies are
practiced, and communities are brought together. In cities such as Ho Chi Minh City, Kuala
Lumpur, and Singapore, Indian-operated vegetarian restaurants have become emblematic

sites of Indian—urban cultural synthesis.

From the perspective of cultural anthropology, these restaurants are not merely venues for
food provision but are forms of cultural expression. Every detail—from strictly satvik

vegetarian menus and spiritually inspired interior designs (incense, Hindu deities, bhajan



music), to communal service practices—contributes to the re-enactment of Indian ethical—
religious worldviews. Values such as ahimsa (non-violence), karund (compassion), and
sharing are transmitted organically through daily culinary experiences (Feuerstein, 2001;

Khare, 2008).

Chains such as Saravanaa Bhavan (Singapore), Ganges (Ho Chi Minh City), and banana
leaf restaurants in Brickfields (Kuala Lumpur) are exemplary. These establishments often
integrate restaurant services with organic grocery stores, catering for religious festivals
such as Navaratri and Diwali, and vegetarian cooking classes—forming closed-loop
ecosystems of lifestyle, health, and spirituality. Some even extend their F&B brands into
community initiatives such as yoga and meditation classes, or philosophical dialogues,

thereby nurturing ethical consumer communities within modern urban centers.

According to Rajoo (2018), operators of these vegetarian F&B models are not merely
entrepreneurs but custodians of cultural memory—agents who sustain cultural-religious
identity across time and space. They provide more than meals; they create sacred spaces

for ritual, belief-sharing, and cultural reconnection.

More importantly, amid climate change and consumer ethics crises, Indian vegetarian
restaurant models carry messages of green living, compassion, and sustainability. Their use
of organic ingredients, recycled packaging, plastic waste reduction, and fair trade
partnerships with local suppliers illustrate the alignment between ethical philosophy and

sustainable strategy (Crane & Matten, 2016; Elkington, 1997).

In conclusion, Indian-operated vegetarian restaurant models in ASEAN cities represent not
only successful examples of cultural adaptation and integration, but also serve as vehicles
for promoting a humanistic value system capable of fostering intercultural understanding,

building harmonious communities, and shaping inclusive, sustainable urban environments.



I1I. Indian Vegetarian Food Business Models in ASEAN Urban Contexts

The dynamic growth of Indian vegetarian food business models in ASEAN metropolises
such as Ho Chi Minh City, Kuala Lumpur, and Singapore is not merely an economic
phenomenon; it also represents a profound expression of a life philosophy rooted in ethics,
community, and sustainability. This section focuses on analyzing the foundational
rationale, operational realities, and the distinctive success factors of these models within

the multicultural and globalized urban context.
3.1. Foundational Basis and Characteristics of the Model

The Indian vegetarian F&B model in ASEAN cities is built not only on the philosophical
foundation of ahimsa (non-violence) and religious ethical values such as compassion,
moderation, and purity, but also reflects the transformation of these values into sustainable
business practices within multicultural urban environments. Drawing from principles
traditionally associated with spiritual life—such as the classification of food according to
gunas (satvik, rajasic, tamasic) or the strict vegetarian codes of Jainism—Indian-operated
vegetarian restaurants have created a service model that simultaneously preserves tradition

and flexibly adapts to modern urban living (Jaini, 1979; Feuerstein, 2001; Khare, 2008).

A distinctive feature of this model is the predominance of family-based entrepreneurial
structures, particularly common among Tamil, Jain, and Sikh communities. These
restaurants are often managed by one or two generations within a single family, with clearly
delineated roles among members: some cook using traditional recipes, others handle
restaurant management, marketing, or service expansion. This structure not only ensures
internal stability but also preserves the authenticity of regional flavors and cultural spirit.
For instance, North Indian dishes such as Chole, Dal Fry, and Paneer Butter Masala
frequently appear alongside South Indian staples like Dosa, Idli, and Sambar, creating

culinary diversity while maintaining a coherent cultural identity.



Table 1: Regional Culinary Characteristics

Region Representative Vegetarian Dishes Key Ingredients
Paneer Tikka, Dal Makhani, Chole, | Paneer, garam masala, black
North India
Aloo Gobi, Naan lentils, plant-based butter
. Fermented rice, urad dal,
Idli, Dosa, Sambar, Rasam, Pongal, ‘
South India coconut, tamarind, curry

Kurma
leaves

. . Basmati rice, mung beans,
Central-South | Vegetable Biryani, Korma, Halwa ‘
coconut milk

Vegetarian Thali, Ayurvedic Chai, Various lentils, dried
Pan-Indian _
Chutney vegetables, blended spices

Source: The authors.

