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India's nominee for UN secretary-general's post, Shashi Tharoor, speaks exclusively to us. 

Born in London, what made you come to India for studies? 

I was born in 1956 in London, to parents from Kerala, Palakkad district, where my family went every year for holidays. My father came to Mumbai when I was three, for work. We lived at Churchgate in Kasturi Buildings and I went to Campion School, near Cooperage. After that, it was St Xavier's for high school in Kolkata. From Kolkata, I went to St Stephen's College in Delhi. I did my honours in history and did pretty well at that. 

Getting a Phd degree at 22, how do you feel about it today? 

I did two Masters and a PhD in a hundred hurries and far too rapidly. I finished my PhD at 22! Looking back now, I wish I had given myself more time to enjoy life. I defended my thesis on Friday, got on a plane on Saturday, arrived in Geneva on Sunday and began working for the UN on Monday. I wish I had taken some time off like my sons, who graduated from Yale recently. 

What made you join the United Nations? 

I had always intended to take the IFS exams but was deeply disillusioned by the Emergency. So I pursued my professional interests in international affairs outside government service. A senior UNHCR official, Virendra Dayal, who had taken an interest in my published writings, encouraged me to apply to the UN. I was interviewed in New York, then a week later in Geneva, and by that time they had spent so much money flying me for interviews, they had to hire me! 

What's more important to you? Your identity as a writer or being a member of the UN? 

Professional titles are transient. One day I will be a "former UN official". But writing is in my blood; I hope I will never be known as a 'former writer'! 

Living in the US, how difficult was it to keep alive the Indian self within you? 

Not difficult at all, because I have not made the leap of the imagination that emigration entails. I am not like the writer who calls herself 'an American novelist of Bengali origin'. I am an Indian writer who happens to be living in the US because my work places me there, but my allegiance has never changed. Even if I am posted to Iceland or Iran tomorrow, I will remain an Indian. 

Being a member of the UN, can you actually make a difference to the world? 

I've never thought of my UN work as just a profession. It's not just a job with a salary at the end of it. I really do care about the UN and what I do there; it is a cause for me. Otherwise, I would not be able to devote my life to it. I want to make a difference. I would find it difficult to pursue something unless I felt that my pursuing it would make some difference to the world. 

Theatre and Tharoor 
Theatre was a part of my growing up. I did a lot of acting in school and college. Culminating in playing Antony to Mira Nair's Cleopatra, in Antony and Cleopatra. Still, every time she (Mira) sees me, she says, 'Oh, my Antony!' 

Cricket and Tharoor 
Cricket is a passion, which these days is sustained only by the Internet. Personally, I peaked as a batsman around the age of six and it was downhill thereafter. The thing that comes closest in my life to mindless entertainment, is watching cricket now. I would want to follow India's tour of Australia and West Indies, match by match. 


