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SCIENCE

Using a bioluminescent oxygen indicator,
scientists discovered a spontaneous, spatially
de�ned occurrence of “hypoxic pockets” in the
mouse brain. Their technique o�ers a way to
learn more about brain oxygen tension (pO2), a
measure of oxygen delivery and demand in brain
tissue that changes dynamically but is not well
understood. The �ndings could have implications
for how rest and exercise a�ect pO2 in the
human brain, including the role of these
activities in conditions such as dementia.

Imaging detects hypoxic
pockets in the mouse brain

A member of the gut microbiome may help spark
an autoimmune disease in the kidneys by leaking
antigens that trigger the immune system,
experiments on mice and samples from 118
people showed. Gut microbiomes of 33 patients
with the disorder were skewed toward bacterial
species that degrade mucin. The bacterium
modi�ed IgA1 and converted it into the
deglycosylated form associated with IgA
nephropathy. This created antigens that crossed
from the intestines to the glomeruli region. 

Microbes may seed an
autoimmune kidney disease 

Scientists have made new discoveries about the
e�ectiveness of four vaccines for the mpox virus
— and have uncovered potential signs of immune
activity that correlate with protection. Their
head-to-head comparison could inform further
research into safer and improved vaccines for
mpox. All four vaccines protected the macaques
from infections when exposed to the current
outbreak strain of mpox. However, one vaccine
provided almost complete protection.

4 mpox vaccines in animals
reveal correlates of protection

SNAPSHOTS
�

When did an uptick in
dental cavities in humans
begin?

Researchers have
recovered remarkably
preserved microbiomes
from two teeth dating back
4,000 years, found in an
Irish limestone cave.
Genetic analyses of these
microbiomes reveal major
changes in the oral
microenvironment from
the Bronze Age to
today. The authors
identi�ed several bacteria
linked to gum disease and
provided the �rst
high-quality ancient
genome of Streptococcus
mutans, the major culprit
behind tooth decay.
While S. mutans is very
common in modern

mouths, it is exceptionally
rare in the ancient
genomic record. One
reason for this may be the
acid-producing nature of
the species. This acid
decays the tooth, but also
destroys DNA and stops
plaque from fossilising.
While most ancient oral
microbiomes are retrieved
from fossilised plaque, this
study targeted the tooth
directly. Another reason
for the scarcity of S.
mutans in ancient mouths
may be the lack of
favourable habitats for this
sugar-loving species. 

Question Corner

Tooth decay

Readers may send their questions /
answers to
questioncorner@thehindu.co.in

Administering ursodeoxy-
cholic acid (UDCA) can
stave o� the tendency of
statins to induce glucose
intolerance and diabetes, a
study by a group of re-
searchers in China has
found.

Statins are prescribed to
people with a high risk of
cardiovascular disease.
They work by blocking the
activity of an enzyme in-
volved in the metabolic
pathway that produces
LDL, or “bad”, cholesterol.

Statins are on the World
Health Organization’s list
of essential medicines and
among the most sold drugs
worldwide.

However, many studies
have found statins could
increase the risk of deve-
loping diabetes. 

‘Frank diabetes’
“It has been known for a
few years now that statins
can induce glucose intole-
rance and even frank dia-
betes in some people,” Dr.
V. Mohan, chairman of the
Madras Diabetes Research

Foundation, Chennai,
told The Hindu.

He added that doctors
have continued to pre-
scribe them because sta-
tins’ bene�ts “far outweigh
the risk”. Nonetheless, the
mechanism by which sta-
tins have this e�ect has
been unclear.

In the study, published
in February in the jour-
nal Cell Metabolism, the re-
searchers reported one
mechanism through which
statins could increase glu-
cose intolerance, involving
UDCA, a bile acid.

The team recruited 30
people with atorvastatin
and 10 without and tracked
their metabolism for four
months. 

They reported that the
faeces of those taking ator-
vastatin had a reduced
abundance of bacteria of
the genus Clostridium and
that these individuals had
“altered serum and faecal
bile acid pro�les” as well.

Gut microbiome
The gut microbiome is a

community of bacteria in
the gut in a symbiotic rela-

tionship with the body.
The researchers found that
the Clostridium-de�cient
microbiome inhibited en-
zymes called hydroxyste-
roid dehydrogenases and
lowered UDCA.

They also veri�ed an
idea that “the de-
creased Clostridium-rich
microbiota might in-
�uence bile acid synthesis
and excretion and impair
glucose metabolism” in a
12-week study of mice.

To check the role of UD-
CA, they recruited �ve par-
ticipants on statins and ad-

ministered 10-13 mg/kg (of
body weight) of UDCA per
day. After two months,
they found the individuals’
HbA1C levels, among oth-
ers, were “substantially
decreased”.

They concluded that
“UDCA restored impaired
glucose homeostasis with-
out limiting the lipid-lower-
ing e�ect of statin”.

Dr. Mohan called the
�nding “good news” and
“a new angle” but also said
the underlying hypothesis
will have to be tested in
randomised clinical trials.

Naturally occurring bile acid can blunt statin-induced diabetes 
Vasudevan Mukunth

T
ropical cyclones
are powerful
and destructive
weather sys-

tems that form over warm
tropical ocean basins.
where sea surface temper-
atures are above 26.5 de-
gree C. These storms are
characterised by strong
winds, heavy precipitation
and storm surges and can
cause signi�cant damage
to coastal communities
and infrastructure.

Climatologically, tropi-
cal cyclones form mainly
in the North Atlantic, East
Paci�c, West Paci�c, South
Paci�c and the Indian
Ocean. Out of 85 tropical
storms that develop an-
nually over the warm trop-
ical oceans, more than half
(45) of them intensify into
tropical cyclones. The
Western Paci�c basin is the
most active region for trop-
ical cyclones and accounts
for about a third of the
world’s tropical cyclones.
The North Indian basin ac-
counts for only about 4% of
the global total, although it
is one of the most vulnera-
ble regions in the world to
the e�ects of such
cyclones.

The Sa�r-Simpson (SS)
hurricane wind scale, in-
troduced in the early
1970s, is the most widely
used metric for warning
the public about the dan-
gers of tropical cyclones.
The SS hurricane wind
scales are categorised by
the maximum sustained
wind speed at a height of
10 metres. Although most
tropical cyclone-related
deaths are caused by storm
surge and heavy rainfall,
wind hazard remains an
important metric for com-
municating risk to the pu-
blic and a critical metric

for measuring the impact
of these cyclones. There
are �ve categories on the
SS hurricane wind scale —
category 1 to category 5 —
with category 5 wind
speed exceeding 252 km/
hour. The combined ef-
fects of wind, storm surge,
and rainfall in a category 5
impact would completely
raze any structure.

The sharp rise in man-
made greenhouse gas
emissions has led to global
warming of the order of
1.10 degree C since pre-in-
dustrial times. The warm-
ing can be observed not
only at the sea surface, but
also in the depths of the
ocean, which increases the
heat content of the ocean
and thus favours the inten-
si�cation of tropical cy-

clones. Long-term data in-
dicate that the frequency
of intense tropical cy-
clones is increasing in the
large ocean basins. For ev-
ery degree of warming, an
increase in wind speed of
12% is observed in the
strongest cyclones, which
corresponds to a 40% in-
crease in destructive po-
tential. As warm waters ex-
tend further poleward,
cyclones are shifting pole-
ward, with more storms
forming at higher latitudes
than in the past. A warmer
atmosphere can hold more
moisture, leading to hea-
vier rainfall when tropical
cyclones make landfall. As
the oceans warm, cyclones
also strengthen faster and
spend more lifetime over
the oceans. In 2023, tropi-

cal cyclone Freddy spent
37 days over the oceans,
making it the longest-lived
cyclones ever recorded.

Category 5
In a recent research paper
published in the Proceed-
ings of National Academy of
Sciences, the authors docu-
ment that storms are oc-
curring at intensities well
above Category 5 and that
record wind speeds are
likely to continue as the
planet continues to warm.
At the time of its introduc-
tion, the SS wind scale did
not foresee the need for a
tropical cyclone-beyond
category 5. However, due
to global warming, there is
now a need to de�ne a ca-
tegory 6 cyclone. The auth-
ors therefore proposed to

introduce a hypothetical
modi�cation of the SS
wind scale to tie category 5
to peak wind speeds bet-
ween 252-309 km/hour
and to include an addition-
al category 6 above 309
km/hour.

Observations indicate
that of the 197 tropical cy-
clones categorised as cate-
gory 5 in the 42-year pe-
riod from 1980 to 2021, half
occurred in the last 17
years of the period. Five of
these storms which oc-
curred in the last nine
years of the record, ex-
ceeded the hypothetical
category 6 (with wind
speeds of over 309 km/
hour). Simulations of fu-
ture climate change sug-
gest that the annual excee-
dance of the category 6
threshold will increase
even more in the regions
where intense tropical cy-
clones currently occur. It is
expected that the pro-
posed 6th category of the
SS wind scale could raise
awareness of the dangers
of the increased risk of
large cyclones due to glo-
bal warming.

At present, the North In-
dian Ocean is not as vul-
nerable to category 6
storms. However, as global
warming continues un-
abated, there is a good
chance that a category 6
storm with maximum
wind speeds of over 309
km/hour may occur over
the North Indian Ocean in
the near future. Therefore,
there is a need to revisit In-
dia’s disaster management
strategy for tropical cy-
clones and the early warn-
ing systems. 
(Madhavan Nair Rajeevan
was former secretary to the
Government of India and
presently the Vice Chancel-
lor, Atria University, Benga-
luru)

Tropical cyclones of higher
intensity demand a new category 

Madhavan Nair Rajeevan

Tropical cyclones with peak wind speeds far exceeding category 5 scale of 252 km/hour are increasingly seen due to global

warming, making a case for introducing category 6 for wind speed above 309 km/hour 

Sandalwood hardly needs
an introduction to the
readers of The Hindu. It
has been valued for many
centuries, for its fragrant
oil, its prized wood, and
the many medicinal uses it
has been put to. The tree
that all this comes from,
however, is not all that fa-
miliar. Growing in decidu-
ous forests, it is a partial, or
hemiparasite that needs
four or �ve other trees
growing around it. Under
the ground, sandalwood
roots form a haustorium
that forms an octopus-like
hold on the host tree’s
roots, from where water

and nutrients are taken.
The sandalwood fruit is

probably even more unfa-
miliar. About 1.5 cm in
diameter, the �eshy fruit is
a shiny purplish black
when ripe. The one seed
inside is a hard, dry kernel,
not the usual tough seed
coat protecting a �eshy in-
terior. This makes it di�-
cult for the seed to survive
beyond one season.

Both the above proper-
ties - the need for other
trees in the early growth
phase, and the seeds,
which are short-lived and
cannot be stored, have ad-
ded to the overexploited
tree’s di�culties. This has
led to a drastic fall in the
number of sandalwood
trees in the forests of South
India. The IUCN has classi-
�ed sandalwood as a vul-
nerable species. It is not
surprising that Australia is

now the world’s largest
supplier of sandalwood
and its oil.

Dispersal by birds
The fruit is bitter, and not
to human tastes. But it is
loved by birds. About 10
species, such as the Asian
Koel, and the Gray Hornbill

swallow the fruit whole,
and over time drop the
seeds at great distances
from the tree they feasted
on. These birds are among
India’s larger frugivores, or
eaters of fruit. The sandal-
wood tree’s fruit is just
right for the koels and
hornbills. It has been esta-

blished that sandalwood
trees that produce larger
seeds usually end up with
the seeds close by. Alth-
ough the large seeds are
better equipped for germi-
nation, birds cannot swal-
low those large seeds, and
drop them o� after peck-
ing away at the �esh.

The passage through the
digestive system is good for
the seeds. The seeds now
germinate very quickly and
have better chances of ma-
turing into trees. This is the
reason why forests, and
not plantations, are where
we get to see a few mature
sandalwood trees. Sadly,
the thinning of forests has
reduced bird populations,
and therefore the chances
of proper seed dispersal.

Can humans try to emu-
late birds? Researchers at
the Kerala Agricultural Un-
iversity in Thrissur, work-

ing with European col-
leagues have tried various
ways of priming sandal-
wood seeds for germina-
tion (Forests, 14:1076,
2023). Best results were
obtained when they
soaked freshly collected
sandalwood tree seeds in a
5% solution of polyethy-
lene glycol-6000 for two
days. This interesting syn-
thetic substance induces
osmotic pressure on the
cells of the seed and push-
es the germination process
forward. This is called os-
mopriming, and when
done correctly is more ef-
fective than soaking in just
water. The sprouting rate
was 79% compared to 45%
when just planting the
seed.
(The article was written in
collaboration with Sushil
Chandani, who works in
molecular modelling)

SPEAKING OF
SCIENCE

D. Balasubramanian

Sprouting a sandalwood sapling 

Ideal way: Passage through the digestive system of birds is good

for the seeds as they have better chances of maturing into trees. 
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The story so far: 

O
n March 26, a container vessel ran into
the pillar of a bridge on the Patapsco
River in Baltimore, bringing a part of the

structure crashing down together with some
people and cars on the bridge. By late March 27,
the U.S. Coast Guard had concluded its search in
the river for the bodies of the six people who
fell. The vessel had an all-Indian crew.

What is the timeline of events?
After departing from the port of Baltimore at
12.28 a.m. local time, the 300-metre-long vessel
Dali was headed for Colombo, Sri Lanka, with
several containers of oil and some hazardous
material. Less than an hour after its departure,
people nearby reported the Dali’s lights
�ickering. Two minutes later, the ship’s course
also started to angle towards two of the bridge’s
pillars in the river. At 1.27 a.m. local time, the
Dali mowed into the pillar and brought down a
segment of the bridge.

A U.S. Coast Guard report said, the Dali’s crew
had broadcast a mayday signal seeking help to
control the vessel. This signal alerted the Coast
Guard as well as prompted local authorities to
close the bridge for further tra�c. A part of the
bridge’s superstructure also fell on the vessel,
smashing some containers and leaving them
balanced precariously on the vessel.

Maryland
governor Wes
Moore later
declared a state of
emergency. With
inputs from the
Federal Bureau of
Investigation,
federal o�cials had
by March 28 also
virtually ruled out
deliberate intent to
cause the collision.

The Dali belongs to the Danish shipping giant
Maersk and �ies a Singapore �ag. It is managed
by the Synergy Marine Group, headed by Rajesh
Unni.

What were the casualties?
The Synergy Marine Group said in statements
that all crew members were safe. 

The bridge’s collapse dropped eight people
through 50 feet into the Patapsco River. While
two people were �shed out soon after, the Coast
Guard postponed the search for the other six
because of the river’s depth, temperature, lack
of light, the presence of sharp objects in the
water, and the risk of more parts of the bridge
and/or the containers falling in.

Rear Admiral Shannon Gilreath told reporters
on March 28 that the team no longer expected to
�nd the six people alive.

