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One way of illustrating where we are today is to compare ourselves with the world one hundred, 
one hundred and fifty years ago, because that is when Asian societies began to change. Take for 
example, the environment in which Japan emerged from the Meiji Reformation in 1868. One of 
the great Meiji reformers was Yukichi Fukuzawa. In trying to explain why Japan had to change 
he said, “Our immediate policy therefore should be to lose no time in waiting for the 
enlightenment of our neighboring countries in order to join them in developing Asia, but rather” 
[and he meant Japan], “we should depart from their ranks and cast our lot with the civilized 
countries of the West.” He then added, “We should deal with the Asian countries exactly as the 
Westerners do.” In saying these words, Fukuzawa showed total disdain for Asia. 
 
But you know, he was not the only one who believed that the only way forward was to emulate 
the West. Let me quote an example of a Chinese reformer, in some ways even better known than 
Yukichi Fukuzawa, Sun Yat Sen the first great Chinese reformer. In trying to analyze why China 
was weak, Sun Yat Sen said, “We, the modern people of China, are all useless. But if in the 
future we use Western civilization as the model, we can easily turn weakness into strength and 
the old into the new.” Again, Asians were looking up to the West as the great civilization. Let me 
quote what Nehru said as a younger man. He said, “The search for the sources of India’s strength 
and for her deterioration and decay is long and intricate, yet the recent causes of that decay are 
obvious enough. She fell behind in the march of technique, and Europe which had long been 
backward in many matters, took the lead in technical progress and then went ahead.” Now I’m 
going to quote just one more figure, and after I read to you the quote I’ll explain why I’m 
emphasizing these quotes. The other great historical figure in the early twentieth century was 
Kemal Atatürk, who ruled Turkey from 1923 to 1938, and as you know, Atatürk was absolutely 
convinced that a modern secular Western state was the only way for Turkey to move forward. He 
sometimes expressed his views very graphically. I have a quote about why the Turks should 
change the way they dress. He argued, “The fez set upon our heads as a sign of ignorance, 
fanaticism, obstacle to progress, and attaining a contemporary level of civilization. It is necessary 
to abolish the use of the fez and adopt in its place the hat, the headgear used by the whole 
civilized world.” 
 
Now why do I read out all these quotes? Because they show that one hundred years ago, it was 
very clear in what era we were living. The era was a Western era: the West was powerful, it was 
dominant, the Asian countries felt weak and powerless, and therefore decided that the only way 
forward for them was to in one way or another join the West. That was one hundred years ago; 
now the question is, Where are we today? What exactly is the nature of the era we are living in 
now? I found it very difficult to find a clear and simple answer to this question for many 
reasons. 
 
The first is that the West itself is not clear about the nature of the era in which we are living. 
Indeed, I would say there is as much confusion in the West about the nature of this era as there is 
in the minds of the rest. I suspect that in their heart of hearts, subconsciously, many in the West 
still continue to believe that Western civilization is the best and most successful civilization in 
the world. None would express the sense of superiority as boldly as D.H. Lawrence did in 1923. 
When comparing the West and India, he said “I became more and more surprised to see how far 
higher, in reality, our European civilizations stands than the East, Indian, and Persian, ever 
dreamed of. This fraud of looking up to them, this wretched worship of Tagore attitude is 
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disgusting.” Isn’t that amazing? Sometimes as I read this quote, I think, “My God, today, nobody 
would ever say such a thing.” We live in such times of political correctness that even if they 
believe it, they won’t say it. But here is D.H. Lawrence saying it. 
 
But to be fair, there is every reason for the West to feel superior. When you look in terms of 
economic performance, in political arrangements, in social safety nets, in education and learning, 
and in critical fields of science and technology, the West is still far ahead. Each year Westerners 
win most of the Nobel prizes and the rest win very few. And it is also a fact that for the past few 
centuries, Western decision makers have essentially determined the course of human history. 
Here I will quote a Western historian, J.M. Roberts, and I want to quote him because I think he 
expresses very clearly and very succinctly how history has moved in the last few centuries. He 
says, “It seems reasonable to expect agreement that the course of ‘modern history’ has been 
increasingly dominated by first the Europeans, and then the Western civilization which was its 
successor. By ‘dominated’ I mean two things were going on.  One was that the history of the 
rest of the globe was changed forever and irreversibly by the actions of the men of the West:  
The other was that it changed in a particular direction, it was overwhelmingly a matter of other 
cultures taking up Western ideas, goals, and values, and not the reverse.” So you can see in his 
description of history, the West decides and the rest follow. 
 
