
25 – 31 january 2026

Humanity has ushered into 
a new year. I have had many 
and myriad thoughts about 
world affairs sitting in Tai-
wan last year. Here I have 
chosen one out of these 
many to articulate my first 
piece of this column. 

I have been seriously 
thinking about politics 
from the perspective of the 
human mind which means 
I have been thinking about 
some serious topics like 
leadership, pragmatism, di-
plomacy, policy making and 
growth from a psychologi-
cal perspective. I would add 
peace to this list but would 
preferably use harmony as a 
better synonym, simply be-
cause while peace is a deli-
cate balance between war 
and deterrence, harmony 
encompasses peace and also 
requires growth, innovation 
and well being. 

This list isn’t inclusive for 
that’s what my mind can 
take on at present and I 

think that’s serious work. 
Can harmony replace the 
peace narrative in 2026? 

In Taiwan I pursued this 
mental engagement further 
by visiting several Confu-
cius temples in an attempt 
to understand how the 
human mind has pursued 
social order and individual 
growth in this part of the 
world. Confucius is one of 
the greatest contributors to 
the Chinese mind and the 
influence of his teachings 
continues to shape diplo-
macy, leadership as well na-
tional thought in one way 
or the other across all states 
influenced by Chinese civi-
lization. 

I visited the Confucius 
temples in Taipei, Taichung, 
Chaiyi, Tainan and Kha-
oshuing cities of Taiwan–
witnessing architecture, art, 
religion, rituals, education 
and worship and drawing 
for myself a unique socio-
cultural experience that I 
termed “Dragon Trails.” But 
more than all these things 
that I just listed I also drew 
important lessons about 
leadership, organizational 
psychology, symbolism, soft 
power and diplomacy. 

On my Confucius themed 
“Dragon trail” in Taiwan I 
often biked my way to the 
temples, regularly lost and 

constantly facing challeng-
es to find my way. And each 
time the challenge created 
an opportunity for a new 
learning and a new path and 
I gradually realized that the 
journeys I undertook were 
more than an attempt to un-
derstand Chinese philoso-
phy, religion or culture--it 
was also leading me to gain 
new experiences, widen 
my knowledge and per-
spective while overcoming 
many psychological blocks 
that hindered my personal 
progress. 

What’s leadership perpet-
ually–it’s not only the ability 
to find solutions to prob-

lems impacting oneself and 
many but it’s also the ability 
to juggle multiple perspec-
tives, assimilate them, anal-
yse & negotiate them and yet 
remain rooted in the best in-
terest of one’s mission. The 
greatest people in the world 
including Confucius high-
light this analogy. 

At Confuscius temples I of-
ten thought how Confuscius 
would have led a change in 
his world. His teachings 
were so impactful that they 
have lived beyond his life 
continuously influencing 
thinking, leadership, insti-
tutional building, and edu-
cation. They have majorly 

influenced Chinese cultur-
al diplomacy globally who 
call their global culture and 
language centers as Confu-
cius Institutes. Unlike them 
the Taiwanese didn’t draw 
their foreign policy on Con-
fucius but have maintained 
temples as museums, living 
monuments and culture-
education centers embed-
ded in society. 

I looked for Confucius-
like leaders in Indian his-
tory who have in some way 
created unique learning or 
educational institutions as 
well as learning systems for 
a multifaceted growth of 
the human mind. I remem-

ber at Kaohsiung Confucius 
Temple while sipping coffee 
and munching some savo-
ries in a cafe called Mango, 
I became reminiscent of 
my time working with Sri 
Aurobindo Society. The 
philosophy and work of 
Sri Aurobindo and Mother 
also focussed on a multifac-
eted but integral develop-
ment of the human being 
and the Ashram school at 
Pondicherry and other edu-
cational institutions linked 
to the Ashram draw inspi-
ration and methodologies 
from their approach. 

At Taipei Confucius tem-
ple I witnessed a music 

class where many students 
were learning a Chinese 
string instrument called 
the Erhu. And my dabbling 
into Chinese calligraphy in a 
Calligraphy school at Taipei 
helped me understand how 
the tradition of Calligraphy 
and its techniques right 
from the beginning starts 
with an assessment of the 
mental ability and its inher-
ent refinery and then pro-
gresses to building its skills 
in a time tested manner. 

Leadership & 
Psychology
Any leader who would 
have pondered over the 

complexities of society and 
its existence would have 
certainly reflected on hu-
man psychology in tangible 
or stereo tones--Confuscius 
did and so did Sri Aurobin-
do! 

