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Asian nations grow more confident, more optimistic, even as the
US withdraws from globalleadership, fearful after the 9/11 attacks
and lashing out in anger like a wounded animal, without plans or
purpose. By condoning torture and instigating w ar w hile
overlooking pressing problems, the US has abandoned lofty
principles it once embraced. With that context, former Singapore
ambassador to the United Nations, Kishore Mahbubani, offers
predictions about the direction India is likely to take as an
emerging power: The country will retain its cultural pride and not
shy aw ay from its clothing styles or cultural traditions. Likewise,
India will show diminished interest in the West. The country will
retain democracy, respect for human rights and other values, but
apply those values in the context of its own history and culture.
Finally, India will continue striving for inclusiveness rather than
exclusiveness. As such, India may once again act as a bridge for
multiple cultures — and show that as a major power it does not
stand alone, but can cooperate fruitfully with the rest of the world.
—YaleGlobal

India: Emerging as Eastern or Western Power?

India can follow in the footsteps of Japan or China — or even forge its
own path

Kishore Mahbubani
YaleGlobal,19 December 2006
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SINGAPORE: Pundits agree: India will
bethethird great Asian power toemerge,
after Japan and China. Japan emerged
self-consciously as a Western power.
China has madenopretensionsin that
direction. What will be India’s path?

Figuring India’s direction is not easy.
Whatisthenatureof era weareliving
in, Eastern or Western? Alsowhatisthe
natureof Indian civilization itself?

A
century :
Many i the WESt have follow anybody's model
ago,we never felt so insecure,
livedin both in their daily lives
the and their sense of future.
Western

era of human history.Japan emerged as a Western power because there seemedtobeno
alternative to Western power in 1868. Japanese Meiji reformer Yukichi Fukuzawa said:
“Our immediate policy, therefore, should betolosenotimein waiting for the
enlightenment of our neighbouring countries in order tojoin them in developing Asia,
butrather todepart from their ranks and cast our lot with the civilized countries of the
West.!Sun Yat Sen alsoacknowledged superiority of the West: “We, the modern people of
China,areall useless,butifin thefuture we use Western civilization as a model, we can
easily turn weakness intostrength,andtheoldintothe new.2

Similarly, India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru said: “The search for the
sources of India’s strength and for her deterioration and decay islong andintricate. Yet
therecent causes of that decay are obvious enough. Shefell behindin the march of
technique, and Europe, which hadlong been backwardin many matters, took theleadin
technical progress.3Would these Asian statesmen,if alivetoday, readily acknowledgethe
superiority of the West?

Many in the West have never felt soinsecure, both in their

daily lives and sense of future. Remarkably, one man If anyone had suggested

sitting in a cavein Afghanistan hasunleashed much of 15 years ago that Western

thisinsecurity. A few young English Muslims aggravated countries would allow the

it further. Lou Dobbs has convinced many Americans that WS¢ of turtm:e_. h_E would

outsourcing toAsiaisthenextbigthreattoAmerica. have been ﬂlSI‘[‘lIISSEd out
.. of hand. But this has

Europeans, by contrast, feel threatened when a British happened

citizen of Indian ancestry, Lakshmi Mittal, tries tobuy a

European steel company, all the while playing by

European rules. All theseare examples of insecurity.

If the Goldman Sachs BRICs study is accurate, three of the four largest economies in the
year 2050 will be Asian: China, USA, Indian and Japan.Itishardtoengagein Western
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triumph if this triumph does not rest on a conviction of perpetually superior economic
performance.

Something equally important has occurredin the moral dimension. If anyone had
suggested 15 years agothat Western countries would allow the use of torture, he would
havebeen dismissed out of hand. But this has happened. In 2005, Irene Khan, the head of
the Amnesty International, said: “Guantanamoisthegulag of our times.” If her
statement was untrue, there should havebeen a rush of denials from the West. If her
statement was true, an equally strong chorus of voices would have demanded that this had
tostop. Apart from a few flutters of regret, nothing really happened. The gulag continued.

This silence of the West has resultedin a profound shiftin howleading Asian minds view
the West. Instead of seeing the West as a paragon of virtue, they now see an emperor with
nomoral clothing.