What happened to the ship?
The Dali is propelled by a nine-cylinder
two-stroke diesel engine. In the two-stroke
cycle, fuel is pumped into the combustion
chamber, where a spark plug causes the fuel-air
mixture to explode. The energy release pushes a
piston up, rotating the crankshaft. The
explosion’s residue (exhaust) is then pumped
out of the engine to bring the piston down in the
second stroke. Once the engine transfers
mechanical power to the crankshaft, it can be
further transferred to the propeller directly, via
a gearbox or electric motors. It is also coupled
with an alternator that converts the mechanical
power to electric to supply appliances on the
vessel, including lighting. The Coast Guard
recorded a statement that at least one of Dali’s
engines “coughed” and that “the smell of
burned fuel was everywhere in the engine
room”, suggesting the vessel’s engine failed. In
this scenario, the vessel would have lost its lights
and other facilities and, sans mechanical power,
deprived its pilots of the ability to steer the
vehicle. Onlookers reported the vessel’s lights
�ickering on later which experts have attributed
to a backup generator.

The U.S. National Transportation Safety Board
said it would be checking whether the fuel used
in the Dali’s engine was contaminated.

In 2023, Chilean authorities reported issues
with Dali’s propulsion, although Singaporean
ones said it had cleared two inspections at
foreign ports the same year. 

Could the collision have been prevented?
The Francis Scott Key Bridge — the structure in
question — was built in the mid-1970s. Colin
Caprani, a civil engineer at Monash University,
Melbourne, wrote that the protective shielding
around the pillars into which the ship moved
wasn’t designed to withstand the impact of such
a large vessel. Together with the vessel’s speed
at the time of the collision, around 15 km/hr, he
estimated the impact force to be equivalent to
20,000 tonnes. In 2016, Panama Canal
authorities upgraded its locks to allow larger
ships to pass through. The Dali‘s design was
subsequently modi�ed to increase its container
capacity by 10%. Before this, Financial

Times reported, vessels of this size seldom made
port along the U.S. east coast — nor did bridges
over waterways here have to contend with them.

What happened
to the bridge in
Baltimore?

Could the Baltimore bridge disaster

have been prevented? What happens

when a ship’s generators fail? 

Vasudevan Mukunth

The Coast Guard
suggested the vessel’s
engine failed. In this
scenario, it would have
lost its lights and other
facilities and, sans
mechanical power,
deprived its pilots of
the ability to steer the
vessle

The story so far:

T
he India Employment Report 2024,
prepared jointly by the Institute of
Human Development (IHD) and the
International Labour Organization

(ILO), and released on March 26, revolves
around “youth employment, education and
skills.” It has analysed trends and patterns of the
Indian labour market for two decades, including
the COVID-19 years, and listed the “emerging
characteristics of the employment challenges
now confronting the economy as well as the
impact of growth on employment.”

What are the key �ndings?
The report’s authors note that the proportion of
India’s working-age population (aged 15–59)
increased from 61% in 2011 to 64% in 2021 and is
projected to reach 65% in 2036. About 7-8
million young people are added each year to the
labour force. Though the proportion of youth
getting an education increased from 18% in
2000 to 35% in 2022, the percentage of youth
involved in economic activities decreased from
52% to 37% during the same period. 

The authors warn that unemployment in the
country is “predominantly a problem among
youth”, especially those with a secondary level
of education or higher, and that it has
intensi�ed over time. 

“In 2022, the share of unemployed youth in
the total unemployed population was 82.9%,”
they noted, adding that the share of educated
youth among all unemployed people also
increased, from 54.2% in 2000 to 65.7% in 2022.
Also, among the educated (secondary level or
higher) unemployed youth, women accounted

for a larger share (76.7%) than men (62.2%). 

Is the crisis the result of a lack of jobs?
Santosh Mehrotra whose studies have been cited
in several chapters in the report, told The

Hindu that it’s a question of both lack of
opportunities and unemployability of educated
youth due to poor quality of education. He
urged the government to ensure that the
development of skills was separated from formal
education. The ILO and IHD said the share of
technically quali�ed youth was low in
India: 15.62% youth had vocational training in
2022, but out of them only 4.09% had formal
vocational training. According to Mr. Mehrotra,
the fact that employment in the agriculture
sector has increased after 2019 is because of the
lack of quality education among the youth,
making it di�cult for them to get jobs in other
sectors. The report’s authors pointed out that
most jobs in 2023 (90.4%) were in the informal
sector; and that around half the jobs in the
formal sector (45.2%) were also of an informal
nature. Mr. Mehrotra stressed the importance of
creating more jobs in the formal sector, pointing
out that the unemployment rate among
youth had tripled between 2012 and 2018.

What is the quality of employment?
The ILO and IHD stated that the jobs remained
low-productive and low-earning. Real wages and
earnings showed a decline or had stagnated. A
large proportion of regular workers (40.8%) and
casual workers (51.9%) did not receive the
average daily minimum wage prescribed for
unskilled workers. The government-prescribed
rate is ₹480 per day. 

Central trade unions and the Samyukt Kisan
Morcha are concerned about the report’s
�ndings. According to senior trade union leader
Amarjeet Kaur, the ILO report �ags the “wage
depression” prevalent in the country, especially
when food in�ation is not under control. She
adds that formal employment is merely 9% of
total employment and that most of the
workforce is kept out of any social security net.
“This itself adds to unemployment and
underemployment as workers without formal
employment may not be able to build a base of
education and skill enhancement for the next
generation,” she observes. 

The report’s authors said as individuals attain
higher levels of education, they are more likely
to have access to more secure and formal
employment options, leading to higher average
returns. Youth residing in the southern, western
and north-eastern regions had greater
probabilities of being in formal employment,
they noted, also �agging the larger presence of

socially marginalised youth in informal jobs.

Why are jobs scarce in the formal sector?
Trade unions contend that thousands of posts
have not been �lled for years and the policy of
letting one-third of the vacancies lapse after
retirements have resulted in the decrease of
formal employment. The trend of contractual
appointments and clamour for consultancies are
also blamed for the dip in formal jobs. 

What about the gender gap? 
There is a signi�cant gender gap in the labour
market, with low rates of female labour force
participation. The gender gap in the LFPR has
remained almost consistent over the past two
decades, the report’s authors observed. 

In 2022, the LFPR of young men (at 61.2%)
was almost three times higher than that of
young women (at 21.7%), and the gender gap
was similar in both rural and urban areas. The
report’s authors have noted that there is a large
proportion of young persons, particularly
women, who are not in education, employment
or training. Between 2012 and 2019, there was
an alarming increase in unemployment because
of the decrease in women participation in the
workforce, a trend which has been slightly
reversed post 2019. “Young women are more
likely to engage in agriculture than young men,”
they said. 

What has the report recommended? 
India was expected to have a sustained
economic growth of 5-6% in the next 15 years or
so, the report’s authors noted. “Rapid
technological changes and high growth have
increased the gap between skill supply and
demand,” they said, urging policymakers to take
adequate steps to ensure rapid integration of
youth into the labour market through
well-targeted supply and demand measures.

The report’s authors have recommended “�ve
missions” to address the challenges: Make
production and growth more
employment-intensive; improve the quality of
jobs; overcome labour market inequalities; make
systems for skills training and active labour
market policies more e�ective; bridge the
de�cits in knowledge on labour market patterns
and youth employment. They have 
recommended measures such as integrating
employment creation with macro and other
economic policies to boost productive non-farm
employment. They also said micro, small and
medium-sized enterprises must be supported
and decentralised. 

The report’s authors have urged the
government to take steps to increase agriculture
productivity, create more non-farm jobs and
promote entrepreneurship. Calling for a focus
on policies that boost women’s participation in
the labour force, they also sought a minimum
quality of employment and basic rights of
workers across all sectors.

Why is unemployment high among the youth? 

The report
pointed out
that most jobs
in 2023 were
in the
informal
sector; and
that about
half the jobs
in the formal
sector were
also of an
informal
nature

What has the India Employment Report 2024, prepared by the Institute for Human Development

and the International Labour Organization, found? Why are educated youth also not getting jobs?

Why is women participation in the labour force low? What are some of the correctives suggested? 

A. M. Jigeesh

Crisis time: The trend of contractual appointments and clamour for

consultancies are also blamed for the dip in formal jobs. AFP

The story so far: 

A
symposium on the rights of
indigenous people organised by the
University of Arizona on March 21-22
put the spotlight on the

Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework (GBF) and how, in conjunction with
the Forest (Conservation) Amendment Act of
2023, it will hit India’s tribes the hardest. Many
at the symposium foresaw doom for the
country’s indigenous communities already
a�ected by the establishment of national parks.

What is the Kunming-Montreal GBF?
This framework was adopted during the
15th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to
the UN Convention on Biological Diversity in
December 2022 following a four-year
consultation and negotiation process. It claims
to support the achievement of sustainable
development goals and build on previous
strategic plans, paving “an ambitious pathway to
reach the global vision of a world living in
harmony with nature by 2050.” Accordingly,
four goals were set for 2050 and 23 targets for
2030 toward planning, monitoring, reporting
and reviewing implementation, organising
�nance, and drawing up strategies for capacity
development, technical and scienti�c
cooperation, and an agreement on digital

sequence information on genetic resources. In
adopting the GBF, all parties have committees to
set national targets to implement it.
Participating at the event, New Delhi-based
rights activist Suhas Chakma drew the attention
of environmentalists and leaders of indigenous
communities to Target 3 of the
Kunming-Montreal GBF, which aims to “increase
terrestrial, inland water, and of coastal and
marine areas, especially areas of particular
importance for biodiversity and ecosystem
functions and services” to at least 30% of the
world’s terrestrial area. At present, protected
areas (PAs) cover about 16%.

What are its implications?
Participants at the ‘Symposium on
Conservation, Racism, and Indigenous Peoples
Human Rights’ felt that the seemingly benign
goals of the GBF tilt the scale in favour of
corporate houses eyeing forest resources at the
expense of the indigenous communities living
with nature. Indigenous peoples have been
denied the right to housing, health, education,
electricity, and security in Indonesia’s
Ujungkulon National Park while Heng Saphen,
an indigenous leader living inside the Beng Per
Wildlife Sanctuary of Cambodia was convicted
by a kangaroo court for cultivating on her own
land. About 18% of Cambodia’s Botum Sakor
National Park stands protected after much of its
land was sold o� to private �rms, the
participants said. Involving the private sector in
forest conservation is a bad idea and India has
taken a step in that direction with the Forest
(Conservation) Amendment Act to 2023 to
include zoos, safaris, ecotourism facilities, etc.,
as forest activities, Mr. Chakma pointed out. The
UN Special Rapporteur on Indigenous Peoples,
José Francisco Calí Tzay, said the PAs were
initially created “as recreational opportunities,
hunting grounds for western colonial elites”.
The concept, the participants pointed out, has
not changed much with ecotourism or
sustainable ecotourism projects reducing the
indigenous peoples to animals in a zoo, made to
sit in “model replicas” of traditional houses
wearing traditional dresses and ornaments, and
playing traditional musical instruments.

What would GBF mean for India?
About 84% of India’s national parks (89 out of a
total of 106) were established in areas inhabited
by the indigenous peoples and meeting the GBF
targets will threaten their existence, the activists
said. For instance, the initiative to upgrade the
Kumbhalgarh Wildlife Sanctuary in Rajasthan to
a tiger reserve will a�ect 162 tribal villages
located inside and outside the sanctuary while
the expansion of the Nauradehi Sanctuary in
Madhya Pradesh is set to a�ect 62 villages of
mostly tribal people. In Assam, the June 19,
2022, noti�cation for the Barak Bhuban Wildlife
Sanctuary will a�ect the indigenous groups. The
gazette noti�cation states that the sanctuary “is
free from encroachment as per record, there are
no rights and concessions of any person in the
area” but the Khasis possess documents
showing they have been living in the area since
1914.

What can be done to protect the tribal lands?
Mr. Chakma said a multilateral agreement like
the Kunming-Montreal GBF cannot be amended
but the government of India needs to change its
policy. 

First, it has to recognise the right to free,
prior, and informed consent as guaranteed
under the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled
Areas) Act and make further amendments to the
laws to make the tribals custodians of the PAs as
nature has largely been protected because of
their special relations with the forests and their
denizens. Secondly, the government of India
should not only target the tribal areas simply
because they do not matter electorally. 

“That Uttar Pradesh and Bihar only have one
national park each – Dudhwa inhabited by the
indigenous Tharu people and Valmiki inhabited
by the Tharus, Oraons, Mundas, etc. — speaks
for itself. If tiger reserves can be created in areas
where there are no tigers such as Sahyadri
(Maharashtra), Satkosia (Odisha), Kamlang
(Arunachal Pradesh), Kawal (Telangana), and
Dampa (Mizoram), there is no reason why PAs
cannot be created in non-tribal areas,” he said.
Finally, India ought to address human rights
violations in the PAs seriously. 

Human rights issues of these people such as
access to education, healthcare, and housing
cannot be left to the Wildlife or Forest
Department. Thousands of indigenous people
living within the PAs must be respected and
recognised for preserving the biodiversity and
the ecosystem and not punished, he said.

Will global forest expansion hit tribals? 

Activists say
meeting the
GBF targets
will threaten
the existence
of indigenous
populations

What are the concerns about the Global Biodiversity Framework which aims to increase areas

under forest cover, inland water, coastal and marine areas to at least 30% of the world’s terrestrial

area? What is the situation in India?

Rahul Karmakar
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I
f two hypothetical roads
diverged in the mature Carnatic
woods, T.M. Krishna took the
one less travelled by, and that

has made all the di�erence. India is no
stranger to controversies about awards
that are given for meritorious
achievement, and yet, seldom have we
seen as much �ap as was witnessed
after the Music Academy in Chennai
announced that, this year, it would
confer its top honour — the Sangita
Kalanidhi award — on the Carnatic
vocalist. 

The award has always been widely
considered to be the ‘highest accolade
in Carnatic music’. Conferred by an
institution that has been in existence
for nearly a century, at the annual
conference in Chennai’s most
salubrious season in Margazhi, artistes
have accepted it with a Bhakti akin to
what they might employ on a
Thyagaraja kriti. 

To understand the opposition to
Krishna, comprehending the cultural
and historical context is essential.

The idea of a Music Academy
originally emerged as an o�shoot of
the All India Congress Session held in
Madras in December 1927 as an
institution that would set the standards
for Carnatic music. It was inaugurated
the next year. In 1929, it started hosting
annual conferences on music, which in
turn spawned the December music
festival of Madras, known popularly as
the Kutchery season. The format is a
series of concerts across the city
conducted in an intensive month-long
festival that attracts both the
cognoscenti and the common people,
drinking in the performances, ticketed
or free based on economic capacity,
equally possessive of their own fest in
their own backyard. 

Was this feeling of possession truly
universal? Or was this an esoteric
stratosphere that, through deliberate
plan and design, kept some out? It was
here that Krishna, a prodigy who gave
his �rst Carnatic concert at the age of
12 at a noon slot in the Music Academy,
branched out on the path that has
brought him both awards/plaudits and
condemnation, in possibly equal
measure.

Krishna himself was born in this
crucible of culture, in Madras, 48 years
ago, and was educated at The School,
run by the Krishnamurti Foundation,
with a liberal pedagogical outlook, that
urges students to “learn and grow in
mindful relatedness”. 