And the style of a particu-
lar leadership is likely de-
termined by how the com-
plexities are internalized, 
communicated, negotiated 
and harmonized. There are 
many instructors but lead-
ers or the greatest leaders 
are only few because while 
many want to be deco-
rated with the leadership 
crowns, only few cultivate 
the mind and life that de-
mand sacrifice, commit-
ment and investment in a 
life-long process of growth, 
constructivism and ser-
vice. 

Cultivation requires vi-
sion of a life that goes far 
beyond the sense of im-
mediate personal interests. 
Now whether it was Con-
fucius or Sri Aurobindo the 
uniqueness of their paths of 
life tell us that every indi-
vidual’s path of cultivation 
is unique. 

If we desire a fine mind, 
we should have the courage 
to cultivate it. We should 
commit to cultivation and 
harmony rather than just 
materialism and peace. 

Crossroads of psychology and politics: Everybody wants the 
finest mind but no one wants to cultivate it

The president of the 
United States has 
spoken of “taking 

back” the Panama Canal, 
absorbing Greenland, and 
turning Canada into the fif-
ty-first state. In recent public 
remarks, he has pressed for 
negotiations on Greenland 
and warned that refusal will 
carry consequences. He has 
threatened tariffs on NATO 
allies: the United Kingdom, 
France, Germany, and Bel-
gium. Commentators are 
alarmed. They speak of a 
new wave of imperialism, of 
liberal values collapsing, of 
international norms under 
siege. They assume some-
thing has changed.

But in reality, nothing has 
changed. We are the same 
people we were in 1945, 
when the curtains fell on 
the various theatres of war.

That war happened be-
cause the various powers 
wanted to consume. Japan 
wanted the resources of 
Southeast Asia and China. 
The United States coveted 
those same resources. Ger-
many resented that Britain 
controlled so many colonies 
while Germany had virtu-
ally none after Versailles. 
These nations had little 
against each other in prin-
ciple. Their consumptive in-

terests simply collided, and 
collision among the hungry 
always ends in blood.

Then they looked at the 
millions of dead, spread 
across continents, across 
fronts, across civilian streets 
and battlefields. And they 
made a calculation: no 
point killing each other 
when there is enough to go 
around. Live and let live. 
This accommodation we 
call liberalism. This pause 
we remember as peace.

But what was the human 
being doing during this so-
called peace? Look at the 
unit, not the system. Per 
capita consumption, carbon 
emissions, and animal kills 
kept rising continuously, 
even through the decades 
we remember as stable.

The superficial learn-
ing from World War II 
remained: do not collide 
with each other, pile more 
on your own plate, but buy 
it from the market rather 
than snatching it from the 
neighbour. This was not a 
transformation. This was 
traffic management among 
predators. The hunger 
never diminished. Only the 
hunting strategy changed. 
But this arrangement had 
to reach its limit, because 
the earth cannot endlessly 
give. Much of what we call 
libertarian values are about 
consuming as much as you 
wish. Much of what we call 
liberal values are about dis-
tributing the consumption, 
letting everybody have at 
least a minimum level. Nei-
ther can continue beyond a 
point.

The United States has im-

mense energy reserves and 
still it needs Venezuela. It 
has one of the largest nucle-
ar arsenals ever assembled 
and still it needs Greenland. 
And still it cries: we are in-
secure, Russia and China 
will dominate us, therefore 
we need missile defence, 
therefore we need Green-
land. This is the militarily 
most powerful country on 
the planet presenting an ar-
gument for imperial expan-
sion dressed as victimhood: 
we are so weak that we must 
swallow our neighbours.

What we call a period of 
peace was nothing but a 
blink. Compared to the sixty 
or eighty years of a human 
life, it looks long. But in the 
larger arc of history, it was 
nothing. Inwardly, we have 
continued to be exactly the 
same as we were on the day 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
Have we changed internal-
ly? If not, how can there be 
peace?

The United Nations ap-
peared like a benevolent 
peacemaker for a few de-
cades. There were relative-
ly fewer wars. But even as 
wars became fewer, the nu-
clear stockpile kept amass-
ing. The rise in nuclear 
weapons, the rise in carbon 
dioxide, the rise in animal 
deaths, the rise in forests 
cleared, the rise in species 
extinct: all these curves run 
dramatically parallel and 
exponential. All these have 
to do with the core of man, 
which remained ignorant 
and violent.

Now that the planet has 
reached the edge of its ca-
pacity, these countries will 

clash again. They are clash-
ing for everything: land, 
water, fuel, space, and food. 
So do not let the fifties, six-
ties, or eighties deceive you, 
or even the two decades of 
the current century. They 
were relatively peaceful 
compared to the first half 
of the last century, but only 
superficially so. We did not 
have our ears to the ground, 
so we failed to hear the rum-
blings. And now we act sur-
prised. How did this presi-
dent suddenly appear?