Beyond its gastronomic appeal, the Indian vegetarian F&B model has evolved into an
integrated service ecosystem encompassing packaged foods, Ayurvedic beverages, catering
for festivals and weddings, vegetarian cooking classes, yoga sessions, and the retailing of
organic and religious products. These elements collectively shape the restaurant as not
merely a site of consumption but a space for cultural preservation and community bonding.
In many instances, vegetarian restaurants have become informal community centers for the
Indian diaspora—venues for cultural exchange, spiritual practices, and the promotion of

sustainable lifestyles.

This model also demonstrates strong adaptability to local urban contexts through spatial
and taste modifications: adjusting spice levels, using locally sourced ingredients, and
adopting flexible spatial layouts to align with the habits of host city residents and
international visitors. This helps explain why brands like Ganges (Ho Chi Minh City),
Saravanaa Bhavan (Singapore), and banana leaf restaurants in Kuala Lumpur have

successfully retained cultural authenticity while appealing to non-Indian customers.



In sum, the emergence and development of Indian vegetarian F&B models in ASEAN
urban centers is not only grounded in a profound religious philosophy but is also sustained
and rejuvenated through family- and community-based organization, culinary diversity,

and the capacity to integrate into broader sustainable, ethical, and inclusive value systems.
3.2. Practical Illustrations in Three Key ASEAN Cities

In Ho Chi Minh City, restaurants such as Ganges, Tandoor, and Saigon Indian Restaurant
have established a solid reputation not only among the Indian diaspora but also among
Vietnamese locals and international tourists. Their dining spaces often incorporate spiritual
elements such as incense, bhajan music, and images of deities, creating an ambiance that
is both sacred and welcoming. Vegetarian dishes like Aloo Gobi, Chole, and Dal Tadka are
prepared using organic ingredients, either imported or handcrafted locally. These
establishments also offer additional services such as office lunch delivery and the retailing

of spices and vegetarian ingredients for home cooking.

In Kuala Lumpur, the Brickfields district—Little India—stands out as the heart of the Tamil
community, where traditional banana leaf vegetarian restaurants flourish. Dishes like Thali,
Dosa, and Rasam are served in spaces infused with religious rituals and cultural resonance.
Notably, businesses in this area also produce supporting products such as dry chutneys,
ready-mix dosa/idli batters, and Ayurvedic drinks, catering to both domestic markets and

regional exports.

Singapore showcases a highly professionalized model of Indian vegetarian restaurants. The
Saravanaa Bhavan chain exemplifies global franchising with consistent menus and quality
standards. Restaurants such as Tandoor cater to middle- and upper-class clientele with
premium North Indian cuisine. Singapore also leads in standardizing production processes
(e.g., HACCP, Halal, Vegan certifications) and exporting Indian vegetarian products,

demonstrating the potential for integrating traditional F&B models into global value chains.



3.3. Distinctive Success Factors and Critical Reflections on Sustainability

The Indian vegetarian restaurant model in ASEAN urban contexts has achieved notable
success by integrating cultural heritage, religious philosophy, and modern business

strategy. Several key factors contribute to its distinctiveness:

First, the alignment between philosophy, product, and service creates a clear identity and
ethical credibility. Every dish, style of service, and spatial design reflects the principles of
compassion and purity—central to Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. This coherence

appeals to consumers who value mindful and responsible consumption.

Second, the restaurant is constructed as an immersive cultural space where customers not
only eat but also engage in meditation practices, traditional Indian music, and spiritually
inspired architecture. This multisensory experience strengthens customer loyalty and

transforms the dining area into a site of cultural and spiritual encounter.

Third, the model emphasizes sustainability through the use of organic ingredients, local
sourcing, biodegradable packaging, and minimal plastic waste. However, this sustainability
is still under debate. According to Mr. Zac (2025), an international green consumption
activist, “The Indian vegetarian food model is not as sustainable as commonly perceived,
as dairy remains a significant environmental issue. Only when dairy is eliminated—through
a shift to vegan or fully plant-based models—can it be deemed truly sustainable”. Adding
to this reflective discourse, Mr. Anand Ramesh, Executive Committee Member of
INCHAM and former President of INCHAM Vietnam, as well as CEO of Saigon Indian
Restaurant, offered practical insights from the business perspective: “By forging direct
relationships with farmers and suppliers, restaurants can ensure transparency and
traceability in their supply chain, while also promoting biodiversity and preserving
traditional farming practices. The shift towards plant-based menus is gaining momentum
as restaurants recognize the environmental and health benefits of reducing meat

consumption. Plant-based dishes not only require fewer resources to produce but also



appeal to a growing segment of health-conscious and environmentally aware customers.
These are the integrated core principles of Indian Ayurvedic culture for thousands of years™.
He further highlighted ongoing challenges: “Choice of options, availability of convenient
alternatives, and adaptability to the fast-paced lifestyle and socio-economic conditions: all
these factors can be challenging for traditional Indian vegetarian food models trying to

preserve their core identity and values.”