Initially, he got a hand up from his
grand uncle T.T. Krishnamachari,
industrialist and former Finance
Minister, who was then a member at
the Academy. A privilege that he
acknowledged as his now famous
awakening dawned, and one he sought
to question, even counter, shaking at
the roots of the system he was a
symbiotic part of. 

In retrospect, his grooming and
education set him on this inevitable
path of introspection. But some critics
believe it was prep work on his books
that set him askew. His �rst book
Voices Within (2007), with singer
Bombay Jayashri, was a co�ee table
book on Carnatic music maestros. It
was his second book A Southern Music:
The Carnatic Story (2013) that �rst
hinted at the schisms in Carnatic music
that Krishna was beginning to see. 

It shows him standing dissatis�ed at
the edge of that yellow wood, peering
at the divergent path. In this clearly
polemical book, he strikes the �rst
discordant note: “The environment
that pervades Karnatik music makes it
very di�cult for an atheist to function
within its world. There may be a few,
but they will �nd it very di�cult to
come out in the open and articulate an
atheistic narrative for Karnatik music.”
Later in an interview to The Hindu, he
clari�ed: “The music — its form,
history, integrity — is what I treasure.
What we are stuck with is the kutcheri.
As far as the kutcheri is concerned, I
am willing to give it up. Because, after
a point, I think the kutcheri has not
looked at the music but got stuck in its
own success story.” 

Thorny paths 
With Sebastian and Sons, Krishna was
stridently in the other path, as he
questioned what he called caste
discrimination ingrained in, this time,
percussion music.

Critics and colleagues, particularly
the purists among them, were
outraged. His questions went deeper,

beyond form and content, further
rocking the foundation that all had
found comfort in. No one was truly
surprised by what he said, that
Carnatic music was in the preserve of
one community — the Brahmins.
However, to express discomfort with
that so openly and with judgement as
Krishna did, was inexplicable. Was the
innate performer in him at play even
as he struck out, craving a di�erent
kind of attention? It could be said that
reformers tread thorny paths; to shock
and shake is the play of someone who
wants to usher in change. His
unvarnished opinion, nevertheless,

ru�ed many feathers.
It is also what he did later that

seems to have built up this bulwark of
opposition. Refusing to participate in
the Margazhi season in 2015, could
well have been harakiri in that world.
Krishna said: “I feel that the music
season today has reached a point
where music has almost disappeared
from it. Perhaps I should say music has
�ed from it, because of the noise that
pervades it.” He also alleged
corruption and hijacking of the sabhas
by certain people. What a dissonance
this might have seemed to them. 

The Carnatic community perceived

his activism as arising from an intrinsic
anti-Brahmanism, and was further
scandalised by his growing,
well-articulated fondness for the
Dravidian ideologue Periyar, who was
stridently against the Brahmin
hegemony of his times. Krishna also
performed non-ticketed concerts,
besides going out to beaches and
streets to take music to the people. In
association with the progressive writer
Perumal Murugan, he set Periyar’s
writing, and ancient Tamil texts to
Carnatic music. 

The Periyar connection
In the letter that was to muddy the
waters, vocalist duo Ranjani and
Gayathri (RaGa) invoked Krishna’s
Periyar connection, calling the latter a
promoter of Brahmin “genocide”,
notably not questioning his ability as a
musician. Others who pilloried
Krishna subsequently too invoked
‘dharma’ and Hinduism. Even as they
disagreed with the politics of Krishna,
they allowed that to colour their
perception of his musical genius,
though Music Academy president N.
Murali attested in a note that the
choice was ‘based on his excellence in
music over a long career”.

In response, some sophistry
followed: RaGa claimed they had not
questioned the institution’s
prerogative to award someone, they
had chosen not to perform at an event
that the awardee would preside over.
Inadvertently, his detractors advanced
Krishna’s own narrative. In their
second letter, RaGa said, “It will be the
happiest day for us and for millions of
people to see star performers emerge
from underprivileged communities
and dominate the stage…,” reserving
their attack, for the Academy this time,
calling for reform to start at the top.

In the 1981 Oscar winning movie
Mephisto, the protagonist, an actor
famed for playing the demon
Mephistopheles, is shown signing a
Faustian pact with the Nazi Party of
Germany to advance his own career.
He ignores the moral compromises his
decision forces on him, but seeks to
justify it: “I’m just an actor.” Krishna is
an artiste who has reached the
opposite end of that spectrum, he long
stopped being “just a singer”. 

The dissident vocalist 
T.M. Krishna

The Carnatic singer, whose musical genius and reformist activism won him both plaudits and condemnation, has kicked up a storm in the music world after he got this
year's Sangita Kalanidhi award 

Ramya Kannan THE GIST
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W
hen the U.S. �-
nally abstained
from vetoing a

UN Security Council reso-
lution demanding for an
immediate cease�re in Ga-
za on March 25, it prompt-
ed a slew of angry remarks
from Israel. Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu can-
celled a delegation [which
was eventually reinstated]
to Washington to express
his disappointment, which
meant that his Defence Mi-
nister Yoav Gallant was left
alone in the U.S. to deal
with the immediate after-
math of the signi�cant up-
date. 

Mr. Gallant, a member
of Israel’s three-member
war Cabinet who infa-
mously likened Palesti-
nians to “human animals”
while ordering a complete
siege of Gaza after the Oc-
tober 7 Hamas attack, has
been instrumental in lead-
ing the war on the enclave.
A former soldier himself,
Mr. Gallant has not always
had it easy with Israel’s top
brass. He was believed to
be not particularly close to
Mr. Netanyahu previously,
who had cancelled his ap-
pointment as the Chief of
General Sta� of the Israeli
Defence Forces (IDF) in
2011 due to allegations re-
lated to seizure of public
lands for personal use. 

In 2023, Mr. Netanyahu
�red him from the post of
Defence Minister after he

warned the administration
of a security threat due to a
proposed judicial over-
haul. Mr. Gallant was, ho-
wever, reinstated following
public outrage. A member
of the Prime Minister’s
right-wing Likud Party, Mr.
Gallant was among the �rst
senior leaders who spoke
against the judicial over-
haul which proposed limit-
ing the Supreme Court’s
powers.

Born to a Holocaust-sur-
vivor mother who arrived
in Israel onboard the SS Ex-
odus and a father with mil-
itary roots, Mr. Gallant be-
gan his military career as a
naval commando with the
13th Flotilla, also called
Shayetet 13, which special-
ises in operating in the sea,
on land, and in the air. He
spent six years with the un-
it, before taking a break
from the armed forces.
Like many Israeli soldiers
who travel overseas after
their military service pe-
riods, Mr. Gallant went to
Alaska and worked as a
lumberjack for two years
before returning to Israel.

He �rst rejoined the Navy
before transferring to the
IDF. 

Mr. Gallant was appoint-
ed the military secretary of
late Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon and was promoted
to Major General — setting
him up for his future roles
within the IDF as well as Is-
raeli politics.

During his tenure with
the IDF, he moved up to
serve with the Gaza Divi-
sion. He commanded the
2009 Operation Cast Lead
in Gaza in which around
1,400 Palestinians were
killed in 22 days. The oper-
ation put him in the 2011
race for the IDF Chief of
Sta�, even as a UN report
accused Israel of commit-
ting war crimes during the
o�ensive.

Political entry 
In 2015, Mr. Gallant moved
to politics after over 35
years with the armed forc-
es. He joined the newly
formed Kulanu Party, and
was elected to the Knesset
(Parliament) after the par-
ty won 10 seats. He was ap-

pointed the Minister of
Construction. 

By 2019, Mr. Gallant had
crossed over to the Likud
Party and was appointed
the Minister of Education.
As the Education Minister,
he attempted to cancel the
award of Israel Prize to Od-
ed Goldreich, a scientist at
the Weizmann Institute,
who reportedly supported
the “anti-Zionist” Boycott,
Divestment and Sanctions
movement. 

Mr. Gallant became the
Defence Minister in 2022. 

In January 2024, he out-
lined his vision for the fu-
ture of Gaza, which, ac-
cording to him, would be
an enclave run by a Palesti-
nian body under overall Is-
raeli control. Since the Oc-
tober 7 Hamas attack in
which at least 1,200 Israelis
were killed and around
240 taken as hostages, Is-
rael has killed more than
32,000 Palestinians in its
o�ensive in Gaza and
forced most of the strip’s
population out of their
homes amid continuous
bombings. After the U.S.
abstained from vetoing the
UNSC resolution on March
25, Mr. Gallant has proac-
tively met with leaders in
Washington, sometimes
referring to supporters as
“true friends of Israel” in
an apparent dig at U.S. Pre-
sident Joe Biden. And now,
he is back in Israel, and is
threatening to expand op-
erations against Hezbollah
in Southern Lebanon. 

Israel’s Minister of o�ence 
Yoav Gallant

The Likud leader and member of Netanyahu’s war Cabinet threatens to continue and expand the

military operations despite a UNSC demand for an immediate cease�re in Gaza

Priyali Prakash

“T
his is a mo-
ment for Fine
Gael to reset,”

said Simon Harris after he
was appointed the new
leader of the Fine Gael, the
centre-right party leading
Ireland’s ruling coalition,
after the shock resignation
of Prime Minister Leo Va-
radkar on March 20. At 37,
Mr. Harris is set to become
the youngest ever Taoi-
seach when the Dail (Irish
parliament) reconvenes in
April. He is determined to
let the government run its
full term until elections
next year.

Mr. Harris was intro-
duced to politics at the ve-
ry young age of 16 when
he, frustrated by the lack of
information and guidance
for people with autism like
his brother, called for a pu-
blic meeting in his neigh-
bourhood on the issue
which led to a lobby/sup-
port group for people and
children with autism. Even
though he calls himself an
‘accidental politician’, Mr.
Harris seems to have paved
his way in politics well in
advance when one looks at
how he rose through the
ranks. 

Dropping out of college
to make his mark in polit-
ics, Mr. Harris, at the age of
22, was elected councillor
of Wicklow in 2009. He
then became a member of
parliament at 24, a junior
Minister at 27 and held his

�rst ever Cabinet position
at 29 as Minister for Health
in 2016. From 2020 on-
wards, he held the post of
Minister for Further and
Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and
Science. His strong online
presence has earned him
the moniker, the ‘TikTok
Taoiseach’.

Mr. Harris oversaw the
beginning of safety and
quarantine precautions
when COVID-19 �rst hit the
country. He was applauded
for his foresight in mandat-
ing necessary safeguards
and ordering a total clo-
sure of schools and colleg-
es almost a fortnight be-
fore the U.K. Another
feather in his cap as Health
Minister was bringing in
the 36th amendment of
the Constitution, which
came out of the 2018 refe-
rendum that called for an
upturn of Ireland’s near-to-
tal ban on abortion. 

However, it has not all
been smooth-sailing for
Mr. Harris. In February,
2019, he faced a no-con�-
dence motion moved by

the Sinn Fein, the opposi-
tion political party, over
the cost-overruns at the
new national children’s
hospital. The hospital, one
of the government’s big-
gest construction projects,
which was to be built at an
estimated cost of €800 mil-
lion in 2014, rose to almost
€1.43 billion by 2019. The
opposition called the pro-
ject a �nancial mismanage-
ment. Mr. Harris survived
the motion and went on to
state that the government
would build the hospital
and “get to the bottom of
what has gone wrong”.

It was also under his te-
nure that the cervical can-
cer smear test scandal
broke out. In April 2018,
Vicky Phelan, a 43-year old
woman, accused the Irish
government’s health auth-
ority of misdiagnosing a
routine pap smear she un-
derwent in 2011, which la-
ter turned out to be posi-
tive for cervical cancer.
Many more women (over
200) then came forward
sharing stories of how their
state-run pap smear tests

were given as negative
when it should have been
�agged as positive, thus de-
priving these women of an
early diagnosis and anoth-
er chance at life. 

Challenges ahead 
Mr. Harris was quick to
take a dig at the Opposition
when he stated in his ap-
pointment speech that the
“Sinn Féin cannot bear to
look back over what Fine
Gael has achieved since
pulling our economy back
from the brink.…they can-
not handle the truth.” Mr.
Harris said his party sup-
ports small businesses and
education, and is commit-
ted to making ‘work pay’. 

However, the youngest
ever Irish Premier has his
work cut out for him. Ire-
land faces an extreme
housing crisis, topped only
by concerns over mass im-
migration and the record
number of asylum seekers
and refugees. Additionally,
inheriting a three-party
coalition leaves very little
room for the incumbent
Prime Minister to make
any major policy changes. 

After almost a decade of
Fine Gael rule, Sinn Fein
has the support of 28% vo-
ters, almost eight percen-
tage points ahead of the
ruling party. 

Whether it be ‘resetting’
the party or forming a new
Cabinet, it remains to be
seen what impact Mr. Har-
ris can have in his short te-
nure as Prime Minister.

The TikTok Taoiseach
Simon Harris

The Fine Gael leader is set to become the youngest Irish Premier at a time when the country is

faced with an acute housing crisis and the ruling party is battling dwindling popularity 

Joan Sony Cherian
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Marquez’s gift to 
literature
This is with reference to 
‘Anna Magdalena’s years 
of solitude in Gabo’s voice’ 
by Damodar Prasad 
(March 24). 
The publication of Until 
August, the “lost novel” of 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 
by his sons is truly a gift 
to literature lovers. 
The novel reveals the 
mastery of his craft.

Shishir Kumar

Focus on women in TB eradication plans
This is with reference to ‘Women are leading the fight 
against TB’ by Lalita Panicker (March 24). Since women 
often bear the burn of tuberculosis infection, we must 
prioritise their health through spreading awareness, and 
focusing on early detection and the treatment of TB.

Joy Jacob

Gandhian influence in Chipko Andolan
This is with reference to ‘Once upon a time in Reni, the 
flagbearers of Chipko’ by Shekhar Pathak (March 24). 
The credit goes to the Gandhian ideology infused by 
Sunderlal Bahuguna into Chipko, turning it into a 
movement that is destined to reverberate for good. 

Lalit Bharadwaj
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“Nimbra” and falsely claiming she was
ineligible for the presidency due to her par-
ents’ citizenship status at her birth.

It is worth noting here that, to her
credit, Haley did not shy away from her
Indian and Sikh identity. Since her first
gubernatorial campaign in South Carolina,
she has consistently embraced her heri-
tage. “I start every speech by saying I’m the
proud daughter of Indian parents,” Haley
said 14 years ago. “I’m very proud of my
parents in the way that they raised me, I’m
proud of the (Indian American) commu-
nity and the fact that they are the highest
educated (and) have the highest per capita
income, the least dependent on govern-
ment assistance.”

After the November election, two poten-
tial scenarios emerge for Haley’s political
trajectory. If Trump recaptures the White
House, she might face a fate similar to
another former governor and one-time ris-
ing star in the Republican Party, Jeb Bush
— a prolonged hibernation and political
irrelevance.

Conversely, if Trump loses, two possibil-
ities might unfold. The first would be the

GOP moves beyond Trumpism and embra-
ces Haley as a leader for the GOP’s rebirth.
The second would be the continued domi-
nance of the MAGA ideology with no
opportunity for Haley to be in a leadership
position in the foreseeable future.

