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A
nonymous donations of high value tend
to undermine electoral democracy and
governance as they facilitate a quid pro

quo culture involving donors and bene�ciaries.
In striking down the Electoral Bond Scheme
(EBS) under which anyone could buy electoral
bonds and donate them to political parties for en-
cashment, the Supreme Court of India has recog-
nised this malaise and struck a blow for democra-
cy and transparency in political funding. The
Court found that the entire scheme violates the
Constitution, especially the voters’ right to infor-
mation. It further found manifestly arbitrary, the
amendment to the Companies Act that removed
the cap of 7.5% of a company’s pro�t that can be
donated to political parties without any require-
ment to disclose details of the recipient parties in
its pro�t and loss accounts. It has also mandated
disclosure of donation details since 2019. The
judgment is one more in a long line of verdicts
the Court has handed down to promote voter
rights and preserve the purity of elections. Its
earlier interventions led to the featuring of the
‘None of the Above’ option on the ballot, the re-
moval of the protection given to legislators from
immediate disquali�cation on conviction for a
criminal o�ence, the mandatory disclosure of the
assets and criminal antecedents of candidates in
their election a�davits and expedited trials for
MPs and MLAs involved in criminal o�ences.

The Court’s reasoning is unexceptionable. It
found that the primary justi�cation for the EBS —
curbing the use of ‘black money’ for political or
electoral funding by allowing donations through
banking channels — failed the test of proportion-
ality, as it was not the least restrictive measure to
abridge the voters’ right to know. It has made the
logical connection between unidenti�ed corpo-
rate donations and the likelihood of policy deci-
sions being tailored to suit the donors. The judg-
ment is a natural follow-up to a principle it had
laid down years ago that the voters’ freedom of
expression under Article 19(1)(a) will be incom-
plete without access to information on a candi-
date’s background. The principle has now been
extended to removing the veil on corporate do-
nors who may have been funding ruling parties
in exchange for favours. While the verdict may
help ease the hold that donors may have on go-
vernance through money power, a question that
arises is whether the validity of the scheme could
have been decided earlier or the issuance of
bonds on a regular basis stayed. How much of the
thousands of crores of rupees given to parties un-
der this scheme resulted in policy measures fa-
vourable to the donors or helped fund the de-
ployment of additional campaign resources will
never be known. This was a �t case for the grant
of an interim stay.

Unbonded 
The electoral bonds verdict is a blow 

for freedom of expression  

W
hen the Supreme Court of India
passed its verdict in November
2019, in what is popularly known
as the Babri Masjid case, it was a

slight beacon of hope for all backers of the idea of
India. Though the Court ended up giving the plot
of land to the party that was responsible for the
desecration and demolition of the mosque, the
Court’s glowing reference to the Places of
Worship (Special Provisions) Act, 1991 was like
applying a little balm to an embattled soul. It
promised to shut the door with a �nality on
further contentions of other places of worship,
notably the Gyanvapi Masjid in Varanasi and the
Shahi Idgah in Mathura.

The unanimous view of the �ve-judge Bench
was, “In providing a guarantee for the
preservation of the religious character of places
of public worship as they existed on 15 August
1947 and against the conversion of places of
public worship, Parliament determined that
independence from colonial rule furnishes a
constitutional basis for healing the injustices of
the past by providing the con�dence to every
religious community that their places of worship
will be preserved and that their character will not
be altered. The law addresses itself to the State as
much as to every citizen of the nation…The Places
of Worship Act imposes a non-derogable
obligation towards enforcing our commitment to
secularism under the Indian
Constitution....Non-retrogression is a
foundational feature of the fundamental
constitutional principles of which secularism is a
core component. The Places of Worship Act is
thus a legislative intervention which preserves
non-retrogression as an essential feature of our
secular values.”

A peace that prevailed for only a while
The light for peace and harmony burned bright.
Not for long though. Over the next year or so,
petitions began to be �led for the so-called
liberation of Hindu temples where the mosques
in Mathura and Kashi stand. These mosques have
been on the radar of Hindutva forces ever since
the Babri Masjid-Ramjanambhoomi agitation
began, when the oft-heard slogan was, “Ayodhya
to jhanki hai, Kashi, Mathura baqi hai (Ayodhya is
a mere trailer, Kashi and Mathura are still left”).
The Kashi mosque now faces almost 15 identical
petitions; the Mathura mosque has 12 petitions.

More petitions have been �led in the lower
judiciary against mosques such as the Shamsi

Jama Masjid in Badaun, Teele Wali Masjid in
Lucknow, Kamal Maula mosque in Dhar, Madhya
Pradesh, Adhai Din ka Jhonpra in Ajmer, the Jama
Masjid in Srirangapatnam, and even the
Quwwat-ul-Islam Masjid at the Qutub Minar in
New Delhi. The claims of the mosques having
been built after restructuring or demolishing
ancient temples have been questionable. If in the
case of Badaun, the protesters were not sure
whether the mosque was built after demolishing
a temple or merely restructuring one, in the case
of Kamal Maula Masjid, an idol was sought to be
placed in September last year to buttress the
contention that the mosque was an 11th century
temple dedicated to the Hindu goddess Saraswati.
There was no proof to back any of the
contentions by little-known right-wing activists
but the petitions were still admitted in various
district courts.

Surveys and hearings
These were new territories being tested by
revanchist forces. Barring a rap on the knuckles,
as in the case of Quwwat-ul-Islam Masjid, the
district and High Courts were silent in what
amounted to a deliberate challenge to the Places
of Worship Act which the Supreme Court spoke
so glowingly of in the Babri judgment. They
probably got their encouragement from an oral
remark made by the Chief Justice of India, D.Y.
Chandrachud who is reported to have stated,
“the ascertainment of the religious character of a
place as a procedural instrument may not
necessarily fall foul of the provisions of sections 3
and 4 of the Act of 1991”. The remark probably
opened a Pandora’s box.

Almost on cue, when the Allahabad High Court
ordered a survey of the Gyanvapi mosque, a
three-judge Bench of the Supreme Court upheld
the decision. The religious character of Gyanvapi
could indeed be ascertained. It did, however,
earlier this year, stay the Allahabad High Court’s
order for a court-monitored survey of Shahi Idgah
Masjid in Mathura.

Further, the Supreme Court agreed to hear a
clutch of petitions against the Places of Worship
(Special Provisions) Act itself. Even as it
maintained that the pendency of petitions did not
a�ect the maintainability of the Act, its action of
admitting the petitions itself was a signal that
nothing was above debate. One of the petitioners
even objected to the cut-o� date of August 15,
1947, something the top court had spoken
glowingly of in the Babri verdict. The petitioner, a

former spokesman of the Bharatiya Janata Party
in Delhi, insisted that the cut-o� date should be
1206, the time when Qutbuddin Aibak laid the
foundation of the Delhi Sultanate. That his
objection was not dismissed at the �rst stage was
of signi�cance.

The petitions seeking the restoration of places
of worship to their alleged status three to eight
centuries ago should not have come as a surprise,
but the speed and the frequency of petitions at
various levels were a little alarming. The courts
were probably prepared. In 1994, barely three
years after the Places of Worship Act came into
force, the top court expressed its apprehensions
over the provisions of the Act being �outed.

Drawing a parallel with the razing of the Babri
Masjid by those unconcerned with the provisions
of the Indian Penal Code for violating a place of
worship, the Court said, “Similarly minded
people are as little likely to be deterred by the
provisions of the Places of Worship (Special
Provisions) Act 1991”. Incidentally, the Places of
Worship Act, which made an exception for the
Babri Masjid, virtually envisaged the conversion
of the Ayodhya mosque, but, in the same breath,
wanted to put an end to demands on other
monuments. With the Babri mosque having
lapsed into history, challenges to the Act of 1991
itself amount to a breach of public trust. These
petitions are being used as a political weapon
today. They help further a certain political
narrative in the run-up to the general election
2024. The public gets excited, and fringe leaders
become vocal and aggressive.

A moment to ponder
Even as petitions pile up in courts across the
country, let us not forget what happened in
Ayodhya in 1986. It was the order of a district
court in Uttar Pradesh which kick-started the �ow
of events that ultimately led to the destruction of
the mosque and the �nal possession of its land by
the assailants. The district court’s permission
changed the way India looked at places of
worship. The question today is this: will the
Supreme Court step in to uphold the integrity of
the Places of Worship Act? Or, will the continued
extensions granted to the Union government to
specify its stance pave the way for the repeal of
the Act by Parliament? Noises against the Act are
already being heard in the Lok Sabha. It is the
silence of the top court which is unsettling.

ziya.salam@thehindu.co.in

Places of worship and an unsettling judicial silence 

Ziya Us Salam

The higher
judiciary needs
to send out a
strong signal
upholding the
integrity of the
Places of
Worship
(Special
Provisions) Act

T
he Parliamentary Standing Committee on
Personnel, Public Grievances, Law, and
Justice recently submitted a signi�cant

report on legal education, making several
path-breaking recommendations to strengthen
the quality of legal education in India. Since
Independence, legal education, unlike medicine
and engineering, has not been a top priority for
India’s policymakers.

Things started to change for the better in the
1990s with the advent of the national law
universities (NLUs) in India. Buoyed by the winds
of liberalisation and globalisation, the Indian
economy in the 1990s threw up many new
opportunities for lawyers, which, in turn, led to
bright young students opting to study law right
after school. Several NLU graduates got placed in
high-paying law �rm jobs while many others went
abroad to study at top universities, with quite a
few bagging prestigious scholarships such as
Rhodes and Chevening.

However, the same cannot be said about
hundreds of other law schools nationwide that
essentially represent a “sea of institutionalized
mediocrity”. Most of the NLUs too, while
successfully attracting excellent students, have
failed to emerge as centres of excellence in legal
research. This is borne by the fact that only two
Indian law schools, Jindal Global Law School and
National Law School of India University, �gure in
the QS rankings of the top 250 law schools
worldwide.

A new regulator
Against this backdrop, a key recommendation of
the committee is to limit the powers of the Bar
Council of India (BCI) to regulate legal education.
The BCI’s role in regulating legal education that
pertains to acquiring basic eligibility to practise in
the courts is indispensable.

However, several other facets of legal
education, especially at the post-graduation level,
do not pertain to litigation. The committee
recommends, and rightly so, that regulating these
parts of legal education should be entrusted to an
independent body called the National Council for

Legal Education and Research (NCLER). This
proposed body will develop qualitative
benchmarks to regulate legal education. Eminent
legal academicians who deposed before the
parliamentary committee batted for the creation
of the NCLER. In addition to judges and
practising lawyers, the NCLER should have
eminent law professors with an unimpeachable
track record of research and serving legal
education.

Bolstering research
Many of India’s 1,700-odd law schools principally
focus on teaching, with scant attention to
research. Consequently, India is chie�y the
consumer of legal knowledge generated in the
West, not its producer. An important data point
that reveals this is that out of more than 800 law
journals globally indexed in Scopus (an
internationally recognised database that lists
leading journals in all �elds) barely a handful are
Indian law journals. This shows the abysmally
poor level of research in India’s law schools.

The committee emphasises the need to
prioritise and promote research in legal
education, which, in turn, will lead to better
teaching outcomes and help students develop a
critical perspective. As Albert Einstein said, “The
value of a college education is not the learning of
many facts but the training of the mind to think”
To strengthen research, there is a need to recruit
“world class global faculty who are top
researchers”. While this is easier said than done,
the fact that the committee has highlighted this
aspect is an encouraging development.

As the committee remarks, augmenting the
research ecosystem in our law schools
undoubtedly involves a greater need for state
funding. Bolstering research will also equip
India’s law schools to thrive in the globalising
world. The committee is cognisant of the e�ect of
globalisation on legal education. It thus correctly
recommends developing and delivering a global
curriculum, promoting student and faculty
international exchange programmes,
incorporating more international law courses in

the curriculum, and increasing students’
exposure to di�erent legal systems.

Changing mindsets
The parliamentary committee’s suggestions are
like a breath of fresh air that may help many law
professors keep their chin up. In some form or
the other, such suggestions have been made
before. But none of this will be implemented as
long as higher education does not become the
topmost priority for everyone. 

Additionally, legal education reform is
impossible without these: �rst, the leadership
positions in our university’s law faculties and law
schools should be held by passionate,
charismatic, and visionary academicians who
inspire and create an enabling and supportive
environment that allows younger academicians to
realise their potential as outstanding teachers and
brilliant researchers. Sadly, barring a few notable
exceptions, the deans of law faculties and
vice-chancellors of law universities in India have
failed to provide professional leadership. These
�awed academic leaders detest talented
professors and are the biggest bottleneck in
striving for excellence. No amount of money or
perks can overcome such a primary institutional
de�ciency.

Second, to boost the culture of legal research
in our law schools, there should be complete
academic freedom and autonomy. As Jawaharlal
Nehru said, “a university stands for humanism,
for tolerance, for reason, for the adventure of
ideas and for the search of truth”. A law school or
any other academic institution can accomplish
this goal only if academicians are free to o�er
their well-researched views without any fear,
even if these views are at variance with popularly
held beliefs in society or contest the dominant
ideas of the time.

The parliamentary committee’s intervention is
a welcome development, and one expects all
stakeholders to work together to improve the
quality of legal education in India.

The views expressed are personal

An intervention that will help strengthen legal education 
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R
ecently, music composer A.R.
Rahman tweeted that the song
Thimiri Yezhuda from the Tamil �lm
Lal Salaam uses an Arti�cial

Intelligence (AI) software to recreate the voices
of singers Bamba Bakya and Shahul Hameed.
Bakya died in September 2022 at the age of 42
and has sung songs in �lms including 2.0 and
Bigil. Hameed, who died in 1998, worked
extensively on movies such as Gentleman and
Kadhalan. Though their voices were used with
the permission of their families, who were also
compensated, the move has raised a debate
among artists about the use of AI. Is it ethical to
use AI to clone voices for creative purposes? Sai
Shravanam and Haricharan Seshadri discuss the
question with Srinivasa Ramanujam. Edited
excerpts:

As musicians, what were your �rst reactions
when you heard the song? 

Sai Shravanam: I was extremely happy to hear
the voices of Hameed and Bakya. I was also
happy to see that their families were
remunerated for the song. A lot of artistes are
like comets – they come, deliver big hits, and
then vanish. Both these artistes are physically
not here now and bringing their voices back
brings back incredible memories. A.R. Rahman
gave us Roja, which shook every boom box in
the country, and now he is bringing the latest
technology to the audience. He is timeless, and
he has now used ‘Timeless Voices’ to give us
this. I am in awe of this technology that brought
someone “back to life”. For me, it’s a beautiful
feeling.

Haricharan Seshadri: When I �rst saw their
names, I thought it was a mistake. Then, I saw
the news and heard the song. I was
overwhelmed and curious about how this
process happened. It was bound to happen
sometime in the music industry. But it also made
me think about my future as a singer. 

Is it ethical to use AI to clone voices for
creative purposes?

Sai Shravanam: Ethics is personal. AI [in this
case] is [doing] nothing but mimicking human
talent. An atom bomb is an incredible invention,
but it has been put to bad use. The invention is
not the problem; there is an issue with the way

human beings use it. Even without AI, you may
hear a song somewhere, recreate it, and make
billions of dollars with it. Ethically, you know it’s
not your work. And that is wrong. But AI can
never replace human singers and the output that
is the result of a creative process. 

Haricharan Seshadri: We have been using
technology for a long time now to produce songs
and make them sound good. Even the
auto-tuner that is common in the music industry
is a form of AI: it corrects notes based on the
inputs given. A process to legalise the use of
voices and safeguard the intellectual property of
every person and voice needs to be in place. I
feel the use of AI voices can be governed. 

The other aspect revolves around
permissions. If a person is alive and
approachable, an AI tool need not be used, but
if the person has passed on and their voice
needs to be recreated, their family and friends
need to be aware that such a thing is happening,
and also be properly compensated. This is
important, especially in a country like India
where policies are not enforced. As a singer, I
am still �ghting for royalty rights for songs I have
sung.

Can you elaborate on some instances where
technology and AI tools have helped you in

your line of work?

Sai Shravanam: AI has been a very important
part of my journey. You might have seen
documentaries talking about how auto-tune
helps people who cannot sing, but you will still
have to provide something for auto-tune to
work. In Indian classical music, you have ragas
like Thodi and Begada which have micro notes.
In those cases, auto-tune sometimes helps, but
sometimes it does not. As a
musician-cum-engineer, when I know how to
use the tool correctly, I have been successful in
using auto-tune even for a raga like Miyan
Malhar or Thodi. It is up to us engineers to use it
properly.

These days, I sometimes get 200 tracks of
audio, with many musicians recording them in
di�erent places. They are of di�erent quality –
some are very loud and some very quiet. It is
overwhelming to hear 200 tracks that are not
standardised. If we put them all into the plug-in,
it levels everything so that I have an optimal mix
that my session requires. AI saves me at least
seven hours of work, and I can concentrate on
creativity. Today, we have smart dynamic
processors and that help us save time. If I didn’t
have those tools, I wouldn’t have the luxury of
delivering an incredibly sounding master within
the deadline. AI as a tool has helped me greatly
in areas that are not creative-driven; it has
helped me in mundane activities.

Haricharan Seshadri: AI helps not only in
music. Recently, a presenter used ChatGPT to
come up with 75 questions to pose to me and I
was overwhelmed. Though I am a musician and
singer, I have to sometimes record myself at
home and send it to a composer. I know how to
sing and how good a take is, but there are other
aspects in a project such as editing, fading in,
and so on that a sound engineer usually does
professionally. AI helps me do all that. I have
even tried training my own AI voice model and
used it to record a song, and then compared it
with my original style of singing. But a real

singer cannot be replaced with AI because we
add bhaavam or feeling to a song. I fear that that
the increased use of AI tools would result in
mediocre music.

Do you feel it may disrupt the progress of
creativity and humaneness. And if yes, how
do we tackle that?

Sai Shravanam: Creativity is God’s gift. It
doesn’t come from you but rather through you.
Art is not about learning, but about exploration.
AI mixing and mastering tools are here, but
human interactions and emotions can change
everything. To me, AI can help in mundane
activities but never in the creative process. It can
never replace a Haricharan walking into my
studio, learning the lines, and delivering them.

Haricharan Seshadri: It will disrupt creativity,
but only for a short while. People will get tired of
it soon. From a �lm industry perspective, a lot of
mediocrity is glori�ed because of reels and
social media views. Lyrics are not meaningful;
rather, they are just based on some rhyme
scheme so that they trend online. AI will have its
day. It will be glori�ed and then we will grow
tired of it.

In this marriage of music and AI, where is the
future headed?

Sai Shravanam: There is responsibility among
human beings to use AI the right way. We must
understand that the arts and music are not just
products. They have unfortunately become
products. The human brain is about perception.
What I hear today as a sound engineer will not
be what I hear tomorrow. A computer can only
give one output, and we should realise that the
arts are not just a money-making industry.

Haricharan Seshadri: There needs to be an AI
ethical usage board in every industry. Deepfake
videos also pose a threat, so there needs to be
some kind of regulation. All intellectual
property needs to be registered. Tomorrow,
someone might be able to use my voice for a
song without permission. I should be able to sue
them through proper legal channels.

Is it ethical to use AI to clone voices for creative purposes? 