Fourth, Indian vegetarian restaurants often play a role in community building through
activities such as cooking classes, yoga and meditation group collaborations, charity events,
and environmental education. These initiatives not only enhance social value but also

contribute to brand differentiation.

Fifth, the model demonstrates high adaptability and localization. While maintaining the
core of Indian culinary identity, many restaurants have modified recipes, service formats,
and interior designs to suit local tastes and cultural preferences. This flexibility enhances

cultural exchange and increases the model’s viability in competitive urban markets.

In conclusion, the Indian vegetarian F&B model in ASEAN cities is not simply a
commercial enterprise but a cultural, ethical, and ecological expression of the Indian
diaspora in the region. Nevertheless, for the model to contribute meaningfully to sustainable
development, it must undergo continuous reflection and innovation—such as transitioning
from “vegetarian” to “plant-based” in order to meet evolving global environmental

standards.

IV. Conclusion and Policy Implications

The business model of Indian vegetarian food in major ASEAN urban centers—particularly
in Ho Chi Minh City, Kuala Lumpur, and Singapore—is not merely an economic endeavor
but a vivid manifestation of the intersection between culture, ethics, and sustainability in
contemporary urban environments. Rooted in the philosophy of compassion and the

principle of ahimsa (non-violence), Indian vegetarian F&B models have increasingly



become platforms for promoting healthy lifestyles, responsible consumption, and the

enrichment of urban culinary and cultural life.

A key highlight of this model is its harmonious blend of localization and globalization:
maintaining the essence of traditional culinary and religious identity while flexibly adapting
to the diverse needs, tastes, and rhythms of multicultural cities. Examples such as the
Saravanaa Bhavan chain in Singapore, traditional eateries in Brickfields (Kuala Lumpur),
and restaurants like Ganges and Saigon Indian Restaurant in Ho Chi Minh City demonstrate
how the model successfully engages local consumers while preserving the ethical and

sustainable business ethos at its core.

Based on empirical observations, several policy implications can be drawn to inform urban
governance and the development of the culinary services sector in Vietnam and the wider

ASEAN region:

1. Promote ethical and eco-oriented vegetarian F&B models: Urban authorities
could consider tailored support mechanisms for food businesses that are
environmentally friendly, using organic and transparently sourced ingredients.
Practical measures might include the issuance of green labels, public awareness
campaigns, tax incentives, or access to affordable commercial spaces.

2. Leverage multicultural vegetarian cuisine as part of sustainable tourism
development: Through initiatives such as vegetarian food festivals, health and
wellness weeks, and showcases of international culinary models, cities like Ho Chi
Minh City could position Indian vegetarian restaurants as focal points within a
broader strategy of sustainable urban tourism and diversified cultural offerings.

3. Encourage the integration of culture, education, and community engagement
within culinary spaces: Some vegetarian restaurants could evolve into hybrid
models that combine dining with activities such as philosophical talks, cooking

classes, meditation sessions, or workshops on health and nutrition. These initiatives



have the potential to cultivate conscious consumer communities and disseminate
positive lifestyle values, particularly among the urban youth.

4. Establish a network of ASEAN cities linked by vegetarian F&B collaboration:
Given the presence of Indian-origin business communities across multiple urban
centers, it would be feasible to foster forums for cooperation on vegetarian supply
chains, culinary vocational training, clean product certification, and international
market strategies. The creation of an “ASEAN Vegetarian Restaurant Network”

could emerge as a noteworthy regional cooperation initiative.

In conclusion, the Indian vegetarian F&B model in ASEAN’s urban space holds significant
potential as a symbol of the integration of humanistic life philosophies, ethical
entrepreneurship, and sustainable consumption. In Ho Chi Minh City, the presence of
Indian vegetarian restaurants not only enriches the city’s culinary landscape but also creates
opportunities for collaboration and mutual learning in cultural management, green living,
and the humanistic development of the service economy. Continued research and the
promotion of such models are essential for shaping future urban spaces that are diverse,

inclusive, and sustainable.
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