But today just ask yourself whether it is still the case that history is dominated by “the men of the 
West”; is it still a one-way street? My sense is that today in the West, many instead of feeling 
dominance and strength, have actually begun to feel very insecure, both in their daily lives and in 
their sense of the future. And what is remarkable - I can say this in Manhattan since I was here 
on 9/11 – is that there is one man sitting in a cave in Afghanistan who has unleashed much of 
this insecurity that bedevils the West. We know that a few young English Muslims aggravated it 
even further with the attacks in London. And last month, when I was taking a short flight from 
Newark to Milwaukee, I found that my saline solution, hair gel, shampoo, shaving cream, and 
Colgate toothpaste had to be confiscated because they were threats to security. That’s a vivid 
illustration of how times have changed, how insecure you can be in the greatest and strongest 
civilization. 
 
But terrorism is not the only threat that people feel. I suppose in the room here you will 
understand, you all know who Lou Dobbs is. He has convinced many Americans that 
outsourcing to India is the next big threat to America. Paradoxically, on the way here I was 
reading a book on India which said that many small and medium-sized companies in America 
had never heard of outsourcing before Lou Dobbs. Now, thanks to Lou Dobbs, they have heard 
of outsourcing and now they’re going to India. So maybe you can thank Lou Dobbs. I could 
give other examples, but I think the change in the relativity between the West and the rest is not 
just in the material realm, a change in the relativity has occurred also in the moral realm.  
You may remember that in the great Cold War between the West and the Soviet Union, the West 
emphasized that the fundamental difference between the West and the Soviet Union was not just 
in the material and military spheres, but it was also in the moral sphere. The Western values of 
democracy, human rights, and freedom represented the highest values of humanity. As you 
know, Ronald Reagan in his brilliant fashion said that the Soviet Union was the evil empire and 
we are the good ones. Very clear, moral, black and white distinction, and when the Cold War 
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Question and Answer Period 
Q: In many ways the Chinese attribute their success to Confucian philosophy and they don’t 
really look at it as Western technology and adopting Western methods that are responsible for 
their economic success. You quoted Akbar and others, but do you see a similar evolution in India 
happening? 
 
KM: I think the Chinese would acknowledge that the main reason for their success, the main 
reason why China has finally woken up after three centuries of underperformance or frankly very 
bad performance, is because they took the ideas of a Scottish man called Adam Smith and 
applied it. Why it took them two-hundred years to pick up these ideas is a great mystery of 
Chinese civilization, and I’m sure Chinese historians will ask that question. They have to admit 
that in the areas of economics, in the area of science and technology; undoubtedly all the ideas 
they have are Western ideas. These are not Chinese ideas, and they’ll be honest enough to admit 
it. But the big difference between China and Japan is that the Chinese have never even in the 
darkest days lost their cultural confidence in themselves, and so they have always known that 
Chinese civilization is strong and that it will recover and become strong again. They were 
never—I presume this is a historical fact—they were never as deeply colonized as India was in 
any sort of way. Whereas India went through 200 years of British rule, the Chinese didn’t have 
that experience, so there is in that sense a very big difference between the Chinese experience 
and the Indian experience. 
 
The reason why they are going back to Confucianism nowadays is partly a natural rediscovery of 
the past, just as the West did in a sense. The current history of Western civilization is that it 
sprouted in Greek and Roman times, fell asleep for one-thousand years, woke up again in the 
fifteenth century. Nothing happened between the year 500 and 1500. But the whole Islamic 
contribution in terms of maintaining the science, the learning, the philosophy of Western 
civilization, that has to be put together in one continuous thread too, and that’s how history will 
be rewritten again in the years to come. In the same way, the Chinese who lost much of their 
history because of the troubles of the last two-hundred years are rediscovering it. At the same 
time, to be completely candid, it’s also politically useful for the Chinese Communist party, 
which is now trying to find new sources of legitimacy for itself because it is really very 
politically difficult to run the country in the name of a Communist party when in fact you are the 
most capitalist country in the world. 
 