For now, Haley’s path forward remains
uncertain. What is certain is she will carve
out her own path. Haley has been a trail-
blazer throughout her whole life. At 52,
she has the capacity and the competence to
go in any direction she chooses. Haley’s
first job right out of college was in the
waste management and recycling industry.
If she decides to stay in the political arena,
she can draw upon that experience, to
recycle and rejuvenate the Republican
Party. If, on the other hand, she decides to
move from the public sector to the private
sector, she has the credentials to excel
there as well.

Haley’s future is in good hands. It is in
her hands. 

Frank F Islam is an entrepreneur, civic leader,

and thought leader based in Washington DC.

The views expressed are personal

E
ighty years after it ended, most
people believe there’s very little we
don’t know about World War II.
Mukund Padmanabhan has just

proved that wrong. Paradoxically, he’s
written a book about an event that never
happened but was the cause of considera-
ble panic. It’s called The Great Flap of
1942: How the Raj Panicked over a Japa-
nese Non-invasion.

After Singapore fell in February 1942,
fear spread westwards right across what
was still Britain’s Indian Empire and, in
particular, Madras, as it was then called.
Proximity to the Malay Peninsula sug-
gested it could be Japan’s next target.

The degree of panic was astonishing,
particularly when you recall the fear was
speculative and nothing actually hap-
pened. By the time Singapore fell, one-
third of Madras’s population had fled. Six

weeks later, the Indian Express says the
city’s population was down to just 25%.
An ICS officer, Paul Jayarajan, believes it
collapsed to 13%. This means 700,000 out
of 800,000 had fled! Padmanabhan com-
ments: “While the figure may seem
incredible, it’s far from implausible.”

The book has delightful tales to tell,
none more amazing than what happened
at Madras Zoo. “The lions, tigers, pan-
thers, bears and venomous snakes were
located and shot dead … the kill order was
carried out to avert the risk of dangerous
animals breaking free and preying on
Madras residents in the event of Japanese
bombs destroying the zoo and its enclo-
sures.” It seems the highest price was paid
by these animals.

The truth is something similar hap-
pened in London. “A staggering 400,000
to 750,000 cats and dogs are estimated to

A World War II story of 
misplaced panic, scare

so high-priced real estate, upper-end cars
and the equity markets are booming, but the
FMCG and FMEG segments have not seen a
similar surge in demand. Financial regula-
tors are clamping down on the fast build-up
of personal loans for consumption. There-
fore, many companies are unable to relate
the global forecasts with the demand for
their goods in the market. 

The uncertainty in the global environ-
ment, with wars in Europe and West Asia,
and the possibility of spikes in commodity
prices when interest rates continue at ele-
vated levels, dampens animal spirits and
restrains them from taking the plunge with

big capex bets. Every forecast predicts the
global economy slowing down, coming
along with a policy mindset turning away
from free trade and towards self-reliance.

What advice can one offer global and
Indian CEOs in this context? How do they
start acting in a scenario where all the mul-
titudes in India are forecasted to double in
the next six years — from $3.5 trillion to $7.3
trillion. Global company CEOs need to rec-
ognise that taking advantage of India will
require their time, with India reporting to
them, together with India-specific customi-
sation to win in the market. Indian family
businesses, especially if the CEOs are in

their 50s, need to recognise that to stay rele-
vant, they need to act. They need to aug-
ment their teams to be future-ready and
push their organisations to become high-
performing and champions at execution.

Peter Drucker once famously said, “The
only way to predict the future is to create it”.
This is the needed unlock in the minds of
CEOs to make 2020-2030 the decade for
their companies in India. It is hard but
required to win in the most exciting market
in the world today.

Janmejaya Sinha is chairman, BCG India.

The views expressed are personal

M
ost CEOs in India, save for a
handful, are struggling to
resolve a major tension
between their experience
and their ability to imagine
the International Monetary

Fund (IMF) forecasts of the growth in the
Indian economy. Why is this? 

To my mind, the reason the reset is taking
time to sink in is that the earlier balance in
the global economy lasted for an entire cen-
tury and the reversal has just begun in this
century. I did a calculation some years ago
which was very simple but very telling — if
you compare the average per capita Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) of the top five
countries and the bottom five countries in
the world, in 1700, it was 3:1; in 1820, it was
4:1; and in 1900, it had become 6:1. But, by
2000, it had become 60:1. So the 60 com-
manded all the attention and the only way
to grow in the world was to cater to the 60.
Essentially, the G7. 

By 2020, the reversal in the ratio is evi-
dent, at 16:1, but the mind is taking time to

internalise it for any country other than
China. China’s remarkable rise from a $1
trillion economy to $18 trillion in just over
two decades captured the attention it
deserved and largely crowded out others,
especially India. 

In his book The Sun Also Rises, Ernest
Hemingway describes a conversation
between two characters Bill and Mike,
where Bill asks Mike “How did you go bank-
rupt?” and Mike responds “Two
ways — gradually and then sud-
denly.” In some ways, when people
ask me “How did India happen?” I
say the same thing, “Gradually and
then suddenly.” India has grown
well over 30 years at around 6.5%
per annum. But the Indian market
had been small in global terms. In
2000, India was less than 1.5% of
nominal global dollar GDP. Today,
it has inched up to 3.4%, but by 2030, it is
likely to be over 5%. The key point is that in
this decade, India is starting to drive global
GDP growth. In the next six years, it will add
as much to global GDP as all of Europe, and
half as much as the United States (US). 
All this is happening when the other 
major player, China, is having two very 
serious problems — its economy is slowing
and, geopolitically, it has managed to 
get quite isolated, with its muscular foreign
policy. The US and western companies want
to reduce their strategic dependence on
China. 

Logically, this has created opportunities
for both global and domestic companies in
India. In fact, all of them are seriously evalu-
ating the commercial opportunity India
offers. MNCs are assessing whether India
can be a large market for them, whether
they can diversify their supply chains out of
China, or even whether they can augment
their global capability centres based in
India. But as they do so, I find their assess-

ments fall into five different CEO
mindsets: “I don’t know India and
must learn”, “India has disap-
pointed in the past so what has
really changed”, “My business in
India is fine but not very conse-
quential at less than 3-5% of my
total revenues”, “I need to learn
how to make India work to cut my
over-dependence on China”, and
the few who have dominant posi-

tions and are doing very well in India say-
ing, “I am doing well and intend to continue
to do so”. Within this group, I find the
fourth category making meaningful bets in
India, but the others are not yet convinced
to act differently.

Indian CEOs are facing a different set of
issues. Most lack sufficient free cash flow.
Many of them have just come out of high
levels of leverage, and are not ready to take
on too much leverage again to really be
bold. They are also finding demand growth
post-Covid to be skewed and yet to settle.
The upper-income segments are doing well,

Making the most of 
the India opportunity
Reconciling the projections of 
the country’s future growth 
with present demand 
conditions is bogging CEOs 
down. They need to seize the 
moment and make the future

D
aniel Kahneman and his friend
Amos Tversky, through a series of
experiments on human subjects and
their behaviour, showed that the

decisions we make in real life are hardly 
“rational”. This implied that some of the most
celebrated results in microeconomic theory 
that rested on the premise of economic 
rationality would turn out to be utterly unre-
alistic. Soon, economics as a discipline had to
open itself up to the field of behavioural eco-
nomics. Such was the impact of Kahneman,
an outsider to the discipline.

The paragraph above does not
really capture the greatness of a 
man who said, “What would I elimi-
nate if I had a magic wand? Over-
confidence”. Let me take another 
shot at introducing Kahneman.

Around the time when pro-mar-
ket economists struggled to remain
relevant with the rise of Joseph Sti-
glitz, George Akerlof and other 
economists who challenged the 
notions of perfectly competitive markets, 
Kahneman, a psychologist, hammered the 
last nail in the coffin of the soon-to-be-obso-
lete theories that dominated mainstream 
microeconomic thought. He demonstrated 
through experiments and models, how unre-
alistic the assumption of economic rationality
is. No wonder why pro-market conservatives
like Gary Becker refused to acknowledge such
work as economics but make no mistake, the
heterodox tradition within economics did not
engage with Kahneman either. For them, any
research that dealt with individual behaviour
was to be dismissed as methodological indi-
vidualism. Regardless, Kahneman’s work 
influenced subsequent generations of PhDs in
economics. Eventually, the field went some-
what rogue, but that’s a story for another 
time, and certainly not on Kahneman.

Does that introduction do justice to the
giant that Kahneman was? Or, should I have
introduced him as the author of Thinking, 
Fast and Slow, a book that some would 
describe as equally influential as The Wealth
of Nations or more interesting than Das Kapi-
tal for an entire generation? Controversial 
introductions warrant tonnes of justification.
Rather, let me re-introduce Kahneman 
through his humility.

In an era when overconfident economists
increasingly think of themselves as doctors 
who prescribe policy solutions emerging 
from experiments that often violate basic 

human dignity, one turns to Kahneman just
to learn humility. He writes in his biographi-
cal note, “...I am now quick to reject any 
description of our work as demonstrating 
human irrationality …I carefully explain that
research on heuristics and biases only refutes
an unrealistic conception of rationality… Was
I always so careful? Probably not.” 

Well, using Kahneman’s words to intro-
duce him doesn’t seem helpful either. Let me
try again, this time with an anecdote.

Kahneman believed that real-life decisions
were products of heuristics and biases, in 

contrast to Gary Klein, who believed
that in multiple contexts, natural
decision-making involved high lev-
els of skill. Kahneman and Klein col-
laborated for years and published
an article together. One may note
the witty tone of their title: “Condi-
tions for Intuitive Expertise: Failure
to Disagree”. Economists of today,
who hardly take a second to dismiss
their opposite camp, can learn a

thing or two from Daniel Kahneman — 
beyond his contribution to the discipline.

Wait. At a time when most of the “promi-
nent” economists refuse to take any stand, 
should I have introduced Kahneman as a sur-
vivor of the Nazi aggression, who opposed the
Israeli occupation of Palestine? Maybe not. 
Too political for an obituary, you’d say.

Let me try one last time. 
Justin, my friend, never puts the fan on its

highest speed. He explains, “Tomorrow could
be hotter than today. If I put it on full speed 
already, it will lower my tolerance for heat. I
will not feel comfortable tomorrow even if I 
put the fan on the highest speed.” Not surpris-
ing, that tomorrow never arrives for Justin, 
even at the peak of Delhi’s summer.

Until sometime back, my economist
friends would have written Justin off as a 
deviation from rationality. Not that Justin 
cares, but thanks to Kahneman, even the 
most conservative economist friends of mine
will now be able to have a drink with Justin 
without losing their sleep over the irrational-
ity of Justin’s choices.

Rest in peace, Kahneman. I hope to find
that perfect way to introduce you one day, 
and until then let this remain an incomplete
obituary.

Tamoghna Halder teaches Economics at School of 

Arts and Sciences, Azim Premji University.

The views expressed are personal

Daniel Kahneman: An 
incomplete obituary

have been killed in the first week of the
war in early September 1939.” So, much as
the Brits love their pets they didn’t hesi-
tate to sacrifice them.

The governor may not have fled but the
judges of Madras high court certainly did.
Sir Sidney Wadsworth “set off for Ananta-
pur in two cars with his wife, driver, but-
ler, cook and three dogs. Mattresses were
strapped to the top of their vehicles,
which were loaded with a mix of necessi-
ties and valuables such as crockery, uten-
sils, clothes, law books and silver lamps.”
Two weeks later, he was back. After a jolly
good holiday.

ICS officers did not desert. Instead, they
found meretricious ways of thwarting the
Japanese. Jayarajan, in the company of
the Raja of Chettinad, guzzled vast quanti-
ties of wine at the Madras Club. Then
“they poured the surplus down the drain”.

In Delhi, where fear of Japanese bomb-
ers should have been least worrying, the
poet WH Auden’s brother John Bicknell
Auden thought up a ludicrous scheme to
protect the grand buildings of South
Block. He designed a contraption to pro-
duce “profuse clouds of smoke that would
obscure them”. It only resulted in pollu-
tion. 

In the United Provinces (now Uttar Pra-
desh), rumour fanned the panic. “There
was a story that a Japanese man had para-
chuted to a mela, addressed the gathering

and ‘returned to the skies by the same
means’.” This was apparently widely
believed.

Towards the end, Padmanabhan raises
serious questions but, sadly, doesn’t
answer them. “Should the mere threat of
an imagined invasion have impacted
India so much? Should the administration
have gotten so alarmed? Should there
have been a countrywide panic?”

Of course, there were critics. The
Statesman thundered in rebuke: “Is the
Government of India arranging to with-
draw to Tibet? Or are we at last about to
scale the Pamirs and reach the roof of the
world? And are there no guts left some-
where?” But no one was listening.

So why hasn’t The Great Flap received
the attention it deserves? Apparently,
because there are “hardly any detailed
Indian accounts”. Padmanabhan knew of
it from his mother and grandfather, who
vacated Madras for safety elsewhere.
Their stories led him to dig further. As a
result, he discovered both how wide-
spread the panic had been but also how
exaggerated and, often, comic the
response.

If this reminds you of Dad’s Army, that
impression might not be mistaken.

Karan Thapar is the author of 

Devil’s Advocate: The Untold Story.

The views expressed are personal

In 2000, India was less than 1.5 % of nominal global dollar GDP. By 2030, it is likely to be over 5%  HT ARCHIVE

{ SUNDAY SENTIMENTS }

Karan Thapar

I
ndian American Nikki Haley dropped
out of the 2024 United States (US) pres-
idential race on March 6 after it
became clear that she had no realistic

path to beat former President Donald
Trump and win the Republican nomina-
tion. Unlike two other challengers, Indian
American entrepreneur Vivek Ramas-
wamy and Florida governor Ron DeSantis,
who both ended their campaigns after the
Iowa Caucus in January and endorsed
Trump, the former governor of South Car-
olina and US ambassador to the United
Nations soldiered on till the so-called
Super Tuesday, on March 5, when 15 states
held their primaries. 

Significantly, to this day,
Haley has not endorsed Trump.
With her refusal to do so, what is
Nikki Haley’s future?

Haley has most probably
taken herself out of considera-
tion to be Trump’s vice-presi-
dential running mate by staying
in the race for too long and criti-
cising her former boss on policy
matters. In addition, Haley has
said repeatedly that she is not interested in
being vice-president.

One theory is that she may be position-
ing herself to be a leader of the Republican
Party in a post-Trump Make America
Great Again (MAGA)-dominated GOP. Sev-
eral factors support that theory including
the following.

Many moderate and old establishment
Republicans, such as senators Lisa Mur-
kowski of Alaska and Susan Collins of
Maine and governors Chris Sununu of New
Hampshire and Phil Scott of Vermont
threw their weight behind her in her race
against Trump.

Haley received substantial financial
support from AFP Action, the political arm
of the influential conservative group
Americans for Prosperity, founded by bil-
lionaire businessman Charles Koch, which

has been a force in Republican politics for
a long time. Haley made history by becom-
ing the first woman to win a Republican
primary when she defeated Trump in the
District of Columbia on March 3.

