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I N THE summer of 1997, I was asked by a leading 
Japanese newspaper what I thought was the most 
im portant thing that had happened in the 20th cen-

tury. I found this to be an unusually thought-provoking 
question, since so many things of gravity have hap-
pened over the last hundred years. The European em-
pires, especially the British and French ones that had 
so dominated the 19th century, came to an end. We 
witnessed two world wars. We saw the rise and fall of 
fascism and Nazism. The century witnessed the rise of 
communism, and its fall (as in the former Soviet bloc) 
or radical transformation (as in China). We also saw a 
shift from the economic dominance of the West to a 
new  econom ic balance m uch m ore dom inated by 
Japan and East and Southeast Asia. Even though that re-
gion is going through some financial and economic 
problem s right now, this is no t going to nullify the 
shift in the balance of the world economy that has oc-
cu rred  over m any decades (in  the  case o f Japan, 
through nearly the entire century). The past hundred 
years are not lacking in important events.
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Nevertheless, among the great variety of develop-
ments that have occurred in the 20th century, I did 
not, ultimately, have any difficulty in choosing one as 
the preeminent development of the period: the rise of 
democracy. This is not to deny that other occurrences 
have also have been important, but I would argue that 
in the distant future, when people look back at what 
happened in this century, they will find it difficult not 
to accord primacy to the emergence of democracy as 
the preeminently acceptable form of governance.

The idea of democracy originated, of course, in an-
cient Greece, more than two millennia ago. Piecemeal 
efforts at democratization were attempted elsewhere 
as well, including in India.1 But it is really in ancient 
Greece that the idea of democracy took shape and was 
seriously put into practice (albeit on a limited scale), 
before it collapsed and was replaced by more authori-
tarian and asymmetric forms of governm ent. There 
were no other kinds anywhere else.

Thereafter, democracy as we know it took a long 
tim e to  em erge. Its g rad u a l—and u ltim a te ly  t r i -
um phant—emergence as a working system of gover-
nance was bolstered by many developments, from the 
signing of the Magna Carta in 1215, to the French and 
the American Revolutions in the 18th century, to the 
widening of the franchise in Europe and North Amer-
ica in the 19th century. It was in the 20th century, 
however, that the idea of democracy became estab-
lished as the “normal” form of government to which 
any nation is entitled—w hether in Europe, America, 
Asia, or Africa.

The idea of democracy as a universal commitment is 
quite new, and it is quintessentially a product of the 
20th century. The rebels who forced restraint on the 
king of England through the Magna Carta saw the need 
as an entirely local one. In contrast, the American 
fighters for independence and the revolutionaries in 
France contributed greatly to an understanding of the
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need for democracy as a general system. Yet the focus 
of their practical demands remained quite local—con-
fined, in effect, to the two sides of the North Atlantic, 
and founded on the special economic, social, and po-
litical history of the region.

Throughout the 19th century, theorists of democ-
racy found it quite natural to discuss w hether one 
country or another was “fit for democracy.” This think-
ing changed only in the 20th century, with the recog-
nition that the question itself was wrong: A country 
does not have to be deemed fit fo r  democracy; rather, 
it has to become fit through democracy. This is indeed 
a momentous change, extending the potential reach of 
democracy to cover billions of people, with their vary-
ing histories and cultures and disparate levels of afflu-
ence.

It was also in this century that people finally ac-
cepted that “franchise for all adults” must mean all— 
not just men but also women. When in January [1999] 
I had the opportunity to meet Ruth Dreyfuss, the pres-
ident of Switzerland and a woman of remarkable dis-
tinction, it gave me occasion to recollect that only a 
quarter cen tu ry  ago Swiss w om en could not even 
vote. We have at last reached the point of recognizing 
that the coverage of universality, like the quality of 
mercy, is not strained.