PARLEY

A still from the film ‘Laal Salaam. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT
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A real singer cannot be replaced with AI,
because we add bhaavam or feeling to a song.
I fear that that the increased use of AI tools
would result in mediocre music.
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India-UAE ties

Herpes virus may double dementia risk: Study
People who have 

had the herpes 
virus at some 
point in their 

lives are twice as 
likely to develop 

dementia 
compared to 

those who have 
never been 

infected, warned 
a study

T
he study from Up-
psala University 
in Sweden, based 
on 1,000 people 
aged 70 over and 

followed for 15 years, confirms 
previous research on whether 
herpes can be a possible risk 
factor for dementia.

The results, now published 
in the Journal of Alzheimer’s 
Disease, found that people who 
had been infected with the 
herpes simplex virus at some 
point in their lives were twice 
as likely to develop dementia, 
compared to those who had 
never been infected.

The herpes simplex virus is 
very common, and the infection 
is lifelong. But the symptoms 

can come and go over differ-
ent periods of life. Many people 
never get any symptoms linked 
to their infection. “It is exciting 
that the results confirm previous 
studies. More and more evidence 
is emerging from studies that 
-- like our findings -- point to 
the herpes simplex virus as a 
risk factor for dementia,” said 
Erika Vestin, a medical student 
at Uppsala University.

“What’s special about this 
particular study is that the par-

ticipants are roughly the same 
age, which makes the results 
even more reliable since age 
differences, which are other-
wise linked to the development 
of dementia, cannot confuse 
the results,” Vestin added.

Worldwide, 55 million people 
are affected by dementia. Ad-
vanced age and carrying the 
apolipoprotein E4 risk gene 
are already known risk fac-
tors. Research has previously 
been conducted to investigate 
whether the herpes simplex vi-
rus could also be a possible risk 
factor for dementia, something 
now confirmed in this study.

The study calls the need to 
further investigate whether 
already known drugs against 

the herpes simplex virus can 
reduce the risk of dementia 
and the possibility of develop-
ing new vaccines. “The results 
may drive dementia research 
further towards treating the ill-
ness at an early stage using com-
mon anti-herpes virus drugs, or 
preventing the disease before it 
occurs,” Vestin said.� IANS

T
here has been a growing tango between 
India and Arab countries in general and 
the United Arab Emirates in particular 
ever since the Modi government took 
office in India 10 years ago. The latest 

proof of these increasingly closer ties between the two 
countries is the inauguration by the Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi of the first Hindu temple in Abu Dhabi.

Till recently, presence of a religious structure other 
than mosques in the land of Islam was unheard of. But 
thanks to the enlightened leadership which is now at 
the helms of affairs in the Emirates and some other 
Arab countries, winds of change have begun to blow 
there. Women are no longer confined to their homes. 
Harsh punishments like beheading and cutting off of 
hands have become a thing of the past.

The oil rich countries in the Middle East have finally 
realized that their old wealth will not last forever. The 
underground oil wells will be running out of oil sooner 
rather than later. Therefore, the will have to transition 
to the next model of economy for sustenance. Hence, 
the increasing emphasis on trade and commerce. As 
the nearest giant neighbor with age-old ties, India fits 
the bill for requirements of these countries. India has 
made rapid progress in recent years and is now in a 
position to fulfill the needs of the world be it food, 
technical goods, IT, defence and allied items.

As a special gesture towards India, the kingdom of 
Abu Dhabi allotted land for the first Hindu temple on 
its soil. The construction of the temple has taken about 
four years to complete. As the Prime Minister observd, 
the inauguration of the temple has compounded the 
joy Indians felt at the inauguration of Ram Temple 
at Ayodhya. The temple has been constructed by 
Bochasanwasi Akshar Purushottam Swaminarayan 
Sanstha (BAPS).

As the Prime Minister observed on the occasion, 
the BAPS temple will be an enduring tribute to the 
values of harmony, peace and tolerance, which both 
India and the UAE share.

The pink sandstone temple sits on a 27-acre plot 
in Abu Dhabi, making it one of the largest in the 
Middle East. While Islam is the official religion of 
the UAE, the country is home to about 3.6 million 
Indian workers.

The guest list for the inauguration ceremony at 
the temple included Indian government officials, 
Bollywood stars and members of the billionaire Am-
bani family. Senior Abu Dhabi officials were also in 
attendance.

Former Indian Ambassador to the UAE, Navdeep 
Suri, said that it is a very symbolic day for the Indian 
community, adding that it has been a spiritual as well 
as religious need for them. “I think it’s a very symbolic 
day for the Indian community, for the large Indian di-
aspora that we have in UAE. For many years, it’s been 
a spiritual need, a religious need for them. And I know 
that in 2015, when the Prime Minister came here for the 
first time, he put in a request to Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed, then crown prince of Abu Dhabi, that it would 
be nice if some land could be granted.

This was the second major religious site to be inau-
gurated by PM Modi in recent weeks. In January, he 
presided over the consecration ceremony of the grand 
Ram temple in Ayodhya which was built on the site 
of a demolished 16th-century mosque following the 
resolution of a decades-long legal battle.

SPIRITUAL WORLD

  

DISCLAIMER: The opinions ex-
pressed in the articles published 
in these columns are the personal 
opinions of the authors. The facts 
and opinions appearing in the 
articles do not reflect the views 
of Bright Punjab Express and 
Bright Punjab Express does not 
assume any responsibility or 
liability for the same.

WHO releases 1st-ever guidance on 
clinical management of diphtheria

W
hile previous avail-
able guidance was 
just an operational 
protocol, the new 
guidance followed 

the rigorous process for developing 
guidance at WHO. It addresses the 
use of Diphtheria Antitoxin (DAT) in 
the treatment of diphtheria.

The guidance also includes new 
recommendations on antibiotics. In 
patients with suspected or confirmed 
diphtheria, WHO recommends using 
macrolide antibiotics (azithromycin, 
erythromycin) rather than penicillin 

antibiotics.
“This clinical practice guideline has 

been rapidly developed recognising the 
global increase in diphtheria outbreaks. 
Outbreaks of diphtheria in Nigeria, 

Guinea and neighbouring countries in 
2023 have highlighted the urgent need 
for evidence-based clinical practice 
guidelines for the treatment of diph-
theria,” the WHO said.

“Given the sporadic nature of out-
breaks, many clinicians in the affected 
regions have never managed acute diph-
theria and its related complications. 
Diphtheria remains a neglected disease 
and vaccination is the top priority. At 
the same time, for patients with diph-
theria, access to antibiotics, DAT and 
supportive care can be lifesaving,” the 
agency noted. Diphtheria is a disease 
caused by a bacterium that affects the 
upper respiratory tract and less often 
the skin. It also produces a toxin that 
damages the heart and the nerves.

It is a vaccine preventable disease, 
but multiple doses and booster doses 
are needed to produce and sustain 
immunity. People who are not im-
munised or under immunised are at 
risk of the disease.

Diphtheria is fatal in 5-10 per cent 
of cases, with a higher mortality rate in 
young children. Recent diphtheria out-
breaks stress the importance of sustain-
ing high levels of vaccination coverage 
in communities across the life course.

In 2022, an estimated 84 per cent of 
children worldwide received the recom-
mended 3 doses of diphtheria-containing 
vaccine during infancy, leaving 16 per cent 
with no or incomplete coverage. There 
is wide coverage variation between and 
within countries.� IANS

In a first, the World 
Health Organization 
(WHO) has released 

guidance on the 
clinical management of 

diphtheria

RG’s regressive caste politics 
won’t take off with youth 

DEEPIKA BHAN

I
s Rahul Gandhi cutting him-
self off from the youth with his 
caste politics? For some time, 
he has been consistently talk-
ing about caste and each of his 

public speeches is heavily loaded with 
references, often in a clear provoca-
tive style.

He may be believing that by talking 
about caste blatantly, which his party 
never exhibited so openly, he will jit-
ter a sensitive nerve in the society and 
break the BJP’s ‘Hindu’ spell. But he 
seems to be overlooking the fact that 
this period is different.

For a majority of the young popula-
tion in India, the priorities are good 
education, a paying job, a sound so-
cial circle, a mobile phone, laptop and 
enough space to enjoy and explore. For 
them, the circle includes those with 
whom the ‘vibe’ gets matched and which 
often transcends caste and religion. 
More youths want and aspire for a 
cosmopolitan life and caste seems to 
be the least concern for many of them.

The political hawks may say that the 
population of such youths is not that 
big and caste continues to remain one 
of the top societal concerns. It may be 
true in certain pockets and regions, but 
the recent state elections have proven 
that caste is no longer the basis for 
voting a candidate. Had it been so, the 
electoral results in Madhya Pradesh, 
Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan would 
have been different.

Even before these three, the electoral 
results would not have been so in 2014 
and almost every election after that. 
Had elections in India only been caste-
influenced, then Mayawati’s Bahujan 
Samaj Party (BSP) would not have been 
in such a bad state in Uttar Pradesh. So 
would not have been Akhilesh Yadav’s 
Samajwadi Party.

The truth is that the Congress has 
been going down consistently and the 
BJP’s vote share is ever on rise. The 
Congress party won 52 seats in the 
2019 Lok Sabha elections, just eight 

seats more than its 2014 tally. Its vote 
share -- 19.5 per cent -- was almost the 
same as 2014. On the other hand, the 
BJP increased its seat tally and vote 
share in consecutive elections, since 
its defeat in 2009.

After winning a majority with 282 
seats in the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, 
the BJP further extended its lead by 21 
seats to 303 in the 2019 polls. Even in 
the Assembly elections, the Congress 
performance has been dismal. Except 
Telangana and Karnataka, where the 
victory was more because of the efforts 
of the local leaders, the party is nowhere 
else to be seen.

The Congress has not only lost elec-
tions, big or small, it has also lost a 
number of its leaders, both young and 
veterans, and even those whose families 
for generations had been with the Con-
gress. Most were disillusioned with the 
top leadership, including Rahul Gandhi, 
and directly or indirectly blamed him 
for a lot of ills that have crept within 
the party.

Rahul Gandhi’s sudden interest in 
caste-based politics stems from the 
fact that it has been losing out heavily 
since 2014 in wooing the OBCs since 
the advent of Narendra Modi, who is 

himself from the backward caste, on 
the national scene.

With Modi’s kind of politics, almost 
all castes are voting for him. And this 
is proven by the increasing vote share 
of the BJP. The saffron party’s all-
India vote share in the 2019 Lok Sabha 
election -- 37.6 per cent -- was almost 
double that of 2009 --18.6 per cent. 
This was largely due to the party’s in-
roads in the OBCs, Adivasis and Dalits. 
While BJP seems to be growing beyond 
the caste-dynamics, Rahul Gandhi 
has pushed his party into regression. 
Whether inside Parliament or outside, 
he has been systematically making pin-
pointed references to caste equations.

During discussion on the Women 
Reservation Bill in Lok Sabha last year, 
he pushed for a separate quota for 
OBCs in the bill and also pushed for 
the Caste Census data to be released. 
In 2023 also, he said in a conclave, 
“I was shocked that out of 90 people 
(Secretaries) who controlled the gov-
ernment of India, only three are from 
the OBC community.”

Gandhi’s caste references have be-
come more aggressive of late as the 
elections to the Lok Sabha near. In the 
western Odisha town of Jharsuguda 

on February 8, Rahul Gandhi during 
his Bharat Jodo Nyay Yatra accused 
PM Modi of lying that he was born 
in the Other Backward Class. “Your 
Prime Minister was not born OBC 
and he was born in a general caste. 
He was born in Teli caste in Gujarat. 
The BJP government had included 
his caste in OBC category in 2000. 
He keeps lying everywhere that he 
was born OBC.”

However, this allegation was 
trashed by the BJP which came out 
with the facts that the status was 
granted to the community by the 
Congress supported government in 
Gujarat in late 1990s.

Rahul Gandhi may be under im-
mense pressure to prove himself, but 
that does not mean that he should 
resort to narrow politicking. And, this 
is something which is too obvious for 
anyone, including the youth of the 
country, to ignore. With 66 per cent 
of India’s population below the age of 
35, can anyone afford to be regressive? 
The leaders and more so Rahul Gandhi, 
need to understand this.

(Deepika Bhan can be contacted at 
deepika.b@ians.in) IANS
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A
 five-judge Constitutional Bench of the Supreme Court has injected 
much-needed transparency into electoral funding in India by striking 
down the six-year-old electoral bond scheme for political contribu-
tions, ruling it violative of the right to information embedded in Article 

19(1)(a) of the Constitution. In doing so, the majority court ruling has upheld the 
values of open and transparent governance and access to information for voters 
that had been infringed upon by this secretive campaign finance law. To this 
end, the apex court has instructed State Bank of India, the designated state-
owned bank issuing these bonds, to give details of the bonds issued and bought 
since April 12, 2019 (when an interim order to this effect was passed) to the 
Election Commission of India (ECI). The ECI, in turn, must publish this infor-
mation on its website between March 6 and 13. Electoral bonds that are within 
the 15-day validity period have to be returned. 

No less significant is the apex court’s observations on amendments through 
the 2017 Finance Act to Section 182(3) of the Companies Act, 2013, concerning 
political contributions by companies. Section 182(3) required such contributions 
be authorised by the board, not be made in cash, and disclosed in the profit & loss 
account. The 2017 amendment removed the cap on donations — set at 7.5 per 
cent of the preceding three years’ profits — and eliminated disclosure requirements. 
The court raised the question of whether unlimited corporate funding to political 
parties violated the principle of free and fair elections and cast doubts on the 
potential of electoral bonds to curb black money. It also pointed out that this 
amendment had been introduced to align with Section 29(C) of the Representation 
of People’s Act, which exempts political parties from disclosing contributions 
received from electoral bonds and had therefore become “otiose”. In March 2023, 
the Association for Democratic Reforms found that more than 66 per cent of the 
income of seven national parties, including the ruling party, came from “unknown 
sources” in 2021-22; electoral bonds accounted for 83 per cent of this income. 

The fact is that electoral bonds added one more element of opacity to a lax 
regime on political funding. Under current laws it is mandatory for parties to 
declare donations above ~20,000, a ceiling that enables large donations to be 
broken up into smaller undocumented denominations. In the absence of a 
system of independent audit of political parties, it is easy to circumvent even 
these disclosure rules. In 2013, the government introduced the Electoral Trust 
Scheme to allow not-for-profit companies to set up entities that can raise money 
from other companies and individuals and distribute them to political parties. 
These disclosure norms, too, do not require a declaration of the parent company 
setting up the trust. By questioning the rationale for “selective anonymity” and 
suggesting that corporations had a greater ability to influence the electoral 
process than individuals did, the court has pointed to the urgent need for an 
overhaul of political funding laws. This is imperative in any democracy where 
money remains a driver for political success. Campaign finance laws can perhaps 
never be perfect. But the ECI should not forgo this opportunity to try to align 
political donation rules with best-in-class norms of Western democracies.

Unjustified demands
Price guarantee will kill the agri market

T
wo years after farmers called off their protests, they are again marching 
towards Delhi with multiple demands. Protesting farmers want, among 
other things, a legal guarantee for minimum support price (MSP), 
implementation of the Swaminathan Committee report, loan waivers, 

pensions, and a doubling of the number of work days under the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act. They also want India to withdraw 
from the World Trade Organization. While the government was negotiating with 
farmers till the press time, most of the demands lack basic economic logic. The 
timing is also intriguing. The Lok Sabha elections can be called anytime and 
laws can be passed only after the next Lok Sabha is constituted. The idea clearly 
is to put pressure on political parties to take these demands forward. The Congress, 
for example, has promised a legal guarantee for MSP. 

The government declares MSP for 23 crops and purchases some, mainly 
wheat and rice, for distribution under the National Food Security Act and main-
taining a buffer stock. It also intervenes in other commodities to support prices. 
However, providing a legally guaranteed price for all 23 commodities is simply 
impossible. The government does not have the resources to do this. A legal guar-
antee would mean every time prices go below the MSP, the government will 
have to procure because private traders will move out of the market. Logically, 
once private trade gets discouraged, prices will automatically fall. In such a sit-
uation, the government will have to buy everything. While there are various esti-
mates of how much the price guarantee will cost the exchequer, to be fair, it is 
hard to arrive at a number. Also, how will the government liquidate the stock? 
The idea will destroy the market and will soon lead to shortages. 

It is also worth noting that only a small proportion of agriculture and related 
output is covered under MSP. Some of the faster-growing commodities, such as 
milk and poultry, do not get support. Even for the crops that are covered under 
MSP, only a small minority of farm households benefit. The data analysed by 
economist Ashok Gulati and others, for instance, showed that for the agriculture 
year 2018-19, only 8.8 per cent of agricultural households sold any crop at MSP to 
government agencies. Further, the value of that produce was just 8 per cent of 
total output — crops and livestock. Thus, a price guarantee will not address the 
real concerns of the farm sector. 

To be sure, farmers do face vagaries of weather and markets. Unfortunately, 
the challenges on the weather front will only increase with changes in the climate. 
It is therefore necessary to address fundamental challenges. To support the farm 
sector, among other things, the government is doing cash transfers to farmers. 
The scheme can be suitably adjusted to improve its effectiveness. The government 
can also work on a mechanism for price stabilisation, which can be used to inter-
vene if prices go below a certain level. Further, it can avoid curbs on exports and 
stock holdings. A price guarantee will only create more problems. In fact, it is in 
the interests of farmers, particularly in Punjab and Haryana, to move away from 
water-intensive crops like paddy, which is depleting groundwater at an alarming 
pace and will soon become a crisis.
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A
 press release issued by the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI) two weeks ago directed the Paytm 
Payments Bank Ltd (PPBL) to stop onboarding 

customers with immediate effect. Existing customers 
were allowed to withdraw or utilise the balance in all 
their accounts but were not permitted to make addi-
tional deposit or credit transactions. No other banking 
services can be carried out by PPBL after February 
29. Essentially, the RBI has stopped the operations of 
the PPBL. Why was this done? 

An established and respected 
regulator like the RBI does not act 
without reason and justification. 
We presume that PPBL has engaged 
in egregious violations that neces-
sitated a drastic response. It is likely 
that many smaller violations have 
occurred in the past. We would also 
presume that the top-management 
of PPBL was informed about the 
violations and given a chance to 
correct past behaviour. But these 
are presumptions; the truth is we 
do not know. 

We do not have a formal legal 
order from the RBI setting out the 
failures and the justification for the 
action. All we have is a press release that specifies 
punishments, without offering evidence or rationale. 
The press release simply says that “the 
Comprehensive System Audit report and subsequent 
Compliance Validation report of the external audi-
tors revealed persistent non-compliances and con-
tinued material supervisory concerns in the bank, 
warranting further supervisory action”.  

This statement leaves many questions unan-
swered. We do not know whether a hearing took place, 
we have not heard PPBL’s side of the story, and we do 

not know the RBI’s rebuttal of PPBL’s defence. It is 
thus unclear whether due process and rule of law 
principles were followed by public authorities before 
imposing punitive actions. 

This is an issue of some relevance because as Lord 
Hewart, the Lord Chief Justice of England, famously 
remarked in a 1924 case: “It is not merely of some 
importance but is of fundamental importance that 
justice should not only be done, but should manifestly 
and undoubtedly be seen to be done”. 

At heart, this requires adherence 
to principles of rule of law and nat-
ural justice: 
1. The term “rule of law” is about 
equal treatment of everyone, with 
the same set of laws and fair proce-
dures in the legal process. 
Encyclopaedia Britannica defines it 
as “the mechanism, process, insti-
tution, practice, or norm that sup-
ports the equality of all citizens 
before the law, secures a non-arbi-
trary form of government, and more 
generally prevents the arbitrary use 
of power”. 
2. Closely related to this notion is 
the notion of natural justice, which 

has two basic elements. The first principle is that 
no person should be judged without a fair hearing, 
providing the person the opportunity to respond to 
the evidence against her. Second is the principle 
that no one should be a judge in her own cause. 

