
 

As ian natio ns  gro w  m o re co nfident,  m o re o ptim is tic ,  ev en as  the
US w ithdraw s  fro m  glo bal leaders hip,  fearful after the 9/11 attack s
and las hing o ut in anger lik e a w o unded anim al,  w itho ut plans  o r

purpo s e.  By co ndo ning to rture and ins tigating w ar w hile
o v erlo o k ing pres s ing pro blem s ,  the US has  abando ned lo fty

princ iples  it o nce em braced.  With that co ntext,  fo rm er Singapo re
am bas s ado r to  the United Natio ns ,  Kis ho re Mahbubani,  o ffers

predic tio ns  abo ut the directio n India is  lik ely  to  tak e as  an
em erging po w er: The co untry w ill retain its  cultural pride and no t
s hy aw ay fro m  its  c lo thing s tyles  o r cultural traditio ns .  Lik ew is e,
India w ill s ho w  dim inis hed interes t in the Wes t.  The co untry  w ill

retain dem o cracy,  res pect fo r hum an rights  and o ther v alues ,  but
apply tho s e v alues  in the co ntext o f its  o w n his to ry and culture.
Finally,  India w ill co ntinue s triv ing fo r inc lus iv enes s  rather than
exc lus iv enes s .  As  s uch,  India m ay o nce again act as  a bridge fo r
m ultiple  cultures  – and s ho w  that as  a m ajo r po w er it do es  no t

s tand alo ne,  but can co o perate fruitfully  w ith the res t o f the  w o rld.
– Y aleGlo bal

India: Emerging as Eastern or Western Power?

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

Ki shor e Mahbubani
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Showing true colors: A confident India stands up and doesn't
follow anybody's model

SIN GA PORE: Pu ndits agree: India wi l l
be the th ird great A sian power to emerge,
after Japan and China. Japan emerged
sel f-consciou sly  as a  Western power.
China has made no pretensions in  that
direction. What wi l l  be India’s path?

Figu ring India’s direction is not easy.
What is the natu re of era we are l iv ing
in, Eastern or Western? A lso what is the
natu re of Indian civi l ization i tsel f?

A
centu ry
ago, we
l ived in
the
Western
era of hu man history . Japan emerged as a Western power becau se there seemed to be no
al ternative to Western power in  1868. Japanese Meiji  reformer Y u kichi  Fu ku zawa said:
“Ou r immediate pol icy , therefore, shou ld be to lose no time in  waiting for the
enl ightenment of ou r neighbou ring cou ntries in  order to join  th em in  developing A sia,
bu t rather to depart from their ranks and cast ou r lot with  the civi l ized cou ntries of the

West.1 Su n Y at Sen also acknowledged su periori ty  of the West: “We, th e modern people of
China, are al l  u seless, bu t i f in  the fu tu re we u se Western civi l ization as a model , we can

easi ly  tu rn weakness into strength , and th e old into the new.2

Similarly , India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal  N ehru  said: “The search  for the
sou rces of India’s strength  and for her deterioration and decay i s long and intricate. Y et
the recent cau ses of that decay are obviou s enou gh. She fel l  beh ind in  the march  of
techniqu e, and Eu rope, which  had long been backward in  many  matters, took the lead in

technical  progress.3 Wou ld these A sian statesmen, i f al ive today, readi ly  acknowledge the
su periori ty  of the West?

Many in  the West have never fel t so insecu re, both  in  their
dai ly  l ives and sense of fu tu re. Remarkably, one man
sitting in  a cave in  A fghanistan has u nleashed mu ch of
th is insecu rity . A  few you ng Engl ish  Mu sl ims aggravated
it fu rther. Lou  Dobbs has convinced many A mericans that
ou tsou rcing to A sia i s the next big threat to A merica.
Eu ropeans, by  contrast, feel  threatened wh en a British
citizen of Indian ancestry, Lakshmi Mittal , tries to bu y a
Eu ropean steel  company, al l  the while playing by
Eu ropean ru les. A l l  these are examples of insecu rity .

If the Goldman Sachs BRICs stu dy is accu rate, three of the fou r largest economies in  the
year 2050 wil l  be A sian: China, USA , Indian and Japan. It is hard to engage in  Western
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triu mph i f th is triu m ph does not rest on a conviction of perpetu al ly  su perior economic
performance.

Something equ al ly  im portant has occu rred in  the moral  dimension. If anyone had
su ggested 15 years ago that Western cou ntries wou ld al low the u se of tortu re, he wou ld
have been dismissed ou t of hand. Bu t th is has happened. In  2005, Irene Khan, the head of
the A mnesty  International , said: “Gu antanamo is the gu lag of ou r times.” If her
statement was u ntru e, there shou ld have been a ru sh  of denials from the West. If her
statement was tru e, an equ al ly  strong choru s of voices wou ld have demanded that th is had
to stop. A part from a few flu tters of regret, nothing real ly  happened. The gu lag continu ed.