The resilience Haley displayed through-
out the primaries sets her apart from all
other contenders to be the future leader of
a post-Trump GOP. Her endurance solidi-
fied her position as a prominent figure in
GOP politics, granting her a voice if she
navigates the post-election landscape skill-
fully.

Finally, even after suspending her cam-
paign, Haley continued to get significant
support, garnering anywhere from 10% to

20% of votes in several states that
had primaries after Super Tues-
day. This sustained level of back-
ing serves as a notable indicator
that there remains space for mod-
erate voices within the Republican
Party, even in the Trump era.

The essential question is: Will
the Trump MAGA movement lose
control of and influence over the
GOP any time soon?

This is a difficult question to answer at
this point in time. This is so because,
despite the controversies surrounding
Trump, including his orchestration of an
insurrection and the numerous federal
charges against him, he continues to domi-
nate the Republican Party: The GOP today
is effectively the Party of Trump (POT).

This was demonstrated by the fact that
during the primaries, except for former
New Jersey governor Chris Christie, nearly
all of the candidates showed deference to
Trump, did not criticise him, and endorsed
him after they withdrew from the race.

While Haley did draw a sharp contrast
with Trump on several policy matters, par-
ticularly as the race progressed, her early
focus was mainly directed toward other
candidates. In contrast, Trump targeted
Haley’s Indian roots, referring to her as

Nikki Haley’s future 
is in good hands, hers

For now, Haley’s path forward remains uncertain. What is certain is she will carve 
out her own path  AFP

Frank 
F Islam

Janmejaya 
Sinha

Tamoghna 
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Hélder 
Câmara

When I give food to the poor, 
they call me a saint. When I 
ask why the poor have no food, 
they call me a communist

C
OME March and every woman 
has her inbox full of  invites for 
attending women’s day events, 
discounts for purchases to pam-
per oneself  and, sometimes, 
awards to recognise our achieve-
ments. Organisations try their 

best to make their women employees feel 
special using gifts and celebrations. 

At the few events that I participated 
in, I got to hear a lot of  women—mostly 
successful women from the corporate 
world and entrepreneurs. Sometimes a 
film actor, performing artists or sports 
professionals joined in, but I would also 
call them solopreneurs for this conver-
sation. Not many men were on the stage, 
in some cases they were almost missing. 
Was it by design? I am not sure.

Talks, conversations, panel discussions 
centred around what women want, what 
they need to be more comfortable and 
successful in their careers. All other roles 
like being a mother, wife, daughter, friend 
or even a human being with other inter-

ests were seen as being a hindrance in the 
professional success. Success clearly 
meant professional success only. Even 
when wellness professionals were roped 
in, they primarily looked at these suc-
cessful women as potential customers.

There is a lot that women wanted from 
employers, especially after maternity 
breaks. I wondered how many of  them 
thought from an employer’s perspective, 
especially when it is a small business or 
a start-up. Can they really afford to pay
for an employee for almost a year with-
out expecting anything in return? I 
know it is a legal right, but businesses 
have a balance sheet to manage, stake-
holders to answer. These factors are 
bound to influence hiring decisions. 

Ironically, while many pointed out the 
vast pay gap between genders, no one 
suggested a solution or mentioned any 
steps being taken to correct it. Even the 
women in leadership positions did not 
talk about policies to plug the massive 
pay gap. At most, they said women need 
to be more assertive in demanding their 
worth and can improve their negotiation 
skills. Interestingly, government jobs 
seem to be really treating women equally 
when it comes to pay. 

As a participant-observer absorbing 
these conversations, it appeared we 
women are entangled in the finely wo-
ven web of  feminism around us. Geneti-
cally, we are trying to do everything that 
women traditionally did and, on top, 
everything a man traditionally did. We 
also want to do things in the best possi-
ble way. In the process, we are losing the 

prime years in building a life we no 
longer have time or energy to enjoy. 

Businesses look at financially inde-
pendent women as high-potential con-
sumers—trying to give them a million 
complexes for not having enough clothes, 
cosmetics, shoes, holidays. Incidentally, 
we are a part of  creating this trap when 
we are on the other side of  the table. 
This is how a silken web of  the perfect 
world of  desire is woven, in which the 
silkworm itself  gets trapped. 

On LinkedIn, I saw many women pro-
testing by changing their names to their 
partners’ name-plus-one. It took me some 
time to understand that they are protest-
ing about their name not being on in-
vites, instead they are just +1 with their 
spouses. I wondered if it also worked the 
other way, as most of  these women are 
powerful, with a strong identity. It re-
minded me of  the sense of  pride many 
women exhibit when they say, “I did not 
change my surname after marriage.” 

I smile and, when the occasion per-
mits, share that it is indeed the oldest 
tradition of  India you are keeping alive. 
Women never changed their names in 
India. For example, we have never come 
across Sita being addressed as Mrs Ra-
ghuvamshi or Mrs Ram. She is always 
Janaki and Maithili—the daughter of  
the father and the land she was born to. 
The same goes for Draupadi, who gets 
her name from her father Drupad, and 
Panchali for being the princess of  Pan-
chal. Women retained their maiden 
names all their lives. 

I assume the tradition of  changing 
the name happened in the last 100 years 
or so, when we adopted the western 
style of  addressing married women. Or 
maybe after we were forced to put sur-
names in multiple forms.  

Talk to any successful women and you 
would see them attributing their suc-
cess to their fathers, husbands, broth-
ers, mentors and friends. Always. But 
when it comes to women-specific events, 
they simply forget to acknowledge them. 
If  men in your life have helped you suc-
ceed, why not credit them in public so 
that many more young men are inspired 
to support women? In management jar-
gon, it is like using appreciative inquiry 
to encourage good behaviour. 

Let’s appreciate that we need both 
men and women in our lives. The best 
nurturing happens when both parents 
are available to children. As compan-
ions, we stand together during ups and 
downs. Balance is the key and gender 
balance is indeed a delicate one. 

When women say with pride they did not 
change their surname after marriage, 

they are keeping alive an old tradition. 
Sita is never addressed as Mrs Ram. 

She is always Janaki and Maithili, the 
daughter of the father and the land 
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THE DELICATE BALANCE OF GENDER ROLES

The kind of chocolate bar that we’re used to eating, that’s going to become a 
luxury. It will be available, but it’s going to be twice as expensive.
Tedd George, commodities expert, on the sharp drop in cocoa production in Ghana and 
Ivory Coast, the two countries that together produce 60 percent of the global supply

I got to look at Mahi bhai and at Ruturaj—both of them—these days for field 
placements and all. So there’s a bit of confusion.
Deepak Chahar, Chennai Super Kings bowler, on who is the real on-field captain for the 
IPL side, current appointee Ruturaj Gaikwad or ex-skipper M S Dhoni

Inclusivity lesson
T M Krishna’s advocacy of inclusiveness and pro-
gressiveness in Carnatic music, despite its domi-
nance by a particular community, raises questions 
about similar  dynamics in other f ields. In Tamil 
Nadu politics, no seats have been allocated for can-
didates from the same community in the upcoming 
elections. Does this imply their neglect and margin-
alisation, potentially influenced by concerns about 
their ability to secure support?

S Vijay Vishwanath, Chennai

Global health
Ref :  I n e q u a li t i es  i n  t h e  g lo b a l  h ea lt h  d i a lo g u e 
(March 30). The writer has rightly made out a case 
for global health reinventing itself as a common 
good, with poorer countries playing an assertive role 
in future governance. There should be no profiteer-
ing from life-saving drugs if we are to have a better 
world. The message is clear: collective welfare must 

be the watchword in public health the world over.
N Rama Rao, email

Nari shakti
Arvind Kejriwal’s wife Sunita Kejriwal should not 
lose heart, as the truth will triumph. Men are not 
able to digest women rising high, as Hardeep Puri’s 
mockery made clear. But Sunita, an officer with over 
two decades’ experience with the income tax de-
p a r t m e n t ,  h a s  w o r ke d  a ga i n st  co r r u p t i o n  a n d 
should be bold enough to face the insults. We, the 
nari shakti of India, stand with Sunita.

Indra Getzy David, Tirunelveli

Uneven field
The ED and the income tax department seem to be 
competing with each other to do the government’s 
bidding. Both do whatever they can to financially 
cripple the opposition. What is most disquieting is 
that a level playing field becomes non-existent as 
a result. But then, voters watch everything and 
make up their minds before voting.

G David Milton, Maruthancode

Return gift
It looks like the Congress in Telangana is giving re-
turn gifts to the BRS by attracting most of its lead-
ers. In the past, the BRS snatched many Congress 
MLAs and made it lose the principal opposition sta-
tus. There is a saying: what you do will come back 
to you. It seems to be happening to the BRS now.

T Kailash Ditya, Hyderabad

Voter’s choice
If voters can’t disqualify an elected MLA, then the 
courts should allow them to withdraw the votes 
that elected the candidate. Also, the Election Com-
missioner should order re-polling for a constituency 
where the elected MLA joins another party. Such 
moves will justify the choice of voters.  

Syed Amjad Ali, Secunderabad

Ratna request
Bijayananda ‘Biju’ Patnaik, a statesman and free-
dom fighter, was an architect of modern India. He 
was also instrumental in assisting Indonesia’s inde-
pendence struggle and was honoured with the coun-

try’s highest national award, the Bhoomi Putra. He 
surely deserves a posthumous Bharat Ratna.

Nabnit Panigrahi, Rayagada

Efficient IPL 
An efficient way of hosting IPL matches would be to 
adopt a ‘maxima-minima concept’.  Minimise air 
travel of players to reduce their stress, maximise 
their efficiency and cut costs. Shorten the competi-
tion by hosting at least four matches per day and 
increasing the number of venues. Make two regional 
groups and play in nearby cities. The saved money 
may be used for  infrastructure development of 
cricket and other sports. 

P V Madhu, Secunderabad

Balanced pH 
Kudos to TNIE for bringing out the special edition, 
Pride of Tamil Nadu. Chief Minister M K Stalin men-
tioned that the state is more peaceful than others. 
As in chemistry, it is important to maintain our pH 
balance—peace and happiness.

T S Karthik, Chennai

I wasn’t able to really do my job any more... If [groups in 
the Middle East] are willing to engage, they mostly want 
to talk about Gaza rather than the fact that they are also 
dealing with extreme repression. The first point they bring 
up is: how is this happening?
Annelle Sheline, Middle East analyst in the US State Department who became the 
latest staffer to leave her post in opposition to Joe Biden’s Israel policy

L
ET’S proceed from the obvious 
so that we can start with  
consensus—usually a far  
horizon when it comes to  
politics. Take one point on 
which there exists unanimity 
on all sides. Simply, it’s the fact 

that the BJP has a striking asymmetry 
in the geographical distribution of  its 
Lok Sabha holdings and it would like 
nothing more than to remedy that. The 
saffron party’s actions show transpar-
ently that its Chanakyas are very keen 
on this spatial expansion. The new  
target of  370+ seats, logically enough, 
makes it even more imperative. And it 
was explicitly with the objective of  
blocking such a lateral growth that the 
INDIA alliance, which is attempting 
another big show of  renewed solidarity 
in Delhi on Sunday, too was formed.

On a grander note, this pursuit has 
an ideological relevance of  its own for 
the BJP, going beyond battlefield im-
peratives. For, despite its mammoth 
majority in the outgoing House, the 
presence of  entire provinces where it 
is very nearly non-existent must ran-
kle. It’s not the most satisfying self-por-
trait for a party that’s high on symbol-
ism and likes to think of  itself  as 
speaking for the nation. As we get 
caught up in the dizzying plethora of  
provincial wars where it will be seek-
ing to change that equation, one could 
even think of  the quest as the real meta 
script for the 2024 general election.

To reprise, the tactical necessities 
too are well-recognised. In virtually  
all its old strongholds, the BJP’s growth 
has hit the circuit-breaker—it had al-
ready filled out its potential to the max-
imum in 2019. So the only way to hedge 

against any risk of  erosion there  
was build a buffer stock of  new seats. 
That is, if  the party wishes to give it-
self  a guarantee of  invincibility in 
these elections, it has to grow in new 
regions. But how? That’s the part which 
gives us a window into how India’s 
democratic polity is evolving, on a  
historical plane.

The BJP’s critics have been quick to 
decry its aggressive, predatory  
instincts in states vis-a-vis regional 
parties—including old allies like the 
Shiv Sena. But they have mostly re-
mained stuck at a behavioural reading. 
That too in a piecemeal, episodic, state-
specific way. This keeps us glued to the 
sordid serial dramas of  betrayals, of  
Vibhishans in the family, of  Enforce-

ment Directorate cases followed by  
defections, resort politics, individual  
ambitions, imputed behind-the-scenes  
deals, threats, blandishments. All that 
makes for compelling viewing—the 
ruling party makes no bones about the 
value-neutral ways in which it practis-
es power—but these mortal battles  
between Goliath and a series of  fallen 
Davids hold us from grasping a larger 
structural pattern.

Indian democracy seems to love bina-
ries. Despite being a multi-party sys-
tem, it boils everything down to the 
simplicity of  two. This is clear enough 
at the national level. At one time, it was 
Congress vs The Rest. Anti-Congres-
sism was so strong that it could get 
even the BJP and Left to cohabit. Now 
it’s Saffron vs The Rest, with antago-
nism towards a common foe producing 
similar adhesive properties.

But even at the state level, we are 

largely an aggregation of  binaries.  
A whole bunch of  states are stable at 
their traditional Congress-vs-BJP  
politics: Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya 
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Haryana,  
Delhi, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand. 
But see how Bengal moved seamlessly 
from a Left/Congress binary to a Left/
TMC one and now TMC/BJP? As if  it 
innately resists triangles and quadran-
gles. If  a new entity rises, the old one 
simply collapses. Similarly, Odisha had 
the Biju Patnaik estate vs Congress 
(now replaced by BJP). United Andhra 
had Congress vs TDP. Tamil Nadu had 
DMK vs AIADMK. Kerala took its en-
tire noisy rainbow and recomposed it 
as LDF vs UDF. Till the BJP came along, 
Karnataka too was Congress vs Janata 

Dal. Assam had Congress vs AGP.  
Till AAP happened, Punjab was a  
fight between the Akalis and Congress 
too. Only Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and  
Maharashtra truly went outside  
this pattern to create multi-polar  
polities. Their sheer geographical  
scale and demographic complexity per-
haps partly explains this allowance or 
space for plurality.

The relevant point here is that, coin-
cidentally, as a function of  pure time, 
one half  of  these binaries is collapsing 
or is on the cusp of  doing so across  
India. So what we have now is an ag-
gregation of  transitions in the politics 
of  many big states. Everywhere we see 
that a big regional party—often a lega-
tee of  the old socialist Janata parivar—
is on its last legs simply because a lead-
er is in the winter of  his or her political 
life. And it is into the resultant vacuum 
that the BJP is seeking to insert itself, 

while keeping the binary alive.  
Ironically, many of  them are entering 
into alliances with the BJP for pallia-
tive care just to extend their lease on 
existence, despite being aware of  its 
predatory ways.