I do not deny that there are challenges to democ-
racy’s claim to universality. These challenges come in 
many shapes and form s—and from different direc-
tions. Indeed, that is part of the subject of this essay. I 
have to examine the claim of democracy as a universal 
value and the disputes that surround that claim. Before 
I begin that exercise, however, it is necessary to grasp 
clearly the sense in which democracy has become a 
dominant belief in the contemporary world.

In any age and social climate, there are some sweep-
ing beliefs that seem to command respect as a kind of 
general ru le—like a “default” setting in a com puter 
program; they are considered right unless their claim 
is somehow precisely negated. While democracy is not 
yet universally practiced, nor indeed uniformly ac-
cepted, in the general climate of world opinion, demo-
cratic  governance has now  achieved the  status of 
being taken to be generally right. The ball is very 
m uch in the  court of those w ho w ant to rubbish  
democracy to provide justification for that rejection.

This is a historic change from not very long ago, 
when the advocates of democracy for Asia or Africa 
had to argue for democracy with their backs to the 
wall. While we still have reason enough to dispute 
those who, implicitly or explicitly, reject the need for 
democracy, we must also note clearly how the general 
climate of opinion has shifted from what it was in pre-
vious centuries. We do not have to establish afresh, 
each time, w hether such and such a country (South 
Africa, or Cambodia, or Chile) is “fit for democracy” (a 
question that was prominent in the discourse of the 
19th century); we now  take that for granted. This 
recognition of democracy as a universally relevant sys-
tem, which moves in the direction of its acceptance as 
a universal value, is a major revolution in thinking, and 
one of the main contributions of the 20th century. It is 
in this context that we have to examine the question 
of democracy as a universal value.

I have discussed elsewhere 
the remarkable fact that, 
in the terrible history of 
famines in the world, 
no substantial famine has 
ever occurred in any 
independent and 
democratic 
country with 
a relatively j  
free press.

%

T h e I n d i a n E x p e r i e n c e
How well has democracy worked? While no one really 
questions the role of democracy in, say, the United 
States or Britain or France, it is still a matter of dispute 
for many of the poorer countries in the world. This is 
not the occasion for a detailed examination of the his-
torical record, but I would argue that democracy has 
worked well enough.

India, of course, was one of the major battlegrounds 
of this debate. In denying Indians independence, the 
British expressed anxiety over the Indians’ ability to 
govern themselves. India was indeed in some disarray 
in 1947, the year it became independent. It had an un-
tried government, an undigested partition, and unclear 
political alignments, combined with widespread com-
munal violence and social disorder. It was hard to have 
faith in the future of a united and democratic India. 
And yet, half a century later, we find a democracy that 
has, taking the rough w ith the smooth, worked re-
markably well. Political differences have been largely 
tackled within the constitutional guidelines, and gov-
ernments have risen and fallen according to electoral 
and parliamentary rules. An ungainly, unlikely, inele-
gant combination of differences, India nonetheless sur-
vives and functions remarkably well as a political unit 
with a democratic system. Indeed, it is held together 
by its working democracy.

India has also survived the tremendous challenge of
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dealing w ith a variety of major languages and a spec-
trum of religions. Religious and communal differences 
are, of course, vulnerable to exploitation by sectarian 
politicians, and have indeed been so used on several 
occasions (including in recent months), causing mas-
sive consternation in the country. Yet the fact that con-
sternation greets sectarian violence and that condem-
nation of such violence comes from all sections of the 
country ultimately provides the main democratic guar-
antee against the narrowly factional exploitation of 
sectarianism. This is, of course, essential for the sur-
vival and prosperity of a country as remarkably varied 
as India, which is home not only to a Hindu majority, 
but to the world’s third largest Muslim population, to 
millions of Christians and Buddhists, and to most of 
the world’s Sikhs, Parsees, and Jains.