The good news hereisthat many of these “Western” values may not beuniquely Western,
and other custodians could emerge.

The West believes thatit alonechampioned “freedom” and “tolerance.” But Amartya Sen
points tothe Indian emperor Ashoka, “whoduring thethird century BCE covered the
country with inscriptions on stone tablets about good behaviour and wise governance,
including a demand for basic freedoms for all —indeed, he did not exclude women and
slaves as Aristotledid.4

Sen’s pointisthatthegreat divide between the East and West may be artificial, that the
values of freedom and tolerance, reason andlogic, may not beuniquely Western.

Against this backdrop, let me offer concrete predictions about how India will emerge:

My first prediction is that Indians, unlikethe Japanese, are going towear less rather than
more Western clothing. Clothing helps defineone’sidentity. Try toimagine another
Mahatma Gandhi or Jawaharlal Nehru without their trademark Indian garb.

Second, India will gradually drift away from the West. The
West will continuetolosethemagical placeit has enjoyed The great divide between
intheglobal imagination. Part of thisis will bearesultof  the East and West may

relative economic performance. There was a time when be artificial; the values
many Asians believed that Westerners wereinherently of freedom and_ tolerance
superior. Today, the cultural confidence of Asiansis may not be uniquely

. . . . Western.

immense. Most peoplein the West have not noticed this

because cultural confidenceisintangible. But Asians are

fully aware,nolonger amazed tosee Asians top thelists of leading global entrepreneurs or

academicachieversin leading American universities.

Butthereis another practical reason why many in the West have not noticed therising
cultural confidence of Asians. Most Western opinions are generated by a small group of
Western pundits — whether they bein “The New York Times” or “Financial Times.” A deep
conviction of Western civilizational superiority seeps through their writings. Strangely
enough,in our information-rich universe, Western voices continue tospeak toother
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Western voices on the basis of deep-seated assumptions of Western superiority, whilethe
rest of the world drifts from these assumptions.

With the Westlosing its magical placein thehuman imagination,itis alsolikely thatthe
desiretoemulatethe West will diminish in India and therest of the world. India will
continue with some of the finest political traditionsithasinherited from the West:
Democracy, a respect for human rights and respect for therule of law. Butincreasingly,
Indians will claim thesetraditions as their own, just as Western philosophers happily
accepted thework of Islamicrationalists and claimed their ideas as their own.

My third prediction is that, with the growing detachment

between the West and therest, India will onceagain With the West losing its
resumeits natural roleas the meeting point for the great magical place in the
civilizations. Ata timewhen many in the West are human imagination, it
convinced that the West cannot co-existin peace with the is likely that the desire

to emulate the West will

Islamicworld, they will increasingly marvel at how India R g :
diminish in India.

hasaccommodated many civilizations —including the
Hindu, Buddhist, Islamic and Christian civilizations —
and how mostlivein peace with one another most of the time.

A spiritofinclusiveness pervades Indian political and social culture. While the West
often tries todiscuss the world in black-and-white terms, the Indian mind sees the
nuances.

TakeIran as a casestudy. The West cannot seebeyond therelatively new and brief
theocraticruleof Iran. Indians however seea rich and deep Persian civilization thathas
contributed somuch tothe development of both Asian and Indian cultures. Hence, while
the West insists on cutting itself off from Iran, Indians naturally believein engagement,
even though theIndian government disapproves of the Iranian nuclear program.

This capacity for engaging other cultures may well mean that India could play a bridging
role between the West and the East. Or, it could play a bigger role of convincing leading
Western minds that they should stop seeing themselves as guardians of oneleading
civilization. A great crusadeis needed toconvincethe West thatitis essentially no
different from therest. India may well play aleading rolein this crusade.

Kishore Mahbubaniis the dean and practice professor of public policy atthe LKY School of
Public Policy, National University of Singapore, and author of “Can Asians Think” and
“Beyond the Age of Innocence: Rebuilding Trustbetween America and the World.” This
article is adapted from remarks delivered by Professor Mahbubani at the annual lecture of
the Center for the Advanced Study of India, University of Pennsylvania, in New York City on
November 9, 2006.
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