The classic case is Bihar. It may be 
difficult for the JD(U) to outlast Nitish 
Kumar—its flock of  career politicians 
will conceivably all be subsumed, or 
pivot to the RJD. Naveen Patnaik’s BJD 
too is not far from such an eventuality, 
nor is Chandrababu Naidu’s TDP. Like 
old rajas and nawabs did with the East 
India Company two centuries ago, all 
three were wagering on one last hur-
rah in the company of  the very entity 
that will seize their estates one day. 
(That Naveen eventually shrank back 
from signing on the nuptials is mere 
detail.) Whether the post-Jayalalithaa 
AIADMK will hold out or leave a crack 
in the Dravidian polity for the saffron 
party is, again, a game to be watched 
post-2024. Bereft of  a mass leader, the 
Congress in Kerala, despite its organi-
sational presence on the ground, too is 
showing signs of  soil erosion. The next 
generation of  the BRS in Telangana 
will also have to show some real mettle 
if  it has to ward off  that fate.

What this also puts to test is the the-
sis about the so-called fragmentation of  
Indian politics with the mushrooming 
of  regionalist or caste-based parties. 
That happy cacophony was a phenom-
enon that deepened our democracy and 
brought it closer to articulating very 
many more voices. But the fact is that, 
psychologically, a binary often lurked 
beneath the surface. India is presently 
negotiating between the idea of  the 
Many and that of  the Two. The saffron 
imagination is not entirely without an 
idea of  the One either. Of  course, none 
of  this is fully coming to fruition in this 
summer’s election. So while the com-
mentariat has been prone to thinking 
of  this as the final do-or-die battle, it 
probably only marks a transit point en 
route to a larger, ongoing evolution. For, 
on its part, what the BJP too has done 
is to make ad-hoc arrangements to se-
cure the buffer seats it needs. It is till-
ing the fields, and sprinkling fertiliser. 
The real sowing season lies beyond the 
bend in the road.
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ROOM FOR SAFFRON’S LATERAL THINKING

C
LICHÉS are sometimes useful in explaining things. The 
saying that reality lies between two extreme viewpoints is 
apt for describing the brouhaha raised by the latest Inter-
national Labour Organization report on unemployment in 
India. On one side are ferocious critics of  the Narendra 

Modi regime, who insist that India faces a ‘demographic disas-
ter’ due to rising unemployment; the regime’s supporters insist 
India is reaping a demographic dividend and will continue to 
do well into the next decade. Realists like this author, who do 
not allow ideology to dictate opinion, think both are wrong.

The data presented in the ILO report, the recent EPFO up-
date, and CMIE’s January 2024 report contradict the alarmist 
stance of  the critics. The same dataset also negates the views 
on the other extreme that deny India’s genuine unemployment 
crisis. What’s the reality? The most significant data in the ILO 
report is that the young account for 83 percent of  those unem-
ployed in India. For many years, the CMIE has highlighted very 
high levels of  youth unemployment, often putting it above 25 

percent. To that extent, only the 
naïve or the ideologically blind 
would live in denial.

Now that the problem of  high lev-
els of  acute poverty has been ad-
dressed to a significant extent, there 
is a consensus among non-partisan 
economists that the biggest policy 
challenge is tackling unemploy-
ment, particularly among the edu-
cated young who should be at a pole 
position when it comes to reaping 
the demographic dividend.

C Voter has always asked respond-
ents in opinion polls in the run-up to 

assembly and Lok Sabha elections to identify the most serious 
issues that concern voters. Since the March 2022 assembly elec-
tion cycle to big states like Uttar Pradesh, respondents have sin-
gled out unemployment as the single-most important issue that 
worries them. Inflation, too, is a concern, but the proportion of  
those picking unemployment as the bigger worry is significant-
ly higher. Recent C Voter poll data indicates that more than two-
thirds of  Indians think unemployment is a serious issue.  

Based on the data available from government, private and 
international agencies, we can highlight some home truths 
about unemployment. First, in a country with an electorate of  
960 million and a workforce of  more than 600 million, there will 
always be at least 30 million citizens who are unemployed—that 
is, assuming the unemployment rate hovers around 5 percent. 
Second, just as India licked the poverty challenge in the three 
decades after the 1991 reforms, the problem of  chronic unem-
ployment, too, can be successfully tackled. Third, there appears 
to be no possibility of  unemployment disappearing as a serious 
policy challenge till 2035, when India, by some estimates, could 
be a $10-trillion economy with a per capita income of  more than 
$7,500 a year. Fourth, even the 2035 goal would remain elusive 
unless there are fundamental changes in the policy sphere as 
well as the mindset of  Indian families. 

Why am I convinced it will take at least a decade to solve the 
unemployment problem in a meaningful way? For starters, it took 
India more than two decades to successfully combat poverty after 
pragmatic economic policies were launched in 1991. These things 
take time. Then again, the much-talked-about productivity-linked 
scheme that provides generous incentives to encourage domestic 
manufacturing in 14 segments is the first serious attempt at ‘in-
dustrialisation’ after the first flurry in the 1950s, when Jawahar-
lal Nehru talked about building factories as the temples of  mod-
ern India. And it will be many more years before an honest 
assessment can be made about how effective it has been and how 
many manufacturing jobs it has managed to create.

Early data from the electronics sector, particularly mobile 
phone manufacturing, indicates that success is possible. The 
total value of  mobile phones manufactured in India in 2014-15 
was about `19,000 crore; by 2023-24, it has zoomed to `4,10,000 
crore. Similarly, the value of  exports has grown phenomenally, 
from `1,500 crore to `1,20,000 crore in the same period. From 
just two in 2014, the number of  mobile phone manufacturing 
plants has grown to more than 200. Obviously, a huge number 
of  new jobs have been created. 

But mobile manufacturing remains a kind of  oasis, with sim-
ilar success not visible in other sectors. That brings us to the 
policy challenge. Shorn of  jargon, labour laws in India have to 
be changed to encourage investors to set up mega factories that 
produce goods for domestic consumption as well as exports. But 
shallow polemics over workers’ rights are still preventing prag-
matic policies from being adopted. Take the example of  Tamil 
Nadu. A few years ago, the state announced 12-hour workdays 
as an option would become legal. Workers and investors wel-
comed the move. But trade unions and assorted political parties 
claiming to represent workers raised such a hue and cry that 
the policy was withdrawn. 

The last home truth is about changes in mindset. For a total 
workforce of  600 million, the government sector provides just 
40 million jobs. This number will not increase. It is crucial for 
Indian families to abandon the obsession with government jobs 
and with medical, engineering and MBA degrees. Their chil-
dren need different skill sets that match the rapidly transform-
ing economy as it gets more and more digital. 

Assuming all these changes happen, one can see significant 
changes—but unlikely before 2035. 

THE TRUTH PILLS  
NEEDED TO DIGEST 

THE JOB CRISIS
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Come April, come the anniversary
of the agitation which was
expected to prove to be a game
changer in Indian politics,
however, as American poet TS
Eliot would put it, ‘went down

with a whimper.’ It all began with the Anti-
Corruption Movement launched by Anna
Hazare in 2011, and whatever was left of its
ideals have been given a firm burial with the
arrest of movement’s mainstay Arvind Kejriwal.
First at Jantar Mantar in April and thereafter in
August, 2011 dawned on historical Ramlila
Grounds in Delhi a social reformer from
Maharashtra, Kisan Baburao Hazare. He was at
the helm of an anti-corruption movement
against the Congress governments both at the
Centre and in the state.
Popular as Anna among his followers, Hazare, a
former army truck driver, dressed like an Indian
farmer-dhoti (a wrapper), kurta (a tunic) and a
cap, popularly called Gandhi Topi (cap), all
made in handspun fabric of Khadi. In Anna
people saw, though briefly, a reincarnation of
Gandhi, and no wonder in effort to identify
themselves with Anna they started to wear the
Gandhi like cap with these words printed on it
“Main Hun Anna” (I am Anna).
People who joined the agitation wearing Anna
Caps were later to realize that the movement was
Gandhian neither in letter nor in spirit but did
thrive on Gandhian imageries. The identification
with Gandhi, as the events which later unfolded
showed, was superficial. This was a successful
exercise in the branding of the movement by its
clever brand managers led by now incarcerated
chief minister of Delhi Arvind Kejriwal.
While Gandhi insisted that his followers wore
caps made from handspun fabric, Anna’s
followers wore caps from an environmentally
degrading synthetic material. The
environmentalist in Gandhi would have never
approved of use of synthetic material for sewing
caps, as he would have not approved of the turn
this movement took..
Media Event Sold Gandhian Movement
Use of Gandhian caps was not the only instance
of misuse of the Gandhian image during the
Anna Hazare Movement. During the agitation in
April 2011 at Jantar Mantar, the highest
circulated newspaper of the nation-The Times of
India-carried the headline: “INDIA WINS
AGAIN.” If culmination of every successful
media event was to make India win, yes, the
headline was appropriate. But would the
newspaper recall its headline now 13 years later,
after the arrest of movement’s architect Arvind
Kejriwal.
One is still to know what was the ideological
basis of this movement? The leaders from the
movement have gone different ideological ways.
What change it brought other than blowing our
Constitution to the smithereens and setting up
another political party? 
In this era of publicity, anonymity is tyag
(abnegation), a certain Gandhian ideal. Wearing
a Gandhi cap and a khadi dhoti-kurta alone
doesn’t make one a Gandhian. In what he wore,
Mahendra Singh Tikait, the Kisan leader from
Muzzafarnagar in Uttar Pradesh was as much a
Gandhian as Anna Hazare of Ahmednagar in
Maharashtra. In fact, Gandhi decided to wear
the cap in the early part of his career to identify
with the Indian peasantry, who he rightly
realised was integral to the success of the
people’s movement.

Hazare was un-Gandhian as far as his leadership
of India Against Corruption movement went.
The Civil Society, which played the role of
catalyst during the movement, largely connotes
the creamy layer of our social system with little
connect to our social and cultural dynamics.
Unlike Anna, Gandhi’s movement was not
captive to certain self-acclaimed representatives
of the people. The representation was based on a
detail electoral process ensuring a true
representation of the people in the decision-
making process. The AAP grounded the internal
democracy in the party a few years after its
founding establishing Arvind Kejriwal as its
dictator. Anna Hazare too was no different in his
world view.
If one looks for comparisons for Anna Hazare’s
agitation, one can find only one-the public
outcry in 1999 against the hijacking of the
Indian Airlines IC-814 flight from Kathmandu
to Delhi to the Taliban land of Kandhar. The
television cameras then too had gone to town
over people agitating against “the Government’s
failure to save the lives of its citizens.” It brought
such pressure on our Government that we had
to release the terror vendors, who had been
arrested following martyrdom of several Indian
soldiers. Till date, the nation is paying a heavy
price for releasing the likes of Azhar Masood,
who later founded Jaish-i-Mohammed to secure
the release of citizens held hostage.
An evil plaguing the television media is that in
their craving for TRPs they rush to ferret out the
imitation as the real. They seldom make an
effort to go beyond the superficial. In my initial
years as journalist, my first chief reporter would
always take me to the task for having an opinion.
“Report news, write comments when you have a
column to yourself,” he would thunder.
In 1999, when the television media cried hoarse
on the demand by the citizens to secure release
of the hostages of IC-814, little did it realize that
it was the Opposition Congress, in a bid to
embarrass the Government, which was
surreptitiously instigating people? The leader of
the agitation was one Shreeram Maggo, a
Congress worker from West Delhi. For his
services, he was later bequeathed with a ticket to
contest the Assembly polls and still later his
daughter-in-law became member of the
Municipal Council of Delhi on a Congress ticket.
In a just case of poetic justice, the Congress-led
Government in 2011 suffered at the hands of the
same media. The Congress claim of the
Opposition elements adding fuel to the Jantar
Mantar fire went uncontested as then non-
Congress Chief Ministers Narendra Modi and
Nitish Kumar openly supported the movement.
The Rashtriya Swayamsewak Sangh (RSS) too
released a statement in the support of the cause.
There was open sloganeering against Sonia
Gandhi’s foreign origin and Manmohan Singh
being of not much consequence than a family
butler.
Non-Gandhian Venue for Protest
Another point of difference between Gandhi’s
and Anna’s movements was venue of the protest.
Gandhi never chose New Delhi as the site for
any of his major Satyagraha Movements. New
Delhi is best remembered as the site of his
assassination. The studio hunters of national
Capital would do well to travel to Motihari,
where Gandhi launched the Champaran
Satyagraha a century ago. Even in this age, a
television OB van would find difficult to easily
reach Motihari. A century ago Gandhi went

there to launch movement to be
with the people and not the Press reporters.
Talking of the Press, Gandhi seldom took criticism
negatively. Mahatma recounts in My Experiments
with Truth an interesting appointment with the
editor of The Pioneer, then considered an
opponent of Indian aspirations, at Allahabad: “He
promised to notice in his paper anything that I
might write but added that he could not promise
to endorse all the Indian demands, inasmuch as
he was bound to understand and give due weight
to the viewpoint of the Colonials as well. It was
enough that he should study the question and
discuss it in his paper.”
Unlike the Mahatma, the Anna Gandhians took to
lobbying, threat and blackmail to silence voices of
criticism. Attempts by probing reporters to
question the protagonists of the movement were
stonewalled with replies, “What’s the point talking
to you people, you are against us.”
Mahatma never took decisions in a hurry and
never really craved for the crowd and media
support when he decided to launch a movement
in sustenance of a cause. He in fact walked an
extra mile to convince those holding adverse
opinion in media and never indulged in
McCarthyism as in the case of the pretenders to
the Mahatma’s legacy.
The similarity between Hazare’s agitation and
Gandhi’s movement ended with the images that
the organisers tried to create pushing a clueless
girl child to offer juice to Anna to end his fast, to
recreate the famous image of a young Indira
Gandhi offering juice to Mahatma to end his fast
in 1924.
When the fast by Anna Hazare at Ramlila Maidan
ended in August 2011, in a speech, Hazare
sermonised on the virtues that every participant of
his movement should follow. None followed
including its leaders, four of whom are now in jail
on corruption charges.
Difference in Approach
Having discussed matters material, I would once
again come back to the question of the ideological
moorings of this agitation. What change this
agitation brought to our social system?  It’s
difficult to find an answer. If it failed to bring
social change, is it correct to even call Anna’s
agitation a public movement, let alone a Gandhian
movement.
Hazare wore Gandhi cap, increasingly acquired
Mahatma’s mannerism (as seen in Richard

Attenborough’s
magnum opus) and

resorted to some bhajan
listening. But unlike the

Mahatma, he tore
constitutionalism to shreds at the

outset. He, through his interlocutors led
by Arvind Kejriwal, Prashant Bhushan and

Yogender Yadav, held out a threat to the
Government at every step of negotiation. Those
who reached out to cheer him realised little that in
action Hazare was actually eroding the authority
of Parliament, something which suited a highly
discredited Manmohan Singh Government.
It created a committee to draft the Lokpal Bill,
denying the Opposition benches the right to
debate the provisions of the Bill. The Government
then thought that to get the Bill passed, the
treasury benches could conveniently deploy the
Movement Against Corruption to have its own
way. Hazare in a way usurped the space of
legitimate Opposition. Gandhi for sure would
have never advised to lose faith in our
Constitutional mechanism.
During their agitation in Ramlila Ground in
August 2011 I vividly recall a placard carrying
photos of Anna Hazare, Kiran Bedi, Arvind
Kejriwal and Prashant Bhushan calling them
present day Mahatma Gandhi, Bhagat Singh,
Lakshmi Bai and Chandrashekhar Azad
respectively. This placard made it abundantly clear
that the movement orchestrated by Team Anna
did not have a cohesive ideological base. Forget
their inspirations even in their practice, the
members of the core committee showed very
divergent personal worldviews. The only point, on
hindsight, which seems to have brought them
together was the desire to destabilize the
government. 
They together with the Government
representatives-Pranab Mukherjee, P
Chidambaram, Kapil Sibal, Salman Khursheed
and Veerappa Moily-were initially tasked to give
us the Lokpal Bill, which was to act as panacea to
all ills related to corruption. One recalls Hazare
having rebuffed a media query on how the
Opposition was kept out of the law-making
process. He said and probably believed also that
the Opposition mattered little.
Less than six months later, his Team was wooing
the Opposition to rescue them, when Government
decided a go-slow on the Bill. More shamelessly
members of his team went to Hisar in Haryana
campaigning against the Congress and nearly
facilitating victory of a tainted and charge-sheeted
Ajay Chautala in the assembly bypolls.
Earlier in April, when the father of Ajay Chautala,
former Haryana Chief Minister Om Prakash
Chautala had come to pledge support to Hazare at
Jantar Mantar, he was shooed away. How quick
the change of heart and colour! A quality which
the Mahatma never possessed.