D e m o c r a cy a n d E co n o m i c 
D e v e l o p m e n t
It is often claimed that nondemocratic systems are bet-
ter at bringing about economic development. This be-
lief sometimes goes by the name of “the Lee hypothe-
sis,” due to its advocacy by Lee Kuan Yew, the leader 
and form er president of Singapore. He is certainly 
right that some disciplinarian states (such as South 
Korea, his own Singapore, and postreform China) have 
had faster rates of economic growth than many less au-
thoritarian ones (including India, Jamaica, and Costa 
Rica). The “Lee hypothesis,” however, is based on spo-
radic empiricism, drawing on very selective and lim-
ited information, rather than on any general statistical 
testing over the wide-ranging data that are available. A 
general relation of this kind cannot be established on 
the basis of very selective evidence. For example, we 
cannot really take the high economic growth of Singa-
pore or China as “definitive proof” that authoritarian-
ism does better in promoting economic growth, any 
more than we can draw the opposite conclusion from 
the fact that Botswana, the coun try  w ith  the best 
record of economic growth in Africa, indeed with one 
of the finest records of economic growth in the whole 
world, has been an oasis of democracy on that conti-
nent over the decades. We need more systematic em-
pirical studies to sort out the claims and coun ter-
claims.

There is, in fact, no convincing general evidence 
that authoritarian governance and the suppression of 
political and civil rights are really beneficial to eco-
nomic development. Indeed, the general statistical pic-
ture does not perm it any such induction. Systematic 
empirical studies (for example, by Robert Barro or by 
Adam Przeworski) give no real support to the claim 
that there is a general conflict between political rights 
and economic performance.2 The directional linkage 
seems to depend on many other circumstances, and 
while some statistical investigations note a weakly neg-
ative relation, others find a strongly positive one. If all 
the comparative studies are viewed together, the hy-
pothesis that there is no clear relation betw een eco-
nomic growth and democracy in either direction re-
mains extremely plausible. Since democracy and politi-
cal liberty have importance in themselves, the case for 
them therefore remains untarnished.3

The question also involves a fundamental issue of 
methods of economic research. We must not only look 
at statistical connections, but also examine and scruti-
nize the causal processes that are involved in eco-
nomic growth and development. The economic poli-
cies and circumstances that led to the economic suc-
cess of countries in East Asia are by now reasonably 
well understood. W hile different em pirical studies 
have varied in emphasis, there is by now broad con-
sensus on a list of “helpful po lic ies” that includes 
openness to competition, the use of international mar-
kets, public provision of incentives for investment and 
export, a high level of literacy and schooling, success-
ful land reforms, and other social opportunities that 
widen participation in the process of economic expan-
sion. There is no reason at all to assume that any of 
these policies is inconsistent with greater democracy 
and had to be forcibly sustained by the elements of au-
thoritarianism that happened to be present in South 
Korea or Singapore or China. Indeed, there is over-
whelming evidence to show that what is needed for 
generating faster economic growth is a friendlier eco-
nomic climate rather than a harsher political system.

To complete this examination, we must go beyond 
the narrow confines of economic growth and scruti-
nize the broader demands of economic development, 
including the need for economic and social security. In 
that context, we have to look at the connection be-
tween political and civil rights, on the one hand, and 
the prevention of major economic disasters, on the 
other. Political and civil rights give people the oppor-
tunity to draw attention forcefully to general needs 
and to dem and appropriate  public action. The re-
sponse of a government to the acute suffering of its 
people often depends on the pressure that is put on it. 
The exercise of political rights (such as voting, criticiz-
ing, protesting, and the like) can make a real differ-
ence to the political incentives that operate on a gov-
ernment.