All of us in India will readily agree that a modern 
market economy requires these concepts to be fully 
in play, for arbitrary exercise of state power is unfair 
and deters private investment.  

Is it possible that banking is special, and hence 
the foundations of constitutional law need to be sus-

pended in this field? A look at contemporary exam-
ples of regulatory orders in the domain from the US 
and the UK (t.ly/Lyz8J and t.ly/9lqk9) shows that this 
is not the case. It is possible to reconcile the rule of 
law and constitutionalism with the field of banking. 

Another possibility is that if the RBI is more trans-
parent in such matters it could cause a run on a bank. 
Hence, it is argued that rule of law procedures are 
inappropriate for regulation and supervision of banks. 
But that argument cannot be made here. Prior to the 
action, PPBL had 30 million accounts and over 
700,000 point-of-sale terminals. There are more than 
35 million UPI QR codes associated with PPBL and 
300 million wallets. On the Indian roads there are 
nearly 10 million FASTags of PPBL. All of them are 
impacted by the RBI action. Each of these users does 
not know what went wrong at PPBL, and only sees 
strong RBI action. This could lead to panic; if anything, 
it is the RBI action that potentially might set off a 
bank run. Indeed, there are market rumours that this 
entity is not alone; as a result, many other new-age 
financial firms are also facing considerable stress. 

On the second principle of natural justice, it is 
relevant to ask if the RBI supervisors who inspected 
PPBL and found violations are distinct and separate 
from those who weighed the evidence and conclud-
ed that drastic actions were called for. In all likeli-
hood they are. But we don’t know.  

Prima facie, the evidence of the application of 
the two elements of natural justice in the case is 
thin. We are not able to say that justice has been 
manifestly and undoubtedly seen to be done. 

Finally, is the RBI to blame for these observed 
difficulties? Not really. Section 35A of the Banking 
Regulation Act effectively instructs the RBI to do 
all the things that they have done. RBI employees 
are faithfully implementing the old laws with which 
they are obliged to work.  

Consequently, it is time to revisit these old laws. 
This is part of India’s journey in building the institu-
tions of a modern economy. In the case of Securities 
and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) the concept of a 
“speaking order” (with a rationale) came about as a 
result of two developments. A modern legislation, 
namely the Securities and Exchange Board of India 
Act, 1992 and the creation of relevant jurisprudence 
by the Securities Appellate Tribunal, which performs 
judicial oversight functions over Sebi. 

Likewise, India needs a modern Banking 
Regulation Act, one that would ensure that the rule 
of law and natural justice apply fully in regulatory 
enforcement matters, whenever authorities engage 
with financial firms. After all, in a democracy, finan-
cial firms need reassurance that justice will not be 
arbitrary. And all of us as citizens, depositors, and 
users of wallets and QR codes have the right to know 
more about what went wrong at PPBL. 

The writer is an honorary professor at CPR, member of a few 

for-profit and not-for-profit boards, and a former civil servant

A
midst escalating geopolitical tensions, analysts 
foresee a rapid expansion of the global defence 
and aerospace industry, from $750 billion in 

2022, to $1.38 trillion by 2030. Beyond economic gains, 
defence exports offer substantial strategic advantages. 
The deployment of defence equipment from a specific 
nation establishes technological dependencies, influ-
encing maintenance, repair, overhaul, spares, com-
ponents, and future upgrades. Compatibility between 
exporting and receiving nations enhances military 
interoperability, expanding options for joint operations. 
These dependencies significantly impact the diplo-
matic and strategic geopolitical stance of partner 
nations, highlighting the broader implications and 
significance of defence exports.  

The United States, currently the world’s largest 
arms exporter with over 40 per cent of global exports, 
did not always dominate the market. In the 1870s and 
’80s, the American shipbuilding and 
strategic metals industry lagged 
behind Europe. Prior to the 1880s, 
the navy and war departments pro-
cured ships and armaments from the 
government naval yards and arse-
nals. Faced with the transition from 
wood-sail to steel-steam fleets, the 
US had to decide whether to import 
from Britain or encourage domestic 
production. They opted for the latter, 
legislating that all ships and compo-
nents must be sourced domestically, 
fostering a private defence industry. 

Along with this fundamental 
change, other key policy measures 
transformed the defence industry in the US. The 
Government Metal Testing programme subsidised 
industry testing cost, amendment to the basic pro-
curement law allowed direct negotiation instead of 
competitive bidding in emergency conditions or when 
competition was impractical. Another landmark deci-
sion involved the State promoting foreign sales of US 
firms, arguing that it was crucial for maintaining the 
military-industrial complex for national defence.   

The transformation of the US into a world-class 
defence industry ecosystem holds valuable insights 
for India as it embarks on a similar journey. India’s 
defence exports surged to a record ~16,000 crore in 
2022-23, a staggering 800 per cent growth in five 

years and reaching 85 countries across continents. 
This propelled India into the top 25 defence 
exporters globally. Interestingly, nearly 80 per cent 
of this growth is attributable to private industry.  
India’s expanding defence exports encompass mis-
siles, rockets, torpedoes, artillery-guns, and drones, 
among others. Integration of hundreds of Indian 
Micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) into 
global defence original equipment manufacturer 
(OEM) supply chains, coupled with a surge in 
exports, positions India favourably for future growth. 
Notably, DefExpo 2022 in Gandhinagar witnessed 
around 20 ministerial level delegations expressing 
interest in sourcing defence equipment from India. 

External factors contribute to this optimistic out-
look. China’s declining arms exports, marked by a 7.8 
per cent drop between 2016 and 2020, apparently due 
to poor quality and unreliable performance creates 

an opportunity for India. Myanmar’s 
grounding of Chinese jets, Nigeria’s 
return of Chengdu F-7 fighters, and 
Pakistan’s issue with F-22 frigates 
highlight the challenges faced by 
China’s arms industry. Amidst Russia-
Ukraine conflict-related supply chain 
disruptions, Israel’s preoccupation 
with Hamas, and the US tied up on 
multiple fronts, India emerges as a 
reliable partner attracting countries 
keen on diversifying arms sourcing. 

India’s expertise in servicing 
Russian platforms has gained promi-
nence from countries possessing 
Russian inventory. As the Indo-

Pacific region gains significance, Indian shipyards 
find opportunities to service the increasing presence 
of US and European naval fleet. The rising impor-
tance of software and artificial intelligence (AI) in 
defence platforms aligns with India’s strengths, fos-
tering the establishment of global capability centres 
by global defence OEMs.  

Government’s Innovation for Defence Excellence 
(IDEX) programme has created hundreds of startups, 
which are serving the Indian armed forces and are 
poised for global licensing of their technologies in areas 
such as wireless communication, image sensors, quan-
tum communication, AI, and swarming. Above all, 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has been able to trans-

form the global perception of India, branding it as a 
rapidly reforming and growing innovation economy, 
lending credibility to the burgeoning defence industry.   

The surge in defence exports is the result of a 
number of other recent initiatives, including 
enabling participation of private sector and startups 
in defence industry ecosystem, streamlining export 
permissions via a web-enabled system, which has 
reduced delays, an online system to share enquires 
and leads with defence industry, instituting open 
general export licence, including defence exports 
as a key result area for evaluating performance of 
defence attaches posted in Indian embassies abroad. 
Moreover, liberal availability of defence lines of cred-
it (LOC), repositioning DefExpo and Aero India as 
world-class exhibitions showcasing India’s defence 
innovation ecosystem have also helped.  

While a significant beginning has been made, the 
opportunity is much larger. Positioning India among 
the top five defence exporters over the next decade is 
a realistic target. Some policy initiatives that require 
consideration are as follows: The state needs to proac-
tively promote defence exports by Indian firms. Rules 
and procedures should be developed for government-
to-government sales to make it easier for foreign gov-
ernments to procure from Indian firms. While the 
reciprocal procurement agreement being discussed 
with the US is a starting point, a more generic frame-
work akin to US’s foreign military sales framework 
would be helpful. Distinct terms for defence LOC are 
necessary, considering the inherent limited compe-
tition in defence production. A framework allowing 
empanelled defence firms to bundle defence LOC as 
part of their market pitches could be considered. 
Interest rates for defence LOC need to be reduced to 
bring them on a par with those offered by competing 
nations. Additionally, since innovative technologies 
developed by IDEX startups are being sought by other 
countries, establishing a licensing template safeguard-
ing national and startup interests is essential. 

Defence exports provide an excellent opportunity 
to embellish India’s growing stature on the global 
stage and improve strategic leverage with friendly 
nations. Possibly an agenda for the new government 
to prioritise after elections. 

The writer is distinguished visiting professor, IIT Kanpur, 

and former defence secretary, Government of India 

Defence exports: A strategic imperative

Scrapping electoral bonds is an opportunity for reform

A vote for disclosure

S
ecularism is a problematic word in 
India. Almost every political party 
or civil society group, whatever their 

political orientation, claims to be 
“secular” and committed to the “ism”. 
The author of this treatise fleshes out 
three definitions of the word from two 
dictionaries and one encyclopaedia  and 
contends that all are “simplistic and 
misleading insofar as they imply that 
secularism is a single-value idea.” Instead, 
she postulates that “secularism is a far 
more complex, triple-value concept”. 

This is the third book in an intended 
series of 10 publications that analyses 
various core elements of India’s 
Constitution. Its launch coincided with 

the 75th anniversary of Independence, 
the intention being that publications 
like these would stand apart from the 
watershed event’s conversion into an 
“event” by the government. 

We are now marking the same 
watershed anniversary of India becoming 
a republic in 1950, when the Constitution 
came into force. Over the years, various 
issues that made up the core ideas of what 
is also termed as “India’s only Holy Book”, 
are used mainly as clichés and rarely as 
motivating principles. 

The first book in this series was 
written by eminent social scientist, 
Neera Chandhoke, who has also helped 
the series anchor Harsh Mander bring it 
out and was evocatively titled  We, the 
People, and Our Constitution . 

What was the genesis of the idea of 
secularism in contemporary India’s 
constitutional discourse? India was for 
long periods of its history a multi-faith 
country, but where is the origin of the 
enshrinement of secularism as an idea in 
official texts? The first official document 
that referred to equality for all religions 
and various followers, the author says, 

was in the 1858 Proclamation of Queen 
Victoria promising equality for all 
religions and pledging state neutrality. 
This proclamation, the author writes 
“inaugurated a new British colonial 
policy of support for non-interference in 
matters of religious belief of worship 
within British India.” 

This proclamation set the tone to 
ensure that in the Indian Constitution, 
all eight religions to which India is an 
on-paper home — Hinduism, Sikhism, 
Buddhism, Jain, Islam, Christianity, 
Zoroastrianism and Judaism — are not 
interfered with. 

In today’s India, this non-interference 
is highlighted as evidence of weakness 
and imperfection. On February 10, 
speaking in the Lok Sabha during the 
hastily convened debate on the 
consecration of the Ram temple, Union 
Home Minister Amit Shah made a 
disquieting assertion: “There is not a 
single country in the world where the 
majority community fought such a long 
legal battle to practise their faith.” Implicit 
in this assertion is the contention that it is 
normal for a minority community to wage 
battles to practise their faith but this fate 
shall not be the majority community’s. 

The author would not have been 
aware, given that the manuscript was 

completed before the January 22 event 
at Ayodhya, of how the day would pan 
out.  Although this episode has been in 
the news, the author reminds readers 
about the sharp divergence between PM 
Jawaharlal Nehru and President 
Rajendra Prasad over the inaugural 
ceremony of the Somnath Temple. 
Nehru then, unambiguously stated that 
“he strongly objected to public 
functionaries attending religious 
ceremonies.” 

Eventually, India’s 
first president 
attended the 
ceremony in a private 
capacity. Nehru was 
committed to a 
“liberal, secular state 
that would focus on 
individual rights.” In 
contrast, PM 
Narendra Modi was 
the principal Jajman of the religious 
ritual. Thereafter, he addressed, as the 
Prime Minister, a select audience that 
ominously included several retired 
chiefs of the armed forces even as a 
military helicopter showered  
flower petals.   

Secularism cannot be understood 
without unpeeling the Constitution and 

comprehending that new sectarian 
interpretations of it are possible. The 
author points out that India’s formal 
charter “protects the right to propagate 
religion” but that in recent years a new 
discourse has been created to bring in 
notions of “inducements” and “fraud” 
pertaining to religious conversion. 

With contentions like “the strength 
of a secular state lies in the way it treats 
its minorities”, this book goads readers 

to pose questions: To 
what extent is India 
secular today? Will 
India’s allegiance on 
paper to the idea of 
secularism be struck 
down by the judiciary in 
times to come? This 
question becomes 
important in the 
backdrop of the 
Supreme Court 

agreeing to hear a plea asserting that 
insertion of the two words through the 
42nd Amendment, “Secularism” and 
“Socialism”, was against the law and 
should be deleted from the Preamble. 

It is not just this amendment to the 
Constitution that has faced attack, but 
even the landmark judgment by the 
largest-ever 13-judge Bench in 1973, in 

what is popularly known as the 
Kesavananda Bharati case, has faced 
criticism. This judgment put a check on 
parliamentary sovereignty by stating 
that while “Parliament had wide 
powers, it did not have the power to 
destroy the basic structure of the 
fundamental rights by making it 
subservient to directive principles, 
which are non-justiciable.” This  
ruling has been questioned by the 
current regime. 

Methodically, the author critically 
examines flawed and often 
contradictory SC judgments on issues 
that impinged secularism. This 
includes the 1962 verdict in the  Sardar 
Syedna Taher Saifuddin Saheb  vs  State 
of Bombay  when the Supreme Court 
used the word secularism for the first 
time. The sweep of judgments 
scrutinised is vast. 

This book may be slim but packs an 
abundance of deeply researched 
information and insight that reinforces 
readers’ understanding of secularism. It 
is a useful tool while preparing to 
contest efforts to undermine the secular 
principles of the Constitution. 

The reviewer is an NCR-based author and 

journalist.@NilanjanUdwin
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While criticism has been levelled at the 
incumbent government, arguing that its 
welfare schemes are built on a foundation 
laid by its predecessors, the problem at hand 
is a rather peculiar one. Our social sector suf-
fers from a mix of inadequate budgeting 
combined with overcrowding of schemes. 
As a result, existing schemes receive inade-
quate allocations, which adversely impacts 
the lives of people dependent on them. 

In February 2021, the Indian government 
had embarked on a mission to streamline its 
131 centrally sponsored schemes and reduce 
them to 65 by 2022, with a total allocation of 
₹442,781 crore. That year saw 157 central and 
centrally sponsored schemes in operation, 
with each receiving funding in excess of 
₹500 crore.

At another level, the sheer number of 
schemes presents some risks. Identifying 
beneficiaries for multiple schemes involves 
many logistical and bureaucratic steps that 
can cause delays in their implementation. 
Additionally, these welfare schemes can be 
used for political gains, which leads to over-
crowding, confusion, fiscal leakages and 
under-funding. The question facing us is 
whether we need more schemes or adequate 
funding to strengthen existing schemes. The 
answer is the latter.

empowerment of women, integrating arti-
sans and craftspeople with micro, small and 
medium enterprise (MSME) value chains, 
and promoting tourism and green growth.

In the interim budget for 2024-25, we 
again see the government’s tilt in rhetoric 
towards social inclusion and justice, with 
talk of a development approach that is “all-
round, all-pervasive and all-inclusive.” As 
per The Indian Economy: A Review released 
by the department of economic affairs, the 
government’s expenditure on social services 
has increased at a compound annual growth 
rate (CAGR) of 5.9% between fiscal years 
2011-12 and 2022-23, with capital spending 
on these services growing at a CAGR of 8.1% 
over the same period. However, in 2022-23, 
the share of social-sector expenditure fell 
below 20%, at 18% of the annual budget. 
Looking at centrally sponsored schemes, an 
8.9% change has been observed between the 
2023-24 revised and 2024-25 budget esti-
mates. We see a 3.3% change for central sec-
tor schemes between the 2023-24 revised 
and 2024-25 budget estimates, with the lat-
est allocation set at ₹14,94,296 crore. The 
2024-25 interim budget also saw an increase 
of 28.4% in the allocation for the social jus-
tice and empowerment ministry from the 
2023-24 revised estimate.

I
ndia unhesitatingly desires to grow” were 
the words echoed by our former finance 
minister, the late Arun Jaitley, when he 

presented the Narendra Modi government’s 
first Union budget a decade ago. Its focus 
was conspicuously on poverty reduction, 
increasing employment opportunities, equi-
table development and fighting these chal-
lenges under the government’s pet phrase 
for collective development, “Sab ka Saath, 
Sab ka Vikas.” New words have been added 
to it, like “Sab ka Vishwas” ( collective trust) 
and “ Sab ka Prayaas” (collective effort), 
highlighting the push for good governance 
and self-reliance. As of 2022, there were 740 
central sector schemes (fully funded by the 
Centre) and 65 centrally sponsored schemes 
(financed by the Centre and implemented by 
state governments). Last year, finance min-
ister Nirmala Sitharaman, while presenting 
the budget for 2023-24, highlighted the 
Centre’s vision for India’s journey towards 
its centennial year of independence. It 
included a focus on aims like the economic 

ple worried, especially when dealing 
with enterprise use cases or applica-
tions in healthcare or education. In fact, 
the efficacy of a large language model 
(LLM) is often measured by how much 
it does or does not hallucinate, with 
research companies introducing hallu-
cination indexes. A recent Cornell 
research (bit.ly/48gko5Y) revealed that 
GPT 3.5 hallucinated 69% of the time, 
and Meta’s LlaMA 2 hit an astounding 
88% level. While the later versions of 
the models have improved substan-
tially, companies are worried that the 
nonsense that these models spew out 
could hurt their brand and stock price, 
anger customers and pose a legal threat.

However, we need to think differ-
ently about this. What if hallucinations 
in LLMs are a feature, not a bug? The 
probabilistic construct of these models 
promotes this behaviour, and it might 
be impossible for Generative AI to be 
accurate all the time. What if we start 
leveraging this human-like behaviour 
of creativity (and, yes, hallucination) the 
same way Kekule and Dali did? Sundar 
Pichai of Google backs the thought. He 
suggests that hallucinating could be a 
feature and a bug, and that a GenAI 
experience should be “imaginative, like 
a child who doesn’t know what the con-
straints are when they’re imagining 
something.” Marc Andreessen of A16Z 

remarked: “When we like the answer, 
we call it creativity; when we do not, we 
call it hallucination.”

Artists and creators have caught on. 
John Thornhill has written in the 
Financial Times (bit.ly/42E8FNm) about 
Martin Puchner, a Harvard professor 
who “loves hallucinations.” Puchner 
talks about how humans mix cultures 
and inputs from previous generations to 
generate new stuff, and how civiliza-
tions advance that way. “Culture,” he 
says, “is a huge recycling project.” This 
is precisely what GenAI is doing. It is 
borrowing, stealing, copying and also 
mashing up different inputs from 
humans to create new stuff. Thus, says 
Thornhill, “Hallucinations may not be 
so much an algorithmic aberration as a 
reflection of human culture.” If we stop 
looking at GenAI as a forecasting tool, 
but as one that enhances our creative 
prowess by giving us innovative ideas 
and content, ‘hallucinations’ would be 
welcome. Modern artists and creators 
have started harnessing this power. 
Visual Electric, a California-based firm, 
encourages hallucinations to create 
new visuals and ideas (bit.ly/49A1wAd). 
Austin Carr has written in BusinessWeek 
about a film director, Paul Trillo, who 
used GenAI to create an acclaimed short 
film with psychedelic effect. Inworld AI 
uses the creativity of GenAI to help 
video game developers build interactive 
computer characters.