(THE WRITER IS AN AUTHOR AND
PRESIDENT CENTRE FOR REFORMS,

DEVELOPMENTS AND JUSTICE)
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Shangri-La is renowned for
its commitment to
providing exceptional

guest experiences. How do you
ensure that this commitment is
consistently met across all
aspects of the hotel?
At Shangri-La Eros New Delhi,
every aspect of the guest
experience is meticulously
crafted to exceed expectations
and create indelible memories.
Through rigorous staff
training and active feedback,
we provide personalised
service tailored to individual
preferences. Meticulous
attention to detail ensures
every aspect of the guest
experience exceeds
expectations, including
innovative dining options like
Le Petit Chef, India’s first 3-D
immersive dining experience.
We pride ourselves on curating
memorable experiences for
special occasions, such as
Christmas, New Year,
Valentine’s Day and festive
celebrations like Diwali and
Holi. In addition to our
commitment to service
excellence, we offer diverse
dining options and
comprehensive wellness
amenities. Guests can enjoy
award-winning Italian cuisine
at Sorrento, modern Indian
street food at Mister Chai, an
array of global flavours at
Tamra’s lunch buffet,
Shangastic Dimsum lunch at
Shang Palace, and cocktail
concoctions at Grappa along
with the Moonlight brunch
2.0. Exciting pop-ups with
renowned chefs throughout
the year add to the culinary
excitement for the guests.
For ultimate relaxation, Chi,
The Spa provides guests with
rejuvenating Asian-inspired
treatments, while our state-of-

the-art Health Club ensures
that guests can uphold their
wellness regimens effortlessly.
With our exceptional offerings,
we ensure that every stay is
memorable at Shangri-La,
leaving the guests with  
At Shangri-La Eros New Delhi,
our dedication to delivering
exceptional guest experiences
encompasses personalized
service, innovative dining
options, memorable
celebrations, and rejuvenating
wellness amenities, all
meticulously designed to leave
an enduring impression on our
guests

The hospitality industry is
dynamic and ever-evolving.
How do you stay updated on
industry trends, and how do
you incorporate innovation
into the operations of Shangri-
La Hotel? 
In the fast-paced and dynamic
landscape of the hospitality
industry, staying ahead of
trends is of paramount
importance to me. I prioritise
continuous learning and
information gathering through
participation in industry
conferences, forums, and
networking events. Engaging
with industry associations,
subscribing to relevant
publications, and maintaining
open lines of communication

with industry peers help me
stay informed about emerging
trends and best practices.
Regular brainstorming
sessions and collaboration with
our dedicated team ensure that
innovative ideas are not only
identified but seamlessly
integrated into our operations,
maintaining my position as a
trailblazer in the ever-evolving
hospitality landscape.

How does the hotel contribute
to the local community, and
how do you keep staff
motivated and encourage staff
participation in such
initiatives? 
To ensure our staff stays
motivated and engaged, we
prioritise communication and
education on sustainability’s
importance. This involves
regular training sessions,
recognizing and rewarding
staff contributions and offering
professional development
opportunities in this field. By
fostering a sustainability
culture, we empower our team
to positively impact the local
community while maintaining
our leadership in
environmental stewardship.
Our commitment to the local
community is demonstrated
through our “Rooted in
Nature’’ campaign. This
initiative showcases our

dedication to sustainability by
incorporating locally sourced
produce into our menu,
supporting local farmers and
reducing our carbon footprint.
As a part of  Rooted in Nature,
we have incorporated Baby
Spinach, Avocado, and
Beetroot Salad, Pasture-Raised
Grilled Chicken at Sorrento
and Shang Palace’s menu now
features new additions such as
Free Range Chicken Clear
Soup, Stir-Fried Hydroponic
Pokchoy, and Kale. This
culinary evolution caters to
diverse tastes and adds an
extra layer of excitement to

our guests’ dining
experiences.

Are there emerging
opportunities or trends that
you believe will shape the
future of the hotel industry,
and how is Shangri-La
positioned to leverage them? 
The hotel industry is
currently undergoing
significant transformations,
presenting us with exciting
opportunities and trends
which we are eagerly
embracing. One notable trend
is the rising demand for
personalised and distinctive

experiences. To capitalise on
this, we’ve introduced our
pioneering initiative, the Le
Petit Chef experience, which
has been the first 3-D
immersive digital dining
experience in India. Le Petit
Chef offers guests an
unforgettable culinary
journey that seamlessly
blends cutting-edge
technology with gourmet
cuisine.
Furthermore, we recognize
the pivotal opportunity in
integrating technology into
our services. Therefore, we
are committed to investing in
advanced systems that
facilitate seamless and
contactless experiences,
including digital concierge
services and smart room
technologies.
Moreover, our esteemed
Shang Palace, the 39th of its
kind globally, has been a
beacon of excellence since its
establishment, epitomising
our dedication to celebrating
the elegance, richness, and
dynamism of Cantonese
cuisine. In an increasingly
globalised world, authentic
and culturally rich dining
experiences like those offered
at Shang Palace resonate
deeply with discerning
travellers seeking genuine
cultural immersion.

Can you briefly describe your
professional journey and how
you ascended to the position
of General Manager at
Shangri-La Hotel? 
Embarking on my journey in
the world of hospitality, I
dedicated myself to mastering
diverse operational roles,
instilling in me a deep-seated
commitment to excellence.
My Shangri-La adventure has
been a dynamic progression
through various departments,
each contributing to the
success of different properties
within the Shangri-La family.
This journey reached its
pinnacle as I assumed the role
of General Manager at
Shangri-La Eros, New Delhi.
This ascent symbolises not
just a career trajectory but also
my unwavering dedication to
providing unparalleled
hospitality. It is a journey
fueled by the collaborative
efforts of a talented team and
grounded in the Shangri-La
ethos, where guest satisfaction
and innovation take
precedence. In my current role
as General Manager, I am
privileged to lead a team
dedicated to elevating the guest
experience and upholding the
highest standards of service,
making each guest’s stay at
Shangri-La Eros, New Delhi,
truly exceptional.

What motivated you to pursue
a career in the hospitality
industry, and how has your
background contributed to
your success in this role?
As a passionate hotelier, my
journey in the hospitality
industry was driven by a
deep-seated desire to create
memorable experiences and
genuine connections with
people from all walks of life.

From a young age, I was
drawn to the dynamic nature
of the hospitality sector,
where every day presents new
challenges and opportunities
to delight guests and exceed
their expectations. My
background, steeped in
education from IHM Business
School and practical training
at the Institute of Hotel
Management, laid a solid
foundation for my career in
hospitality. The rigorous
curriculum and hands-on
experiences equipped me
with the essential skills and
knowledge needed to navigate
the complexities of this
industry with confidence.
Throughout my career, I’ve
had the privilege of serving in
various capacities, from
Resident Manager to Director
of Operations, honing my
expertise in Operations, Sales
and Marketing, Revenue
Management, Finance,
Renovation, and loyalty
marketing along the way. Each
role has provided me with
invaluable insights and
experiences that have shaped
my approach to leadership and
management.
I firmly believe in leading by
example and fostering a
culture of innovation,
collaboration, and service
excellence within my team.
Moreover, my ability to adapt
to changing market dynamics
and leverage emerging trends
has been instrumental in
driving the success of
Shangri-La Eros New Delhi.
By staying abreast of 
industry developments and
constantly striving for
improvement, I’ve been able
to position the hotel as a
premier destination for
luxury hospitality. 

YEARS ago, a young
woman from a
traditional Hindu family

from Mathura got married into
a Mathura-based family in
Chennai. This is the incredible
journey of Chef Anjali Gupta
whose signature menu was
showcased recently by Lodi
Hotel’s Elan. She has a rich
lineage of South Indian
cooking spanning three
generations. The finely curated
menu from Hema’s Kitchen,
founded by her mother, was
literally a voyage of discovery.

On another note, it is
indeed heartwarming to see
that starred hotels and
restaurants across the board are
providing their patrons a taste
of India, sourcing the secret
flavours of traditional Indian
regional kitchens and placing
their myriad cuisines on the
fine dining table.

I must admit that the
surname Gupta did
inject a bit of
skepticism in my mind.
To be then informed
that her family hails from
Mathura raised further
doubts. But then Chef Gupta
sat down to narrate her
fascinating family history.
Her grandfather founded
the legendary Ratna Café in
Chennai back in 1948. It is
now being run by the fourth
generation Guptas.

Born and brought up in
Chennai Chef Gupta’s Hema’s
Kitchen broke barriers never
imagined. Meat and fish gently
crawled into the Gupta kitchen
down South, much to the
horror and dismay of the
extended family up North.

It’s nothing less than
revolutionary for a non onion
or garlic eating Gupta
household to experiment and
innovate with South
Indian cuisine, and
non vegetarian at
that.

As we sat at
the table in Elan,
Chef Gupta could be
seen energetically pacing

up and down in the kitchen to
send across some delectable
dishes, generic South Indian
food but with the special Gupta
ingredient twist to each one of
them.

The appetizers were
enough to launch us on a grand
gourmet sojourn. First up were
Raw Banana Fries tossed with

black salt and served with
spicy beetroot and
peanut chutneys.
Alongside came
crunchy Prawns fried

in a crumb of
homemade malgapodi (a

spice mix of lentils and dry
chillies; each home kitchen

has its own version), this
one from Hema’s
Kitchen. This was plated

with the world famous
sundried Guntur chillies, not
for the faint hearted, but I
simply loved it. The
prawns were served
with tamarind
chutney. 

Chef Gupta
followed this up
with Steamed Kottu
Parottas wrapped in
Banana leaves. This
dish particularly stood out
for me. A famous Sri Lankan
and Tamil dish, this is basically

crushed Parottas and
shredded chicken
wrapped in curry
masala and
steamed in

banana leaves,
served with tomato

salna (a rich tomato curry).

As we wandered into the
main course came Kerala’s
famous Chicken Ishtew, a
subtle amalgamation of
chicken, potatoes, spring and
baby onions cooked in coconut
milk with a curry leaves
garnish. The Malabari Fish
curry was delectable, fresh
Surmai fillets steeped in a
tangy tomato curry.

For me, the winner was
Chef Gupta’s signature dish, the
Andhra Shredded Mutton
Pepper Masala with the perfect
balance of spices for the black
pepper to stand out. I can still
sense the richness and aroma
of that preparation.

All the dishes were
accompanied by Appams (the
English could not pronounce it
so in Sri Lanka to this day so
they are called Hoppers).
While the rice Appam was
good, the sunny side up Egg
Appam, sprinkled with Chef
Gupta’s secret spices, the
famous gunpowder, was
delicious to slice into. The
surprise innovation was of
course the stout Ragi Millet
Appam (steamed with a mix of
ragi millets, rice, lentils and
ccoconut), a real challenge for a
cook to achieve the right
consistency.

We could not end our meal
without the gamous South
Indian filter coffee. On a

sweeter note was the Ananas
Kesari Bath (fresh pieces
of pineapple cooked with

brown sugar and
ghee). For one so
careful in keeping
health and

indulgence in balance
we signed off with Chef

Gupta’s Coastal Paan. I
expected a paan (betel leaf) as
we in North India know it. But
this was a digestive of freshly
chopped betel leaves, rose
petals, tossed in freshly grated
coconut and saunf. Never
tasted a crushed paan, so I was
truly impressed.