I have discussed elsewhere the remarkable fact that, 
in the terrible history of famines in the world, no sub-
stantial famine has ever occurred in any independent 
and democratic country with a relatively free press.4 
We cannot find exceptions to this rule, no m atter 
where we look: the recent famines of Ethiopia, Soma-
lia, or other dictatorial regimes; famines in the Soviet 
Union in the 1930s; China’s 1958-1961 famine w ith 
the failure of the Great Leap Forward; or earlier still, 
the famines in Ireland or India under alien rule. China, 
although it was in many ways doing much better eco-
nomically than India, still managed (unlike India) to 
have a famine, indeed the largest recorded famine in 
world history: Nearly 30 million people died in the 
famine of 1958-1961, while faulty governmental poli-
cies remained uncorrected for three full years. The 
policies went uncriticized because there were no op-
position parties in parliament, no free press, and no 
multiparty elections. Indeed, it is precisely this lack of 
challenge that allowed the deeply defective policies to 
continue even though they were killing millions each 
year. The same can be said about the world’s two con-
tem porary  fam ines, occurring  right now  in N orth 
Korea and Sudan.

Famines are often associated w ith w hat look like
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natural disasters, and com m entators often settle for 
the simplicity of explaining famines by pointing to 
these events: the floods in China during the failed 
Great Leap Forward, the droughts in Ethiopia, or crop 
failures in North Korea. Nevertheless, many countries 
w ith similar natural problems, or even w orse ones, 
manage perfectly well, because a responsive govern-
ment intervenes to help alleviate hunger. Since the pri-
mary victims of a famine are the indigent, deaths can 
be p revented  by recreating incom es (for example, 
through employment programs), which makes food 
accessible to potential famine victims. Even the poor-
est dem ocratic  coun tries  tha t have faced terrib le  
droughts or floods or other natural disasters (such as 
India in 1973, or Zimbabwe and Botswana in the early 
1980s) have been able to feed their people w ithout ex-
periencing a famine.

Famines are easy to prevent if there is a serious ef-
fort to do so, and a democratic government, facing 
elections and criticisms from opposition parties and in-
dependent newspapers, cannot help but make such an 
effort. Not surprisingly, while India continued to have 
famines under British rule right up to independence 
(the last famine, which I witnessed as a child, was in 
1943, four years before independence), they disap-
peared suddenly w ith the establishm ent of a multi-
party democracy and a free press.

I have discussed these issues elsewhere, particularly 
in my joint work with Jean Dreze, so I will not dwell 
further on them here.’ Indeed, the issue of famine is 
only one example of the reach of democracy, though it 
is, in many ways, the easiest case to analyze. The posi-
tive role of political and civil rights applies to the pre-
vention of economic and social disasters in general. 
W hen things go fine and everything is routinely good, 
this instrumental role of democracy may not be partic-
ularly missed. It is when things get fouled up, for one 
reason or another, that the political incentives p ro-
vided by democratic governance acquire great practi-
cal value.

There is, I believe, an important lesson here. Many 
econom ic technocrats recom m end the use of eco-
nomic incentives (which the market system provides) 
while ignoring political incentives (which democratic 
systems could guarantee). This is to opt for a deeply 
unbalanced set of ground rules. The protective power 
of democracy may not be missed much w hen a coun-
try is lucky enough to be facing no serious calamity, 
w hen everything is going quite smoothly. Yet the dan-
ger of insecurity, arising from changed economic or 
other circumstances, or from uncorrected mistakes of 
policy, can lurk behind what looks like a healthy state.

The recen t problem s of East and Southeast Asia 
bring out, among o ther things, the penalties of un-
democratic governance. This is so in two striking re-
spects. First, the development of the financial crisis in 
some of these econom ies (including South Korea, 
Thailand, Indonesia) has been closely linked to the 
lack of transparency in business, in particular the lack 
of public participation in reviewing financial arrange-
ments. The absence of an effective democratic forum 
has been central to this failing. Second, once the finan-
cial crisis led to a general economic recession, the pro-
tective pow er of democracy—not unlike that which

prevents famines in democratic countries—was badly 
missed in a country like Indonesia. The newly dispos-
sessed did not have the hearing they needed.