There is nothing sudden 
in this. He represents the 
average American. Were 
the average American truly 
done with him, he would 
not command the sustained 
public support he does. He 
is not some dictator. This is 
his second term, his third 
election. The public knows 
very well what he stands 
for, and yet he was voted to 
power. Because that is the 
way the public has always 

been.
In fact, if something 

should surprise us, it is the 
peace that we experienced. 
Where did that peace come 
from, when we continued to 
be aggressive and violent?

This is what we refuse to 
admit: no peace treaty will 
work, no League of Nations 
will work, no United Na-
tions will work, no G7 or 
G20 will work, no global 
summit will work, as long 
as the human being remains 
who he is.

Why do we not admit 
this? Because if we do, our 
power structures crumble. 
Our parliaments, our legis-
latures, even our religious 
structures will be seen as 
worthless. We will have 
to step into a totally new 
world. That is why we are 
afraid. That is why we will 
never admit that none of 
this institutional gymnas-
tics is going to succeed. The 
moment we accept that, 

the structures show up as 
totally needless, and that 
scares us.

The human being is the 
same. Therefore, Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki can revisit, in 
new forms, at new scales, 
with new justifications.

Do not mistake the effect 
for the cause. This president 
or that president, this prime 
minister or that prime min-
ister: they are not the cause. 
They are the product of the 
societies we have built. They 
are duly elected representa-
tives. They are us. Why 
blame the president? The 
president is simply a com-
mon American.

Was the common Ameri-
can terribly sad in August 
1945? Was the common 
German terribly sad at the 
Holocaust? Was the com-
mon Brit terribly guilty at 
colonial massacres? China 
suffered more casualties 
in World War II than any 
European nation except the 

USSR. The Rape of Nan-
king, the years of brutal oc-
cupation. Were the Japanese 
ever feeling guilty? Only re-
cently was there some word 
of reconciliation. Even in 
India, do the so-called up-
per castes acknowledge 
what has happened to the 
so-called lower castes?

That is who we are, the 
homo sapiens. We are not 
really kind people at the 
core; let us not flatter our-
selves. We do not grieve 
what we do to others. We 
grieve only what is done to 
us.

What do we mean by 
friendship? The US-Can-
ada border was supposed 
to be the most peaceful in 
the world, and now one 
side speaks of gobbling the 
entire country alive. World 
War II itself started with 
great friendship between 
Germany and the USSR: the 
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, 
in which the two powers 
agreed to devour Eastern 
Europe between them. Sta-
lin sat paralysed for a week 
when Hitler betrayed the 
pact. Such was the quality of 
international relations then, 
and such is the quality now.

The entire world bent 
over backwards to please 
Hitler in the second half of 
the 1930s. At the 1936 Ber-
lin Olympics, even British 
athletes were instructed 
to offer the Hitler salute so 
that Hitler would not get 
annoyed. Just as the world 
accommodated Hitler then, 
the world accommodates 
today whoever commands 
the largest economy and 
the largest arsenal. We are 

much, much the same.
History repeating itself 

does not mean that 2025 is a 
repeat of 1939. It means that 
1939 was a repeat of some-
thing older, and that was a 
repeat of something older 
still, all the way back to the 
caveman trying to occupy 
the neighbour’s cave. Call it 
Darwinian if you want, call 
it evolutionary: the pattern 
is older than our flags and 
grander than our excuses.

Do we remember Tibet? 
When Saddam Hussein 
captured Kuwait, he was 
hunted down and executed. 
The world united in outrage. 
But how many speak of Ti-
bet? The calculus has never 
been ethical. Tibet has ice, 
not oil. That is who we are: 
might is right.

The problem is not in the 
structures of thought or 
governance. The problem 
is within. And our social 
systems, our education sys-
tems, do nothing to turn the 
individual inward.

And that is why the only 
durable intervention is not 
another treaty, not another 
summit, not another rear-
rangement of institutions, 
but the inward turning of 
the one who wants to con-
sume without end. Until 
that centre is questioned, 
politics will keep changing 
its slogans while staying 
loyal to the same appetite.

* Acharya Prashant is a teach-
er, author, and founder of the 
PrashantAdvait Foundation. 
He offers an original articula-
tion of non-dual philosophy, 
grounded in self-enquiry and 
applied to contemporary life.

From caveman to greenland: The 
hunger that never left
From 1945 to today, consumption drives war beneath peace globally.
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