May Delhi get to see more
of our rich and diverse culinary
heritage in days to come. 
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Old Delhi, the pulsating
heart of India’s capital,
holds a special

significance during the holy
month of Ramadan. Steeped in
tradition and vibrant culture,
this historic enclave comes
alive with fervour as the
faithful observe the sacred
rituals of fasting and prayer,
and experience community
dining. At the heart of these
celebrations stands the
majestic Jama Masjid, serving
as a beacon of spiritual unity
and culinary delight.
As the sun sets over the
labyrinthine lanes of Old
Delhi, a palpable sense of
anticipation fills the air.
Families, friends, and strangers
alike converge upon the
centuries-old Jama Masjid,
drawn by the allure of the iftar,
the evening meal that breaks
the day-long fast. The
sprawling courtyard of the
mosque transforms into a
bustling hub of activity,
teeming with worshippers and
diners eager to partake in the
age-old tradition.
The scene is one of
camaraderie and kinship,
transcending barriers of caste,
creed, and class. As Azaan, a
call to prayer, resonates
through the air, a hush
descends upon the gathered
throng, signalling the end of
the day’s fast. With a collective
sigh of relief and gratitude, the
faithful begin their iftar,
breaking their fast with dates
and water by Islamic tradition.
But it is the community iftar
spread that truly captures the
essence of Ramadan in Old
Delhi. Long rows of intricately
woven mats are laid out on the
mosque’s courtyard, adorned
with an array of delectable
dishes that showcase the rich
culinary heritage of the region.
Fragrant biryanis, succulent
kebabs, piping hot samosas,

and decadent sweets vie for
attention, tantalising the taste
buds and igniting the senses.
Roohafza sharbat is
everywhere. This year, it’s
being referred to as ‘mohabbat
ka sharbat’ or the ‘love potion.’
Amidst the aromatic
symphony of spices and
flavours, a spirit of generosity
and abundance prevails.
Strangers become friends as
they pass around plates heaped
with delicacies, sharing
laughter, stories, and blessings.
The boundaries between rich
and poor blur as all partake in
the community feast,
reaffirming their shared
humanity and solidarity.
The iftar meal is not just a
physical nourishment but a
spiritual rejuvenation, a time
for reflection, gratitude, and
connection with the divine. As
the faithful break bread
together, they are reminded of
the importance of empathy,
compassion, and gratitude in
their lives. It is a time to seek
forgiveness, to mend broken
relationships, and to
strengthen bonds of love and
fellowship.
As the night deepens and the
festivities continue, the spirit of
Ramadan permeates every

corner of Old Delhi. The
narrow streets come alive with
the hustle and bustle of
shoppers, vendors, and well-
wishers, creating a
kaleidoscope of sights, sounds,

and smells. The twinkling fairy
lights cast a magical spell over
the ancient city, evoking a
sense of wonder and
enchantment. Jama Masjid is
the same but wears a different
look. Constructed by the
Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan
between 1644 and 1656, Jama
Masjid stands as an
architectural masterpiece and a
symbol of India’s rich cultural
heritage. Situated in the heart
of Old Delhi, it was designed
by the renowned architect of
that time, Ustad Khalil, Jama
Masjid is characterised by its
imposing red sandstone and
marble structure, adorned
with intricate carvings,
towering minarets, and three

majestic domes. Serving as a
beacon of Islamic faith, Jama
Masjid has witnessed centuries
of history, from Mughal
grandeur to colonial rule and
beyond, remaining a revered
landmark and a testament to
India’s pluralistic ethos. It thus
aptly serves as the focal point
of Ramadan and Eid
celebrations.
Amid this joyous chaos, the
true essence of Ramadan
shines through – a time of
spiritual renewal, communal
harmony, and boundless
compassion. In Old Delhi, as
in countless cities and towns
across the world, Ramadan is
not just a religious observance
but a celebration of the human
spirit, a testament to the power
of faith, love, and unity to
transcend all barriers and
divisions.
As the dawn approaches and
the faithful prepare to begin
another day of fasting, the
echoes of laughter and prayer
linger in the air, a poignant
reminder of the enduring
legacy of Ramadan in Old
Delhi – a timeless tradition of
faith, fellowship, and feasting
that continues to inspire and
uplift all who partake in its
blessings.
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Arecent literary
contribution, “Modi’s
North East Story,”
penned by Tuhin A.
Sinha, the BJP’s

national spokesperson, and Aditya
Pittie, an experienced entrepreneur
and angel investor, serves as a
beacon illuminating this
transformative journey. This
literary work isn’t just gaining
traction within India but is
resonating deeply among the Indian
diasporas. It’s a testament to the
emergence of 4.7 crore citizens of
Northeast India as the vanguard of
Bharat’s resurgence. What struck
me most upon reading this
narrative was the realisation of the
Northeast’s immense potential.
Blessed with unparalleled natural
beauty, extraordinary biodiversity,
and a skilled workforce, the region
had languished in obscurity for far
too long. However, under the
dynamic leadership of PM
Narendra Modi, a new dawn has
emerged for the Northeast.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND
TRANSFORMATION
The eight states of the Northeast-
Assam, Arunachal Pradesh,
Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram,
Nagaland, Sikkim, and Tripura-
share borders with neighbouring
countries such as Bhutan, China,
Myanmar, and Bangladesh. This
geographic location has historically
endowed the region with a rich
tapestry of social and cultural
connections, often referred to as
‘Suvarnabhumi’ (land of gold) in
ancient texts.
However, delving into the pages of
this enlightening tome, one
confronts the stark reality of neglect
endured by the Northeast under
previous regimes. This grim
scenario changed when the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
government came to power in 2014
and took landmark steps to
promote social harmony and peace
in the region. The government has
shown respect and sensitivity
towards the culture, identity, and
dignity of the people of the region
and has engaged in dialogue,
development, and democracy to
address the grievances and
aspirations of the people. The
government has made efforts for
the surrender of militants through
various peace talks and accords, the
rehabilitation of surrendered
insurgents, the creation of several
autonomous councils for different
tribal groups, the removal of the
Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act
(AFSPA) from several districts, and
the reduction of border conflicts,
among many other measures. The
signing of the Karbi Peace Accord,

the Assam Adivasi Peace Accord,
the Dimasa Peace Accord, and the
Bodo Peace Accord are examples of
how the government has made a
lasting difference.

INFRASTRUCTURE
DEVELOPMENT AND
CONNECTIVITY
Underpinned by the twin pillars of
peace and development and
manifested in unprecedented
infrastructure creation and an
increase in connectivity, the
Northeast is witnessing an
exponential leap in its quality of life
today. The sheer magnitude of the
all-round transformation of the
Northeastern states in the last
decade under PM Narendra Modi’s
dynamic leadership is a case study
for all scholars of social sciences
and public administration. The
speed of infrastructure projects
undertaken in border areas has
boosted the standard of living in
far-flung districts. Northeast India
witnessed an unprecedented jump
in the number of airports in the
North Eastern Region (NER),
which rose from nine to 16, and the
numbers of flights have increased
from about 900 to 1,900 post-2014.
Some Northeastern states have
made their way onto India’s railway

map for the first time, and efforts
are being made to expand the
waterways too. At the same time,
the restoration of age-old conflicts
and improved law and order
situations have led to record tourist
footfalls in the region. Under PM
Modi’s visionary leadership, the
Northeast has emerged as an
important reservoir for India’s
growth in the decades to come.

THE ‘ACT EAST POLICY’ AND
STRATEGIC INITIATIVES
When Narendra Modi became the
PM of India in 2014, he had a vision
of transforming India. He put the
Northeast at the heart of his vision.
He changed the ‘Look East Policy’
to ‘Act East Policy’ and took a
holistic approach to tackle the
challenges of the region. PM Modi’s
vision for the Northeast extends
beyond mere economic
development. It encompasses a
holistic approach that embraces the
region’s cultural diversity and
heritage. The launch of the ‘Act East
Policy’ has opened new avenues for
trade and collaboration, positioning
the Northeast as a gateway to
Southeast Asia. Central to this
narrative is PM Modi’s ‘Act East
Policy’, which reimagines the
Northeast as India’s gateway to

Southeast Asia. Through enhanced
connectivity and strategic
collaborations, the region emerges
as a pivotal player in fostering
regional integration and economic
growth. After 2014, a major
impetus was given to further
strengthen this relationship
between the Indian Northeast and
Southeast Asia. Modi envisaged the
Northeastern states as India’s
gateway to Southeast Asia. To
realise this potential, work is
resolutely underway on projects like
the India-Myanmar-Thailand
Trilateral Highway (IMT Highway)
and the Agartala-Akhaura rail
project. Once complete, these
would be complete game changers
for the region. When the outlook
changes, the rest of the changes are
mere formalities. 

LEADERSHIP AND PEOPLE-
CENTRIC GOVERNANCE
Unlike most PMs in the past who
handled the Northeast from a
distance, PM Modi has visited the
Northeast around 60 times in nine
years, which is perhaps more than
the total number of visits by all his
predecessors put together. The
result is a miraculous
transformation in the region, with
the Northeast being cited all over as

the Modi government’s
development model.

INCLUSIVITY AND
CULTURAL PRESERVATION
It may be noted that in the last few
years, the Northeast has witnessed
many firsts that should actually
have happened long, long ago.
Almost 60 years after Nagaland
attained statehood, the national
anthem was played inside the
Nagaland Assembly for the first
time on February 21, 2021.
Similarly, the Tripura Assembly
played the national anthem for the
first time on March 23, 2018, after
the BJP government was sworn in
the state. For the first time since our
independence, under PM Modi,
our most farflung villages on the
border have been given top priority
for development and employment
generation under the recently
launched Vibrant Village
Programme. These endeavours
epitomise a commitment to
inclusivity and progress, reflective
of PM Modi’s mantra of ‘Sabka
Saath, Sabka Vikas’.

ECONOMIC PROGRESS AND
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
While infrastructure and
economic development are

crucial, the preservation and
promotion of the unique cultural
heritage of the Northeast have not
been overlooked. Prime Minister
Modi’s dedication to nurturing
and celebrating the diverse
traditions, languages, and
customs of the region has not only
strengthened the social fabric but
has also projected the Northeast
onto the global stage. Since then,
on his nearly 60 visits to the
Northeast, he has inaugurated
many projects, held rallies and
roadshows, and attended
swearing-in ceremonies. of
North-East Democratic Alliance
(NEDA) governments. Yet,
beyond the realm of
infrastructure lies a concerted
effort to preserve and celebrate
the Northeast’s rich cultural
heritage. Prime Minister Modi’s
unwavering dedication to this
cause not only strengthens the
social fabric but also elevates the
region onto the global stage. 
This transformation didn’t
materialise overnight. It’s the
culmination of relentless
engagement, dialogue, and
empowerment-markers of PM
Modi’s leadership since 2014. His
unprecedented visits to the
Northeast, coupled with strategic

initiatives, have sown the seeds of
progress and prosperity. Economic
indicators underscore this
remarkable turnaround, with the
Northeast witnessing a surge in
GDP and trade, coupled with a
decline in insurgency and enhanced
connectivity. The cumulative GDP
of the Northeastern states has more
than doubled from 2.97 lakh crore
to 6.81 lakh crore, and their share of
the Indian GDP has increased from
2.6 percent in 2013-14 to 2.9
percent in 2021-22. The Northeast
has undergone a tremendous
economic transformation under the
Modi government.  

CONCLUSION
In a world often beset by
cynicism, the Northeast stands as
a beacon of possibility-a
testament to the transformative
power of visionary leadership and
collective endeavor. The
progressive journey continues,
fueled by the promise of a brighter
tomorrow for all.
In decoding Modi’s Northeast
Story, we unearth not just a tale of
development but a narrative of
resilience, renewal, and the
promise of a brighter future for
all. As we celebrate the Northeast’s
resurgence, let us continue to
amplify these voices and pave the
way for a more inclusive and
prosperous India. Unlike most
Indian PMs who did not challenge
the status quo, PM Modi thrives
on taking the uncharted route.
Social justice and historical course
correction are always high
priorities of the Modi
government, be it about
individuals or a region. Northeast
India today has the highest-ever
representation in the Union
Council of Ministers, wherein
there are two cabinet ministers
and three ministers of state. For
the first time, a Member of
Parliament (MP) from Tripura has
found a place in the Council of
Ministers. Over the years,
Nagaland’s biggest annual cultural
extravaganza, the Hornbill
Festival, and Manipur’s Sangai
Festival have been attracting
visitors from all parts of the
country.
As we navigate through the
labyrinthine corridors of change,
it’s imperative to acknowledge the
voices and narratives that animate
this saga. “Modi’s North East
Story” serves as a conduit,
amplifying the voices of
facilitators, executors, researchers,
and witnesses, democratising this
tale of hope and empowerment.

(The writer is a PhD Candidate
and impact consultant; views are

personal)

On the eve of the
International Women’s
Day, France enshrined

abortion rights in its constitution.
While, addressing the French
lawmakers, the French Prime
Minister said that the country had
‘a moral debt to women’, and the
lawmakers ‘a chance to change
history’. In the aftermath of the SC
decision in the USA, overriding
the 1973 verdict in Roe v. Wade,
eliminating the constitutional
right to an abortion, abortion laws
have once again come to spotlight,
Earlier, Poland, had   effectively
banned it, while, Hungary
imposed several bureaucratic
hurdles for women. In India, the
test of ‘foetal viability’ may prove
to be a handicap for many women.
While, in 2022, Dr. Natalia
Kanem, UNFPA, asserted that
‘women’s bodily autonomy is the
foundation for gender equality’.  
Globally, 60%, or about 1.12
billion women of reproductive
age, live where abortion is broadly
legal, while, 40% or 753 million
under restrictive laws. In today’s
world of growing violence,
physical, emotional or sexual,
against women and girls,
especially, by husbands or intimate
partners, is becoming a cause for
concern. In 2021, one woman was
killed in every 11 minutes by a
relative, while, a quarter of people
worldwide believe, it is justifiable
for a man to beat his wife. New
forms of violence against women

are also emerging online, fuelled
by digital tools like deepfakes and
by misogynistic influencers,
forcing women out of digital
spaces (UNDP, 2024).
Even though the world is
committed to promoting women’s
economic justice and closing
gender gaps in the world of work
(SDG-10), one in every 10 women
is living in extreme poverty, and if
the current trends continue by

2030, an estimated 8 per cent of
the world’s female population,
342.4 million women and girls -
will still be living on less than
$2.15 a day, mostly in sub-Saharan
Africa. Close to one in four, and
will experience moderate or severe
food insecurity. An estimated 73.5
per cent of women in wage
employment do not have access to
social protection. Only 61.4 per
cent of prime working age women

are in the labour force, compared
to 90 per cent of men. More than
2.7 billion women in 69
economies are legally restricted
from having the same choice of
jobs as men, and 43 economies
have no laws on sexual harassment
in the workplaces.  There is a wide
wage disparity as well, with each
dollar a man earns in labour, a
woman only 51 cents. Women
spend about 16.4 billion hours on

unpaid care work every day, three
times more than men, and at this
rate, it would exceed up to 40 per
cent of GDP in some countries by
2050. While, the closure in gender
gap in labour force participation
could give a raise of USD 7 trillion
to the global economy and an
average 20% higher GDP per
capita.
Sadly, halfway through the gender
equality goal (SDG-5), not a single
indicator for SDG-5( gender
equality and empowerment) has
been met, or even almost met,
with only 15.4 per cent of
indicators are ‘on track’, 61.5 per
cent at a moderate distance and
23.1 per cent are far or very far off
track from 2030 targets. It is
estimated to take at least 300 years
to end child marriage, 286 years to
close gaps in legal protection and
remove discriminatory laws, 140
years for women to be represented
equally in positions of power and
leadership in the workplace, and
47 years to achieve equal
representation in national
parliaments (UN). There is a need
for an additional USD  360 billion
per year to achieve gender equality
and  failure to prioritise it, could
not only jeopardise the entire 2030
Agenda for SDGs, but, ‘the very
foundation of a fair society, a goal
upon which all other goals must
stand’(UN DESA).
Now, one of the key challenges is
lack of financing. There is a
staggering USD 360 billion annual

deficit in spending on gender-
equality measures (UNWomen).
The rising costs of conflicts and
fuel and food prices, forced almost
143 countries in undertaking
policy measures that undermined
their capacity of spending on
public services and social
protection. A recent study called
for alternative economic models
shifting towards a green economy
and care society for amplifying
women’s voices, and achieving
feminist climate justice, as the
impending climate crisis is likely
to push up to 158.3 million more
women and girls into poverty.  
As the conflicts proliferate across
the globe, women face more
challenges with increased
maternal mortality and morbidity,
lack of healthcare, and girls being
deprived of school education. The
2024 Women’s Day has rightly
focused on investing in women
for accelerating all round
progress. Now, it is imperative for
nations to redouble their efforts in
realising the committed goals, to
ensure  women and girls get
access to healthcare, education
and capacity building,
opportunities for power-sharing
and  economic participation, and
end gender-based violence by
breaking the stranglehold of
normative behaviour and
stereotypes. 

(The author is former Director
General, Doordarshan & All India

Radio, views are personal)
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We are far away from the 2030 goal of gender equality
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Decoding Modi’s North East Story
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