Q: I have an observation, a statement, and a question. My observation is that when we were 
trying to endow the CASI chair, I had the great fortune of discussing this with Kishore at his 
house in Singapore. I took his advice when he said go ahead, and I’m delighted to announce that 
he was one of the first individual contributors to the establishment of the Center for Advanced 
Study of India at the University of Pennsylvania. The second is a statement. I read his book, Can 
Asians Think? and I came to the conclusion he took Singapore out of the Asian map. Now the 
question. I didn’t really get a conclusion from “Is India going to turn East or West?” What do 
you think is going to be the radical change of the geopolitical situation between India, China, 
Russia, and Pakistan? 
 
KM: I deliberately avoided the geopolitical dimension because the geopolitical dimension 
changes very quickly. Look at India and the United States for example. I remember twenty 
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years ago if you came to Washington, DC and tried to suggest that there could be a natural 
partnership with India and the United States, there would have been tremendous resistance. 
Since Henry Kissinger is a friend of mine I can say he could never see any natural relationship 
with India and the United States. But then geopolitics change. So it’s very dangerous to make 
predictions about the future on the basis of geopolitics. I think far more fundamental are the 
long-term interests, as well as the natural instincts of the people. Here one of the good things 
that is happening in Asia is that there is a conviction on the part of many Asian countries that 
they have wasted two-hundred years in trying to catch up and join the modern world. I mean, the 
reason I wrote the book Can Asians Think? is because I always say: If you Asians are so smart, 
why is it one-thousand years ago you were here, Europe was here, North America hadn’t been 
discovered; one-thousand years later North America is here, Europe is here, and you are still 
here? You can’t be that smart, right, if you do that? But now they finally realize that this is the 
moment to catch up and succeed. Now if that’s the fundamental impulse, clearly none of them 
want to get involved in conflicts or rivalries of any kind. 
 
China is making an enormous effort to reach out and share its prosperity with all its neighbors. 
The number one trading partner for Japan today is China, the number one trading partner for 
Korea is China, the number one trading partner for many Southeast Asian states is China. For 
India Sino-Indian trade has blossomed tremendously from a few hundred million dollars to 
almost $20 billion this year. Now with that being the underlying trend, I don’t see the Chinese 
reverting to their old ways of trying to play off Pakistan against India. It doesn’t serve their 
interest. I haven't seen the story that you mentioned, and I would be very surprised if they did 
that because the Chinese have come to accept, as in some ways the United States has come to 
accept, that India is going to be a major power. I think the Chinese stake in India is so much 
larger than their stake in Pakistan. The story may be true, but I find it difficult to believe that 
they will do that. 
 
Q: First a comment and then a question. Recently I was at a panel discussion where they were 
talking about the future of the United Nations and somebody asked who would be the best 
candidate for the secretary-general if another election was taking place, and your name came up 
three times. I’m not sure if you want that job or not. India likes to think itself in terms of a 
global power or one of the major global powers, and recently made two attempts in that 
direction, one to secure a seat in the Security Council, and two, having failed there, to get their 
candidate elected as the secretary-general. Both of them did not succeed. What do you think is 
happening here? Is the Indian government misreading their role or is some other force at play? 
 