We need to see GenAI for what it is, 
not confuse it with machine or deep 
learning (which are also AI) and expect 
it to make high-accuracy predictions. 
Think of GenAI as a writer of fiction, not 
non-fiction. It is the ‘creative’ side of 
GenAI that enables idea generation, art 
production and better work outcomes 
with Copilot. If we think like Stephen 
King or Van Gogh, it can become an 
immensely powerful creative tool. As 
for use cases that require exact answers, 
we need to be careful until these models 
improve. Until then, as John Thornhill 
concludes his FT article: “Caveat 
prompter.” Gen-AI users, beware.

G
erman chemist Friedrich Kekulé 
was having a reverie, or day-
dream, of a snake biting its own 

tail, and he started wondering if the six 
carbon atoms in the benzene molecule 
had a similar structure. This hallucina-
tory experience led to the discovery of 
the hexagonal ring structure with alter-
nating single and double bonds, a 
ground-breaking concept in organic 
chemistry. Kekule was not the only one. 
Dmitri Mendeleev reportedly had a 
vision of the periodic table and Edison 
claimed to mine his dreams for material. 
Writer Stephen King claimed to have 
dreamt up his novel Misery during a 
somnolent flight, and the masterpieces 
of Van Gogh and Salvador Dali were 
often inspired by hallucinations.

The word ‘hallucinate’ entered the 
technology lexicon after the launch of 
ChatGPT and the realization that these 
Generative AI chatbots were inventing 
or ‘dreaming up’ a lot of false and weird 
stuff. ChatGPT’s alter ego Sydney 
famously expressed its undying love for 
a New York Times reporter. A US lawyer 
relied upon it to file a case against an 
airline, but the judge found that all 
the cases cited were dreamt up by 
ChatGPT. When I was writing a paper 
on Indian philosophy and privacy for a 
Cambridge University course, ChatGPT 
authoritatively gave me five research 
papers to cite—all of them wrong. This 
hallucinatory ability of GenAI has peo-

Dreamt-up stuff can inspire human creativity if we consider it a feature instead of a software bug

JASPREET BINDRA
is a technology expert, author of ‘The Tech 

Whisperer’, and a Masters in AI and Ethics 

from Cambridge University.

Let’s not spread India’s social sector spending too thin
AmIT KApOOr & JessIcA DuGGAl

A
 Joe Biden presidency would be 
better for Russia than a Donald 
Trump one, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin said this week, 
calling the current US leader 
more “predictable.” Coming from 

a Cold War adversary, this may be taken in 
America as a backhanded endorsement of 
Trump, whose anti-Nato rants have made US 
allies in Europe sit up. Shorn of Eurocentricity, 
though, the Cold War II underway is actually a 
US-China face-off, so what matters more is who 
China’s Xi Jinping would rather have in the 
White House. As Xi has been discreet, this is a 
mystery. Between a business-focused Trump 
and a Pax Americana-oriented Biden, Xi’s pick 
may go by his country’s quest for global heft 
now that it has dumped “Hide your strength, 
bide your time.” Where trade and geopolitics 
converge, though, who wins this year’s US polls 
may make no difference to China. This covers 
not just high-end chips and AI, but, in a twist of 
irony worthy of a Mobius strip, also opioid 
drugs. The last time Xi and Biden met, three 
months ago, apart from a restored military hot-
line to defuse tension, hands were shaken over 
Xi’s promise to crack down on inputs for opi-
oids being made in China and sneaked into 
America. More than half a decade ago, Trump 
had got Xi’s assent on helping stanch the illegal 
inflow of fentanyl, an addictive pain-killer that 
has sent overdose deaths surging in America.

The US opioid crisis is mostly self-inflicted. 
Regulatory approval of oxycodone for pain 
relief was obtained by profit-seekers on the 
false claim that its opium-derived stuff was safe. 
This set off a wave of recreational use, which, 
amplified by Purdue Pharma’s aggressive oxy-
marketing, created legions of addicts as well as a 

lucrative grey market... which, in turn, set the 
stage for usage escalation to fentanyl, a fully 
synthetic pill that’s approved for terminal pain 
but is far more potent. Described as ‘mega 
morphine,’ it’s a pill that can kill its popper. Of 
American lives lost to overdoses, an official 
count that soared above 100,000 in 2021, over 
two-thirds are pinned squarely on fentanyl, 
which has been taking a rapidly rising toll since 
2015. Fatalities from heroin, that has-been 
opium derivative, saw a drop-off around the 
same time. The US drug police have been trying 
to plug fentanyl’s inflow, but plenty still gets 
smuggled in, some of it via Mexico. Did supply 
create demand for demand to suck in supply? 
The story has an eerie echo of what led up to 
the Opium Wars. Alarmed by this addictive 
menace, China sought to block opium imports 
in the mid-19th century, but its barriers were 
battered down by the force of arms deployed by 
a British-led coalition of victors, who had trade 
interests to ‘defend’ and ports to control (yes, 
Hong Kong) for smooth market access. China, 
of course, saw invasive shipments as a profound 
loss of sovereignty, and this memory is said to 
inform its view of the West till this day. Does it, 
perchance, also animate its relations with 
today’s great power, the US?

China exported its way out of poverty, cannot 
be blamed for America’s opioid addiction, and 
now has US leaders asking for drug control in 
the same breath as missile control. This differs 
from the era of US-Soviet talks. Those were held 
across an ‘iron curtain.’ Today’s are within a 
jumble of ties with trade enmeshed and drugs 
thrown in. As Biden frames it, it’s democracy 
versus autocracy. True. To keep mass opiates in 
check, democracy must prevail. And that would 
serve India’s best interests too.

The US opioid crisis: Is it 
a theatre of Cold War II?
It featured in Xi-Biden talks late last year, with the US trying to stanch fentanyl inflows in an 

eerie echo of the Opium Wars. In Cold War II, drug control matters as much as missile control
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Finance minister
P. Chidambaram will

present the final budget—
an interim one—of this
government on Monday
against the backdrop of
easing macroeconomic
risks. The current account
deficit has been curbed,
inflation is easing, and it is
quite likely that the fiscal
deficit will be close to its
budgeted target.

Chidambaram deserves
credit for two of these de-
velopments. He brought a
sense of fiscal probity after
he once again took charge
of national finances in Au-
gust 2012. The free fall of
the rupee a year later
made him realize that In-
dia would be at risk unless
its external deficit is re-
duced. Meanwhile, a great-
er focus on inflation con-
trol at the Reserve Bank of
India after Raghuram Ra-
jan took over helped con-
vince investors that India
is serious about stability.

The next government
will inherit a host of prob-
lems, from weak growth to
a terrible business climate
to weak banks. India is not
out of the woods yet. But
Chidambaram deserves
credit for pulling the econ-
omy back from the brink.
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DELHI GOVERNMENT

Kejriwal resigns,
calls for fresh polls

BY ANUJA & GYAN VARMA

·························
NEW DELHI

Arvind Kejriwal’s Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) gov-
ernment in Delhi quit

on Friday, just a day before
what would have been its 50th
day in power, and called for
fresh elections to the state as-
sembly.

The immediate trigger for the
decision to resign was the de-
feat of a resolution to introduce
the Jan Lokpal Bill in the as-
sembly. Most analysts saw the
resignation as a strategic move
by the AAP to gain public sym-
pathy and generate fresh mo-
mentum for itself ahead of the
Lok Sabha election.

The administration of the
state will now revert to the lieu-
tenant governor (LG) of Delhi.
It is not clear whether the LG
will accept the outgoing chief
minister’s recommendation.
The constitution allows him to
keep the assembly under sus-
pended animation for six
months, or call for fresh elec-
tions, or invite either the Bhar-
tiya Janata Party (BJP) or the
Congress to form a govern-
ment.

“Today, when the Jan Lokpal
Bill has fallen apart, our gov-
ernment is giving its resigna-
tion. We can sacrifice posts of
100 ministers for the Lokpal
Bill. We will consider ourselves
fortunate if we have to give our
lives for this country,” Kejriwal
told supporters at the party of-
fice in the national capital after
a meeting of his cabinet.

The Jan Lokpal Bill is a key
electoral promise of the AAP
aimed at instituting an inde-
pendent anti-corruption om-
budsman to probe cases of
graft. The resolution brought
by the Kejriwal government to
introduce the Bill was defeated
42-27 in the 70-member assem-
bly.

In a clear bid to claim the po-
litical space occupied by those
opposed to corruption, Kejriw-
al accused the Congress and
the BJP of ganging up to pre-
vent the AAP from putting in
place the Jan Lokpal Bill it had
authored.

The AAP, an offshoot of the
anti-corruption movement led
by activist Anna Hazare, made
a spectacular debut in the Del-
hi elections in December but
fell short of a majority, winning
28 seats. It was sworn into of-
fice on 28 December with the
support of the eight legislators
of the Congress party, which
was routed after three succes-

sive terms in power in the city-
state.

In its less than two months’
rule, the AAP made several
populist announcements. It re-
duced electricity tariffs by 50%
for households consuming up
to 400 units of power a month
and exempted households that
have functional meters con-
suming up to 20 kilolitres of
water per month from having
to pay for it.

There were also more con-
troversial decisions such as au-
diting of power companies and
taking on Reliance Industries
Ltd chairman Mukesh Ambani
and oil minister M. Veerappa
Moily over the issue of gas pric-
ing.

On Friday, Kejriwal claimed:
“The BJP and the Congress
colluded to not allow the Jan
Lokpal Bill to be tabled. Why?
This happened because three
days ago we lodged an FIR (first
information report) against
Mukesh Ambani.”

Political analysts said that
the resignation had been ex-
pected and that Kejriwal was
ceding power in Delhi in order
to concentrate on the Lok Sab-
ha election due by April-May.

“Resigning on the issue of
Jan Lokpal Bill is quite on the
expected lines as he has been
saying it for a long time. How-

ever, a lot will depend on
whether the BJP is able to con-
vey to the people that it was not
against the Bill but the manner
in which it was brought,” said
Sanjay Kumar, a New Delhi-
based political analyst said.

“A sizeable section of people
would treat this as drama on
the part of Kejriwal in trying to
get out of Delhi and as an ex-
cuse to engage himself in the
bigger battle of 2014. He would
be more open to contesting the
Lok Sabha election now,” he
added.

Kumar also said that the AAP
would ideally like to “paint the
Congress and the BJP with the
same brush” as being corrupt,
and if it succeeds in doing so, it
can reap political gains.

Kejriwal, who has not been
able to concentrate on party
activities after his swearing-in,
will now be able to refocus his
energies.

The AAP, which has opened
nominations for candidates for
the forthcoming Lok Sabha
election, has already an-
nounced that it would target
constituencies held by high-
profile politicians including
Rahul Gandhi, vice-president
of the Congress party; Union
ministers P. Chidambaram and
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Development comes
after the AAP loses a
resolution to introduce
the Jan Lokpal Bill in
the Delhi assembly

Wholesale
price inflation
slows to
8­month low

BY REMYA NAIR,

K IRTHI V . RAO &

RAGINI VERMA

·························
NEW DELHI

In a fresh sign that inflation
may have peaked for now,

the Wholesale Price Index
(WPI)-based inflation eased to
an eight-month low of 5.05% in
January, raising industry hopes
that the central bank may soon
revisit its tight monetary policy
stance and turn its sights to re-
viving economic growth.

The decline, from 6.16% in
December, will bring relief to
policymakers battling high in-
flation and slow economic
growth, and, of course, the in-
cumbent Congress-led United
Progressive Alliance ahead of a
general election due by April-
May.

Inflation measured by WPI
slowed more than analysts had
expected. A Bloomberg poll
had forecast wholesale price-
based inflation at 5.6% in Janu-
ary.

In a separate development,
crop production is expected to
clock a 2% increase this year to
touch 263.3 million tonnes
(mt) during the 2013-14 crop
year (July 2013-June 2014)
from 257.13 mt last year, the
ministry of agriculture said,
signalling a further dampener
on inflationary pressures.

Data released by the com-
merce ministry on Friday
showed that WPI inflation
eased for the second straight
month mainly due to falling
food prices, especially vegeta-
bles. Food inflation eased to
8.8% from 13.68% in the pre-
ceding month. Fuel prices also
eased marginally, the data
showed.

With retail inflation also eas-
ing, the new data will likely
provide policy space for the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI),
though analysts expect it to
maintain a status quo on rates
in the next monetary policy re-
view in April. In January, RBI
raised its key repo rate, at
which it lends overnight funds
to commercial banks, by a
quarter of a percentage point
to 8%.

Asia’s third biggest economy
has been struggling to contain
inflation and restore growth
momentum. Economic growth
eased to 4.5% in the last fiscal
year, the slowest pace in a dec-
ade, and is expected to stay be-
low 5% in the year ending 31
March. Fresh data released this
week showed manufacturing
output contracted for a third
month running, with the Index
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Shares of Bharti Airtel Ltd
and Idea Cellular Ltd rose

0.96% and 0.68%, respectively,
on Friday, in response to the
final results of the recent
spectrum auction. This
resembles more of a dead cat
bounce rather than a bounce-
back. These stocks had fallen
by 9% and 22%, respectively,
in the past one month on fears
of overbidding.

True, Reliance Jio
Infocomm Ltd didn’t bid as
aggressively as feared. But the
incumbents competed fiercely
between themselves and
ended up paying more than
what analysts and investors
had been expecting. The large
outlays by incumbent telecom
operators will pay back only if
growth in data traffic is much
higher than current
expectations; else tariffs will
need to be hiked by 6-7%.
Both these factors are
imponderables; and this
uncertainty is reflected in the
share prices of Bharti Airtel
and Idea Cellular.

The winning price for 900
megahertz (MHz) spectrum in
Delhi, Mumbai and Kolkata

was 84% higher than the
reserve price set by the
government; the price for pan-
India 1800MHz spectrum was
29% higher than the reserve
price. The price of 900MHz
spectrum in the three metros
was 2.3 times the price of
1800MHz spectrum in those
circles; the reserve price set by
the government had envisaged
a premium of roughly 1.6
times.

Analysts at Standard
Chartered Securities (India)
Ltd said in a note to clients on
Friday: “We believe the
industry has overpaid for what
is essentially a big bet on data
(through 3G in 900MHz and
4G in 1800MHz).” They expect
the higher-than-expected
spectrum prices to erode
equity value in Bharti Airtel
and Idea Cellular by `39 and
`45 per share, respectively.

Based on this world view,
telecom stocks may not
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Investors conclude
spectrum prices are
hugely value-dilutive
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SBI profit
slumps 34%
as sticky
assets rise
BY ANUP ROY &

D INESH UNNIKRISHNAN

·························
MUMBAI

State Bank of India (SBI)
posted a larger-than-ex-

pected 34% drop in third quar-
ter profit on Friday as mount-
ing bad loans amid slower eco-
nomic growth took their toll on
the country’s biggest lender by
assets, causing its shares to
plunge to the lowest level in
five months.

Net profit fell to `2,234.34
crore in the three months end-
ed 31 December from
`3,396.06 crore a year earlier.
The profit fell short of the
`2,520 crore estimate in a
Bloomberg poll of 38 analysts.

SBI, which is seen as a proxy
for the economy, set aside
`3,429 crore in the quarter to
cover bad loans, against `2,766
crore in the year-ago period,
offsetting a 13.1% increase in
net interest income (interest
earned minus interest expend-
ed) to `12,640.52 crore.

Gross domestic product
(GDP) growth slowed to 4.5%,
the least in a decade, in the
year ended 31 March 2013 and
is estimated to stay lower than
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Citizen Kejriwal: The AAP leader addresses his supporters from a window
of the party’s Hanuman Road office in New Delhi on Friday.

Q&A: Legalize betting, says
justice Mukul Mudgal >4

EC0NOMY: Jalan panel may be ready with final
suggestions on new licences by month end >12

AVIATION: SpiceJet posts record
Q3 loss of `173 crore >10

BANKING: RBI begins fresh
audit of United Bank >10

ARVIND YADAV/HINDUSTAN TIMES

The false and weird results that 
Generative AI often throws up 
have got many people worried 

but we should start viewing 
these hallucinations as 

an aid for human creativity.

Factual accuracy may not be 
GenAI’s strong suit but it helps to 
have new ideas churned out that 
can inspire novel thoughts and 

nudge our minds towards 
creative recombinations.

Q U I C K  R E A D

example, has a lower outlay. That said, it has 
been opined that India’s rural job guarantee 
scheme continues to be under-funded, 
given the dependence of millions of people 
on it for employment.

The rhetoric of acting in favour of “the 
poor” has always been a part and parcel of 
the Indian policy discourse. This is particu-
larly evident in budget speeches and 
expenditures. If we study budget speeches 
closely, there have been subtle attempts at 
redefining ‘poverty’ in India. The definition 
has broadened from a conservative focus on 

income and consumption 
to include factors like 
health, education and 
housing. Even when 
there is no mention of 
“inequality” or “redistri-
bution of wealth,” the 
country’s social-sector 
priorities have tradition-
ally been driven by the 
larger focus on poverty 
reduction. This was fused 
with the idea of “social 
justice,” which has been a 
central aspect of the ideo-
logical approach of the 
current government.

At the same time, we see that the total 
expenditure in subsidies fell in 2023-24 by 
28.3% from the revised estimate of 2022-23. 
Fertilizer and other subsidies, such as for 
agricultural price support, also fell. This 
trend continued in the 2024-25 budget, 
with the expenditure on food subsidies 
down by 3.3% over the 2023-24 revised esti-
mate, and the fertilizer-subsidy outlay down 
by about 13%. Total outlays on subsidies fell 
by 7% in the current budget.

As for expenditure on particular schemes, 
the biggest hit had been suffered by the 
Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Scheme 
(MGNREGS), with a 
nearly 33% fall in the 
allocated budget in 
2023-24 from 2022-23. 
The ₹60,000 crore for 
2023-24 was the lowest 
in four years, though it 
was revised to ₹86,000. 
The same sum has been 
earmarked in the interim 
budget. However, com-
pared to other major 
schemes, it is still high; 
the PM Awas Yojana, for 

The political rhetoric on tackling 
poverty and ensuring social 

justice isn’t adequately reflected 
in our budget allocations as many 

welfare programmes remain 
significantly under-funded.

Our problem is of inadequate 
outlays for a sprawling portfolio 
of schemes, some of which are 
plainly political tools. We’d be 

better off focusing on a handful 
of aptly funded initiatives. 

Q U I C K  R E A D

AFP

GenAI’s hallucinations may turn 
out helpful if we use them well

are, respectively, chair at the 

Institute for Competitiveness 

and lecturer at Stanford 

University, and a researcher at 

Institute for Competitiveness. 
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I
ndia’s stock market value crossing $4 trillion 
separates us from competitors; Brazil, Mexico, 
Thailand and Malaysia are worth about $0.5 
trillion each, with Chile and Vietnam about 
$0.2 trillion. Our milestone is interesting, but 
history suggests that quality matters more 

than quantity; the 1988 launch of the Morgan 
Stanley Composite Index for emerging markets 
(MSCI-EM) gave Malaysia a weight of 33% (now 
2%) and Brazil, Chile and Mexico also 33% (now 
10%). Hong Kong’s Hang Seng Index is unchanged 
from when China took over 27 years ago. We 
believe India’s qualitative stock-market differenti-
ation—in terms of complexity, diversity and insti-
tutionalization—creates a fertile substratum  for 
mass prosperity.