A fall in total gross national product of, say, 10 per-
cent may not look like much if it follows in the wake 
of a growth rate of 5 or 10 percent every year over the 
past few decades, and yet that decline can decimate 
lives and create misery for millions if the burden of 
contraction is not widely shared but allowed to be 
heaped on those—the unemployed or the economi-
cally redundant—who can least bear it. The vulnerable 
in Indonesia may not have missed democracy w hen 
things w ent up and up, but that lacuna kept their 
voice low and muffled as the unequally shared crisis 
deve loped . The p ro te c tiv e  ro le o f dem ocracy  is 
strongly missed when it is most needed.

T h e F u n ct i o ns o f  D e m o c r a cy
I have so far allowed the agenda of this essay to be de-
term ined by the critics of democracy, especially the 
economic critics. I shall return to criticisms again, tak-
ing up the arguments of the cultural critics in particu-
lar, but the time has come for me to pursue further the 
positive analysis of what democracy does and what 
may lie at the base of its claim to be a universal value.

W hat exactly is democracy? We m ust not identify 
democracy w ith majority rule. Democracy has com-
plex demands, which certainly include voting and re-
spect for election results, but it also requires the pro-
tection of liberties and freedom, respect for legal enti-
tlements, and the guaranteeing of free discussion and 
uncensored distribution of news and fair comment. 
Even elections can be deeply defective if they occur 
without the different sides getting an adequate oppor-
tunity to present their respective cases, or without the 
electorate enjoying the freedom to obtain news and to 
consider the views of the com peting protagonists. 
Democracy is a demanding system, and not just a me-
chanical condition (like majority rule) taken in isola-
tion.

Viewed in this light, the merits of democracy and its 
claim as a universal value can be related to certain dis-
tinct virtues that go w ith its unfettered practice. In-
deed, we can distinguish three different ways in which 
democracy enriches the lives of the citizens. First, po-
litical freedom is a part of human freedom in general, 
and exercising civil and political rights is a crucial part 
of good lives of individuals as social beings. Political 
and social participation has intrinsic value for human 
life and well-being. To be prevented from participation 
in the political life of the community is a major depri-
vation.

Second, as I have just discussed (in disputing the 
claim that democracy is in tension with economic de-
velopment), democracy has an important instrum en-
tal value  in enhancing the hearing that people get in 
expressing and supporting their claims to political at-
tention (including claims of economic needs). Third— 
and this is a point to be explored further—the practice 
of democracy gives citizens an opportunity to learn 
from one another, and helps society to form its values 
and priorities. Even the idea of “needs,” including the 
understanding of “economic needs,” requires public
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Democracy is a demanding 
system, and not just a 
mechanical condition 
(like majority rule) taken 
in isolation.

discussion and exchange of information, views, and 
analyses. In this sense, democracy has constructive  
importance, in addition to its intrinsic value for the 
lives of the citizens and its instrumental importance in 
political decisions. The claims of democracy as a uni-
versal value have to take note of this diversity of con-
siderations.

The conceptualization—even com prehension—of 
w hat are to count as “needs,” including “econom ic 
needs,’’ may itself require the exercise of political and 
civil rights. A proper understanding of what economic 
needs are—their content and their force—may require 
discussion and exchange. Political and civil rights, es-
pecially those related to the guaranteeing of open dis-
cussion, debate, criticism, and dissent, are central to 
the process of generating informed and considered 
choices. These processes are crucial to the formation 
of values and priorities, and we cannot, in general, 
take preferences as given independently of public dis-
cussion, that is, irrespective of w hether open inter-
change and debate are permitted or not.

In fact, the reach and effectiveness of open dialogue 
are often underestimated in assessing social and politi-
Su m m e r  2 0 0 0

cal problems. For example, public discussion has an 
important role to play in reducing the high rates of fer-
tility that characterize many developing countries. 
There is substantial evidence that the sharp decline in 
fertility rates in India’s more literate states has been 
much influenced by public discussion of the bad ef-
fects of high fertility rates on the community at large, 
and especially on the lives of young women. If the 
view has emerged in, say, the Indian state of Kerala or 
of Tamil Nadu that a happy family in the modern age is 
a small family, much discussion and debate have gone 
into the formation of these perspectives. Kerala now 
has a fertility rate of 1.7 (similar to that of Britain and 
France, and well below China’s 1.9), and this has been 
achieved w ith no coercion, but mainly through the 
emergence of new values—a process in which politi-
cal and social dialogue has played a major part. Ker-
ala’s high literacy rate (it ranks higher in literacy than 
any province in China), especially among women, has 
greatly contributed to making such social and political 
dialogue possible.

