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Vishakha N. Desai
Vishakha N. Desai, your distinguished career combines a scholarly passion for Asian art with a commitment to cross-cultural dialogue in many fields, both in and with Asia. As the first woman and first Asian-American to become president and CEO of Asia Society, you are at the forefront of U.S.-Asia relations, tirelessly working to engage the people, leaders, and institutions of Asia through dialogue and partnership. We all have a stake in the success of your work, which as your society’s motto puts it, is "preparing asians and americans for a shared future."

A native of India, you earned your Bachelor of Arts in Political Science from Bombay University and your Master’s and PhD in Asian Art History from the University of Michigan. Along with an academic career at the University of Massachusetts, Boston University, Columbia University, and Williams College, you have been a curator at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and led the museum’s public programs and academic affairs. Before becoming Asia Society’s president in 2004, you served as director of its museum, vice president for arts and cultural programs, and senior vice president.

A prolific scholar, you have published and edited numerous outstanding books on traditional and contemporary Asian art. Your most recent work, Asian Art History in the Twenty-First Century, inspires us to look at the rich and diverse artistic expressions in Asia from a global perspective. In addition, you combine deep scholarly research and insight with practical applications that introduce Asian art to the American public through exhibitions, scholarly catalogues, performances, and public lectures, which earn high critical acclaim.

Under your leadership, Asia Society has significantly enhanced the scope of its activities. With new offices in Mumbai, Seoul, Hong Kong, and Shanghai, the Society now has 11 branches, including those in Texas, California, and Washington, D.C. You launched public programs to address important U.S.-Asia policy initiatives and promote national partnerships for global learning. You created a new Center on U.S.-China relations at Asia Society’s headquarters in New York to facilitate better understanding between both countries.

You regularly reach out not only to artists and thinkers, but to political and business leaders in Asia and the U.S., and speak frequently at national and international forums on subjects including the diversity of Asian and Asian American arts, the rise of Asia and its implications for the U.S., and the cultures of Asia’s dynamic economies. Your insights have appeared in more than 50 publications around the world. 

The first major foreign policy speech by Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton took place at Asia Society in New York in February 2009, testifying to the leading role you and the Society play in strengthening America’s ties with Asia. You also have hosted such other important leaders as then-President George W. Bush, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, Chinese President Hu Jintao, and President Hamid Karzai of Afghanistan.

You serve as a board member of a broad range of institutions, each revealing another facet of your wisdom. They include the Brookings Institution, the Citizens Committee for New York City, the New York City Mayor’s Advisory Commission for Cultural Affairs, the Asian University for Women, the Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Leadership Education for Asian Pacifics, the South Asian Council of the Association of Asian Studies, the College Art Association, ArtTable (a national organization of women leaders in visual arts), and the Massachusetts Foundation for the Humanities.

Your honors include a gold medal from the National Institute of Social Sciences and awards from ArtTable, the University of Massachusetts, the City University of New York, and Asian Americans for Equality. Crain’s New York Business Magazine has selected you as one of the "100 most powerful women leaders" in New York.

Vishakha Desai, your scholarship and insight into arts and culture, and your leadership in national and global cultural affairs, are profound reflections of Pace University’s highest values and an inspiration to Pace graduates in every field of professional endeavor.