We disagree that stock market value, economic 
growth and job creation are poorly connected. 
Harvard Professor Ricardo Hausmann believes 
economic development is like a game of Scrabble, 
where the government supplies the vowels, the 
private sector provides the consonants, and the 
goal is to make more, longer and unique words. 
Our Licence Raj harshly restricted the supply of 
vowels and consonants; consequently, the private 
sector made only a few small words till 1991. Over 
the last decade, the government has raised the 
number of vowels by reducing sins of commission 
(lowering regulatory cholesterol, replacing excise 
with GST, adopting the Insolvency and Bank-
ruptcy Code, paying subsidies through direct ben-
efit transfers) and sins of omission (infrastructure, 
health, education and national security). Our stock 
market is now differentiated in three ways:

Complexity: India skipped the bulk job creation 
of mass manufacturing, but caught value creation 
through reverse engineering, technological skills 
and service exports. While many listed companies 
were uncompetitive in 1991 (think of animals bred 
in captivity finding it hard to live in the jungle), a 
renewed slate is growing faster than multinational 
competitors in sectors like pharma, software, 
banking, cars, other consumer goods, staffing and 
much else. India is more open to foreign capital 
than ever, but the fear that business in India would 
become like Wimbledon—it is played in England 
but no Briton ever wins—was misplaced. Tata 
Motors and Mahindra are worth more in market 
capitalization than Maruti Suzuki, and may also 
outsell it in the auto sector.

Diversity: Atmanirbharta or self-reliance means 
India has companies in many sectors (rather than a 
few selected for competitive advantage), diverse 
consumer markets (mass production with localiza-
tion) and a large services sector (with higher 
employment elasticity than manufacturing). We 
have less concentration than Korea (where two big 
electronics companies are more than 20% of its 

India’s stock market stands apart 
as an enabler of mass prosperity
A triad of complexity, diversity and institutional strength makes a big difference for the better to its role as capital allocator

thEIr VIEW M I N T  C U R A T O R

CLIVE CROOK
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O
ne of the few things US Democrats 
and Republicans appear to agree 
on is that fiscal responsibility is for 

losers. As a result, the country’s looming 
financial breakdown gets barely a mention 
as elections approach. Last week’s bracing 
projections on the deficit from the Con-
gressional Budget Office (CBO) passed 
almost unnoticed. How long this studied 
inattention can be sustained or what it will 
take to get Washington even talking about 
solutions is anybody’s guess. Meantime, 
the odds of an outright fiscal crisis within 
the next few years are rising steadily.

The CBO now expects a deficit of $1.6 
trillion, or 5.6% of GDP, this fiscal year. 
That’s for an economy at full employment 
and growing pretty well. Under current 
law, the gap between spending and taxes 
will keep widening over the next decade, 
rising to $2.6 trillion (6.2% of GDP) by 
2034. Despite steady economic growth, 
debt will rise from 97% of GDP this year to 
116%. From there, it just keeps going up. 

Believe it or not, this is a rosy scenario. 
First, the outlook includes no recession. 
The pandemic crushed output and 
demanded strong fiscal stimulus, a combi-
nation that added 20 percentage points to 
the debt ratio in a single year. The next eco-
nomic setback is a matter of when, not if. 
Even a much milder reversal than that of 
2020 would push the numbers forcefully 
in the wrong direction.

Second, the CBO’s “current law” forecast 
includes an unlikely degree of scheduled 
tightening. The projection assumes that 
caps on discretionary spending introduced 
last year will be maintained and that the 
Trump administration’s 2017 tax cuts will 
expire in 2025 as the law promised. A more 
plausible forecast will let public spending 
grow in line with the economy (as it usually 
does) and assume that tax rates won’t rise 
automatically (as they usually don’t). In 
that scenario, debt climbs to more than 
130% of GDP by 2034 and keeps climbing, 
again assuming uninterrupted growth.

Didn’t US Congress pass the Fiscal 
Responsibility Act (FRA) last year, proving 
that it’s ready to do something about it? 
Well, the FRA did help a bit. The afore-
mentioned spending caps and other 
tweaks (if maintained) lower the deficit by 
about $150 billion a year. In other words, 
without the FRA, the ten-year deficit 
would not be roughly $19 trillion, as the 
CBO projects, but a little more than $20 
trillion. The measure failed to restore any 
semblance of balance. If Washington can’t 
summon a lot more fiscal responsibility, 
the US economy will be in trouble.

The crux of the matter is that the parties 
have different fiscal preferences, except 
when it comes to curbing borrowing. 
Republicans want lower taxes and lower 
spending. Democrats want high spending 
and higher taxes (on companies and the 
rich). How to strike a deal? Easy. Cut taxes 
and raise spending. This appeals to voters 
and offers the default option.

A large bipartisan majority in the House 
of Representatives recently passed a bill 
that captures the problem. It combined a 
big increase in the Child Tax Credit with 
more generous corporate-tax treatment of 
R&D and other capital spending. The first 
gives poor families a ‘refund’ of taxes they 
aren’t required to pay (public spending dis-
guised as tax reform) and was long sought 
by Democrats. The other is a tax preference 
for some kinds of investment, which 
Republicans think is good for growth. In 
isolation, both parts are good policy. The 
CTC reform is an effective, well-targeted 
anti-poverty measure; accelerated depre-
ciation is good for investment, which is 
good for growth. But the package will 
increase public borrowing and debt, and it 
needs to be paid for.

The House pretends it has taken care of 
that. This fiscal gimmickry involves deem-
ing the CTC expansion and corporate-tax 
relief temporary, while offsetting their 
costs with savings from payments of the 
pandemic-era Employee Retention Credit 
(ERC). Yet the two changes aren’t really 
intended to be temporary, whereas the 
ERC savings are a one-off. It’s the old ‘cur-
rent law’ versus ‘current policy’ ploy, one of 
the main devices used by policymakers to 
set aside disagreements and get things 
done, as they claim, thereby digging the 
country into a deepening fiscal hole.

The US fiscal irresponsibility consensus 
embeds rising public debt into the very 
structure of its economy. Every year’s delay 
in addressing the problem makes it harder 
to solve. At some point, the fiscal outlook 
will start driving long-term interest rates 
higher, which adds to debt, which worsens 
the outlook, and so on. In the end, without 
strong action, the result will either be a fis-
cal collapse of the kind seen elsewhere but 
not in the US, or else the dreaded ‘fiscal 
dominance’ through which the Federal 
Reserve inflates away the debt burden by 
letting prices rip. ©BLOOMBERG

The threat of US debt inflated 
away haunts its fiscal outlook

A consensus on fiscal irresponsibility has lent this risk plausibility

Will the US Fed eventually be forced to let 

inflation rip in America? AP

market cap), Taiwan (TSMC alone is 25%) and 
Saudi Arabia (where 80% of its $2.7 trillion market 
cap is on account of Aramco), since our biggest 
company Reliance equals only about 6% of India’s 
market cap. Our sectors are widely distributed 
across financial services (at 33%), technology (14%), 
oil and gas (14%), consumer goods (9%), automo-
biles (7%) and pharma (4%). Unlisted inventory 
migrating to the stock market will further increase 
diversity; Ola and Ather are global technology 
leaders in electric scooters, Paperboat is outrun-
ning the global cola duopoly and Manipal Hospi-
tals is breaking ahead.

Institutionalization: India’s democracy, with its 
checks and balances, has blunted widespread 
crony capitalism. Institutional 
ownership of shares has risen 
from 10% in 1991 to 35% today, 
with a near doubling of equity 
holdings by Indian institutions 
from 8% to 15%. Corporate India 
now has less debt, less diversifi-
cation, less unification of share-
holder and executive roles, 
superior capital allocation and 
stronger boards. These combine 
with strong regulation of capital 
markets and banking to drive 
superior returns on capital; 
Nifty’s return-on-equity is a 
healthy 14%, while Korea and 
China are below 10%. India’s 
80% premium to its MSCI-EM 
valuation is driven by governance as much as 
growth, its potential and shortages.

Mass prosperity needs land, labour and capital to 
combine and create jobs that draw people off farms 
(only 2% of rich-country workers toil in agricul-
ture). This transition needs human capital, infra-
structure and low regulatory cholesterol, but is 
impossible without a stock market that promotes 
private investment, risk-taking and job creation 
through meritocratic capital allocation. India is 
entering a virtuous cycle where fast-increasing 
jobs—in sales, customer service and logistics—are 

aimed at domestic consumption and also fuel it. 
Foreign direct investment from companies in need 
of refuge away from China are creating factory 
jobs, and some multinationals like Hyundai and 
Flipkart are contemplating domestic listings. 
Many Indian listed companies look likely to reach a 
critical mass in scalability, after which their job 
creation should accelerate. 

India has only one worthy competitor: China. 
Twenty years ago, an investor told one of us, “India 
is a Mickey Mouse market; my single holding in 
China Mobile is worth more than my 25-stock 
India portfolio.” Eight years ago, an investor asked 
one of us, “The Indian economy today equals 
China’s ten years ago; they were growing at 13% 

while you are growing at 7%. 
Why?” Our glib but not untrue 
answer: That gap is the fixed cost 
of democracy. China’s real estate 
and infrastructure investment 
drove growth and jobs but sabo-
taged their sustainability by 
ignoring domestic consumption, 
institution building and capital 
efficiency. Today, China’s 22% 
MSCI weight is marginally 
higher than India’s 18%. India’s 
qualitative market triad, com-
bined with demography and 
democracy, positions us to over-
take China in index weightage, 
market cap and foreign invest-
ment in about a decade.

The Brihadaranyak Upanishad says: You are 
what your deep, driving desire is. As your desire is, so 
is your will. As your will is, so is your deed. As your 
deed is, so is your destiny. India’s magnificent desire 
for democracy in 1947 was accompanied by an eco-
nomic experiment that failed our destiny. China’s 
economic model after Mao forced its citizens to 
choose between their wallets and freedoms; it still 
bears the costs of that contradiction. India missed 
its tryst with destiny, but has made a new appoint-
ment that combines democracy with mass pros-
perity. It is an appointment we will keep.

The stock market plays a largely 
under-appreciated role in 

channelling funds to deserving 
enterprises that generate jobs at 
scale and we can expect India’s 

to outperform its peers.   

India has cleared much of its 
regulatory cholesterol, fixed 

various weak spots and made a 
new appointment with destiny 

for a future that combines 
democracy with mass prosperity.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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Reva JHIngan MalIk and learning, you will have a broken-down 
system with three subpar fragments.

Forget balance, find congruence: General 
incongruence between who we are within 
and how we are required to be in the con-
structed world we live in produces a lot of 
the stress we go through. This might also 
be the cause of an inexplicable sense of 
alienation that many of us experience.

The solution to this problem might be 
surprisingly simple: just mimic the princi-
ples that natural systems follow, and 
re-tune the current life-system.

If livelihood, living and learning are all in 
tune with each other, and also with nature, 
life will probably just flow. The way it does 
for our fellow beings in the web-of-life.

If everyday living can nourish us enough 
physically, mentally and socially, we would 
not need artificial supplementary pro-
cesses like, say, a gym routine to keep us fit; 
our life processes would take care of it.

A truly congruent life-system does not 
need to be driven. It is self-driven, self-di-
recting and constantly evolving. 

If we find ourselves doing living, doing 
learning and doing livelihood, we might 
not be living a congruent life. After all, we 
don’t do life, we live life.

ways to participate in each, often feeling 
torn between them.

The standard template of modern life has 
a fragmented life-system as its default set-
ting. Living is mostly insular, in houses cut 
off from the larger community, with family 
members in their own separate spaces. 
Learning happens elsewhere, in educa-
tional institutions. And livelihood spaces are 
far removed from the other two spaces. 
Each of the three subsystems follows its 
own structure, order and values, and these 

are often incongruent 
with one another.

An unintended conse-
quence of artificial parti-
tions has been that we 
don’t see synergy among 
the three subsystems. 
We are neither in touch 
with the whole, nor the 
cyclicity of specific pro-
cesses that run across 
them. “Dividing an ele-
phant in half does not 
produce two elephants”, 
says author Peter Senge. 
If you try artificially sep-
arating livelihood, living 

Across the three distinct phases in our 
evolution, from hunter-gatherers to rural 
crop cultivators and then urban industrial 
job-holders, we see a pattern. Humans orga-
nize life around life-essentials: water, food, 
energy and habitation. Once these are 
secured, other aspects of living are orga-
nized around them. As the system matures, 
it learns. Feedback loops raise efficiency 
and efficacy, new synergies emerge and the 
system acquires a wondrous complexity. 
The core human life-system is a nested sys-
tem with three inter-re-
lated subsystems: liveli-
hood, living and learn-
ing. Livelihood is about 
securing life essentials; 
living is organizing life 
around these essentials; 
and learning mostly is a 
consequence of living. 

How did we end up 
with a system break-
down, with sub-par out-
comes on all three? Life 
makes us naively look at 
these as three parti-
tioned worlds within our 
world. We find our own 

personal time in our professional space. 
For long, Q2 and Q4 were virtually non-

existent. Balance was embedded in the sys-
tem by design: you clocked in and clocked 
out of a work-space at fixed times.

Stress arrived with productivity metrics, 
like the input-output ratio. The factory sys-
tem began extracting more out of each fac-
tor of production. Q1 was the obvious victim 
of this squeeze, making workers prioritise 
work over life. This imbalance reached 
unhealthy levels once human resources 
were manipulated to become consumers 
and work harder to afford better lifestyles.

In the midst of this, some worker-friendly 
organizations arose that were liberal about 
Q2 and Q4. And then covid demonstrated to 
cynical employers and anxious employees 
that Q2 could be a possible new normal. 
While remote working from home (or else-
where), workers saw something they just 
couldn’t unsee: that they had been blink-
ered all these years; and that a work-life bal-
ance is a futile pursuit. This brought back 
the old question: What’s the best way to 
organize our lives?

The answer might lie in understanding 
how human beings have historically orga-
nized life all through the ages.

M
ental models are algorithms of the 
mind. They are thinking constructs 
that govern how we make meaning 

and choices. How did separating work from 
life become a mental model? It goes back to 
early 18th century. The Industrial Revolu-
tion introduced the factory system, which 
required large number of workers to travel 
from their homes to a central work location 
every day. This has long been the norm, one 
that we take for granted. So much so that the 
stress of a frustrating pursuit of a work-life 
balance feels normal too.

Time to challenge the ‘work-life balance’ 
mental model?: The factory system sure 
must have taken our forebears some getting 
used to, but the issue of balance was much 
simpler back then. Think of quadrants with 
our personal and professional lives mapped 
against time and space. The first, Q1, is per-
sonal on both dimensions; Q2 is profes-
sional time in our personal space; Q3 is time 
given to work in our work space; and Q4 is 

We must find a living-learning-livelihood congruence

is co-founder of Primalise. 

Work and life were once neatly 
compartmentalized, but then 

stress arrived with productivity 
metrics that made workers 

prioritize work over life. How 
can we regain that balance?

Our living is mostly insular, 
learning happens elsewhere 
and livelihood spaces are far 
removed from the other two 
spheres, while what we need 
is harmony among all three.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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There was a time in our
lives, during our
childhood and adoles-

cence, not so long back,
though now it seems a life-
time away, when cities had
not grown.
We lived in a then upcom-
ing locality in a state capi-
tal.Each Saturday we would
walk to another adjoining
upcoming locality for a
weekly visit to the temple.
Crossing a few empty fields,
skipping alongside our par-
ents, the temple seemed too
far from our home; but it
was fun.I have vainly tried to
revisit those empty fields
during my recent visits to
the city, and the distance
between the two colonies
also does not appear too
long. However, the memory
- when it chooses to surface
- always brings a smile to my
face.
A few years later, we shifted
to another city. Each week-
end morning, few of us
youngsters would venture
beyond our homes. It was all
agriculture land around the
island that we called colony.
We would walk through
those fields lovingly planted
with seasonal vegetables by
the farmers. The tangy taste

of the tomatoes - those were
not the hybrid variety -still
tingles my palate.
I have faint memories of the
first few of years of my life.
My grandparents lived deep
inside a lane ina small town
in North India. Numerous
sweets and savoury shops
abutted on both sides of the
lane. Aroma of the fresh del-
icacies would be wafting
and teasing our taste buds.
Each morning we would
wake up tosumptuous
sweets and savouries that my
grandfather would have
brought home.
There were a few years till
my adolescence when trains
were still hauled by steam
engines. Most of our travels
during summer holidays
were in second class, that

too unreserved compart-
ments - probably those were
the only ones affordable to
the middle class at the time.
There were no bars in the
windows. We could stick our
necks far out of the windows
with the sole purpose of get-
ting a few pieces of coal
entangled in our hair, and
then plucking those out with
a glee that only children are
capable of.
There were days when we
would lie face up on grass
and stare wide-eyed at the
wonders of nature as also
those created by humans.
The condensation trail of a
jet flying overhead was a
sight to behold. But who
could beat the shapes that
passing clouds could
assume! The shapes could be

as fantastic as our yet devel-
oping brains could conjure.
In a life that is running at an
increasingly frenetic pace,
each one of us needs a pres-
sure relief valve from time to
time. 
It is at times like these, that
my lost, but fond memories
surface, to grant me that
moment of bliss in my own
solitude. These are my
endorphins, dopamine,
serotonin, and oxytocin all
rolled into one.
I have met several persons in
my life. While most of the
happy ones are only too
eager to delve into their
past to narrate memories,
even those going through
personal crisis come up with
pleasant memories when
gently nudged. 
Those visions from the past
may not solve the current
problems; but they do help
in working towards finding
a solution. All of us need
that gentle prodding from
time to time. Don't we owe
it to ourselves to be that gen-
tle push in someone's life!
(The author is an electrical

engineer with the Indian
Railways and conducts

classes in creative writing;
views are personal)

Reiterating his administration's commitment to the principle of 'Minimum
Government, Maximum Governance,' Prime Minister Narendra Modi has stressed
upon the significant strides made in streamlining bureaucracy and fostering Indian

public's trust in governance. Speaking at Expo 2020 in Dubai, Modi underscored the
transformative reforms undertaken by his Government to enhance efficiency, transparen-
cy and accountability in India's governance framework. The concept of 'Minimum
Government, Maximum Governance' encapsulates the philosophy of promoting lean and
efficient governance structures while maximising the delivery of public services. Since
assuming office, Modi has consistently advocated for reducing bureaucratic red tape,
simplifying administrative processes and leveraging technology to empower citizens and
businesses alike. During his address in Dubai, the Prime Minister highlighted several
key initiatives aimed at realising this vision, including the implementation of Goods and

Services Tax (GST), the introduction of the Direct
Benefits Transfer (DBT) scheme and the push for dig-
italisation across various sectors. These reforms, he
emphasised, have not only facilitated ease of doing
business but also led to greater inclusivity and equi-
table distribution of resources. One of the most sig-
nificant achievements cited by Modi was the marked
increase in people's trust "in recent years" in the
Government. He attributed this trust to his Government's
unwavering commitment to serving the interests of all
sections of society, coupled with its relentless focus
on delivering tangible results. Through proactive out-
reach and citizen engagement initiatives, the Modi-led

NDA Government has fostered a sense of ownership and participation among the pop-
ulace, thereby strengthening the social contract between the State and its citizens. 
Modi's address in Dubai comes at a crucial juncture when India seeks to position itself
as a global leader in trade, investment and innovation. The Expo 2020 Dubai, with its
theme of 'Connecting Minds, Creating the Future,' provides an ideal platform for India
to showcase its economic prowess and technological advancements to the world. In
an era marked by geopolitical uncertainties, the assurance of a responsive and account-
able Government is paramount for attracting foreign investment and fostering sustain-
able growth. However, while lauding the progress made under the 'Minimum Govt, Maximum
Governance' paradigm, Modi also acknowledged the need for continuous adaptation and
refinement. He emphasised the importance of staying agile and responsive to evolving
challenges, whether they be economic, social or technological in nature. Indeed, Prime
Minister Modi's address in Dubai reaffirmed India's commitment to the principles of effi-
ciency, transparency and accountability in governance. As the world looks towards a
future defined by innovation and collaboration, India stands poised to lead the way with
confidence and conviction. Good luck, Mr Prime Minister!