Miseries and deprivations can be of various kinds, 
some more amenable to social remedies than others. 
The totality of the hum an predicam ent w ould be a 
gross basis for identifying our “needs.” For example, 
there are many things that we might have good reason 
to value and thus could be taken as “needs” if they 
w ere feasible. We could even w ant immortality, as 
M aitreyee, that rem arkable inqu iring  m ind in the  
Upanishads, famously did in her 3,000-year-old con-
versation with Yajnvalkya. But we do not see immortal-
ity as a “need” because it is clearly unfeasible. Our con-
cep tio n  of needs re la tes  to ou r ideas of the  p re -
ventable nature of some deprivations and to our un-
derstanding of what can be done about them. In the 
formation of understandings and beliefs about feasibil-
ity (particularly, social feasibility), public discussions 
play a crucial role. Political rights, including freedom 
of expression and discussion, are not only pivotal in in-
ducing social responses to economic needs, they are 
also central to the  conceptualization  of econom ic 
needs themselves.

U n i v e rsa l i t y o f  Val u es
If the above analysis is correct, then democracy’s claim 
to be valuable does not rest on just one particular 
merit. There is a plurality of virtues here, including, 
first, the intrinsic importance of political participation 
and freedom in human life; second, the instrum ental 
importance of political incentives in keeping govern-
ments responsible and accountable; and third, the con-
structive role of democracy in the formation of values 
and in the understanding of needs, rights, and duties. 
In the light of this diagnosis, we may now address the 
motivating question of this essay, namely the case for 
seeing democracy as a universal value.

In disputing this claim, it is sometimes argued that 
not everyone agrees on the decisive im portance of 
democracy, particularly w hen it competes with other 
desirable things for our attention and loyalty. This is in-
deed so, and there is no unanimity here. This lack of 
unanimity is seen by some as sufficient evidence that 
democracy is not a universal value.
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Clearly, we must begin by dealing with a m ethod-
ological question: W hat is a universal value? For a 
value to be considered universal, must it have the con-
sent of everyone? If that were indeed necessary, then 
the category of universal values might well be empty. I 
know of no value—not even motherhood (I think of 
M om m ie D earest) —to w hich no one has ever ob-
jected. I would argue that universal consent is not re-
quired for something to be a universal value. Rather, 
the claim of a universal value is that people anywhere 
may have reason to see it as valuable.

W hen Mahatma Gandhi argued for the universal 
value of nonviolence, he was not arguing that people 
everywhere already acted according to this value, but 
rather that they had good reason to see it as valuable. 
Similarly, when Rabindranath Tagore argued for “the 
freedom of the mind" as a universal value, he was not 
saying that this claim is accepted by all, but that all do 
have reason enough to accept it—a reason that he did 
much to explore, present, and propagate.6 Understood 
in this way, any claim that something is a universal 
value involves some counterfactual analysis—in partic-
ular, w hether people might see some value in a claim 
that they  have no t yet considered  adequately. All 
claims to  universal value—not just that of dem oc-
racy—have this implicit presumption.

I would argue that it is with regard to this often im -
plicit presumption that the biggest attitudinal shift to-
ward democracy has occurred in the 20th century. In 
considering dem ocracy for a country that does not 
have it and where many people may not yet have had 
the opportunity to consider it for actual practice, it is 
now presum ed that the people involved would ap-
prove of it once it becomes a reality in their lives. In 
the 19th century this assumption typically would have 
not been made, but the presumption that is taken to 
be natural (what I earlier called the “default” position) 
has changed radically during the 20th century.