This si lence of the West has resu l ted in  a profou nd shift in  how leading A sian minds view
the West. Instead of seeing the West as a paragon of virtu e, they now see an emperor with
no moral  cloth ing.

The good news here is that many of these “Western” valu es may not be u niqu ely  Western,
and other cu stodians cou ld emerge.

The West bel ieves that i t alone championed “freedom” and “tolerance.” Bu t A martya Sen
points to the Indian emperor A shoka, “who du ring the th ird centu ry  BCE covered the
cou ntry  with  inscriptions on stone tablets abou t good behaviou r and wise governance,
inclu ding a demand for basic freedoms for al l  – indeed, he did not exclu de women and

slaves as A ristotle did.4

Sen’s point is that the great divide between the East and West m ay be arti ficial , that the
valu es of freedom and tolerance, reason and logic, may not be u niqu ely  Western.

A gainst th is backdrop, let me offer concrete predictions abou t h ow India wi l l  emerge:

My first prediction is that Indians, u nl ike the Japanese, are going to wear less rather than
more Western cloth ing. Cloth ing helps define one’s identi ty . Try  to imagine another
Mahatma Gandhi  or Jawaharlal  N ehru  withou t their trademark Indian garb.

Second, India wi l l  gradu al ly  dri ft away from the West. The
West wi l l  continu e to lose the magical  place i t has enjoyed
in the global  imagination. Part of th is is wi l l  be a resu l t of
relative economic performance. There was a time when
many A sians bel ieved that Westerners were inherently
su perior. Today, the cu l tu ral  confidence of A sians is
immense. Most peopl e in  the West have not noticed th is
becau se cu l tu ral  confidence is intangible. Bu t A sians are
fu l ly  aware, no longer amazed to see A sians top the l ists of leading global  entrepreneu rs or
academic achievers in  leading A merican u niversi ties.

Bu t there is another practical  reason why m any in  the West have not noticed the rising
cu l tu ral  confidence of A sians. Most Western opinions are generated by a smal l  grou p of
Western pu ndits – whether they be in  “Th e N ew Y ork Times” or “Financial  Times.” A  deep
conviction of Western  civi l izational  su periori ty  seeps throu gh their writings. Strangely
enou gh, in  ou r inform ation-rich  u niverse, Western voices continu e to speak to other
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Western voices on the basis of deep-seated assu mptions of Western su periori ty , whi le the
rest of the world dri fts from these assu mptions.

With  the West losing i ts magical  place in  the hu man imagination, i t is also l ikely  th at the
desire to emu late the West wi l l  diminish  in  India and the rest of the world. India wi l l
continu e with  some of the finest pol i tical  traditions i t has inherited from the West:
Democracy, a respect for hu man rights and respect for the ru le of law. Bu t increasingly ,
Indians wi l l  claim th ese traditions as their own, ju st as Western phi losophers happi ly
accepted the work of Islamic rational ists and claimed their ideas as their own.

My th ird prediction i s that, with  the growing detachment
between the West and the rest, India wi l l  once again
resu me i ts natu ral  role as the meeting point for the great
civi l izations. A t a tim e when many in  the West are
convinced that the West cannot co-exist in  peace with  the
Islamic world, they wi l l  increasingly  marvel  at how India
has accommodated m any civi l izations – in clu ding the
Hindu , Bu ddhist, Isl amic and Christian civi l izations –
and how most l ive in  peace with  one anoth er most of the time.

A  spiri t of inclu siveness pervades Indian pol i tical  and social  cu l tu re. While the West
often tries to discu ss the world in  black-and-white terms, the Indian mind sees the
nu ances.

Take Iran as a case stu dy. The West cannot see beyond the relatively  new and brief
theocratic ru le of Iran. Indians however see a rich  and deep Persian civi l ization that has
contribu ted so mu ch  to the development of both  A sian and Indian cu l tu res. Hence, whi le
the West insists on cu tting i tsel f off from Iran, Indians natu ral ly  bel ieve in  engagem ent,
even thou gh the Indian government disapproves of the Iranian  nu clear program.

This capacity  for engaging other cu l tu res may wel l  mean that India cou ld play  a bridging
role between the West and the East. Or, i t cou ld play  a bigger rol e of convincing leading
Western minds that they shou ld stop seeing themselves as gu ardians of one leading
civi l ization. A  great cru sade is needed to convince the West that i t is essential ly  no
different from the rest. India may wel l  play  a leading role in  th is cru sade.

Kishore  Mahbubani is the  de an and practice  profe ssor of public policy at the  LKY S chool of
Public Policy, National Unive rsity of S ingapore , and author of “Can Asians Think”  and
“Be yond the  Age  of Innoce nce : Re building Trust be twe e n Ame rica and the  World.”  This
article  is adapte d from re marks de live re d by Profe ssor Mahbubani at the  annual le cture  of
the  Ce nte r for the  Advance d S tudy of India, Unive rsity of Pe nnsylvania, in Ne w York City on
Nove mbe r 9, 2006.
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