Modi maxes his maxim

TRAINING FOR LAWYERS
Sir — When judges have judicial acad-
emies to be trained in salient features
of law, why not the lawyers" was an apt
query by the Supreme Court bench of
Justices Bela Trivedi and Pankaj Mittal.
A  young lawyer's " knowledge" in sub-
mitting a bail petition, without a sum-
moning order, rightly disturbed the
court. The top court's observation is a
wake-up call for a profession that once
enjoyed unquestionable reverence but
has had several questions asked about
its ethics and professionalism over the
years.  Young lawyers who emerge
from smaller places are often thrown
into the vast sea of legal professionals
without proper hands to guide them. 
They are often found wanting in court-
room etiquettes and decorum. Barring
senior lawyers who have a reputation to

maintain, and a handful of old timers,
many young lawyers suffer from pauci-
ty of drafting skills and presentation
acumen. 
Evolving changes in law and jurispru-
dence only mean they have to keep
abreast of the latest developments
because their advancement in the legal
profession hinges on favourable court
verdicts. Therefore, a successful lawyer
is an amalgamation of impeccable
courtroom behaviour and outstanding
arguing skills that can impress the
judges. Also, transparency and account-
ability are not commodities to be com-
promised at all.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola

REVIVE READER ENGAGEMENT
Sir — In newspapers, a column
“Reader's correspondence” is published.
This column has been going on for the
last so many decades and people love to
go through this column first while sip-
ping their morning coffee. Readers
express their thoughts, reactions and the
crux of the problem faced by society in
daily routine. Presently, some newspa-
pers are closed as they could not sur-
vive tough competition in the print
media and some of them closed their
reader's correspondence column with-
out a valid reason. 
Thus, the reason behind closing the
backbone news dailies is not known. So
the readers cannot express their
thoughts through the print media and
do much-needed social needs to the
society. It is requested that resume the
Letters to the Editor Column in news-
papers and give pride of place to the
readers without seeing caste, creed and
religion and avoid publishing one set of
personal letters all the time.

Jayanthi CK Manaiam | Mumbai

BCCI PRIORITISES DOMESTIC CRICKET
Sir — It refers to BCCI's new instruc-
tions to its players to play a certain num-
ber of Ranji Trophy games to be eligi-
ble for the forthcoming IPL. BCCI has
hit the nail on its head because this
action was much needed, as players
seem to have taken the board for grant-
ed. We have had so many instances
where a player picks and chooses the
format and gives royal ignorance to the
domestic cricket, Ranji Trophy. 
Ideally, when they are not representing
the country, they should go back to
domestic cricket and play red-ball
cricket rather than preferring to play
money-minting IPL. It is high time that
representing the country must take
precedence over IPL. No player should
take his place for granted in the nation-
al team and it has to be earned through
hard grind.

Bal Govind | Noida  
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Devotees blow conches on the opening of the first stone-built Hindu temple in the Middle East, in Abu Mureikha PTI LETTERS TO TTHE EDITOR

PM takes ‘Minimum Govt, Maximum Governance'
pitch to Dubai, says trust in Govt at all-time high

The speech also blamed the
Center for not giving enough
financial package to the State
to address the problems aris-
ing out of rains and hail-
storms in the months of
November and December. But
what we saw during the floods
was the soldiers of the Disaster
Relief Forces deployed by the
Centre working round the
clock to save the victims from
flood and waterlogging. The
sailors and aviators of the
Indian Navy and Coast Guard
too were pressed into service
by the Centre to help the peo-
ple from floods.
Though it is known to all pol-
icymakers and politicians in
Tamil Nadu that the State has
to bear the brunt of recurring
floods, the State Government
has failed to take proper action
to avoid such disasters. The
stormwater drains in all cities
like Chennai, Coimbatore,
Salem, Madurai etc are in a
pathetic state. The State
administrations in Tamil Nadu
and Kerala have left it to the
Center to take whatever solu-
tion is needed to address this
issue which happens to be the
prerogative of the State.
The white paper presented by
Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman gives a lie
to all the charges made by
Kerala and Tamil Nadu. The
summer of 2024 is going to be
severe and the Tamil Nadu
Government is getting ready to
wage a “war” against
Karnataka for more water

from Kaveri. If the water level
in Karnataka’s reservoirs is
low, what that State should do
is anybody’s guess. Stalin has
done nothing to resolve the
perpetual water scarcity in
Tamil Nadu though the State
has a more than 1,000 km long
coastline. It is possible to build
desalination plants along the
East Coast with which the
entire water requirements of
Tamil Nadu could be met. But
the Dravidian major has done
nothing other than get some
resolutions passed in the leg-
islative assembly and sent the
same to the Centre.
A Governor who profoundly
disagrees with the State gov-
ernment should not stay in
office,” says a pro-CPI (M)
newspaper. The issue is should
the Governor read out any
trash material given to him by
the State Government? The
Governor is the representative
of the Centre and he has work
to do. The only drawback
against R N Ravi is that he was
appointed by the BJP
Government at the Centre.
The designs and intentions of
the DMK as well as the Lefts
are very clear.
The Constitution has not said
that the Governor should be
servile to the Chief Minister
and the members of his coun-
cil of ministers. Articles 153 to
164 deal with the appointment
of the Governor and his
responsibilities. If the
Governor feels that the legis-
lation enacted by the State

Legislature is not in synchro-
nization with the Constitution,
he will send it back to the
Government for
review/reconsideration. If the
Government is adamant that
it would not budge, then the
Governor has every right to
withhold the Bill and seek
legal advice from his lawyers
at the Centre. This is what
Kerala Governor Arif
Mohammed Khan said when
the ruling CPI(M) wanted to
appoint party cadres as vice-
chancellors and faculties in the
State’s universities. The
Supreme Court verdict declar-
ing null and void the appoint-
ment of the vice-chancellors
has vindicated the Governor’s
contention that the selection
was in violation of all norms
specified by the UGC.
Interestingly, a book “Indian
Constitution” by Dr M V
Pylee, constitutional expert
and former vice chancellor of
Cochin University says that if
a difference of opinion erupts
between the Governor and
the council of ministers, the
Governor’s decision would
prevail. Moreover, the min-
istry does not have the power
to decide what the Governor
should or should not do.
This book was published by
the Kerala Government’s own
State Institute of Languages!
This is the 17th revised edi-
tion published in 2020! 
(The writer is a special corre-

spondent for The Pioneer;
views are personal)

Tamil Nadu: The power

struggle intensifies

For the first time in the
history of Tamil Nadu, a
Governor refused to
read the speech pre-
pared by the State

Government at the beginning of
the 2024-2025 session of the
Legislative Assembly and this
has opened yet another battlefront
in the ongoing war of nerves
between the Chief Minister and
the Raj Bhavan.
Every year, the parliament as well
as the legislative assemblies begin
their budget sessions with speech-
es to be delivered by the President
and the respective Governors of
the States concerned. The speech
to be delivered by the President
is prepared by the Government of
India in the case of the joint ses-
sion of Lok Sabha and Rajya
Sabha while it is the State
Governments that prepare the
speeches of the Governors. By
and large, these speeches do not
evoke much controversy though
the State Government may be
administered by the party rival to
the one that governs the Centre.
This year saw Kerala Governor
Arif Mohammed Khan skipping
the speech prepared by the
CPI(M) led Government and
just reading out the last two sen-
tences which left Chief Minister
Pinarayi Vijayan and his com-
rades flabbergasted. The reasons
behind the Governor’s action are
explanatory. The speech pre-
pared by the Chief Minister’s
Office was a charge sheet against
the Centre. The LDF
Government blamed the Center
for all the economic woes faced
by the State and indicted the
union finance minister for “throt-
tling” the funds meant for the
State.
The speech prepared by Tamil
Nadu Chief Minister M K Stalin’s
office went one step further.
While “blaming” the Center for
not allowing the State to raise
finance from non-governmental
agencies, the Tamil Nadu
Government had incorporated
the declaration that the State
would not implement the
Citizenship Amendment Act
enacted by the Centre. There is a
ridiculous statement that the
granting of citizenship to anybody
is the prerogative of the Centre
while the State administration has
no role in it.

UPI goes beyond India

THE CONSTITUTION
HAS NOT SAID THAT

THE GOVERNOR
SHOULD BE SERVILE

TO THE CHIEF
MINISTER AND THE

MEMBERS OF HIS
COUNCIL OF
MINISTERS

Memories of forgotten
time linger on!

U
nified Payments Interface (UPI), introduced
by the National Payments Corporation of
India (NPCI) in 2016, has emerged as a

transformative force in the realm of digital
finance. By facilitating real-time fund transfers
between bank accounts via mobile devices using
unique UPI IDs or QR codes, UPI has revolu-
tionized the way individuals and businesses con-
duct transactions in India. With over 10 billion
transactions and a total value of? 15.7 lakh crore
recorded in August 2023 alone, UPI has solid-

ified its position as a cornerstone of the coun-
try's fintech ecosystem. Its remarkable growth
trajectory is exemplified by its market size, which
surged from $50 billion in 2021 to an estimat-
ed $150 billion by 2025, highlighting its
immense potential to drive financial inclusion
and economic growth.
Beyond its domestic success, UPI has also
expanded its reach internationally, establishing
partnerships with local banks and payment plat-
forms in countries like Singapore, Bhutan, and
the UAE to facilitate cross-border transactions.
This global expansion underscores India's
leadership in fintech innovation and its ability
to leverage technological advancements for inter-
national collaboration and financial connectiv-
ity. Moreover, the recent launch of UPI services
in Sri Lanka and Mauritius, following its intro-
duction in France, further enhances the acces-
sibility and convenience of cross-border pay-
ments, enhancing the travel experience for
Indians and international travellers while show-
casing India's fintech prowess on the global
stage.

Amarjeet Kumar | Hazaribagh

KUMAR CHELLAPPAN

SANJAY CHANDRA

In a life that is running at an increasingly frenetic pace, each one
of us needs a pressure relief valve from time to time

RN Ravi, the Governor of Tamil Nadu, refuses to read State Government's speech
which was critical of Central Government, ignites political tension
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Lakshadweep-Maldives-
Chagos group of islands
are actually the tops of a

vast undersea mountain
(Chagos-Laccadive) Range in
the Indian Ocean.
Lakshadweep has 36 islands
that are located 400 km to the
west of the nearest coast. The
islands have a total land area
of 32 sq km but add to a
400,000 sq km Exclusive
Economic Zone to India as
200 nautical miles astride the
nearest land area is econom-
ic zone of that country as per
the international maritime
law. Possession of these
islands away from the main-
land provides a strategic, mil-
itary and political advantage
to India.
Lakshadweep stands as India's
fingers in the Indian Ocean,
almost touching the Sea Lines

Of Communication that pass
through the ‘Nine Degree
Channel’. The channel is used
by all ships shuttling to and
from Europe, the Middle East,
West and South East Asia and
also the Far East. It's thus
essential that these islands are
given due infrastructure so
that they can be hubs of
tourist and commercial activ-
ity in the years to come.
So the question now is how do
we get the infrastructure built

and add on to the integration
of the islands with the main-
land? Should an Integrated
Tri-service unit come up in
Lakshadweep in the years to
come, with a suitable compo-
nent of the Coast Guard?
Should we add on to the
existing infrastructure or just
start building a new set-up
altogether? Should we con-
centrate on tourism aspects
initially or go for a multi-
dimensional approach to
development straight away?
Are the people of
Lakshadweep on board for a
rapid pace of development?
These questions need to be
answered before we can make
tall claims of disturbing the
Apple Cart of some third
country.
Lakshadweep islands can be
used as a launch pad during

symmetric and asymmetric
conflicts and hence must have
the basic infrastructure to
support a Tri-service setup to
include a multipurpose air-
port and a proper dockyard.
Lakshadweep Islands can also
then be used as a vantage
point to monitor any move-
ment of vessels in the Arabian
Sea. These islands would play
a key role in controlling the
Sea Lines of Communication
(SLOCs) during
conflicts/crises due to their
close proximity to many
choke points. 
For now, the basic infrastruc-
ture exists in bits and pieces.
Tourism requires ample
accommodation and sustain-
able infrastructure to facilitate
comfortable stays, which right
now is limited as compared to
the potential increase we

envisage in the years to come.
Obviously, Mumbai is a major
feeder point for all foreign and
domestic tourists. Cruise lines
like Cordelia provide accom-
modation at sea and access to
tourists as well. This kind of
tourism model could be very
effective and sustainable with-
out adversely affecting the
land and population of
Lakshadweep. The cruise line
right now acts as a major feed-
er of tourists to Lakshadweep.
More such cruise lines are a
must to boost the economy of
Lakshadweep and also to
establish trade routes further
South. 
Adding on to the existing
infrastructure is always the
first step of development,
though obviously, new pro-
jects would come in some
time. Private public partner-

ship in this regard could be
very helpful. Education of
locals also needs to be a pri-
ority for them to be able to
interact with tourists in both
Hindi and English. Small heli-
pads in all ten islands that are
inhabited would facilitate fast
movement between the
islands and could be used as
air taxis by the tourists, fur-
ther adding to the charm of
Lakshadweep. These helipads
would also be handy for set-
ting up an anti-drone grid, so
essential for the protection of
these islands. They could help
in times of Tsunami and med-
ical emergencies as well.
Suitable communication
means along with numerous
satellite communication chan-
nels need to come up on an
urgent basis. The islands have
no petrol pumps and maybe

that is good, for subsidized
electric vehicles must be pro-
vided to locals which would
be very effective there. Since
the distances to be travelled
are short, the range barrier of
electric vehicles won't be an
issue. So a multidimensional
approach to development
along with a push to tourism
for Lakshadweep and
Andaman may go a long way
in consolidating India's posi-
tion in the Indian Ocean.
China has interests in the
Indian Ocean and has invest-
ed heavily in Sri Lanka and
also now in Maldives. This
compels us to look at
Lakshadweep with a fresh
sense of urgency. It would be
prudent if we educate the
population of the mainland
about the overall importance
of these islands. Each island in

the Indian Ocean needs to be
protected and integrated with
the mainland.
Lakshadweep is India's
Strategic Sentinel, Maritime
and Trade Route Guardian.
The current ‘Maldives politi-
cal row is a spark that should
propel us to take steps to
develop India’s maritime mus-
cle. A well-orchestrated use of
these islands would go a long
way in helping India establish
itself as a major economic and
military player. Make no mis-
take that the ten inhabited
islands of Lakshadweep act as
ten fingers of India in the
Indian Ocean. These fingers
give us a long arm to help us
build up resources, beyond
our imagination.

(The writer is an expert on
international relations; views

are personal)
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chances to join the government as
Bilawal Bhutto chairman of the
party has declared to support the
PML-N government from outside.
Bilawal may bargain with PML-N
to nominate his father, Asif Ali
Zardari for the post of the presi-
dent which may lead to a change
of equations.2nd, it will pave the
way for the rehabilitation of his
daughter Maryam and PML-N
Information Secretary as CM of
the most important province,
Punjab. The coalition government
will comprise various parties
including PML-N, PPP, MQM,
PML-Q, BAP etc. which will have
a strength of 152 as against the
required tally of 133 in the house
of 265 which may go up to 169
after the addition of nominated
members.
Ties with India to improve:
Nawaz will be in the driver's seat
and he may make concerted efforts
to improve the relations with
neighbours including India which
was mentioned by him in his vic-
tory speech. A cursory look at
Indian PM, Narender Modi's
attempts to have cordial relations
with Pakistan shows that he had
attempted to normalize the rela-
tions when he made a sudden trip
to Lahore on Dec 25, 2015 and
wished happy birthday to Pakistan
EX PM Nawaz who turned 66.
Prior to it, Atal Bihari Vajpayee had
visited Pakistan in 2004 who will
be credited for bringing a thaw in
relations with Islamabad. 
As per the principle of diplomacy,
dialogue must continue even if
enmity governs the ties between
two nations. India may resume the
talks if Pakistan shows sincerity
and comes out of Kashmir phobia.
Experts are unanimous over the
attitude of Chinese President Xi
Jinping who is having animosity

towards democratic set up where-
as the United States will feel ease
at the continuation of democracy
in Pakistan. Modi even attended
the marriage reception of Nawaz’s
granddaughter, Merun Nisa in
Dec 2015 at Jati Umrah outside
Lahore but the army disapproved
of these initiatives and hence sab-
otaged the same. 
In this backdrop, the situation is
different now as the army and
Nawaz seem to be on the same
page which may yield positive
results. Army’s ISI wing will have
to shed its' policy to support ter-
rorists in indulging in violence in
Kashmir. Nawaz is expected to
come out of Kashmir's phobia and
focus on economic issues which
can act as guiding principles to his
brother, Shabaz.
Shebhaz and Asim duo will yell at
the US administration. Imran
Khan will be remembered for
directly accusing America of
ensuring his defeat in Parliament
in April 2022 which brought
Shahbaz Sharif to power. Imran
had quoted a secret diplomatic
cable to prove his allegation which
was at variance with the stand of
the army. Imran also took cudgels
against the powerful army which
cost him the PM chair especially
when he won the election with the
help of the military. 
The track record shows that the US
administration always had a close
relationship with the Pakistan
army which will be true to the cur-
rent set-up also. Army will fully
support Shehbaz to improve ties
with the US which may help
Pakistan to get more financial
assistance from the IMF. Army
Chief, General Asim had visited
the US to lobby for getting a finan-
cial bailout package from the IMF.
Army had been instrumental in

the installation of Shahbaz after
orchestrating the downfall of
Imran in 2018 which witnessed
cordial relations between ex-PM
and army chief, Asim Munir.
Nawaz will be the guiding force to
cement the ties with the army and
ensure the success of the coalition
government.
Unequal Playing Field: It is a
paradox and none will doubt that
the present elections in Pakistan
were a reflection of an unequal
playing field especially when
Imran Khan, a strong contender
and popular leader was eliminat-
ed from the electoral process
under a well-planned conspiracy.
Imran’s loyalists say that the army
played a predominant role in giv-
ing the PM chair to Nawaz Sharif
on the plate who has preferred to
rule by proxy. Imran was disqual-
ified and convicted in several
cases to put him in jail which made
his party, PTI, rudderless. The elec-
tion commission snatched its sym-
bol of Bat to put it in a disadvan-
tageous position.
Analysts opine that Pakistan is
poised for another spell of pain,
mess and chaos as Imran’s support-
ers have won in big numbers and
are bound to create problems for
the Shahbaz government. 
They may continue their tirade
against the army and demand the
release of their leader from jail.
India should not expect some
tangible result from such an unsta-
ble and fragile government though
Ex-PM Nawaz and the army are on
the same page hence there are
chances of change in dynamics in
diplomacy but let us wait and
watch.