It must also be noted that this change is, to a great 
extent, based on observing the history of the 20th cen-
tury. As dem ocracy has spread, its adherents have 
grown, not shrunk. Starting off from Europe and Amer-
ica, democracy as a system has reached very many dis-
tant shores, where it has been met w ith willing partici-
pation and acceptance. Moreover, w hen an existing 
dem ocracy has been overthrow n, there  have been 
widespread protests, even though these protests have 
often been brutally suppressed. Many people have 
been willing to risk their lives in the fight to bring 
back democracy.

Some who dispute the status of democracy as a uni-
versal value base their argument not on the absence of 
unanimity, but on the presence of regional contrasts. 
These alleged contrasts are sometimes related to the 
poverty of some nations. According to this argument, 
poor people are interested, and have reason to be in-
terested, in bread, not in democracy. This oft-repeated 
argument is fallacious at two different levels.

First, as discussed above, the  p ro tective role of 
democracy may be particularly important for the poor. 
This obviously applies to potential famine victims who 
face starvation. It also applies to the destitute thrown 
off the economic ladder in a financial crisis. People in 
economic need also need a political voice. Democracy

is not a luxury that can await the arrival of general 
prosperity.

Second, there is very little evidence that poor peo-
ple, given the choice, prefer to reject democracy. It is 
thus of some interest to note that when an erstwhile 
Indian government in the mid-1970s tried out a similar 
argument to justify the alleged “emergency” (and the 
suppression of various political and civil rights) that it 
had declared, an election was called that divided the 
voters precisely on this issue. In that fateful election, 
fought largely on this one overriding theme, the sup-
pression of basic political and civil rights was firmly re-
jected, and the Indian electorate—one of the poorest 
in the w orld—showed itself to be no less keen on 
protesting against the denial of basic liberties and 
rights than on complaining about economic depriva-
tion.

To the extent that there has been any testing of the 
proposition that the poor do not care about civil and 
political rights, the evidence is entirely against that 
claim. Similar points can be made by observing the 
struggle for democratic freedoms in South Korea, Thai-
land, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Burma, Indonesia, and else-
w here in Asia. Similarly, while political freedom  is 
widely denied in Africa, there have been movements 
and protests against such repression whenever circum-
stances have permitted them.

T h e A rg u m e n t f r o m  
C u l t u r a l D i ff e r e n ces
There is also another argum ent in defense of an al-
legedly fundamental regional contrast, one related not 
to economic circumstances but to cultural differences. 
Perhaps the most famous of these claims relates to 
w hat have been called “Asian values.” It has been 
claimed that Asians traditionally value discipline, not 
political freedom, and thus the attitude to democracy 
must inevitably be much more skeptical in these coun-
tries. I have discussed this thesis in some detail in my 
Morganthau Memorial Lecture at the Carnegie Council 
on Ethics and International Affairs.7

It is very hard to find any real basis for this intellec-
tual claim in the history of Asian cultures, especially if 
we look at the classical traditions of India, the Middle 
East, Iran, and other parts of Asia. For example, one of 
the earliest and most emphatic statements advocating 
the tolerance of pluralism and the duty of the state to 
protect minorities can be found in the inscriptions of 
the Indian emperor Ashoka in the third century B.C.

Asia is, of course, a very large area, containing 60 
percent of the world’s population, and generalizations 
about such a vast set of peoples is not easy. Sometimes 
the advocates of “Asian values” have tended to look 
primarily at East Asia as the region of particular appli-
cability. The general thesis of a contrast between the 
West and Asia often concentrates on the lands to the 
east of Thailand, even though there is also a more am-
bitious claim that the rest of Asia is rather “similar.” Lee 
Kuan Yew, to w hom  we m ust be grateful for being 
such a clear expositor (and for articulating fully what 
is often stated vaguely in this tangled literature), out-
lines “the fundamental difference betw een W estern 
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