KM: For your question about India and the United Nations, actually it’s a good way of 
illustrating how much the world has changed. If you look at the power structures of the world, 
it’s amazing how they represent a picture of the past and not a picture of the future. Part of the 
problem here, and here again I’m sorry I’m going to politically painful grounds, is that the West 
finds it difficult to accept that its going to give up its domination of the world. I give you a few 
simple examples. This is the year 2006, the world’s fastest growing economies – it’s a fact, and 
as I mentioned the largest economies will also be Asian. Yet to become the head of the IMF, 
you have to be a European, to become the head of the World Bank you have to be an American. 
The 3.5 billion Asians don’t qualify. I mean, that’s absurd. But it represents in some ways a 
fossilization of the power structure of the past. That’s only one example. 
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The UN Security Council is another one. It’s a very obvious one. It represents the victors of 
World War II and if it carries on that way, the danger is that the Security Council will lose its 
legitimacy. I actually accept the principle of permanent membership and I think if you want to 
have a stable world order it’s important that all the major powers become stakeholders in the 
global system. The way you make them stakeholders in the global system is by giving them a 
seat at the table and say “okay, you want to be a stakeholder, you sit with us, and you decide 
what’s the solution to these problems; you have to make a contribution, too.” But if you 
preserve these clubs and have these clubs represent the past, and you know this applies to other 
organizations in terms of voting rights and so on and so forth, then you’re going to have a 
problem in the world, and this is why in a sense you need to have a huge change of mindset in 
the West. My final point about the UN is that I’m a great believer in the UN, and I see the UN 
not as a sunset organization, but as a sunrise organization, one that will be needed more and 
more in the years to come. For it to be the sunrise organization it has to change, it has to adapt to 
the times, because if it doesn’t, then you become irrelevant. 
 
Q: Let me offer a different view and get a reaction. Is it possible that we are all just 
overreacting? If you turn the clock back to thirty-three years ago, the Soviet Union was an 
alternative pole perhaps, comparable to Islam in some ways, you had the Mai Lai disaster which 
was comparable to Guantanamo, you had a president of the United States who effectively almost 
had been impeached, and that too passed, and the West maintained a position of leadership for 
several decades back at a similar position. Is it conceivable that this too shall pass and perhaps 
pass quickly? 
 
KM: Yes, that’s actually a very good question. I tell my Asian friends that the biggest danger 
they face is Asian triumphalism. Asian countries will take at least thirty to forty years more, at 
least. They haven’t arrived yet. China has got to make this tremendous transformation of its 
political system. It is not going to be easy. It’s going to be very difficult, very painful. Indeed 
along the way it’s quite conceivable that China may well stumble, and I think it’s also true of the 
other countries. Even India can stumble once or twice in its effort to get there, like other 
countries did. But they say you cannot make predictions about the future except in one 
dimension. If you can measure the amount of snow that’s fallen in the Himalayas, if you have 
enough information you can predict the level of floods in the Ganges six months later because 
there’s a correlation between the amount of snow that has fallen and the flood levels in the 
Ganges. Now a lot of snow has fallen on Asia already. The huge transformation in Asia is that 
the number of young people in Asia are the largest in the world. Europe literally has very few 
young people, and India has this huge demographic pool of young people. That’s one fact. 
That’s a fact, it’s a concrete reality. 
 
The second concrete reality is that this young generation is the most confident young generation 
of Asians seen in centuries. They believe tomorrow will be better than today. They believe that 
tomorrow is theirs, and that shift in mindset motivates you in a dramatic fashion. I think this 
explains fundamentally the tremendous energy you see in both China and India and the other 
Asian countries, too. I haven’t spoken of Korea, I haven’t spoken of Vietnam, but whatever I am 
saying about China and India actually applies to many other Asian countries, too. So those 
realities have already arrived and the consequences are that there will be a natural shift of 
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economic power. There is a British historian Angus Madison, who has already shown that from 
the year 1 to the year 1820, for eighteen centuries, the two largest economies of the world were 
always China and India. They went down to the lowest point in 1950, and since then they’ve 
been climbing back to where they were in 1820 to become the largest economies of the world. 
There’s a natural trend in that direction, so I would say that in some ways the last two-hundred to 
three-hundred years in a sense of Western domination is rather unusual. For such a small group 
of people to dominate such a large part of the planet, that was unusual. I can say this because I’m 
an ethnic Indian: it is one of the great historical mysteries how it is that 300 million ancestors of 
mine could be ruled by 100,000 Englishmen. Is that conceivable today? Can it happen today? It 
cannot. The world has changed. That’s one example. So enough changes have happened to 
make me say no, you will not go back to where we were. 
 