(The writer is a political analyst
and has six years experience of in
foreign posting in a neighbouring

country; views are personal)

As per the amended version of
the famous quote of American
humorist and writer, Mark
Twain history repeats itself
but, at times in Rhymes, holds

true in a stereotyped manner to the out-
come of polls in Pakistan which is evident
from the decks cleared for 
Shahbaz Sharif to become prime minis-
ter of Pakistan and the army has execut-
ed full proof strategy through the process
of selection”.
The results of the 2024 general elections
in Pakistan had been a novella or saga
scripted by the super-powerful army to
ensure the success of Nawaz Sharif ’s party,
PML-N which is identical to the previous
elections held in 2018 to enthrone Imran
Khan in the post of prime minister of
Pakistan. Owing to this predominant fac-
tor of supremacy of the army and ‘mind-
set of people”, none will question the
“selection” of Shehbhaz in this country
which has got tradition and history of
being ruled by the army indirectly by
proxy for decades and directly for 33 years
ranging from 1958-1971,1977-1988 and
1999 to 2008).
It was also an illusion that democracy was
restored for the rest of the period as the
military had a hundred per cent domi-
nance in domestic and international
affairs as ‘selected prime ministers’ always
acted as symbolic public figures. Now the
cat is out of the bag and the outcome of
the polls in Pakistan is in consonance with
the expectations and estimation of the
entire world besides the people of this
beleaguered country.
Unexpected Drama Unfolds: Amidst
the volatile and uncertain political sce-
nario, in a surprise move, three-time PM,
Nawaz Sharif has nominated his younger
brother, Shehbaz Sharif for the post of PM
which will enable him to rule by “Proxy”
and confirm the post of chief minister of
Punjab for his daughter, Maryam Nawaz.
Experts say that Nawaz has tried to kill
two birds with one stone thereby keeping
the scope of the Pakistan Peoples Party’s
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Online gaming and
gambling are two diff-
erent activities that are
often confused or con-

sidered together, due to their
association with the internet,
and the potential for financial
transactions. Online gaming
refers to the act of playing video
games or computer games over
the internet. This can be done
individually, or as part of a mul-
tiplayer experience, where play-
ers from around the world con-
nect and interact with each oth-
er in virtual environments. On-
line gaming can be entirely for
recreational purposes, allowing
players to compete against oth-
ers, complete missions or ques-
ts, or explore virtual worlds. On
the other hand, online gambling
involves the act of placing bets
or wagers on various games.

In India, online gaming is a
rapidly growing industry, and it
includes a wide range of games,
such as skill-based games, fanta-
sy sports, poker, rummy, and
more. These games are legal and
regulated under the framework
of the Public Gambling Act,
1867. Skill-based games, like
chess, carrom, and online multi-
player games, like PUBG, Fortn-
ite, and Call of Duty, are popular
among Indian gamers. These
games are considered legiti-
mate, and do not fall under the
legal definition of gambling
because their outcome relies
heavily on the skill, and deci-
sion-making ability of the play-
er.

However, some skill-based
games that involve real money
transactions, have faced scruti-
ny, with debates on whether
they should be categorized as
gambling or games of skill. Ga-
mes like poker and rummy have
faced legal challenges, with
some states classifying them as
games of chance and others def-
ining them as skill-based games.

In the case of fantasy
sports, which involve creating
virtual teams and earning points
based on the real-life perform-
ance of professional players, it
is largely considered a game of
skill, and has gained massive
popularity in recent years.

On the other hand, online
gambling, specifically involving
games of chance, like online ca-
sinos and betting on sports
events, is generally considered
illegal. The Public Gambling Act,
1867, prohibits operating or vis-
iting gambling houses but it is
not sufficient to deal with online
gaming or gambling.

Overall, the Indian online
gaming and gambling landscape
is complex and evolving, with
debates related to the classific-
ation of certain games and the
regulations surrounding online
gambling. The legal framework
is varied among different states,
and it is essential for entities to
understand the laws and regu-
lations specific to their region to

engage in online gaming or
gambling activities. In India, the
online gaming industry has wit-
nessed phenomenal growth, es-
pecially during the Covid peri-
od, and this trend is going to co-
ntinue. If we look at its contrib-
ution to the economy, data rev-
eals (as per a KPMG report) that,
in FY 2021, there were 433 mil-
lion online gaming users, giving
a revenue of Rs 136 billion ($1.6
bn). This number is expected to
go up to 657 million users, and
revenue to the tune of Rs. 290
billion ($3.5 bn) by 2025.

According to this report,
casual gaming industry’s ad rev-
enues amounted to Rs 3,600
crore in FY 2021,
making up to 60
per cent of casual
gaming revenues,
and are forecast to
increase at a CAGR
of 29 per cent to Rs
9,900 crore in FY
2025. With the
arrival of 5G and
cloud-based gam-
ing, subscription-
based models may
acquire market
share in the mo-
bile based casual
gaming industries
worldwide, and in
India. Revenue
stream from the
subscription model is more reli-
able than the advertising model.

In fact, the affordability of
high-speed internet, increase in
the volume of digital payments
along with rise in the usage of
smartphones, and tech savvy
younger generation in our coun-
try, are causative factors for this
phenomenal growth and pros-
pects. Government stands to
gain substantially by taxing
gaming, and with improved
laws, it can control a vast, unre-
ported sector. The growth of the
economy will also be positively
affected. 

Recently, resisting all pulls
and pressures from gaming
industry associations and pres-
sure groups, the GST Council,
has agreed to levy 28 per cent
GST on full face value of gaming
transactions. Amended legal
provisions and rules for online
gaming, horse racing and casin-
os came into effect from 1 Octo-
ber 2023, bringing into effect
the 28 per cent GST at face value
at entry level, and mandatory re-
gistration for offshore online
gaming companies. Officials on
their part have started issuing
huge tax notices to such comp-
anies, and notices worth Rs
one lakh crore have been issued
so far.

However, the growth of on-
line gaming sector in India coin-
cides with growing socio-eco-
nomic concerns related to addi-
ction in youth, especially chil-
dren and working adults, con-
tent-related concerns in terms
of depiction of violence or other
inappropriate content, ads of

off-shore gambling and betting
websites targeting Indian users,
risks of money laundering and
financial frauds in the absence
of any strict KYC mechanism.

The Union Government,
being aware of the potentialities
of the positive and negative as-
pects of the gaming industry in
India, has taken incremental
steps towards regulating online
gaming. The Ministry of Elec-
tronics and Information Tech-
nology (MeitY) has been made
the nodal ministry for online
gaming and e sports. After due
deliberations with experts and
stakeholders, the ministry on 6
April 2023, notified detailed am-

endments to the
Information Tech-
nology (intermedi-
ary Guidelines and
Digital Media
Ethics Code)
Rules, 2021.

The purpose
of these amend-
ments is to control
the unabated and
unwarranted neg-
ative impact of on-
line gaming activi-
ties on users, espe-
cially children and
other vulnerable
sections of society.
The amended ru-
les notably provide

for a Self Regulatory Body (SRB)
which will have the authority to
inquire and satisfy itself that the
online game does not involve
wagering on any outcome, the
online gaming intermediary and
the game complies with the
rules, the requirements under
law for being competent to enter
a contract, and a framework
made by SRB regarding safe-
guards against user harm,
including psychological harm. It
is obligatory on the part of inter-
mediaries to make reasonable
effort to not host, publish or
share any online game that can
cause harm to users, or that has
not been verified as permissible
by designated SRB.

There is an additional obli-
gation on the intermediaries in
relation to games involving
money, by way of displaying
mark of verification on such
games; informing users of the
policy for withdrawal or refund,
manner of determination and
distribution of winnings, fees,
and other charges; obtaining
KYC details of users, and not giv-
ing credit or enabling financing
by third parties to the users. The
rules address addiction related
concerns through safeguards,
such as warning messages,
monetary spending limit, and
time limit. These rules mandate
that SRBs are held accountable
for performing their functions
responsibly.

However, online gaming
has serious national economic
security implications as well.
There are varied means of
money laundering through

online games, and one of them
is in-game items purchased by
the players, for enhancement of
gaming experience, and which
have real life value outside the
game. Such items are purchased
using virtual currencies, using
funds acquired through hack-
ing/phishing, or through a laby-
rinth of exchanges amongst
multi-player online game char-
acters, which are hard to iden-
tify, and which enable cross
country movement of money.

Certain online games allow
players to buy “loot boxes” whi-
ch contain unknown sums and
can be used in the game after its
contents are accessed post pur-
chase. Loot boxes have become
a popular avenue for money
laundering. The anti-money
laundering (AML)laws in India
require ‘reporting entities’ like
banks, financial institutions, and
persons carrying on designated
business, which includes games
of chance, to undertake client
verification before commencing
a business relationship. Such
entities are required to maintain
records of prescribed transac-
tions, like transactions crossing
Rs 10 lakh, and suspicious trans-
actions effected in cash.

While the reporting entities
are obliged to report non-mone-
tary transactions as well, it does
not explicitly cover online gam-
ing companies. However, recent
imposition of heavy penalty by
the FIU-India on an online pay-
ment system, despite their con-
tention that it is not a reporting
entity, is an illustration of the
strict stance the authorities can
take to uphold the spirit of law.

FIU-India in its order has
emphasised the need for AML
laws to cover entities that facili-
tate cross border transactions
through various payment sys-
tems. Besides money launder-
ing, criminals also exploit the
gaming sites for committing var-
ious cyber-crimes, like extract-
ing vital bank and personal data,
by way of gaining access to the
smartphones of the users throu-
gh download of the games. In
short, online games provide a
fertile ground for serious cyber
and economic crimes impinging
on national security.

Gaming and gambling have
a lot of common ground, and
there is a hairline difference. Ad-
vantage of the same is taken by
online gaming companies for
earning huge amounts of mon-
ey, especially true of offshore
companies. Elements of gam-
bling can be found in a variety
of online games, whereas the
laws governing the same are not
very clear. Perhaps amendments
in the IT laws, as the entire
action takes place in cyberspace,
to make online gaming or gam-
bling a serious crime, are requir-
ed. Present laws do not have
enough deterrence to prevent
the misuse by unscrupulous ele-
ments, which at times adversely
impacts national security.

Safeguarding sovereignty, nation-
al security and development
interests is the fundamental pur-
pose and bottom line of the "one

country, two systems" principle. With-
out national security, the long-term
prosperity and stability of the Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region
cannot be guaranteed. Article 23 of the
Basic Law empowers the SAR govern-
ment to enact laws on its own so as to
safeguard national security. However,
even 26 years after the return of Hong
Kong to the motherland, no legislation
on Article 23 of the Basic Law (BL23)
has been enacted.

The sixth-term SAR government
led by Chief Executive John Lee Ka-chiu
has taken concrete measures to pro-
mote legislation on BL23. On Jan 25,
during his question and answer session,
Lee said the government's preparations
were in the final stage and the "path to
the finishing line" is straight. On Jan 30,
the government officially launched
public consultations on a piece of BL23
legislation.

The senior officials of the SAR gov-
ernment, Executive Council and Leg-
islative Council members, as well as
people and organizations from all walks
of life in HK have supported such legis-
lation. The SAR has the constitutional
responsibility of enacting legislation
based on Article 23 of the Basic Law of
Hong Kong. Article 3 of the "Decision
on Establishing and Improving the

Legal System and Enforcement Mecha-
nisms for the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region to Safeguard
National Security by the National Peo-
ple's Congress" and Article 7 of the
"Law of the People's Republic of China
on Safeguarding National Security in
the Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region" state that Hong Kong should
enact legislation on safeguarding
national security. Hence, the SAR's Sec-
retary for Justice Paul T.K. Lam claimed
that a BL23 law is an "overdue assign-
ment" and the enactment of the legisla-
tion is "paying off old debts". Moreover,
BL23 legislation will make up for HK's
shortcomings in safeguarding national
security. Although the National Security
Law is a milestone when it comes to
safeguarding national security, it con-
tains only four categories of offenses
and penalties: secession, subversion,
terrorist activities and collusion with a
foreign country or with external ele-
ments to endanger national security.
The four categories do not cover all
activities and crimes that threaten
national security. And since Hong
Kong's existing laws such as the Crimes
Ordinance and the Official Secrets Ordi-
nance are yet to be fully enforced, it is
necessary to enact a BL23 law to ensure
the implementation of all the security
and security-related laws in the SAR to
safeguard national security. Besides,
BL23 legislation conforms to interna-
tional conventions. Safeguarding
national security by implementing
security laws is the top priority of every
country, and the foundation of their sta-
bility and development. For example,
the United States has at least 21 nation-
al security laws, the United Kingdom at
least 14, Canada at least nine, Australia
at least four, New Zealand at least two,
and Singapore at least six. First, it pro-
hibits activities that endanger state
security. During the public consulta-
tions on a piece of BL23 legislation,
many suggested how to better safe-
guard national security which covers
five categories: treason and related acts;
insurrection, incitement to mutiny and
disaffection, and acts with seditious
intention; theft of state secrets and espi-
onage; sabotage endangering national
security and related activities; and
external interference and organizations
engaging in activities endangering
national security. A BL23 law will target
precisely those acts that endanger
national security, and specify what con-
stitutes such crimes and the penalties
for committing such crimes. Second, it
will help build a legal framework for
better safeguarding national security
while underscoring the importance of
the National Security Law, which will
deal with national security risks that
may occur now or in the future and
achieve long-term stability.
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Farmers' Protest

The on-going farmers’ protest has become a flash-
point in the national political discourse, high-
lighting the deep-seated issues surrounding agri-

cultural policies. The contrasting narratives presented
by the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the oppo-
sition, particularly the Congress, underscore the com-
plexity of the challenges faced by farmers and the diver-
gent paths proposed for their resolution. The BJP,
defending its stance, asserts an unwavering commit-
ment to farmers, citing policies aimed at their welfare.
The party emphasises initiatives such as health cards,
low-interest loans, and increased Minimum Support
Price (MSP) on various crops. 

However, the opposition, notably the Congress,
paints a starkly different picture, decrying what it labels
the government’s “cruelty, barbarity, repression, and
oppression against farmers.” At the heart of this con-
troversy is the demand for a legal guarantee to MSPs.
Congress MP Rahul Gandhi, during his Bharat Jodo
Nyay Yatra, announced the party’s commitment to pro-
viding this legal safeguard if it assumes power after the
elections. The question arises ~ are MSPs the panacea
to the agrarian crisis, and why has implementation
been a contentious issue? MSPs, designed to ensure
farmers receive a minimum price for their produce,
has been a longstanding demand. 

The Swaminathan Commission recommended
MSP as a legal right for farmers, a proposal now reiter-
ated by the Congress. The farmers argue that without
this legal guarantee, their hard work might not translate
into fair compensation. However, the BJP questions
the timing of this promise, asking why the Congress
did not implement it during its tenure, or why it does
not do so in states it rules. The ‘Delhi Chalo’ (March to
Delhi) protest, led by Kisan Mazdoor Morcha and
Samyukt Kisan Morcha, unfolds against a backdrop of
tear gas shells, barricades, and heightened security.
This paints a distressing picture of a nation divided on
how to address the concerns of those who feed it. The
opposition argues farmers’ voices are being stifled,
comparing the capital to a “police cantonment” to sup-
press dissent. West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee and the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) join the cho-
rus of criticism, condemning the Centre’s treatment of
farmers. The AAP government in Delhi denies permis-
sion to convert Bawana stadium into a temporary jail,
asserting farmers’ constitutional right to protest.

In this maelstrom of conflicting narratives, it is cru-
cial to recognise the plight of farmers themselves. The
agriculture sector forms the backbone of India’s econ-
omy, and the well-being of farmers is inextricably
linked to the nation’s prosperity. The protests, while a
manifestation of discontent, also present an opportu-
nity for a comprehensive dialogue on agricultural
reforms. A collaborative effort is needed to address the
systemic challenges facing farmers, ensuring a sustain-
able and prosperous future for Indian agriculture. The
‘Delhi Chalo’ protest is not merely a clash of political
ideologies but a plea to prioritise the well-being of
those who toil in the fields to nourish the nation. Shun-
ning politics, all stakeholders must join hands to find
solutions.

Brexit pangs

Brexit, once hailed as a grand natural experiment
for economists to dissect the repercussions of
leaving a low-friction trade environment, has

proven messier than anticipated. Britain’s departure
from the European Union coincided with the disruptive
force of the pandemic and an unprecedented energy-
price shock. This confluence of events has clouded the
ability to discern a clear economic fallout from Britain’s
departure from the EU. The narrative unfolds against
the backdrop of a reluctant British government, delay-
ing full assumption of control over its borders.
Although officially leaving the EU on 31 January 2020,
the UK effectively remained in the single market and
customs union until 31 December 2020. 

This transitional period shielded the nation from
immediate border challenges. However, January 2021
saw the imposition of new controls and bureaucracy by
European trading partners on British exports. In con-
trast, the British government, in a series of delays, post-
poned checks on goods arriving from Europe. After sev-
eral delays, these controls started being enforced two
weeks ago ~ from January 31. Despite tariff- and quota-
free trade with the EU, imported goods into Britain will
require additional paperwork this year. Sanitary and
phytosanitary (SPS) checks will be mandatory for food
products to ensure compliance with national stan-
dards. The phased rollout of customs and SPS checks
over the next nine months means that European
exporters will soon confront challenges akin to those
faced by their British counterparts in the past three
years. The introduction of extra bureaucracy, albeit a
necessary measure for regulatory adherence, has the
potential to lead to significant delays. Hauliers high-
light the precarious nature of customs code precision,
where a simple error can lead to hours of resolution.
For perishable goods, even a day’s delay can render an
entire shipment economically futile. The concept of
“groupage” adds another layer of complexity, with trail-
ers containing various goods requiring individual
checks. Recent trade figures underscore the asymmet-
ric impact of Brexit on goods trade. British goods
exports to the EU in Q3 2023 rose by 10.3 per cent com-
pared to the final quarter of 2020, a lacklustre perform-
ance when contrasted with a 19.7 per cent increase in
exports to non-EU countries. On the import front,
goods from the EU increased by 10.7 per cent, while
imports from the rest of the world remained broadly
flat. Trade body reports indicate that export problems
to Europe persist for 90 per cent of manufacturers,
demonstrating only a marginal improvement since
December 2020. As new border checks take effect, the
pain is expected to be more evenly distributed. Retail-
ers, grappling with recent drops in food-price inflation,
fear the potential for upward price pressure due to new
border checks. The overarching lesson from Britain’s
post-Brexit trade experience is clear ~ more trade fric-
tions generally translate to less trade.

Online concerns
Vol. CXXXXXVIII  40

In India, the online gaming industry has witnessed phenomenal growth, especially during

the Covid period, and this trend is going to continue. If we look at its contribution to

the economy, data reveals (as per a KPMG report) that, in FY 2021, there were 433

million online gaming users, giving a revenue of Rs 136 billion ($1.6 bn). This number

is expected to go up to 657 million users, and revenue to the tune of Rs. 290 billion

($3.5 bn) by 2025

editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, This refers to today’s report
“PM Modi inaugurates first Hindu
temple in Abu Dhabi,” in The
Statesman. The PM's remark that
being in the UAE made him ‘feel at
home’ sums up the strength and
depth of the ties between the two
countries. PM Modi has taken the
bilateral relationship between the
two nations to the next level in
terms of geopolitical, cultural and
economic cooperation. The bilat-

eral trade between the two coun-
tries was around $85 billion in
2022-23, with the UAE being
among the biggest investors in
India in terms of foreign direct
investment. The Intergovernmen-
tal Framework Agreement con-
cerning Cooperation for the
Empowerment and Operation of
the India-Middle East-Europe
Economic Corridor is expected to
give a boost to regional connectiv-

ity. The signing of an agreement
connecting the instant payment
platforms ~ India’s UPI and UAE’s
AANI ~ and a pact on interlinking
domestic debit/credit cards is

another major step forward. The
high point of PM Modi’s trip was
the inauguration of the Swami-
narayan Mandir in Abu Dhabi.
The temple, a testament to inter-

faith harmony in the Muslim-
majority country, also signifies a
religious and cultural outreach to
the 3.5 million-strong Indian com-
munity that forms the largest
expatriate group in the UAE. The
PM’s rapport with UAE President
Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al
Nahyan has played a big role in
bringing the two nations closer.
Having such a dependable ally
augurs well for India’s growing
footprint in the Gulf region.

Yours, etc., N Sadhasiva Reddy,
Bengaluru, 15 February.

Growing  footprint
LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

RAKESH
ASTHANA

The writer, a retired IPS
officer, has served in various

capacities including as
Commissioner of Delhi Police,
DG-BSF, DG-NCB, DG-BCAS and

Special Director, CBI

Hong Kong needs
local law
to boost
national security



A somewhat surprising fact men-
tioned in the last Calcutta census report is
that more than one in every five amongst
the population of Calcutta over the age of
five can read and write English. The com-
parative figures for 1911 and 1901 show
that the proportion in increasing very rap-
idly. This was the lest to be expected
because it is precisely during the last
twenty years that the greatest efforts have
been made by political parties to discour-
age the study of English and education in
English in Calcutta. An explanation of
what is happening is to be found in the
fact that the population of Calcutta grows
more cosmopolitan every year and the
multitudes engaged in commerce need a
second language, which must be English
because of its all-round general value,
Urdu, of course, as opposed to Bengali
has also a large all-round value in India,
but the script presents so many difficulties
that even people who are literate in the
language employ another script if they
know one. What is known as the shikast or
running hand in Urdu is very painful to
read because of the number of elisions,
almost approaching those of shorthand,
which are practised. Hindi, on the other
hand, is easier than English to read, for
letters are written complete and there is a
letter for every sound, but Mahomedans
do not care to learn Hindi, whereas they
have no objection to English.

VICTORIA
MEMORIAL

The Trustees have now opened sev-
eral new rooms for the display of a fine
collection of views of Indian scenery. In
the room to the right over the north
entrance, will be found a series of James
Baillie Fraser's views of the Himalayas and
another series by George F. White of H.M.
31st Regiment which include a number of
drawings by J.M.W. Turner, R.A. In the
adjoining corridor is a display of Mrs.
Scott's Himalayan views, and the remain-
der of the White series. In the room on
the left are James Moffat's engravings of
Benares, Berhampore, and Moorshid-
abad, and drawings by Henry Salt and
William Hodges, R.A. Adjoining this room
in the corridor have been placed
Mecham's and Sarsfield Greene's sketches
of the Mutiny and the Siege of Lucknow. 

POLITICAL CRIME IN
INDIA
LONDON, FEB. 15

Replying to a question by Mr. John
Scurr in the House of Commons today,
Mr. F.O. Roberts stated that thirty or more
persons were at present in jail in India
undergoing sentences for sedition.
Between 70 and 90 were confined in the
United Provinces on account of offences
arising out of political agitations and pos-
sibly a few in other provinces on the same
count. Twenty-three were also detained
under Regulation III of 1818. In addition,
there were probably some thousands of
Moplahs still imprisoned. These figures
did not include Sikhs under trial or
already convicted in connection with the
Akali agitation. According to the latest
information 120 were under trial and 180
had been convicted recently.

ANGLO-PERSIAN OIL
Mr. Neville Chamberlain informed

Commander Kenworthy in the House of
Commons today that the proposal for the
sale of the Government's share in the
Anglo-Persian Oil Company was first made
by the managing director of the Burma Oil
Company, but it was understood that the
Shell Royal Dutch was also interested in
the project. Mr. Chamberlain said the
Anglo-Persian Board had been officially
consulted. The Government did not feel
able to take final decisions as it had been
intended to refer the matter to a Cabinet
Committee prior to decision. Asked who
conducted the negotiations on behalf of
the Government Mr. Chamberlain said the
proposals had been originally submitted
to the President of the Board of Trade. 

INDIAN
LOCOMOTIVES
LONDON, FEB. 15

The Times engineering supplement
commenting on the Indian High Commis-
sioner's acceptance of the German tender
for locomotives says that under the pres-
ent economic conditions failure to obtain
a contract on the part of British shops,
though relatively small, is to be regretted,
but the agitation or attempts to bring
political pressure to bear would defeat its
own ends. British manufacturers can best
meet the situation by continuing a sound
policy of high quality enterprise in utilising
latest improvements in equipment, and
resolute care regarding production costs.
They should also develop closer touch
with the best market by branches in India
eligible for preference given on articles
manufactured or obtainable there.

FRENCH TAXATION
The Government has secured a vote

of confidence by the Chamber rejecting by
301 votes to 212 an amendment to the
Government's proposal for an all-round
increase in taxation of 20 per cent on which
very keen opposition was anticipated.
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

ACROSS

1 Extra jam, perhaps, 

is popular (10)

6 Some recipes from 

the east of impressive 

proportions (4)

9 Clever leader is 

accommodating, 

at the moment 

(7)

10 Collusion? California 

loudly shows disapproval 

(7)

12 Backtracking oil 

producer�s at first an 

advocate of Home Rule 

(10)

13 Field exposed when 

fencing is removed (3)

15 State: �You look a state� 

(6)

16 Understood female 

in Germany (8)

18 Body fluid and fly 

found in mug (8)

20 Reportedly spirit-like spirit? 

(6)

23 Leaves note 

with answer (3)

24 I smell following 

purge, awareness 

essentially shot 

(10)

26 It cuts the chat 

at sea (7)

27 Salesman allowed 

European to be charged 

(7)

28 Lapwing loses it, twisting 

to give cry (4)

29 Religious office in 

hot periods abandoned (10)

DOWN

1 Pan�s People finally 

aware of bigotry (4)

2 Couple study advanced 

body parts (7)

3 Lead from salt mine 

of Wieliczka possibly 

taken outside with 

excessive cleaning (4,3,6)

4 Container of chopped-up 

garb and assorted gubbins, 

primarily (6)

5 Cary, in reality, mostly 

gets Victor to replace 

book of records (8)

7 Interrogate male about 

liberal pest, maybe (7)

8 Criminal is captured 

displaying classic comedy 

prop (7,3)

11 Possibly the aim of 

bowls and snooker players: 

to win big (3,3,7)

14 Young dog and cat 

perhaps present Sesame 

Street? (6,4)

17 Clock catalogue (8)

19 Surprise promising young 

actress with time up 

(7)

21 New team in France getting 

discontented Ronaldo for 

nothing? Anything but 

(3-4)

22 Order grade to be changed, 

getting C for German (6)

25 Cash short? Study. Cash 

missing upfront? Study (4)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

CROSSWORD

YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

NO-292695

A. K. MERCHANT

I
n a voice choked with sadness
and emotion, two hours after the
assassination of Mahatma Gandhi
on 30 January 1948, Pt. Jawaharlal

Nehru, first Prime Minister of India,
while announcing the dastardly act to
the nation through All India Radio,
inter alia said: “...The light that has
illumined this country for these many
years will illumine this country for
many more years, and a thousand
years later, that light will be seen in
this country and the world will see it
and it will give solace to innumerable
hearts...”

A little more than seventy-six
years ago, Mahatma Gandhi’s life was
abruptly terminated. Surely, he would
have never thought that his end
would be so unexpected, less than six
months after he and the whole band
of freedom fighters, many of whom
had suffered greatly and sacrificed
their lives, had secured India’s free-
dom from the colonial yoke.

Those who sacrifice their life and
endure persecution for the benefit of
humankind have a very high station
in the sight of God. From the very
beginning when the Báb, Martyr-
Prophet of the Bahá’i Faith, declared
his mission, thousands of followers
had to bear the brunt of persecution,
several hundred willingly sacrificed
their lives. While none of us can fully
fathom the mysteries of martyrdom
and why so much innocent blood is
shed, the history of humankind is
replete with soul-stirring episodes of
supreme sacrifice, such as that of
Jesus Christ and his apostles; Imam
Husayn and his entire family, massa-

cred on the plain of Karbala; Guru
Tegh Bahadur, who at the urging of
his minor son, later Guru Gobind
Singh, willingly offered his life, refus-
ing to yield to the diktat of a tyrant,
and the assassination of Gandhiji,
Father of the Nation.

Today let’s reflect on the life of
Gandhiji. What was the message of his
death? What does he have to teach the
world? With so much violence every-
where today, what is so significant
about Bapu’s killing?  We can answer
these questions with the word
“yagna”. Yagna was the spirit of his
life and the message of his death.
Every breath of his life, including the
last, was an oblation to his country,
his principles and his faith in God.

The theme of his life was truly
sacrifice. He could have been a
wealthy attorney. He could have had a
life of relative ease and prosperity.
However, he was man devoted to his

country and to its freedom. Through
his tireless efforts and his simple piety
he showed the world how through
principles of satyagraha, ahimsa and
sarvodaya his fellow-country men and
women could be inspired and moti-
vated to achieve greatness.  However,
in spite of national and international
acclaim, he never lost his humility, his
dedication or his spirit of sacrifice.
Rather, the flames of his true yagna to
Bharat mata seemed to only grow
until he, himself, was the poornahuti,
or final offering. Gandhiji’s spirit of
non-violence and sacrifice did not
only pertain to overt actions. It was a
quality of the spirit - a quality of hum-
ble love for all human beings. There is
a story of a man travelling by train to
Porbandar in the same coach as
Gandhiji. However, the man did not
know that the skinny old man in his
coach was Mahatma Gandhi. So, all
night long this man lay down on the

seat, occupied the entire berth and
pushed Gandhiji and put his feet on
him and left Gandhiji with barely
enough room to sit upright. Howev-
er, Gandhiji did not fight, nor com-
plain. How easy it would have been to
shout and say, “I am Mahatma Gand-
hi; give me room in the coach.” But
Gandhiji’s ahimsa was an ahimsa of
the tongue and an ahimsa of the
heart. So, he simply let the man use
as much of the seat as he desired.

As the train pulled into Porban-
dar, the man mentioned that he was
going to see the famous Mahatma
Gandhi. Gandhiji still remained silent.
He had no need to stray from humility
and disclose his identity. As Gandhiji
descended from the train to a wel-
coming crowd of thousands, the man
fell at his feet, begging for forgiveness.
Gandhiji, of course, blessed and for-
gave him, telling him only that he
should be more respectful of others,
regardless of who they are. He taught
the man the true lesson of sarvodaya,
that everyone must be treated with
dignity and respect, even those who
are less fortunate.     Fully aware of his
shortcomings, Gandhiji tenaciously
clung to truth and virtue all his life.
The Bhagavad-Gita was his closest
companion and source of guidance.
How unfortunate it is that today so
many people claim that their lives and
their work are “God’s”. Yet, they use
this as an excuse to lie, to cheat and
even to kill. And, at the end it is clear
that they merely used God’s name in
the service of themselves. Gandhiji
remained pure and his death is the
clearest example. Due to his commit-
ment to ahimsa and complete surren-
der in God he refused to have body-

guards. Hence, on that fateful day as
he climbed the four sandstone steps
where people had gathered for the
evening prayer meeting, a ‘stout
young man in khaki dress’ made obei-
sance to him and the very next
moment fired three shots from his
pistol that was hidden in his pocket.
Gandhiji collapsed on the ground and
gasping for breath uttered “hey Ram,”
“hey Ram.”

Gandhiji would not have wanted
to be only remembered in history
books. He would not want to be
remembered only as the freedom
fighter who led India to independ-
ence. He would want his message to
live on; he would want his yagna to
continue burning, to continue bring-
ing light and warmth to all the world.
He was steadfast in his commitment
to the law of nonviolence which he
believed was the law of love and fer-
vently wanted to make it the law of
our species.    

Bahá’is believe that it is within
the power of everyone, just as Gand-
hiji showed through his life, to bring
about positive change. When enough
of us prioritize the well-being of future
generations above our own instant
gratification, the country will progress
rapidly and every citizen will benefit
greatly from positive and sustainable
development. To this end, the words
of Martin Luther King Jr., also a mar-
tyr, are so pertinent: “If humanity is
to progress, Gandhi is
inescapable…We may ignore him at
our own risk.”

(The writer is a social worker, independent
researcher and an active member of the Bahá�i
community of India. Views expressed are
personal.)  

SMRUTI S PATTANAIK

O
n 8 February 2024, Pakista-
nis voted in their 16th par-
liamentary election, which
many initially speculated

would be postponed and, if held,
rigged in favour of the Pakistan Mus-
lim League (N). However, the election
results brought interesting numbers -
none of the parties got the majority. A
total of 101 independent candidates,
most of who were supported by the
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), have
the largest number of seats.
Announcement of the results was
inordinately delayed in some con-
stituencies. The suspension of mobile
service on voting day gave rise to the
rumour of rigging.

How are we to interpret this frac-
tured mandate? The votes each politi-
cal party drew reflect that it is essen-
tially against the Army’s political
interference, which Imran Khan
championed after he was ousted from
power. If the past is an indicator, the
parties’ lack of majority in the Parlia-
ment and formation of a coalition will
make the government susceptible to
manipulation by the Army.

Since the independent candi-
dates, despite winning the largest
number of seats in the 266 directly
elected constituencies, are not organ-
ised as a political party, they cannot
stake claim to form the government.
Out of the independents, 93 were sup-
ported by the PTI. The PML-N, which
has emerged as the largest party with
75 seats, is short of a majority in Par-
liament and is in talks with other
political parties to form the next gov-
ernment. The Pakistan Peoples’ Party
(PPP) has won 54 seats whereas the
Muttahida Qaumi Movement (Pak-
istan) (MQM-P) has attained 17 seats.

On February 13, six political par-
ties, including PML-N, PPP, PML-Q
(Quaid), Istehkam-e-Pakistan Party
(IPP), Balochistan Awami Party (BAP),
Muttahida Qaumi Movement Pak-
istan came together to form a coali-
tion government. The consensus can-
didate for prime minister was She-
hbaz Sharif,  younger brother of

Nawaz Sharif and the outgoing prime
minister of Pakistan.

Asif Ali Zardari, who was the Pres-
ident of Pakistan from 2008-13, is set
to assume the office of presidency
again, while Maryam Nawaz will be
sworn in as the chief minister of Pun-
jab, the province that determines the
political fortune of parties as it is the
largest province with the largest num-
ber of seats in Pakistan’s National
Assembly. While welcoming the PTI
to join the coalition, Asif Ali Zardari,
who took the lead in this negotiation,
said that their “economic and defence
agenda should be common”. But
interestingly, the PTI in its X account
captioned this coalition as “mandate
thieves”.

After removing Imran Khan from
premiership through a no-confidence
vote in April 2022, the opposition par-
ties formed a 13-party Pakistan
Democratic Movement (PDM) gov-
ernment. This government, led by
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif,
empowered the Army by passing acts
like the Army Amendment Bill, the
Official Secrets Amendment and the
Criminal Law Amendment Bill that
prevented criticism of the Army. The
Military courts, under which many of
Khan’s supporters were tried for van-
dalising Army installations and attack-
ing the Corp Commander’s house,
were strengthened by Shehbaz

Sharif’s government.
The return of Nawaz Sharif to

Pakistan and his acquittal from sev-
eral cases in which he was accused
gave rise to the assumption that he
was the favoured candidate of the
establishment. However, Nawaz has
withdrawn from the prime ministerial
race and has blessed his younger
brother, Shehbaz, to become the pre-
mier for the second time. Interesting-
ly, the PML-N has marginally
improved its number of seats - it had
won 64 seats in the National Assembly
in 2018 despite Sharif’s adverse rela-
tions with Army, and has won 75 seats
this time, when he is touted as a
favourite of the Army.

While the PTI campaigned
against the Army’s interference in pol-
itics and the imprisonment of their
leader in corruption cases, the most
frivolous case against him was his
being sentenced to seven years in
prison on the ground of iddat. This
also demonstrated that the poster boy
of the Army was turned into a villain
as serious differences cropped up
between him and the establishment
over the Army chief’s appointment.

After the conclusion of this elec-
tion, where the PTI could not fight on
its election symbol of Bat, his sup-
porters continued to harp on rigging.
They happily accepted the blatant
electoral support that the Army

extended to them earlier, which
resulted in the party increasing its
seats from 27 in 2013 to 115 in 2018. In
April 2018, Sharif was disqualified
from contesting the election as per the
provision of 62(1)(f) to facilitate
Khan’s victory. This ban for life was
lifted by the Supreme Court prior to
the 2024 election as the court said that
the ban cannot be for more than five
years and is against the fundamental
right to contest election.

The PTI’s narrative since 2013 has
been that their votes were stolen. In
fact, many of the demonstrations
organised by the PTI at that time
revolved around this issue, which led
to the setting up of the Judicial Com-
mission, whose findings rejected
Khan’s claims. They are trying to bring
back the same narrative now to argue
that it is the Army that has manipulat-
ed the election to deny the PTI major-
ity in the Parliament by stealing votes.
There is no denying the fact that
despite all odds, Khan still retains
popularity compared to the PML-N
and PPP.

The party that almost lost popu-
larity in 2021-22 in the face of a rising
economic crisis has persisted, as
Imran remained adamant on his
stance not to approach the IMF. He
turned the table on his detractors
when he attributed his loss of majori-
ty in Parliament to a Western conspir-
acy. He criticised his benefactors for
interfering in politics and being above
the law. He also accused the Army of
being petrified of his popularity and,
therefore, arresting him.

Social media is rife with the
assumption that the Army could not
manage the election as the PTI-
backed independents, popularly
known as Azad, won many seats.
However, several reports in the print
media allege irregularity in the elec-
tion even as the establishment calls
for politicians to show maturity and
unity.

A fractured mandate has always
given the Army the space to call the
shots. After the 2008 transition to
democracy, the PPP and the PML-N
as political parties retained power in

the Centre even though their prime
ministers were removed through judi-
cial verdicts. The PTI, which formed
a coalition government stitched by
the military with the support of other
parties, could not last the five-year
term as the judiciary opened in the
middle of the night to ensure that
Khan stood for a floor test to prove his
majority in the house which he failed.

The Army’s ability to play one
party against another is well known. It
empowered the PTI as both the PPP
and the PML-N were critical of the
Army and its interference. Nawaz
Sharif filed a treason case against
General Musharraf, which he later
admitted as one of the causes for his
conviction in the Panama Papers cor-
ruption case and subsequent disqual-
ification. In most of these cases, the
Supreme Court of Pakistan did not
hesitate to do the bidding on behalf
of the Army. Part of its judgement
stemmed from the judicial activism
under former Chief Justice Iftekhar
Chowdhury, and partly, it was dictat-
ed by the expediency of the situation.

Shehbaz Sharif is known to have
close relations with the Army, which is
perhaps the best bet for the coalition’s
longevity. During his tenure as the
Prime Minister, he sufficiently
empowered the military. For the
Army, the choice was clear: Anyone
but Imran Khan. Khan has been able
to mobilise youth, and for the first
time, the Army has faced severe
domestic opposition to its role. Dur-
ing Khan’s rule, the Army was divided
over their approach to Imran Khan.

As of now, seven independents
have already joined the PML-N. Some
may join in the future - a possibility
that cannot be ruled out. With the
election for 60 reserved seats for
women and 10 for minorities, the
coalition will have a comfortable
majority to sail through the next five
years if they decide to stick together.

Political instability will only add
to Pakistan’s economic predicaments
as the country faces severe economic
challenges with rising inflation and
nearly $30 billion in debt servicing.
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