Q: As to the question is India going to be Eastern or Western, do we think of Western as a 
stationary, imperialistic, colonial power? The West has changed a lot where there have been 
actions recently. I see the elections of yesterday, there’s a lot of disapproval of what the West 
did unilaterally in part of the world, and the West has also become very multicultural. Do you 
see a fusion rather than just India becoming East or West? 
 
KM: Actually I’m very glad you used the word fusion because in the book that Sreedhar 
mentioned, Can Asians Think?, I did speak about the future that I see for more across the Pacific 
and also frankly in India too. I do see a fusion of civilizations happening, and if you ask me 
where my bias is in that sense, I agree with you that the West is also going to change, but for the 
West to change it’s also going to change its mindset. This is why I give the examples. When 
you are reluctant to allow Asians into decision-making positions and you think they’re not good 
enough, that reflects an old mindset. And the irony as you know in America, look at this room, 
look at the success of Asians, especially Indians in America, and you realize how open and 
inclusive America is and how open and inclusive Western civilization can be. But now you 
need to apply that, to take that openness and inclusiveness and apply that to the global order. 
That step requires you giving up some seats. You can do it domestically, now can you do it 
globally. That’s the big shift. 
 
Q: I have first a light observation and then a more serious question. On the topic of the sari, if 
Sanjay Kapur, the head of Satyapaul, which some people in this room will know is a very trendy 
sari chain, has his way, many people beyond the Indian population will be wearing saris. He has 
opened a store in Singapore as you probably know, is opening one in Dubai and London and the 
US is next on the list, so perhaps the sartorial trend will start moving in the opposite direction 
along with some of the others you’ve talked about this evening. 
 
On a more serious note, in terms of the moral dimension, in which the West has suffered a loss, 
especially the United States in the wake of Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib and other sorts of sad 
excesses, I have been very struck by something that I think is emerging in India in conversations 
that I’ve had with business leaders and social leaders over the last year. I think it is very 
interesting to look at the politics of inclusion that you were just talking about and the necessity of 
inclusiveness in the institutions of global order. India has been one of the champions of pushing 
for that, whether it’s in the WTO or the United Nations. Across the board India has been a 
leader of the nonaligned movement in previous decades, but domestically the politics of 
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inclusion and a paradigm of inclusion have become very current in India. I can’t tell you the 
number of leading CEOs that I have spoken to recently who have talked about the importance of 
equity and of making sure that India’s economic takeoff includes all of the population. As 
Mukesh Ambani said to me, we have to do something that no one in the world has been able to 
do, and that is to grow equitably. I’ve heard this over and over again and I just wondered if you 
could comment on whether Asia is really the center of gravity as the world moves toward Asia 
materially, and what is the possibility of coming up with something that goes past Fukuyama’s 
final moment of history of Western liberalism in some kind of a new model that includes 
capitalism in some way but differently? 
 
KM: I’m very glad to hear that the saris are spreading globally so one of my predictions will 
come true. But your second point actually is a very important one. Sometimes I have to ask 
myself the very painful question of whether I am Western or Eastern. I don’t know the answer to 
that question. There is so much of me that is so Western, and there is so much of me that is so 
Eastern. For example, when I do my writing, I lock myself up in the room and I put on the old 
songs that Mohammad Rafi used to sing in the sixties and seventies, my childhood songs. There 
you are in Singapore listening to Mohammad Rafi songs and writing an essay, and that’s an 
example of where identity questions enter. 
 
But the good news is that the great values of Western civilization, the enormous regard for 
human self-worth, the idea that every individual matters, are being adopted. Incidentally one 
reason why China and India are thriving today is because finally the Chinese and Indians also 
came to realize that the people at the very bottom are resources and not burdens. That’s a 
Western idea that has been captured by China and India. So many of the great Western values I 
believe should become universal values, but for them to become the universal values, the West 
must stop portraying them as Western values, the West should say that these are human values 
and we are all working together to defend not Western civilization but human civilization. Once 
the West speaks in that way, then I think it can be done, then the differences will disappear. 
 
Devesh Kapur: Thank you, Kishore, we’ll come to an end on that optimistic note. 
 
(Applause) 
 
 




